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CHAPTER ONE


ZACH


I try to be both nice and obviously disinterested. But as the dinner goes on, I realize I've gotten the balance wrong. Her face tells me that she thinks things are going well. Her smiles are just a little too broad, and they crinkle the skin around her eyes just a little too much.

Most girls would be upset by the number of times I've checked my watch in the last hour—at least six—but it's like she doesn't even notice. So now I've started pulling my phone out and swiping through the screen while she's talking. I still nod my head at the correct parts of her stories, but anyone with a functional brain and eyes would get the hint. Except her. And she's a first-year medical student. I thought she would be one of the easy ones.

"So, maybe we can go for a drink when we're finished here?" she asks.

I sigh. She's pretty. Blonde hair and blue eyes that match the dress she had to have spent hours squeezing her curvy body into. If you put a gun to my head and asked me my type, she would be it. Exactly. "I really need to get home after this. I have a very busy day tomorrow. Sorry." Sai is off tomorrow, for once, so I'm going to spend the whole day playing Screams of Metal IV with him.

"Oh, I know what that's like. Maybe some other day then? I'm in town for the next ten days. You tell me when you're free."

For the love of God, woman. I pull out my phone again. This time I go to the calendar app. Each day is filled with events. Starting at 9am most days and going until 7pm, sometimes later. Each one is fake. I flash the phone at her long enough for her to see the full schedule, but not long enough for her to read anything. I never thought I would have to actually use this to fool one of these blind dates. "I feel bad, but I'm booked solid."

She tilts her head and smiles. "Your parents warned me about you, but I thought I was stubborn enough to wear you down. But you win. You really have no interest at all, do you?"

So that explains it. My smile is sad and sympathetic, and I'm not faking it this time. "I really am sorry. I'm just not interested in anyone right now. Even after all this, you are?"

She laughs, and I think for a second that she might choke. "Oh fuck no, I'm way too busy with school to do anything with a man who isn't devoted to me. But I love a challenge, and I never give up. Usually. After the first ten minutes, I was just going through the motions to prove a point." She leans back in her chair, and it looks like she's relaxed for the first time all night. "So, why are your parents so desperate to set you up?"

"They're convinced I need to 'spread my wings and leave the nest,' as they say. But I'm 24 and have a useless history degree. I have to wait for the right wind to come along before I'll ever be able to fly."

"But they're smart enough to see through that bullshit?"

I chuckle. "Well, it worked for a while, but I think they might be catching on. Forgive me for being an ass?"

"Only if you forgive me for pretending to be a stereotypical airhead blonde."

"Done." I extend my hand across the table and we shake. "It was really nice to meet you, though, and I wish you the best in medical school. That has to be a bear."

She stands and grins down at me. "If I can survive an hour with a man who would rather be on the lip of an erupting volcano than be with me, I can survive anything."
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On the ride home, I wonder if I should just go in through the basement door and avoid my parents altogether. But, I tell myself, I'll have to face them sometime. I might as well get it over with.

When I walk into the dark kitchen, I can hear the thumps of the television above me. Ever since dad got his new sound system, he plays everything way louder than it needs to be, no matter what it is. Luckily, the first floor acts as a buffer between us, or I would complain about the noise.

The sound is even louder when I get to the top of the stairs. How can they stand it? Dad is sitting on the far side of the sofa, and mom is cuddled against him. His arm is around her shoulders, and he's stroking the top of her arm through the white robe that she has on. They both look at the clock when they notice me, and I know they're calculating whether enough time passed to call it a successful date.

Dad holds the remote straight out as he turns down the volume. "I guess things must have gone well."

Mom smiles. "So, what did you think? Isn't she great?"

I sit sideways on the chair beside the sofa and let a leg dangle over its arm. "She seems nice, but..."

Mom rolls her eyes. "But what?"

"But she's not my type."

"Zach," dad says, "she's exactly your type. And I know because your type is the same as my type. And this girl reminded me of your mother when I met her." Mom turns to look at him, and I'm not sure if she thinks it's sweet or kind of creepy that dad just indirectly said a 25-year-old is his type.

"Zachary, we just want you to be happy."

I laugh. "You just want me to find someone, so I'll finally move out."

Mom acts hurt. "Of course not! But that is how the world works, and it's going to happen for you too. You just need to find the right girl."

"Mom..."

"And don't worry. Your matchmaker mother has a few more tricks up her sleeve."

Oh God. Why can't they take the hint? It's not even a hint at this point. They know I'm not interested in any more blind dates. I've told them over and over. They just refuse to listen. "I've already found the right girl." I don't even think before I say it. If I did, I would realize what a huge mistake I was about to make, and I would have clamped my mouth shut.

"So tonight did go well then?" dad asks.

"No. It's… I didn't want to tell you guys, but there's a different girl. You don't know her."

"Mmm-hmm," they both say at the same time.

Fuck. "I'm not lying. I didn't want to say anything yet because I didn't want to jinx it."

"Since when do you believe in things like that?"

I shrug. Since now if it helps them believe this story.

Mom sits up and stares at me for what feels like an hour. "And now you think things might be getting serious with this girl?"

How can I get out of this? Can I tell them I was just joking? If I do that, they'll probably work even harder setting me up on these inane dates. "It's really serious. That's why I didn't want to risk it. I… got a ring." What the hell is wrong with me? "But I haven't asked her yet, and I don't—"

"So you're serious enough that you bought a ring, but we're just now finding out about her?" Mom asks and then looks at dad instead of me. The corner of her mouth twitches just a little and dad's eyes narrow the tiniest of bits. I know that they're doing that silent communication thing they always do, and I know that means I'm in trouble.

I bury my head in my hands. "It's not like—"

"So when are we meeting her?" dad asks.

Fuck. Fuuuck. "She's shy about meeting new people. Plus, I don't want to push things too far or too fast."

"But you're ready to propose to her. That seems pretty far and pretty fast from where I'm sitting." Mom's tone is flat and makes it clear that she's calling my bluff. "I think it's time we meet this girl who captured our son's heart. And I'm sure if she's the one, neither of you has to worry about her meeting us."

I don't know whether I'm more mad at my own stupidity or at her little dig at my relationship with Maria. My stupidity. Definitely. I just dug a hole to cover my divot. "Let me talk to her and see what she wants to do. She's pretty busy. And really shy, like I said. Almost to the point where she should probably see a therapist about it."

"Mmm-hmm."


CHAPTER TWO


SAI


"What are you doing? Where are you?" I move along the power plant's fence with four other members of our squad, but Zach is nowhere to be seen. When I look back, I spot him still buried in the tree line of the forest we just snuck through. "I'm going to get all the kills myself if you're not up here in ten seconds."

I hear his laugh on my headset. "You'd be lucky to get one kill without me. I'm just so out of it today. This stupid girlfriend bullshit. I don't know what the hell I'm going to do."

I direct Specialist Fayed to cut a small hole in the fence, and we all clamber through it behind her. As soon as we're on the other side, a flashlight sweeps in our direction, and we sprint behind the closest building. "Stop! Don't do anything yet. You need to wait."

"I can't. They expect to meet her now. I can't believe I was so stupid. Do you think they would believe me if I told them she's out of town?"

"Dude... down... now! I wasn't talking about this imaginary girlfriend. There's a guard sweeping the area. Wait until—" My screen goes black. "Never mind. I guess he spotted us thanks to you."

I scroll back through the menus and wait for Zach to say something, but he doesn't. "Hello? Did you lose your connection? Hopefully, because if you did, I'm only going to be stern-tone-of-voice mad at you instead of you're-buying-all-my-drinks-next-time-we-go-out-because-you're-an-idiot-who-ruined-the-last-thirty-minutes-of-our-hard-work mad."

"What about you?"

I toss my hands up. "Me? I was in there with the team. I'm not the one who was spotted."

"No. I mean, people think you're a girl all the time. And my parents have never met you."

"What are you talking about?"

He clicks his tongue several times. "I can't believe I'm saying this, but what if you just pretend to be my girlfriend? Only for—"

The heat rises to my cheeks. "I can't believe you're saying it either. Absolutely not. No way. And no one ever thinks that I'm a girl. Not really."

"So you're telling me you didn't have a group of students last year who spent the first semester thinking you were Ms. Patel?"

I should have never told him that. I still remember when Olivia stayed after class to apologize because she and her friends had been misgendering me for three months. When I asked her what she meant, she said they all assumed I was a woman with a horrible, manly fashion sense. I wanted to crawl under my desk, but I forced myself to laugh and tell her it was fine. I'd made a point of having the students call me by my first name, so I never even noticed until she told me.

"That's different," I say. "I wasn't trying to fool anyone then. I was just being me. How was I supposed to know what they would think?"

"Just once. That's all." I can almost hear the desperation in his voice.

"You're in this mess because of a bad decision. Why do you think another one is going to suddenly solve all of your problems? Just tell them the truth."

He pauses, and I assume he's realizing just how right I am. He's probably thinking of the best way to apologize for being so foolish. "It's going to work. Trust me. What are you doing Friday night? No basketball games to attend or dances to chaperone or struggling eighth graders to tutor?"

"I'll be home by seven. But I am not going out on Friday night. Not as a girl. No way."

"I would never dream of asking you that." Somehow his voice tells me the opposite of what he's saying. "I'll be there at seven sharp. Talk to you then."

"What about the mission? Dude?" I pull the headset off and rub the heels of my hands into my eyes so hard I see white flashes dancing in my vision. I don't know what he has planned for Friday, but whatever it is, I'm not doing it.
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"No."

He doesn't stop unzipping the backpack that he just set on the dining room table. He doesn't even look up at me. "You don't even know what's in here."

"The fact that you have anything in there already makes it more than I'm willing to do. Zach, I'm not going to do this. It's stupid."

"You're stupid."

I roll my eyes at the childish insult as he pulls a black t-shirt from the bag and tosses it to me. I wad it up in my hands when I catch it so he'll hopefully see exactly what I think of whatever this is.

"Put it on."

"What is it?"

"A dress."

I drop it to the floor like it scalded me. It makes a soft, fluttery noise when it hits the carpet, and I take a step backward and just stare down at it. That's a dress? It looks so small. I'm tempted to kick at it with my toe—to unfurl it just a little so I can see it better.

"Sai, come on man." He bends over and holds it out in front of him. It is a little longer than I thought, but not much more than a few inches longer than the last band t-shirt I bought. The one I have to wear tucked in because it's too long on me, I remember. "Just do this for me tonight. I promise to be completely honest with you. It's my ass on the line if you look like a man in a dress."

I snicker. "Your ass? You're not the one having to dress up like this." You're not the one who's terrified of doing this again.

Zach puts his arm on my shoulder, and his touch makes me skip a breath. "Please?" His eyes look so sad, like if I say the wrong thing, they may overflow. "I promise I won't let you make a fool of yourself."

That makes this even more frightening. He's lazy and sometimes self-centered. Most people think that he's the stereotypical spoiled rich kid. But he's not. He's always had my back. No matter what. The only person who ever has. What if he tells me I look fine? How do I say no then? He's my best friend, and he needs me. I need to man up and be a woman for him, as much as the thought makes my stomach tumble.

I don't say a word as I take the dress from him and walk into my bedroom. I close the door and plop onto the bed with a loud sigh. The mirror is right across from me, and I stare into it. I promised myself after Cade that I would never do this again. So why am I even considering it? Because he's my best friend. Because he would do anything for me.

I look up at the ceiling and stand so I can take my clothes off. Everything except my boxers. Then I slip the dress over my head. My nipples tingle as the thin cotton brushes across them, and I hope Zach won't notice how hard they are. I don't look at myself in the mirror once it's on. I know what it's going to look like. I just walk out to the living room.

Zach is sitting on a dining room chair watching television. He's twisted sideways with one arm across the back while he plucks at his lip with his other hand. He doesn't notice me at first, and I tell myself that means there's still time to run away. But I clear my throat softly.

He looks up at me, and his mouth opens. Not much, but just enough that I know what's coming next. "Sai, you... Is it rude for me to say you look just like a girl? And you don't even have any makeup on."

I'm not sure if it's rude or if it's exactly what I want to hear, so I stand still and silent.

"Wow. I mean, I thought this would work. But now I'm sure. Dude, I think you could be pretty if you just watch some makeup tutorials." He walks over to me, and I wonder if he's going to touch me again. I take a step back, but he never lifts his arms. Just looks at me. His eyes move up and down and back. "Sai...."

I close my eyes and take in a deep breath. "I don't suppose you're willing to admit that this whole idea is stupid now?"

"It might be the most brilliant idea I've ever had." His face practically explodes in a grin, and I have to look away. His smile has always warmed me, and standing in front of him in a dress is like holding a magnifying glass to the sun.

"I can pay you," he says. "I'll make it worth your time. Fifty dollars for every hour?"

Every hour? So this isn't some simple and fast meeting? I look at him for just a second before shaking my head and looking away again.

"One hundred. You tell me."

I collapse onto the sofa. I wish I could sink right through to the apartment downstairs. To the core of the earth and burn up. "I'm not taking your money for this. Just promise me it will be quick.

"I promise. There's something else you should know, though." He's not smiling now. His bottom lip is twisted and his hands are clenched in front of his chest. "I told them I'm proposing to you tonight."

My heart stops.


CHAPTER THREE


ZACH


I tap my phone over and over on my knee while I sit on the couch, waiting for Sai to come out. It seems like he's been getting ready forever, and when I check the time, it has been almost an hour.

"Are you at least almost ready?" I say it loud enough that he can hear me, but there's no response. I can't help but chuckle just a little. If I were in his shoes, I would have locked myself in the bathroom. Or jumped out the window and made my way down to the parking lot below. But it would be different if it were me. I'm not nearly as girly looking as him.

I feel guilty as soon as I say it. I shouldn't accuse my best friend of being girly. Especially when he's going through all of this for me. But that doesn't mean it's not true. The truth is, I wasn't shocked when he told me his students mistook him for a woman. Almost everyone who first meets him assumes the same. And every time it happens, he gets so upset. His face reddens and his nostrils flare—the left one just a little larger than the right. And every time I calm him down. "So what?" I always tell him. "Who cares?" He always tells me that he cares. And now he's in another room putting on makeup and women's clothes for me. Just so I can get my parents off my back. I have to be the most selfish asshole in the world to have ever asked him to do this, let alone to pressure him into it. I should call it off now. It's what a good friend would do. It's what he would do for me.

Sai is staring at himself in the bathroom mirror when I walk around the corner. I freeze as soon as I see him. My hand gropes for the wall to help balance myself. His long dark hair is curled and pulled back into a ponytail, and he's wearing nothing but a bra and panties. Their white stands out against the smooth, light milky chocolate of his skin. The bra has to be stuffed, but from the side, it looks so real. When he blinks, his thick black eyelashes move up and down, and I swallow. This is my best friend? The man I met during my senior year of college. The man who I knew looked pretty feminine, but this?

He blows out a deep breath and then brushes something from under his eye before turning away from the mirror. I shift my weight from one foot to the other, and it's enough to draw his attention. He looks up and gasps. One hand covers his mouth, and the other covers his chest.

"Um, hey. I just came to..." To tell you that you don't have to do this. That it was a stupid idea. It was wrong of me to ever ask you to do this. But none of those words will come out as I stare at him. At his pink lips, open in surprise. At his black-lined eyes. At the hint of purple on his eyelids.

He looks down and crosses his arms over his chest. They slot so naturally under his bra and whatever he's stuffed it with. "I'm almost ready. Just need to get dressed. Hand me those jeans?" When I don't move, he points behind me.

"Oh. Uh, yeah." It takes all the willpower I have to turn away, but when I do, it's like surfacing after a plunge into an icy lake. I suck in a deep breath, and adrenaline and endorphins flood my brain. I almost dance over to the bed where the jeans are set out beside a pink sweater. I take them and turn back to him. He's just a couple of steps behind me now, and his lips curl up a little as he takes the pants from me.

When he holds them in front of him, I feel like I should turn away to give him privacy, but I can't. I watch as his right foot and then his left slip into the dark blue material. He pulls them up to his knees and then shimmies and bounces them the rest of the way. As they slide into place, the skintight jeans make him look like he really has hips, like his waist really does curve in the way a woman's does. When he walks to the bed and lifts the sweater over his head, I notice the way his ass fills out the jeans like they were made custom just for him.

After the sweater is on, he faces me. "So, how bad is it?"

"It's... not at all. Dude. You're gorgeous." I mean it as a compliment, but his lips twist up as I say it. But it's true. He doesn't look anything like a man anymore. I don't care how suspicious my mom and dad are. They'll never think that Sai is anything but a woman. Thinking about them makes my stomach knot. "I need to tell you something. My mom changed plans on us today, and I don't think you're going to like it. We're not just having lunch together."
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Sai doesn't say a word to me during the entire ride, and when I park the car, I wonder if he'll even get out. But he unfastens the seatbelt and opens the door without looking at me. When I get out, he's standing at the front of the car with his white coat drawn tight around him, staring at the massive concrete building in front of us.

"I swear I didn't know, man. And I tried everything to talk her out of it." I step up beside him and dip my head. He can't honestly think it was my idea to come to the Bridal and Wedding Expo, can he? I would never even think to come here with a real fiancée, let alone him.

His eyes move to me briefly. "Don't say that."

"But it's true. I—"

"No, I mean don't call me a man. One slip up like that, and we're both screwed."

Oh shit. I didn't even realize I'd done that.

"Are they here yet?" he asks.

"Mom texted. They're just inside the doors waiting for us."

He nods his head and closes his eyes for a second before looking at me. "Hold my hand. Your parents might be watching as we walk up." He sticks his hand out toward me, and I force down a swallow. I haven't held hands with a boy since I was in first grade and Mrs. Heimler made us hold hands as we crossed the street to the planetarium. Stop that! He's not a boy today, and I need to stop thinking of him that way.

I lace my fingers between his. I expect it to feel just like holding Josh's hand that day 18 years ago, but it doesn't. His hand is warm, and the heat shoots up through my arm to my chest. I almost let go and pull my hand back, but I force myself to hang on. For him and for me. For her. If I don't start thinking of him as a woman, I know I'm going to slip up in there.

She looks at me. The fear is barely masked behind her face, but as long as she holds herself together, we can just pretend that she's nervous about meeting my parents. What fiancée wouldn't be? I squeeze her hand and smile. She doesn't even try to smile back, but she takes a step toward the building.

Sai was right. Mom is looking out the glass door as we walk up. I spot her before she finds us, so I'm able to see the look of surprise on her face. She taps dad on the shoulder and points at us, and he looks just as astonished as her. I chuckle. "Mom and dad just saw us. I think they're shocked that you're actually real."

"Are they the ones who look like someone just told them they won the lottery?"

"That's them." She snorts, and her hand loosens just a little. I hope it means that some of the tension is leaving her. I pull her to a stop so I can show off. I have it all planned. I'm going to smile at her and lean in so close that it looks like I'm kissing her from a distance, but when she turns to me, I forget everything. It's like I somehow forgot in the last 30 seconds just how beautiful she is.

"What's wrong?" she asks.

The smile that her dark brown eyes draw from me isn't forced. I couldn't stop it if I tried. "Are you sure you're ready for this?"

She rolls her eyes and laughs. "Isn't it a little late for that?"

"Just say the word, and we'll turn around." She shakes her head, and I feel sick and elated at the same time. "Is it okay if we act like we're kissing? Not for real, but if we do it here, maybe mom and dad won't expect us to do it in there. But if you don't want—"

She moves into me, and her lips close on mine. The sound of my heartbeat drowns out everything else, and my skin is hotter than a glowing electric burner. I blink over and over as she pulls back.

"Smile," she says. "Act like we do it all the time." It was just a simple peck. Mouths closed. Just for show. Why am I reacting like this? She runs her thumb along my lower lip to wipe away any lipstick that might have transferred, and that wakes me up enough that I can finally control my body again. My lips curl in what I hope is a smile and not the look of a crazed man who suddenly has no clue if he's in the same world he was in five seconds ago. "Do you think that was enough for them?" she asks.

I want to tell her no. That we'd better do it again. For longer this time. With tongue. But I push those thoughts away. I might be trying to think of her as a woman for now, but she's not. She's my best friend, and I can't have these thoughts about her. "That was good," I say. Her eyes close for a blink that seems just a hair too long, and then she swings our connected arms forward and starts walking toward the building again.

As soon as we're in the doors, mom attacks Sai. Her arms shoot around her and pull her in so tight I wonder if Sai can breathe. I look at dad, ready to plead with him to pull mom off of her, but he clasps his hand on one shoulder while he wraps his other arm around me. "Proud of you, son. Your mother thought for sure you were lying about this, but I knew you weren't. I could see it in your eyes the night you told us about her."

"Hey!" Mom releases Sai, and slaps dad on the shoulder. "You thought he was lying too."

I lower my head and try to glance up at Sai from the corner of my eye, but she's staring at the ground and doesn't notice me until I work my hand back into hers. As soon as I do, her mouth drops open and her gaze moves from my hand, up my arm, to my eyes. She pinches her mouth shut and draws in a quick inhale. I wink.

"So, let's see the ring. Zachary hasn't shown us any pictures yet." Mom huffs, and I want to tell her that it's because I hadn't even seen the ring until this morning.

Sai holds her hand out, and mom pulls it closer. Dad leans in. She's wearing a gold ring with a princess cut diamond. There are two tiny bands of rubies and diamonds twirling on each side, almost forming a circle around it, but not quite. It was her grandma's ring, meant to be handed down to the oldest girl in each generation, but Sai is an only child. She told me she had to beg her mother to get it, telling her that she just wanted to show it to a friend. Her mom made her prove that her insurance would cover it if anything happened. I laughed when she told me that, but when I saw it this morning, I understood. It's beautiful. And even more beautiful on her finger. I shake away the thought.

"Ooh, that's gorgeous." Mom looks from the ring to Sai to me while dad looks over her shoulder and grunts approvingly. "Did you pick this out yourself?" The skepticism is obvious in her voice as she asks me. And for good reason. If I picked out a ring, it would be simple with just a single round diamond in the middle. Elegant, but nothing fancy.

I'm just about to answer when Sai beats me to it. "No, this is my grandmother's ring. Since I was a little girl, I dreamt of wearing it one day when it was passed down to me. So when Zach first brought up marriage, I knew it had to be this ring. A tribute to her."

Mom pulls her in for another hug. "I'm sure your grandmother would be very proud of the woman you've become and thrilled that you're wearing her ring." I have to cover my mouth to keep from laughing. I'm pretty sure Sai's grandma is having a heart attack now in whichever afterlife she's in. "Are you ready?" mom asks Sai. "There's so much planning to do, but I thought this would give us a good idea of what to expect. Let's get started." She practically yanks Sai through the inner set of doors into the convention center. Dad and I follow behind at our normal safe distance.

The room is enormous but still noisy for its size. And full of women. Dad and I are two of the only men here. And Sai. A wave a panic washes through me at how quickly I forgot that she's a guy under all of that. She and mom are already a few steps ahead of us, so I leave dad behind to catch up with them. I can't leave Sai alone.

She jumps a little as I wrap my arm around the small of her back, but when she sees it's me, she nestles her body against mine for just a second before turning her attention back to whatever mom is telling her. She's really going all out for me. It's going to take me the rest of my life to make this up to her.

Sai and I walk hand in hand as mom directs us here and there. In the first couple of aisles, I swear we visit at least 20 booths. DJs, photographers, caterers. All things that we'll never use, and at every one mom insists that Sai and I fill out a contact card. Each time it's supposedly for a drawing, but I tell mom that it's really just a way to get our contact information. On the first card, she catches me putting a fake phone number, and she slaps the back of my head like I'm a ten-year-old boy and insists that I correct it. I shake my head, knowing that this one day is going to give me a month's worth of work blocking marketing numbers as they call me.

We keep on like this for what feels like three times longer than forever, when I feel Sai jerk my arm. At first, I assume it's just a twitch, but then she pulls me to a booth with three mannequins wearing wedding gowns. "This one is so pretty," she whispers. I'm not sure if the words are meant for me, but I follow her eyes to the mannequin on the left. It's wearing a sleeveless gown that is tight all the way to where its knees would be. From there down, it balloons out into what looks like an upside down floral bouquet. The fabric turns into petals and each one bends and moves in a different direction.

"You like mermaid dresses?" mom asks from behind us. I look at the dress again. Nothing about it makes me think of a mermaid, but Sai just nods her head. "You have the perfect body for it. I think this one would look wonderful on you." Sai flashes her a quick smile over her shoulder, but then she blows out a long breath.

The woman in the booth sees that we've stopped, and she asks if there's anything specific we're looking for. Sai tells her that there isn't, but at the same time, she reaches out and runs a hand over the jeweled top of the gown. "How much is this one?" I ask the woman. I know dresses can be expensive, so I expect her to tell me one or maybe even two thousand dollars. But I'm shocked when she tells me it's twelve thousand dollars. My jaw hangs open so far the corners of my mouth hurt. There's no possible reason anyone should ever buy a dress that costs that much. The price doesn't seem to jolt Sai, though. She's so absorbed by the dress, I don't know if she even heard. I squeeze her hand, and she glances at me before turning toward the main aisle.

"Do you want to schedule a time for a fitting?" the woman working the booth asks. "This dress would be stunning on you." For that much money, I should hope so.

Sai's eyes move from the woman to the dress and then to the floor. Their corners downturned, and it makes her look sad. "No, thank you. I can't."

"Well, let me give you my card in case you change your mind. And remember to fill out a raffle card. You could win 33% off."

We each fill out a card for the woman, and then trudge on. For the next few booths, Sai is quiet. She only talks to answer mom's questions, and she doesn't say a word to me. Until she pulls me aside just outside a booth for a downtown wedding venue. "I really have to pee." Her voice is so quiet, I can barely hear her.

I chuckle. "Okay. This isn't your classroom. You don't have to raise your hand and get permission. Go to the restroom. I think they're over there." I point to the area where I remember seeing the sign for the ladies' room.

"You don't get it. I have to go. Bad." Is this her way of telling me she pissed herself? I look down at the crotch of her jeans. There's no dark spot. "Zach, think about where we are and about who I am."

I stare at her for a minute before I realize what she's saying. I take a step back and stretch our arms between us. Somehow I'd forgotten that we're holding hands. I look at her. Her eyes are wide and her free hand is shaking against the side of her jeans. I pull her close to me—too close—so I can talk to her without mom overhearing us, but as soon as I do, I realize it was a mistake. Her body fits perfectly against mine. It's like a jigsaw piece sliding into its mate. My breath catches, and my heart beats faster. Maybe mom and dad were onto something even if they didn't know it. Maybe I need to find a girl and get laid.

"You'll be fine," I whisper. My forehead is resting against hers, and her breaths are swirling and mixing between us. I smell the cinnamon that she sprinkled on her coffee this morning. "Just walk in there like you belong, and no one will think you're anything other than a beautiful woman using the restroom."

"Beautiful?"

"Sorry. I shouldn't have called you that. I just mean that you're... well, yeah. You clean up nice. Is that better?" I laugh, but she doesn't. "Just go. Tell mom, and I'm sure she'll go with you. You know how women are." I tilt my head back, and she stares into my eyes.

"Okay, you two. You can do that afterward," mom says. "We still have the other half of the room to visit."

My body wants to collapse when I find out there's still that much left to see. "Sai needs a little break first." I look at her, and she's blushing. It makes her cute on top of the beautiful she already is. "She has to pee."

"Oh, well, the restrooms are right over here," mom tells her. "I should go too."

Sai quietly follows mom, and dad walks up to my side. "So, how did you meet her?"

I tell him the basics of the real story. That we met in college and have been close ever since. When he asks why I've never mentioned her before, I don't have a good answer. I just shrug.

"It doesn't matter now," he says. "I'm happy you found her. I can see how much you two love each other. You both practically glow, and I'm pretty sure this is the longest you've gone without touching her today." He laughs, but I swallow so hard I wouldn't be surprised if he hears it. I have been touching her a lot. Too much. She must think I'm awful.

I'm lost in my thoughts until I hear Sai's laugh. I look up. She and mom are still a few booths away, but Sai looks completely different to me, like she's bathed in a light that is only falling on her. It makes me smile.


CHAPTER FOUR


SAI


Why don't I think he's awful? He all but made me dress up—he made me break a promise to myself, even if he didn't know about it—just so he could parade me around in front of his parents so they would get off his back about finding a girlfriend. Worse than that, he made me lie to them. Two people who seem so sweet. So why did it feel so good to have his hand in mine all day?

I slip the satin and lace nightie over my head, and as the smooth material slides down my body, goosebumps rise along my skin. What am I doing? I ask myself in the mirror. My eyes glide down. From my long and still curly hair to my neck to my chest and belly. My right hand glides with it, smoothing the material as it goes. Then back up. To my nipples. To my lips. The lips that still tingle from the kiss I gave Zach in the parking lot.

I reach behind me for the edge of the bed and then drop to it before I fall. How does it still make me so weak hours later? It was just a quick kiss. Something for the sake of his watching parents. Something that I know was meaningless to him. I'm such a fool. I slide my legs under the blanket and lie back, closing my eyes and hoping to fall asleep rather than spend hours staring at the ceiling and thinking of him.
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"You did so well, Sai." The words relaxed me, and I practically fell onto the couch next to him. When he first walked in, I was nervous. Then scared. His lips were screwed up too tightly. His eyes dirty and distant. I thought I had messed something up. That his parents knew the whole time, and they all spent the evening laughing at me for daring to think that I could be a woman for them.

I risked a little smile. "So they believed me?"

"Not just that, they want me to invite you over for dinner. Just the four of us at their house."

"What did you tell them?"

He looked down, and a tiny rush of red bloomed through his cheeks. His eyes darted up to me for just a flash, so brief that I could have easily missed them if I weren't staring at him. "I told them I would have to ask you."

I had to force myself to push out the breath I was holding, and as I pulled in the next breath, warmth filled me. Starting in my lungs and then pumping out to my neck and my belly. My face and my groin. Even down to my toes.

"But you don't have to worry. I told them that you're really shy, and I didn't know how comfortable you'd be meeting them again yet. I figured that could buy us some time."

I hesitated a beat while I played through forty-five different scenes in my mind. Each one a different possible reaction he could have to what I really wanted to say. In the end, I tried to sound neutral. "What if I say yes?"

My voice was weak and wobbly, but he looked like someone had pulled him upright as soon as I said it. He dared a longer look at me then. My eyes still hadn't moved away from his, and this time, when he saw me staring at him, his eyes locked onto mine. "What does that mean?" His voice was just as wobbly as mine.

I shrugged, preparing myself to tell him it meant nothing. I was giving myself an out. One that I'd taken so many times before. It had always been so much easier to pass something off as a joke instead of admitting my real feelings. And the one time I finally did trust someone enough to tell them the truth, he might as well have taken out a knife and stabbed me. It would have hurt less. It wouldn't have scared me so badly. But Zach wouldn't do that, I told myself. He's different."Your parents seem like really nice people, and it means..." I looked away. I couldn't bear to see the reaction I was afraid was coming. "It means I enjoyed yesterday."

He chuckled, and I thought he was laughing at me. "My mom didn't scare you away with all the wedding plans? Or my dad with his stupid jokes?"

I shook my head.

"Or me with..."

In the corner of my eye, I saw him scoot away. I waited for him to finish his thought, but he didn't. And when I looked at him, his eyes were focused on the floor in front of him again. He was clasping and twisting his hands in his lap. I slid over next to him—so close our bodies were touching—and covered his hands with mine. He relaxed, and I pulled one of his hands to me. I held it between mine and looked at him. I was waiting for him to look at me, but he never did. So I ran my thumb across his palm. "What's the opposite of being scared away?"

"You're the English teacher. You should know."

"Maybe I do. Maybe I want to hear you say it."

He finally looked up. Not at my face, but at my hands holding his. "Being attracted?" The way he said it was so questioning and insecure that I wanted to melt. I kissed the back of his hand and then lowered it along my chest and stomach. I knew he could never feel the trembling there, so I went farther. To my cock. Hard and raging against the thin, silky panties I was wearing under my robe.

His chest rose and fell. And again. But then he cupped his hand around the top of my dick. His touch trapped the heat inside me. I was roasting, and I couldn't take any more. "Please." I didn't know if I was saying it to him or to myself. Begging him to take me or begging myself to not do what I wanted so badly to do.

"I've never done this before."

"You don't have to—" he parted my robe before I could finish the sentence. He stared at my pink panties, so pale they almost look white in the right light. At the bulge in them. He worked his fingers under my waistband. As he pulled it out, I felt the cool air rush in. And my cock strained even harder.

I put a finger under his chin and drew his gaze to me. "Are you sure about this?" He didn't say anything. He just twisted his body so it was facing mine. I lifted one leg up on the cushion, my core open for him, and he didn't hesitate any longer. He pulled my panties down, and my cock shook itself loose, finally freed of its cage. I reached for it, just to wrap my fingers around it, but he nudged my hand out of the way and shook his head. He stared at it for a second and then took it in his hand. I watched as he moved up and down its length. Slowly. Gently. There was already a bead of pre-cum at my tip. He must have noticed it at the same time, because he swiped his palm across it and then raised his hand. He sniffed it first, and I almost giggled at the sight. It was like a dog investigating something that had fallen to the floor. But then, like he decided it was safe, he licked his palm. His eyes looked directly at mine as his tongue dragged across his pale pink skin.

The edge of his mouth curled up, and with his clean hand, he pushed me down and lowered himself on top of me. My dick was trapped between us, but his now wet hand found its way back. His fingers closed around it, and he started stroking again. Faster this time. And this time, his mouth was just inches away from mine. "You don't know how long I've dreamt of doing this," he said.

"You have?"

He nodded.

"Then why didn't you—" Fuck it. I couldn't take the temptation anymore. I leaned up and kissed him. Properly this time. His mouth opened, and I moved inside. If I weren't already flat on my back, I would have fallen the instant our tongues touched. A shock ran through me. Something I'd never felt before and never even knew existed. The feeling of my mouth on his. His weight pressing down on me. His fingers sweeping up and down my length. The more of him I felt, the more I needed. I should have never done this. I'd never want to let him go now.

When his mouth moved from my lips to my neck, my cock pulsed, and I knew I wouldn't last more than a few more seconds. I wanted to warn him so he could move. So I could catch it with something. My panties. My robe. But my mouth didn't work. My throat was too swollen with moans to make room for any words to pass through. And then my body tensed, and my dick pulsed again and again. My sticky, slick cum made his hand even more slippery against me as it coated him and my stomach.

Despite his hand still working my length, my cock softened, and when it did, Zach collapsed on me. Neither of us could breathe. I wrapped my arms around him and held him tight. We didn't care that his shirt would be wet with cum when we finally left the couch. I had no plans to ever move from this position, and I didn't think he did either.

"That was..."

I nodded my head and kissed his cheek. The stubble was rough against my lips. "What does this mean? For us?"

"It means I want you to be my girl. If that's something you want too."

His girl? My tears ran down my cheeks before I was even aware they were building up. I couldn't speak, so I drew him in even tighter.
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My eyes snap open, and my hand automatically reaches for the vibrating phone on my nightstand. It takes me a second to focus on the screen, but when I do, I see his name. Zach. My cheeks burn. I can't talk to him. Not now. I shift and feel the wetness between my legs. What was that? I haven't had a wet dream since I was fourteen. And never a dream about my best friend. I hurriedly set the still vibrating phone back on my nightstand. Face down, as if he could somehow see what I'd done.


CHAPTER FIVE


ZACH


I wish she would answer her damn phone. I've been calling and texting for days, but I haven't heard a thing. It's like she disappeared as soon as I took her home after the bridal expo.

He.

Why are his pronouns suddenly so difficult now? I've known him for years as a man. As nothing but a man. But spending just a few hours with him as a woman has somehow scrambled my brain. That's another reason I need to talk to him or, better yet, meet up with him. I need to see him as a guy again, so I can get this nonsense out of my head. All the thoughts that have been swirling around the last few days. The ones I refuse to even acknowledge.

I set my phone down and groan as I look around my basement lair. It has everything I could ever need. There's a kitchen with a refrigerator, stove, oven, dishwasher, even a bar to eat at when I don't feel like eating on the couch in front of the television. I've never used it for that, but I could. A living room with space for a couch and three chairs, plus the biggest television I could buy and a console set up with three different gaming systems. There are even two bedrooms and a full bathroom. All with a private entrance, so I never have to go upstairs and see my parents. Except now.

My shoulders tense as I walk up the stairs. If I'm lucky, mom and dad won't be home. Or at least only one of them will be. They're so much easier to deal with when they're by themselves. When they're together, they feed off each other and become some super parent that is somehow more than their individual powers combined. I'm still three steps away from the door when I find out that I'm not lucky. Not only can I hear them both talking, they're both just outside the door. So that means they're in the kitchen.

I blow out a breath and open and close my fists before I open the door. I need to release all the tension I can because I'm about to get a heap more piled on me.

"Hey kiddo," dad says as soon as the door creaks open.

Mom waits to see me before speaking. "So you are alive." She's smiling. There's no trace of her usual Why don't you come up and see us more often? Don't you care about your poor parents? look that she uses to send me on guilt trips anytime I haven't been upstairs in a few days.

"Hey. Yep, still alive." I tap twice on my chest to emphasize the fact. "I just need a couple of things if that's okay."

"Sure." "Help yourself." They speak at the same time. Mom is standing over the empty counter while dad is sitting at the bar. There's a closed book in front of him.

"So how's Sai?" Mom asks as I open the refrigerator door.

I wish I knew. For all I know, she's so freaked out by what happened that she moved to Mexico to start a new life. Her phone, left behind, ringing on the floor in an empty apartment every time I call her. Him... damn it. "She's good."

Dad clears his throat. That means he wants mom to keep asking the questions while he pretends that he's not just as curious as she is.

"What did she say about Saturday? Did she enjoy it?"

"Yeah. She liked you guys." That's really what mom is getting at, so I might as well skip ahead so we can move past the next few minutes of beating around the bush. I look back just long enough to see mom smiling.

"She seems like a good girl." It's dad's equivalent of saying that he would vote for her for president. Guilt and remorse swirl around in my belly, and for a second, nothing in the refrigerator looks good. What kind of son would lie to his parents like this? I push away the thought and open the lid on a plastic container. It's a leftover slice of moussaka, and my stomach growls as soon as the garlic and cinnamon smell hits my nose. I set it on the counter behind me, and keep searching.

Mom moves beside me and looks into the refrigerator. "Did you two talk any more about the wedding?"

I freeze. The wedding? For just a second, I imagine myself standing at an altar while Sai walks toward me. The long train of a white gown spread behind her like the wake of a boat moving through a lake. Stop it! “I... not anything specific. Just that we're both kind of excited now.”

Mom's hand rubs up and down my back. "Your dad and I could tell by the look in your eyes on Saturday."

"Tell what?"

"That she's the one for you." I want to laugh when she says it, but dad just nods his head before picking up his book and pretending to read. "Every time you touched her, your eyes danced. I'd never seen it before with any of your other girlfriends. Not even Maria."

I dated Maria for two years in college, and I swore I was going to marry her. I even brought her home over Winter Break to meet mom and dad. I planned to spend a few days here with her and them. But that first dinner was so awkward, I drove us back to campus. Mom and dad were quiet. They barely said anything to her. And the next time I talked to dad, he told me, "you don't always like people right away. Sometimes you have to give them time to grow on you." I knew then that they hated her. And I hated them for it. It was months before I talked to them again. I wouldn't let them come between me and the woman I was going to spend the rest of my life with. But in the end, they were right. I went to her apartment one night and caught her in bed with a player from the basketball team. I never told mom and dad about that. I just said that we both decided to go our separate ways. This is the first time they've even mentioned her since then.

"You two are good together," dad says. "I think you guys might have what your mother and I have."

The air in the room is so thick I can barely move it in and out of my lungs. There's no way I could say anything. What could I say? I grab the moussaka from the counter, and as I turn the knob to the basement door, I wonder if this is what a stroke feels like. Their eyes are on me. I can sense it even with my back turned. And as long as they are, I'll never be able to breathe. I slam the door closed behind me as I practically fall down the stairs.

I do trip on the last step. I've done these stairs thousands of times, even in pitch black. I should know them, but my foot still catches on the lip of the last step. I have to hop forward to catch up with my momentum. I gasp, or at least I think I try to, but it just comes out as a strangled grunt. The plastic dish falls to the carpet, and I don't even look to see if the lid stays on. I stumble forward until I get to the couch.

This is nothing like what mom and dad have. I don't love Sai. Not like that. She's my best friend. That's all. And I don't even know if she's that anymore. I topple sideways, and my head falls against the armrest. I reach blindly for my phone from the end table.

There's a notification on the screen, and my heart stops until I realize it's just a reminder. I dial her number one more time. I'm afraid to look at how many times I've tried to call her in the last few days, but this is more urgent than any of them. I just need to hear her voice. That's all. As soon as I hear it, all of these fantasies will burst, and I can go back to the way things were before. I can get rid of these stupid ideas in my head.

"Hello?" she answers on the fourth ring.


CHAPTER SIX


SAI


"Oh... I, uh, didn't expect you to pick up," he says.

I close my eyes and wish I wouldn't have. I just wanted to hear his voice. To remind me how wrong we are for each other. To remind me that he's my best friend. Nothing more. But if that's all he is, why is my heart beating so hard it's shaking the phone in my hand?

I blow out a breath through my nose, but it does nothing to calm me. "Hey."

"Hey."

The silence stretches on for what has to be hours, even though the sunlight streaming in through my windows doesn't change its angle. Tears rise up in my eyes and then escape down my cheeks. I wipe them away and sniff my nose clear. I should have never agreed to go with him Saturday. I should have never agreed to any of this. I just never expected it to be this difficult. "Do you need something?" I ask.

He sighs. "I wanted to make sure you're okay. You haven't been answering my... it doesn't matter. I—How are you?"

Miserable. But I can't tell him that. "I'm good. How are you?"

"Listen, I didn't scare you away, did I? I know I kind of, well..." He chuckles but stops abruptly, and then I hear him swallow. "I was kinda handsy with you, I guess. And you know I didn't mean anything by that, right? It was all just for my parents' benefit."

I do know that—I knew it all along—but it still feels like he just punched me in the stomach. I stumble blindly into the chair behind me, falling half on the arm and half on the cushion. All my breath is gone, and my lungs refuse to pull in any more.

"Sai?" His voice is soft, like he's trying to be delicate while he breaks me into a thousand pieces. "Are you still there?"

At last—as the black spots swirling in my vision have become so large that everything is blocked out, and I've decided to succumb to whatever death this is because it has to be better than the alternative—I manage to draw in some air. Not enough to speak. But enough to sustain me through to the next breath.

"I can hear you breathing. Please don't be mad at me. I can't handle losing you for something so stupid. Losing the best friend I ever had because I held his hand too long… and maybe pinched his ass a time or two." He laughs, and this time it's genuine.

I open my mouth to speak. I know I need to tell him that I'm not mad at him. That, of course, I understand he didn't mean anything by it. That I didn't either.

As the words form in my mind, I see Cade sitting on his black leather couch, his face red as he looks down at me. This? You thought I would like this? I'm on my knees in front of him, wearing black stockings and black lace lingerie. He's naked, and my hands are on the inside of his legs, spreading them. His cock that was so hard just a minute ago—before I had him open his eyes—is as flabby as the tiny bit of fat on his thigh. Get the fuck up and put some real clothes on. When you said you had a surprise for me, I didn't know it would be something disgusting.

I try to close my eyes to the memory, but it doesn't go anywhere. I see myself pulling my jeans and sweatshirt on. Slipping into my sneakers. Then I see the revulsion on his face as I walk back into the living room. I don't stop. I just keep going out the door, and he doesn't try to stop me. I walk to my car, and tell myself that I will never show anyone this part of me again—the real me. I should have known this wouldn't be any different. That Zach wouldn't be any different.

"Man, I am so sorry," Zach says. "I am so very sorry. Just please say something."

"I should be the one saying that." My voice sounds like an orange being dragged along a zester.

"You? You were only trying to help me out. And it worked, by the way. My parents love you. They're already begging me to bring you over so they can spend more time with you. To them, you're the best girlfriend I ever had. If only they knew the truth."

Yeah, if only they knew just the type of person I am. "I need to go."

"Oh, okay. Do you want to do something this weekend? Just hang out and maybe laugh about all this?"

That's the last thing I want. "I—" My throat swells, and I know what's coming if I even try to say another word. So I just hang up and slide down to the floor. I pull my knees up to my chest and stare at the wall across from me.

I don't know how long I sit there like that. The sky is dark orange now, and the pink UV light above my houseplants just turned on. I look around the empty room. Staying here is going to just feed the negative thoughts roiling my mind, so I stand up and grab the bright red bag from the bottom of my closet and head out the door.

The gym isn't crowded at all, and I'm able to get right into a changing room. Normally, I would already start to feel better as I slip into my shorts and tank top. My brain would know that a flood of endorphins is on the way, so it would leak a few out early as a little treat to itself. But it doesn't today.

When I'm dressed, I take the earbuds and phone from my bag, close the locker door, and walk to the row of treadmills at the front of the room. There are eight of them all lined up, looking onto the sidewalk out front, and only one is taken. I look at the woman for just a second. Just long enough to see that she's going all out. Is she running from something too?

I step onto the machine and start it. Slow at first until I get comfortable. No matter how many times I run on one of these, my body always searches for its balance for the first minute on the moving belt. Once I comfortably drop into the rhythm, I turn up the speed. In the corner of my eye, I see the woman's feet striking down thud-thud-thud-thud, and I match her pace. It's almost too fast for me, and I'm not sure how long I can keep it up. My legs are already burning, and my breaths are coming as fast as my strides. But I need this. I focus my eyes on the building across the street, and then I don't focus on anything. The world around me is a bouncing blur.

My legs scream at me. It feels like someone is trying to rip the muscle off the bone, but that just makes me smile. It's me. I'm the one who is making me feel this way. This misery isn't from Zach or Cade or anyone else. Knowing that I'm the one who is punishing myself, brings me comfort. I'm in control of this pain. When it gets to be too much, I can slow down or stop and the pain will go away. If any other thoughts start to sneak back into my mind, I can push harder and the pained shrieks of my body will force everything else away.

But then the treadmill slows. I blink and focus on the panel. On the finger turning the speed down. On Zach standing next to me.

When the machine stops, I yank the earbuds out of my ears. "What are you doing here?"

"I needed to see you. To know that everything is alright."

Everything pours back inside me, and I want to tell him that it's not alright. It's not alright to just reach in and stop someone's treadmill like that. It's not alright to stalk me to the gym. It's not alright to make me feel this way just by standing so close to me. "Yeah, of course everything is alright." I blow out the words between pants. "How did you know I was here?"

The right side of his mouth curls up into a small smile. "You're upset, and you weren't at home. So I knew you would come here."

I look away. How can he know me so well, and then not see what is probably obvious to anyone? I step off the machine to the other side so it can be a barrier between us. "Is that all you wanted?"

"No." He looks at the black belt separating us, and he bites down so hard on his lower lip that I think he might draw blood. "I met someone. A girl I really like. That's kinda why I've been wanting to talk to you."

My heart falls through my stomach, and I just stare at him. Stare at the stupid half smile on his face as it grows. The right side a little bigger than the left, like it always is.

"Her name is Sai."


CHAPTER SEVEN


ZACH


I promised my parents half an hour. Thirty minutes to sit together and make us uncomfortable and grill us and whatever else they want to do. They wanted the entire evening at first. I wanted none. Sai is the one who made me compromise with them.

Despite all the stories I've told her and having already spent a few hours with them, she says she likes my parents. I've told her that she doesn't have to lie to me, but she just laughs and says that they're nice people. Which I guess ultimately they are. It's just that other people's parents always seem better than your own.

At 6:05pm, my phone vibrates. It's her. I tell her to come around back to the basement entrance. A few minutes later, I see the motion sensing light turn on and then there's a soft knock on the door. Halfway to the door, I stop and stare at her through the glass panels. She's wearing a long black coat that falls to her knees. It's pulled so tight that all of her curves are silhouetted against the concrete retaining wall behind her. How does she have curves like this? I drag a knuckle across my lip because I'm not sure if seeing her is making me drool.

"Would you stop being stupid and open this door? It's freezing out here!" She shivers dramatically for emphasis. When I still don't move, she scrunches her face into a scowl. Even that look is cute on her.

A blast of cold air hits me as soon as I open the door. Maybe she wasn't just being dramatic after all. "I was raised to never open the door to strange women."

"Is that right?" She puts her hands on her hips, and I notice the glittering dark red fingernail polish she's wearing. "You know I'm going to see your parents in a few minutes. I could ask them if that's true."

"You won't see them for 25 minutes. There's a lot I could do to make you forget all about it before then."

Her eyebrows quirk up, and her mouth opens just a little as she starts to respond. But I don't give her the chance. I scoop her into my arms. She's even lighter than I thought she would be. She shrieks and then throws her arms around my neck. Her hands are so cold they give me goosebumps. "You're anxious about tonight?" I spin her around, and she grips me even tighter.

"Not at all."

"Liar." I take a long, deep inhale. "I can smell the peppermint gum on your breath. The kind you only chew when you're nervous."

She looks away. "You don't know what you're talking about."

I nuzzle my mouth into her neck as I walk, and a whimper escapes the back of her throat. Her skin here is so warm, and she smells so wonderful—like berries in the middle of summer—that I want to keep my face pressed against her forever. "I know everything about you, Miss Sai Patel."

"Is that so?" Her words are breathy, only half there.

We're at the edge of my bed now, so I let go. The heels of her boots hit the mattress, and she screams again, scrabbling for a hold on my neck. Her weight pulls me down, and I have to catch myself against the edge of the bed to avoid falling on top of her. She giggles, and it makes me wonder if she did it on purpose.

"What's something else you know about me, Mr. Werner?"

"I know that you're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen." I take her hand and hold it to my firm cock. “I know that you do things to me no one ever has before. And I know that I'm going to rip this dress off you if it's not lying in a crumpled heap on the floor in five seconds.”

She rubs my cock through my pants, and I want to fall to the floor and worship her. But not yet. "Is that all you know about me?"

"You must not know me very well if you think I'm kidding." I grab the hem of her dress and lift it up. She slaps at my hands and tries to scoot up higher on the bed, but I move with her, pulling it up as I go.

When her back is against the headboard, I have it lifted to her waist, and I stop for a moment to look at her. My eyes follow the line of her legs. Her black stockings are connected by thin red tendrils to panties the color of the rubies on her grandmother's ring, and I can't resist anymore. I unclip the garters and slide my fingertips under the lace trim of her underwear. She covers my hand with hers. "What about your parents? Aren't they upstairs?"

"They had this soundproofed when I was 14. They couldn't stand my drumming."

She slips her arms out of her coat, and for a split-second, I feel like a fool for forgetting that she still had it on. But then I look her over again, and it's no wonder I forgot. Just looking at her takes the breath from me. I don't know if I can survive more. She shimmies her panties down her hips, low enough for me to see the straggling black hairs at the start of her trimmed bush. She must sense what it does to me because she stops. I look up at her. My gaze frozen to hers. Neither of us blinks. Neither of us looks away. I grasp for her hands and guide them lower while we stare at each other.

"Growing up," she says, "I always wanted to be with a drummer."

"But not anymore?"

"Shouldn't you know the answer to that?" Her knees are pulled up to her chest as she works the panties past her boots and then free of her legs.

I tease a finger up her stockinged leg, and she purrs. When I get to the top of the stocking, I glide the finger to the inside of her thigh and up. I climb onto the bed, on my knees and between her legs, and my stare isn't locked onto her eyes anymore. "What do you think about this?" I ask.

"My girlcock?" She giggles. "I think it can be fun. You can play with it if you want."

I blow out a breath and watch as she shivers from the cool air flowing over her warm skin. I've never touched someone else's dick, but I slide my finger up further, past her balls and then down her long, erect shaft. It's so hot. Is this what mine feels like to the women who have touched it? She lets out a soft cry as my finger circles around her tip.

"Do you like that?" She nods her head, but she doesn't have to. I can already tell by the look on her face. I keep circling as I lower myself toward her. I've never wanted to know what a cock tastes like. I've never wanted to know what one feels like against my tongue. Not until tonight. And now it's all I can think about.

As I drop closer to it, I can smell her. Berries and musk and heat, and it makes my cock swell even more. I kiss the side of her girldick and close my eyes. It feels like slipping into my car and turning on the heated seats in the middle of winter. I part my lips a little and let my tongue slip out. I'm hesitant at first, but as soon as that first salty umami trickle carries across my tastebuds, I want more. I open fully and lick along her length like I'm sealing an envelope. Again. My breaths are hard and forceful now. I can't believe I've never done this before. But I've never had the right girl until tonight.

I stop and look up. Her eyes are focused on me, and her lower lip is pulled in between her teeth. I raise an eyebrow, do you want me to go on? She closes her mouth for a second before answering. "It feels so good. But I want to know what you feel like... inside me," she says. I give her girlcock one last lick and then a kiss to its tip before I push myself up off the bed.

"You're sure?"

"Very."

I hold up a finger and slide off the bed. In the bottom of my dresser, I have a bottle of lube and a box of condoms. I rip open the foil package and slide one over my dick. I'm so close it pulses just from rolling the latex down its length, and I have to stop and take a deep breath so I don't come while I'm standing here looking at her. After a couple of beats, it settles and I slather lube all along its length. I don't know how much to use—I've never fucked anyone up the ass before—and I watch her as I spread it on. She doesn't give me any signal or clue. She just stares at me with flames burning in her cheeks. When I'm sure it’s enough, I put just a bit more. I want our first time together to be perfect. No pain. Just pleasure for both of us.

When I walk back to the bed, she scoots lower, closer to me. Like the time it takes me to walk that extra foot would have been too much for her. I climb back onto the bed, back between her legs, and I lift them both. "Is this okay?"

Her eyes haven't left my cock since I got to the bed. "Yes," she whispers and hooks her hands behind her knees, pulling them up further, exposing herself to me.

I line my tip up with her hole and look at her. Her lip is curled up, her top row of teeth showing, and she gives a slight nod. I push inside her. I go slow at first because I don't want to hurt her, but as soon as I have just the first couple of inches in, my lust takes over, and I bury my entire length inside her. She moans. And I thrust into her again and again, watching her eyes for any sign that I need to slow down or stop, but there's none. First her focus starts to wonder and then her eyes almost glaze over, and now I couldn't stop even if I wanted to. I push harder and harder with each stroke. Every time I hear her high-pitched moans, I move faster. And when her moans become shrieks and her left hand slips between us to pump her cock, I can't take any more. The flame starts in my dick, and just as she cries out, it engulfs my entire body. My cock plunges into her over and over as I burn, and finally I fall on top of her. A spent ash floating back to the earth after twirling in the updraft.

"I never want to leave this bed," I say. The words are jagged as I fight to catch my breath. "Not as long as you're in it."

She kisses me and slides her hands around to cup my ass. "I don't either. That was wonderful."

"Then let's just stay here. Forget everything else. You and me in this bed for the rest of our lives."

"I think we might eventually need to use the bathroom. Or just get some food." She giggles.

I slide beside her and pull her closer to me. "We'll have our love to sustain us." I mean it as a joke, but we both go silent when I say the word. I'm sure neither of us even breathes.

"Love?"

My heart stops and starts and stops again. "I've never felt like this about anyone, Sai." Not even Maria. I thought she was a downpour, but she was just a single drop. Sai is a flood. Churning and reshaping every part of me into something greater than I ever imagined. "Yes. Love."

Her eyes fill. She tries to blink away the tears, but it's no use. They roll out anyway. Dropping to the mattress. Both of us so quiet that the tears sound like drum beats as they splat against the fabric. I wipe my thumb under her eyes, but that just makes her cry harder. "What's wrong?" I ask.

"I never thought this would happen. I was so sure no one would ever love me. Not the true me."

"Then I guess even you can be wrong because I do, Sai. I can't imagine a moment of life from now on without you in it."

She slides even closer, and her body presses against mine. Her cheek rests against my chest, and she stares at the ceiling. "I love you too." She sniffles. "But I'm still going to need some garlic bread every once in a while."

I laugh. "Fair. So we will have to leave the bed, eventually. But not tonight. Neither of us is going anywhere tonight."

"What about your parents?"

"Are you really thinking about them right now?" I take my phone from the nightstand and type a quick message. "There. I told mom we're both too sore and exhausted to come up the stairs tonight, so we'll have to reschedule."

She pulls back and slaps the phone down onto the bed. "Zachary! You did not tell her that!" Her entire face is red. I lean in to kiss her, but she doesn't respond.

"She had me and my sister. Pretty sure she knows what people do when they're in love."

Sai growls. "Maybe I need to rethink this whole love thing," she mutters.

"I think it might be too late for that." I kiss her forehead. She sighs and leans toward me, her mouth opening and meeting mine. Our tongues slip against each others, and I wonder if every kiss between us is going to make me feel like I fell into a volcano.

"I think so," she says.


EPILOGUE
SAI


"Hey babe." Zach pulls me against him and kisses me. Just like he's done every day after work since he moved in. I love my job, but there are days when the thought of him waiting at home for me is the only thing keeping me sane as a bunch of twelve-year-olds do very twelve-year-old things in my classes. "Remember how my mom made us enter all those stupid contests at the bridal expo?" he asks.

I kick off my pumps and chuckle. "I still get at least one call a week telling me that we won a free trip to a time share in Panama. We just have to sit through a 23-hour sales pitch when we get there and then agree to book a second stay at market price. Whatever that is."

"I think I have all of my spam calls blocked now. It only took me three months. But anyway, what if mom wasn't so entirely crazy?"

I gasp and take a step back. "Oh no! The Panamanians have gotten to you!" I wipe a pretend tear from my eye.

"Read this." He hands me his phone. There's an email pulled up from Melinda's Bridal. I skim it at first, waiting for the catch. "It seems legit, right?" he asks.

I sit on the couch and read through it again. There's a lot of fine print, but nothing that seems like a catch. "It can't be. There's no way."

"I called them and spoke to the owner. I think it's real."

I set the phone down and stare at him. "You talked to—it doesn't matter. We don't even have a date set yet. We're not even really engaged." Zach and I had talked about it a few times. Neither of us has any doubt that we're going to spend the rest of our lives together, but we agreed that we have to live together for six months before he's allowed to propose. It killed me to give the ring back to mom, but I made clear to her that she's just holding it for me. The instant that six months is up, the ring is mine.

"I explained all that to her. She still wants you to do it, and I kinda told her that you would."

"You what?"

"And I told her we could be there today in..." he looks at his watch, "About 30 minutes."

I clench my jaw so tight that I can hear my teeth grinding. "You're kidding." I spit the words at him, knowing that he's not kidding at all.

"It's just one dress. The one dress. Anyone who saw the way you looked at it could tell how much you loved it. This is your chance."

"I can't. They don't really want me."

"They do. She asked for pictures of you, so I sent her a couple. Only the dirty ones. I didn't want her to get the wrong impression and think that you're not some kind of crazy sexy freak."

My entire body is numb, and I just stare across the room at my reflection in the black television screen. He can't really expect me to do this, can he? I turn and blink at him. "Zach, I…"

"Yes, you can. And we need to leave soon, or we're going to be late."

"I have to shower. My hair. Makeup." I don't know if the words are for him or just me.

"Shower yes." He stands and takes my arms, pulling me to my feet. I'm in too much shock to do anything other than go along as he guides me toward the bathroom. "You have the stench of seventh graders all over you. But don't worry about the rest. Just a quick freshen up. That's all."

We're in the bathroom now, and he pulls the curtain back and warms up the water for me, and then starts to peel off my sweater. I push his hand away. "I'm capable of undressing myself, thank you.... They can't really want me to do this."

"They can really want you. But they might not after they smell that disgusting mix of puberty, braces, and insecurity that you've been wallowing in all day. Clean. You've got ten minutes."

He leaves me alone, and I pull my hair up into a bun and undress. The water is just the way I like it—almost so hot that it hurts—and I gasp as the burning tingle spreads through my body. A few pictures in exchange for a free wedding gown. The wedding gown. I lather my body and let the water wash the soap down the drain. It sounds simple. It sounds outrageous. It sounds like something that only happens to other people. Not people like me.

I tell myself that over and over as I dry and then get dressed. As Zach drives us downtown. As we walk up to the black door in the middle of the all-white building. I look up and see "Melinda's Bridal" scrawled in an almost illegibly artistic script above the door. As soon as we walk inside, the woman from the bridal show greets us. A huge smile, and an over-the-top "Oh, I'm so glad you agreed to do this. That dress is just perfect for you."

"And this is real?" I ask. In the corner of my eye, I see Zach roll his eyes, but the woman just laughs.

"Of course it is, sweetheart. I've worked out all the details with your boyfriend, and everything is already set up for you in the back." She grabs my arm and whisks me past the showroom. So fast, I barely have time to take in the displays of dresses or the sitting areas with families waiting for their brides to show off for them.

Me?

The room is smaller than what I expected for a photo shoot, and I realize right away how silly it was to think that it needed more space than this. There's a table to one side with a mirror set up on it. Lights, camera equipment, and two men standing discussing something in the center of the room. And against one wall is what looks like a white sheet hanging from a few hooks.

The woman at the mirrored table beckons us over, and once we're there, the bridal expo lady releases my arm. "This is Tiffany. She's fantastic at hair and makeup. And quick." The woman points at Tiffany. "Remember, we have a really tight timeline."

"When have I ever let you down?" Tiffany asks. The bridal expo lady just tilts her head before she walks away. "I've worked with Melinda for years. She knows you can't rush beauty. And speaking of beauty, wow." She smiles and fans herself.

My cheeks burn at her compliment, and I can't help but return her smile. "So that was Melinda? The owner?" Tiffany nods her head as she examines me. And my stomach comes alive as I finally understand that this is real. It growls so loud I'm sure everyone in the room must hear it, and then it flips over. Letting me know that if I attempt to put even the smallest item in it, it will throw it right back up.

"Someone's hungry." Tiffany laughs as she smears contour cream on my face. I sit silent and motionless as she blends the creams and the foundation and concealer and then goes through all her eyeshadows and blushes and lipsticks. And by the end, I'm shaking so badly that Tiffany stops and asks if my blood sugar is low.

I shake my head. "I can't do this." It's a whisper and when she starts to curl my hair without a word, I assume she didn't hear me. "Tiffany, please. I can't."

This time she stops. "Let me just finish your hair before Melinda yells at me. Then we'll talk about what you can and can't do. Deal?"

It sounds reasonable, I suppose. I don't want her to get in trouble with her boss, so I nod my head. "Good girl," she says and wraps my hair around the hot iron.

She only needs a few minutes to circle around my head, and even without looking in the mirror, I can see the black waves that cascade down my shoulders. At least until she pins them up. I've never seen someone use so many bobby pins. I didn't even know there were this many bobby pins in existence. "Are you ready?" she asks when she's finally done.

I'm not sure. I look around for Zach, but he's not here. Knowing him, he probably went to a store down the street. Hopefully, the cookie shop we passed on the way. It smelled delicious.

Tiffany spins the chair toward the mirror, and my heart stops. That's me? She made me over using pink and orange eyeshadow and pink lipstick. My hair doesn't just have the world's largest collection of pins, but there are tiny white roses and sprigs of baby's breath woven into it. It's definitely me. I work my jaw up and down. The best possible version of me. A version I didn't know existed.

"So, still think you can't do it?" Tiffany has a smug smile on her face, and it's well-deserved. But I can't say a thing. I look around the room one more time. I need him to see this. To tell me that I'm not dreaming. But he's still not here.

"Have you seen Zach? My boyfriend. He was here."

Tiffany shakes her head. "He's a man, so he probably got bored with all of this and went to sulk. You know how they are. But we don't have time to wait. I still need to get you into your dress."

The dress. With the hair and makeup, I almost forgot about that. I already feel like a princess. The dress seems anticlimactic at this point. Until she pulls it from the garment bag, and I fall in love with it again. It's white but with just the barest touch of rose. The bodice is embellished with hundreds of crystals and beads, and it makes the dress seem like it's dancing in light with just the smallest movement.

Tiffany draws a curtain around us and orders me out of the jeans and sweatshirt I'm wearing. I wait for her to leave, but she doesn't. She just stands there waiting. "You can't be shy about it. Come on."

I lift the grey Central Illinois University sweatshirt above my head and gulp before I unfasten the jeans. What am I going to do if she asks me to take my panties off? What will I do if she notices that my bra is filled more with silicone breast forms than my flesh? But when I step out of my jeans, she doesn't say a thing. She just holds out the dress for me to step into. And I do. Partially to hide my secret from her, but more because I can't wait to have it on. Will it even fit? I take a deep breath as she pulls it up past my waist. Once I slide my arms through it, she starts to button the back.

There have to be at least forty buttons, and I'm convinced that each one will be the one that won't fit. But it's not. And neither is the next one. And by the time she gets to the last button at my neck, I'm trembling. I don't wait for her to say anything before turning to look at myself in the mirror.

"Oh my God."

Tiffany puts her hands on my waist, and I'm glad. I think I may have fallen if she hadn't. The dress fits like it was designed for me. It makes my curves so much more feminine and gives me more of them. I slide my hands down the front. The beads and jewels rub the palms of my hands, and I have to force myself to breathe. "This—"

"You're stunning, sweetheart. This dress was made for you." Melinda walks up behind me. I can only nod my head. It had to have been made for me. What other explanation could there be? "Let's get you into some shoes and then we can start." She sets two plain pale pink pumps in front. Tiffany lifts the skirt of the dress, and I step into the pumps. They're a little small. Melinda has to push them the last bit onto my feet. When Tiffany drops the dress, I feel complete. The shoes are hidden under the ruffled mermaid skirt, but they give me just enough height so the dress looks to be floating on the floor now instead of dragging.

My heart races as Melinda leads me over to the set. To the sheet, I giggle. Even up close, it's not much more than that. While I look around the room for Zach, the two men who I assume are the photographers hold various meters at different points of my body and then adjust the lighting. When they're done, they smile and ask if I'm ready.

I'm not. I shake my head. "Where's Zach?" I'm not doing this without him.

"Miss me that much?" He walks through the door, and I know that he was just waiting for that moment to make his entrance. And it's such an entrance. He's wearing a traditional black tuxedo with a tie that matches the exact rosy white color of my dress. "I wasn't going to let you have all the fun."

He's gorgeous. I want to sprint across the room and pull him tight into me, and only the warning look that Melinda flashes me, dissuades me from doing just that. So instead, I stand there, my body quivering until I can feel him. When he's finally standing next to me, I press my hands to his chest, Melinda be damned.

"It would be a pretty poor wedding photo without the groom, wouldn't it? And without the rings?" He opens his palm, revealing a wedding band and my grandmother's ring. I look up at him, my mouth hanging open. He slips the rings onto my finger, and I notice that he has a matching band on his ring finger. "I know we promised we wouldn't do anything official yet, but I will spend the rest of my life with you, Sai. I don't need to wait for the end of this six months to know that."

I lace my fingers through his so our rings are together, and I look from them to him. This self-imposed waiting period seems so foolish now. "I don't either. I knew it before I knew it."

"That makes no sense. How could—"

I pull him into me and silence him with a kiss that vibrates our souls.
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CHAPTER ONE



I zip my boots up and walk across the room. The four-inch heels click each step on the hardwood floors, and each click makes my smile just a little larger. In the mirror, I can see her. The person I want to be. Should be. It's just a simple black dress that falls to the middle of my thighs, showing a little leg above the knee-high boots. I run my fingers through my shoulder-length blonde hair and check my makeup one more time. The black eyeliner outlining my eye tightly. The red lipstick popping in the sunlight that's streaming through the window. Perfect. I take my purse from the closet and toss my wallet inside, hoping I won't have to use my ID.

I've been doing this for years—every Sunday—and I've never been discovered yet. Not even close, but there's still always that flutter in my stomach as I walk down the stairs. That nervous tension as I open the door to the garage. That skipped beat as I start the car and back out into the driveway.

This is my one chance each week to be myself. Every other day, I have to pretend to be him—Anthony Bienke, computer scientist and owner of a company that is just a few hurdles away from making it big. But on Sundays I get to be my true self—an ordinary woman just out running errands on her one day off. Today, that just means going to the grocery store. But it's a grocery store on the other side of town. As sure as I am that no one would recognize me, I don't shop within ten miles of home or the office. I've never liked taking chances. Especially unnecessary ones.

The store is even smaller than it looked online, what we would call a bodega back in New York, but I don't need much. A few bell peppers. Some rice. A box of miniature strawberry bundt cakes that I saw on the way to the checkout and couldn't resist. I'd decided a couple of weeks ago to cut back on the added sugars I eat. So much for that.

Most importantly, there aren't many people inside. A couple of workers. A man with a baby. And me. I'm able to avoid them all until I checkout. My heart is in my throat as I set my things on the counter. What if the cashier says something? What if she just looks too long, and I know that she knows? But she doesn't even look up at me. When she slides my bags under the plexiglass divider, I take them and hurry from the store, blowing out a long breath as the door swings shut behind me.

I'm not even two minutes away from the store when it happens. I see the black SUV darting through traffic behind me. But they're so far away and I'm turning on the next street, so I don’t think anything of them. Not until they pull beside me.

I grip the wheel so tight I can feel my pulse thumping in my fingers. This is a narrow road. Are they really going to pass me here? But they don't. They stay beside me for a couple of seconds—just long enough for me to look over.

The passenger is wearing a black ski mask. He nods to the dark-haired driver, who takes a quick glance at me before accelerating just enough so his back door is even with the front of my car. Then he cuts the steering wheel and the SUV veers into me.

I slam on the brakes but still have to jerk the steering wheel to the right to avoid them. When I hear the crunch of metal, I close my eyes and put all my weight on the brake pedal, but it's not enough. My car slides and slides, but at last it stops. My head whips forward, and I snap open my eyes. The SUV is so far down the road now that I'll never get a license plate.

At least I'm okay. I tell myself over and over as I force my shaky breaths. When I can finally control my muscles, I look around. My car is in a grassy strip of land just beside the road. There's a huge oak tree at the back of my car, and I know without looking that I scraped against it. What the hell was that? I peel my fingers from the steering wheel just to slam a fist into it.

Just as my fist hits the steering wheel, I hear the thud of a car door behind me. My eyes dart to the rearview mirror, and my panic really begins. There's a man running up to my side of the car.


CHAPTER TWO



"Miss, are you okay?"

Fuck, fuck, fuck. He's at my door before I can even think of what to do, so I just stare straight ahead, my window still up, and pretend I can't hear him. But then he starts knocking on the window. And when I still don't turn to him, he pulls open the door. Damn the doors for unlocking automatically.

I still don't look at him until he puts his hand on my shoulder. If I weren't so focused on his every move, I might not even notice his touch at first. It's so light. But I do, and it feels like I've fallen into an icy pond. "Are you okay? Miss?"

I try to blow out a breath, but nothing comes out. I turn my head toward him and nod, keeping my face down, staring at his hand. Peeks of dark hair poke under the cuff of his white sleeve. A button-down shirt? On Sunday afternoon? Please don't let him be one of those religious people who spends all day in church and then ignore the messages of love and acceptance when it comes to queer people.

"Do you need me to call an ambulance? One of us certainly needs to call the police."

"No!" The thought of someone else coming, someone who will need to see my identification, terrifies the word out of me. "Fine... I... I... fine." God, I can't even put two words together. There's no way that he's going to believe me. When he doesn't say anything, I look up at him. Just a quick glance at first. But it's not enough, and I have to look back.

His curly brown hair is just long enough that it falls over his thick eyebrows as he looks down at me. It looks like he hasn't shaved since Friday, so he's not a religious person. Or at least not someone who takes it seriously. The top two buttons of his shirt are undone, and I wish I could get a glimpse of his chest hair through the opening, but I can't. What does it matter? I just need to convince him I'm fine so I can leave.

"Honestly, I'm okay. It just scared me for a second. That's all."

His lip tugs up and shows a little of his teeth underneath. They're so white they could be lit from within. "You say that, but you don't seem fine. We should get you checked out."

I shake my head so forcefully that it makes me lightheaded. "Thank you, but absolutely not. I'm good. I just need to… Uh… Thank you, though." I try to press the car's start button, but my hand is shaking so badly that I can't. What's wrong with me? I try again and end up on the other side of it this time.

His hand moves from my shoulder to my right forearm, and he forces it down to my lap. His touch is an ice cube on my skin, and he's so close I can smell his soap and vanilla scent. He smells like he just got out of the shower. "I've had pretty extensive first aid training, and I think you're in shock. If you won't allow me to call the paramedics, then you'll at least let me drive you home. Let's get this seatbelt off you." He leans in even further, and just as I hear the seatbelt click and unlatch, his rough stubbled cheek brushes lightly against my lips. I gasp.

He takes my hand and leads me out of the car and onto the shoulder of the highway. With every movement, I scream at myself that I should stop, but I can't. My mind is hovering just above me, just out of reach, and I can't control my body. There could be a truck barreling toward us, and I wouldn't be able to move out of the way.

"Look at you." I didn't think it was possible to be colder than I already was, but I was wrong. This is it. This is when he notices that I'm not really a woman, at least not in the way that he thinks of. And what happens now that he knows? "You're trembling, and if I weren't holding you, you wouldn't be able to stand."

If he wasn't holding me, I would be able to think.

"Nice and slow. Come on." He walks me back to the passenger side of his car, black and shining and massive. The interior is dark red leather, and even before I get in, I know it probably cost more than my house.

When he lets go of me to open the door, I take a step away. "I can't do this. I just need a minute to gather myself. Then I'll be able to drive."

He laughs, and for a second his dark eyes look light brown. "That's not happening. There's no way I'm leaving you here. Get in. I'll go back and get your purse."

I look around like something could save me. Like I could run away from him. But there's nothing around. Nothing except the tree. I cringe when I see the scraped bark and drop onto the seat, not able to stand any longer. It's not until my butt hits the leather that I realize I didn't smooth my dress under me. I look up at his face, and his eyes are staring at my partially uncovered ass. I hurriedly tug my dress down.

"Right, uh... I'll be right back. And don't worry about the car. I know a guy. I'll have him tow it and see what he can do."

He knows a guy? I hope it's not the same person who works on his car if it ever breaks down because there's no way I can afford him. I watch the man jog up to my car and reach in. When he comes back out, he's carrying my purse, my groceries, and he has an enormous smile on his face. Seeing it kicks my heart up even faster. Like there could ever be anything between us. I spit the thought at myself with all the venom I deserve. So stupid.

"What's your address?" He puts it into his map and pulls away from the curb. Leaving my car, and any chance of safety I had, behind.

The ride home is mostly quiet. He tries to make small talk, but I can barely speak. My brain just screams at me over and over that I'm letting a strange man drive me home. While I'm wearing a dress. Idiot! And if I would have paid more attention when I was driving, I wouldn't even be in this mess. I should have stayed away from that SUV. But could I? I'm sure the driver hit me on purpose. But that doesn't make any sense.

"I don't even know your name," he says after a few minutes of silence.

I don't answer him right away. Not until I feel the hair rise on the back of my neck from his stare. And then I can barely choke out a tiny and scared "Monica" and hope that he won't ask anything more. That he won't finally realize my voice doesn't sound quite right.

In the corner of my vision, I see him smile. That smile again! "That's a pretty name."

I should ask him what his name is. I should have done that before I ever got into the car with him. But I can't. The more we know about each other, the worse this is going to get. It's best for him to just be a stranger who is helping a woman in need. Knowing his name would automatically make it more. And making it more would make it dangerous.

Even before he pulls into my driveway, I have my seatbelt off, my keys gripped between my fingers, and my hand on the door handle. I'm ready to charge out of the car and into my house as soon as he slows enough that I won't tumble out. But before I get a chance, he puts his hand on my knee, and every muscle in my body loses the ability to process the signals from my brain.

"I know what this must sound like, but I think you're special. I know you're special." He slides his pinky just a little up my thigh, and I can't breathe. "I need to see you again."

My jaw drops open.

"Please, Monica. Saturday night. I'll pick you up at seven."


CHAPTER THREE



There's no way I can do this. No way. None. I put the lipstick back in my makeup bag and stare into the mirror. All week long I haven't been able to think of anything except this. Except him. The way his hand felt. The way he looked at me when he pleaded for me to say yes. His eyes catching mine and not letting go.

I haven't gotten any work done all week. It was so bad that Rebecca asked me yesterday if I was alright. Four days of just sitting in my office when my employees are used to me wandering around, helping them and giving them guidance for where I want their projects to go.

And what could I say to her or any of them? Not the truth. Not that some man rescued me and then insisted I go out with him. Not that I was foolish enough to tell him yes. I sit on the edge of the bed, and if my face weren't made up, I would bury it in my hands. What am I doing?

Getting ready for a date. Just any other woman, about to head downstairs and wait for a man to pick her up for their first date. Who wouldn't be nervous? But the fluttering butterflies in my stomach aren't butterflies. They're an entire colony of bats, beating and flapping and clawing. And I'm not just any other woman, am I? Most women wouldn't stare at their jaw and wonder if it would give them away. Most women wouldn't double check the tuck of their penis to make sure that it's not going to spring free. But then, most women wouldn't have hidden themselves away for years. Too afraid to let anyone get close.

What if he gets too close?

I blow out a breath and go downstairs, sitting in a chair by the window so I can see when he pulls up. I look at my phone. It's been nine minutes since he texted—"Very much looking forward to this. Be there in 10"—and I've spent the whole time reading the words over and over. He's looking forward to it, so that has to be good. But he doesn't say he's excited. And did he text while he was driving? Is he one of those people? Does he normally leave off the period at the end of a text, or did he just forget it here? I'm reading it again, when I see the black blur in the corner of my vision. My heart sputters and threatens to give out as his car pulls into my driveway.

I want to dash and throw open the door, and at the same time, I want to scurry upstairs and hide under my bed. Instead of either, I sit frozen. His text comes. "Just pulled in." And then I hear his door close. It's the same solid thud I heard on the highway five days ago. And the same panic surges through my body. I force long slow breaths from my body, counting each one while I wait. One... two... three.... There are footsteps on the wood porch.... Four.... Three knocks. Soft but loud enough that I could hear them if I was still upstairs.... Five... six... seven.... Has it been long enough? I don't want to seem as excited and eager as I am. But I don't want to seem as hesitant and nervous as I am either.

I stand and smooth the skirt of my dress down around my ass and thighs. This is it. It takes only six steps to get to the door. One more breath, and I pull it open. I forget to smile, but as soon as I see him, it happens automatically. He's wearing a navy button-down with dark grey slacks. His shirt is the same color as my dress. Just like the other day, the top two buttons are undone, and I instantly wonder what I would see if I unbuttoned the rest. I have to force my hands to stay at my sides so I don't find out.

"You're gorgeous."

It takes me a few seconds to process his words, but as soon as I do, I feel the heat burning my cheeks. No one has ever called me that before. But then, not many people have ever seen me like this.

I try to force my lips down into something between "beaming" and "baring one's teeth like a madwoman," but I'm not very successful. "Thank you," I say. "We match."

He looks me over and then looks down at his shirt. "A very happy accident. But you wear the color so much better than I do." He smiles even wider, and my legs go weak. "I think you're perfect as you are, but do you still need a moment to finish up?"

"A moment?" I look around and curse myself for not being ready when I answered the door. "Um, yes. A moment. Sorry." I spin like an idiot and go to the closet for my jacket.

As I pull the coat from the hanger, he's next to me. "Allow me." He takes it from my hands and holds it out, and for a heartbeat, I'm confused. Then I understand. I've never had someone hold my coat for me before. I slip into it, and then grab my clutch, sliding my hand through the wrist strap.

I turn toward him, and he's smiling at me, his hand cupped on the side of his jaw. "Dennis," he says. My stomach drops. Is he guessing that my name is really Dennis? I shake my head and open my mouth to respond, but what is there to say? No, I'm not Dennis, but I am Anthony. Is there a difference between those two? "My name." He chuckles. "Dennis Townsend."

"Oh." Oh my God, I never asked him his name. Not when he drove me home. Not when we exchanged numbers. Not when he texted me during the week. He must think I'm so selfish that I don't care. Whatever interest he might have had is surely gone now. Maybe he's just waiting for me to let him off the hook. "Look, we don't—"

"We're going to be just in time." He rests his hand on my elbow and gives me just the slightest direction toward the door. As soon as he touches me, I forget everything except him. Except the catapulting cartwheels in my core. And I let him lead me outside.

The air is the milky purple between day and night, and I know it's dark enough that my neighbors could never see that the woman sliding into the car is actually me. But I still keep my head down and hurry in as Dennis holds the door for me.

The restaurant is in the middle of the recently gentrified south side of downtown. It's the kind of place I've seen mentioned online but never imagined I would be going to. Not until my company makes it big. And never on the arm of a man like this. As we pull up out front, the valet, dressed in all black, rushes to the side of the car, opens my door, and takes my hand as I step out. Each step befuddles me, and I simply follow his lead like a clueless actress walking across the stage in a daze. Before I have a chance to make a fool of myself, Dennis is at my side, twisting his arm through mine, and leaning in so close that his breath tickles the side of my neck. "You look anxious. Don't be. Everyone here will take one look at you and wonder how I'm lucky enough to have someone so beautiful on my arm. And I wonder that myself." His lips brush against my earlobe, sending my silver chandelier earring swaying and forcing the air from my lungs.

Dennis escorts me through the door. The maitre d' simply looks at him and then shows us to our table, set for two in a quiet and dark corner of the room. I say a quick and silent thank you when I see it.

"So, do you come here often?" I ask once he's seated across from me.

He chuckles. "Now, the lady decides to try out her pickup lines?" He leans in, and his eyes bore into mine. "You've already hooked me, my dear. You just need to reel me in. And that dress is doing half the work for you." His gaze drifts down and then back up to my eyes, and my face burns. I'm not sure if it's because of embarrassment or lust.

I want to cover my face and hide from his stare, but I hold my hands against the top of the table. "I just meant because he knew you. The host guy. At the front. You didn't have to give him your name."

"Are you judging someone for not asking my name?" He's poking fun of me, but his broad grin lets me know exactly the spirit he intends. "I have been here a few times, yes. Mostly for business. And never with someone like you."

My body bolts upright in my seat as his toe slips up my shin. We've been here barely two minutes, and he's already slipped his shoe off and is running his foot along my leg. "I... uh..." I have to take a drink, but even that doesn't wet my dry mouth enough to allow me to speak. When his foot gets to my knee, I slide my chair backward so he can't get any closer.

The right side of his mouth curls up as I do. "You want to make me earn it. I appreciate that." He slides his tongue along his lower lip. "But before this night is over, I'll have you begging for it."

My hands fly up to my face, and this time I don't fight it. There's no way I can do this. The blood roars in my ears. No way. Not even aware of what I'm doing, I stand up and look around. The ladies' room. I need to find the ladies' room. No. The exit. I can't stay. I'll tell him I'm sick. I'll just sneak away. Something. There has to be a backdoor by the restrooms. There always is. At least in the places I'm used to eating at. I hold my thumb above my shoulder—the long, pink press-on nail pointing to the hallway toward the rear—and turn back to him. But he's not there.

"I always get what I want, my dear." I jump. He's beside me. So close that I feel like I'm standing next to a fireplace. So close his voice sounds like it's coming from inside me. "And since I first saw you, there's been nothing I've wanted more." He traces his fingertips down the side of my body and around to my ass. "And I know you're scared. I know you're thinking you should leave. But I know that you want me just as much as I want you. Your eyes give you away."

I know he's just trying to say that he can see my feelings in my eyes, but my mind immediately latches to the words give you away. My heart stops, and I'm sure I'm going to be sick. I practically run toward the restroom, not even thinking as I push open the door and go into the nearest stall. I sit on the toilet without lifting my dress, and I can only hope that it was dry before I came in. What am I going to do? There's no way I can stay now. I'll just have to tell him that I'm not ready. Or that he's wrong, and I'm not interested. My cock tingles, protesting, pointing out just how very interested I am. But I can't think about that now. This has to stop. I quiet myself, holding myself still, and count forty heartbeats. I can do this. I've got this. I've got this.

My heels clack on white marble floors. Fifteen steps to the door. I pull it open. And he's there. Fuck. "Monica, forgive me? I can be very forward when I want something. Too forward. I pushed too far, and I'm sorry." His face is soft, and his eyes are wide and comfortable. And I want nothing more than to let him have me, but there's no way I ever can.

"Dennis... I'm the one who's sorry. I just can't. Thank you for everything, but I can't." I have to blink away the tears threatening to build in the corners of my eyes. This is the first date I've been on in years. And how did that one turn out? Nothing but pain. "But thank you. Sincerely, thank you."

"Monica..." His thumb traces down my cheek and below my lip. "You don't have to be scared with me. We'll go at your pace. However fast or slow you need to take it." He wouldn't say that if he knew what I was scared of.

I want nothing more than to give in. To just feel one night of being normal. One night where I can pretend that a man is attracted to the real me. But that would just make my eventual heartbreak even worse. I shake my head.

"If this is about your secret," he whispers, "I already know. And I don't care what you have between your legs."

The blood drains from my head, and if Dennis wasn't so quick to catch me, I would be on the floor.


CHAPTER FOUR



My body has to decide between breathing, pumping blood, or staying upright. It can only do one. But the one it chooses is crying. Tears just start flooding from my eyes. So many and so fast that I can feel them dripping into my mouth and onto the shoulder of Dennis's shirt, and I can't do anything to stop them.

"Hey, it's alright," a voice that sounds like Dennis whispers to me. "Monica, listen to me. You're fine. I'm not going anywhere. This really doesn't matter to me. I swear. Monica..."

But it does matter. It matters more than anything else. I open my mouth to tell him how much this matters, but I can only gasp in an enormous and loud sobbing breath before my head collapses back on his shoulder. Dennis's arms shift around me, and he pulls me tight against him. He's warm, like a blanket wrapped around me in bed. And I wish so much that I could be there now. Safe at home. Safely away from him.

"Is she okay?" My body goes rigid at the sound of the new voice. A little higher than Dennis's but still unmistakably a man. "Do you need us to call anyone?"

"She's fine." The bass of Dennis's voice rumbles against me. "Got some bad news. I just need to get her home. Could you have the valet bring my car around to this door, please?" I know it's phrased like a question, but there's nothing questioning about it. He expects the man to do what he says. And the man does. He mutters a quick "absolutely" before leaving. He doesn't even get the valet ticket from Dennis.

How does everyone here know him? "Who..." I want to ask him who he is, but I can't get anything more than that one syllable out.

"He's one of the servers. Now come on." Dennis guides me toward the back door. 24 shuffling steps and then he pushes the door. It clicks and thunks and opens onto a dark alley. My heart comes back to life and races. A man who just admitted that he knows my secret is taking me out here. In the dark. In the quiet. But then his car pulls up, and I relax a little.

He and the valet help me into the car. I don't look up from my lap until I hear the driver's side door shut. But as soon as I look at him, I can't take my eyes away. He's staring at me. His eyebrows knitted together, and his head tilted just a little. Enough that I think this would be the perfect angle to kiss him. He starts to lower his hand to mine but then pulls it back. "Are you okay to go home?" he asks, and I nod.

Neither of us says a word during the ride. The radio isn't even on. But the space is filled with the sounds of our breaths and the pumping beats of my heart. There are several times that he looks over at me, and his lips part just a little like he's going to say something. But each time, I turn away and look out the window before he has a chance. Whatever it is, I don't want to hear it.

But when we pull into my driveway, he takes my hand before I can open my car door, let alone run into my house and hide forever. "There's not a single part of me that thinks of you as anything other than a beautiful woman, Monica. Because that's what you are. That's why I asked you out. That's why I was so ecstatic when you said yes."

I snort. I don't know why he's keeping up the lie at this point, but I know that he can't mean any of this. My life has been filled with people who pretend to love me. Men who say they're attracted to me. Until they find out who I really am. Then every single one of them shows me who they really are. Maybe he's too polite to just disappear on me yet, but it'll happen.

"You don't have to go through the motions. I appreciate it, but I'd rather just put this behind me. I already know what happens now."

His lip coils like a snake. "You do? Then tell me."

The blood rises to my cheeks. Is he really challenging me? "As soon as I get out of this car, you'll blow out the longest sigh of relief in your entire life. You'll drive away thinking that you dodged an entire magazine worth of bullets, and then you'll never think of me again except when you see some woman who might just be a little too masc—"

He leans across the armrest and kisses me, weaving his hand into my hair and tightening it in his fist so I can't pull away if I want to. His lips work against mine, and the fire that was engulfing my cheeks is spreading down to my core. My dick tightens, and I twist my mouth away from his. I have to stop this before I go too far. "What the hell was that?"

"Did you know that was coming? Did you know that I've thought about this all week? About kissing you. About running my fingers up your leg." I gasp as his hand slides under my dress, and I fumble for the door handle, finally finding it and almost tumbling out onto the concrete.

"You don't mean any of this." I take three steps away from the car, but freeze when he opens his door. I can only stare as he walks around the front and comes up to me. He puts his hands on my upper arms and his look burns.

"I mean it all, Monica. Everything I've said, and all the things I've only thought." His eyes trail down my body and he runs his tongue across his lip. "What I want right now is for us to go inside your house so I can show you exactly how much I mean this."

"I-I... we can't."

He presses his body up to mine, and his erection pokes through into my belly. "Why can't we? Give me one good reason why I can't show you exactly the way I feel."

My dick struggles to break free from my underwear as it comes to life. I try to pull back, but his arms are wrapped too tightly around me. There has to be some reason why we can't do this. Something. But the bells chiming in my brain drown out every thought except "do it," repeating over and over.

"I didn't think you could. Now I want you to be a good girl and unlock that door, and we'll both go inside together. That is what you want, isn't it?"

I nod. I shouldn't want this, but I do. He lets go of me, and I dig for my house key inside my purse. There's only a credit card, concealer, lipstick, and a set of keys in here. I should be able to find them right away. But my hand is shaking so much that I can barely reach into the purse at all.

Dennis laughs. "Would you like me to get them?" he asks. I hand the purse to him, and in less than two seconds, he's holding the keys in his hand. "This one?" I nod as he holds up the right key. With his free hand, he takes mine, and we walk up the steps to the front door.

As soon as we're inside, I press him against the wall and kiss him. This time I open for him, and our tongues dance across each other. His hands wrap around me and drop to my ass, and mine fall to his front. His cock is so hard it has to hurt. I loop my fingers through his belt and drag him to the sofa and push him down. He bounces once on the cushions and just stares at me. I can tell from the look on his face that he expected to be in charge, and maybe any other night of my life, he could have been. But something I never knew existed has become freed inside me.

"Take your pants off." I growl the words as I drop to my knees in front of him. While he unfastens his belt and then the pants, I work on his shoes. Untying them and pulling them from his feet. He stands to shimmy the pants down his legs, and I yank them off and just stare at his cock. It climbs away from the nest of curly black hair at its base. Rising higher than any dick I've ever seen. The head is an angry purple-red, and it looks like it could erupt at any second. I hold a finger up to his base and flick it.

He gasps. "What the fuck?"

I don't bother answering him, I just lower my mouth over his head, and I can feel his thighs quiver as my tongue circles around the swollen ring separating his head from the shaft. I take him deeper inside me, and as I lower myself on him, his scent gets stronger. The same soap and vanilla, but there's something new today. Something musky, and I moan as soon as I smell it.

"Jesus Christ, Monica." He puts both of his hands on the back of my head, and the pressure it sends through me drives me down deeper until I've taken all of him that I can. His head collides with the back of my throat. My eyes water, and I have to fight back the gag, and I know that I want this.

I move up and down on him again and again. Always swirling my tongue around his head. Always dragging it along his length when I pull back. Always sucking so hard that my cheeks pull inward and my jaw gets sore. But I move faster. And he groans and growls. And when he pulls on my hair, I know that he's close. I scrape my teeth across the top of his cock, and that sends him over the edge. He explodes into my mouth. It's been so long since I've tasted a man's cum that I forgot the complex flavors. The saltiness, the bitterness, the tiny bit of sweetness that is almost overwhelmed by everything else. I drink it all down like a woman who hasn't had a drink in years. And I haven't. Even when he's done, I lick around his shaft and suck out every last drop.

"That was phenomenal." He slips his hands under my arms and lifts me onto him like I weigh less than a bag of groceries. "You are phenomenal." He presses his mouth into the side of my neck, and his hand slides under my dress. This time, I don't try to get away as his fingers move up my thigh, stroking me through my panties. "Let me return the favor."

His fingers hook along the edge of my underwear, and he pulls them to the side. My cock wants to scream "yes" as the fresh cool air hits it, but I stop him. "Can we just sit like this for a while instead?"

He pauses and looks at me, but then he laces his fingers through mine and pulls both our hands to his lap. "Of course. Anything you want." I lean my head against his shoulder and close my eyes. I feel both of our hearts beating where our chests are pressed together. The rapid thump-thumps almost in sync with each other.


CHAPTER FIVE



I smile when the shaking bed wakes me and I wait for his hands to find my body, but instead I feel the other side of the mattress lift up like someone took a weight off it. Or like he got up. I look at my phone. It's just 5:30am. Still pitch black outside. "What are you doing?" I ask.

"Oh." I'm not looking at him, but I can sense that he freezes at my question. "I didn't mean to wake you. I have to go."

My stomach sinks, and any remnant of sleepiness falls away with it. He was going to sneak away in the middle of the night? "I don't even get breakfast with you?"

He sighs. "I'm so sorry. Something came up." His soft footfalls lead him to my side of the bed, where he leans over and kisses my cheek. "I'm not the kind of guy who usually just leaves like this. I swear. But it's work."

"On a Saturday night?"

"Technically, Sunday morning," he chuckles, but we both know it's not funny. "And yes. I promise I'll make it up to you. Please don't judge me based on this. Not when there are so many better things that you could judge me on." He nibbles on my earlobe, and I moan despite myself. "I'll call you. I mean it."

And as I listen to the steps he takes out of my bedroom, I'm sure that I'll never hear from him again.
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By Thursday morning, I've mostly forgotten about Dennis. Mostly. Except for every day when I wake up. And every night when I go to bed. And at least twenty times per day when I check my phone to make sure I didn't miss a call or text from him. Other than that, I've forced myself to move on. But he shatters all the progress I've made when he shows up at my office door.

I gasp when I look up and see him. A literal gasp that anyone within fifteen feet of my office can hear. What is he doing here? What should I do? I decide I need to play it cool, like we've never met before. Because in a very real way, we haven't. "Um, hi, what can I do for you?" Maybe he doesn't even know that it's me.

When his smile overtakes his face, I know better. "Can I come in?" He holds out his hands. Brown paper sacks in each one.

"What—" He cocks an eyebrow and cuts me off. "Uh, sure. Yeah." I stand up and walk around the desk, glancing through the interior window to see if anyone is lurking outside my office. No one is. Thank God.

He shuts the door as soon as he's in my office and sets the bags on my desk. That's when the smell hits me. "We missed out on breakfast the other day. I thought I'd make it up to you." He motions to the bags, and I can't help but inhale deeply. It smells wonderful. "I don't know what you like. Yet. So I got everything."

"Breakfast? Here?" I look out the window one more time and when I'm sure there's no one to see us, I pull closed the blinds. I've never used them once since we moved into this space. Always thought it was elitist for an owner to cut themself off from their employees, but now, I'm glad I can. "You can't be here. People will see you."

"People did see me. There was a black-haired woman wearing a gold dress out there when I came in. I waved at her. So what?"

My heart rate has to be over one hundred as I sit in one of the two chairs facing my desk. "People here don't know about... me."

Dennis shrugs as he takes the seat next to me and wraps my hand in his. Just his touch forces me to blow out a long breath that pulls some of the tension from my body. "They won't care. Besides, what's scandalous about two colleagues having a meeting?"

"Is that a blueberry muffin?" My salivating mouth washes away the rest of my tension. He holds it out for me, just inches from my face. When he presses it to my lips, I take a bite. Some of the crunchy crumb topping tumbles down the front of my shirt, but I don't care. "Oh my God."

"Blueberry orange. The woman working the counter said it was her favorite." Dennis turns the muffin and takes a bite right next to mine. "Oh wow. This is incredible."

"It certainly is. What else did you buy? The whole shop?" I lean forward to peek into the bag closest to me.

He chuckles and takes the bag, unpacking it all across my desk and then doing the same with the other. When he's finished, every inch is covered with plastic and cardboard and styrofoam containers. "I may have gone to a couple of places. Try this one next. If I could eat this every day without gaining one hundred pounds, I would." He pops the lid on a container and pulls out a sandwich. "Scrambled egg with avocado, feta, and spicy bacon jam on focaccia. But I swear there's crack in it too."

He holds it up to my mouth again, but I lean back. "Are you planning to just keep feeding me?" I laugh.

"That depends. Do you like it when I do?" He swipes his thumb across the corner of my mouth and then kisses the tip of it. "Muffin crumb."

My body is a furnace, and I want to strip the clothes off him and take him right here. Instead, I take a bite of the sandwich that he's holding out for me. As soon as I do, he takes a bite too. We chew with our eyes locked onto each other until I can't take anymore. I moan. "Holy shit, Dennis."

"Right?"

"How am I supposed to work after this? This sandwich is all I'm going to think about all day."

He pretends to look hurt. "Only the sandwich?"

Before I can respond, he kisses me, and the feeling of his lips on mine might be the only thing better than this sandwich. No one has ever brought me breakfast before. No one has ever even showed up at my work for any reason. And my mind spins with thoughts that maybe there could be someone out there who loves me for me. Maybe Dennis could be the one. I imagine mornings filled with breakfasts, random flower deliveries showing up at my office, going home to—I pull away from him. "Wait. How do you know where I work?"

The side of his lip curls up. "I have ways of finding out things."

"You have ways?"

The curl turns into a smile. "Would you rather talk about that or finish this sandwich while it's still warm?" He takes another bite and then holds it out for me. I give in. There will be time later to ask how he found out. But for now, there's this sandwich.

We spend the next half hour trying everything that he brought in. Waffles and sausages and vegan bacon and a chocolate-chili oatmeal that we both spit out as soon as we taste it. And then his phone buzzes, and he takes one look at it before declaring that he has to leave.

I walk him out of my office and to the main doors, where he stops and stares at me. "I'm out of town this weekend. But maybe next week we can do something again?" He bites the corner of his lip like he's afraid I might actually say no.

"I'd like that. I'll text you?"

He puts his hand on my shoulder and nods, just starting to lean in before he takes a look around and then backs away suddenly. "One day you won't mind showing other people."

I glance to my left and see Rebecca. She's sitting at her desk and it looks like she's busy with something else. But her chair is turned in our direction, so I have no doubt that she is watching us out of the corner of her eye.

Dennis slaps my shoulder twice and then holds his hand out to shake mine. "I think this was a productive meeting, and I look forward to your call." Once we're done shaking, he walks through the double doors and doesn't look back as he crosses the parking lot.

"What was that about?" Rebecca is suddenly behind me. Her voice is loud and excited.

I shrug. "Just a business meeting. Nothing special." I start to walk around her and back to my office to clean up the evidence that it was more than that.

"With him? Dennis Townsend?" How does she know his name? And why does she say it like I should know who he is?

"Yep." I don't turn back to her. I just go into my office, shut the door, and search his name.


CHAPTER SIX



"Sir, he's in meetings all day. I'm sorry. He's a very busy man." Anyone calling me sir always makes me wince, but the way this man says it—so smugly behind his desk, like he's looking down at me even though I'm standing over him—makes it that much worse.

But I'm not letting some underpaid wannabe, who takes himself way more seriously than anyone else does, keep me away. "That's fine. I'll wait." Before he can respond, I sit in one of the back leather chairs lining the waiting room.

"Sir, he's unavailable all day today. You can't just see him without an appointment. Sir?"

I pull the phone from my pocket and ignore the man's frustrated and almost angry tone.

Me: Hey, I'm in the waiting area outside your office. Steven Stick-Up-My-Ass is about to have a heart attack because I don't have an appointment. But can I see you?

Almost as soon as I send it, the three dots start dancing below my message. Then they keep dancing. Even more. Finally, he replies.

Dennis: Love to see you! On a call. 5 minutes. Ignore Brandon. He be like that.

I chuckle and look up at the man who is apparently Brandon. He's not looking at me directly, but he's not hiding the fact that he's glowering at me from the side of his eyes. He be like that, indeed.

Not even a couple of minutes later, Dennis's door cracks open, and I look up. His smile is huge as he pulls the door open. I stand and take three steps toward him when he holds up a finger to stop me. "Brandon," Dennis puts his arm on the back of the receptionist's chair, "this is Anthony. He is allowed to visit me anytime, no matter what I'm doing."

They both turn to look at me. Brandon mutters a "yes sir," but he still looks like he wishes he could murder me. I'll remember to send him a candle and a box of cookies to smooth things over. Dennis, however, looks like he wants to eat me. And that look gives me goosebumps.

"Paybacks for my surprise visit to you?" Dennis asks as he ushers me into his office and closes the door behind us.

As soon as it latches, I throw my arms around his neck and kiss him. "You could have told me who you are."

"I did tell you." He chuckles and slides his hands down to my ass, jiggling the cheeks before cupping them. His hands make me want to melt. "It’s not my fault that you're literally the only person in America who doesn't recognize either my name or my face."

My cheeks burn. As soon as I read the first article about him, I felt like an idiot. I'm definitely not the most online person in the world. I stay away from social media, and almost all of my free time is spent researching for work. But even I recognized him as soon as I saw his name and picture in context. "Sorry. I forgot to renew my subscription to Corporate 100, so I guess I just overlooked you." I stick my tongue out at him.

"Corporate 100? Have I fallen that far? Last I saw, I was one of 'The Top 4 under 44.' I guess I have been a little distracted recently." He pinches my ass and winks before sitting down and pulling me onto his lap. "So, to what do I owe the absolute privilege of seeing you today? Not that I'm complaining. I'd love for visits like this to became a regular occurrence."

I slide my hand down the front of his dark grey shirt. It's so smooth and silky I'm sure it cost more than one of my car payments. "Maybe, if you're a good boy."

He catches my hand just as I get close to his waist and pulls it to his mouth, kissing the back of it. "I don't know if I can promise that." He presses my hand to his cheek. "No one has ever thought of me as a good boy."

"They must not see the real you the way I do then."

I try to kiss him, but he squirms, and my lips land against his cheek. "What if you're the one who doesn't see the real me?" He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. "Monica, I'm not—"

There are two quick beeps from his desk. "Mr. Townsend. I'm sorry, but you're already ten minutes late." It's Brandon's voice, and he doesn't sound sorry at all.

"Shit." Dennis spits out the word. "I have to take care of this. Can I see you tonight?" He shifts, and I know it's a cue for me to stand up so he can do whatever he needs to do.

"My place at eight?" I let my finger trail down his arm before stepping away from him. Losing contact with him feels like walking into a freezer.

"Eight. And Monica, I…" He stares at me, pinching his lip between his thumb and index finger, while I wait for him to finish. "It can wait. I'll see you tonight." He swipes open his tablet and seems lost right away.

"See you then." I don't know if he ever looks up at me as I walk out of his office because I don't look back. Is this what it's like to date one of the top executives in the country?

Are we dating? My heart flutters, and I forget all about my disappointment as I wonder if we are. It feels like we might be. Oh my God, I think we are!

I don't try to hide my smile from Brandon. Whatever his problem with me, he's going to have to get over it. I'm dating his boss. Dating! I want to skip through the lobby. Dancing and twirling to the sound of chirping birds that only I can hear. But I freeze as soon as I see the man standing at Brandon's desk.

"You..." Black spots dance around in my eyes, and my stomach feels like it's been filled with cold lead.

"Anthony, this is Mr. Willis, head of security." Brandon sneers at me. "I called him earlier when it seemed you may cause a scene."

Him? The head of security for Dennis's company? That can't be a coincidence. But why?

I don't remember getting in the elevator. Or taking it back to the first floor. The next thing I know, I'm walking through the crowded main lobby. The sound of everyone's murmurings rings in my ears. The man who ran me off the road... The man who caused Dennis to come to my rescue... That man is Dennis's head of security?


CHAPTER SEVEN



I don't go back to work. I can't. I drive home, turn all the locks and shut all the curtains, like that will make a difference. But the light in here is thick and milky now, and that seems right. I fall backward onto the couch. Its arm bashes and then presses into my back, but I barely notice it. I barely notice anything other than that face. How could I ever forget the man who ran me off the road? And then Dennis just happened to be there within a minute? How was I stupid enough to believe that it was all just chance? Just some cosmic accident that brought him right there, right then. Right when I was at my most vulnerable.

"I'm so fucking dumb to have fallen for it!" I scream at myself. Everything Dennis has ever done, every single thing has been fake. It's all been a ploy to... to what? I'm so blind I still can't see it even when it's right in front of me. How could I be so foolish to think that he would have been interested in me? Even when I found out who he really is, I still thought that maybe he could feel the same way about me that I feel about him.

But he tried to warn me today, didn't he? When he told me that I don't see the real him. That was him holding a giant red flag, and I should have run screaming away. But I thought he was just being humble. I thought it was sweet. Idiot! At least I see it now. Before he can get whatever it is that he wants from me. Before I fall any deeper for him than I already have.

I lie across the sofa and hold the pillow to my face so not even the empty room can see me sob.
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It's a few minutes past eight when he knocks on the door. I jump at first. I'd forgotten he was coming. As soon as I realized I needed to cut him from my life, I thought it would magically be over. It would be so much easier if I didn't have to know that he was right outside. If I didn't have to hear his voice calling to me from the other side of a wall. Just plaster and insulation and blue vinyl siding separating the two of us. But there's so much more than that between us.

"Monica?"

I don't answer, and a minute later, my phone rings. I hurry to silence it, but it's too late. He had to have heard it on the other side of the door. I hold my breath and wait for him to do something. The ticking of the clock on the wall is almost unbearable as it sweeps through 12 sets of 5. Then again. Then finally, my phone buzzes in my hand.

Dennis: You're mad at me, and knowing me, I'm sure I deserve it. But can I please come in to talk about it?

What is there to talk about? I set the phone face down across my chest and stare at the door. I try my best to will him away, but when the phone vibrates again, I know it didn't work.

Dennis: Please. You're the only woman I've ever begged, but I'm begging you to please talk this through with me. Whatever happened. I'm literally on my knees.

I roll my eyes, but then he sends me a picture of himself on my porch, on his knees in front of my door.

"Monica!"

My breath catches. He's loud enough that the neighbors can hear him, and I have to stop him before he makes a scene. "Go away! I know what you did!" Maybe not all of it, but I know that he's not the type of person I want to spend any more time with.

But he doesn't go away. He just bellows my name again, even louder than before. "Damn you!" I scream as I walk to the door. I only open it an inch. Just enough to see that he's still on his knees. I think at first that his eyes are twinkling, but then I realize he's starting to cry and it makes me even more angry. "You do not get to be the one who cries about this! You are not the victim here!"

"You're right, and I'm sorry." He crawls two steps toward the door. He could easily push it open and come in despite my protests, but he doesn't. "Please, let's talk about this. Please..." His face is so flat. It looks like there are no muscles. Just drooping skin. I walk away but leave the door open for him to push through.

I walk to the kitchen sink and don't turn around, not even when I hear the door close. "You ran me off the fucking road! You could have killed me!"

"I... I'm sorry." He sounds like he's three houses away instead of right behind me.

"And for what? What are you after?" I slam a glass down into the sink and shards fly all over.

"You..."

I wish I would have thrown the glass at him instead of wasting it. "My what?"

"Just you. And you were safe the whole time. That's why he did—"

"I was safe the whole time?" I pick up a piece of glass and hurl it at him. It misses and clanks against the wall, but he doesn't duck. His eyes are on the floor, and I'm not sure he even saw it. "Nothing about being run off the road is safe. Why would you do that to me?"

He slumps down and looks like he's just inches from the ground. "I'm not a good person."

"That is super fucking obvious to me now."

"And I never apologize for who I am or what I do. But this time I am. I fucked up beyond belief. I just had to meet you. Just once because I knew that we were perfect for each other."

I toss my hands up and stomp around him back to the living room. "That's your excuse? What, you couldn't just send me flowers? Call me like an actual fucking adult fucking human fucking being? Who does this? And how did you even know me? Did we meet before?"

"Would you have let me get to know the real you if I asked you out normally? Or would you have kept her hidden the way you have your entire life? I thought this was the only way I could see your true self."

"You knew about that before? How?"

He stands and starts to walk over to me, but as soon as he sees the look on my face, he drops to his knees again and crawls closer. "My company thought about buying your company. So we did our due diligence on it. And on you."

The room goes cold and starts spinning, and I fall backward, into a chair that I didn't know was there. "Me? That? But..."

"You've hidden it very well. And I'm sure no one else would have ever found it, but my team is the best. And you registered as Monica for a campus LGBTQ group in undergrad."

The Queercapellas. It had to be that. The stupidest name for a singing group ever, and I didn't even stick with it for a month. "This can't be." I hide my head in my hands.

"I'm sorry, Monica. My team just included that as a single line in the report, but when I read it, I had to know more. And then that became needing to meet you. And meeting you became falling for you."

I snort. How can he claim to have fallen for me when everything about this has been fake? Did he buy out the restaurant on our first date? Were those all actors? Did he have his people get all those breakfast foods? He probably never had any of them before that day. I throw my head back against the chair and stare up at the ceiling.

I look down to find Dennis in front of me, my hand in his. He's squeezing my index finger. "Whoa, you're bleeding."

There's a wet red trail running from my finger down my palm, and I don't care. I flick my hand to get him away. Crimson drops fall to the carpet as I do.

He takes my finger to his mouth and kisses it. "I don't think it's bad enough for stitches, but let's get you cleaned up." He tugs gently on my arm, but I don't budge.

"It's fine."

"It will be once you're bandaged. Now up."

I try to force myself further down into the chair, but he pulls harder until I'm on my feet. "Just leave. I don't want you here." I try my best to sound resolute. I try my best to sound like I actually mean it. But I don't think I convince either of us.

"Let me take care of you." He pulls me toward the sink like he's a dog at the end of a leash. The water stings, but he holds my hand under the stream anyway, only pulling away long enough to see if the bleeding has stopped. "Where do you keep your bandages?"

"Dennis, I'm fine. I don't..." Don't want you here? Don't want your help with this? "Bathroom closet. Top shelf."

"Keep this under the water until I get back." He spins away from me and darts down the hall like I'm going to bleed to death if he doesn't hurry. Once he's out of sight, I stare down at the jagged pink line. The cut isn't deep. I can't see any other tissue in the cleft, only the skin spread open.

"I think this is long enough." I call out to him before turning off the water, and then I turn around and lean against the counter. Its edge pushes into the bottom of my back.

He shakes his head as he comes around the corner. "You might have a piece of glass in there, and that will hurt if the wound closes over it."

"I don't."

"You might." He holds my hand to his face and examines it.

"Dennis, I don't."

"I don't know how I'll ever get you to forgive me." His gaze moves from my finger to my eyes. "But I'll find a way. I love you, and I'm never letting go of you."

"You need to let go, and soon. You're cutting off my circulation." He's squeezing my finger so tight that my cut has gone from throbbing to burning.

He doesn't say a word as he lets go and then wraps the bandage around it, pressing the gauze pad against the wound. When he's done, he just looks at me. He's probably waiting for me to tell him to leave. And I'm waiting for the same thing. So why aren't I saying it?

"You love me?" I ask. My brain slowly comes to the realization that he just casually threw that out at me.

Dennis chuckles and hops up on the counter beside me. He pulls me to him and his legs wrap around my waist. "I love you."

And despite everything that he's done to me—the fact that our complete relationship is built on a giant and dangerous manipulation—my heart flutters when he says it, and I can't pull in a breath.

"I know you don't feel the same, and that's okay. I'll settle for you not wanting to kill me." He uses his legs to pull me closer to him and he leans forward to kiss me, but I twist away.

"Why do you have to be like this?"

His head drops, and he releases me from the grip of his legs. "I'm an asshole."

"A huge asshole." I lift his chin with my finger and kiss him. He's motionless at first, but then his arms find their way around me, and pull me in. I feel his cock press against me. "An infuriating asshole."

"I'm the worst."

My hands slide down his shirt to his pants. I unfasten them and rip them down his legs. "It's impossible to be worse than you." His cock is already enormous, but when I close my hand around it, I feel even more blood surge into it.

He slips his hands under my waistband, but I stop him. "Not that," I say. "And not like this. Not for our first time." I take his hand and pull him through the house and up the stairs to my bedroom. I can't keep my eyes off his cock as it bounces with each step that we take. And when we stop, I lean forward and kiss its tip. "Be a good boy and behave." I whisper to it before I push Dennis onto the bed.

I walk to my dresser. I'm not going to bother with anything fancy tonight. Not at this point. But I need something. I tear my clothes off and toss them against the wall. They can burn as far as I care. I don't need them now.

When I pull the drawer open, I run my fingers over my panties. So many colors. So many silky fabrics that I can wait to wear for him, but I don't want to put on a pair just to take them off again as soon as I cross the room. So I skip them altogether. What I need right now is something simpler. Something with better access. I pull out a pink satin nightie. This will be perfect.

I look over my shoulder and see that Dennis is watching me. His legs are spread, and his cock is rising up from their junction. I raise an eyebrow, and he nods. So I turn around, sticking my ass out just a little for him as I lift my arms above my head and let the nightie fall down over me. The thin straps catch on my shoulders and the smooth, slick fabric glides down my chest and belly—each inch it moves sends tingles through me—until it stops just below my ass. Just below my cock. I spin and face Dennis, and he bites his lip as soon as he sees me.

"Is this what you wanted to see tonight?" I ask. He's biting his bottom lip so hard that it's white. "There are condoms and lube in that drawer." I point at the bottom of the nightstand.

Dennis flips to his stomach and lets out a groan as his cock presses down into the mattress. "These condoms expire later this year."

I take it from his hand and rip open the package. "Guess we've got a lot of fucking to do, then." I roll him over and tickle my fingernail down his cock before rolling the condom down its length.

He uncaps the bottle of lube, squirts it into his hand and then tosses the bottle aside. "I guess we do." With his free hand, he grabs me around the waist and pulls me down onto the bed. "You don't know how much I want this." He works his hand over his cock and the lube squishes with each stroke.

I groan and roll up onto my hands and knees. "I think I have a very good idea." I lean back, spreading my ass to tease him, but he's already behind me. One arm circles my waist while he presses against my hole. He's gentle at first. Pushing just a little and shifting into a better position, but then he thrusts into me, and it's like every single part of me opens up to him at once. My mouth, my eyes, my lungs, my heart. Everything expands and takes him into me.

"God damn it, girl."

I can only moan in response. My head is smashed into a pillow as he rams himself into me over and over. My asshole stings as his cock stretches it to the limit, and somehow that pain just makes this pleasure so much more intense.

With each slapping thrust, I get closer to forgiving him for what he did to me. Closer, but still not close. But right now, I don't care about any of that. I just care about him. Inside me. Making me his. And each push toward that cliff, each building breath, and each zap of electricity that flows directly from him into my core takes me closer to that.

"Fuck, I'm about to explode." His words are clipped.

"You'd better not." I struggle against my own lungs to get the words out. "Not yet. Not... until... I... Oh God." I can't take any more. Every muscle in my body clenches, and I hear Dennis grunt as I tighten around him. Then they all release into the same burst, and I collapse forward onto the bed. His thrusts still rocking me until his cock pulses and his pumps get even more furious. And then they slow, and he falls on top of me.

For a few seconds, I can't breathe, and I'm not sure if it's because of his weight or because the orgasm shredded my internal organs. But with a gasp, I'm able to pull air in again, and he lifts off me for just a second to blow out a breath. It's barely enough room, but I'm able to twist so I'm looking up into him. Into his dark eyes that are swirling with flame now.

"I do love you," I say. "Despite it all."

His lips press down over my mouth, and I press my short fingernails into his back, forcing him tighter to me.


EPILOGUE


"Not gonna lie, little lady. I was skeptical when I came in here this morning." I want so much to be able to roll my eyes at his casual sexism, but I can't afford to make him mad. Not now. "But after what you just showed us, I'm a believer." Instead of shaking my hand, he pats me on the shoulder and walks away. His two other executives flank him as they head to the parking lot.

I flinch when I feel a set of arms wrap around me, but then I lean back, letting Dennis nuzzle his mouth against the side of my neck. "In the history of comebacks, I'd say that has to be right up there toward the top."

"It's not a comeback. It's not like—"

"That was so great, Moni." Rebecca beams at me. "I watched Sanders face the whole meeting, and I could tell the instant you won him over. So, what are we doing to celebrate our first enormously gigantically huge client?" She looks from me to Dennis.

"Yes, how are we going to celebrate this?" Dennis bites my earlobe, and I feel my earring swinging back and forth.

I shake my head. "They haven't signed anything yet. So no party until then. The only thing I feel like doing right now is collapsing into a chair anyway."

"Oh. Right." Rebecca takes my elbow as Dennis moves to my side and slips an arm around my back. The two of them walk me the 33 steps back to my office like I'm not capable of doing it myself. But it feels good to have both of them at my side. Especially after that meeting, even if I won't let us celebrate this deal just yet.

In my office, Dennis holds the pillow under me while Rebecca guides me down. It's been 6 weeks since my surgery, but even the simple things still take so much out of me. The doctor hasn't even officially cleared me to go back to work yet, but she doesn't have to know about this. Besides, it's not like I could just skip the biggest meeting in the history of my company so I could lie in bed all day. I've done too much of that already.

"Does it hurt? Do you need any pain meds?" Dennis stands beside Rebecca, and the look of concern on his face melts me. "Was it too much? Maybe you shouldn't have done this. Not yet."

"Stop. I'm fine. Just weak. Beck, can you go make sure the databases are updating properly? Please. I want to make sure everything is perfect since we're this close."

She gives me a half salute. "Yes, ma'am. And you seriously need to think about going home. I've got everything under control here."

"I know you do." I smile at her before turning to Dennis. "And you, mister. You're going to be unemployed if you keep spending all of your time with me. "He has been my absolute angel for the last six weeks. Even before. He spent hours online researching the surgery and then preparing checklists to make sure I would have everything I need. And since they wheeled me out of the operating room, he's barely left my side. He tells me over and over to not worry about him. He has plenty of sick time built up, and his company has a generous leave policy. But there's only so much generosity they can extend before they start to get frustrated that the man charged with running a multi-billion-dollar corporation is spending his days playing nurse instead.

"It would just be one more title for me," he says. "America's Hottest Unemployed CEO."

I growl as I grab his belt and pull him closer. "You're America's hottest anything you want to be." I cup my hand under his balls, and his cock stirs under his pants.

He takes my hand in his and steps back, leaning against my desk. "Now, now. Be a good girl. You don't get to try out your new parts for another month." I groan. Like I'm not already counting down every day until I'm finally cleared to take him inside me the way I've dreamed of since I first met him. "And don't worry about me. My fiancee is about to become wealthy, so I can just sit at home and be sexy all day while she earns enough money for both of us. I can picture it now, lounging by the pool in my tiny white swim briefs, drinking mojitos, and waiting for my sugar momma to come home and use me."

He runs his middle finger up and down my hand as he says it, and I close my eyes and imagine him wearing nothing but a puny pair of swim briefs. "You're not helping me to be a good girl."

"I never said I was a good influence."

I pull him closer, and he bends over me. His lips find mine, and my hand goes back to his cock. Just because we can't use my parts yet, doesn't mean that we can't use his. "Where would I be without you?" Still living as a man with parts that make me sick to even think about. Still hiding in the closet. Still alone.

As we come up for air, I grin at the engagement ring on my finger. Everything was so different just sixteen months ago. It seems almost like a different life. One that's unimaginable to me now.

"Rebecca was right." He whispers and kisses my forehead. "We should go home."

"Do you want to go home for my sake, or for yours?" I give his dick a light squeeze, and he squirms under my touch.

"Mmm, can't it be for both?"
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CHAPTER ONE


DANI


“Hey.”

My entire body tenses and my teeth grind at the sound of that voice. I don’t have to look up to know who it is, but I do anyway. Jeremy. I want him to see my glare and know he’s not welcome anywhere near this office.

“You know, if looks could kill…” He walks in and sits on the chair across from me. “Down, girl. I need your help.”

I don’t stop glowering at him.

“Please?”

“No.” I turn back to my monitor and scroll through different files, but I don’t pay attention to any of them. I just want him to think I’m ignoring him.

“You know how I hate to ask for help.” He leans in and puts a hand on the edge of my desk.

I know lots of things about him. I know he smells like coffee and vanilla no matter what time of day it is. I know he doesn’t like cheese on pizza, something that makes him worse than a serial killer in my book. And I know he’s good at what he does, so if he asks for help, he either really needs it or has another reason for asking. I turn my head just an inch in his direction. “I’m busy.”

“Please.” He drags the word out. “I’m desperate.”

“You must be to ask me.” Anyone here would jump at the chance to work with him. Everything he touches is instant gold. And half of the men and all the women drool over him anytime he walks by. All of them except me.

When he doesn’t say anything, I give in and look at him. He’s staring at me with wide, pleading eyes. I sigh and let my head fall back against my chair. “What is it?”

He smiles, and I want to stab him. “Typography. I just cannot get it right on this latest campaign. And we all know you’re the queen of the font.”

It’s true. Nothing makes my heart race like finding or, better yet, designing a new typeface, and other people in the office come to me all the time when they need to find the perfect type. But never him. He’s never asked me to help him with anything before.

“Send me the files, and I’ll look at them when I have a chance.”

“I need it by tomorrow morning, so I was thinking maybe tonight? We could have dinner delivered.”

“Seriously?” I shake my head and bite the side of my tongue. “Fine.”

“Thank you so much. My office at six? You know I wouldn’t ask you if I didn’t need you.”

“Six. Got it.” I spin back to my monitor and try to ignore him as he stands and smiles down at me. I try not to inhale his scent as he walks away.
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My tablet is tucked under my arm when I walk into his office. I don’t bother knocking. He doesn’t deserve that courtesy. The office is the same as it was before. His desk is the same sleek white metal and glass. There are still two bright blue leather chairs next to a glass-top table on the left-hand side. And his windows still let in all the light from the sunset. I walk to them and look down. The people below are all scurrying, heading home, I’m sure. I should be one of them, but I’m here. With him.

“I wasn’t sure you would come. Thank you.”

“I said I would. I don’t lie.”

His face goes red. “Dani, I… Look at this and see what you think.”

He spins his monitor around. It’s an image of a soccer player kicking the ball with an almost blacked out stadium behind her. The ad copy is to the right.

“It’s terrible.”

“I know.” His voice is very matter-of-fact. “I’ve tried everything I can think of. It all just looks so—”

“Flat.”

“Exactly. So what can you do, savant of the serif?”

I roll my eyes so hard they hurt. “I have a couple ideas. Let me look through my font library.”

An hour later, we still haven’t solved the problem. But part of me is relieved. All afternoon I worried this was his way of forcing me to talk to him. He knows I can’t say no when someone asks me for help. Even when it’s him. I look up and stare at his empty desk.

“Green curry chicken.” His voice makes me jump. I didn’t hear him come back. “It is still your favorite, right? That didn’t change, did it?”

My heart is pounding against my ribs, and my fists are clenched as if they’re begging to be allowed to hit him. Just once. I exhale as I force them open.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean that. It was a—”

“It is still my favorite. Thank you. Some things will never change. Obviously.”

He bites his lip and looks at me like he wants to say something, so I cut him off. “What do you think of this?”

I start to slide my tablet across the table to him, but he stands and walks behind me. His heat radiates into me, and I squirm in my seat to get away from him, putting every inch between us I can.

“I love it.” He presses against my back as he leans over me and the screen.

“Jeremy…”

“I mean it, Dani. You’re a genius. How do you always do it? I could have never—”

“Jeremy.”

His hand falls on my shoulder, and my breath catches. I feel like I’m tied to a hundred wild horses, and they’re ripping me apart. I clamp my eyes closed and force a deep breath, but when his hand slides down to the bare skin of my upper arm, I spring from the chair. It clatters to the floor behind me as I shoot out the door and down the hall. I beg the universe to keep him from following me to the elevators.

I push the down button over and over, but it takes forever. I’m convinced that he’ll come around the corner any second, that every noise I hear is him coming closer. When the elevator finally chimes, I twist myself sideways to slide between the doors before they’re even open. I press for the lobby and hold the close door button. I don’t take my eyes off the tip of my finger. I’m not sure I could handle seeing him now, even behind the closing doors.


CHAPTER TWO


JEREMY


I hoist the heavy laptop bag onto my shoulder and double-check to make sure my office door is locked. The hallway is mostly empty. Just a few people I don’t really know. I’m not sure if that means the others are going to this thing or they’re hiding in their offices, hoping no one makes them go.

Curt is standing outside the elevators when I walk around the corner, and I curse under my breath. I’d rather have run into anyone but him.

“Jer, what’s up, my man?” He swoops his hand in a wide arc, planning for me to do the same and our hands to meet in the middle, but I don’t move my arm. At the last second, he gives me a playful slap on the shoulder to cover for his mistake. “You getting outta here early today?”

“Yeah, sort of. FallFest is today. You’re not going to that, are you?” I try not to sound too hopeful.

He snorts, and it makes him sound piggish. “Hell no. I wouldn’t be caught dead at that.”

“Yeah, I figured it wasn’t your type of thing.” I push the elevator call button and hope he takes it as the hint that it is.

“Wait, you’re not going, are you?”

I nod my head.

“Since when are you into shit like that?”

Since it’s being organized by the most beautiful woman I know. A woman I haven’t been able to stop thinking about since I ran her out of my office like an idiot last night. The way her wavy hair fell down to her shoulder blades and matched almost perfectly the black silk tank top she was wearing. The tiny shiver that went through her when I leaned my stomach against the top of her back. The jolt that shot through me when I put my hand on her shoulder, like I’d climbed dripping wet from a pool and stepped on a power line. When she didn’t brush me off right away, I thought maybe we could put the past behind us. But then she launched out of her chair, sending it tumbling like debris caught in her wake.

“Hey, isn’t your ex the one in charge of it this year? Dani? I’m surprised you wanna go anywhere near that. I sure as fuck wouldn’t. Keep me away from her and whatever kind of mess is going on there. If you know what I’m saying.” He shakes his body like a dog who just came in from the rain.

My skin catches fire, and I bare my teeth. I swear I even hear myself growl. “I know exactly what you mean, and if you ever talk disrespectfully about her again, I swear to God you’re going to fucking regret it. If you know what I’m saying.”

Curt holds his hands up and steps backward. His eyes are wide and locked on mine. “Whoa, dude. Just joking. No offense, okay?” When his back collides with the wall, he jumps, and I take a step toward him, forcing him to scamper away.

I glare at the back of his head until the elevator chimes.
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The makeshift parking lot outside the barn is full of Audis, Volvos and BMWs, with the occasional Toyota parked between them. Most of the cars are SUVs. And as I walk up, I see dozens of children racing each other, running a giant loop around the red building and the fire pit. Careful not to get too close to the flames, or their parents will make them stop. I look around. There are lots of faces I recognize, but not the one I’m looking for.

“Hey Liya, have you seen Dani around?”

“Jeremy? I’m surprised to see you here.”

I grumble. Why is it such a shock that I would come to something like this? “I’m looking for Dani.”

“There’s hot cider on the other side of the picnic tables, and if you ask Ben, he can hook you up with the hard stuff.” She winks at me, like I’d even entertain the thought of getting drunk at a work event.

“I don’t need any cider. Dani?”

“Oh right. Last I saw, she went into the corn maze. But that was maybe half an hour ago. I haven’t seen her since.”

“Who did she go in with?” I look around me, memorizing where everyone is so I can talk to whoever went in with her and find out where she went afterward.

“No one. She was by herself.”

Fuck. “Do you remember anyone who came out after she went in?”

“No, why? Wait, Tyrez and his son came out a few minutes ago. What is it?”

“What’s what?” I’m searching the field for any sign of Tyrez.

“What’s the matter? You look like you’re about to tug that collar right off your shirt.” Liya gives a nervous laugh that draws my attention back to her.

“Oh. It’s nothing. Just… an uncomfortable shirt. That’s all.” That and a woman who could get lost in her own house. I spot Tyrez and start walking away before I even say goodbye. “I think I’m going to go try some of that cider.”

“It’s the other way. Jeremy…” Liya calls out behind me, but I don’t acknowledge her.

When Tyrez tells me he didn’t see Dani in the maze, my stomach drops. I look around one more time, hoping she showed up in the thirty seconds since I last searched for her. But she hasn’t. I head to the entrance of the maze.

At every turn there are clues, but if Dani is lost, that means she isn’t following them. So I don’t either. I just focus on speed. Moving as quickly as I can without looking like a maniac, trying to cover every possible path. It doesn’t take me long to realize how hopeless that is. I pull the phone from my pocket and pray I can find a map or satellite image of the maze online. As soon as I unlock the phone, though, I get a better idea.

“I hope you forgot about this, too.” I mutter as I swipe through the screens looking for the Find a Friend app. We installed it on our phones two summers ago when we went to the Booncon Music Festival. Three days in a crowd of over a hundred-thousand people, we used that app all the time. I was so clueless then.

I shake my head and open the app. It takes only a few seconds before I see the red dot on the map. Thank God. She’s not too far away. I just have to figure out the best way to get to her from here.

It seems like I race through endless dead ends, but finally I see her and a smile sweeps across my face. “Dani, I’m here.”

She’s sitting on the ground with her legs crossed under her and her phone in her hands. When she hears me, she looks up. “Oh. Thank heavens. I was worried you wouldn’t be here to ruin my great day.” She stands and wipes the straw and dried corn husks from her jeans. I follow her hands but my eyes stop at her ass.

Dani huffs and turns so she’s facing me. “Pervert.”

The blood flows to my cheeks. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”

“Who said I want to get out of here? Especially with you?”

“I realize I’m not your first choice, but I’m the one who found you.”

“Found me? Are people looking for me? Is something wrong?” Her eyes go wide and she walks closer to me. I struggle to keep from imagining her walking to me wearing lingerie, trying to seduce me.

“Just me. You were lost, so I came to save you.”

She throws her hands in the air. “Save me? Because I was lost?”

I nod my head and move toward her, but she backs away.

“Stop. One, I didn’t need saved. Especially not by you. I’m not some damsel in distress, and you sure as hell aren’t some chivalrous knight. And two, I wasn’t lost. I was getting a few minutes of peace and quiet. With a book.” She holds up her phone and waves it at me.

“But Liya said, you’d been in here for half an hour.”

“You know how she exaggerates.”

“But it’s going to get dark soon.” I look at the sun, it’s already burning orange and making it hard to tell where the long shadows end.

“There are clues at every turn that tell the right way to go. Probably the same way you found me.”

“Uh—”

“Hold on. How did you find me? I purposely took a few wrong turns just so I could have this area to myself.”

“Um, remember Booncon? That app? I guess you forgot to delete it, so I used that to—”

“You tracked my phone?” Her voice is so loud that I imagine people outside the maze can hear it.

“No, I… Well yes, but I had to. To save you.”

“I didn’t need saving, you arrogant toad! And how long have you been using that to spy on me? I’m deleting it right now.” Her hands tremble as she unlocks her phone.

My face is burning, and I want nothing more than to shake her and make her realize I did this for her. “Will you please stop being so stubborn? I never used it to spy on you. I forgot I even had it until just a few minutes ago.” I step toward her.

“Yeah exactly what a stalker would say too. Stay away from me.”

“Jesus Christ, Dani. You know I’m not a stalker. You know me better than that.”

“Do I? I thought I knew you, but I was wrong. Maybe I don’t know you at all.”

“Stop being such a damned fool.” I take another step toward her.

She tries to back away, but she’s against a row of cornstalks. “Excuse me? Don’t you dare call me a fool!”

“Then stop acting so stupid!” My anger is almost bubbling over now, and I know I should walk away. I should leave her. If she’s so confident that she can get out on her own, I should make her prove it. I shouldn’t take the last two steps toward her. I shouldn’t press my body against hers. I shouldn’t let her feel the raging erection between my legs right now. I shouldn’t bend forward and kiss her.

“What are you doing?” Her words are breathless against my lips.

“I don’t know.” I cup her face, and my lips fall right back onto hers. My tongue forcing her mouth open.

I wrap one arm around her, holding her tight against me while my other hand slides down her face and her neck. Down to her breasts. I never had the chance to play with these when we dated. My fingers wind across their surface, circling around her nipples, the thin fabric of her T-shirt and bra not doing much to hide her arousal.

I want to hold them and show her how much I appreciate them. But my hand has a mind of its own. It wanders lower, tracing the side of her ribs down to her waist and then down the front of her jeans. That’s when I feel it. Her cock is pulled back between her legs, but it’s as hard as mine and it’s straining against her panties and jeans. And it throbs under my touch.


CHAPTER THREE


DANI


“I can’t believe I’m doing this.” I shift the car into park but don’t make a move to get out. I’m not sure if I want to. Actually, I am sure. I don’t want to do this. I don’t want any of it. I don’t want him to have kissed me. I don’t want my body to have reacted the way it did. And I certainly don’t want to be parked outside his house and about to head in.

But I open my door anyway. It’s like my body forgot what happened between us. All the nights I spent, not just crying myself to sleep, but sobbing so hard that my throat hurt. The months he and I have spent avoiding each other at work, ducking into the bathroom anytime I would see him walking down the hallway. One kiss can’t wipe away all of those memories.

When he sees me walk up his driveway, he gets out of his car and smiles. My heart flips when I see it, but I scowl back at him in return.

“Even once you parked, I wasn’t sure if you would come in.”

He doesn’t know how much I wish I could have driven away. “I’m not inside yet.”

“That’s true.” He chuckles, but when I stop moving, he realizes I’m not joking. “Please, Dani? I know I was an ass, but I—”

“You were more than an ass.”

He looks at the concrete under his feet. “I know. I was awful, and I’m sorry. That was the biggest mistake of my life. Give me a chance to prove that to you?”

“No. We’re not doing that. This isn’t your redemption story. You don’t get to make everything better just like that, so if that’s what you expect—”

“I don’t expect anything. I just want to talk. That’s all. I promise.”

Like a fool, I believe him.

Jeremy unlocks the door, and we both go inside. I’m nauseous. The last time I was here was one of the scariest and happiest moments of my life. I’d decided to finally tell him everything. I couldn’t hide it anymore. The breast growth, the long hair, the electrolysis on my face that I had told him all along was because I hated shaving. It had all piled up until he knew there was something going on. I tried to put it off as long as I could, but that night I had to tell him. The night before our two-year anniversary.

I knew it wasn’t fair to him to do it that night, but there’s never a good night to hear that your boyfriend is really a woman. And there’s no good way to say it. I sat beside him on the couch and took his hand in mine.

“I know you’ve noticed changes in me. In my body.” I was in tears before I even had the first sentence out.

He squeezed my hand and nodded. “It’s okay. You can tell me. Whatever it is, we’re going to get through it. Don’t ever doubt how much I love you.”

The memory of his words makes me snort.

“You know, this is the first time you’ve been back here since that night,” he says and snaps me away from the memory. How could he think I hadn’t realized that?

“Sit anywhere. Um, obviously. Do you want something to drink? I still have some vodka leftover from... Or there’s soda.” He looks like he’s scared I’m going to run away as soon as he turns his back to me. And I might.

“Just water, please.”

He stands still until I sit in the armchair beside the television. Then his shoulders relax, and he walks to the kitchen. As soon as he leaves, I glare at the couch as if that’s what shattered my life instead of the man who was sitting on it.

“So…” He hands me a glass. Three ice cubes, the way I like it. I probably shouldn’t be surprised that he remembered, but I am.

“So.”

“Dani,” he drops to his knees at the corner of the chair and tries to take my hand in his. I pull it away. “I’m sorry, and I don’t know if you can ever forgive me.”

“No. I won’t.” I try to make my face look more firm than I feel.

Jeremy bites his lip and glances down before looking back up at me. “I think of you every morning. Literally every morning since then. When my alarm goes off, I wonder what you’re doing. I wonder what it would be like to have you getting ready here in my bathroom. To walk up behind you while you’re brushing your teeth. To run my hand down your side until I find that spot. In my head, I hear you giggle before you slap my hand away. Like nothing ever happened. Like I wasn’t a jerk.”

“You weren’t just a jerk. You broke me.” My words are little more than a whisper.

“I’m so sorry.”

He looks down, but this time he’s eyes don’t bounce back up. The tears well in his eyes until they spill over and splash onto the floor. It’s so quiet I can hear their plops against the wood.

“I’m sorry.” He sniffs and runs the back of his hand across his nose. “I didn’t mean to invite you over just so I could cry in front of you.”

I don’t know what to say. I’ve known Jeremy almost four years, and I’ve never seen him cry. Not when we broke up. Not even when his dad died. Just seeing it makes the back of my throat tighten, but I’m not letting him do this to me. Not again. I’ve shed too many tears because of him. “So why did you invite me over, then?”

Now his eyes flash back to me. They’re red, and he looks crushed. “To apologize. To hopefully get your forgiveness. To…” His voice catches, and I wonder if he’s going to go on. “Damn it… just to have you back in my house one more time.”

My insides feel like they’re melting, and I know I have to get out of here. I’m over him. I’ve moved on. He’s nothing to me anymore. A lesson, that’s all. A lesson that no matter how much I love someone, I can’t trust anyone but myself. That’s all he is to me. “Jeremy, I can’t.”

“I know.” His voice is so weak it sounds like a child’s. “And I don’t blame you. I blame me. I deserve this. All of this. I deserve everything I’ve been through since then because it’s not even a tenth of what I did to you.”

“No. It’s not.”

When he sat right there on the couch and told me we could get through anything, I was elated. I believed he meant it. I believed he loved me.

“I’m trans.” At the time, it was such a relief to say those words to him, but even through my tears, I saw his entire body go stiff.

“What does that mean?”

I laughed. It would be the last time I’d laugh in months. “In my case, it means I’m a woman.”

“You’re a…”

“I’ve known it my whole life, but I always hid it. From everyone. Even from myself for a long time. But I can’t do that anymore. I can’t go through life pretending anymore.”

“So this is all pretend?” he asked. Looking back, that’s when my heart started to break.

“No. No! Not us. Nothing about us is pretend. The way I feel—the way I love you. It’s all real. That’s what made me realize I have to do this.”

“Have to do what?” He stood up and walked to the window, his back to me.

“I’m going to transition. I’m going to start living life as me, not who everyone wants me to be.”

“But transition can mean—”

“It means I’m going to live as the woman I am. To everyone. I’ve already been taking hormones, and I’m going to file to change my name soon. When I do that, I’ll tell everyone at work.”

“Everyone? Do you really need to do that? What if we just keep this our secret? You don’t want people to think you’re some sick freak. They’ll never understand.”

“A sick freak? Is that what you think I am?”

He turned to me, and his face was blank. “I… of course not. But you know how people are. They’ll think that. You’ll never be more than a man in a dress to them. They’ll all know you aren’t a real woman.”

“Jeremy, please stop before you say anything more.”

“You can’t do this. Let’s just keep this between us. You can dress up when you’re here with me. I won’t judge you, and that way, no one has to know about this.”

“This isn’t dress up. This is me. I am a real woman, and I don’t care what anyone else thinks.”

“You can’t do this. You can’t do this to me.”

Couldn’t do this to him? It felt like he yanked my intestines out through my navel. I just stared at him.

“You can’t.” He walked to me and took my hand. “You can’t. You just need to accept who you really are. You’re not a woman, and you never will be.”

I shook my head so violently that my hair whipped around me. I still couldn’t speak. When I got to the door, I looked back. He was staring at me, watching me leave. But he didn’t say a word. He didn’t try to stop me. He just let me go.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I won’t go through that again. I won’t let him break me again. Not when I’m finally starting to glue my life back together. “I shouldn’t have come here.”

“I want to show you something.” He extends his hand, but I just look at it.

“What is it?”

He pushes his hand closer. “I have to show you. Please?”

I sigh and wrap my hand around his. When I do, goosebumps spread up my arm, moving like an earthquake until my entire traitorous body is tingling.

When we get to the base of the stairs, I stop and pull him back toward me. “I’m not going up there with you.”

“It’s not like that. I swear. What I have to show you is in my bedroom.” He must see the blood drain from my face because he gasps and shakes his head. “Not like that. I don’t mean anything like that. Just trust me?”

Not anymore. Never again. But I don’t fight him when he pulls me up the stairs.

We stop just inside his bedroom door. “Wait here.” He doesn’t take his eyes away from me until he gets to the closet. When he does, he takes a deep breath, blows it out, and reaches for the handle. He slides the clothes aside and reaches behind everything.

When I see it, my heart races. “I don’t get it. What’s it supposed to be?”

“A dress.” He’s shaking so badly the fabric is rippling.

Did he bring me up here to show me that he’s dating someone? Is he telling me he’s moved on? I’m glad. I’ve moved on, so I’m happy that he has too. Or I should be. Instead, I feel like my chest is being squeezed, and I can barely breathe.

“It’s my dress.” He mumbles, and I’m not sure I hear him correctly at first. I flash a puzzled look. “It’s mine… Fuck.” He doesn’t wait for me to say anything before he strips off his shirt and pants and slips the dress over his head. It falls over his shoulders and settles at his knees. The fact that he’s wearing a dress doesn’t register with me at first. All I can think about is how odd it looks with the black crew socks he’s still wearing.

“Please say something.” His voice quivers, and his chin is shuddering.

I wish I had some profound observation I could make, but I don’t. “What does this mean?”

“This is why I couldn’t accept it when you told me you’re transgender.”

“Because you’re trans too?”

He squints his eyes shut and blows out a long breath. “No. I… Shit, Dani.” He covers his face with his hands. “Because I sometimes like to wear women’s clothes.”

“You did this when we dated?”

“Ever since college.”

“But what does that have to do with me?”

“At first, I was sure you found out and were making fun of me. But when I knew you were serious, I panicked. If people knew I was dating a trans woman, what would they think about me? Would they have questions about me? Get suspicious? I’ve never told anyone about this until right now. It’s always been my darkest secret. And I’d do anything to hide it.”

“Even if it—”

“Even breaking your heart. My reaction wasn’t about you. I was a coward. I fucked up the only good thing I ever had because I was afraid other people might guess the truth.”

“Just because you were with me? Like what… like I have some trans cooties that you were scared would rub off on you?”

“I was so damn stupid to let you walk out that door.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? I laid everything out in front of you, and you stomped all over it instead of just telling me.” I slump against the wall.


CHAPTER FOUR


JEREMY


Dani has been gone almost two hours now, and I’m still sitting on the couch, staring at the door. She didn’t say anything when she left. Not a word, not a grunt. I followed her as she walked down the stairs, grabbed her purse, and opened the front door. When she stepped onto the porch, she turned around, and I think I saw tears sparkling in her eyes, but I’m not sure. She didn’t even wave. Just turned back around and thudded down the two concrete steps to the sidewalk out front and then to her car.

I lied to her when I said I didn’t have any expectations for tonight. I thought if anyone would understand, it would be her. I hoped she could forgive me once she knew the truth. But maybe the truth is, I don’t deserve any forgiveness. If I hadn’t given in to my fears last year, she might still be here with me. No, she would still be here. I don’t have any doubt about that. The only person who I ever considered letting in and knowing my darkest secret—the only person I ever loved—and I blew it. And now it’s too late.

I should have known better, but that kiss gave me hope. The sparks that shot through my body. The feeling of her, hard under my fingers. The little moan that escaped her lips. I thought she still felt the same way I do. I thought maybe there was a chance.

With a groan, I lift myself from the couch. My joints are stiff and unwilling to move, but I force them. Upstairs, I pause in front of my bedroom closet and chuckle. The dress looks a lot better on me since I took off the socks I wore to work, but I still pull it over my head and toss it against the wall. I’m too exhausted to even walk it into the bathroom and drop it in the hamper.

I grab a silky nightie from my dresser drawer and slip it over my head and then pull a pair of panties up my legs. Then I slide into bed, click off the lamp, and stare at the dark ceiling. My eyes burning, I close them and see her face as soon as I do. Her pink lips swollen and hanging open. She puts her hand on me and slides it across my chest. And I know it’s an invitation for more. I don’t waste any time. I cup her breasts in my hands and tenderly circle my fingers around her nipples. They harden under my touch, and I bend forward to kiss them through the smooth cotton fabric of her top.

Her head rolls back as I do, and she slides a hand down her front and under her jeans. I smile and do the same, my hand dropping to my panties. I rub my finger along the fabric and my cock expands instantly, almost painfully. I keep rubbing it while I stare at her. Her eyes are wide now and her head is rocking back and forth gently as she strokes herself. I match her rhythm, and soon my breaths turn to moans. We stare into each other’s eyes as we pleasure ourselves. Each matched stroke faster than the last one. And just as her eyes roll backward, I feel my cock twitch and then pulse. A bliss I haven’t felt in a long time fills my body and I feel the wetness spreading across my panties.

My breaths are ragged as I turn to my left and see the empty space next to me. The space where she would be if I hadn’t fucked up. I close my eyes and know I won’t sleep tonight.
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I debate calling off in the morning. I haven’t heard anything from her, and I don’t know what to expect when I get to work. My mind conjures images of everyone laughing at me as soon as I walk in, because she told them all.

When I’m in the building, every instinct tells me to go straight to my office and lock my door. I can avoid everyone. Especially her. I’ve done it for the last fifteen months. Instead, I find myself standing just outside her office. Her hair is pulled up in a bun, and I wish I could kiss my way down her long neck. Down to the black dress she’s wearing. The back of my neck tingles. She almost never wears dresses. Why today? Is she trying to tell me something? Is she mocking the dress I wore for her last night? I shake my head to clear my thoughts. It’s nothing. She’s just wearing a dress.

I knock on her door, and she looks up. I guess I expected a smile—at least a curve to her lips—but there’s nothing. Just a single quick nod and a “good morning.”

“Morning.” I shut the door behind me. “Do you care if I sit?”

“Okay.” Her face still gives away nothing.

I exhale as I lower myself into a chair.

“Are you wearing panties?” she asks.

My skin has never been this hot before. I know I just shut the door—I know we’re alone—but I still turn to see if anyone is behind me. “No,” I whisper. “Only at home. I’ve never left the house with any of that on.”

She leans back in her chair and studies me for a moment. “You’re not trans?”

I shake my head.

“You just do this for… fun, then?”

I wince. “It’s like this other, feminine, side of me, and this is how I can express it.”

“That sounds a little like—”

“It’s not. I’m a man. I’m happy as a man. I don’t want to be a woman. It’s not the same.”

We stare at each other so long I feel like I’m in a contest with a statue. Finally, I break. “What happens now?”

She swallows. “I’m going out with a couple girl friends tomorrow night. Maltoni’s. You know it. Even on a Saturday, it’s quiet. Everyone minds their own business. Why don’t you come out with us? As her. Does she have a name?”

My heart stops. “Out? Dressed like… in public?”

She nods her head and smiles, and this is the first time she’s smiled at me since we broke up. Since I broke her.

“Dani, I—why? Can I just come like this?”

“No. What’s the fun in that? Don’t worry about my friends. They’re cis, but they won’t judge you. I promise. It’ll be a totally safe first time for you.”

Safe. I chuckle, and then I can’t stop laughing. I know I look like a mad man so I bury my face in my hands, but I keep going and soon I can’t tell if I’m laughing or sobbing.

“Hey, it’s okay.” I inhale as Dani’s hand runs down my back. “You’ll be fine. Trust me. And then maybe we can keep talking afterward? I miss being able to talk to you.”

“This is revenge, isn’t it? Mock me in front of your friends? Your chance to make me feel the way I made you feel.” I hop from the chair and away from her touch. “Well, I’m not going to do it. I probably deserve it, but I won’t do it.” I stomp my foot like a child.

“Jeremy, calm down. It’s fine. You don’t have to. I just thought maybe—”

“I know what you thought. You thought you could laugh at me. You probably did last night too, didn’t you? As soon as you drove off, you probably burst out.”

Her eyes are wide, and her hands are clasped in front of her mouth. “That’s wrong. That’s not it at all. I wanted to do this for you.” She reaches out and her fingers graze across the back of my hand before she clutches it.

“What are you doing?” I hiss out the words as I shake my hand free. “Not here! Someone could see that. I shouldn’t have come here. This was a mistake. I need to go. I’m sorry. I’ve got to go.” I rush down the hall and into my office, slamming the door behind me.


CHAPTER FIVE


DANI


“I still can’t believe him!” I look down at Cattison. She’s curled up in her fuzzy pink shark’s mouth bed, but she has one eye on me. “I mean, I know better, right?”

She stretches out a paw.

“I know. I was stupid. I don’t need to hear it. Or apparently I do. After what he did to me… But he seemed so sincere the other night. And it wasn’t like I was going to have sex with him, or even date him. That passed a long time ago. But I thought we could at least be friends. Was that too much?”

Cattison licks her lips and rolls over. Her belly in the air and her arms stretched above her head, covering her eyes.

“You’re right. Well, you know what? Fuck him. He doesn’t get to make me feel bad. The only person who has any power over the way I feel is me. And you, of course.”

She gives a self-satisfied purr and rolls the rest of the way over, facing away from me. She’s done with this conversation, and I should be too. I need to be done with Jeremy. Whatever little flame of hope I had has been completely drenched now. There’s nothing between us and never will be. There’s not even a tendril of white smoke curling up from still warm ashes. Everything has gone cold.

I pull out my phone and find my Fuck Everything and Everyone Playlist and crank it as loud as I can stand. At the first thump of the bass drum, Cattison rises with a long stretch and meanders out of the room. She knows her momma is on a mission now.

I fling open my closet door and scan through all the colors until I see it. It’s perfect for tonight. Red, tight, and so low-cut it shows more of my boobs than it covers. I take off my bra and toss it on the bed. Then I step into the dress and shimmy it up my body. When I have the thin straps on my shoulders, I reach behind for the zipper. It’s so tight, I have to force it closed as I pull it up. When I’m sealed inside, I adjust my breasts and then look at myself in the mirror. It’s absolutely perfect for an I Don’t Care About Anyone Except Me and My Friends night out.

Only one thing can make it better. I pull a pair of black pumps from my shoe rack. The four-inch heels send a shiver through my body. I lift my legs, one at a time, and pull them on. My toes are already pinched, and I know that by the end of the night, I’ll be cursing the moment I decided to wear these. But for now, they’re just what I need. I turn to look at myself from the side. Exactly right.
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As soon as I step through the door at Maltoni’s, I feel like every eye is on me, and I eat it up. I want them all to witness how over Jeremy I really am. Meghan and Fi are already there. Fi’s eyes go wide when she sees me. When I get to the table, both girls give me a quick hug before we settle into our seats.

“So, who is he, and why don’t we know anything about this?” Fi asks.

Megan cocks an eyebrow. “Yeah, you’ve been holding out on us.”

“There isn’t a guy.”

“Mmm-hmm.” They both shake their heads.

“There’s not! You two would be the first to know. Promise.” I smile and hope that it will placate them.

Fi looks under the table. “And those shoes? There’s a guy.”

I try to tuck my feet under me but it’s too late, and Meghan sees them. “Yep. Dish. Now.”

I look away. “It’s Jeremy.”

They both groan and my face turns red. They know the full history of me and him.

“But it’s not like that. I swear. This is my Moving On Dress. For real this time.”

“Dani, you remember what happened.” Meghan looks worried and puts her hand on my arm.

How could I forget? They don’t have to worry about me. I’m not about to make that mistake again. Not after yesterday. I shake my head and start to tell them it’s really over, but Fi interrupts me. “How long was it before you went out of the house after that?”

“Girl, you almost called off your whole transition because of him!”

“I know! Enough. It’s over. Really. This is the Moving On Dress, remember?” I gesture my hands along my body.

“And you’re so fucking hot in it too. Rawr! But I thought you already moved on. Why are we talking about him again all of a sudden?” Meghan asks.

“Oh my God, it’s nothing. We talked Thursday night. He might have maybe possibly kissed me, but it was nothing.” I look away and speed through the words as quickly as I can, hoping they won’t hear that part. “He’s the same jerk he always was. Too embarrassed to be seen with me, and I’m obviously not going to hide away just to be with someone who doesn’t appreciate me.” When I look at them, Meghan’s jaw is hanging open and Fi is muttering something under her breath. Apparently, they heard. Would they believe me if I tell them I feel a sudden case of stomach problems coming on and head for the door?

Meghan is the first to speak, but she just keeps repeating the word “no” over and over. I’m just about to poke her arm to reset her when she stops and looks over Fi’s shoulder. The look on her face changes from I’m About to Give You Twenty Reasons Why You’re a Fool and You’d Better Not Argue with Any of Them to a friendly smile. When I turn to see what she’s looking at, I see a blonde woman standing behind Fi. She’s wearing a dress that’s almost as green as her face, and for a second I wonder if she’s had too much to drink and is about to be sick. Then I look closer.


CHAPTER SIX


JEREMY


Since I stormed out of her office—since I made a fool of myself—my stomach has been cramped. I couldn’t sleep last night, and I’ve barely been able to drink. Dani was finally talking to me. I spent the last fifteen months praying for a second chance, but when it came, I let panic take over. I ripped the olive branch from her hands, whittled the end, and stabbed her with it.

“I am such a dumbass!” I yell to no one.

That’s why I have to do this. If I don’t, I’ll never have another chance. I shouldn’t even have this one. When I forced myself on her in the corn maze, she should have slapped me. She should have screamed for help. But she didn’t. And that thought is the only thing motivating me right now. She didn’t.

I pull the dresser drawer like the slightest jostle will cause it to explode, but once it’s open, I don’t have to look. I know exactly what I want. There’s a pair of lacy black panties that I keep on the side, away from the others. They aren’t meant to be worn around the house or to bed. In fact, I’ve never worn them until now. My cock threatens to burst as soon as I start pulling them up my hairless legs, but that’s not what these are for either. When I put them in here, I didn’t know what I was saving them for. Now I do. Once they’re pulled up, I tuck my bits up and between my legs. I’m not going to take a chance with any bulges tonight. Then I move to my closet.

I don’t have much in here and nothing close to perfect for tonight, but I’ll have to make do. I shuffle the hangers along the rod until I finally settle on the vintage green short-sleeved dress. High-waisted with a sweetheart neckline and a skirt that flares out as it falls to my knees. I lay it on the bed, careful to not wrinkle it, and go to the bathroom.

I’ve worn makeup hundreds of times in my life—so often I can do it without thinking—but tonight my hands are shaking so much I go through five cotton pads drenched in makeup remover to wipe away my mistakes. But when I finally get it right, I lean back and look at myself. Grey eyeshadow, black eyeliner, and a dark red lipstick. It’s perfect. And my entire body trembles as soon as I see it.

I close my eyes and force several deep breaths. This is for her. I have to prove I would do anything for her. And I would. I open my eyes and stare at myself in the mirror. Not the makeup. Not the stuffed bra on my chest. I look at me. Into me. I let her go once. I’m not going to do it again. I can do this. I am a smart, confident man who can do anything he sets his mind to. And I would do anything for the woman I love, even wearing a dress and makeup in public.

Adrenaline courses through my body, and I actually start to get angry with myself. I am in control of myself. No one else. No one else is going to dictate what I do or who I am. Definitely not people I don’t even care about.

I fasten the wig to my head. Each hair is exactly in place, and I know that’s a sign. So I move back to my bedroom. Back to the dress. I step into it and pull it up around me, adjusting my butt and my false breasts. When everything is in place, I zip it up and look at myself in the mirror. It’s the perfect dress to show the world I don’t care about anyone else except Dani. I slip into a pair of black flats, grab my purse, and walk down the stairs. I force myself to take them slowly when all I want to do is sprint down them and run away with the woman I love.
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When I push the button to turn off the car, I freeze. My heart is beating so loud it sounds like it’s echoing around the interior. I try to take a calming breath, but my chest is too tight. Am I really going to do this? This isn’t something I can just undo. It’s not something I can laugh off and pretend was a joke. Dani knows I’m serious. I’m sure she’s already told her friends, so they know I’m serious.

I close my eyes, and I see her face. Pale. Her lips curled down and colorless. Her eyes dull and watery. Every part of her hurting. Because of me. Two times because of me. I push open the door and force myself out. I don’t even think about the fact I’m wearing a dress until the door closes behind me. I look around. No one is watching me, but I lower my head anyway as I walk up the two steps into the bar.

The inside is dark and quiet, almost quieter than the outside. Dani was right. There aren’t many people here, and they’re all wrapped up in themselves. Not a single person looks my way as the squeaky door closes behind me.

I see her right away, just a glimpse behind one of the women she’s sitting with, but I’ll always recognize even the smallest bit of her. My eyes drop from her face to the dress she’s wearing. It might as well be body paint, it’s so tight on her. And those shoes. My cock comes to life and I can’t stop it this time. I just hope it’s tucked securely enough that it won’t spring up and give everyone a show I don’t want them to see.

I’m halfway there when I notice him. He’s sitting two tables away from Dani, and his eyes are locked on me. But not my face. My breasts. He looks like he wants to bury himself between them. My heart is racing now, and my stomach is queasy. A tiny part of my brain tells me I should be flattered. I should be happy that he doesn’t suspect anything, that he thinks I’m attractive enough to leer at. But everything else is screaming at me, yelling for me to get out of here. To go back home where it’s safe. Where no one will ever have to know my secret.

I blow out a breath and make myself look at Dani. No one but her. I don’t let myself see anything except her light brown skin, the cute little nose that curls up at the tip, the almost black eyes that I could stare into for ages and never find the bottom.

“He’s the same jerk he always was. Too embarrassed to be seen with me, and I’m obviously not going to hide away just to be with someone who doesn’t appreciate me.”

Everything is in slow motion as I hear her words. Each step I take is like moving through concrete. She’s talking about me. Who else could it be? I should turn around. I shouldn’t take another step toward her. It’s too late to get her back. But my momentum carries me forward until I’m standing beside the table, just feet away from her. Her friend notices me first, but then Dani turns to face me. She just stares, and I think I’m going to be sick.

“Jeremy?”

My jaw drops open to say yes. To tell her that I came for her. That I did all of this for her. But nothing comes out.

“Her? That’s… This is Jeremy?” The woman who was the first to notice me keeps looking between me and Dani. Her wavy brown hair flying side-to-side. It should be funny. I should laugh.

I nod my head, but she wasn’t asking me.

Dani ignores her and keeps staring at me. “Why are you here?”

For you. To win you back and then never let you go. To start spending every day of the rest of my life with you. “I’m not embarrassed of you.” My throat is so dry the words sound like fallen brown leaves scratching across concrete. I swallow and take a breath. “I’m not embarrassed of you.” My voice is louder and more sure now.

“What?” Dani looks at me like there’s no one else around.

“You said I’m too embarrassed to be seen with you. I’m not. The opposite. You don’t know how incredibly proud I am of you.”

She snorts and rolls her eyes. “Obviously. That’s why I can’t even touch you in my closed office without you panicking. That’s why you called me a freak and told me I have to hide myself—my authentic self—from the world if I wanted to be with you. It was all because you were just so damn proud of me.”

I shake my head. I thought I explained this the other night. I guess not. “That was because I was scared. Scared that the world would see me with a trans woman and think that I’m less than a man because of it. I was scared that they would guess my secret.”

“Well, I can’t stop being trans, so you’re just going to have to be scared by yourself then because I won’t let you drag me down.”

The blonde sitting beside Dani grabs her hand, and it makes me realize we’re not alone. If I could just get her to go outside with me, I could explain this. I know I could.

“That’s not what I’m saying. That’s why I came here tonight. I need to get over my fear. I need to lift myself up to your level. And I’m going to. For you. I would do anything for you. Anything you ever ask me to do.” I look around. No one is watching me except the two women sitting at the table with Dani.

I close my eyes and gulp. “Everyone! I have loved this woman since the very first time I saw her. Even before our first date. But I’ve fucked things up between us. Twice. And I know I don’t deserve it, but I want to spend the rest of my life with her. Waking up next to her and falling asleep while I look into her eyes. If she’ll have me.”

The quiet bar comes alive with murmurs and then shouts of “ring” and “say yes!” I raise my hands to quiet everyone, and they’re all just staring at me now. Me and Dani.

Her face is red, and I’m not sure if it’s with embarrassment or anger. “I am certainly not marrying you, if that’s what this is about.”

I shake my head and chuckle. “No. I wasn’t planning on doing that, so things kind of got away from me.” I turn to the crowd in the bar. They’re all smiling as they watch us. “There’s no proposal. Just me telling her how much I love her. Sorry.”

A few people throw their hands up in the air like their horse just lost a race. Some others boo, and one man yells, “goddamn drunks.” His words are slurred so badly I can barely understand him.

I look back at Dani. She’s biting her lower lip and watching me. “Maybe we could start by just talking with each other? As friends?” I ask.

Her mouth curls just a little. “Just friends. And no pressure for anything more?”

I shake my head. “Whatever happens, happens.”

“I’d like that. Join us?” she asks.

I pull out a chair and sit, being careful to smooth my dress under me.


CHAPTER SEVEN


DANI


When we leave Maltoni’s and go back to his house, I insist he stay dressed for me. I tell him he can wear whatever he wants, but I want him to be a girl. I wait in the living room, and when he comes down the steps, he’s wearing a dark gray satin slip. Garters lead from the bottom hem to black stockings. The lace tops are clipped in place and tug the slip with every step he takes. I look down at his feet and see a pair of black platform heels. “You should have worn those shoes to the bar tonight.”

He smiles. “These? These are my house slippers.”

I snort and walk over to him, meeting him at the bottom of the stairs. I run my hand across his chest, and he shivers. “Have you ever been touched like this?”

“Dressed like this?” He shakes his head.

“So I’m your first?”

“I don’t know. Are you?” he asks. “What happened to just friends?”

I slide my hand down to his cock and tickle it through his lacy panties. “Do you have any idea how hot you are?” I breathe the words into his neck while I kiss his skin, tracing the curve of his jaw. He has just a whisper of stubble prickling my lips.

I press into him, and he leans back against the wall. He pulls his arms from behind him, and I notice something in one of his hands. But I don’t care what it is. My only focus is torturing his cock until he begs me for release.

“I have something for you.”

“Yes you do,” I say. My knees bend and I almost drop to the floor so I can take him. But I’m not done tormenting him yet. I wrap my fingers around him and squeeze. He moans, and his head thuds against the wall.

“Not that. I mean this. I want you to put it on.”

I keep my grip on his cock, but I look to see what he’s holding. A pink satin nightie. “Is that yours?”

His cock twitches, and he groans out a yes.

“Then I’d love to wear it. Help me out of this dress.”

He drops the nightie and wraps his arms around me. It’s been too long since I was in his arms, and I could stay like this forever. But as soon as the zipper is down, he slides the straps off my shoulders and tugs the dress along my body. When he gets it to my waist, he stops, and his hands move to my breasts.

“These are an upgrade.”

I giggle. “Do you like them?”

“Do you?”

“I love them.” I kiss him while I wiggle my dress down to the floor.

His hands knead against my pillowy flesh and make me purr. “I think I love them too,” he says. His hot breath searing my lips.

“Do you want me to keep my panties on?”

“Mmm.” Suddenly he’s aware that something other than my breasts exists, and his hand flies between my legs. I moan as he gets his revenge, squeezing my cock through the material. “What do you want?”

“I want them off.” I roll the waistband down until it falls into the pool of my dress, and I’m standing before him completely naked. He runs his tongue across his lower lip.

“You’re going to smear your lipstick,” I warn him.

“It’s not going to last much longer anyway.” He kisses me and then pulls back, staring at me. “You’re more gorgeous than I remember.”

“A lot’s changed since then.”

“But a lot is still the same.”

I follow his eyes to my middle, where my dick is reaching out. I press myself against him, my cock pushing against the top of his thigh. He takes it in his hand and slides it between his legs. I thrust my hips forward and back, moving between him. Fucking him while his dick spears me with each push.

“Oh my God, Jeremy.”

“Leslie.”

“What?” I pull back and look up at him.

“You asked me before if I have a femme name. It’s Leslie.”

“Leslie.” I smile and run my finger up the underside of his cock. “Leslie.” I drag out each syllable while I swirl my finger around. “I like that.”

He grunts. “Are you forgetting something?”

“No. I just got a little sidetracked.” I bend over and pick up the nightie. Before I stand back up, I kiss the tip of his dick through his panties, and I smile as he squirms.

“Let me.” He takes the nightgown from me, bunches up the material, and then drops it over my head. I slide my arms under the straps, and the satin falls around my body.

“I guess it’s a little big on you.”

“I like it. I think wearing my boyfriend’s things is sexy.” I gasp. I didn’t mean that word. That’s too far. There’s still a lot of work we need to do before we can get to that point. If we ever can. “I—”

“I know.” He kisses me. “It was just the heat of the moment. That’s all.”

“Right.”

“Maybe we could go upstairs now?”

I bite my lip and dash around him and up the stairs. I make it all the way to his bed before he catches up to me. His body presses against mine from behind and we both fall, laughing, onto the mattress.

“You’re not going to get away from me that easily.”

“Maybe I just couldn’t wait to get up here.” I squirm under him, and the satin of our lingerie rubs together. The feeling makes me moan. “I’m so turned on right now.”

“What are we going to do about that?”

“I might have an idea.” I slide out from under him and roll over so I’m on top. My legs on either side of him, I sit back and my ass is on the back of his thighs. I glide my hands down his legs, tickling him through his stockings, and he exhales. “Do you like that?”

“Mmm.” His face is buried in the blanket.

“Promise me you won’t move. I’ll be back before you know it.” I rub my hand across his ass as I slide off him and off the side of the bed. He groans in disappointment but then perks up when he hears his nightstand drawer sliding up. Everything is still in the same place. I take a condom and his bottle of lube and settle back over him.

I unclip his garters and slide his slip up above his ass while I yank his panties down. “Since you’ve been such a good girl, I’ll let you watch. Roll over.” I lift onto my knees to give him room. When he’s on his back, I see his cock, and my mouth waters. I almost forget everything I have planned.

“Let me.” I don’t know what he’s talking about until he takes the condom from my hand and rips open the package. He raises himself up on his elbows and slips the ring over the tip of my dick, rolling it down my length and teasing me with a finger trailing behind.

“You are a good girl, aren’t you Leslie?”

“I’m a very good girl.”

I press his shoulders down against the bed. Then I squirt lube into the palm of my hand and rub it against my dick. I’m already close to coming, and I haven’t even started. He knows what I’m going to do, so he lifts his legs to give me easy access.

“You want this, don’t you?” I tease my tip against his asshole.

“I’ve waited for you.”

My body stops. My movement, my breathing, my heart. “You waited for me?”

He nods his head, and I bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself from coming right then.

“I did too.” I don’t give him a chance to respond. I slip inside him. His muscles relax right away, like they remember exactly what to do.

I start slow, but I can’t help myself. After just a couple of strokes, I’m thrusting harder and faster. The smooth satin material of his slip makes him slide up the bed until his head is against the headboard, but I don’t care. I just move up with him and keep pushing inside.

In just a minute, he’s beyond moaning and his breath comes in choked-off little squeaks. I know he’s close, and I’m glad because I can’t hold out much longer. Just as his body shudders under me, I fall forward, catching myself with one hand on either side of him. He turns his head and bites my forearm. I scream his name as my cock twitches and then explodes. Thick ropes of my cum filling the end of the condom. I slip out of him and collapse on his chest. He wraps his legs and arms around me and pulls me tight.

“I do still love you, you know,” he whispers.

My heart tells me to say the same to him, but I know I can’t admit it out loud. Not yet. I kiss his chest through his slip and rest my head against him. I fall asleep before I know it.

When I wake up, his arm is wrapped around my waist, so I weave my fingers through his. When I do, he takes a deep breath and pushes closer to me. I smile. “Good morning.”

His lips brush against the back of my neck. “Good morning.”

I gasp and sit up. “I fell asleep. We have to clean up.” I pull my hand away from him, but he refuses to let go.

“I already did.”

“You—”

“Both of us. You didn’t even stir when I ran the washcloth over you. I don’t remember you being such a sound sleeper.”

I look under the sheet and see my nightgown—his nightgown—that I’m wearing. It makes me smile. I lift it up and look at my dick, like I expect it to still be wrapped in the condom. It’s not.

“You don’t trust me?” He guides me onto my back and straddles me, his lips falling onto mine, and I melt into the bed. I do. I absolutely do.


EPILOGUE
LESLIE


“Oh my God, I swear you’re worse than a woman. We’re going to be late.”

I sigh. “I could get ready a lot quicker if you didn’t keep bothering me.”

“You could get ready a lot quicker if you just pulled your hair back like me instead of curling it.”

There’s a purr at my feet, and I look down. “Would you tell her, Cattison? Go explain to your mommy that I’m a boy so it takes me extra time and work to look pretty, I don’t get to just wake up gorgeous the way she does.”

It’s only a couple more minutes until I’m ready and head down the stairs. My heels click across the hardwood of the living room floor. I grab my purse from the table and go to the kitchen. Dani is facing the counter, looking through our mail. I walk behind her and wrap my arms around her, nuzzling my lips against her neck.

“You’d better not leave a lipstick mark on me.”

“What if I do?” I kiss her over and over. “What if I mark you as mine all over that sexy little body of yours, Mrs. Fischer?”

She spins so she’s facing me. “We don’t have time, or I would take you up on that offer, Mr. Fischer. Maybe when we get home.”

“Only if you’re good.” I give her a quick peck on her lips.

“Me? I’m always good. You’re the one I have to watch. Now you be a good girl and let go of me so we can leave.”

“You don’t enjoy being in my arms?” I ask.

She kisses my chin and then wipes away the lipstick mark with her thumb. “There’s no place I’d rather be. But Meghan and Fi are going to be waiting. You know they’re always early.”

I drop my arms and she slides away from me.

“Leslie, come on.”

“Coming, dear.” I sigh sarcastically.

The restaurant is crowded. People are lined up on the sidewalk out front to get in. Thankfully, Dani called ahead, so we walk past the line and to the check-in desk.

“My wife and I have reservations. Fischer.”

Hearing her call me her wife makes me grin. It’s something she started on our honeymoon last month, and I chuckle to myself each time she does it.

The man leads us to the middle of the restaurant, and sure enough, Meghan and Fi are already sitting there. They stand when we get close and take turns hugging each of us.

“Oh my gosh girls, you are both glowing! Santorini must agree with you.” Fi smiles at me as we sit down.

“It’s the Greek food. All that olive oil is good for the skin.” I run a finger across my face and pose like I’m modeling for her.

“I think you mean all that ouzo. I swear Leslie was drunk more than she was sober.” Dani elbows my arm.

“I was not! I just enjoyed myself. That’s what newlyweds are supposed to do.”

“Oh yeah. We certainly enjoyed ourselves.” Dani and I both laugh as I take her hand in mine and pull it to my mouth. I kiss the back of her palm and smile at the red lipstick mark I leave behind. “I love you so much,” I whisper.

She leans in to me and bites my earlobe. I jump a little. “I know you do. And I love you even more.”
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CHAPTER ONE



He’s enormous, like a mountain come to life as a human. When he walks up to me, I’m holding my hose, watering the practically dead plants in the front yard. He reaches out to shake my hand, and even our hands couldn’t be more different. My small pale hand is lost in his large dark grip. It’s so muscular it almost hurts, but he knows precisely how hard to squeeze without crossing the line.

“I’m Mr. Sanderson. I own Sanderson’s Total Renovations. I want to give you this personally.”

“Renovations?” I turn around and glance at the house. When I face him again, he’s staring at me.

“Total. Anything you need. Top to bottom. I’ve seen you around, and I thought you might be interested.”

“I don’t know. I suppose some things are maybe stuck in a bit of a rut,” I laugh.

“It just takes the right person and a little nudge to get out of that.”

“There are things I wish were different, but overall, everything is mostly good enough.”

“You shouldn’t have to settle for good enough.”

“True. It’s just such a hassle to do anything about it.”

“But when it’s all done, you pull back that curtain and see what’s hidden underneath. That makes it all worthwhile.”

“Yeah… yeah.” I turn back to the house to escape his stare. “I’ll, uh, give you a call if I decide to do anything.”

“Make sure you do.”

I turn and see him grin as he walks away.

I look at the flyer. “Sanderson’s Total Renovations: We Take Charge and Make Change.” Maybe some other time. When I go inside, I toss it into the recycling bin, onto the growing mound of junk mail and junk food wrappers. Then I look around at the pathetic house around me.

I was so happy when I heard dad died. A man I’d met maybe four times in my entire life had a sudden attack of conscious on his deathbed and left his house and money to his abandoned only child? Sounded like a great deal to me. And it was. I got this house and enough money to live on for several years.

The day his will was read, I quit my job. Enough. Done. I was nothing but a socially acceptable mid-level marketer. I always had to sell products to customers—more and more each quarter—not just to earn more money, but to even justify my existence at the company. I was over it. And now, I could afford to be.

I should have known things were too good to be true. The house dad left me is in terrible shape. I could spend the rest of my inheritance just fixing it up. In the two years I’ve lived here, I’ve already replaced the furnace and the roof. Now the water heater makes enough clangs and bangs and moans and hisses that I’m sure it can’t last much longer. There’s mold in the bathrooms. There’s mold in the other rooms. Then there’s the kitchen.

The kitchen bothers me the most. Its orange walls and green tile countertop are obviously from another era. The faucet only works when it wants to. Sometimes that might be when I’m holding the glass under it, or sometimes it might be when I’m lying in bed upstairs. The cabinets, though, are the real centerpiece of the kitchen. The gold cabinets. Someone sometime painted them golden yellow, and then, just to drive home the point, they used gold leaf to make veins running through them. I have to be the only man in America who fondles his veiny cabinet anytime he wants to eat.

Right now, though, the only gold I want from my cabinets is the box of Golden Flakes cereal. And that’s the one I can’t have. I pull the handle to open the cabinet, but the door decides not to move. I give it another yank. My arm comes snapping back at me, brass handle in hand, but the cabinet is still stuck shut. I throw the broken handle across the room, where it pokes a hole in the wall.

I grab a butter knife from the drawer and thrust it into the crack where the two cabinet doors meet. At first, they don’t want to part for me, but as I apply more force, they relent. I just really hope the neighbors can’t hear my grunting. Finally, I’m in and have the box of cereal. I set it on the counter, too frustrated to eat.

Maybe I should do something about this. Maybe it was fate that caused the contractor to stop here. I noticed this was the only house on the block he stopped at. Of course, if I were a contractor looking for work, I wouldn’t need to look any further, either. Maybe I will dig his info out of the recycling bin and call him.


CHAPTER TWO



“This is Mr. Sanderson of Sanderson’s Total Renovations.” He sounds stiff and formal.

“Yeah, hey, this is Brian Ball. You gave me a flyer yesterday, and, well, maybe there are some things that need a little work around here.”

“I thought I’d hear from you. I’m glad you called.”

“Um, yeah. So anyway, I’m thinking about remodeling the kitchen.”

“That’s a great place to start. The heart of things. It’s amazing how changing just that one room has such a large effect on everything around it.”

“That’s what I was thinking, too. And this kitchen is bad. It’s definitely seen better days. So, can we set up a time for you to come see it? Then maybe give me an estimate?”

“Of course. I’ll be there at three o’clock tomorrow.”

“Oh, um, yeah, three works for me too, I guess. I’ll see you then.”

The next day, at exactly three o’clock, there’s a knock on my front door. Actually, three forceful knocks that startle me. The kind of knocks I thought only police officers used. When I open the door, Mr. Sanderson is standing there, two feet away and larger than life.

He has a well-trimmed black beard and closely cropped hair. His eyes are dark, nearly the color of his hair, and they match his dark skin perfectly. The white T-shirt he’s wearing is stretched tight across his muscular torso and shoulders. Like the dark blue, almost back jeans he’s wearing—jeans that leave little to the imagination—and his bright beige boots, the T-shirt looks flawless. It’s like every item he’s wearing is brand new today. It’s all perfect, and it matches the perfection of his body.

“I’m Mr. Sanderson.” He breaks me out of my stare.

“Right, right. I’m Brian. Come on in.”

He pulls the handle to the screen door, which promptly screeches and shifts out of alignment. I might do the same if he yanked on me. I take him to the kitchen, and he whistles as soon as we step inside. He walks right up to the cabinets and starts poking and prodding them, running his hands over them to get a feel for the amount of work that needs done.

“This will obviously be a total transformation. It’s a lot of work, but it’s nothing I can’t handle. Before I agree to do anything, though, we need to be clear on our roles. I’m a bit of a control freak. I respect your opinion on things, and you’ll always have the ultimate choice, but in the day-to-day renovation, I’m completely in charge. Is that OK?”

The way he says it is off-putting, but I suppose it does make sense. After talking to him for just half-an-hour, I can tell he’s obviously an expert. “I don’t know anything about any of this, and I trust you. So yeah, that’s fine. Let’s do this.”

“That’s exactly what I want to hear. Are you a morning person?”

“Not really. I’ve always been more of a late night person.”

“Then that’s the first change we make. I work every day, except Sunday, from eight o’clock until five o’clock. You’re usually here during the day, right?”

“Um, yeah.” I always feel slightly embarrassed when someone asks me that. Even when I know there’s no judgement, I insert my own into their meaning.

“Good. Then you’ll be here to help me. For the most part, I work alone. Control, again. But there’s a chance I could have a sub at some time. Have you ever done any home construction?”

“Me? Oh no! Like I said, I’m clueless.”

“Then I have a lot to teach you, but don’t worry. Not only will this be like a brand new house when I’m finished, you’ll be a brand new person.”


CHAPTER THREE



I rush down the stairs, almost missing several steps as I do.

“I’m coming! I’m coming!”

Apparently, when he says eight o’clock, he means eight. I was lying in bed, almost completely awake but with my eyes still closed, when I heard his knocks. Three solid knocks, just like last time. It took me a second to realize it was him, but I jumped up as soon as I did. I didn’t even have time to shower yet. Now, I’m almost killing myself to yank the front door open just in time to see his truck drive away. Seriously, dude? I grab his number from the kitchen counter and call it, but there’s no answer. I try again several more times that morning, but still nothing. What an ass. Finally, at two o’clock, my phone rings.

“Hello?”

“You were late this morning.”

“Sorry about that. I got to the door right as you were driving away.”

“I accept your apology. It won’t happen again.”

I don’t think he’s asking, but I still answer him. “No. No, it won’t.”

“Good. I’ll see you tomorrow morning at eight.”

“Right. See ya—” my phone beeps. He hung up on me. This had better be worth it. At least I know from now on that I have to be ready exactly on time.

The next morning, I wake up at seven-thirty. I want to make sure I’m ready in plenty of time, so I get out of bed right away. At exactly 7:55 a.m., I walk onto my front porch. I’ll show him. I stand there until his truck stops at the curb three minutes later.

He steps out and smiles at me. “Much better. I knew this was going to work. Come here and give me a hand with these bags.”

“Yes, sir,” I say jokingly. “So, I only know you as Mr. Sanderson. What should I call you?”

“That’s fine. Or Sir, if you prefer that.” He flashes a smile that promises something, but I’m not sure what.

Once everything is inside, he hands me something pink and round from one of the duffel bags.

“This is for you.”

“What is it?” I reach out my hand and take it, spinning it around to look at it. “A hard hat? A pink hard hat? And matching gloves inside it?”

“Put them on.”

I do as he says.

“It looks good on you.” He smiles and means it. “You’re to wear that anytime we’re working in here. It’s my job to protect you.”

“Um, thanks? But pink?”

“Pink. It’s your color.”

I roll my eyes.

We start by prying the old trim off the walls and cabinets. Whenever I see demolition on TV, the workers just attack everything with big sledgehammers and make a giant mess. It looks fun. We don’t do that. Everything has to be meticulous and neat. We simply lay things in an orderly pile.

After an hour, I hear a truck beeping outside. Mr. Sanderson tells me to keep working while he takes care of it. A few minutes later, I hear a giant thud. I hope everything is OK. But I keep working, unscrewing the cabinet doors from the upper set now.

A couple more minutes and he walks back in. “That’s our dumpster. Let’s take a couple of loads out now.”

When I step out of the front door, I see it. Enormous and black and taking my entire driveway. “Sorry, but how long is that thing going to be here?”

“This will take a while. Maybe a couple months.”

“I can’t have that. My car’s in the garage. They need to come back and move this so I can get out.”

“That won’t work. You should have had it out before, but no matter. This is going to be an inconvenience for me, but I’ll be your ride until this is done.”

“You… what does that mean?”

“When we’re finished each day, I’ll take you anywhere you need to go. I’ll run you, so you can do your shopping and errands.”

“But wouldn’t it just be easier to have them move the dumpster?”

“Doing things the easy way gets people in trouble. We’re going to do this my way.”

“Um… OK, I guess.”

When we go back inside, I take a screwdriver and start unscrewing the electrical covers.

“That would be a lot easier if you use a drill.”

“I know I’ll probably get my man card revoked for this, but I don’t know how to use a drill.”

“You’ve never used one before?”

“Never.”

“Here, let me show you.”

He hands me his drill. It’s much heavier than I expected it to be. I wrap my hands around it and squeeze, but nothing happens. He just laughs.

“Flip that little switch there first. One way for screwing, the other way for unscrewing.”

I flip it and hold the bit up to the screw. This time, when I squeeze the trigger, it immediately starts spinning at one hundred miles per hour. I look at him in embarrassment, but he’s just smiling at me.

“Whoa. You really need to pace yourself. Let me show you. Hold it up there again.”

I do as he says, and he comes behind me, his firm chest pushing into my back. He’s so hard, I’m not sure he’s even human. I have his drill steady in my hand as he wraps his arms around me, putting his hands over mine. I lean back into him. I can’t help myself.

“Now the first step is to make sure you get it in the hole. If you don’t do that, nothing else matters. So line it up. There. Just like that. Good job. Now we’re going to give it a gentle squeeze. Very lightly at first.”

He moves his finger over mine and pulls back on it. Slowly. Trapping my finger between his and the trigger. I hear the drill whir as the bit slowly turns.

“See? You’ve got this. Now let’s squeeze a little harder and go a little faster. Ready?”

My mouth is so dry I’m not sure I can speak, but I mumble out a “ready.” He puts a little more pressure on my finger now. At the same time, his arms squeeze me tighter. Why am I letting him do this?

The drill is a louder now. Louder and faster. Before I even notice, the screw falls out of the hole and clinks to the floor. His arms are still around me. Neither of us moves except to release the trigger.

“You did so well. With the right teacher, you can do anything.”

His breath is hot on my neck as he says this. My hairs are standing on end. I want to spin around and look at him. I want us to be face-to-face. No. Before I can do anything, his lips brush my neck, and he backs away from me. Once we’re at a safe distance, I turn to him.

“That was… um… Thank you… for that. For showing me.”

“You’re welcome. You’re a natural.”

My face flushes, and I have to look away.

Over the next few days, we settle into a rhythm as we slowly tear apart the kitchen. Every morning at eight I’m standing on the front porch, pink gloves and hard hat on, waiting for him. Every morning I hope he won’t touch me today the way he did the first morning. Every evening I wish he would have. Every night I lay in bed and think about that touch and wonder what I did to scare him away.

Monday morning, as he walks onto the porch, he hands me an unlabeled shopping bag.

“What’s this?”

“Bring it in and see for yourself.” He holds the door open for me, and I stop inside.

“Panties? What are these for?”

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know. Polishing something?”

He chuckles. “I suppose you could polish something with them. For now, that’s your business. You’re going to wear those.”

“I—what?”

“You heard me.”

“I can’t wear these. These are women’s.”

“I believe that will be true, but it’s yet to be determined. Now, take off your pants and underwear.”

I stare at him. There’s no way I’m doing this. Our eyes are locked as we stand in the middle of the living room. The more he looks at me, the more I feel the pressure building.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this.” I kick off my shoes and strip from the waist down. With a lacy pair of mint green panties in my hand, I bend over to step into them, but he puts his hand on mine to stop me. I feel a tingle spread through my body. It’s heading toward—Oh please, no. But I can’t stop it. I’m standing naked, in front of him, and with an erection just from his touch on my hand.

“Do you like the idea of wearing panties? Or maybe it’s this that you like?” He glides his fingers up my arm, and my cock grows even more firm. “Oh, it’s definitely that.”

He takes both my hands and guides me to a recliner where he sits down. Using his hands, he turns me so I’m facing to the side, standing while he sits to my right. He runs his hand up and down my leg one time.

“I want you to take care of that.”

“You what? I don’t understand.”

“Shh. Don’t speak. I want you to masturbate until you come. Right here while I watch you.”

“I can’t just—”

He slaps me hard across my ass. “I said don’t speak.”

I look at him, the warm sting rippling through me, but he doesn’t budge. Finally, I look away and wrap my fingers around my cock. I rub them slowly back and forth its length until I feel my body respond. My heart rate and breathing quicken and the outside world starts to fade away as there’s just my cock, my hand, and the memory of his touch. His warm touch. His electric touch. I feel myself building quickly and know I’m close.

“Look at me!”

I open my eyes.

“Look at me while you come.”

I turn my head to face him. To face his dark, rich mahogany skin. To look into his eyes, as still and deep as a black pond on the darkest night. Seeing his face should embarrass me. I’m not gay. It should make this harder. But as soon as I look into his eyes, my body spasms and my cock pumps out its own rhythm. I open my mouth to draw more breath and lean my head back, but I’m sure to keep my eyes on his until I finish. Until he releases me.

“So good. You did so well.” His finger tips barely brush against my hips. “Hand me your panties and go clean up.”

I give him the pair that I still held in my left hand, and I walk to the kitchen, my exposed cock swaying with each step.

Once I’ve cleaned myself and the floor, he tells me to stand in front of him, facing him this time. The panties are in his hands, and he holds them out for me. I step into them. He then glides them up my legs until they are resting around my hips and waist.

He sweeps his fingers across my cock, through the silky material, as he stands up. “You’re my good girl.”


CHAPTER FOUR



I no longer met Mr. Sanderson outside in the morning. Now, each day I wait for him inside the door—hidden just enough so my half-naked body can’t be seen from outside. When he walks in, I hand him a pair of panties to put on me. And each morning he does—rubbing my cock when it’s encased in silk and calling me his good girl.

I know I shouldn’t like this. I shouldn’t like wearing panties for him. I shouldn’t like his too-brief touches on my body. I shouldn’t like hearing him call me his good girl. Sure, I’d wondered about some of these things before. What man hasn’t? But I’m not gay. I’m not trans. This isn’t me. So why does it feel like it is?

This morning, Mr. Sanderson has a surprise for me. I can see the bulge in his jeans, and he tells me to reach for it. But this isn’t the bulge I think about more and more often. This one is in his pocket. I stick my hand inside and pull out a women’s razor.

Right away I know what he’s telling me, but I play along anyway. “What’s this?”

“I want you clean and shaved for me every morning from now on. Everything below your head is to be completely hairless.”

“OK. When do you want me to start?”

“Now. There’s a can of shaving gel in that bag. Go upstairs and don’t come back down until there’s no stubble. Understood?”

“Yes.”

I take the razor and shaving gel upstairs to the bathroom. It takes nearly an hour, several nicks, and one outright cut, but finally I’m completely hair free except for that on the top of my head. I dry off, pull my shirt on, and return downstairs, where I present myself to him.

I make sure he notices me, but I stand quietly in the doorway until he’s ready. He’s on his back under the kitchen sink, replacing the old plumbing. I just stare at him, at the way his muscles flex under his shirt while he wrenches the pipes. I fantasize about what those hands could do to me. Stop. I can almost feel them on my naked erection. Stop! I don’t want to get hard for him. Not now. I try to think of anything else while I stand there.

After fifteen minutes, he finally walks to me. “Take off your shirt.”

First, he looks me over, then he runs just one finger along the length of my body. He starts at my neck and goes slowly down my chest, circling my left nipple, over my belly, around my cock, and down my leg. Then he does the same thing on the right side, moving up my leg to my balls, then up until he circles around my right nipple.

“Very good, girl. Hand me your panties.”

I do as he says, and step into them while he holds them for me.

“Since you’re so good. I have another surprise for you today.” He reaches into the bag sitting on the counter. “Go put this on your fingernails.”

He hands me a bottle of light pink nail polish.

“But won’t this chip off when we work?”

“Make sure it doesn’t.”

I take the bottle to the living room where I apply two coats, listening to him bang around in the kitchen while I do. I wish I could be there with him, but the quickest way to be with him is to keep doing what he asks me.

At the end of every day, Mr. Sanderson examines my fingernails. For every chip he sees, I receive one lash from an extension cord. I’ve always hated pain—been terrified of it—so by the end of the week, I’ve unconsciously trained myself to hold my hands in the most feminine way possible, trying at all costs to avoid chipping a nail. And it works. On Saturday, he doesn’t find a single chip. He smiles and calls me his good girl. I had not heard that since the start of the week, so the words make me smile.

“Come sit on my lap. I want you to feel something.”

He’s sitting on the recliner that used to be mine. The one he has taken over as his when he’s here and wants a break. I bounce over to him and sit on his leg where he pats.

“Do you feel that?”

How could I not? It feels massive. Even through his jeans and my panties, it pokes uncomfortably up the crack of my rear. I want to shift to a more comfortable position, but I’m sitting exactly where he told me.

“That’s what seeing you act feminine does to me.”

“That’s from me?” I can hardly believe I would have that kind of effect on him. He seems above me, so unobtainable.

“That’s how much I love when you act girly. I want that from you all the time. Do you think you can you do that? Can you be a good girl for me all the time?”

I can’t answer him right away. I don’t know. Yes! Of course, I can! No! I’m a man; I can’t do that!

“It’s OK. I know it’s hard, but I think you can do it. I think you know you want to do it if you really think about it. But you don’t have to answer me yet. Now, though, I need to take you to the store. I noticed you’re getting low on food.”

The store? Oh. I probably should go. For the last couple of days, I’ve been having to eat all the things that had gotten pushed behind the foods I like better.

“OK. I should go shower first. Right? And what do I do about this? Did you bring any remover?” I hold my hands out and wriggle my fingernails in front of him.

“You’re going to wear that into the store. But yes, go shower and then bring all of your clothes down here, so I can dress you.”

My heart rate soars. “I can’t do that. I can’t go to the store with this on. What if someone sees me?”

“What if they do? You’re going to wear that to the store. End of discussion. Now, upstairs and get clean.”

“But—”

“Do you want the extension cord? I didn’t think so. Now go. Not a peep.”

I do as he says. When I finish in the shower, I bring my clothes to him and he pulls them on my body. Normally, I love the feel of his hands on me, and I’ve wondered what it would feel like for him to dress me entirely. But I’m too nervous now to enjoy it. The slightest touch from him causes me to jump. Too soon, I’m dressed, then in his truck, then sitting in front of the grocery store working up the courage to open my door.

I know I have to do this. I know he expects me to do this, and I can’t disappoint him. It’s that thought that finally pushes me out of his truck and into the entrance. I try to keep my hands balled into tight fingernail-hiding fists, but when I grab a shopping cart, I realize that won’t work. Instead, I resort to deep breaths and unspoken prayers. The produce section is the worst. It’s where I’m the most exposed. Mr. Sanderson has made a list for me—he wants me to eat healthier—so I wind through the serpentine displays of fruits and vegetables. I move so quickly that I don’t have time to see if what I’m buying is even fresh. The kale is the scariest. There are three other people in that area. I walk up between them, grab a bundle of kale, and dart away. No one says a thing. Not there. Not anywhere in the store. By the time I load my groceries into the backseat of his truck, I’m elated.

I smile the whole ride home. I can’t believe I just did that! Other than an initial “I’m very proud of you,” Mr. Sanderson doesn’t say a word. At one point, he puts his hand on my knee and squeezes gently, and he doesn’t have to say anything. That’s all I need.

At my house, he helps me put the groceries away. As we do, I decide I need to thank him for what he did. I set the tomatoes on the plywood serving as my temporary counter, and I brush my hand across the back of his fingers. He doesn’t say a word. He just looks at me. And that gives me all the encouragement I need. I wrap my hand around him and pull him along behind me. I hear his quiet steps as I lead him to his chair. He sits down, and I drop to my knees in front of him.

Even though I’m almost eye-level with what I really want, I look up at him, waiting for a signal. He bends his head just a little, a nod, and I don’t hesitate. I unfasten his pants. His cock starts to stir, and I salivate. Unbuttoned and unzipped, we work together to free it from its prison. While he lifts himself up from the seat and moves closer to me, I pull his jeans and briefs down until they rest around his ankles. His manhood immediately springs up.

For a few seconds, I can do nothing but stare at it. The beautiful, thick, chocolate shaft. Bulging veins circling it. The gorgeous head stands proudly, just starting to bend back up toward him. Never in my most obscene fantasy did I imagine I would kneel this close to another man’s erection. I could never imagine wanting to take a man’s entire length to thank him for making me wear pink nail polish in public. But here I am. I should feel degraded and ashamed, but there’s nothing degrading or shameful about this. This is wonderful. This is exactly what I want.

I lean forward and lick along the base of his monstrous shaft. After a hard day of work, his manly taste and scent have really come out now. With my eyes closed, I suck it all up. I don’t have time to tease him. I need this now. Running my tongue along, I lick him the way I would lick a sticky drip running down one of my fingers. But this is better than any sweet liquid. As I get to the tip, I pause for just a second. There’s no way I can take all of this. I don’t know if I can take even half. It doesn’t matter.

I wrap my lips around his head. My mouth is so wet right now, a tiny drop of drool slithers from the corner of my lips and down to my chin. I squeeze my lips and slide down his length until I feel him against the back of my mouth. Any more and I’m afraid I might gag, so I stop there. As I pull my head back, releasing more and more of him from my mouth, I gently drag my teeth along, careful not to bite down too hard. He squirms just a little in his seat, enough to let me know he likes this.

When I return to the tip. I kiss it. A cock this majestic deserves to be worshipped. It deserves to have me kneeling before it, subjugating myself. With an inhale, I plunge forward rapidly. In and out. In and out. Sometimes sucking as I do. Sometimes flicking my tongue along its length. Sometimes dragging my teeth once more. I take all of him that I can. I know it’s not enough. It could never be enough, and at one point he fists the hair on the back of my head and pulls me in closer, forcing me to take even more of him. So much that I gag a little. But I can’t stop. I never want to stop. I need this. I need this man’s cock.

Together. We’re each pumping in synchrony now. Up. In. Down. Back. Up. In. Down. Back. Like the coupling rod driving the wheels on a train. Faster and faster. We go. We move. Up. In. Down. Back.

I hear his breath hitch. I know what’s coming. His cock thrusts into me even harder, even deeper now, but I take it. I take it. I want this coal burning inside me. I want it. With a spasm, he releases and floods my mouth. I swallow every drop. I won’t waste a bit of this seed, my hard-earned prize.

He relaxes back into the chair, but I’m not finished yet. I use my tongue to make sure his entire length is clean. Once it is, I give him one more kiss and lay my head on his lap. His cock is against my lips. When I feel his hand stroke the side of my face, I close my eyes.


CHAPTER FIVE



“Brianna? Brianna. Time to wake up.”

I open my eyes, confused. My head is still resting in his lap. I must have fallen asleep. “What time is it?” I mumble into the front of his leg.

“It’s nearly seven-thirty. You’ve been asleep for almost an hour.”

“Oh.” I pop my head up. Oh my God… Memories of what we did—of what I did—replay in my mind. I feel the heat in my cheeks.

“You were so peaceful. I didn’t want to disturb you.”

“Uh, thank you. About that… I—wait, did you say Brianna earlier?”

“I did. I hope you like it. It’s so close to your old name that I thought it would make the transition easier for you.”

I lean back, wanting to move away from him, but I can’t feel my legs below the knees. I don’t trust myself to stand, so I crawl to the chair opposite from him and hop in it. When I’m facing him again, I see his smile.

“I love seeing you crawl for me, Brianna.”

When I hear that name, I’m not sitting in my living room anymore. I’m standing in the high school locker room. The other boys are laughing at me, at how scrawny I am. I’d always been small for my age, but it was never a problem until high school. Until the boys started to grow up and fill out, and I didn’t.

“Look at little Brianna over there pouting like a girl.”

“I’d pout too if I played like that. Poor Brianna.”

“He already throws like a girl. You think if he had some tits, he might look like a girl a girl too? Do you want tits, Brianna? Maybe he secretly wants to be a girl.”

I look across the room at him. Trying to center myself in the present. “I don’t think I like that name. Kids used that to tease me.” My voice is a whisper, but he still hears it.

“I would never use that name to tease you. I use it because you’re special to me, and I think that’s a special name for you. But if you don’t like it, we can decide on a different name. Think about it tonight and tomorrow. I’ll be back Monday, and if you’re a good girl, I’ll have a treat for you.”

The thought of a treat distracts me from my childhood memories. It distracts me from questioning why he insists I need a different name. As he stands and walks to the door, all I can do is walk behind him and wonder what Monday will bring.

Monday morning I wait for him, half naked and panties in hand, while he walks inside and closes the door behind him. I had so many conflicting thoughts about him over the weekend. What I did was wrong. It can’t happen again. But I loved it. I adore the way he makes me feel. That doesn’t matter. It’s wrong.

He smiles when he sees me. “So what did you decide about Brianna? No matter your decision, I’ll respect it.”

Surprisingly, that’s the one thing I’m not conflicted about. “I like it when you call me that.” Fuck those boys in high school. They tried to belittle me and take something away from me. And they did for years, but no more. They will not dictate who I am or what name this man calls me.

“I think that’s a wonderful decision. I’m glad to hear it.” He walks up to me and holds his rough hand on my cheek. The warmth confirming that I made the right decision. “So, I mentioned that I would have a treat for you?” Oh? I’d totally forgotten. Or thought about it all day yesterday. One of those two. “Well, here it is.”

He hands me a bag and I look inside. Unable to tell what it is at first, I pull it out. “A dress?”

“I want you to wear that for me today.”

“I…” I want to. I want to wear this for him. I start to slip it over my head, but he stops me.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“Oh!”

I hand him the panties, and he holds them out for me to step into. Today, when he pulls them up, he spends extra time fondling my cock through the material. First, it’s one finger circling around the tip. Then, it’s his fingers up and down the length. The sound of his rough skin sliding across my panties, the touch of his strong hands—it’s almost too much for me. I gasp and close my eyes.

I’ve never had a man touch me like this before, but it feels so good. All these years alone… The few times I tried to date a woman just to find it never felt right. Was this the reason all along?

My cock tightens. I feel the surge of pressure. “Oh my God, I’m going to come.” He pulls his hand away.

“Not yet. Now, be a good girl and put that dress on for me.”

I’m not sure I can stand the tension. With every movement, the fabric of my panties rubs against my unfulfilled cock. But I don’t protest.

I hold up the dress and really look at it. It’s a sleeveless V-neck with a wavy orange and pink pattern on it. “It’s very wild.”

“It’s bold. Just like you. You always hide yourself in your clothes. Let the real you out.”

I’m sure no one would ever use the word bold to describe me. Unless they were calling me the opposite of bold. But I am different around him. I am, if not bold, less timid. The old me wouldn’t have gone into that store Saturday night. He wouldn’t stand here wearing panties and about to pull a dress on. He wouldn’t let a man stroke him the way I just did. And he would have missed out on all those experiences. So maybe I’m not bold, but I’m certainly not who I used to be.

As soon as the dress settles around my shoulders, I spin to show it off, laughing. When I come back around, Mr. Sanderson catches me in his arms and stares at me.

“You are so beautiful.”

My heart races as the words fly from his mouth.
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Over the next month, my “true wardrobe” as Mr. Sanderson calls it, grows larger and larger. Soon it’s pushed away most of my old clothes, and my closet is all dresses now. Dresses and heels. After a couple of days wearing work boots with my dresses, Mr. Sanderson surprised me with a pair of high-heeled shoes. Simple at first. Black. Two-inch heel. I wore them all day while he was with me, and then all night after he left. I felt so magical in them. So girly. I never wanted to take them off. And I didn’t until I went to bed.

Once I did take them off, though, the spell broke. I looked at them. I looked at me in the mirror. What am I doing? I shouldn’t be doing this. I crawled under the covers wearing just a pair of black lace panties, and I decided I couldn’t do this anymore. I would tell him in the morning.

But the next morning brought a new dress—leopard print and ending just above my knees—and new shoes, and I didn’t want it to stop. They were brown booties with an even bigger heel than the first pair. It was like he was challenging me. The old me would have let the challenge go, but not the new me. I stepped into the shoes and did my best to act as if I’d been wearing heels my entire life. Now, after just a few weeks of them, it feels like I have.

Normally, Sunday is the only day of the week I don’t see Mr. Sanderson, but today is different. It’s the end of July, and we’re in the middle of a week-long heatwave with temperatures over one hundred degrees. Today, Mr. Sanderson decided, we would use the pool in the backyard.

It’s been here since I moved in, and since I moved in, I’ve paid for someone to make sure it’s working properly. They clean and add chemicals each week during the summer. But in that time, I’ve never used it. I’ve told myself over and over that I should either enjoy it or stop maintaining it, but I’ve never done either.

It was Wednesday when Mr. Sanderson announced we would use the pool this weekend. At first I protested that I never use it. Then, that I have nothing to wear. But he wouldn’t budge. So here I am, at 12:56 p.m., standing just inside the front door, waiting for him to walk in at exactly 1:00 p.m. When he does, he hands me a swimsuit. Two piece. Bright pink, just like my hardhat.

“I can’t wear this.”

“You can’t or you won’t?”

“I… I think I can’t?”

“Well, I think you can. And you will. I want to watch you put it on.”

He takes two steps back, and I hold the bottom piece out in front of me. It’s a bikini bottom, but there’s a tiny skirt around it. When I pull it up, I see it’s just enough to hide the unsightly bulge I have below. The top has molded cups that give the impression of breasts, even though I have nothing to fill them.

“Exquisite. You are absolutely exquisite, Brianna.”

I blush and smile.

“This gives me an idea. You’re going to start wearing bras and padding the cups. I love seeing you with breasts.”

I walk to the mirror hanging above the fireplace and turn to the side to see myself, to see the protrusions on my chest. I shouldn’t like this. I shouldn’t like seeing these. I shouldn’t wonder what it’s like to have real breasts filling these cups.

Those doubts don’t have much time to live. Mr. Sanderson wraps his arms around me from behind, and everything except the two of us disappears. The dark skin of his arms is in opposition to the shimmering white of my exposed belly. Both of our skins contrast against the fluorescent pink of my bikini. I lean backward against his embrace, and he nuzzles my neck, first kissing me and then playfully running his teeth across my skin.

“My beautiful girl. You’re making me so hard right now.”

“I know.” I push my ass into him, teasing him.

He spins me around and forces his lips onto mine. I open my mouth in surprise, and as soon as I do, his tongue thrusts inside. Probing me, filling me. My shoulder is pressed uncomfortably into the mantle now, but I don’t care. Every thought in my mind has vanished. Every sensation is gone. There’s just the feeling of his body against mine. The scent of his body. The sound of our lips working against each other. The taste of his tongue on mine.

I slide my hand down his chest and slip it into the front of his jeans. Just as my fingertips caress his burning cock, he moves back and gently removes my hand from his pants.

“Not today, beautiful girl.” He kisses me chastely on the lips. “Not today. But soon.” He turns to sit in his chair. As soon as he does, he begins untying the laces of his shoes.

“Stop. Let me.”

He leans back in the chair. I don’t know what makes me do it, but I drop to my knees and crawl to him. I can tell by the way his eyes widen that he likes this. I shouldn’t do this. When I get to him, I take his shoelace in my teeth and pull. One. Then the other. Using my tongue, I undo the knots. Completely untied, I sit back on my knees and look up at him. Our eyes lock together as I pull the shoes from his feet. Then his socks. I kiss the top of each foot before I rise to my feet and use his hands to pull him in front of me. I feel so small next to him. So vulnerable. This isn’t right. I start to unfasten his pants, but he puts his hands on mine.

“I know, not today. But just let me dress you. Please. The way you dress me.” I need this. I need to stop. He pulls his hands away, and I continue. Loosening his belt and button and zipper, I draw his pants to his knees. Then his briefs. His cock is fully erect in front of me, and it takes all the willpower I have to not take hold of it. But I know I can’t. Instead, I gently push him back into the chair. Lifting one leg at a time, I tug his pants and briefs from his body.

I slowly glide the swimming shorts up his legs, teasing my fingers up his legs along the way. When I have the shorts nearly to his waist, I look again at his manhood. Again, I fight the wave of desire. But now I wonder how I can tuck it into these shorts. He must see my confusion, or want to remove all temptation from me, because he takes over. He stands to finish pulling them up, somehow tucking his full length inside. I stare at the massive bulge as he takes my hand and leads me outside to the pool.


CHAPTER SIX



For two weeks, we continue in near-bliss. Now, every day when we eat lunch together, I sit on his lap. Sometimes, he feeds me while I’m sitting like that. More often, I eat while his hand rests between my dress and my panties, covering my cock. Focusing on anything other than the fire his touch ignites in me is torture. Each bite becomes sensual. The food in my mouth is more than food. Every mouthful is a way to take him inside me.

On a Tuesday in the middle of August, though, things change. He walks in as usual. I’m standing naked inside the doorway as usual. He pulls my panties on me as usual. I fasten my bra and lower the dress over my body. All as usual. But then he steps back and hands me a gift-wrapped box.

“What is it?”

“Open it.” The smile on his face is so broad, I can’t help but smile, too. I don’t know who’s more excited—him to give me this gift or me to receive it. I untie the ribbon and tear open the paper.

Inside are two pill bottles. “What are these?” He had better not turn out to be the leader of some druggie sex cult. If this was all just a way to recruit me—

“Hormones. I ordered them off the internet. For you. One bottle is estrogen. The other bottle blocks your testosterone. I want you to start taking these.”

“Hormones? Like… what old women take?”

“No, Brianna. What girls like you take.”

“I can’t just take these. What… I don’t even know what they’ll do to me.”

“You don’t?”

“Well, I mean, I guess I do, but I can’t do that. That’s too much. I just… I can’t.”

“OK. The choice is yours. Everything we do is your choice. But I want you to think about this. Just like you did with your new name—your real name. These take time before they cause any permanent changes. If you want, you can take them for a while to see how they make you feel. It’s your decision, but I do want you to think about it before you decide.”

“No. I don’t need to. I don’t need to think about it. I can’t do that. I can’t. I just… I can’t be a girl. Not like that.”

“Is that really you saying that?”

“Of course it is! I can’t do this.”

“So you won’t even think about it?”

“I… it’s too much. No. I… can’t.”

“You’re not giving yourself a chance. If you won’t even consider it, then I’m not going to be able to work here any longer. I’m sorry.”

“What?”

He picks up his two bags and turns toward the door.

“So, you’re just leaving? You’re quitting? Because I won’t just blindly take these?”

“No. I’m quitting because you won’t even think about it. I know you. The real you. I know those would make you happier, but you refuse to even consider it. You’ve disappointed me.”

He steps through the door, and I start to follow him before I remember what I’m wearing.

“You can’t just leave. We’re not finished! There’s still work to do.”

He doesn’t say a word. Hiding behind the door, I watch as he gets into his truck and drives away. He can’t just leave. He can’t.

I slam the door, not caring that it probably rattled loose some of the trim on the outside of the house. How could he just leave like that? How could he leave me? This is just a stunt. He’s doing this to get my attention. He wants to make me feel bad. Well, it’s not going to work. I’m going to be here tomorrow morning at 7:56 a.m. just like always. And he’ll walk through that door at 8:00 a.m. just like always.

The next morning I’m there, ready. I have my panties in one hand and my dress and bra slung over my other forearm. It’s 8:07 a.m. and he’s not here yet. I wait another ten minutes. Then another ten. Then I decide to wait until nine o’clock. And I do. I stand there. Every noise from outside is him walking up the front porch. Every car is him pulling up to the curb. But he never comes. I drop my clothes to the floor and sit in his chair. His scent is still trapped there, and I inhale deeply as I sit down. I underestimated him, but he’ll be back tomorrow.

I wait for him again the next morning, and again he doesn’t show up. At nine o’clock, I put on my clothes and walk to the kitchen. It’s a mess. Everything is either half torn apart or half put together, and nothing is very functional either way. There’s a set of old cabinets in the middle of the kitchen. It represents where the island is going. I lean across it and rest my head on the plywood top.

Then I hear it. Beeping. It has to be him! I run to the front door and throw it open, but it’s not him. It’s the driver of the dumpster company. He sees me and waves, but I hurriedly duck away. I can’t let him see me like this! Behind the window curtains, I watch as he takes the temporary construction dumpster and drives away.

So is this really it? Is he really done after all? It’s for the best. He could never really want a girl like me. Listen to me! “A girl like me?” What has been going on with me? How did I let him twist me like this? I’m a man, not a girl. I can’t believe I went along with any of this. This is all just some… some stupid fantasy. Nothing more. It was never going to be any more.

I kick my feet, sending my shoes flying. Then I march upstairs. Ripping this dumb dress off of me as I do. What was I thinking? So stupid! In my bedroom, I toss it and the bra into a pile in the corner. Like an idiot, I threw away all my men’s underwear, so I have to wear the panties for now. But at least I still have my old men’s clothes. I slip into a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. That has to look better, right? I start to look in the mirror, but turn away before I do.

I return to the kitchen. I don’t need him. I put on my hardhat and gloves. The pink hardhat and gloves he brought me on the first day. For just a second, I think about that day while I pull them on, but I make myself stop. That doesn’t do any good. He’s just some pervert who had me convinced I was someone I’m not. I’m glad he’s gone. I need to get back to normal.

For the next week, I am back to normal. I went out that first night and bought all new underwear. Now, the women’s clothes that Mr. Sanderson insisted I wear are bagged up in my room, just waiting for me to donate them when I get a chance. I’ve been working on the kitchen without him too. I really think I’m making good progress. For the most part. There are still some issues. A couple of the doors I hung aren’t quite straight, so they catch on each other when I try to open or close them. And the uninstalled countertop is leaning against a wall. I need to look up how to do that. And how to mount the cabinets too. They’re all either placed loosely in position or scattered around the first floor wherever there was room for them, still in their boxes. But once I get those two things taken care of, I really think I can make progress on this. The rest is easy. Finishing the plumbing and electricity can’t be that hard.

Why am I kidding myself? I can’t do this. I can’t do any of it. Not without him. I’ve been trying all day to cut a strip of wood along the stove. Each time I do, it’s either too wide or too narrow. Finally, I give up. I just leave everything where it is and go upstairs to collapse on my bed. I even leave the saw plugged in. Mr. Sanderson would kill me if he knew that. Damn him! Why did he have to push me so far? Why couldn’t he just let me be?

Why did I tell him no? What was I so scared of? Other people? Society? The internalized shame I’ve been taught I should feel for being me? Fuck all of that! Why am I letting that stop me from what I want? Is this what I really want? I grab my phone from the nightstand and look up hormone therapy.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Come on, girl. You got this! Deep breaths! I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’m wearing a sleeveless canary yellow dress that falls to the middle of my thighs. Under that, I have a padded bra with my breast forms, and matching white lace panties. Black strappy sandals with three-inch heels on my feet. On my head, a wig that I splurged for—nearly one thousand dollars, but worth every penny. And makeup. As soon as I decided I needed to do this, I starting watching makeup tutorials nonstop. Some days, my face was raw from washing off so many attempts. Today, though, my face is perfect. It was worth it. It was all worth it. At least I hope so.

I sigh and step out of the car, taking deliberate steps as I march to the door. Sanderson Total Renovations is printed in bold white letters across the tinted glass. For a second I worry he might not be here. But I know he is. I’ve been parked out front for nearly an hour working up the courage to do this, and I saw him arrive nearly forty-five minutes ago. So, I know he’s in there. I pull on the door handle and walk in. A bell signals my presence.

“Be right with you.” He calls from a back room.

I don’t answer.

“Yes, ma’am, what can I—Brianna?” He stops. His face is frozen, not in happiness or disgust. I wish it were one of those two. This is indifference.

“Hi.” I smile, hoping to ease some of the tension. “Do you have a minute?”

“I suppose. My office is right here.” He turns and walks back into it without inviting me.

I hope I’m supposed to follow him because I do. As I walk in, he leans against his desk. It’s covered in papers, but not at all messy. Everything is in an orderly pile, exactly where it should be.

“You look lovely.”

His face looks to be warming up just the slightest bit.

“Thank you. Do you like the wig?”

“I do. And the makeup. It’s all very elegant.”

I was going for sexy, but I suppose elegant will do. “Thank you. I didn’t like where we left things.”

“No. I didn’t either.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have behaved the way I did.”

“All I asked was that you think about taking the hormones. That’s all. If still said no after thinking about it, I would have accepted that.”

“Would you, though? Would you have still been there?”

“I would have. It wouldn’t have changed a thing. I would have felt the same way about you I did from day one.”

“And how was that?”

“I think you know.”

“Do I?”

He cradles my cheek in his hand. “Yes. You do.”

I close my eyes at his touch, at the memories that it brings back. I raise my hand to hold his. To trap it. I never want it to leave me again. I’m so sorry for the way I behaved. Without warning, I feel his lips against mine and his free hand sliding around my back. I open my mouth for him. I open everything for him. Anything he wants is his. But he pulls away. Too soon. Again. Will I ever be able to have him?

“Wait right here. I’ll be back. I promise.”

I watch him walk to the front door and lock it. Then he disappears behind a door down the hallway. In a couple of minutes, he’s back.

“Sorry. I needed to make sure no one would walk in on us. You don’t know how badly I want you.”

The rock hard cock under my dress might disagree. “I guarantee it’s not as much as I want you.”

“Oh, is that so?” He raises my arms and lifts the dress over my head.

“That’s so.”

“That sounds like a challenge to me, Miss Brianna.”

“It’s definitely a challenge, Mr. Sanderson.”

“Good. I love challenges.”

I squeak as he suddenly spins me around. Now, I’m facing the back wall of his office, trapped between his desk in front of me and him behind me. He pushes himself against me. Against my mostly naked body. Brushing my hair aside, he kisses the back of my neck. His weight is pressed onto me, forcing me to bend slightly over his desk. I sigh. I’ve missed his body against mine. His masculine scent. The heat that rises between us.

His kisses move lower as they trace my spine. Soon, he’s at my bra strap. Now below it. I gasp when he gets to the small of my back.

“Are you ticklish there?”

“Just a little.”

“Let’s see how much.”

He skims his fingers gently around the area, just barely enough to call it a touch. Enough to make me squirm, lost in laughter, as I try to get away from him, but he’s holding me securely in place. Finally, I collapse, my upper body flat against the top of his desk. It pushes the papers out of the orderly piles they were in.

“I’m so sorry.”

“Shh. I don’t care about that.”

He’s stopped tickling me now, and I feel his breath on my lower back. His fingers hook in the waistband of my panties before pulling them down. They drop to my ankles.

“Is this what you want?”

Do you even have to ask? I’m here. This is all for you. This is all because I want this. “Yes. Very much, yes. Do you?”

“I’ve thought about this moment since I first met you. I knew then you were special, even if you didn’t realize yet. You don’t know how hard it’s been to wait. How hard this last month has been.”

“For me too. I’ve been miserable. I tried to go back to who I was before, but I can’t. He doesn’t exist anymore.”

“He never existed. You just didn’t understand that. So yes, Brianna, I want this. I’ve wanted this for months.” I hear his belt jiggle and then the sound of his pants dropping to the floor.

“I started taking the hormones, by the way. Three weeks ago.”

“Good girl. I knew you would if you could be honest with yourself.”

I look behind to see what he’s doing, and I see him tearing open a condom wrapper. Below that, I see his enormous cock, and I whimper. “I don’t think that will fit inside me.”

“Don’t worry.” He runs a hand down my spine. “You’ll be just fine. I have plenty of lube, and I’ll go slow. We have all the time in the world. Just take what you can.”

I turn around and try not to worry as I feel him spread my cheeks apart.

“This will just be my finger at first, OK? Just so you get used to the feeling.”

I hear his lubricated finger slide into me a split second before I feel it. I tense up. “This is my first time.”

“Shh. It’s OK, my beautiful girl. You’re doing great.”

Suddenly, my breath catches as he moves his finger around inside me.

“Do you like that?”

“Yes!”

“Good. Now I’m going to add more. You’ll just feel a little more stretched.”

He pulls out and then plunges back inside me. I can’t tell if there are two or three fingers now, but it feels wonderful as he slides them in and out, massaging me while he does.

“Such a good girl. I think you’re ready.”

I think so too. My fists clench when I hear him open the bottle of lube once more. I’m ready for whatever pain this is. It’ll be worth it to have him inside me.

I think back to the first time I met him. When he walked up to me on my front lawn. Could I have ever imaged then that this would happen? That my life would be so drastically different just a couple months later? Would I have even wanted it then if someone offered it to me? Maybe. But I would have been too embarrassed to ever admit it. I smile, thinking about what a completely different person I am. What a different person he has helped me to become.

He spreads my cheeks apart again, and I brace myself. He’s gentle, entering with just the tip at first.

“Are you doing alright? Does that hurt?”

“I’m fine. It’s fine. I can take more.”

He slowly pushes in. “Let me know if this hurts. I’ll stop as soon as it does.”

“No. It doesn’t. Honestly. Keep going.”

“That’s my girl.”

We continue for what feels like forever until finally his entirety is inside me. I can’t believe it. I can’t believe I can hold all of that. My face flushes with pride.

Once he’s in, he starts moving in and out. He’s still moving slowly at first, making sure I’m fine, but then he starts rocking back and forth harder and harder. And before long he’s driving every inch of his cock inside me. I’m screaming out with each thrust. Oh God, I need this! My cock has never been as hard as it is right now. As it is while he pushes himself in, trying to fill every inch of me.

I can’t control myself. I have to hold on to something, and as I grab for the edges of his desk, I knock all the papers off. I don’t care. I barely notice. The only thing I can notice is this man ramming himself inside me, again and again and again. It’s maddening. And it’s not long before I know I can’t hold out any longer.

“I’m going to come.” I’m afraid to say it. I’m afraid he’ll pull out. He’ll cut me off like last time, but he doesn’t.

“Just hang on for… another minute. Just hang on. I’m so close… I’m so close.”

“I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. I’m close. I want this. Together.”

I hear his breathing become more shallow as his thrusts become even more forceful.

“Now! Now!”

I stop holding back the wave and let it crash around me. Between my spasms and his lunging into me, I feel like I’m going to explode. And I do. Everything comes loose. Everything that has built up inside me. Everything I’ve repressed and held in all these years. It all comes out, and I collapse on the desk.

Both of us spent, he lays me on the carpeted floor and lies next me. His arms are around me. I don’t want either of us to ever move.

“You are absolutely glorious, Brianna. That was amazing.”

“I’ve never felt anything like that. I didn’t want it to end. I never want this to end. Tell me we can just stay like this forever.”

“On the floor of my office? It might get a little uncomfortable after a bit. But we’ll stay here as long as you want to. I promise.”

And we do. We lie there all afternoon until finally I roll over and grab his hands.

“Let’s go back to my house. I want you to take a look at my bedroom. I think I might need some work done there, too.”
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CHAPTER ONE


20 YEARS AGO


Mom and dad didn't have a lot of visitors. They were normally too busy with the grocery store to have anyone over. Hell, most of the time, they weren't home themselves. That store was their life. So even six-year-old me knew it was unusual when the Zabenskis came to visit.

They acted like all the other families I'd seen on tv—they brought flowers for mom, gave us some strange cinnamon bread that mom and dad raved over but that wasn't sweet enough for me, and they smiled at the right times—but I knew there was something not quite right. There was no friendliness. Dad seemed nervous. Mom was always crunching up her face when she thought no one was looking at her. And Mr. Zabenski seemed too comfortable, almost like this was his house and we were the visitors.

So naturally, I was on edge. My mind filled with all kinds of eventualities that only little boys can dream up. I was ready for gunfights and explosions and yelling matches. But I forgot all of that when Justin walked up to me.

"You're small. How old are you?" His blue eyes were set on me as he demanded my age.

And with all the hubris I could muster, I took a step toward him. This was my house, after all, and I didn't care how differential mom and dad were being to these people. I was not going to let this intruder come in and disrespect me. "I'm almost seven." It was an exaggeration that bordered on a lie. My seventh birthday was still ten months away. "What's your name?"

He puffed his chest out. "I'm Justin, and I'm in second-grade. What's your name?" The arrogance was dripping from his words, and I knew I'd lost. Even if he believed I was almost seven, there was no way I could pretend to be as world-wise and sophisticated as a second-grader. First-grade me was practically a baby, relative to him.

"I'm Parker," I announced, defeated just as soon as our battle had begun.

"Hey," he turned and looked back at our parents. They were sitting in the living room, coffees balanced in their hands, pretending to laugh at something when none of them were even really smiling. "You wanna go play?"

With those magic words, everything else was forgotten. My eyes went wide, and I nodded my head. "Come on." I grabbed his hand and practically ran him up the stairs. My mom called something out behind us, but I didn't know what. I didn't care.

At the top of the stairs, I threw open my bedroom door. I had everything in there, and I just knew that Justin was going to be impressed. There were shelves of dinosaurs and soldiers and cars and every ball from a golf ball up to a basketball. There were even dolls, but those were in my closet. Dad didn't like me to keep those out. Besides, I was sure that he wouldn't want to play with them. Not the way my best friend Mya did whenever she would come over. "So, what do you want to play?" I held out my arms like I was a ringleader in the circus, unveiling the menagerie behind me.

His eyes lit up, and I knew I had a new friend. "What's this?" he asked as he walked behind me.

"That's a setting scope. Doctors use it to listen to your heart. You wanna play doctor?" He nodded his head, so I handed him the scope. "Put this in your ears like this. Now hold it to my chest."

Even through my shirt, the metal was so cold it sent a shock through me. But it was worth it for the look on his face. He had the biggest smile I had ever seen, and I felt my heartbeat speed up. "This is so cool!" he said. His eyes searched across the room, finally stopping at an action figure that was missing a leg. He ran across the room and tossed the tiny plastic soldier onto my bed. "We have to save this man! Nurse, I need medicine for him right now."

He looked at me when he said nurse, and I was reminded of how little I was compared to him. "I want to be the doctor. It's my setting scope." My voice was whiny and very unlike what a doctor should sound like.

"You can be the doctor next time," he said. "But I need a nurse now. You be the nurse so we can save his life."

I looked at the patient on the bed and agreed. This man needed our help and arguing wasn't going to reattach his leg. I pretended to fill a syringe and shoot it into the soldier while Justin listened to his tiny plastic heart.

"We're losing him, nurse. We have to get his leg back now."

I gasped and ran to the other side of my room where the leg was. Where I threw it in a fit of rage after mom told me to put away my toys because I had to go to spend the afternoon with them in the backroom of their boring grocery store. I rushed the leg back to the bed, where I held it up to the empty socket in the man's hip. Justin put his hands over mine, and we both pressed as hard as we could. With a satisfying pop, it snapped into place, and we both pumped our fists. "We're a good team," I said.

"We're the best team." Justin still had the scope in his ears and was looking around for another patient to save, but mom called up the stairs to us before he found one.

"You boys come downstairs. Justin, your mom and dad are ready to go."

Justin's face fell with the words. "I have to go," he told me, like we both hadn't just heard the same thing.

I nodded morosely. "Maybe you can come over again later?"

He turned around from the doorway and smiled. "Yeah, that would be fun. We can play doctor again."

I giggled as I blew past him on the way down the stairs, sure that he would be back again soon. Maybe even after dinner. Mya had to go home lots of times to eat dinner, but then she was always allowed to come back over until it got dark. So maybe Justin could come over after he ate.

When I got to the bottom of the stairs, I almost ran into the back of dad's legs. He and mom and the Zabenskis were all standing and staring at each other. Dad was holding the big wood interior door for them, but the screen door was still closed.

"Family has perks, but it has obligations too" Mr. Zabenski's finger was wagging dangerously back and forth between mom and dad. He was smiling, but that finger point wasn't something a smiling person did. "And we're practically family now, so that means we all have to do our part." He glanced at Justin before looking at me and flashing a grin meant to put me at ease. It did the opposite.

Dad stuck out his hand. "Of course, Mr. Zabenski. We won't forget what you're doing for us. And our first daughter..." his words trailed off as he looked at Justin.

Mr. Zabenski shook his hand and patted him on the shoulder. No one said another word as the Zabenskis and Justin filed out the front door. I wanted to ask if Justin could come over again later, but with the mood everyone was in, I knew what the answer would be.

When dad shut the door, he and mom both blew out a long breath at the same time.

"What was that about?" I asked. "You guys don't have a daughter."

Mom smoothed down my wild hair and pulled me against her. "Not yet." Her free hand went to her stomach, and I wondered if she had a stomachache from that cinnamon bread. "But it's nothing for you to worry about, sweetie. Mom and dad just had to make a deal for the business. That's all."


CHAPTER TWO


PRESENT


"Hey bud—shit, I'm sorry. Still getting used to it all." Dad smiles up at me. He's sitting in his recliner, legs crossed, as he motions me to the couch.

I sit down across from him. He and mom insisted they had to see me in person, but neither of them would tell me why. But I knew. Every conversation we have these days is about the same thing. My transition. "What's up?"

Mom walks up behind dad and rests her hand on his shoulder. He looks up at her and they both turn toward me. Mom is the one who speaks first. "Your father and I have been talking. I know you don't always agree, but back home, there were sometimes different ways of doing things." I grimace. As supportive as they've tried to be, they're still old-fashioned, and I keep waiting for the shoe to drop, for them to tell me that I can't go through with this. Is this the moment when it happens? "You know the Zabenski family?"

I lean forward. "Have they threatened you or something?" The Zabenskis are big time in our little neighborhood. A lot of people love them, but that's just because they don't know them. They try to cultivate a reputation as protectors of the common people, but they're really just a gang of thugs who manipulate local politics and threaten anyone who doesn't do what they want. Most every business on Avenue K pays some kind of monthly fee to the Zabenskis. Either rent because they own half of the buildings on the street or a "neighborhood revitalization fee" that has nothing to do with the neighborhood. The businesses that don't pay don't last long. Their landlords either jack up their rent to insanely high amounts or they suddenly find that they have problems with their suppliers.

"Not at all, sweetie," dad says. "They've been good to us. Back when you were little, they helped us to buy the building we're still in today. That was before we were anything. Not like we are now."

I've heard the story over and over growing up. How Kowalski's Grocery started as a small deli and butcher shop and then grew into a 10,000 square foot grocery store. I remember helping dad remodel the spaces as he bought out his neighbors so he could expand the store. The story never mentioned taking money from the Zabenski family, though. "So, what, now they're expecting a cut of the business or something?"

"Of course not!" Mom seems offended that I would even ask such a thing.

"Asking for extra interest?" I continue. "Demanding a favor? Claiming your firstborn? What? I know it has to be something no good with that family." When I mention claiming their firstborn, mom and dad's heads whip to each other and then back at me, their eyes wide.

Mom sits next to me and puts her hand on my knee. "You know we love you and only ever want the best for you." Here it comes. "And when you were young, we lost your little sister before she was even born. But then you told us that you were..."

"Transgender?" I give her the word she can't say. "Really your daughter?"

"Yes, that. Well, there are sometimes obligations that come with being a woman."

I twist to face her. Even though I tell myself to not get my hopes up, I feel a little lighter. Does this mean that they're coming around and actually seeing the real me?

Dad stands. "Maybe I should let you girls talk about this in private." There's a slight hesitation before he calls me a girl, but I can't help my smile. I want to jump from the couch and hug him and dance around the room. "Just remember how important our business is for us and the community. We have to always look out for it. And of course, we do love you too."

I want to roll my eyes as he walks away, but I'm not going to let him talk his way into ruining a great moment.

"Your father doesn't say things the right way sometimes," mom says. "But he's right. We have to look out for your future and the future of the store. So... you're sure about this, yes?" She motions a hand over my body.

This time I do roll my eyes. We've talked about it so many times in the last couple of months, and I can't count how many times she's asked me this exact question. "Yes, mom. I'm very sure." I've been on hormones for almost a year now, and every time I notice any little change, I'm so excited my body vibrates. That wouldn't happen if I had any doubts.

She wraps her arm around me and pulls me tight against her. "I never thought I would get a little girl like this, but the universe works in strange ways sometimes. Just know that I'm going to help you with this in any way that I can."

My mind floats with images of her taking me shopping or mother-daughter days at the salon that I missed out on as a teenager, and I hug her back. "Thank you. That means more than you know." I feel a tear slide down my cheek. "But why were you two talking about the Zabenskis? What's happening with them?"

"That's what I mean when I say I will help you. I went through the same thing with your father, so I know how scary it can be for a young girl. But look how we turned out, yes? With time I came to love him, and I'm very happy now. You will be too."

"Okay, I am totally lost now. I think we're talking about two different things, so let's start over."

Mom nods and smiles. "You remember Justin Zabenski? You two got along so well."

I remember how I kept waiting for him to come back over, but he never did. How I hoped I'd see him playing on the street, and we could reconnect and be friends. But when I never saw him, my six-year-old brain blamed him. And even now, hearing his name sends a flash of anger through me. "Maybe vaguely. What does this have to do with him?"


CHAPTER THREE



I can't do this. Each heartbeat is a bass drum thump pounding out my doom, and my fingers refuse to leave the steering wheel even though I'm stopped. As soon as I pulled into the parking lot, I recognized him. He's leaning against the trunk of his car—a white BMW, of course—watching every car that pulls in. Probably searching for me. He looks the same as he did the last time I saw him all those years ago. Just older.

With a deep breath, I finally force myself to put the car in park and get out. He doesn't notice me as I walk up to him, and it makes me wonder how he could survive growing up in his family if he hasn't learned to always be aware of everything around him. When I get a few feet away, I stop. He still doesn't turn to look at me, and maybe I should just walk away. I'm an adult. I don't have to do this. But my stomach sinks as soon as I think it. I do have to do this. I don't know what the Zabenskis will do to mom and dad if they don't come through, but I know it won't be good. "Hey, are you Justin?" I ask, even though I already know he is.

His shoulders jerk, and he spins to look at me. "Yeah? What can—oh, Parker?"

When he looks at me, it's like someone punches me in the gut. All the air rushes from me and my stomach turns into a giant knot. I must be even more disgusted by him than I thought. Now that I see him up close, I notice that he's definitely not the same kid he was the last time we met. That boy was almost all bone. Not this man standing in front of me. His muscles bulge against his shirt like they don't want to be contained. I watch them flex as he reaches up and sweeps the blonde hair from his eyes. The same blue eyes as when he was a boy.

"You're not what I was expecting, but it's good to meet you. Again." He has the same smile too. The one I used to think about before I knew what his family did. He holds his hands out, and for a second, I'm not sure if he's going to try hugging me. But then he drops them and looks me up and down.

I shake my head. "What, you expected some man in a dress?"

His jaw drops, and his eyes look hurt. "Not at all! I just thought... It doesn't matter what I thought. You're beautiful regardless."

I snort out a laugh. Beautiful? He's so full of shit. I'm wearing jeans and a white hoodie. My hair is pulled back in a low ponytail, and despite Mya's objections, I'm not even wearing any makeup today. This is me at my most unbeautiful. He doesn't deserve any effort. I'm just going through the motions to fulfill my end of a bargain I didn't even make.

"So, what are we doing?" I ask.

Justin chuckles and walks closer to me. My cheeks burn brighter with each step. No doubt from rage building within me. "Is the lady that eager to get started?" The way his lip curls up makes me want to slap him for assuming that I want any part of this. The fact that he gendered me correctly is the only reason I don't.

"The lady has things to do after this, so let's just get it over with. Whatever it is."

He laughs again, and it's such a grating sound it almost gives me goosebumps. "Right. Then right this way, ma'am." He motions me toward the boardwalk that rings this side of the bay. I head that direction and don't look back to see if he's sticking with me or not.

When I get to the wooden walkway, I turn left because it seems like that's where most of the crowd is. If I have to be out with a member of the Zabenski family, I want it to be in the most public surroundings possible.

"Are we racing? Should I have worn sneakers?" Justin jogs up beside me, and I look down at his shoes—brown leather slip-ons.

"Only if you want to keep up." I shrug and walk just a little bit faster. "So we're here. Now where? Do you have romantic reservations for two at the cotton candy stand? After-dinner drinks at the water fountain?"

He runs to get in front of me and with people on either side, I'm blocked in. His chest is just inches away from me, and I can feel the heat from it. I'm already warm. I don't need anything more. "I thought you would want someplace public for our first date. Was I wrong? We can go anywhere you want. Just name it."

"First date?" Is he seriously under the illusion that there will be another one after this? I need to snap him out of that in a hurry. I look around at the shops while I wait for the crowd to thin out so I can get around him.

"Hmm, so the lady wants fries, does she?"

"I didn't say that."

He looks so smug. "You didn't have to. You looked right at the stand and took a deep breath through your nose like you were inhaling that scent. It does smell great, doesn't it? Come on." He grabs my hand and yanks me toward the stand. Several people have to dodge to the side as we barrel right through the crowd. "Ketchup or vinegar?"

"What?"

"How do you eat your fries? With ketchup or vinegar?" We're at the back of the line, and he faces me now. His hand still wrapped tight around mine. Each finger burning into me.

"You can let go."

I give my hand a shake, but he hangs on. Even worse, he takes my other hand in his and pulls me in just a little closer to him. "You might run away if I let go."

I absolutely will the instant I can get free of him. "I would never do that. I swear. Go order, and I'll wait right here."

"Not falling for it." His face is almost glowing. The corner of his right eye twitches just a little as he smiles. "Now, back to the important question. Everything depends on your answer."

I slam my hands down a little in disgust, but his grip doesn't loosen. "On fries like these? Vinegar. It's not even a question."

"Folks, she has beauty and brains too." He winks and shuffles backward toward the counter. "How about a compromise? We hold hands until we get our food. Then I'll let go if you promise to behave."

How about you let go of both my hands, and I won't knee you in the balls? "Behaving doesn't sound very fun." We're at the window now. His back is pressed against the counter, and the worker is trying to get his attention, but he doesn't take his eyes off me. "Fine. Whatever." He drops my left hand and spins to the girl, who looks even more frustrated than I am. He orders one large order of fries, and I groan. Of course, he would want to share.

When the girl hands him the fries, he lets go of my hand without even looking at me. I should slip away into the crowd. If I go now, he wouldn't be able to see me. But I stand and watch him drench the fries in vinegar before grabbing more napkins than we could ever need and then turning around. His eyes drift down to my hand again, and I pull it away before he's tempted to take it. That wasn't part of the deal.

"Follow me."

He doesn't give me a chance to respond before weaving his way through the people. It's brave of him to trust me now when, just a couple of minutes ago, he thought he had to hold on to me like a balloon in a windstorm. I follow him, but only because the smell of the fries is making my stomach rumble.

A couple shops further down, he does take my hand as he pulls me into the narrow space between two stalls. We have to turn sideways to fit through, and the air is thick with the smell of dumped grease and spilled soft drinks. "This is where you want to take me?" I ask, emphasizing my disgust.

"No."

At the edge of the two buildings, there's a chainlink fence. He pushes open a gap and then steps through, holding it for me. As soon as I step past it, I can breathe again. We're at the edge of a small playground with a merry-go-round, monkey bars, a small plastic rock-climbing wall that only comes up to the top of my head, two slides, and a swing set. He sits on one of the swings and holds the cardboard cup out to me, using it to guide me into the swing next to him. I sit and take a couple of fries.

"This is the last remaining part of the old park. Everything else has been bought up by big developers for all these hotels and condos." His eyes sweep around, and he looks sad.

"You mean your family doesn't own all these buildings?"

"Just this." He motions to the playground around us. "And now the city is making us develop it. So by the time summer comes, this playground will be gone."

He holds out the fries, and I take a couple more. "The city is making you build here?"

"Either that or sell it. I used to come here all the time as a kid." He blows out a long breath. "You probably don't remember the time we met before, do you?" He stares at his feet as he rocks them back and forth, the swing moving a little more with each of his movements.

"Not at all."

He doesn't say anything at first. He just keeps swinging. But then he stops and reaches across to me, pulling the chain of my swing closer to him. "This is dumb, isn't it? An arranged relationship? This isn't the old country."

"And it's not the 19th century." We're so close his woodsy and citrus scent overpowers the smell of the fries. I can't help myself, I take a deep breath. "So dumb."

"I'd make sure my family never did anything to yours. No matter what had happened today. But I'm glad you came, Parker." He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and stares at me.

My stomach tightens up—I'm sure it's from all the grease I just ate—but when Justin leans in even closer to me, I feel a twinge in my cock. That's not from the food. My eyes are locked on his mouth. It's like slow motion as it gets closer and closer to mine, and I want to stop it. To tell him no. To put a hand between us. Something. But I can't. When his lips press against mine, though, the bolt of electricity that shoots through me frees me. I jump to my feet, the fries tumbling down onto the still dormant grass and weeds at my feet.

"I..."

There's nothing else to say. I sprint back the way we came, through the hole in the fence and between the buildings. And with each step, I wait for the touch of his hand against mine. Pulling me back, stopping me. But it doesn't come. When I get to the boardwalk, I look back. He's still sitting on the swing, just watching me. And I snake my way through the crowd and back to my car.


CHAPTER FOUR



"So, he didn't come after you?" Mya asks.

I shift the phone between my shoulder and my ear while I stir the dressing into my salad. I needed something healthy after the stomach full of grease and anxiety earlier today, but with all the dressing I put on this, it might be even worse. "I didn't want him to. Were you not listening?"

"To the part where you went on a date with a guy you said was hot and who was nothing but nice and respectful the whole time while also gendering you correctly even though you intentionally went in boymode? Yeah, I heard all that."

I drop my bowl on the table and plop into the chair. "What about the part where I was forced to do this, and where his family is an organized crime family, Mya? These aren't good people." I stab the lettuce with more gusto than I need, but I want to prove a point. To someone.

"Parker," she blows out a breath, "I grew up with the same stories you did. The Zabenskis never killed anyone, so you—"

"That we know of. Maybe there are hundreds of bodies out in the bay, waiting to pop up one day when the tide is just right. But even if they didn't, they did everything but."

"Don't you think if hundreds of people went missing from the neighborhood, we would have heard about it? Remember when Mr. Nowak ran over Mrs. Lewandowski's cat? It was the middle of the night, but by morning, everyone somehow knew."

I swallow extra hard, hoping that she hears my frustrated gulp. "But threatening people? And beating people up? And extortion?"

"And protecting people too. And giving money back to the community. Helping families like yours."

I put her on speaker and set the phone down. This is obviously going nowhere.

"And Justin has been away at school since he turned 17. Do you really think he's been roughing people up in all his spare time? Or maybe, hear me out, maybe he's not like his family."

"Whatever." A person doesn't just escape who they are like that.

"Go eat. The combination of anger and ranch dressing makes you hard to understand."

"You know I don't eat ranch."

"Yeah, your loss. Talk later. Love you, girl."

"Love ya, babe." I disconnect and growl as I fork another piece of lettuce into my mouth. She might have grown up just down the street from me, but it was obviously a different world if she doesn't think the Zabenskis are bad people. The worst. And Justin is just like them. I'm sure of it. No matter how the memory of his eyes makes me feel.

I just finish eating when my phone vibrates again. I set my bowl a little too loudly in the sink and answer. "I don't care how hot he is. It's not happening. I'm not some child bride from the 1600s and he's... him. So unless you want to talk about something else, I have things to do." To emphasize my point, I turn on the faucet and rinse out the bowl, letting the fork clang against the sink as it falls out.

"I think we should talk about how hot you think I am." He chuckles and I look at the phone. Shit. This is all Mya's fault for being the only one who ever calls me.

"That's not what... uh..." I disconnect. There's no way I can talk to Justin now. If I would have actually looked to see who it was, I never would have answered anyway. But now, after that? After calling him hot? Nope, not going to happen.

He calls back right away and I send his call to voicemail, but that apparently doesn't make my feelings clear enough because he texts me.

Justin: You know, new phones have this thing called caller ID. Maybe you'd find it useful.

Justin: Also, still interested in finding out what parts of me you like the most. I'll go first. I love how your cheeks have a hint of pink, even when you're not wearing makeup. And your lips. Those lips beg me to do things to them.

I roll my eyes and set my phone on the counter. I can't believe he thinks I'm going to waste my time talking to him when it's obvious to both of us that nothing is going to come of this. You know what? Fuck him. And fuck Mya for not backing me up 100% on this. I take the vodka from my freezer—the bottle is so cold it hurts my hand—and pour half a glass. I add soda to the rest and chug it. Then, for good measure, I do it again and leave the bottle on the counter because every time I think about how sexy Justin was today, I'm taking a shot. I'll wipe him out of my mind one way or the other.
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Me: Yur annnoylingme so it does't mater that you hot enuff to start fires from yor dum bran..

I smile at the double period. Just to show him how final this is. But when he texts back right away, it wipes the smile from my face.

Justin: Lucky for you, I spent eight years in college educating my dumb brain, so I'm fluent in drunk girl. I told you my favorite parts of you. Tell me yours.

Me: Wy I talk to you? My knees is my favorite part of me. They're cute. And too is my neck.

Justin: Mmm, I can't wait to see your knees then. I agree about your neck. I want to kiss from your sexy lips all the way down that long neck to your collarbone.

What is wrong with him? He can't see that I'm obviously not interested? I fall back on my bed. The mountain of pillows swallows me, and I set the phone on my chest. Has he never had a woman stand him up before? Or is he just so used to getting whatever he wants because of who he is? I close my eyes and slowly slide my thumb from my lips down my neck to my collarbone. It's barely peeking out of the satin sleep tank I have on. But I don't stop there. I go down to my nipple and pinch it between my thumb and middle finger. They've been so wonderfully sensitive for the last couple of months. I gasp as the electric pain shoots through me, followed by rolling pleasure, and I wonder what it would feel like to have someone's lips on them. To have his lips on them.

Me: You don't get to have me just because you're a Zabenski.

Justin: You're drunk and still spelled my last name correctly. That's a sign this is meant to be. Tell me what you're doing.

I gasp and set the phone facedown on my chest, pulling a blanket over it for good measure. How does he know? I try to pull my fingers away from my nipple, but the flash of emptiness when I do is too much. The phone is covered. There's no way he can tell what I'm doing. I press in with my finger and roll my head back into the cushion. Oh my God!

Justin: Your silence tells me everything. Are you thinking of me?

Of course I'm not thinking of him. So arrogant! At least, not obsessively thinking about him. Maybe he pops into my mind every once in a while when I hit the spot just right. But that doesn't mean I'm thinking of him.

Me: I have better, sexier things to think about.

Justin: I want to play with your nipples. I want to roll one in my fingers while I swirl my tongue around the other. I want to hear you moan as I do it. Ecstasy lapping at you like little waves on the shore until they build up so much you can't take any more.

Fuck him. I close my eyes and my core tightens right away when I think about his tongue tracing around my dark and puffy nipple. I imagine running my hands through his blonde hair, messing it and then twisting it in my fists. Holding him in place until I'm on the edge.

Justin: Then I want to bite the sensitive skin just beneath it as I kiss my way back to your mouth. I just can't resist those lips. And I want you to wear red lipstick for me. A dark sensual red that is going to make any man who sees you go crazy, but I want to know that it's just for me. I want to kiss you so hard that it smears all around your mouth. So a little transfers to me. Our marks on each other.

Me: Then what?

Justin: Then I go lower. Down your chest again, but I don't stop at the nipples this time. I keep going. Kissing every inch down to your belly button. It's so cute and feminine, just like you. And I run my tongue around it. Twice. Three times. And you squirm under me, and I know that you want this as much as I do. So I go lower, peeling your lace panties down inch by inch until—time out. What about your stuff down there? Can I touch it?

I run a finger lightly across my skin, drawing his movements onto me. Swirling around my belly button. But then I stop.

Me: No. I put my hands on the side of your face and sit up. You sit up to match me. I kiss you one more time before I slide off the edge of the bed, onto my knees. You move closer, legs spread and dangling off the side. I don't look at your eyes. I don't need to. You know exactly what I want, and you pull down your underwear. Your dick springs free. It's so normal sized. Not very impressive at all, actually. I shrug my shoulders. Oh well.

Justin: You're drunk, so you obviously don't know what you're talking about. You're actually impressed by its size. It's the largest cock you've ever seen, and you're rightfully very intimidated by it. I tuck your hair back and kiss your forehead. It calms you, and you know you want this more than anything.

I close my eyes and imagine his dick, kneeling in front of him ready to take it, and my own parts stir. I roll over and take a vibrator out of my nightstand drawer. Pressing it against me, I turn it on. What the hell am I doing? I close my eyes as the deep bass rumble rolls through me. I prop it against my leg and pick up my phone.

Me: You grab my hair—rougher than you intend, but the sharp pain makes me moan—and you guide my mouth to your cock. I take a deep breath and take it into my mouth, sucking its head and then moving lower. Your dick grows even more in my mouth, and now I know that you weren't just exaggerating. I move up and down on it. Pulling you into the back of my throat and then letting up. Again and again. Faster. Faster.

Justin: I use your hair to hold you in place while I start to pump my cock between your gorgeous plump lips. You're moaning so loud that I know my neighbors can hear it through the walls, but each moan vibrates against my cock so I don't dream of stopping you. Besides, I want them all to know that you're mine. I want the residents of the entire apartment building to be jealous of the beautiful woman I'm fucking. So I join in. My grunts matching your moans as I push into you.

I drop the phone onto the mattress and take the vibrator back in my hand. I'm so close now. I move the tingling tip around my parts, circling it, pressing in and then pulling up. And with each buzz, the orgasm builds in me until I finally burst. I gasp over and over for air, but it seems like I'll never be able to get enough. Black and white spots dance around my vision, and my whole body goes weak. My phone is vibrating against me, but I don't have the strength to pick it up and look. I barely have the strength to exist after that. I feel the wet spot spreading across the front of my panties, and it should be disgusting. But it's wonderful. A stain leftover from the most intense experience I've ever had.

When I'm finally able to move, I pick up my phone.

Justin: Did you fall asleep?

Justin: Sleep well, my inebriated princess. Dream of a time when we will do this to each other in person. I know that's what I'll be dreaming about.

He closes the text with a kiss emoji, and I wince. I'm in trouble.


CHAPTER FIVE



"This?" I hold the pink and white polka dot dress up and twist, but I can already tell by the look on Mya's face that I need to move on to the next one.

"I mean, it's really pretty? But it's not I'm-going-on-a-date-with-the-hottest-guy-in-the-whole-city pretty. This is more like going-on-a-picnic-at-Williams-Park-with-my-best-friend-so-she-can-ogle-the-sexy-guy-who-runs-every-Saturday-at-exactly-2:15pm pretty."

I raise my eyebrow. "That's pretty specific..."

"Totally unrelated, but what are you doing tomorrow afternoon? Want to go on a picnic with me?"

"At Williams Park?"

"Sure!" She winks, and I just roll my eyes and turn back to the closet.

How am I the only woman in the entire state with a wardrobe full of ugly, oversized sweatshirts? There has to be something better in here. I swipe through all the boring beiges and blacks, just about to give up when I see it. "This." I don't need Mya's opinion. I already know, but I take it out of the closet to show her anyway.

"That." She points like she's the one who found it. "Casual and cute and just the right amount of sexy."

I hold it against me and stand in front of the mirror. It's an ivory floral midi-dress that falls just below my knees, and the two straps are so thin they're practically invisible. The neckline is low enough to show off the cleavage that I'm just starting to develop. The side slit on the bottom rises almost up to my hips. When I bought this, I never knew what I would wear it for, but now I do.

I take off my bra and pull the dress over my head, tugging it down over my body. It fits like a skin, and before I even look at myself, a tingle sweeps over me. Mya comes up behind me and holds my hair up. "Definitely an updo with this," she says. "Show off that neck that he can't wait to kiss." She nuzzles my neck with her nose, and we both giggle.

"I should have never shown you those texts."

We spend the next thirty minutes doing my hair and makeup. An updo with a couple messy, curly tendrils hanging out. Simple, natural looking makeup except for my lips. Dark red. It clashes a little with my dress, but I have to wear it for him. My stomach tightens when I imagine the look on his face when he sees me, but then it flops and trembles like a dying fish.

"This is dumb, right?" I ask. "Like, I should cancel. I don't care what deal mom and dad made with these people when I was little. I can't be expected to uphold that."

Mya takes my hands in hers and stares at me. "No, you can't be expected to uphold that. But you should go for you. Forget all that and forget what family he comes from. If this were any other boy, you wouldn't dream of cancelling, would you?"

"But he's not any other boy."

"He's the boy you spent all last Friday night sexting. And the boy you couldn't stop talking about all week. So no, he's not just any other boy. Now, I can either drag you down the street to the restaurant or you can go on your own. But either way, you're going."

I let my shoulders drop and huff out a breath to make it seem like I'm pouting, but she's right. I want to do this. I want to ignore everything that happened between our parents and just focus on Justin.
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"Wow." Justin stands as I walk up to the table. I blush as soon as I see him. The memories of our conversation flooding into me. "You're gorgeous."

I bite my lip and look up at him. "You're not too bad yourself." His curly hair is swept back today. He must have used gel to hold it in place but not so much that it's obvious he used it. I want to reach across the table and mess it up.

"And that lipstick."

I smile. It's a dark, sensual red. Just like he said he pictured me wearing. "So..."

"So." He grins and takes my hand, holding it in the middle of the table, both of our arms stretched. It feels like we don't move from that spot for the next hour, but I know we must, because when the spell weakens just enough that I can take my eyes away from him, I notice there are dishes on the table. Plates with half-eaten food. Glasses of water half empty. And I vaguely recollect eating. I almost remember doing something other than holding his hand and staring at him while the world spun around us.

"I have to say, those were the best vegan cauliflower nachos I've ever had." He tries to look serious, but the edge of his lip curls up just a little. I tilt my head and quirk up an eyebrow. "Okay, they're the only vegan cauliflower nachos I've ever had. It's only our second date, and you're already pushing me out of my comfort zone."

"Second date? I hardly think last weekend counts as a date." I feel the heat in my cheeks. The only reason last weekend wasn't a date is because I threw every obstacle that I could into our path.

His thumb rubs across the back of my hand, and his eyes drill into me. "I thought maybe calling this a second date would help make what I want to do next a little more palatable."

"And what do you want to do next?"

He stands and lifts my hand just enough so I know I'm supposed to follow his lead. I do. My heart is thumping so hard that I'm sure everyone in the restaurant can hear it. I look at the large plate-glass windows, and I'm surprised they aren't vibrating with the bass beat I'm pounding out.

When we get outside, he stops on the sidewalk. The dark evening is a little chilly, and I wrap my free arm over my chest. "I'm just parked over there." He motions behind him. His eyes search mine. "I'd like for us to go back to my place, but only if that's what you want too."

I make him wait for my answer, even looking behind me at one point before finally smiling. "Hmm, I guess I'd like that too."

"You're so infuriating." He chuckles and we walk toward his car. Our joined arms swing between us.

His apartment is nothing like I expected. While his parents own one of the nicest brownstones in the neighborhood, he lives in a third-floor walkup. The living room has plain white walls with only a few pictures hanging in a group. I walk over to them. It's Justin and some people I don't recognize. Most of the pictures are recent, just from the last year or two, I guess. But one isn't. In that one, a teenaged Justin is having a snowball fight with a girl who looks just like him. "Is this your sister?"

He puts his hand on the small of my back and kisses the side of my neck. I can't help the moan that leaks from my lips as I twist into his kiss. "Yeah. Mom took that a few years ago. It was a couple weeks before she was scheduled to defend her dissertation. That was one of the few times we got her to relax a little."

"What's she doing now?" Rochelle is a few years older than me, so I never knew her. I just hear snatched rumors here and there. The latest was that she married a west coast mob boss and moved to San Francisco.

Justin brushes my hair to one side and pulls me back into him. Holding me tight against his body. His hands slide down to my hips. Almost too close. But he stops before I have to say anything. "She's in Illinois, teaching Eastern European literature at a small college there."

"She's not on the west coast anymore?" I know I shouldn't ask, but I can't help it.

"Her brief dalliance with the Chang crime family didn't work out. Unfortunately. We really could have used their connections in California." My body goes cold until I feel him shaking. I turn around and see that he's laughing. "I heard those rumors too, but she's never been further west than Illinois. And would definitely never marry a man. You can't believe everything you hear about my family. They're not bad people. At least not mom and Chelle."

I let my head fall, embarrassed that I asked—embarrassed that I believed it—but he hooks his finger under my chin and forces me to look up at him. We're so close I can smell the cashew milk cheese and ancho chile powder on his breath as it blows warmly against my nose. His other hand finds my ass.

"Why am I talking about my sister when I have a stunning woman in my apartment?" he asks.

"Oh. Would you like me to leave so you can be alone with her?"

"I don't want you to go anywhere." He squeezes my butt cheeks, and it forces my ass crack open just enough for him to slip a finger inside. I yelp, but he closes his lips over mine before I can say anything. My body ignites. Smoke, I'm sure, is pouring off me as I throw my arms around his neck. Our tongues twirl and trace lines over each other, and he lifts my dress with one hand and then probes even closer to my asshole with his finger. I grind back into him, cursing my panties for separating us.

We both jump when there's a loud knock at the door. I pull back, and he puts his finger over my lips. "Whoever it is will go away." But they knock again, even louder.

"Your car's outside, and I can see that your lights are on. I'm letting myself in, so you'd better be decent."

"Is that—"

"Fuck!" he whispers. "My dad." He lets go of me and faces the door just as it swings open.


CHAPTER SIX



"Dad, what the fuck?" Justin growls as he moves to the door to intercept the intruder.

The older Zabenski walks in and shuts the door behind him. I haven't seen him in years. He looks the same, just grayer. The same haircut—short sides and swept across the top—the same pockmarked skin, the same jowls that have been just barely drooping for as long as I can remember. He doesn't look around the room, just at Justin. And I sink to the couch, hoping I'm out of view and that Justin can get rid of him quickly.

"Hey, language!" The older man admonishes Justin like he's still a teenage boy. "We need to talk. Your mother's birthday is coming up, and we have to figure out what we're going to do for her."

I want to laugh, but I don't dare make a noise. That's what he wants to talk about? The man who extorts protection money from every business in the neighborhood and who has his hand gripped so tightly around every politician's dick that he's untouchable breaks into his adult son's apartment to make plans for his wife's birthday?

"Look, I'll call you. Tomorrow. I promise."

The older man huffs and hangs his jacket on a hook by the door. "Just like you've been going to call me for the last week? Forgive me if I don't take your word for it this time."

"I've been... busy," Justin says. "And I'm busy now. So, can we do this later?"

"Busy?" He laughs out the word. "I know you. That means you're either reading some medical journal or playing a video game. Either way, you can make a few minutes for your old man." He taps Justin on the cheek and smiles. It's a simple moment, but it's more affection than I ever imagined him capable of. Maybe he's not Satan's representative on earth after all?

Justin lets out a long breath as the man walks around him. That's when he notices me. "Oh." His face lights up. "You could have just said—"

"I said I was busy." Justin puts his hand on his dad's shoulder and tries to spin him back toward the door. "I'll call you tomorrow, okay?"

It almost works. His dad almost turns around. I can see by his face that he's almost ready to agree to a phone call tomorrow. "Wait, that's not the Kowalski boy, is it?" My world almost doesn't suddenly implode around me.

"Dad." Justin tugs harder now, but it's pointless.

The man's face is red as he steps closer to me. I try to make myself as small as possible, sinking into the couch cushions, and my contraction just makes my heart beat louder and louder. Two blasts for every step that he takes toward me. I wish I would have looked out the windows earlier. There has to be a fire escape. This is the exact situation they were made for.

"It is." He's staring straight at me—the side of his lip curled up, his eyes squinting—but those words aren't for me. He shakes his head. "You're actually—"

"Dad!"

"With that?" He points at me as he turns back to Justin. "Are you trying to make us the laughingstock of the neighborhood? After everything your grandfather and I built up, you want to just disrespect—"

Justin steps up to him, and for a second, I think he might hit his dad. "You need to stop right now. Yes, that is Parker. Yes, I'm on a date with her. And yes, you are leaving without another word."

The old man snickers but doesn't move. "You forget who you're speaking to, boy. Send that thing away so we can discuss this like men. Although I guess it would be right at home in a discussion among men, wouldn't it?"

My chest gets so tight that I'm not sure how I can keep breathing, and Justin turns so red that I wonder if the sprinklers will burst out of the ceiling any second.

"You are not to speak about her that way!" I can see the spittle flying from Justin's mouth. "You're the one who set this up! That bullshit about fulfilling the promise the Kowalskis made to you all those years ago? Remember? The arranged marriage with their first-born daughter? You're the one who told me that I had to do this for the family, and now you come in here acting like this?"

Told him he had to do this? So this was all fake? Everything Justin did was only because his dad told him he had to? My head spins and my stomach heaves. But nothing comes out.

"It was one quick date," the older Zabenski says. "Just so both families could say that we met our obligations, and then I was going to let them off the hook. You weren't supposed to invite it back to your apartment."

I stand up. And wobble. The sides of my vision are black, and I know that's not good. But I can't worry about that now. I try to sneak by them. If I don't look at them, maybe they won't see me. Maybe they won't hear my steps clacking on the hardwood as they glare at each other.

"Parker, where are you—wait." It doesn't work. Someone touches my arm. It feels like Justin's touch, but I don't turn to see. "Don't let him run you off. Parker, please."

His words are barely recognizable. It sounds like I'm under ten feet of water and someone from the surface is shouting down at me. I wish I could suck in a lungful of water and be done with it all. Instead, I stumble toward the door. Using the counter and then the doorframe for support on my way. But when I finally get there, I jerk the door open and tumble into the hall. My shoulder crashes into the door across the hall. I look at it dazed and then practically sprint down the stairs. The only thought in my head is that I have to get away before his neighbor opens the door. Before they see exactly who thudded against it. I imagine the three of them—Justin, his dad, and his neighbor—standing together in the hallway, laughing at me as I push through the fire door and stagger down the stairs.
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"Damn it, Parker, let me in."

I don't say anything. I don't lift my head from the fuzzy pink throw pillow. As soon as I hear Mya jiggle the door handle, I know she's coming in, so I pull the blanket over my head. Maybe she won't see me. Maybe if she does, she'll know I want to be alone.

"You left your door unlocked? What the hell, Parker?" I hear her quick footsteps as she walks around to the front of the couch. "Anyone could just come in."

Anyone did. "I didn't feel like locking it when I got home." I know she's going to pull the blanket from me, so I draw it even tighter. But that leaves my feet hanging out, and she lifts that end, throwing it up past my head so I'm lying exposed in front of her.

"And that's the dress you wore last night. Don't tell me you haven't changed."

"I haven't had a chance yet."

She pushes my legs back and sits on the little sliver of space she created. "Babe, it's been 16 hours." She tugs my arm and forces me to sit up, but my muscles aren't ready to work. I just collapse into the corner created by the back of the couch and her body. She puts an arm around me. "What happened?"

"I already told you."

"Your text just said 'I should have known better.' Then you haven't responded to a single one of my replies since then. If they weren't marked as read, I would have worried that you did something stupid."

I snort. "I did do something stupid. I started to believe that he was maybe different."

She squeezes me tighter and drops her head down to mine. Her cheek is warm. Why couldn't I be into girls? Everyone always thought that Mya and I were perfect for each other. And we are, other than the fact that neither of us is attracted to the other. Maybe we can move in together and grow into old ladies who yell at the little kids for making too much noise when we're trying to watch TV.

"Honey, tell me."

There's nothing to tell. The Zabenskis are exactly who I thought they were. And I'm destined to be alone forever. I already knew both of those things. This just confirmed them. "He called me an it." I'm surprised when the sentence doesn't choke me. It comes out as unobstructed and emotionless as if I had said it's sunny outside today.

But it's not emotionless for Mya. Her body goes stiff and loses all of its warmth. She takes two deep, shaky breaths. "Justin said that? You heard him use that word about you? Before I spend the rest of my life in prison for torturing and murdering someone, I want to be sure."

I don't answer her at first. I just concentrate on my breathing. Forcing the air in and out takes a lot more effort now that I'm sitting up. When she finally nudges me, I turn my head toward her. She frowns and licks her thumb, rubbing it under my eyes. Probably to wipe away whatever makeup is smeared all over me. "Not Justin, but his dad. Same thing. He only went out with me because his dad made him."

"You met his dad, and he's the one who said that about you?" I nod. "What did Justin do when he said that?"

I shrug. Nothing would have changed the fact that he was forced to go on that date with me. He didn't want to be there any more than his dad wanted me to be. It was all a lie. "I thought he was going to punch his dad, but it doesn't matter. I left."

"Honey, that's..." She drops to her knees so my eyes are looking right at her. "I'm sorry anyone called you that. Only an absolute, terrible waste of a human would ever say something like that about you. But it sounds like Justin was upset by it too, right? It's not fair to judge him by what his dad said."

"No, it's not fair."

My heart falls into my belly when I hear him. Mya looks up over my shoulder, but that voice is seared into my memory forever. I recognize it without looking. Justin.


CHAPTER SEVEN



"Can I come in?" he asks.

I look at Mya and wonder if she left the door open on purpose. "No."

"Yes." Mya says at the same time, and her voice is stronger than mine.

Justin's steps drag across the floor like his ankles are chained together and he can't lift his feet. When he's in front of me, I lift my head to glower at him. The skin under his eyes is dark and drooping. Has he not slept? Good.

His cheeks puff as his lips part to let out a long stream of air. "I am so unbelievably sorry about last night."

I roll my eyes. "Unbelievable. Yeah, that sums up everything about you, doesn't it?"

Mya examines me. "I think I should let you two talk alone. But I'm going to sit in the coffee shop next door until he leaves." She points over her shoulder at Justin. "Just one phone call and thirty feet away. You call me if he so much as twitches an eyelid in a way you don't like. Got it?"

I nod.

She stands and walks to Justin. Smashing her chest into his and poking her index finger into his shoulder. "I love this girl more than anyone else in the world, and I wouldn't hesitate to cut off every single one of your little appendages if you hurt her any more than you already have. Do you understand me?"

Justin swallows. "Yes, ma'am."

Mya just stares at him for a minute. Not moving. But finally she presses her finger so hard into his shoulder that he flinches away from her touch, and she turns to me. "I have my murdering shoes on. You call me if he does anything."

I look down at her black high-heeled boots. They would make any serial killer sexy. "I promise."

As her heels click out of the apartment, Justin's shoulders sag just a little in relief. Then he drops to his knees, taking Mya's place in front of me. "My dad was an asshole."

"Yeah."

"And I should have come after you instead of letting you leave." His eyes drop to my feet. "I was just so furious and confused and I didn't know what to do. I froze. I tried to call."

Four times. And ten texts. Each one apologizing. Each one begging me to talk to him. And I ignored each one. I don't even want to talk to him now.

"I took his key away. My dad. I took it and kicked him out. Told him I never want to see him again. Which probably means I'm going to be homeless soon since he owns my apartment, but I don't care."

"You can go back to Boston."

He shakes his head but still doesn't look up at me. "I don't want to go back to Boston. I don't want to be that far from you."

He brushes a finger against my calf, and I laugh. Probably too loud. And I know for too long. But I laugh. And when I'm done, he's staring at me, and tears are running down my cheeks. "You don't care about being near me. You said it last night, the only reason you went out with me is because your dad made you. So save the bullshit for the next girl who might actually believe you."

"Parker..." He slides the finger against me again, and I pull my legs up under me on the couch. "I don't want there to be a next girl."

He looks at me now, and his right eye twitches. Probably his tell when he's bluffing. I just stare fire into his eyes until he can't take any more and has to look away.

"I know you don't remember the first time we met, but I've never forgotten it. Or you. We played doctor, and—"

"You saved Barnabas."

"Barnabas?" he asks.

"You put the leg back on my broken action figure. That was his name."

"We put his leg back on." He rests his hand on my knee. I twitch at his touch, but I don't try to move away. "You had a toy stethoscope. I made mom and dad go get me one the next day. A real one. I was so obsessed with it. I never went anywhere without it. I couldn't wait to bring it back and show it to you."

I peel his finger backward until he lifts his hand. "You never came back. I waited. I thought we would be friends. But it was high school before I saw you again. And then you didn't even know who I was."

Before I can react, he slips his fingers between mine and squeezes my hand. "That's not true. I knew exactly who you were. I would sit at the back of every class and just stare at the back of your head. Always wondering if you remembered me. Always trying to think of something I could say to you, but I never knew how to put what I felt into words."

"What did you feel?" I twist my hand, but he holds on.

His face goes red. "Sadness that my parents never let me come see you again after that one time, that we went to different schools for so long we couldn't even see each other there. But also..." His exhale flutters the dress around my legs. "It didn't make sense at the time. Not until I found out you transitioned. But I guess somewhere inside I always knew that you were a girl. Even before you told anyone. You're not the reason I didn't want to go on our date."

My stomach flutters, but I quash it back down. "Then why? Are you seeing someone else?" I don't know why I ask. The reason doesn't matter.

"No. I haven't for a couple of years. I didn't like the idea that our families were using you as a pawn. My dad told me about the agreement. An arranged marriage with your parents' oldest daughter in exchange for a quarter million dollars. It just sounded so..."

"Outdated?"

He shakes his head. "Dehumanizing. The thought of going on a date with you made me short of breath, but not like that."

"But you did it."

His free hand slides from my knee to my thigh. I look down at it. I could stop it. I could tell him no. "What would you have said if I asked you out on my own?" He rubs his thumb against the sensitive skin of my inner thigh.

It takes me a second to gather enough air to speak. "I don't know." The words are so soft it's a wonder he can hear them.

"Yes you do. You would have said no. You hated me."

"I didn't hate you." I put my hand over his, but I don't try to stop him. I just hold him there.

"You acted like you did. And you made it clear on that first date that you didn't want to be there. I almost gave up, but then that night there was a nagging voice in the back of my head telling me I had to try. Just one more time. Just so I would know for sure." He moves onto the couch next to me. His thigh pressing against mine. Our joined hands in front of us.

"What's that voice telling you now?"

He bites his lip. I watch as his chest rises and falls with each breath. Then he moves even closer. "It's telling me to kiss you."

When his lips touch mine, every nerve in my body screams. I wrap my arms around him and fall backward on the couch, pulling him with me. On top of me. My mouth opens, and he moves in right away. His tongue slides along my lower lip, and I draw in a breath so deep it burns my lungs. But it's nothing like the burning I feel between my legs right now. I squeeze my legs so my thighs will rub my dick, but it’s not enough.

"Bedroom." I pant out the word, not sure if he'll know what I mean. But he nods and then lifts me from the couch. My arms are still around his neck, so I wrap my legs around his waist and he carries me to the bedroom. To the mattress. And then he tosses me down. My head snaps against a pillow, and he's on top of me before I can blink.

"I hope that wasn't too much." He looks at me. Concern in his eyes. I lean up and bite his lower lip and growl.

He holds himself up with one hand between my shoulder and my head while he lifts my dress with the other. My legs part for him automatically when I feel his fingers wrap around the waistband of my panties, and I gasp when he rips them down my legs. The fabric burns my knees from his force, and it makes me want him even more.

"You should—"

I put a hand over his mouth. "Shut up and fuck me." I slip my other hand down his stomach and I try to unfasten his pants with no luck. He chuckles and undoes them for me. And I gasp again when I see his cock. Two parts of my brain cry out simultaneously that it's too big and that it needs to be inside me now. I walk my legs up, my knees pointing to the ceiling, and then raise myself for him.

"I'm going to make you scream." He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a condom, and I make a note to ask him later why he brought a condom when he only came to my apartment to apologize. But I can barely think about that now. Not with that dick between my legs and so close to where I need it to be.

He rolls the condom down his length and forces my legs up so far that my knees almost touch my head. I wrap my arms around them and hold them in place as he moves up next to me. Two tiny half crawling steps and then his dick presses against me. Presses against my asshole. And he looks at me. His eyebrow raises. I nod and close my eyes. Just fucking do it already. And then he presses into me.

Oh my God! He's gentle, but even slow and careful, he stretches me to my limit. Past my limit. Sparks of pain shoot through me, and I groan. He freezes. "Is it too much?"

"Fuck me, motherfucker." I whimper through clenched teeth.

He laughs and pushes even further into me. So far that I swear I can feel him poking against my stomach. I clench the muscles of my ass, and he moans.

"Oh, that's how it's going to be?" he asks, and I wonder how he can even talk right now. I squeeze down on him even tighter and when I hear him draw in a breath, I know that he won't be saying anything else until I'm finished with him.

He pulls out just enough to thrust back into me, and I purr. Then he pulls out farther. And farther. And faster each time, until he's slapping against me. Until my asshole is burning from being stretched. From the friction. Until I'm sure my insides are turning to liquid with each thrust. But they don't stop. Slap and slap and slap, and I'm moaning each time like I'm trying to count it in some language that neither of us has ever heard before.

And each push inside me is a battering ram against a door that I've kept locked for so long. For too long. Each blow rattles it. Each clapping bash knocks the hinges a little looser. And by the time I know that it can't hold any longer, I am screaming. And he keeps going deeper into me. And finally, the door shatters. And the feeling that was kept inside all these years uncoils through my body like a whip in slow motion. My fingers clench into fists, and my toes curl around the air. Trying to grasp something. Anything.

And I shriek his name at the top of my lungs over and over. And he grunts again and again. His cock pulsing inside me. And I wish he was filling me instead of that condom, but I know there's plenty of time for that later.

He collapses on top of me, and it drives the air from my lungs. After a couple of quick labored inhales, he realizes and rolls off me. "Are you okay? Did I hurt you?"

"Justin..." I can't say anything more. I don't need to. I wrap my arms around him and hold us tight together, and we don't move for the entire afternoon.


EPILOGUE
4 YEARS LATER


"Good morning, Dr. Zabenski." As soon as he gets to the bottom of the stairs, I kiss him. Even after all this time, my toes still curl each time our lips meet.

His hand slides around to my ass and he grinds himself against me. His dick is already hard and trying to slip between my legs. "Mmm, I could definitely get used to morning greetings like this."

I give him a squeeze through his pants but then pull my hand away. "Well don't. At least not until I retire in thirty years. Here, you can play with this." I hand him a banana just barely spotted along one side but still green around the stem. Just the way he likes it.

"One of Kowalski's freshest?"

"The perks of being married to the owner of the finest grocer in the neighborhood." I kiss him again, just a quick peck this time.

"The only grocer in the neighborhood as long as my family has anything to do with it."

Justin and I dated each other in secret at first. Only Mya and Justin's sister, Rochelle knew. But that lasted for just a month. By then, we knew that we wanted to spend forever with each other.

My parents were easy. We invited them to dinner, and over cabbage rolls and makowiec, we told them. There was no argument, no raised voices. Just smiles and tears from all of us. Justin's family was different, though.

He went to their house without me. Without telling them that he was coming over. And when he came back to our apartment, his shoulders were slumping, and it looked like it took all his energy just to walk through the door. I put my arms around him and forced him to the couch. He didn't say anything for the longest time. Then he just stared at me. "You know how much I love you."

I nodded and rested my head against his shoulder. "And I love you even more."

We sat like that most of the night. Sometimes getting up to go to the kitchen or bathroom, but always coming back to those exact spots and those same positions. "Mom was fine," Justin finally broke our silence. "She's happy for us. Wanted to invite you over to welcome you to the family. But dad..."

After seeing his reaction the night he walked in on us, I could only imagine. "I know, baby. It's okay."

"It's not okay, Parks." He shook his head but didn't say more.

And we didn't talk about his dad for months after that. Even when his mom came to visit us—she brought me yellow zinnias, my favorite—none of us mentioned his dad. But one day, he called Justin to apologize. They took things slow. Just seeing each other on holidays. And then I was invited along for Christmas Eve Mass. His dad was waiting as we walked into the church. He looked tired, but he tried to smile when he saw us. "I'm an old man who didn't know any better." He hugged me, and I felt him blow out a breath that felt like it had been held for far too long. That's all we ever said about it. When Justin proposed... when I had my surgery... both our families were there to celebrate and to help. Like there was never an issue.

And when mom and dad retired and left the business to me, Justin's father was the first person to come into my office. "You don't need to worry about any competition moving in on you. You're going to be my daughter-in-law, and I always take care of family." I didn't know what to say. He simply nodded and then walked back out the office door.

"God, there's something sexy about watching a man eat a banana," I tease Justin as he devours the fruit. He's wearing a white button-down shirt and black pants. Conservative for his first day.

He pretends to be offended. "You women are all the same. Always objectifying us for our bodies."

"When it's a body like yours..." I let my words trail off. If I say anything more, if I even think it, I'm going to be in misery all day just thinking about him.

But he doesn't let me off that easily. He steps toward me, pressing me against the counter. "Maybe tonight, I'll let you see this body up close and personal." He runs a finger down the side of my cheek, and my entire body trembles. "You can see how sexy I look when I eat a taco."

He winks, and I try not to laugh. I bite my tongue and pinch my eyes shut, but it's hopeless. A giggle bubbles out, and then we're both cracking up. "Did that sound sexier in your head before you said it?" I ask.

"No, it sounded just as dorky there, but I couldn't resist." Even through his laughter, he slides a finger between my legs. I go bolt upright. My giggles replaced by a gasp. "I'll never be able to resist your pussy."

"Justin..."

"Yes, my love?" He kisses the crook of my neck, and I feel like sand sifting to the floor.

His mouth works lower. Along my collarbone. Down the line of cleavage exposed by my low-cut dress. It takes me almost a minute before I can speak. "How is it going to look when Greenburg's newest cardiologist is late on the day of his practice's grand opening?"

"Everyone who knows my blistering hot wife will understand. I'll show a picture of you to anyone who complains. And I know just the picture."

"You show that picture to anyone, and you're going to be Greenburg's most recently divorced cardiologist."

He licks the exposed top of my right breast and then blows on it. Goosebumps rise along my skin, and my spine tingles. "I'm here to prevent heart attacks. Not to cause them. And that picture would certainly cause more than a few, so maybe you're right."

"I'm always right." I kiss him and run my tongue along his lower lip. "Be a good boy, and we can celebrate when you get home tonight. Wine and your favorite vegan mac and cheese. Or maybe we could skip that and go right to dessert."

"Mmm, I do love your desserts." His breath is hot against my lips, and it takes all my willpower to not rip his shirt off. "Do you promise?"

"I promise," I whisper.
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CHAPTER ONE



"Did I mention the view?" I walk to the wall of windows. It overlooks the city skyline and is worth $16 million, even if nothing else was here.

The woman sighs, and I swear I can hear her roll her eyes. "Only about 10 times, my dear. But just six bedrooms?"

I smile as I turn to face her. "Only six. But there are five bathrooms, and don't forget—"

"Yes, the view."

"—the kitchen. There are a lot of downtown restaurants that don't have kitchens as nice as this."

"I just don't think this will work for me." She walks out the door without saying thank you or even goodbye, and I fall onto the sofa.

Why is this penthouse so hard to sell? Nothing in the heart of downtown has more than six bedrooms. Plus a kitchen with room for four chefs to work at the same time. And yes, that view. An entire wall that looks out over the city from 74 stories up. I've been a luxury real estate agent for 5 years and have been in almost every building in the city. This is the only view that makes me stay after a client leaves so I can stare out the windows. I know there's a buyer out there. I just have to find them. And I've got two weeks to do it.

As I walk around the condo one last time before leaving, I see that a closet door in one of the guest bedrooms is open. I clench my fists and widen my stance a little as I approach it. Every real estate agent has heard the stories of people hiding in closets and then springing out once the agent is alone. Probably all made-up, but they're still always in the back of my mind.

I blow out a breath as I wrap my fingers around the handle. Then I yank it open and jump away. From outside, the closet looks clear of everything except clothes, but I walk in to make sure no one is hiding in the back. That's when I see it. A sleeveless blue silk gown. It's so simple but so pretty. I take it off the rack and hold it against me. It would fit perfectly. Butterflies flit around my stomach when I think about trying it on. I can't. It would be unprofessional. But that doesn't mean I can't see what it would look like.

I take it to the master bedroom and hold it up to me in front of the windows. In my mind, I imagine wearing it as I look out over the city, and the faint, ghost-like reflection in the glass almost makes it look like I have it on. It's almost enough to satisfy me. I turn to the full-length mirror. It's so beautiful. Just five minutes. That's all I need. Maybe not even that long. I set the dress across the bed, careful not to wrinkle it while I take my clothes off. When I have everything off except my briefs, I slip the dress from its hanger and unzip the back. There's no one here, but a rush of adrenaline still makes my breaths shallow as I step into it and pull it up around me.

It does fit perfectly. Like it was made for me. A me that had boobs to fill it out. But everywhere else, it's perfect. I walk to the windows again and this is so much better. I'm not a person holding a dress. I'm a woman walking in a dress, walking toward a view almost as stunning as her. When I get to the window, I spin and the silk flirts across my skin and sends a wave of tingles through my body. I can't help but smile. After everything I've been through because of this property, I need this. I close my eyes and sway. The skirt of the dress sweeps across my legs and feels so wonderful.

"You look very pretty, but that dress isn't meant for you."


CHAPTER TWO



My lungs suck in so much air it feels like they’ll burst as I spin toward the man who snuck up behind me. I try to cover myself, like my arms could hide the dress. "I didn't... I was... it... uh."

He walks toward me. His steps are slow, and he's smiling. I move backward and look to either side of him. My brain races as I search for a way to run around him and out the door. "Who are you?" I ask.

He laughs and his green eyes—eyes that look hauntingly out of place with his medium complexion—glitter. "I should be the one asking you that, but I already know the answer. Isaiah Spencer, real estate agent and the man who just finished showing this penthouse to an older lady who looked like she would be more at home in a cottage filled with throw pillows and crocheted blankets than a sleek and modern penthouse."

He stops moving, but my entire body is tense and ready to bolt the instant he comes any closer. "You know a lot more about me than I know about you. What are you doing here? And why shouldn't I call the police?" My eyes automatically move to the bed where my phone is sitting on my folded pants. His eyes follow mine, and I curse myself for being so stupid.

He takes the phone and flips it in his hand. "Well, the fact that I now have your phone presents a problem for you. And you're currently wearing a dress that is certainly not yours. Based on your reaction when I walked in, it's a dress that you don't want anyone to see you in. If you call the police, they would see you. And they might take you to their station for paperwork, so even more people would see you there. But if that doesn't bother you, feel free."

In the bottom of my vision, I see my chest turn a violent red above the blue of the dress as he tosses the phone on the bed. It's closer to me now. I could get it before him, but what then? Would I actually call the police and expose myself like that?

"And most important of all," he says, "I'm not sure the police would appreciate you calling to let them know that the homeowner returned home. That seems like a waste of their resources."

Oh shit. I put a hand on the wall to help hold myself up. "You? You're..."

"Javier Rosa? I am. You didn't search for my image on the internet when my assistant hired you? Maybe that lack of follow-through is why this is still on the market. Maybe if you’d put in just a little work—"

"Excuse me?" The back of my neck tingles as the hair rises. "I've spent the last five years cultivating one of the best networks of potential clients in this city. When I first listed this property, I hired a production crew, along with two of the sexiest actors that you'll ever find, to produce a video that showcased every positive feature of this home while making the negatives seem so minor that a potential buyer didn't need to worry about them. And then I hosted two parties here in your name. A cocktail party for all the stodgy old-money elite and then a party with more alcohol and molly than I even want to admit, plus hours of music that was so loud I couldn't hear for a week. Maybe if you'd realize that 'sleek and modern' is really just code for 'cold and unlivable,' we might get somewhere. Then I could get rid of all this modernist garbage and stage it with furnishings people can actually imagine themselves using. Oh, and add an extra bedroom or two because the yarn and quilt grandma market likes to have their grandbabies visit."

By the time I finally breathe, I'm standing in front of him and using my index finger to punctuate my words into his chest. And he's just standing there, the right side of his mouth curled up and those mesmerizing green eyes burning. I bite my lip and look down, knowing I just lost this listing. And that means I've lost my job, and I don't know what I'm going to do now.

"Should I applaud? Would that make you feel better? Or should I congratulate you—not for doing what I hired you to do—but for giving a speech designed to convince me you're doing your job, when everything tells me that you're not? How long has it been since my assistant hired you?"

All the emotion and adrenaline that had filled me leaks out, and if I let myself, I would shrink to nothing on the floor. "May I have some privacy to change, please? Then I'll be gone, and you'll never see me again."

"Answer me."

It's not enough that he came home and caught me crossdressing in his penthouse and then ridiculed me for not selling it quickly enough, but now he wants to be an asshole too? Does he expect me to grovel for him?

I look him in the eyes, and make sure that my eyes are every bit as intense as his. "Three months. But in that—"

"So three months isn't enough time for you, but I see other homes selling much more quickly. Homes that aren't nearly as nice as this one. This view is worth more than what I'm asking for this property." He looks out the window, but I glare at him. I want him to feel my gaze stabbing through him.

"As I was saying, in that three months, the economy has fallen apart and those paper billionaires who could afford to buy this without even thinking earlier this year, now are only multi-millionaires, and they're acting like they have to buy the cheap off-brand cereal now."

He smiles so wide I can see his teeth. His perfect white teeth that match his perfect eyes and his perfect face. "Ah… Cinnamon Crunch Strips with chocolate milk."

I try to keep my glower, but when my mouth drops and my eyebrows scrunch together, I know I've lost this little battle. "What?"

"Cereal. That's my guilty pleasure. I love it."

"But that combo… sounds disgusting."

He smirks again, and there's something new is his face. "Lucky for you, your taste in clothes is much better than your taste in food. That dress was my wife's."

"You're married?"

He shakes his head. "Not anymore."

"You shouldn't keep it in one of your closets then. Now may I please have just a minute of privacy so I can put on my real clothes and you can have your ex's dress back to do whatever it is you do with it?"

“I should burn it.” He looks at the fireplace, and sadness washes away everything else from his face. “You do point out to clients that there's a fireplace in every room?”

I roll my eyes. "No, I never thought of even mentioning that. Maybe I should write that down."

"Maybe there's a lot I could teach you."

My sigh is louder than I intend, but I'm glad. "Privacy? Or do you want me to strip in front of you?"

He looks from my face down to my feet and back up. "Be here tomorrow night at seven."

"I... no. I'm not going to play games with you. You're not happy with me, so you can find someone else. The end. It's not worth it."

Javier chuckles, and the sound gives me goosebumps. "You're the one traipsing around my home dressed like some kind of sissy. Without a care for the security cameras that were recording your every move. I think you'll want to be here at seven tomorrow. Not a minute later."

He walks out of the room and shuts the door behind him, and it feels like the entire building just crashed down on me.


CHAPTER THREE



The sound of my footsteps echoes through the empty lobby as I walk toward the elevator. When I get there, I don't push the button. I can't. I can barely breathe. I can either keep myself from running away or I can push that button. I can't do both.

I don't know how long I stand there. Almost long enough to convince myself to leave. I don't have to have this job. I don't have to put myself through whatever abuse this man is planning to throw at me. I can... what? Is my American history degree suddenly a lot more valuable than it was when I graduated seven years ago?

For two years after I graduated, I worked any job I could find just long enough to find that I hated all of them. Cashier at a department store, assistant to a mid-level accountant, bank teller. Not once did anyone ask me about the private diaries of Millard Fillmore or the role of the south's economic depression in the failure of Reconstruction.

Then I found this job and faked my way through two interviews. I didn't know anything when I started, but I've always been a quick study. And it's different now. This is the only job I’ve ever loved, and I do know what I'm doing. I'm not going to let some asshole with an ego the size of Wyoming—and a personality just as devoid of life—tell me I don't.

I press the button and hold it for an extra second just to prove to the elevator and myself that I'm ready for this. More than ready. If he thinks he's going to bully me, he's mistaken. He'll be sorry that he invited me back. When the doors open, I don't wait for anyone to get off. I don't even look. I just march in and run straight into someone's chest. Someone who, when I look up, looks exactly like Javier.

"So you can move. I watched you on the security cameras. I was worried that if I didn't come to collect you, you would be frozen in that spot for eternity."

I grimace at him, trying to force him to take a step back. The doors close behind me, but neither one of us moves. Our chests are still touching. The elevator is going nowhere.

"You're adorable when you're feisty and I would love to stay here and enjoy it, but we have work to do." Javier still doesn't move, but he reaches around me and swipes his access card. The elevator rises, and I don't know if the growing pit in my stomach is because of that or because of him.

When the door slides open behind me, Javier puts his hands on my shoulders. I wish I could breathe fire and melt the smugness from his face. "Allow me." He spins me, and he's so strong that I have to twist my feet or else I would fall. Bastard. I don't wait for him to say or do anything else. I stomp into his penthouse and stop beside the kitchen island. When I turn to face him, I realize I just did exactly what he wanted me to do, and I want to scream.

"So what do you think?" he asks.

"About?"

"You can move and speak. Perhaps you didn't have a stroke after all. About that." He points behind me.

I don't want to turn, but my curiosity gets the better of me. When I see it, my heart pounds so hard I'm surprised the windows aren't rattling. "What's the supposed to be?"

"Exactly what you think. Put it on."

There's a red dress laying on his sofa. A red dress with panties, a bra, and stockings sitting beside it. I walk closer to it, and my head is too light for my body. "What if I refuse?"

"You won't."

The arrogance of this man. I want to tell him no just to prove him wrong. "I don't normally do this."

His footsteps are soft, but I can still hear them as he walks closer. When he's beside me, something makes me take a deep breath. He should smell like sulfur, but he smells like Spring. Spring and smoke. "You don't normally stand in a strange man's home and put on a dress for him? I'm glad to hear that I'm special."

He's probably been told he's special all his life, and it's gone to his head. "I don't normally wear dresses at all."

"But you seemed so natural in it yesterday." My shoulders draw tight when his finger traces down my back. It's so soft I don't notice it at first.

"That was..." I have to stop to catch my breath. "Can you please take your hand off of me?"

When he does, my muscles uncoil, and my throat opens again. "Yesterday was different," I say. "I was stressed and angry. And worried. And the dress was just there."

"So you wear women's clothes to relax you." He presses his hand into the small of my back, and my body tenses again. "It feels like you need to relax, so this is the perfect time. Would you like me to help you?" His hand slips under my shirt, and I can't tell if it feels hot or cold on my skin. I just know that I need him to stop.

"Why do you want me to do this?"

"Isn't that obvious? Because I want to spend the evening with a beautiful and special woman. A woman I haven't been able to stop thinking about since I saw her yesterday." He leans forward, and I feel his breath on the back of my neck just a split second before I feel his lips.

I spin away and stare at him. My heart is beating faster than the pistons in a race car. "I'm not like this."

The side of his mouth curls up just enough to be noticeable. "That's only because you haven't been brave enough yet. Be brave for me tonight, Isaiah."

I look at the dress. It's simple. Nothing extravagant like the one I wore yesterday. But this one is calling to me even more. And I know if I even touch it, I wouldn't be able to resist it. Or him. I shake my head.

“Please.”

That one word causes me to crumble. His voice is so soft when he says it. So unlike anything I've heard from him yesterday or today. So unlike anything I imagined I would ever hear from him. I look up. His eyes plead with me, and I can't fight them. I swallow and take the dress and underwear from the sofa.

"Use my bedroom to change. I don't have any makeup for you. I'm sorry."

I chuckle. "It's fine." I've never worn makeup in my life, so I'm sure I'd have no idea how to even do it. His bedroom is the same as it was yesterday. I'm not sure why that surprises me. I close the door behind me and set the dress on the bed.

I can do this. I peel my clothes off, folding them and setting them next to the dress. Then I pick up the stockings. These aren't the stockings I'm used to. These are so smooth they glide across my skin with almost no effort from me. Silk? But I stop when I get to my calf. This won't do. I take it off and walk to the door. My dick is hard, and it bounces with every step.

I open the door just enough for me to stick my head out. "Javier?"

"Did you change your mind about asking me to help you dress?" He starts to walk toward me.

"No." He stops and almost seems disappointed. "I haven't shaved."

"That's fine. I don't mind."

"I do. Do you have an extra razor I could use?" He bites his lip and looks behind him. "I'll be quick. But I need to do this."

He nods his head. "The middle shelf of the left cabinet in the bathroom. Towels are on the shelf above that."

I close the door and go to his bathroom. Every time I walk in here, I can't believe this is just a bathroom. It's the size of a shrine and almost everything is made of marble. But I don't have time to admire it. I open the cabinet and take a razor and a towel.

I'm as quick as I can be in the shower. As quick as I can be without nicking my legs. As quick as anyone can be in a shower that has 32 spray heads and three color-changing lights. I count six speakers too, but I don't dare ask his voice assistant to play any music because I'm not sure I would ever want to come out.

When I do, I sit on the edge of the bed and pull the stocking up my leg again. It's much better this time. So much smoother. So much prettier without the hair trapped and matted under it. I slide them up. Each inch causes me to tingle more, and by the time they're both around my thighs, a million sparks are shooting through my entire body. And every single one of them ends up at my cock.

I wrap my fingers around it, and if it had a voice, it would beg me to stroke my hand along its length. To squeeze it. Tug it. Anything to give it relief. But I don't. I clip the stockings into my garter belt and pull up the panties. Somehow they're even silkier than the stockings. Pulling them up my legs is torture, and when my cock is imprisoned inside, it feels like it's going to explode. But I still ignore it.

I'm almost grateful that the bra he chose for me isn't very comfortable. There's nothing to fill the cups and the band and underwires dig into my chest. I tug at it over and over until I find the most comfortable position, but even that isn't comfortable. I'm just about to take it off when I see myself in the mirror.

My breath stutters. From the neck down, I'm a woman. A woman with an extremely angry cock screaming for release, but a woman. I can't take the bra off. No matter how much it pokes me. I never want to take it off now. I almost don't want to cover it with the dress, but I have to.

I pick up the dress to look at it. A plain cotton V-neck. Short sleeves. No zipper. Nothing fancy. I'm surprised he picked this. There have to be so many other dresses in that closet. So many other dresses he could have bought. But he chose this one. I slip into it and let it settle around me. It falls almost to my knees. When I spin to the left and right in front of the mirror, the dress flares out around my legs. When I stand still, it hides the bulge in my panties.

I close my eyes for a second before opening the door. The floors are slippery in just my stockinged feet, so I pad carefully to the living room. Javier is in the kitchen. His back is turned, and he doesn't notice me. He's standing over the stove, stirring something. "Do you cook?" I ask. He doesn't jump, but I see the muscles ripple under his black button-up shirt before he turns to me.

"You're..."

An idiot for standing in front of this man while wearing a dress? Again. A fool for believing that this wasn't just some joke.

"...gorgeous."

My cheeks get so warm I'm sure they're as red as the dress. "Please, sit." He motions toward the dining room table. There are two places set. I sit at one of them, smoothing my dress under me as I do and then crossing my legs. My legs rubbing together makes me moan, and when I look at Javier to see if he heard me, he's grinning into the pot on the stove. I wish I could crawl under the table and hide.

"Have you ever had callos a la Madrileña?"

I shake my head. "I don't even know what it is."

He smiles. "My grandmother used to make it for us every week. I hated it as a child, but now I love it. If I go more than a month without having it, I crave it. Do you have any foods that will dominate your very life like that if you let them?"

"No. But I hear good things about Cinnamon Crunch Strips with chocolate milk."

Javier snorts. "Someday, Isaiah, I will introduce you, and it will change your world."

Someday? Does that mean that this isn't just a onetime thing? What is this to him?

"But I can't call you Isaiah while you are dressed so lovely. It isn't right. Do you have a name?"

I twist my lips. I've never thought about it.

"I think Isabella would be the perfect name for you." He sets the pot on the ceramic trivet in the center of the table. It's a red stew, but I don't recognize anything in it. It smells wonderful, though, and my stomach growls as the aroma fills the back of my nose.

Javier sets his apron on the island counter and returns with a ladle. Once he scoops the stew into our bowls, he sits next to me. His leg brushes against mine, and I know it's intentional, but I pretend I don't notice it. I pretend that it doesn't send a flame through my spine.

"Please, let me know what you think. I spent all day, but no matter what I do, it's never quite as good as mi abuelita could make."

"You made this?" I raise a spoon to my lips. When he doesn't answer, I take a bite and my eyes go wide. "This is delicious." I wish my palette was sophisticated enough to pick out the ingredients. Garlic. Something smokey. Some kind of meat that's chewy but still tender and almost creamy.

"Please don't just say that to spare my feelings." When he takes a bite, he closes his eyes for a second, and I can tell he's thinking of something or some place else.

"Do you even have feelings? After yesterday, I'm under the impression that you don't."

"Perhaps not." His shoulders raise. "Perhaps I'm as cold and unforgiving as steel. Most people think so. Who am I to say they're wrong?"

"Is that what your ex-wife thought?" I almost drop my spoon. Why am I asking him this? When I looked for information last night about his ex, I couldn't find anything. It's like she never existed. Or like someone went through a lot of trouble to hide the fact that she did.

He takes a deep breath and looks out the window. It's dark now, and all the downtown buildings are glowing. "No. She was the only one who didn't think that. I wish she was right about me." His voice is barely even a whisper, and there's a giant pit growing in my stomach. I should have never mentioned her.

"I have an idea." Javier tosses his napkin beside his half-eaten soup and stands up. "Let's go out."

I choke and clutch my hand to my chest. "You don't mean like this, right?"

"Of course I do."


CHAPTER FOUR



"Javier... that's not going to happen. No. Hard no. Safeword no."

He grins, and I wish it didn't make me want to do anything he asked me. "'Safeword no?' This isn't that type of relationship, Belle. Don't you know how sexy you are like this? You make me feel things I didn't think I could feel anymore. I'll get you a coat."

"Javier, wait. Javier?" He ignores me and walks down the hall. When he disappears into the guest bedroom, I toss my hands up and drop my head to the table. It makes a satisfying and solid thud, and I hope he heard it.

I don't look up until I hear his footsteps beside me. Until I smell him. He's holding a long black coat and a pair of shoes. Black loafers that barely have a two-inch heel. I laugh when I see them. "Those?"

"Oh, there are plenty of others if you don't like these. But I don't know how comfortable you are wearing heels."

"Why do you have all these clothes? They don't fit you. I'm obviously not your first, am I?"

He furrows his eyebrows. "My first?"

Part of me doesn't want to know. It wants to think that I'm unique. That this is the only time he's ever done anything like this. "The first boy you've had dress up for you."

"Which answer would you prefer?"

"The truth. But you don't have to say it. I already know."

He crouches in front of me and sets the shoes on the floor. Then he reaches up and rests his palm against my cheek. His thumb strokes down toward my lips. "It shouldn't matter. You are beautiful. Why don't you see that?"

Because the last person I dressed for was disgusted when he saw me. And I see his reaction every time I put on a dress now. I hear his retching groan and then his laughter.

"And it's not just this, is it?" he asks. "Have you always been like this?"

I look down. The shoes are right beside my feet, so I slip into them and stand. I haven't worn heels in so long, even these make me feel like I'm towering over him. Until he stands. Until my eyes are even with his lips. Until I want to kiss him. "I won't leave the car." I turn away before I do something I'm going to regret. Something more than this.

"That's fine. For this time. Allow me." He holds the coat open, and I slip into it. When it's on, I draw it tight and tie the belt around my waist so no one can see what I'm wearing. Javier takes a step back and moans.

"That bad?"

"I wish you could see yourself the way I see you. I wish you could see how stunning you are."

I blush. I don't know why he's doing this or what he expects from me, but I know there's some reason.

"Come." He holds his hand in front of me, but I don't take it. We stare at each other for what seems like days, but then I feel his fingers twine through mine. He leans in, his body pressing against me. "I will never let anything bad happen to you."

Then why are you making me do this?

I clamp my eyes shut during the entire elevator ride, praying that no one else gets on with us. That no one is watching the security camera feed. And when we stop, my stomach doesn't. It falls through me and keeps going until Javier pulls on my hand. "There's no one here, Belle. Come."

He holds my hand into the parking garage and only lets go at the rear of an enormous black SUV. As soon as I hear the beep of the unlocking doors, I dive inside. My heart settles as soon as the door is closed, but I still slouch down in my seat. Javier laughs, but he doesn't say a word as he starts the car and backs out of the spot.

We drive down through the garage and out onto the street. There's not much traffic, and even though I know no one could see me in here anyway, I'm still glad there's no one next to us when we pull up to the first red light.

When we rock to a stop, I twist in my seat to look at Javier. "Tell me where we're going."

“What will you give me in exchange?” His eyes drift to my lap, and I’m not sure if it’s intentional.

My cock wants to reach up for him, but I cover it with my hands so he can’t see it. “You won’t just tell me?”

He clicks his tongue. "I pride myself on being a tough negotiator, and I never give anything away for free."

"I've always heard that the most important part of negotiation is the willingness to walk away. Are you willing to walk away?"

He bites his lower lip and doesn't say anything at first. His eyes flick to me and then back to the road. "Always."

We drive in silence for ten minutes until he pulls into Centennial Park. The long road winds us to the back of the park. It's mostly woods here. Trees tower all around us. They're so thick they block almost all the light. I would never guess we're still in the heart of a major city.

When we park, Javier takes off his seatbelt and faces me. "Is there something from your teenage years that everyone else did, but you never had the chance to do? Something that still sticks with you today?"

There's so much. "Of course. Everyone has something."

"Without thinking, what's your biggest regret?"

I don't have to think. "Missing my senior prom." I still remember the tears in Blayke's eyes when I told him I couldn't go with him. We had dated for two years. Everyone knew we were a couple. But just before prom, mom and dad decided they needed to stop us. That our relationship was wrong. Blayke didn't understand, and he never forgave me. Just like I never forgave my parents. "What's yours?"

He doesn't say a word. He just leans across the center console and kisses me. It's rough, and his hand slips behind my head, bunching my short black hair in his fist and pulling me toward him. He doesn't give me any choice, but I don't need one. I open for him, and every worry I had about him is buried under the passion that kindles inside me.

I push my hand under his shirt and up his stomach. I've never felt anyone as muscular and firm as this. I didn't know it was possible. The instant my hand touches him, flames shoot up my arm. It burns and I can't get enough of it. I twist and crawl up onto my knees, leaning over the center console, trying to get closer to him. And he's pulling me. Both of us wanting the same thing.

"Wait." He breathes the word into my mouth, and then pulls away, my lower lip stuck between his lips like it never wants to leave him. Like he doesn't want to ever let go of it. "This isn't going to work."

"Javier..."

“That backseat. Take your coat off and let's go to the backseat.” He opens his door, and the light is almost blinding in the dark parking lot. I squint and look around, making sure there's no one outside. Then I open my door and slip out of my coat.

He's already in the backseat when I climb in. He pulls me against him. My body—my panties, my stockings—slide easily along the leather. The chill of it sends a shiver up my spine. The cool of the seat and the warmth of his body.

I reach between his legs, and he's hard. So hard. "Please?" I ask.

He nods, his forehead against mine, and unfastens his pants. As soon as he does, I slide my hand under the waistband of his boxer briefs and wrap it around his cock. Oh my God. My fingers don't come close to going around it.

I bend over as he yanks his underwear down. The interior lights dim and then go black, but they shine just long enough for me to see it. Just long enough to make my mouth water. I press his shoulders back until he's leaning against the door. His legs are spread, and I lower myself between them. I'm not even close to it yet, and I can feel it. It's like putting my cheek against a heater, and a tiny strand of drool escapes from the side of my mouth.

I hover just above it—my lips on fire from its heat—but I don't touch it. Not yet. I inhale. I want to hold this scent inside me. I want it to become a part of me. Implanted in my brain forever. And once I'm sure it is, I lower my head. Just until my lips barely touch his tip. I move my mouth around him, and he groans. He's ticklish. Good. I swirl my tongue over his tip and then plunge down on him without any warning. His body tenses, and his right leg kicks like he had a muscle spasm. It almost makes me laugh.

He tastes so wonderful. A hint of musk and saltiness and I don't ever want to taste anything ever again. But I pull my mouth away. As soon as my lips leave him, he growls and knots his fists in my hair, pulling me back down on him. I open and let him push me. I let him take control. And I move up and down. His hands guiding me, telling me the pace that he wants me to keep. And I do. Up and down. Deeper. Until he's bumping against the back of my throat.

I gag, and he lets go of me. My eyes are watering, and I have to fight down the reflex, but I do. And then I look up at him. He's watching me, but he doesn't move. So I take one of his hands and lift it to the back of my head. He fists it into my hair again, but I don't wait for him this time. I move down him.

I'm careful, at first. I don't want to go too far or take too much. But then I forget all control. His hand pushes me further, and I don't fight. I want it. I want every inch of him in my mouth. I relax my throat and change my angle, trying to get as much as I can, but it still isn't enough. So I wrap my hand around the base of his cock. It's soaking now from my saliva, and I slide my hand up and down. In time with my mouth. In time with his hand. In time with my tongue licking along his veiny underside.

My own dick is so hard it's uncomfortable. These panties weren't made to hold a cock. Not even one the size of mine. And I need to relieve it. I move so the edge of the seat presses on it, and I rub my body against the seat. I buck and thrust my hips while I force more and more of him into my mouth.

He's breathing hard now, and I'm barely breathing. I'm lightheaded, but I know he's close, so I keep going. Moving. Sucking. Then thrusting my hips until my cock finally explodes into my panties. I moan along his length as I move in and out faster now. I wanted us to both come at the same time, but I couldn't hold on. Now all of my energy, everything I have left, is pumping into him. Working him. Until I feel him tense.

Then he pulses, and his hot cum fills my mouth. I try to swallow it all, but it's more than I can take. It spills out, dribbling down my chin. Down onto the hairs around his cock. It seems like it’s never going to stop, and I suck every bit that I can. But finally I feel him relax under me, and I suck in a long breath and blow it out. His cock is still half in my mouth, and his body twitches as I do it. Then I pull back far enough to let him slip free.

"Belle…" He doesn't say more. He doesn't need to. I know.

I run a finger along my chin and my cheek, catching all the cum smeared on my face and then licking that finger clean before I bend over again. I kiss the tip of his head, but I move to his base. I lick around it until he's clean. I can't get enough of his saltiness.

But when I finally have every bit, I look up at him. He's staring down at me. His eyes almost glowing. I don't know what he expects or what he wants, but I scoot up until my chest is even with his stomach and then I rest my body on top of his.

He strokes a hand down the back of my head, and I purr. "Was it everything you wanted?" I ask.

"It was so much—"

A loud knock on the window and then a sudden light makes us both jump. I cover myself with my hands even though my dress is still on.

"Police. I need you to roll down a window, please."

The bile rises in my stomach, and I'm going to throw up every bit of him that I just took inside me. I squeeze my lips shut and my eyes move frantically. Like there's some place to hide. God, I wish there was some place to hide.

"Yes, officer," Javier answers. "I need to make myself decent. Just three more seconds, please."

"No, now." I hear him try the door handle, but it must be locked.

Javier looks at me and winks. He's smiling. How the hell is he smiling? He pulls up his briefs but leaves his pants undone and turns so he can reach the door handle.

“Of course, officer. I'm opening the door.”

As soon as the door is open a crack, the officer yanks on it and shines his light in on us. It's so bright that I hold one hand in front of my face to shield myself.

"Aren't we a little old for this?" The officer chuckles. I look away. "I need you to step out, please."

Javier swings his legs out the door. "Of course." I don't move.

"You too, ma'am."

My heart races, and my breaths sound like I'm scratching two pieces of sandpaper together. I won't be surprised if the police officer calls an ambulance for me.

In the corner of my eye, I can see that Javier is completely out of the car now. His pants are still unfastened, but the cop isn't looking at him. He's looking at me, and now I'm trembling. "Ma'am, I need you to step out, please."

"The poor thing is embarrassed. This is all my fault, so is it really necessary to involve her?"

The officer takes a step away. His light is on Javier now, and I can see them both. “I was young and in love once too, so I understand.” The man chuckles. He looks to be in his late forties. My eyes drift up and down. He's still fit. His hair is closely cropped. He's not the person I imagined. “But I need you both to step to the back of your vehicle. I just need to run your information. If everything comes back clean, it's only a warning for trespassing in a park after hours.”

Javier puts both of his hands in the air so the officer sees them, and then slides his left hand around to his rear. He pulls the wallet from his pants and opens it. Instead of taking his identification out, he pulls a stack of money. I don't know how much there is, but it's substantial. "Perhaps we can come to some understanding that will allow you to keep the girl out of this?"

The officer looks from me to the wad of cash that Javier is counting off and then back to me again. "Miss, do you know this man?"

I nod.

"And do you feel safe with him?"

That's too complicated for a simple answer. I feel that he won't hurt me. At least not physically. But I can't shake the feeling that he would destroy me if I let him. I nod my head, knowing it's the answer he wants.

The cop turns back to Javier, who is holding out several bills now. They look like hundreds to me. "Since she's in no danger, I suppose I can look the other way, just this once." He takes the money from Javier, shuffles it in his fingers to give it a quick count and then shoves it in his pocket. "But you two need to leave here now. There are plenty of hotels that give an hourly rate for this sort of thing." He looks at me again, and his lip curls up before he turns back to Javier. "You can obviously afford them."

Javier tilts his head slightly and smiles as the officer walks back to his cruiser. "I am so sorry about that, Belle. How do you feel?"

How does he think I feel? "Take me home."

"Of course. Come to the front seat whenever you're ready, and then we can leave." I hear the officer pulling away, but I'm not leaving this seat whether he's still here or not. I shake my head.

"I understand." Javier shuts the door and then gets into the front seat. He starts the car and backs out. Soon I can see the taillights of the police cruiser in front of us. "I'm so sorry, Belle."

I pull my knees up and hug my arms around them.


CHAPTER FIVE



All week long, I've been dreading Friday. And when I walk into Raymond's office, I'm holding seven days of anxiety. The pressure twisting and squeezing inside. I have to force myself to breathe as I close the door behind me.

"Isaiah, haven't seen you much this week."

My lips turn up in what I hope looks like a friendly and calm smile, but what I'm sure is more of a scared and pain-filled grimace. I haven't been in the office at all this week. And he knows that.

"So, what's happening with the Rosa property? Finally, shake some prospects out of that network you're always talking about? You know, some people—not me—but some people here are starting to think you've been lying about that. And honestly, I can see why they would. I always stick up for you whenever anyone mentions it, but I can only do so much. Even I have a boss to report to."

I want to roll my eyes. But I look out the window instead. Raymond has a corner office, but it looks out over a street that hardly anyone uses and an alley that's barely wide enough to walk down. We're so close to the other building, I could probably see how much pepper the people next door put on their lunch. "Nothing yet, but you know how this is. You can go from nothing to a bidding war in no time at all." But of course he doesn't know that. Before he came here, he was an investment banker. I'm still not sure how that transition happened, but we all assume his rich daddy is behind it.

He walks to the window and looks down. "Are you looking for a prospect out here? Is someone going to swoop in and save you? You've got a week left. You do remember that, right? Seven days from today. And you're sitting here daydreaming while I'm talking to you. While I'm trying to help you."

I snort. I can't help it.

"That's exactly why you're a failure, Isaiah. That attitude. You know who could have sold that property by now? Literally anyone else here. My dead grandma would be doing better than you, and she was useless even when she was alive. So what are you going to do? Tell me one actionable step you're going to take. Just one."

I look at my watch. "I actually have a meeting in half an hour with someone. They want to know more, but I have a good feeling about them. So if there's nothing else..." I stand up and walk to the door, waiting for him to say something. He doesn't, so I don't stop until I get to the parking garage. That's my actionable step, asshole.

When I get behind the wheel, I'm shaking too badly to drive anywhere. It felt good to walk out on him, but if the ice under my feet wasn't already thin enough, I just poured boiling water on it. That was so stupid. I should have just manned up and taken it. It wasn't the first time he's been like that. It wasn't even the worst.

I take out my phone and dial Javier. He's been the only good thing about this week. “Hey, I wasn't sure if you'd pick up.”

"I'll always pick up anytime my Belle rings."

I groan. "That was awful. How long have you been waiting to use that?"

"Not long. I just thought of it last night. So is your meeting over already? Did you win him over?"

"Not at all. Do you mind if I come over early today? I don't think I can wait until six."

"Of course. What time—"

"Now? Could I come over now?"

I hear him laugh. "Sure. I won't be home for a few more hours, but you are welcome to come over now. And you know you're welcome to anything in that closet too." His voice drops like someone might overhear him. It makes me smile.

"I know. I'll see you when you get home. I'll be ready."

He grinds out a long, slow moan that sounds more like a growl and hangs up.

It doesn't take me long to get to his house. When I let myself in, I can still smell a trace of the chicken he cooked last night. I go into the kitchen and suck in all the scent I can. I can't believe just a week ago I told him that this place is unlivable. It feels the opposite to me now.

I want to collapse somewhere, but first I need to change. He's expecting it, but more importantly, I need it. I walk to the guest bedroom, peeling off my clothes as I do, knowing that he might be watching me in the cameras. I hope he is.

The closet is still just as big as before—there are still just as many clothes in it—but nothing is calling to me. Not like that blue dress did. I look for it again, but it's missing. I wonder if Javier followed through on his threat to burn it.

I sigh and make one more loop through the closet when I realize what I'm really looking for. I cross my fingers before I pull open the built-in drawers in the back of the closet. The first is full of panties. I wore my own today—blue lace—so I don't need any of these. But the second drawer has exactly what I'm looking for.

I pull out the silk nightgown and hold it up. It's long enough to fall around my ankles, but it's held up by two thin straps. I slip it over my head and let it fall around me. It's so light I barely know it's there. Until I move. It dances across my skin with each move I make, and heaven has to feel like this. I find a pair of fur-lined slippers and slide my feet into them and then walk back out to the hall. Back to the cameras.

I move slowly, making sure that he has plenty of time to see me, and when I get to his doorway, just before I step out of view of the last camera, I look into the lens and blow him a kiss.

I practically dance across the room when I think about him squirming behind his desk as he watches me. I hope someone else is in there with him and he has to hide his erection from them. I peel back the covers on his bed and slip between them.

This smells so much like him, it's like he's right here next to me. I close my eyes and imagine what that would be like. His heat next to me. His presence pulling me tighter. Then his skin on mine. I can almost feel his arm wrapped around me. I'm falling asleep in his bed, and even though he isn't really here, I still grin.
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"Goddamn it, Belle."

I throw my eyes open, and he's standing right in front of me. Flames are dancing in his green eyes. I hop up. "How long was I asleep?"

He takes off his jacket, kicks off his shoes and crawls under the covers with me. His arm goes around me, just like I dreamed. "Not long. When I saw what you were wearing and where you went, I had to leave work. I couldn't hear a thing anyone said to me. I just saw you. In this. Blowing me a kiss. I should punish you for that."

"Oh?" My eyebrow quirks up.

"Lucky for you, I'm not that kind of man." My stomach falls for just a second until he presses his cock into my ass. I reach around and stroke it through his pants. He kisses the back of my neck. "I appreciate the thought," he says, "but not now. I just want to lie here with you if that's alright."

I roll over to face him and slide my leg between his. "What's wrong?"

He chews on his lip before answering. "That was my wife's favorite nightgown."

"Oh. You want me to take it off?"

"No..." he rests his forehead against mine and closes his eyes. "I want you to have it. That's the problem."

I wait for more, but it doesn't come. "Why is that a problem?"

He sighs and forces a smile as he looks at me. "I don't want to talk about it. Tell me about your meeting."

It takes me a second to gather my thoughts after the abrupt change of subject, but I tell him everything that happened. Raymond calling me a failure, implying that I've lied about my past work, and reminding me that I only have one more week to sell the penthouse.

Javier sits up when I tell him that. "What do you mean? If my assistant is thinking of changing companies, I'll make it clear to her that we're staying with Crossford."

"It's Raymond, not her." I take his hand, and I'm strangely calm telling him about this. "If I don't sell this property by next Friday, he's firing me." Javier's nostrils flare. "But it's fine. He wants to fire me anyway, so if he doesn't do it now, he'll just make up some reason later."

"Come work for me. Call him right now and tell him you quit. I'll make sure you earn more than you do now."

"Doing what?"

"I don't know. I'll find something. But you need to work for someone who will appreciate you."

"Someone like you?" I laugh. "Javier, be real. I can't come work for you."

"Why not? I want you to."

"One, that has to be some kind of inappropriate." He shakes his head and is just about to interrupt me when I give him a peck on the lips. "But more importantly, I love my job. I'm not just going to give up on it because my boss wants to be an asshole. If he wants to get rid of me, I'm going to make him fight to do it."

He kisses me back, but it's more than a peck. He presses me onto my back and then straddles me. I reach between his legs, but he just shakes his head, his lips still on mine. "I promised you dinner. The dessert will come after."

"This could just be the appetizer."

"A good appetizer should leave you wanting more. Have I left you wanting more?" He rolls off of me and stands up.

I mutter asshole under my breath as I follow him out of the bedroom. He chuckles when I do.

"I have lamb chops tonight. Quick and easy."

"So we can get to dessert sooner?" I ask.

He winks. "So we can get to dessert sooner." He takes his apron from the hook and pulls it over his head.

"No. This isn't right at all," I say. "I'll leave if this is how you're going to treat me."

He looks at me, and his mouth is hanging open. He obviously doesn't know what I'm talking about.

"Your clothes?"

His eyes twinkle, and he unbuttons his shirt under the apron. Every night this week, he texted me a selfie while he was cooking. Each night, he was wearing fewer things under his apron. Last night it was just his underwear.

When he takes off his pants, he looks at me. "You know I'm going to fry these lamb chops in oil. And oil splatters."

"You're the one who started this, mister. Plus, you'll be covered by the apron. And if you get hurt, bring it to me so I can kiss it and make it all better." I smirk.

"You'd do that for me?"

"Only for you."

When he takes off his underwear, I wolf-whistle. He takes the lamb from the refrigerator and shakes his ass for me, and I want to rush around the island and smack it.

He drops the chops into a hot skillet and turns to me. "What if I buy the company?"

I hold my palms up. "I have no clue what company you're talking about."

"Crossford."

"Uh... what?"

He leans across the island and stares at me. "I'll buy them and fire this bastard who's tormenting you."

"You..." I don't know where to start. On the list of things I never imagined saying, this is nowhere to be found because it's so outrageous. "You can't buy a company just to fire my boss before he gets a chance to fire me."

"I can. Just say the word, and I will. You said you love your job, so this is the perfect solution. You continue working there but with a new boss."

"You?"

"No. I know nothing about real estate. But I do know how to trust the people who work for me. And they trust the people who work for them. Doesn't that sound so much better than the way it is now?"

It does. This sounds perfect, and my heart flutters when I think about it. When I imagine Raymond carrying his things out while I watch him. While I wave at him. He would be furious, and I would love every angry, stomping step that he took. "No, Javier. Just no."

He looks hurt and turns back to the stove without saying a word.

"Please don't be mad at me." The only sound is the sizzling of the lamb. "Javier, thank you for the offer. Truly. But I don't like taking pity handouts. I never have."

"It's not pity. It's me helping you. That's all. It doesn't have to be anything more."

I walk up and wrap my arms around him. I moan when my hand rubs across his stomach. I'll never get used to how solid he is. "But it would be more. I would always know you did it because you felt sorry for me, and it's not worth living with that feeling."

"Then tell me what it would take to get you to say yes. I could make you the manager. Would you say yes then?"

"Javier..."

"I'm trying to help you, Belle." He slams his tongs down on the stove. "Just say yes, and let me help you."

"Why are you so angry about this?" I take a step back from him. He doesn't look like himself. "I really do appreciate it, but I don't take charity. Not even from insanely rich and handsome men."

"Why are you being so stubborn about this?" His eyes narrow. "And why are you still wearing that?"

I look down at the nightgown. "You said… Do you want me to change?"

"Yes. Put your real clothes on. None of my wife's things."

My jaw falls open, and it takes all my attention to fight back the tears as I storm down the hallway. This is not the same man who just half an hour ago told me he wanted me to have this nightgown.

I rip it off and change back into my clothes as quickly as I can. I don't even tie my shoes before I march back out to him.

"I don't know what changed from the time we left your bed until now, but it wasn't me. And I'm not staying just so you can treat me like shit."

He doesn't try to stop me as I slam his door and wait for the elevator to take me to the garage. And it wouldn't matter if he did. There's nothing he could do to get me to stay.


CHAPTER SIX



"Tobias!" I put on my biggest smile and shake his hand. He does the same. We both know the other isn't sincere, but that doesn't matter.

"Isaiah, so what's this hot property that you didn't think I would be interested in?"

I look at the car behind him. "First things first, what is this beauty? A '56 MG?" I run a finger over the blood red finish. The car is impossibly small and low, but there's something about it. It screams sophisticated speed. Maybe because of the racing stripes running from hood to trunk, or bonnet to boot, as the internet suggests I call them if I want to seem like an authentic fan.

"She's gorgeous, isn't she? It's a 1957. I found it in some old man's barn a couple of years back, if you can believe it. Been under a tarp for years. No rust, but the mice did a number on the innards. I never took you as a car guy."

I never did either. "Some things are more than just cars, you know? Can I see under the bonnet?"

"Not just a car guy, but an anglophile too?" Tobias's face lights up, and he opens the hood. I stand beside him while he points things out. I have no clue what anything is, but he does all the talking so I don't have to. "So, I've got an hour before I need to get ready for my race. Why don't you show me what you've got?"

I follow him into his trailer and pull the tablet from my bag.

When I came home from Javier's, I was so furious I was shaking. He's the same as Raymond. Well, fuck them both. I pulled my computer onto my lap and looked through my list of potential clients one last time. I knew there had to be someone. And that's when I re-read Tobias' original message to me and saw that he might not be the hard no I thought he was.

And when I saw there was a vintage car race the next day, I knew that could be my shot. I didn't sleep at all last night. I was memorizing everything I could about classic cars. I saw that Tobias had entered a 1957 MG in the race, so I researched everything I could find on that and other British cars of the same period. At eight this morning, I decided I knew enough, so I sent him a message.

Me: Tobias, it's Isaiah Spencer. It's been too long since we've gotten together. I'm meeting a client at the Classic Cup today, but maybe we can get together afterward if you're free.

Tobias: I'm actually racing in the Cup this afternoon. Maybe you can swing by my trailer this morning while you're there and kill two birds with one stone. Is there some hot new property I should know about?

Me: I know you're not really in the market right now, but maybe I can give you a little sneak peek before I meet my client. Around 10am?

Tobias: See you then.

And now, I study his expressions while he watches the video walkthrough of Javier's penthouse, and I know I've got him.

"Isaiah, you should have come to me first about this. It's exactly what I'm looking for."

I shrug and smile. I did come to you first. You just didn't realize how interested you were until I lied and said someone else was probably going to make an offer later today. "Live and learn, I guess."

Tobias stares at me for a second and then looks back down at the tablet. "There's no contract yet, right? I want this. I'll pay a million more than what the other guy is planning to offer."

"You know I can't say, but the other offer is going to be very competitive."

He nods. "Two million more, and you make up a reason to skip the meeting with the other fellow."

"18 million?"

"18 million, and you ghost this other client."

Since the other client is already a ghost, that will be easy enough, but I still pretend to think about it. I blow out a breath and lean back against the sofa. "Alright, you're the proud owner of the hottest penthouse in downtown."

Tobias beams as he rises to shake my hand, but it's not as much as I'll beam once I have this contract signed.
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"Belle."

Cold shoots through me, chased by fire, and I want to slam the door in his face. "What are you doing here?" My voice doesn't sound nearly as angry as I wish it did.

He smiles and walks around me into my apartment. I hold on to the open door while he strolls in a circle, looking around. "I'm here to deliver a contract that my very talented and beautiful real estate agent sent to my attorney."

"Email would have been better, but you can set it on the table and leave." I point my chin toward the coffee table. When he moves to it, I think he's actually going to do what I said. But then he sits down. "Javier." I screw my lips up as tightly as I can.

His eyes are wide when he looks up at me, and he looks sad. I shake my head to tell myself to not fall for it.

"I was an ass." He waits for me to say something, but what is there to say? He was. "And I hurt you."

Right again. "How did you get my address?"

He grins, and for a second, his eyes flash. "I have my ways."

"Well, you can leave those papers and find your way out of here." I go into the kitchen, open the top drawer by the stove, and loudly search through all the spoons and spatulas. I want him to know I'm ignoring him.

"I'm sorry."

I bash a whisk against the side of the drawer, so he'll know I'm not listening to a word he says.

"Belle? I'm sorry." He's standing on the other side of the island, and even though I'm not looking, I can feel that he's giving me those eyes. I open the refrigerator and pull out the crisper drawer. I've been meaning to clean it for almost a month now.

"And I'm proud of you. I knew you could do it."

I snort. He's beside me now, and he puts his hand over mine. "If you knew I could do it, you wouldn't have offered to buy the company to keep me from getting fired." I tip the drawer up and the cabbage thumps against the quartz counter.

"It wasn't to keep you from being fired. I knew you could find a buyer. It was so you could be happy in your job again. Without that man always bullying you."

"And I'm supposed to just run to you anytime I have a problem in life?"

"Yes."

"And how long would that last, Javier? How long until you're tired of me running to you for help all the time? How long until you're done with me?"

"I'll never be done with you." His voice is so quiet, I can barely hear what he says. "I will always help you. You just have to let me." He spins me, so I'm facing him. I'm holding a wet sponge, but he pulls me into him. The soapy water soaks through both of our shirts.

"And what do I do when you change your mind and don't want to help me anymore?"

He brushes a finger down my cheek and rests his forehead against mine. "I'll never change my mind about that." He twists his head so his mouth falls over mine. And I want to let him kiss me, but I push him away.

"You changed your mind about the nightgown. You told me you wanted me to have it, but then later it looked like you wanted to rip it off of me. Like you were disgusted to see me in it."

"Oh, my Belle, no." I pull away from him. "I wasn't disgusted by you. I could never..." He sighs. "You just reminded me so much of my wife. Of her stubbornness."

"Was it stubbornness, or did she just refuse to let you buy her? Is that why she left you?"

He leans back against the counter. His lips are parted and his chest rises and falls rapidly. "It was cancer. She was only 24."

"I..." What can I even say? I need to hug him. Hold him. Something.

"Anyway, the contract is signed, and it's on the sofa." He doesn't look at me. He just bolts out of my apartment like he's running from a fire.

"I'm sorry."

He doesn't hear me. He's already gone.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Javier is smiling when he opens the door. He'd invited me over, but I was still afraid he wouldn't welcome me.

"I don't know how you did it," I walk in and look around, "but you somehow managed to make this place even more inhospitable." There's not much left in here. Most of Javier's things have been moved already.

"It was easy. I just looked for anything that had color or the slightest bit of cushion and told my people it had to go. I think they had a big bonfire in the park with all of it."

My cheeks flare at the mention of the park.

"Thank you for coming over one last time." One last time. So this is a goodbye.

I try to smile. "Of course." I haven't seen him since I drove him out of my apartment. He looks tired. His eyes are dull, and he hasn't shaved in a few days. My hand reaches out for his arm on its own, but I pull it back. I'm sure he doesn't want me to touch him after the way we left things.

Javier's eyes follow my hand down to my side, and he swallows. I can hear the muscles in his throat force his saliva down. "There's still one room left to do. I wouldn't let the moving company touch it."

"The guest bedroom?" My chest tightens. "What was her name?"

"Ava." He laughs, but it doesn't make it near his eyes. "It's been three years. That should be plenty of time, right?"

I don't stop myself now. I wrap my arms around him and pull him as tight as I can, burying my head in his chest. "No time is ever going to be enough."

"No." His voice is tight and higher than normal. He sniffs. "I suppose it won't be. But this needs done. And I'd like you to help me."

I loosen my arms just enough so I can lean back and look up at him. "Me?"

He kisses the top of my head. "Please."

I nod and drop my arms from around him. He takes my hand and squeezes it before leading me down the hall.

The room is the same as it's been every time I've been here. The same bed. The same dresser. The closet door is open, and it looks like everything is still inside. "Did she sleep in here?"

"She had terrible headaches that kept her up all night. She moved in here so she wouldn't disturb me. By the end, this had just become her space, and I would sleep in here with her each night." He inhales and his breath is so ragged it sounds like he's shivering. "I had my people find the best doctors in the world for her, and we had it all set up. But she refused to go. What was the point of having all this if she wouldn't let me use it to help her?"

His eyes are glistening, and I've never felt more powerless in my life. "Are you sure you want to do this?"

"I'm sure I have to do this. She loved this place. The view. This was going to be where we spent forever. Once she was gone, I could never stay here."

"But you did the first week after we met. The week you sent me pictures each night."

He closes his eyes and smiles. "That week was different. You kept the ghosts away."

"I—"

"We should get started." He walks into the closet, and I follow him once I can move again.

There are five empty boxes. Each one comes just a little higher than my waist. And there's a rod at the top of three of them. "You're taking the clothes with you?"

He nods. "Not everything. I thought you could help me decide what to keep and what to give away."

"Sure." I bite my lip and look around. I don't even know where to start. "What has special memories for you?"

"What doesn't?" He picks the wadded nightgown off the floor. It's still in the same spot where I threw it. He looks at me sheepishly as he lays it carefully, but still crumpled, into the bottom of a box. "I haven't been in here since that night. Oh, and I have to keep this too."

He takes a blue dress off the rod, and my heart skips. It's the blue dress I was wearing when he walked in on me. "Tell me about that?" Seeing him hold it tells me it's more than just a dress to him.

"She wore this the last time we went out. She was in a wheelchair by then, but she was still the most stunning woman in the room." He runs his finger down the fabric like he's imagining it's her in that dress. "I'm glad you never met her. You're like picking up a completely different book with no connection to the one I just read. Does that make me a bad person?"

But there are connections. That dress. The nightgown. Him. I try to swallow down the lump in my throat. I was just a half-hearted sequel to his wife, but he doesn't even realize it. "I don't think you're a bad person."

It takes us two hours to go through all the clothes, and we're both exhausted when we're finished. But the boxes are full, and we're just in time for the movers to take this last load. We sit on the bed together while the two men haul the boxes down to their truck. When they come back up, they'll take the bed, and the house will be completely empty. This was never my home, but thinking about it empty and abandoned presses down on me.

"So, where is your real house?"

Javier's eyes light up more than they have all day. More than since the night I walked out on him. "North of here. On the lake. I'd like to show you."

He stands and holds his hand out for me. When I take it, he helps me off the bed but doesn't let go. Not in the hall. Or outside his door. Or even in the elevator. My heart isn't racing like the last time he held my hand here. I don't feel like I'm going to pass out. Almost everything about this time is different. Except the current that runs between us.
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His house is half an hour north of the city, but it takes us almost an hour and a half. He drives me through the campus of the university where he graduated and points out his buildings. The business school. His freshman year dorm. The spot he first saw Ava.

It's just an arch like any other on campus, but he gets quiet as we pull up to it. He turns on his emergency flashers and puts the car in park in the middle of the street. "Come." He's out of the SUV before I have a chance to say anything.

I follow him under the arch. It's chilly here. The wind is blowing in from the lake. I wish I had a jacket.

"She was right here." he points to one leg of the arch. "Leaning against it, laughing with her friends. I was walking back to my dorm, but I froze when I saw her. I knew right away. I followed them to a coffee shop just down the street. It was almost an hour before she was alone. As soon as she was, I walked up to her table. She rolled her eyes. 'I was wondering if you'd ever come over,' she said and pushed out a chair for me to sit in like we were old friends. We were never apart after that."

"She must have been wonderful." I hug him and hold him until a group of students walks by.

"We should probably move on," he says as he takes my hand. When we get to the SUV, he opens the door for me. "I'm glad I could show you this."

I nod. Me too.

[image: ]


His house is almost the opposite of the downtown penthouse. From the very entrance, it's warm and almost pulls me inside. The penthouse was decorated purely for style. This house has a style, but it's secondary to its function.

"I want to show you something." Javier chews on his lip while his eyes search mine. When I take his hand, his face glows. It’s like someone flipped the switch and lit the giant Christmas tree downtown.

We walk side-by-side up the grand staircase. The wood in the center is worn from over a century of use, and every few steps there's a slight creak when our weight settles on it.

"Someday I should hire a designer to redo this." He sounds embarrassed by the state of the house.

"Don't you dare! This is perfect. Houses are meant to be used. Think of the thousands of trips people have taken up and down this staircase through the years. You can't just get rid of that."

"So, you like this better than the penthouse?"

There's no comparison. The penthouse is perfect. It's better than this house in almost every single way, but it can't hold a candle to this. "This is as close to my dream house as I've ever seen."

He squeezes my hand, and I think I see a smile sweep across his face, but it's gone when I turn to look at him.

"What did you want to show me?" We're at the top of the stairs now, and I look down on the floor below. It's a grand, classical entrance designed to wow any visitors, and even looking down from up here, it impresses me.

"Down here." He guides me to the end of the hallway and into a bedroom.

"Is this the master?" In any normal house, there wouldn't be a question, but in luxury homes, I've been fooled too many times, thinking that a bedroom must surely be the master when it's really just a guest room.

"It is." He walks me to a set of doors on the far wall. When he opens them, I see his wife's clothes hanging up. The movers and his staff must have already put them away. On the other side of the closet are men's clothes, I assume his. The closet isn't as large as his at the penthouse, but it's still bigger than almost anyone could ever need.

Javier stares at me, but I'm not sure what he expects. "It's nice," I say. "So, you're keeping your wife's clothes in your closet here?"

He pulls my hand to his mouth and kisses its back. "I want these to be your clothes. And yes, I would like to keep your clothes here with mine."

A wave of dizziness floods over me. "What.. I don't.. should..." They're just random words. Everything in my brain is jumbled.

"You probably feel like you barely know me, but I do know you. And I know the way I feel when you touch me. When we're together, I feel that pull. Different from Ava's, but just as strong. I always thought something that special could only happen once in a lifetime—if that often—but somehow it's happened twice to me, and I'm going to hold on to this one forever."

"Are you asking—"

"I want you to move in. Live with me. Share this house and this life with me." He slides open the top drawer of the dresser and pulls out the silk nightgown I wore when I left him. "I had them leave this on top. Will you wear it for me? Again. So I can make up for what happened last time?"

You already have. My hands are too shaky to take my clothes off, so he does it for me. Peeling away my t-shirt and jeans and underwear. His breath trembles when I'm standing naked in front of him and he's looking at me. Staring like he wants to memorize my body. I want to tell him he doesn't have to. That I don't want to ever leave him again, so he'll be able to see this as often as he wants. But I can't speak.

When he slips the nightgown over my head, I shiver. The silk is so smooth. His hands are so warm. His breath on my neck as he leans in is so tender. He walks me two steps back to the bed and sets me down—his hands under my rear to control me every inch—and lifts my legs onto the mattress.

"How do you, uh, prefer... to um..." I'm glad I'm not the only one who's lost the ability to speak. I somehow roll over, and he lifts the nightgown above my waist. His hands slide down my ass, and he parts my cheeks. "Oh Belle, you're so beautiful."

I hear his zipper and a few seconds later, the snap of a plastic cap. And then he presses the tip of his cock against my hole. The lube is cold, and it makes me gasp. "Is this what you want?" he asks.

I nod. More than literally anything else right now. He pushes inside me, and I hold my breath. Not intentionally, but because my lungs refuse to work. He moves slowly, not pushing too far, not thrusting too fast. But each movement he makes builds inside me. A brick added to a brick added to an entire wall of them.

My breath finally escapes as I grind my cock into the mattress below me. Javier is driving a little faster now, and my breaths are starting to mix with moans. And his grunts and my moans keep stacking until I have to pinch my eyes closed. My head is resting on a pillow and each thrust pushes me further into it. Each time he pulls back, I retreat just a little. A battering ram. Over and over, and it's not long before the wall cracks. I try to hold it together. I try to warn him. But I can't. All I can do is watch it collapse on top of me. My body quakes and every brick tumbles down, and I tumble down under it. My body spent, I can only lay here while he moves even faster. Each thrust capped by a light slap as he collides with me. And then he groans and tenses and explodes inside me. He keeps pushing until he softens and starts to slip out. Then he lies next to me and pulls me into him.

We lie like that for over an hour, and it's not nearly enough time. But then he sits up and looks down at me. "We should celebrate with something special." I prop my head up, and my mind comes to life with thoughts of a night filled with champagne and caviar and sex. "I have a brand new box of Cinnamon Crunch Strips," he says.

My head falls back onto the bed as I laugh.


EPILOGUE


"Will you at least give me a bit of space, so I can get ready too?"

I scoot over an inch. "Happy? That's all I can give. I have a lot more to do, so I need more room than you."

He rolls his eyes.

I'm not going overboard with my makeup today. Just a little eyeliner, eyeshadow, mascara, and a neutral pink lipstick. I don't want to scare away the people from work.

They've all met Isabelle at this point—everyone except Raymond, and he's not invited tonight anyway—and they're all fine with her. Charlotte and I have even gone out to bars together. She's always begging me to do more with her, but it's hard for me to drag myself away from Javier when I get the chance to be with him.

"Are you almost ready?"

"What's your hurry today?" I straighten the last strand of hair with the flatiron and double check myself in the mirror. Perfect.

"I just don't want to be late. That's all."

"Then help me with my dress." I adjust the breast forms in my bra and take the dress off the bed. "You're sure about this?" I ask Javier.

He nods, and I step into the dress, wiggling it around me until I can slip my arms through it. I turn and lift my hair so he can zip me up. Even after almost a year, it still fits perfectly.

When I face him, he's smiling. "It's beautiful on you. She would want you to wear it. She would love you almost as much as I do."

I wipe away a tear that's starting to spill from his eye. "She would just want you to be happy."

"She's definitely getting her wish then. But speaking of wishes, your birthday is going to be over before we get to the restaurant."

I huff loudly so he can hear it and look at myself in the mirror. The blue is perfect for me, and the silk swishes with every move that I make.

We're the last ones to get to the restaurant, and I know I'll never hear the end of it. But seeing everyone's face when they watch me walk in makes it all worth it. Even Charlotte's eyes are wide, and she's seen me in plenty of dresses and with much more dramatic makeup than this.

"Oh my God, Izzy, you're gorgeous!" She's around the table and hugging me before I even get halfway across the room. The others all stand as Javier and I get closer. And they unleash a chorus of happy birthdays.

As soon as we sit, a team of servers brings wine bottles and begin filling everyone's glasses. I look around the room and smile. The people I'm closest to are all gathered here for me. And I can be myself around them, whether that's Isaiah or Isabelle.

"Cheers to the birthday girl!" Of course, Jade would be the first to reach for her wineglass.

"Before we all start drinking too much, I have a special gift for Isabelle." Javier walks behind me and puts his hands on my shoulders. "You are everything I could ever ask for in a partner, and I love you beyond words. When I look at what you've done this last year at work..."

A couple others around the table whoop when he says that, and I feel my face turn red.

"The highest grossing salesperson in the office," he continues. "And that's impressive because the rest of you have done very well too."

I look around the table and silently applaud them all.

"I could not be more proud of you, Belle. So when I thought about what I could do for your birthday to let you know how much you mean to me, it was obvious." He moves to my side, and I look up at him. "Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to introduce the new owner of Crossford Real Estate."

I gasp and leap up. "You bought it? Javier, you should have said something!" I throw my arms around him and kiss him.

"Not me," he whispers in my ear. "You, my love. You're the new owner."

"What?" I shriek and every eye in the restaurant snaps in my direction. I cover my mouth when I realize what I've done. "Javier..." My voice is as shaky as the rest of me. "Baby."

He pulls me into him, and I bury my face in his chest, trying to fight back the tears. "I love you, Belle, more than you can imagine, but you've earned this. And before you think this is a handout, I've had my attorneys draft a contract that we'll sign. You have ten years to repay me for this purchase. Of course, I'll tear up the contract anytime you want. Just say the word."

"Never. I'll repay every penny." I kiss him. "How am I this lucky? I love you so much, Javier." I look around the table. Everyone is glowing and I can't hold it anymore. The tears leak from my eyes.
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CHAPTER ONE



Jessica keeps smiling at me as we take the elevator to the third floor. It's my first official day at work, and she's going over and over the things I've already learned in my training. I want to tell her that I've got it—it's not complicated, and it's not like this is my first job—but I don't want to seem rude. So I let her drone on while I tune her out.

When she points out my desk, I set my shoulder bag on the chair and hope she'll be comfortable leaving me now. Instead, she makes me log in while she stands over my shoulder and then quizzes me on how to change the schedule and how to message the other office staff.

When she's finally satisfied, she knocks on the half-open office door behind my desk and then pushes it open the rest of the way. "Dr. Kirshen?" she announces. "Your new assistant is here." She waves me up and into the office.

The doctor is twisted sideways at his desk, typing rather than looking at me. But when he does look up, my jaw drops. His eyes are so dark they might be black, but they somehow catch fire in the cold fluorescent light.

As he walks around the desk to greet me, I stare at the tiny dimple on his left cheek. "It's a pleasure to meet you," he says. "I'm Dr. Kirshen, but call me Andrew."

I reach for his hand but end up with my fingers barely gripping around his palm. My face goes red as I look down and see just how badly I've mangled the handshake. "It's, uh… really great to meet you." My mouth hangs open just a little like it wants to say more, but my brain is shut down.

Jessica clears her throat. I should probably turn to look at her, but I can't take my eyes off Dr. Kirshen's face. "This is Landon Snider," she says. "Since he seems to have forgotten to introduce himself."

"Welcome to the office, Mr. Snider." Dr. Kirshen is almost glowing. Give him a golden halo, and he'd be the saint in a medieval painting. "I assume Jessica has already given you the rundown of what we expect, but for the first couple of weeks, I'll still take things easy on you. Don't want to scare you away just yet, do we?" He winks and walks behind his desk, but I still can't move. I don't think I would mind if I were stuck here forever.

"I'm just finishing some notes for you. Do you want to get settled in at your desk? Then we can go over this together once we get a chance, okay?" He nibbles on the end of his pen.

"Uh, yeah, that sounds great. I'll just be right out here. At my desk. Just outside. Um, great to meet you." If I say the word great one more time in the next five minutes, I'll set a record. And I'll be right out here? At my desk? Where he just told me to go? What is wrong with me? I'm not some tongue-tied teenaged boy. Even when I was fifteen, I never acted like this.

"He's such a sweet man," Jessica whispers. I'd completely forgotten she was still here. "We all think the world of him and are very protective of him. I'm sure you'll feel the same once you get to know him." There's an intensity in her eyes that makes it uncomfortable for me to look at her for too long.


CHAPTER TWO



As soon as I'm back at my desk, I text Gabe.

Me: Dude, my new boss is hoooot.

Gabe: He's an owl?

Me: Hot. Asshole.

Gabe: You're 24 years old. Learn to spell.

Me: *eye roll*

Gabe: Maybe he's the type of hot boss who takes the handsome new assistant under his wing, and then you two have scorchingly sexy sex.

Me: You watch too many movies. But thanks for calling me handsome.

I smile and toss my phone back into my bag.

For the next fifteen minutes, I have nothing to do, so I do my best not to seem too bored. Or like the kind of employee who just sits around on his phone all day. Instead, I stare at the empty wall across from me and wonder what I could put there to fill the blank space.

When the message from Andrew comes, I click right away. Seeing his name sends a strange tingle across the back of my neck. It's the list that he was working on for me, but when I read through it, I see that it's all just the same things I've already covered in my training sessions. But at the bottom, there's a note. "You're going to be wonderful! ;-)"

I feel like some stupid schoolgirl as I read through that last line three million times, wondering if there's some hidden meaning behind it. Logically, I know he's just trying to reassure me because I acted like a babbling fool in front of him earlier. But the winking smile at the end? Probably just a reassuring wink. That's all. He's a nice person who wants me to be comfortable working here. A sweet man, just like Jessica said. That already puts him in the top ten percent of bosses that I've ever had.

"How's it going so far?" Andrew's voice makes me jump and then makes me feel other things. I hurry to cross my legs before any awkward situations pop up. He walks around to the front of my desk and smiles at me.

"It's—" don't say great, don't say great "—great. Really great." I want to hide my head in my hands. What is it about him that makes me act like this?

His face lights up like he actually cares about my answer. "I hope the list I sent wasn't too much. I wanted to go over it with you right away and get to know you a little better, but I need to start seeing patients. During lunch maybe?"

I try to keep my eyes from twinkling. I think of car accidents and those commercials with all the cute puppies in cages and the news that Jacob Wellstone is retiring even though he's only 22 and the hottest singer in the world right now. But I don't know if any of it works. I'm not sure how a person can control the amount of sparkle in their eyes. "Yes, lunch would be great." Goddamn it.

He grins and rests a finger lightly on my desk. "Great."

So he's noticed. Do I bury myself now or wait until the shame actually kills me?

"Oh, and Jessica is going to start sending a few calls to you this morning. Just simple schedule changes as they come up. If you have any questions, put the patient on hold and call her. And I'll see you at lunch." That was definitely not a wink. Just a twitch. A tiny spasm in his cheek. The same cheek with the adorable dimple that I barely even noticed.

"Got it. See you then... Uh, and have a good morning?" Why am I second-guessing every single thing I do today? He grins and then walks around the corner toward the exam rooms.

The morning drags on forever. They send me a few calls, just enough to keep me busy, but in between each of them, I check the clock over and over and think of all the ways I can make an impression on him in a thirty-minute working lunch.

When the clock finally flips to noon, my adrenaline spikes. Only half an hour until it's time. I blow out a breath and remind myself that I don't even know yet if he's interested. That's the first step. Make him interested.

Just then, the phone rings. I answer assuming that it's another patient rescheduling, but it's the Chinese restaurant I ordered our lunch from. Their only driver just walked out on them, so they aren't able to deliver.

I'm not going to let one person's frustration with their job ruin my chance to date the hot guy whose office is literally just behind my desk. It's like my full brain awakens for the first time in my life, and I look at the clock while calculating driving and walking routes. I should be able to do it. I tell them I'll pick up the order. Then I message Andrew to let him know that I'll be back as close to 12:30pm as I can.

For once in my life, the universe works with me, and I know it's a sign. There's almost no traffic either way and no one waiting ahead of me at the restaurant. I look at my watch when I walk back into the building. 12:15pm. Still plenty of time. I'll get this all set up so we're ready right at 12:30pm. That way, we don't waste any time.

I smile when I see Andrew's door is still closed. I've got this. When I came here this morning, I thought this was just another job. Another way to earn money until I can make it with my music. But now, I have a new goal. I hang up my coat and take the lunch into Andrew's office.

I don't even look at the couch until I hear someone gasp. It's Andrew. His pants are off, and... oh... he's wearing panties?


CHAPTER THREE



"What are you doing?" Andrew's words are like the air hissing out of a punctured tire.

I close the door behind me and walk to the table where I assumed we would eat our lunch. I slowly draw out a chair and lower myself into it. Panties? In the corner of my eye, I see him scrambling to pull his pants up. It looks like he's staring at me the whole time. He's probably wondering what I'm going to say or do. So am I.

There's so much I could do. I suppose a normal person would be embarrassed for walking in on him like that. We would both be ashamed for our own reasons, and we'd never speak of it again. Or if I wanted to cling to some made-up morality, I could huff and pretend to be disgusted and storm out of here. I could be unscrupulous and demand a raise or better benefits. Maybe even a better job.

"About this... it's not what it... it looks bad, I know, but there's a reason—"

I hold a hand up, and he stops.

"What now?" he asks.

I give him a tiny smile that I hope isn't intimidating. "Now we should eat our lunch before it gets cold."

His body, which had pulled into itself, fills out slowly. Each step he takes toward the table inflates it a little more. "So you don't—"

"And you're going out with me Friday night. A date. As a girl."

His eyes go as wide as my smile.
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His car is in the parking lot when I pull in. I recognize the silver SUV from work, and as I walk by it, I see his head peeking above the headrest. I tap on the window—just the tip of a fingernail against the glass—but he jumps at the sound.

I hold my palms out when he looks at me. I can't see his clothes under the dark jacket he's wearing, but he has makeup on. Not a lot. Eyeliner and mascara. Pink lipstick. Maybe a neutral eyeshadow, I can't tell. But he's cute. This is obviously not his first time with makeup.

"Ready to go?" I ask, and he just shakes his head. "You'll be fine. You look nice."

He closes his eyes and gnaws on his lower lip.

"Mind if I sit with you for a bit?" I point to the passenger seat. He doesn't say anything, but he unlocks the door.

"You don't have anything to worry about. Gabe and Martin are two of the most laid-back people you'll ever meet. You're fine."

He bites down even harder on his lip, looks at me for just a second, and then goes back to staring straight at the brick wall in front of his car. "I am certainly not fine."

My gaze drifts from his face down his body. Everything is covered in black. A long black jacket, black pants, black shoes. It's like he's trying everything he can to hide himself. "You are most definitely fine. I wouldn't have asked you out otherwise."

"You didn't ask me out." He sniffs. "And I really can't do this, Landon."

I hold my hand out above the gear shift. He just looks at it. "Let me have your hand." He looks up at me and then back at my hand. His lined eyes are so pretty, I want to kiss him right here. I lean in, but the feel of his hand in mine jolts me back.

It's softer than I thought it would be. I've never dated, or even touched, a doctor, but I assumed they would have rough, dry hands. I'm not sure why I thought that. They aren't working a factory floor. But his hands are so smooth it's like he keeps them tucked away in the closet somewhere and just pulls them out for special occasions. I run my thumb along the back of his hand. I want to be his special occasion.

"There can never be anything between us," he says, like he knows what I'm thinking. "Despite all this, I'm your boss. It's unethical."

His eyes are focused on my thumb, but mine are stuck to his lips. I lean in and don't stop this time. I kiss him. He pulls in a sudden breath as my lips touch his, and it parts them for me. The fit between his mouth and mine is perfect. My body plummets and rises—a bass drop before soaring up into the trebles again. "We should go in," I say. What I really want to say is that we should move to the backseat.

"I've never..." He pauses and I squeeze his hand to let him know that he's going to be alright. "I've never done this before. Gone out like this."

"Never?" He shakes his head. That makes me so sad. He's way too pretty to hide himself from the world. "This is the perfect place for you, then. A gay bar with my two gay best friends. And me. I'm going to hold your hand the whole time." He finally looks up at me, and I can see him trying to push his fear away. "Now let's go inside. Gabe's been looking forward to playing this stupid game all week."

The inside of the bar is crowded and noisy. All the tables are filled with nerds who spend the entire month looking forward to Donnell's BYOB Night. Bring Your Own Board. Every tabletop is covered by a board game and half-full drinks. I spot Gabe and Martin in the back corner and then look at Andrew.

He looks like someone is holding him at gunpoint. His coat is pulled so tightly around him, I still can't tell what he's wearing, but I'm willing to bet money it's something dark and bulky. Probably a black sweater. "You're doing great. No one is going to murder you, so stop looking like they will." His lips curl up just a bit, and I can tell that he's trying to smile.

"That's them in the corner." He follows my finger. "Gabe is the one on the left. With the full beard. The one with the glasses is Martin."

"And they're..." He's so quiet I can barely hear him over everyone’s talking and shouts.

"Both excited to meet you." I squeeze his hand and tug him toward their table. He doesn't move at first and our arms stretch between us, but then he follows me.

"There he is... oh. Oh! Is this the mystery date that I assumed wasn't real?" Gabe asks. He stands and sticks his hand out for Andrew to shake. "How did a pretty girl like you end up with... this guy?"

Andrew's face goes redder than a cranberry, so I step in to save him. "It's the usual story. He saw me and just had to have me." Gabe and Andrew both give me identical side-eyes at the same time. "Or something like that."

"I'm Gabe. This is my partner, Martin. What's your name?"

"Uh..." Andrew's eyes dart between the three of us, and then he lowers his head. I lean in and whisper, "they already know about you. I told you, it's all good."

"Andrew?" It sounds like he's asking.

"Well, Andrew, you can definitely do better than Landon. Allow me." Gabe pulls a chair out for him. Andrew flashes him a quick smile before looking down at his shoes again.

It takes him two drinks and over an hour, but Andrew finally opens up to us. He's still quiet—so much quieter than he is at work—and when one of us gets a little too loud, I can see him pull back into himself like a turtle pulling its head and limbs in to safety. But he's laughing at our stupid jokes, and he's even smiled at me twice when there wasn't a reason for it. Both times made me so warm I was sure I would start sweating.

Andrew's holding the dice in his hand and just ready to roll when he lifts his face up and his mouth falls open. "I love this song," he says. My eyebrows shoot up. The music is faint, but I don't have to strain to know what song it is. Andrew sways his shoulders just a little and then rolls the dice.

"You love this song? For real?" Martin asks and then looks at me.

"Why? Does that mean I'm not hip or something?" He giggles, but he's obviously hoping one of us will tell him no.

"That plus the fact that you say 'hip.' But you know what gave you away with the song?" he asks. "You didn't look at Landon when you said it. Not at all."

Andrew looks confused but doesn't say anything.

"I can't tell if you're serious or not," I tell him. "Do you know about this song? About me?"

He starts to chew on his lip again, and it's like all the nervousness that had slipped away has flooded back in.

"You don't know, do you?" Now I've gone from curious to fascinated. "Where have you heard it before?"

"Your apartment." Gabe hops in. "You probably put it on anytime you bring someone over."

"I don't know." He ignores him and gets a point in my book. "Just around? Radio maybe? Why?"

"Definitely not the radio, or I need to talk with someone and find out where my money is. Some local coffee shops, maybe. Or here. That's about it. That's me." I smile and wait for him to start gushing, but he just stares at me. "The song. That's my song. That's me singing it."

Andrew twists his lip and turns back to the game. "Sure it is. I didn't finish my move yet." He picks up his tiny pink triangle game piece and moves it along the board.

He doesn't say anything for the next few minutes. He doesn't even look at me, and I wonder if I've done something wrong. I look at Martin and flick my head toward the bar. I hope it's just enough motion that he notices while Andrew doesn't.

As soon as Gabe takes his turn, Martin taps him on the arm and tells him to go to the bar with him so they can get another round of drinks. I can tell Gabe wants to argue, but when Martin stands up, he follows him.

Once they're gone, I reach for Andrew's hand, but as soon as my fingers touch his, he pulls away. "What's wrong?" I ask.

"I'm not stupid. I knew this was a bad idea."

My heart races as my brain replays through anything I could have said. "I promise I don't think you're stupid—I know you're not—but I really don't know what I said. Whatever it was, tell me, so I can apologize."

"The thing with the song. You were all making fun of me for liking it."

I laugh but stop when I see the anger flare on his face. "No one was making fun of you for that. They were mocking me. That really is my song." He looks at me, but he doesn't believe me. I take his hand and sing a line from the chorus. I know it's too loud in here and I'm singing too quietly for it to really sound like the recording, but I hope he at least considers that it's possible.

His face softens a little, but not much.

"I'm playing at Bica's on Sunday. It's just a half-an-hour set, but I'd like it if you came. Gabe will be there. You can sit with him. And you can come as a boy so you're more comfortable, but just come. Please?"

"You really weren't making fun of me?"

"I swear." I hold his hand to my lips. "Please come."

He draws in his lips but nods.


CHAPTER FOUR



I look around the coffee shop one more time. As if he might have snuck in through some hidden back passage in the 30 seconds since I last looked. I don't know how we left things Friday. Andrew seemed relaxed after Gabe and Martin came back to the table. He even joked a little, but there was still some tension beneath it. When we all left, I walked him to his car and just gave him a quick kiss. I hoped he would ask for more, but he just opened the car door and drove away while I stood there watching.

When I told him about everything, Gabe said I was reading too much into it and that everything was fine. But there are times when I'm not sure Gabe would notice if Martin was being mauled by a bear.

But I can't let myself dwell on it now. Not when I'm about to go on. I exhale and visualize the performance. The mic is already hooked up in the center of the stage, and my guitar is sitting on a stand behind it. It just needs me. But I just need him. I check my watch.

Five more minutes.

"Bro, relax," Gabe tells me, like it will do any good. "If he doesn't come, it doesn't mean anything. Maybe he got busy and lost track of time. Or, you said he's not open about himself. Maybe he doesn't want to come out in public like this."

"I told him he could come as a guy. And it's not like we'd sit here and make out or something."

"I meant, maybe he doesn't want to be seen in public with you. It's a heavy burden." He slaps me on the shoulder, and I flip him off.

Just as my eyes move to the door for one more sweep, he comes in. He's in full boymode, but seeing him still makes my chest swell out. I want to go hug him, but what if Gabe is right? Maybe Andrew doesn't want to be seen sharing affection with a guy in public. So I just wave to get his attention. His eyes crinkle, and he comes to our table.

"Hey! Glad you could make it." I start to stand—my hands push down on the arms of the chair—but I force myself back down. "I was starting to think you might have been busy with something else."

"Running late. Sorry." He sits down with a sigh. "But I wouldn't miss it."

"No worries." I try to play cool, which would have maybe worked if Gabe weren't sitting right beside me to fill Andrew in on my constant scanning around the coffee shop. "Every 10 seconds," Gabe tells him, even though I know it was much closer to 20 or 25.

When it's time for me to start, Andrew slides his hand down my arm and to my fingers and wishes me luck. But as soon as he does it, his eyes go wide, and he looks around the room. I follow his gaze. There's no one watching and no one who would even care, but I'm not sure that's what he sees.

The performance is one of my best in weeks. I try not to stare at Andrew the entire set, but I sing each song like I’m alone with him. The only thing that reminds me I’m not is the applause.

Normally when I play at coffee shops, I'll get a few polite claps and the tinkle of change in my tip jar. Most people aren't there to listen to live music. But today the people are much louder, and when I sneak glances, I see green inside my jar. Lots of it.

I save my most popular song for last. Before I start, I lean into the microphone. "I only have time for one more song." There are a few groans. I pretend to look around the crowd, but it's really just an excuse so I can look at Andrew for this next part. "And I want to dedicate this to a person I just met recently. We had our first date Friday, but I haven't been able to stop thinking about him since. I haven't had someone make me feel like this for a very long time, but we're still in that awkward early stage where I'm not sure how he feels about me." Some people chuckle in sympathy. "I just hope that he'll give us both a chance to explore and see where this goes. I really think it could be great. Anyway, here's One More Chance."

His face is so red while I'm talking that I think he might burst. There's no way anyone here knows I'm talking to him, but just to make him feel better, I gaze around the crowd one more time, being sure to make eye contact with everyone as I do.

My face is almost as red as Andrew's was when I finish the song. Half of the people in the room stand, and gradually most of the other half follows suit. I've never had a standing ovation before. Not even in a bar, let alone a coffee shop.

When the applause dies off, Gabe walks up to the stage to help me pack everything away. A few people come up and stuff more money into my jar and tell me they really enjoyed themselves. Almost all of them look at Gabe and then wish me good luck with my relationship. After giving each other a few "Ew, not with him" glances, Gabe and I finally just go with it and let people assume what they want.

After the last fan walks away, I search the room for Andrew. I had hoped he would come up to the stage with us. My stomach sinks when I don't find him. "Hey," I turn to Gabe, "did Andrew say he was leaving?"

"Nope, why? Were you hoping he'd ask you to sign his tits when you finished?"

"Jesus, dude." I look around. There's no one near us, but I can't imagine how embarrassed Andrew would have been if someone had overheard that. "I just don't see him and thought maybe he said something to you before he left."

Gabe stops coiling the microphone cable and looks at me. "Well, well, well." He drags each word out to tease me. "You do have it bad, don't you? Martin told me Friday that he'd never seen you act like this. I blew him off, but he's right."

I blush and open my guitar case, pretending I forgot to check something before I put it away. "I just wondered what he thought. That's all."

"You're lucky we're not ten-years-old anymore, or I'd tease you for being in love."

"Whatever this is, it's not love." Despite the way my heart flips every time I look at him. "And I think you might actually be ten. You've never convinced me that you're an adult."

"Landon's in love. Landon's in love." He sings it over and over as we walk outside to my car. He's still singing when I stop. It takes him a couple times through to realize that I'm not beside him. He looks back at me and then forward to my car.

"Oh." He turns back to me. "I'll just, um, talk to you later."

I nod as he leaves. Andrew is leaning against my trunk. His cheeks are red, and I can see the breath coming out of his nostrils. I take slow steps toward him, afraid he'll be scared away if I move too quickly.

"So, what did you think?" I ask.

His eyes sparkle. "I think that really is your song. And I think you were... great."

I chuckle. "I hoped you would catch that."

"And I think that guy would be a fool to not take a chance on you." He moves just enough for me to open the trunk, but no more. As I toss my cables inside, my body is just inches from his, and I have to fight myself to not fall into him.

"Do you think I should ask him to come back to my apartment? Do you think he would say yes?" I can't look up at him as I say it. I'm too afraid his face will telegraph his answer and I won't like what I see.

"I think he would say yes."

My stomach jumps when he says it.

[image: ]


I can't get the key into my door fast enough. Andrew is standing so far away he might as well be halfway down the hall, but I still hear his breathing. I can smell his pine scent mixed with coffee from the coffeeshop, and it turns each heartbeat into an explosion, like he's caffeine and I'm inhaling him.

When the tumblers finally click and the key turns, I want to shout. I look at him as I push the door open. He checks the hallway one more time to make sure that no one is watching and then hurries in after me, closing the door almost before he's even through it.

"Sorry I didn't clean. I didn't expect—" He presses me against the wall and pins me with his lips. My heart gives one final burst and then lies shredded and smoldering inside my chest. I slide my hands down his sides and around to his ass before bringing them back to the front and unfastening his pants.

When I undo his button, he pulls back from me. Just far enough for breaths to sneak between us. I freeze. Is he going to tell me to stop? But he dives right back into me, so I unzip his jeans and do my best to work them down his legs. When I can't push them any lower, I come back up for his underwear, and now it's my turn to stop. "Andrew." I try to say his name, but his mouth just swallows my words. I lean backward and his lips fall from my mouth to my chin. "Andrew?"

"Mmm?"

"Take your jeans and shirt off. I want to look at you."

He groans but steps back. He almost falls over as he unties his shoes, and I can't help but laugh at him. I cover my mouth and try to stop, but when he looks up, I see that he's laughing too. It might be the sexiest thing that I've ever seen. He barely has time to peel the jeans off his legs before my body decides that I can't wait any longer. I wrap my arms around him and practically drag him with me as I sit in a recliner. He falls into my lap, onto my cock and I groan from the sharp pain. He gasps when he realizes what happened and tries to move off me, but I don't let him. I pull him even tighter. My cock smashing into his ass.

"Did you wear those panties for me?" I ask him.

"Mmm-hmm."

I lift the shirt above his head. "Such a good girl. You know what good girls get?" I don't wait for him to answer. I slide a hand down his smooth chest and between his legs. His cock is hard, and as I rub it through his panties, it gets even more firm. "Does my girl like that?"

He nods his head, and I press my mouth into the side of his neck. I start to bite down on him, to brand him as mine, but I pull back. A thin string of saliva trails from my mouth to his skin. He whimpers , but if he doesn't want anyone to know about him, he definitely won't want to explain my mark on his neck. I kiss him instead, and it must be enough because he grinds his ass into me.

"Girl, if you keep that up, I'm going to come right here in my pants, and I want to save all of me for your gorgeous little ass." I pull back the waistband of his panties and let it snap against his skin, and he groans. "Do you like that? Do you like the idea of me filling your ass with my hot cum?"

He shifts on my lap, and I lift him from me so I can get my pants off. But he turns, and his hands cover mine. "I, uh..." He looks down, but I lift his chin so he's looking at me. I want him to see the fire I have for him. "I've never done this before."

I can barely hear him. "You've never?"

He shakes his head. "Never with a man. I tried once in college, but I was scared and..." he giggles, but I can tell it's from nervousness, "I told him I was sick and had to stop."

I lean forward and kiss his belly. "You poor thing. Are you scared now?" He nods his head, and I pull him back down on me, shifting so he's sitting on my leg this time, and I run a hand through his hair. "You're such a brave girl for telling me. I'm so proud."

"You're not mad?" His voice is weak and shaking. "Or disgusted?"

"Don't ever think that. Of course I'm not." I rub my hand along his back. "We'll never do anything you're not comfortable with."

"Thank you." It's not even a whisper.

I twist so we're able to look at each other. "What are you comfortable with?" His shoulders rise, and I put my hand on the front of his panties. "This?" He nods.

I move my hand slowly over his cock. "This?" He closes his eyes, and his head rolls back as he groans.

His body tenses as I slip my other hand behind him and run it along his crack. "Not this?" He doesn't say anything. "Tell me the truth."

He blows out a long breath. "I do want it, but..."

"But not today?" He looks down again, but again I force his face back up. "Don't ever be ashamed of this. I have an idea, though. Come to my bedroom with me? No penetration, and nothing you don't want. Nice and simple for our first time, okay?"

He doesn't say anything, but he stands up and takes my hand. I lead him to my bedroom. When I walk through the door, I want to hide. Not only did I not make my bed this morning, I have clothes on the floor. He doesn't say a word about it, though, and I don't know if it's because he doesn't mind or because he's just being polite.

"Lay on your side." He doesn't hesitate, and I hope that means he trusts I won't push him too far. I walk to the far side of my bed and pull out the bottom drawer. I dig past the dildos and butt plugs and grab the vibrator. It looks vaguely like a strange bulbous cock, but it's not meant to be inserted.

I scoot up behind him, press my body into his, and press the button. The rumble starts instantly, and I hold the end to his forearm. "Have you ever used one of these before?"

"A massager?"

"Sort of. Have you ever used one of these down there?" He sucks in a breath, and I chuckle. "I want to use it on you if that's okay."

He nods his head and hooks his thumbs in the waistband of his underwear, but I stop him. "Leave those on. I want to watch my girl come in her panties." He lets his hands fall away, and I slide the vibrator down his stomach, past his waistband, and to the tip of his cock.

Andrew writhes against me as soon as I touch it, and the motion makes my cock come to life too. But I have plenty of time for that later. I use the vibrator to make small slow circles around his head, and the bulge in his panties grows with each one. I kiss from the back of his neck up to his ear. "Do you like this?" I whisper.

He purrs, and it's exactly the answer I knew he would give me. I hook my top leg around his, and twist him so his legs are spread, and he's half lying on top of me, his head resting on my arm. I work the vibrator up and down his length until his breaths start to come shallower. Then I turn up the speed. His eyes fly open, and his body stretches out to its full length.

I focus mostly on the tip of his cock now, circling it around and around. His head is pressing down hard into my arm, and between that and his short panting breaths, I know he's close. I could stop and edge him, but I don't want to. Not this time. Today I want him to feel how good sex with me can be.

"Is my girl ready?" He lets loose a long, low moan before he starts panting again. "You've been such a good girl. Come for me. Whenever you're ready."

I barely get the words out before his body tenses and his hips buck. Slowly at first, then as fast as his pants. When his head rolls back, I know he spoiling his panties, and I can't help myself. I grind my cock into his ass. It can't have him yet, but it wants a tiny taste of what it'll get later.

"Oh my God, Landon. That thing..."

I give him a playful pat on the cheek. "Be careful now. It's not the tool, it's the skill of the user."

"Oh, of course. That's what I was going to say." He rolls over and kisses me. "Thank you for being gentle. For not laughing at me. For ruining my underwear."

"You'd better buy a lot next time they're on sale because I'm going to make you ruin a whole lot of panties."


CHAPTER FIVE



"Ooh, I like that."

"Do you?" I tease my finger up his smooth, stocking-clad leg. "Is this what you like?"

Andrew bites his lip and nods.

"Then I'm going to make sure you get more of that. And more of this too." I rub my hand along the front of his panties and twist his nipple through his shirt. He moans. "And that too."

I move so I'm straddling him on the couch. His breathing is ragged, and I haven't even begun yet. I kiss down his neck to his collarbone and then to his chest. The top three buttons of his shirt are undone, but I want them all out of my way. I growl as I unfasten more.

"We should probably stop."

I slide my hand down his front and back to his cock. It's so hard, and I want to fall to my knees right now and suck it. But I'm not finished torturing him yet. "What did you say? I didn't hear you?"

Andrew takes three breaths. Each one is louder than the one before it. "The meeting."

My stomach sinks, and I look at my watch. I forgot about that. "There's still 15 minutes. I can do a lot to you in that time."

"Mmm, I know you can. But I need time to recover. And what if someone comes early?"

I slip my hand inside his panties and wrap my fingers around his dick. "You want me to make you come early?"

He leans up and kisses me. "I want you to make me come early and late. But not now. We need to stop. I'm serious."

I plop on the couch next to him, and my cock practically screams at me in anger. But he's right. We can't have sex in his office when it's right beside the meeting room. Not when all the other staff will be gathering there at any minute. Knowing that still doesn't soothe away my erection, though.

Andrew straightens his clothes and then looks down at me. I don't know how he can go from an undeniable sexface to his friendly but all business face just like that. All while I'm practically paralyzed and slouched so far down on the couch that I could slip onto the floor at any minute. My eyes fall to his crotch. His pants are tented. At least he's human.

"What?" he asks. I just look up at him. "That grin. What are you thinking?"

I force myself up and walk to him—my dick still so swollen it almost hurts as it sways with each step—and pull him into me. "I'm thinking of all the things I wish I had time to do to you. I'm thinking it's not too late to cancel this meeting. We can tell them we both suddenly got sick."

He laughs. "I'm not sure they would believe that we both got sick at the same time. Besides, the sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can get back to our real business."

"Tonight at my place? But only if you're a good girl the rest of the day."

His cheeks flare up instantly, and even though we're locked alone in his office, his eyes still dart from side to side. "I'll be a good girl." His whisper is so quiet, I can barely hear it a couple of inches away.

"I want you to say it louder."

He shakes his head. "I can't."

"Louder." My voice is halfway to a shout, and his mouth snaps shut and his eyes narrow. I've gone too far, so I back away.

"Not here. No one here can find out about me. Or about us." The words are short and clipped.

I dip my head and run my fingers through my hair to straighten it up the best I can. Every time in the last couple of weeks that we've talked about our relationship—every time since that wonderful first night in my apartment—he's stressed to me that no one at the office can know. It feels like being shoved back in the closet, but I know he feels strongly about it. Just like I know he's wrong. "We should probably head over there."

"Do you have everything you need, secretary?"

I roll my eyes at him. He started calling me that Monday. He apparently thinks it's cute. "Remember," I say, "you're the one wearing panties and stockings under your clothes, doctor." I pinch his ass as I unlock the door and walk into the hall. He purrs behind me.

The meeting room is already full when we walk in. There are only two seats left. Andrew takes the one at the head of the table, and I sit between him and Jessica. I look around the room, trying to remember everyone's name as I get to them. There are almost twenty of us, and I remember all but three of them.

I'm running through my brain trying to place the last three when Jessica taps me on the shoulder. I look at her, but she's pointing to Andrew on my other side.

"Day dreaming before the meeting even begins? Pass these around for me, please... Secretary." His lips curl up in a smug grin.

So we're playing that game here too? I take the sheets of paper from the folder, and instead of just passing them around the table, I walk around and give one to each person. Andrew's is last, and when I get to him, I drop it at his feet and bend over to pick it up. As I do, I hook a finger under his cuff and glide it along his leg as I pull up the leg of his pants. Not enough that anyone could ever see, but just enough so he knows what I'm doing.

"Here you are, sir." I want to make the word drip with playful condescension, but I don't want anyone to get the wrong idea. Especially Jessica. The way she's started to look at me the last few days makes me uncomfortable.

"Thank you, Mr. Snider," Andrew says. His voice is flat and business-like because he knows that will drive me crazy.

I pat his shoulder and let my hand drag across the top of his back as I walk around him to get back to my chair. "You're very welcome." When I look at him, he's staring at the table and chewing his lip.

I try to keep notes during the rest of the meeting so the others will think I'm paying attention. But it's hard when all I can think about is what he's wearing under his clothes. When he finally announces that we're finished, I thank God that I don't have a giant erection I need to hide.

I still sit and wait for the others to clear out of the room before I stand. The nurses leave first. They have to get back to work. Then the assistants and office staff trickle out. Jessica is the last. Her gaze lingers just a little too long on me before she leaves.

"Well, that went well. No one fell asleep," I say when Andrew and I are alone.

He doesn't say anything, just glares at me and walks to his office. He leaves the door open behind him, so I follow him in. "What's wrong?" I ask.

He waits for the door to click. "You know what's wrong. Everyone saw that. Every single one of them, Landon." The words are quiet but fly out of his mouth like spittle.

"Andrew..." He sits so forcefully that his desk chair starts to spin. "They didn't notice anything. I know how you are about this, and I wouldn't do anything—"

"I'm an employer who is dating his employee, even though I know better. So, I'd like to at least make it seem like everything is professional between us. And you made that very difficult in there."

I sigh as I sit down across from him. "I know, and I'm sorry."

"And that stunt when you lifted my pant leg? What if someone would have seen what I'm wearing underneath this? How do you think they would take that?"

"Andrew, it was two inches. That's all. I made sure to not lift it too high... And you did kind of start it when you called me your secretary in there."

He squints at me. "You're not even a very good secretary."

"Because I'm not a secretary. But I am a great assistant."

"I don't know if I'd say 'great.'" He walks to my side of the desk and sits on its corner.

I reach for his hand and try to pull him closer, but he doesn't budge. "Great. And I am sorry. You know I wish I could show you off to the world, so I sometimes get a little carried away." His lips curl just a little, and he nods. "But this is your office, so how about this—inside this building, you're Dr. Kirshen, world-class dermatologist and the best boss an assistant could ever ask for. Nothing more. But outside these walls, you're mine. My girl. In private and public."

His back arches, and his head moves back just a little as a long breath hisses from his mouth. He's opening himself to me, and I want to run my fingernail down his throat.

I sit up and lean in toward him, my hand resting on the inside of his thigh, and my mouth so close to his ear, I know he can hear me breathe. "Now be a good girl and get back behind that desk before you make me lose control of myself."


CHAPTER SIX



"What are the odds of meeting you here like this, Dr. Kirshen?" I ask. I'm standing at the back of his SUV, waiting for him to get his laptop bag out of the back. It's only been twenty minutes since I last kissed him—as we left my apartment to head to work in separate cars—but I want nothing more than for my lips to press against his right here.

"Oh, Landon. I didn't even notice you there. I hope you're not waiting for me." His shoulder brushes against mine as we walk toward the backdoor of the building.

"No, I wait out here and walk in with a different co-worker each day. Just my way of being a better secretary." Just before we get to the door, I lean over. There's no one around, but I still whisper. "I'm going to be thinking about your pink panties and white tights all day. All. Damn. Day."

He sucks in a breath, but doesn't say anything as I hold the door open for him.

"So, your schedule is packed this morning, and you might be running a little late for your lunch appointment with the pharma rep. Should I call her and let her know, or make her wait? She's from Gilcrest." As soon as we're inside, I shift gears to all business. Or at least as much as I can be when he's standing just two feet away from me.

"I think you already know that answer." The rapid click of heels on the tile draws our attention to the hall in front of us. "Good morning, Jessica."

"Good morning, Dr. Kirshen. Morning, Landon. Can I see you sometime this morning before you get started, Landon? In my office."

"Sure." I look at Andrew. "I can come now if Dr. Kirshen doesn't mind."

He shrugs, so I follow Jessica while I hear Andrew press the elevator button behind me. She's dressed nicely today. A black and pink floral dress with black tights and black heels. I stare at her as she walks in front of me. Would it seem strange if I ask her where she bought it? I want to get it for Andrew.

"Have a seat." She motions to the two chairs in front of her desk. The same ones I sat in during my interviews and for some of my training. I look around as she sits. Her office is small compared to Andrew's and has no windows. The walls are covered by cheat sheets of billing and scheduling codes and thank you cards that patients have sent in for the staff. Once she pulls herself in toward her desk, I smile at her. "So, what can I do for you?" I ask.

"You seem to get along well with Dr. Kirshen." I nod. If only she knew. "He's a very nice man. Sometimes too nice." Her voice takes on a little edge as she says it, and I'm not sure where this is going.

I lean back in my chair a little. "I don't know him as well as you, obviously, but he certainly is nice."

"He's also young and attractive, so it's understandable that some people might want to get closer to him."

Does she know about us? I hear my heart pounding, and I hope I'm the only one who can.

"Sometimes I wonder if you're getting a little too close to that line separating employee and employer."

I gasp and my mouth falls open. "I… no. Nothing like—"

"Were you flirting with him this morning? I saw you waiting to walk in with him when he pulled up."

Does this mean she doesn't know? "I was still in my car when he got here, so I just thought we could walk in together. Nothing more than that."

Her lips curl up without smiling and her already too small eyes get even smaller. "I saw you whisper something in his ear. From his reaction, I know it was something he didn't care to hear." She clearly doesn't know him very well at all if she thinks that.

"That was just a joke about a drug rep, I only said—"

"And then there was the meeting yesterday. I saw you run your hand along his back." That might be a little more difficult for me to explain away. "It obviously made him uncomfortable. Landon, this all needs to stop. It's sexual harassment."

"But he didn't say anything about this."

She leans back in her chair and pulls something up on her computer. "He doesn't have to. I know him, and I can tell when he's not comfortable. And between you and me, he's not even gay, so you're barking up the wrong tree."

I have to bite the side of my tongue and rub my nose to keep from laughing. "I didn't realize."

"I'm forwarding you a link to a sexual harassment course. It takes a couple of hours, but I think it's going to be really valuable for you."

"Oh, of course. I'd be happy to do it." Maybe tonight Andrew and I could take the course together and act out some of the more risque scenes. "I really didn't mean anything by it, but I'll take the course and be more conscious of things in the future."

"Please do. If this continues, I'm afraid we may have to terminate you, and none of us wants that."

My eyes tug fiercely against the muscles holding them in place. They want to roll so far back in my head that they might be lost forever, but I hold them still.

"Thank you for making me aware of this, Jessica. I promise I'll do better from now on." I stand and take a sideways step toward her door.

"I knew you would. Now go, before you're too late." She has the smile of someone who thinks she just won, but I'm not sure what she thinks the prize is.

When I get upstairs, I dash into Andrew's office. He still has a few minutes before the first patient, and I can't wait to tell him about this.

But he doesn't say anything at all as I tell him the story. His face is mannequin stiff and almost as blank. He's still silent even when I get to the part about the course I have to take. Even when I ask if he wants to come take it with me tonight while I sexually harass him all over my apartment. Finally, I can't take it anymore, and I beg him to say something.

"She's right." He's quiet but firm.

"What?" I couldn't have heard him right. "You think I've been sexually harassing you?"

"If anyone else had been behaving toward a coworker the way you have been, we wouldn't question whether or not it was harassment."

My stomach drops. I can't believe he's saying this. "So you didn't want all this? You didn't want last night? Or last weekend? Or—"

"Of course I did. But it doesn't matter. It's not appropriate, and we need to stop."

My chest is heaving with each breath. "You just mean around here. Like we agreed to yesterday. Right?"

He shakes his head and looks down at his desk, and I run out of his office and into the men's room. The door to the first stall is hanging half open, so I slam into it and bend over the toilet, unloading everything I had for breakfast. He can't mean this. I know how important it is to him that no one finds out. This is just a knee-jerk reaction. He's probably realizing right now that he overreacted. When I get back, he'll apologize, and then we can talk about it tonight after work. We'll just set clearer boundaries between our work and personal lives. That's all.

At the sink, I splash water on my face and then bend over and suck in mouthful after mouthful trying to rinse away that taste of regurgitated peanut butter mixed with stomach bile, but no matter how many times I do it, the taste is still as strong as ever. I should make Andrew kiss me when I get back to his office. Just to make him suffer too, since he's the one who caused this. But when I get back, his office is closed, and he's not there.

I thought he would be back for lunch since he has the appointment with the pharma rep, but 12:30pm passes. Then 1pm. Then 1:30pm. And finally, I check his calendar and see that the lunch appointment was cancelled. He must have either done it himself or had one of the other assistants do it for him. I hope he didn't ask Jessica.

It's almost six when he does come back. Everyone else is gone now. He and I are usually the last to leave, but today the building is eerily quiet. Even the sound of his footsteps, which should thump and then echo dully, is eaten by the silence. Each step is just a muffled frmpf frmpf.

He doesn't seem surprised to see me, but he also doesn't say anything as he walks into his office. The door stays open behind him, so I follow him in. He turns off his computer and then shoves the laptop into his bag before taking a drink from his dark blue insulated cup. I can still hear the ice from this morning clanging inside.

"You're not going to say anything?"

His hands are trembling as he sets the cup down, and he doesn't look at me. "I don't know what to say."

"Maybe try 'I overreacted, and I'm sorry?'"

His eyes close, but he looks peaceful. Almost like he fell asleep. "I am sorry. More than you know. But I didn't overreact."

"Andrew—"

"We can't, Landon. If she saw it, the others did too. Not all of them will think it's one-sided like she did. We have to be professional. Nothing more."

"So you're giving this up—You're giving me up because you're scared that others will find out?"

He looks at me now, and his eyes are glassy behind the swelling tears. "Yes." I wait for more, but he just looks down again. His bottom lip held firm between his teeth.

"That's it? That's all I'm worth to you? I would have told every one of these people to go to hell for you, but you're too much of a chickenshit to even see me outside of work? Just because of a 1 in 100,000 chance that someone might find out? That's pathetic. You're not who I thought you were, Andrew. You're nowhere near the person I thought you were." I storm out of his office, down the stairs, and out to my car. I never want to see or even think about him again.


CHAPTER SEVEN



My fingers barely want to move as I play the last chord of the song. This was a mistake, but the gig had been booked for months. I couldn't just cancel. Not when I'm still hoping to get my one shot. But I'm not going to get it like this.

The room started out full. The audience was energized before I even started. There was a low-pitched hum that's rare for coffee shop crowds. Then I started playing. The buzz didn't disappear all at once. It was still there after the first song. Even after the second. But when I finished the third, I could hear its absence. It was like falling off a cliff. There's the rush of wind whipping past at first. Then the splash and roar of the water as you move through it. But after that, things go eerily quiet and the only sounds come from inside as you fight to resurface. Only I'm not fighting. And I don't want to resurface.

By the time I sang the sixth breakup song in a row, people started to leave. Just two at first. But I could see the idea spread around people's faces. A couple minutes later, it was two more. Then one. Then a group of four. Now the full room isn't even half what it was, and I wonder why these people are staying.

It's almost a game for me now. I want to see how far I can push them before I drive them away, just like I did the others. How long will a person sit and listen to a singer sing sad songs badly?

But everything stops when I see him walk in. Andrew? He's wearing a brown dress with black tights and black boots. His long hair is pulled up into a bun. When I see him, every part of me stops. All of my body's energy is redirected into my heart, and it's louder than my singing.

His eyes search over the crowd as he walks in, but with every other step, he glances up at me. Closer. And I can't take my eyes off him. When he sits at a table in the front row and crosses his legs, my mouth goes so dry that I can't sing. I pull back from the mic and try to force saliva into my mouth, but it doesn't work. I finish out the line by humming and then quit.

Most of the people in the shop don't even notice that I ended the song early. They're past the point of paying attention to me. So there are only a few puzzled looks when I hop off the stage, guitar hanging, and take the two steps to Andrew's table.

He looks around when I sit down, but almost no one is looking at us. "Hey," he says. Quiet. Like he doesn't want anyone to overhear even that.

"What are you doing here?" Not you look pretty or I'm glad you came. He looks tired. Even through his makeup, I can see the dark circles under his eyes.

"One of my favorite singers is performing here tonight."

I snort. "He won't be anyone's favorite after tonight."

"I'm sure it wasn't that bad."

"30 minutes of the sappiest breakup songs you can imagine. I'm surprised they didn't throw me out."

He laughs, and the light it brings to his face transforms him. "They should thank me for coming when I did then. I deserve free coffee for life for sparing them any more of that." He stares down at his hands, and I don't know if either of us knows what to say. "I've missed you."

I lean against the hard back of the chair. It's been over a week since I walked out, and we haven't seen each other since. There's a river close to his office. I drove there that night, sat on the muddy bank, and messaged Jessica to tell her that I quit effective immediately. I stayed there until it was dark and I was shivering so violently I could barely walk back to my car.

Since then, I've thought of him almost every minute. Every night when I go to sleep, I hope I'll dream about something else. But it's always him. Sometimes as a girl, sometimes as a boy. But always him.

"Work hasn't been the same without you." He looks up at me now. His eyes are red. "Jessica has been filling in for you personally. That's been... something."

"She's good at her job."

“She is. But she's very by-the-book and a little too protective of me. And she's not you.”

I sigh. "She was probably glad I quit. It was for the best. For everyone."

"It wasn't the best for me." He pulls his lip between his teeth. "If tonight was as bad as you say, I don't think it was the best for you, either."

"Why..." Why are you really here? Why didn't you come to me earlier? Why wasn't I worth fighting for?

He stretches his hand across to mine and then studies my eyes. I don't know how to react, so I sit motionless. "I was wrong."

He looks like he expects me to say something, but I don't have anything to say. At least not anything he wants to hear.

"I shouldn't have let you leave that day. Not like that. I went to your apartment that night. I wanted to explain until you saw things the way I saw them. But you didn't answer, and your car wasn't there."

"I didn't go home until late that night."

He sniffs. "I'm glad you weren't there because it gave me all this time to think. I was scared. I've always been so scared. But I shouldn't have been afraid of us."

"No. But you can't help fear. It's how you respond to it that shows who you are."

"That's another reason why I'm here. Not just as a groupie." He lets loose a nervous laugh. "I'm facing my fear. For you." He holds his arms out, showing himself off. "And not at a gay bar this time. In the real world."

"Pretty sure gay bars are part of the real world too." I chuckle. "But this is different."

"Scarier."

I smile at him. "I'm sure it is. And I'm proud of you, but I still don't know—"

"And I told Jessica about us. This afternoon. I want them all to know how I feel about you."

My heart falls from my chest. We've never talked about feelings before. Not in a serious way. "And how do you feel about me?"

He slides the toe of his boot up my leg. The rubber soul catches every couple of inches. I scoot back from the table, laughing, before he tears a hole in my jeans.

"I thought it would work better than that," he says.

"I think I get the idea. And I feel the same way." I hold out my hand for his. "Maybe we could try it again without all these clothes in the way?"

He stands up and knits his fingers through mine. "My place?"

I lean back. He's never asked me to his house. "I would like that."
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His home is exactly what I expected. Old and brick and impeccable. We walk in through the garage and into the kitchen. It's almost entirely white. The kitchen alone is half the size of my apartment. There's an island that divides it from the living room. I walk to the other side of it so I can look around.

"Did you remodel this?" In high school, I worked summers with my uncle's construction company. The only two things I learned are that I hate construction and hundred-year-old houses didn't originally have open floor plans like this.

"A couple of years ago. Right after I bought it."

I take two steps into the living room, feeling the solid hardwood under my shoes. "It's nice. Did you run out of money for the decorator?" My stomach clenches when I say it. I just want it to be a joke to help thaw this frost that’s formed over us. And two weeks ago, I know he would have laughed. Now, I hope he doesn't take it the wrong way.

He walks around the island, his mouth twisted to one side, his eyes fixed on mine. When he gets to me, he glides a fingertip down the back of my hand. "Did you come here to admire my design aesthetic?"

I take a step back and really look at him for the first time since he walked into the coffee shop. "There is something else I'd rather admire. Take that dress off."

"That's more like it." He practically rips it above his head, and my jaw drops. He's covered in lace. A black lace teddy with garters stretched to his opaque black stockings.

"This is..." my throat closes on the words.

He tosses the dress onto the floor and presses himself against me. "Do you like it?" His hand slides under my shirt and traces the outline of my abs.

"Mmm-hmm..."

He leans even closer, his mouth next to my ear. "I need you." His voice is like water on a grease fire.

I want to run my hands over him. Over his chest and his waist and down his thighs, but instead I strip for him. One piece of clothing at a time. My shirt. Slowly raised above my head. My shoes. Kicked off one at a time. My pants. Lowered inch by inch. Until I'm standing in front of him in just my black boxer briefs, my cock bulging out, trying to reach him. And his eyes look as desperate as my dick feels.

He steps between my legs and lifts his knee just a little. His smooth stocking rubs my inner thighs while his hand strokes my cock through the fabric of my underwear, and I groan. When he cups my balls and swirls his thumb around the base of my dick, my eyes roll back. "Bedroom," he says and turns before I can even reply. I don't know if I could reply.

He walks slowly up the stairs, and I watch his ass sway from left to right with every step. His body is the only thing I can focus on. Those hairless legs covered in the black stockings. That ass trapped in lace. Drool puddles and leaks from the corner of my mouth, but I'm powerless to stop it or to wipe it away.

When we get to the top of the stairs, he walks through the doorway to his left. I follow him like a puppy. A mesmerized puppy who can't think of anything but the treat his favorite human is holding out for him.

Andrew sits on the side of the bed and looks at me. His face is innocent, like he doesn't know what he's doing to me. I drop to my knees in front of him, and slide my hands up his legs, parting them for me. I rest my cheek against his crotch and inhale. Musk mixed with pine. I'd forgotten how much I missed that smell. I'd forgotten the things it does to me. The racing heart, the sweating palms, the cock that's so firm it's threatening to burst out of my underwear.

He slides a finger under my chin and lifts so I'm looking at him. "I want to feel you inside me."

My breath catches. "Are you sure?" Every time we've been intimate, that was a hard line for him. We could never even come close to it.

He smiles. "It still scares me, but someone wise once said you can't control fear. You can only control the way you respond to it."

"That's actually better than the way I said it." I scrape my bottom teeth along the fabric covering his hard dick. He draws in a breath and runs his hand through my hair.

"Oh, you said it too? I only know it because some soon-to-be famous singer said it. Someone I have a huge crush on."

I kiss the inside of his thigh. "He's a very lucky man." I climb onto the bed and move behind him, wrapping my legs around his stomach and pulling him back into me. "Do you think he feels the same way about you?"

"I think he might."

"I bet he does. I'm sure of it." I kiss the side of his neck and lower myself backward, pulling him with me. His weight presses down on me, and I grind my cock up into his ass. "You're ready for this?"

'“I bought lube. It's in the drawer beside the bed.”

"You're such a good girl." I roll so he's on his stomach, and I'm on top of him now. "You're my good girl."

His moan is muffled by the mattress. "I am... I'm yours."

"Don't move." I slide to the edge of the bed and grab the bottle of lube. Brand new, but he's already taken the seal off. I chuckle. "You really are prepared."

"I was a boy scout."

I tear the condom wrapper in half and quickly roll it down my cock. If I don't get inside him soon, I'm going to explode.

When I look back at him, he's wriggling the teddy below his waist. Below his cock. Just seeing it is almost too much. The head is swollen purple and angry. I scratch a fingernail down it, and his body quakes. "I'm already so close," he says. Me too.

I grab his legs and slide him to the edge of the bed. He looks back at me standing between his legs. His eyes are wide as I brush my tip along his crack and then slide it against his hole. "You're sure?" He gulps down a breath, but then nods his head. "Tell me if you want me to stop."

"I won't want you to stop."

That's my girl. I hold on to his hips and move into him slowly. "Just relax."

He laughs through panted breaths. "Easier said than done."

I stroke a hand down his back, petting him. Hopefully soothing him. "It's going to hurt a lot more if you don't. Just focus on those muscles and letting all the tension flow out of them. The first time is always the hardest."

He takes a couple deep breaths, and I push into him further. "Good girl. You got this. Almost there." I'm not even halfway yet, but I don't want to tell him that.

"You're so tight for me. It feels so good." I push further now. A little faster. "Are you okay?" He looks back at me. His eyes are unfocused and his mouth makes a perfect pink O. If I weren't already buried in his ass, I wouldn't be able to resist sticking my dick between those lips. "Do you want me to stop?" He shakes his head so violently some hairs slip out of his bun. I smirk.

He's stretched and taking all of me now, so I pull out just a little before sliding back inside. Then more. Then more. He's staring at me the entire time, through me. His face contorts a little more with each thrust, and seeing it makes me push harder. Giving him more and more until he has to close his eyes.

I slap against him, and his breaths are moans. All the electricity from every time I've ever touched him builds inside me. My whole body tingles, and I'm sure if someone would touch me, they would be electrocuted. I've never felt anything like this before.

"Landon… I think..."

Fuck, I think I am too. My back arches and my hips move on their own now. I groan as my cock twitches, and then my entire body convulses as all the energy shoots out of me. I'm barely aware of Andrew's moans as he comes underneath me. My brain is a jumbled mess of frayed and arcing cables that may never be the same again. When I collapse next to him on the bed, I suck in as much air as I can. My lungs burn with each inhale.

"Holy shit." I'm not sure which one of us says it. Maybe both. Maybe I just imagine it. I pull him tight against me. Black dots still swim around in my vision. He twists so he's facing me, and he leans in so quickly and so close that I flinch, thinking he's going to head butt me. But when his lips touch mine, everything falls into place. My entire world is so different than it was just twenty minutes ago, but it all feels so right.


EPILOGUE


It's a small venue—just a couple thousand seats—but every one of them is filled by a person screaming for more. I take a few deep breaths, trying to get the oxygen back into my body before I go out there for the encore. Andrew is next to me, his hand on my back.

We haven't seen each other in almost a month, and it was killing both of us. But I've been touring the eastern half of the country on a bus with no time to fly back home between performances. We tried to video chat each day, but even that was sometimes too hard to do for more than a few minutes.

When he and I figured out that he could join me for my two nights in Boston, I insisted that my manager give me a private room backstage. Sharing a hotel room at night wouldn't be enough. I needed to be with him every second of my time here.

And we had been. From 3pm when our bus got here until 9pm when I went on stage. Even now, in the 90 seconds I have before I need to go back out there again, I need him beside me.

"You were so incredible out there." His nails are long and black tonight and he scratches them down the back of my sweat-soaked shirt. I know that even running his nails along me is making him cringe.

"Do you really think so?" Just to see what he'll do, I take a step toward him and pretend to hug him. His face scrunches up, and he takes a step back in his black high-heeled boot.

He wags a finger in my face. "You really were, but you're also very stinky right now, so don't you dare come anywhere near me. What song are you going to close with?"

His face is glowing. He knows what song I'm closing with. The same one I close every concert with. The one I dedicate to him every night. "I don't know. I haven't decided yet." I wink and head back on the stage.

The roar of the crowd carries me through the first two songs of the encore, and then I take my acoustic guitar and sit on the stool. Some women in the crowd start to scream. They all know what's coming. Not only is it the song I close with every night, but it's my most famous one.

I adjust the mic, and the spotlight focuses in on me. The rest of the stage drops into darkness, and a muted roar goes through the crowd. When they quiet, I gently strum the first chord just to get them going again. Doing it always makes me smile.

"I think there might have been one song I forgot to play for you earlier." They all cheer. Some drunk man screams I knew it! Like he was the only person in the venue who noticed. "I don't know if any of you have ever had the chance to see me perform on this tour, but this is a special song for me. It made me wonder if fate is real."

I tell them the story of Andrew hearing the song on our first date. They laugh and ahh at the same points that every audience does. And they all cheer when I tell them that this song is dedicated to him. But instead of starting right into it, I wait. They grow quiet, but there's a murmur whirring around them now. "If you don't mind, I want to make this song even more special tonight. Andrew is backstage, and this is the first time I've seen him in person in 26 days—and yes, I've been counting every single one. Now, he's going to hate me for this..." Some people know where this is going, so they start to cheer. A couple of them even chant Andrew's name. "...but I want him to be out here with all of us while I sing this song just to him."

The crowd roars, and I look to the stage wing. Andrew is horrified. He's so pale he may have actually died from the embarrassment. I wave him on to the stage, but he shakes me off over and over. The crowd is stomping now. I encourage them to get even louder while I go to Andrew.

Even if it didn't kill me to be more than five feet away from him tonight, he's so sexy I would have to show him off. He's wearing a long red dress beaded with just enough gemstones to make it shimmer when he walks. He dyed his hair a couple of weeks ago, so he's blonde now. And his loose waves fall around his shoulders. I've never seen him as beautiful as he is tonight.

"Please, babe?"

"Absolutely not. No way!"

I motion toward the crowd. "They're not going to be happy unless you come out there with me." He snorts. "I know you're scared, but remember what your favorite singer says in that one song?"

Andrew has been so much better at pushing outside his comfort zone that I wrote a song telling him how proud I am of him. It's trite and simplistic, so I'll never perform it for anyone else. But I like the idea that it's just ours and no one else's. No matter how well he's done, though, this is a gigantic step for him. And one that I know he'll be thrilled to have made once he gets past this initial fear.

When he looks down, my heart jumps in my chest. He's going to do it. I take his hand before he has a chance to talk himself out of it. "I am so proud of you. You're such a good girl. Too good for me sometimes."

"Too good for you all the time." He draws in a long breath, and I pull him toward the stage. His first few steps are small and wobbly. I would blame the heels if I hadn't seen him wear even higher all the time around our house. But as he gets closer, he gets more confident. It's a pattern I've seen from him so often in the last year.

When the crowd notices us, they roar even louder than they have all night, and the stage lights come up. It's blinding at first, and Andrew shields his eyes with his hand, but he gets used to it quickly and looks out at the house. With all the lights glaring, we can't see much further than the first couple of rows, and I'm glad. I think he might freeze if he could see them all cheering for him. But he still lifts his hand and waves to them, acknowledging them as I settle onto my stool.

A stagehand must have brought out another stool while I was offstage. Andrew smooths his dress and sits on it, hooking his heels on the spreader bar between the legs. His face is almost as red as his dress, so I move my stool closer and rest my forehead against his. An aww rises like a wave from the crowd, but this isn't about them. "I am so, so proud of you right now. Even more than I always am. You got this." He nods.

I drag the mic stand to me and start playing. Just a foot away from him, and our eyes locked onto each other's the whole time. There's no one else but him, and there never will be. Halfway through the second verse, I have to stop to take a breath and wipe away a tear. I know the audience is probably loving it, but I haven't seen or heard them since I started singing.

At the end of the song, I'm more exhausted than I was after the entire set. My last low note is still hanging, but as it gets softer, the crowd overtakes it. And when I can't hear myself on the monitor anymore, I stop and drop to one knee.

Andrew shakes his head, but I just smile at him. I had planned to do this in our hotel room tonight, but I can't pass up this opportunity. I pull the ring case from my pants pocket and take the mic off the stand. "I'm not going to give a long speech. The song just did that for me." The audience laughs, but he just rolls his eyes. "I know I'm never going to love anyone as much as I love you, and the last month—"

"26 days," he says.

"—the last 26 days have shown me how much I need you in my life, and I think you feel the same way." He nods, and I can tell he's about to cry. And it's going to be an ugly full sob, so I need to hurry. "I want you to be my partner forever. Will you marry me?"

He screams yes, but I can barely hear him over the crowd. If there was any doubt, though, the way he throws himself around me would tell me. Our bodies have never fit together more perfectly than they do right now. "I love you too," he shouts into my ear, and I pull him even tighter. As I hold him, I feel the warmth of his tears spread over my shoulder.

"I think we need to be alone for what comes next." I take his hand and we walk off the stage as the lights go out.
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CHAPTER ONE



This cannot be happening. The little noise that was just an annoyance in L.A. has gone from a tick-tick to a put-put and now to a sputter in the last 200 miles. And of course it would happen in the middle of nowhere, just as I'm in the mountains. And when I don't have money to fix a broken zipper, let alone a car.

I look from the dark road to the phone screen and back again. There's nothing on the GPS yet, and the only thing I know about this part of the country is that there isn't much here. I pull over into the right lane and turn on my hazard lights. I have no idea what a good please don't die on me speed is, but I'm pretty sure it's not 85mph. So I slow down to 50. It seems like a crawl after 6 hours of going whatever speed the traffic around me was driving. I just hope it's a crawl that will get me to a town with a mechanic.

Please get me to a town with a mechanic. I repeat it over and over like a mantra. I promise nothing but the expensive high octane gas for you the rest of the trip if you do. "Because bargaining with a car always works," I say aloud to no one. I grip the wheel tighter and stare at the GPS.

Every time there's anything at the top of the screen, my stomach tenses. A town? But so far, each time has just been a road beside the highway that has no life. Or a random color change on the map that I'm sure signifies something, but in pitch black of nothing, I can't tell what it is. I just know it's not a town. Until this time.

At first it looks like the same type of road I've passed a million times since the worry balled up at the back of my throat. Black and empty. It's only claim to fame that it rises in an overpass above I-40 before arching down to the same nothing on the other side. But before I get there, I see another grey line on the screen with it. And another. And finally, there's a green sign at the side of the road telling me that Comisma is just one mile away.

I close my eyes in relief for a second. One mile is easy. Even if my car dies here, I can walk that distance. I'm going to make it. As I get closer, I expect to see the glow from the town lights, but even when I can see the exit, there's nothing more than a single streetlamp at the intersection. Are you kidding me?

I'm scared to stop completely at the stop sign, so I decide to roll through it. But that means I don't have time to look around. According to the map, the town, if it even is that, takes up a little more area to the left. So that's the way I go.

There are buildings in this direction, but they're almost as dark as the desert. Except one. There's a faintly lit sign hanging above its door. There are two cars and a dusty and dented pickup truck in the parking lot, and a new wave of nervousness surges through me. It's a bar. In a small town. And with redneck vehicles parked outside. Not exactly my type of people. But I don't have a choice.

As soon as I put the car in park, it dies. It doesn't even have the decency to let me turn the key off. But you got me here, girl. You did your part. I get out of the car and look around. There's a gas station with a garage door just a few buildings away, but it's completely dark. Not even the pumps are lit. In a small town like this, it probably closes at 5pm on a Saturday. But maybe someone in the bar knows the owner and can convince him to open up for me. I sigh and slip my keys into my pocket.

The inside of the bar is just what I would have expected. Orangish wood panelling that must have been in style at some point forty years ago. A dark wood bar running the length of one wall, flanked by black vinyl stools. On the other side of the room, there are three booths. Each table is the same dark wood as the bar and each bench is the same black vinyl. And each is empty. I'm tempted to take one of them and collapse. But I sit at the bar. There are two other people sitting here, two empty stools between each of us.

"Hey, what can I get for you?" The man's voice is friendly and doesn't have the twang that I expected.

"Honestly? A mechanic. My car just died." I let my shoulders slump.

The other two men sitting at the bar are staring at me now. The one closest to me nods his head. "Anderson. Not even a quarter mile away." This man sounds more like I expected. "He's the one takes care of everything around here we can't do ourselves. Young gun, but he's—"

"He's out of town," the bartender says. "I think I need to cut you off if you forgot that already."

The old man laughs and pulls his bottle of beer closer to him.

"Is there someone else? Or will this guy be back tonight? I really have to get back on the road."

The bartender shakes his head. "Sorry. People around here might talk a good game." He flashes a look at the quiet man at the far end of the bar. "But I wouldn't trust any of them to change their own oil, let alone fix a car. And Anderson is going to be gone for at least a few more days."

I let my head fall to the bar.

"Just had a baby." The man next to me says. He's much more chipper than I think anyone should be right now. Of course, I think everyone should be as miserable as me.

"Is there anyway we could call him?" I ask. "Tell him it's an emergency. Just for an hour at most?"

"He didn't just have a baby." The bartender reaches under the bar and pulls out a beer bottle. He pops the top and sets it in front of me. "His wife almost died. They had to fly her to Vegas. He's there with her. On the house." he points at the beer in front of me.

I don't even like beer, but I take a sip so I don't seem rude. "So there's no one else I could call?"

The bartender frowns, and it just makes me notice how handsome he is. "Not within forty miles. And nothing that's going to be open tonight."

"Damn it." I take another swig and end up downing the bottle. "What do you have stronger than this?"

"Well, I suppose since you aren't driving anywhere tonight..." He chuckles, but the sympathy is obvious in it.

He hands me a scotch and soda, and I slide him my credit card. "Keep it open." I take the drink and move to a booth. There's nothing left to do other than see how drunk I can get tonight.
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A few drinks later, I don't know whether to be embarrassed or glad that I'm such a lightweight. I've moved past the point where the room is spinning, and I'm getting dangerously close to believing that maybe there is no room. Both of the men who were sitting at the bar have left, so now it's just me and the bartender. And if I don't stop staring at him soon, I'm sure he's going to kick me out. But I can't help it.

The more I drink, the more I notice about him. He keeps his beard so closely trimmed that it looks like unkempt stubble unless you really examine it. The ring finger on his right hand doesn't quite bend all the way when he closes his fist. And when he catches someone—or at least me—ogling him, his left eyebrow quivers just a little bit. As soon as I notice that, I look down into my empty glass, hoping that he'll just chalk it up to me being drunk and him being the only person I've talked to for more than five seconds.

"Last call." His voice is loud, like it's more than us in here, and I boo him when he announces it.

"I think you've already had too much." He wipes the bar and then slings the white towel over his shoulder as he walks toward me. "You're not sleeping in your car tonight." We've already discussed this when I was slightly more sober than I am now. My backseat isn't big, but it's enough. And he can trust that I won’t drive drunk since I'm sure the car won't even start.

"Yss mmfine slee therrre." I push up from the booth, determined to show him that I'm not even really that drunk, but the floor is in a different spot than it was last time, and my feet scramble to find it before I tumble down.

I close my eyes, sure that my body is going to smack against the wood any second, but it doesn't. I peek out of one eyelid, and all I can see is black. His black t-shirt. My face is pressed to his chest, and now I feel his arms around me. "You're very clearly not fine to sleep there. I've got a couch in the back. You can sleep it off there. We'll figure something out in the morning."

He spins my shoulders so I'm facing the door to the backroom and then gives me a gentle nudge. I start to tip over, but he grabs me by the waist of my jeans and holds me upright. "Are you wearing..." His finger slides under the waistband of my underwear, and I gasp. I slap his hand away as quickly as I can and try to pull up my jeans to hide my panties, but the movements are too much for me, and I fall to the floor. My left shoulder bangs against the wood planks.


CHAPTER TWO



"Why Pittsburgh?"

I cover my ears to block out whoever is talking to me, but I can't do anything about the light that's shining too brightly, even through my eyelids. I pinch my eyes tighter, but that just makes my head throb even worse. I groan and roll over, away from the light and hopefully whoever it is that's talking to me.

"Oh no you don't. It's 9:30. You need to get up. You're not spending your whole day on my couch." He's talking so loudly that it has to be on purpose.

"Just go away." My voice is a low, elongated mumble, but it's the best I can do right now. Even that sends my stomach lurching, and I bury myself as far into the cushions as I can.

Unfortunately, it's not far enough. My shoulder jerks up as someone rips the blanket from me. "You need to talk. Why Pittsburgh?"

I remember that voice. The bartender from last night. He let me sleep in the back of the bar because I was too drunk to drive. And... Fuck. My car. I roll over. His arms are folded across his chest and he's staring down at me. His bright blue eyes flicker in the daylight, and they're even worse when he smiles at me.

"Morning sunshine."

I groan. This is certainly not a good morning. My body feels like it's been pulled and pushed and stretched into a non-body shape, and I have four days left to get to Pittsburgh and no car to do it with. "I need someone who can fix my car."

"Yeah, well that's going to be a problem. Do you remember I told you Anderson is out of town for the time being?" I nod my head. "Well, I called a couple places already this morning, and couldn't get ahold of anyone. Around here, people use Sundays to nurse hangovers and watch football, so it's going to be tomorrow before any mechanic will even answer his phone. Let alone look at your car."

I sit up and let my body fall forward, catching my head in my hands. The bartender sits next to me. After a minute, I look at him. His eyes are focused on something behind me, and he jerks when he notices my attention on him. "What about a cab or a ride share or something to take me to whatever airport is closest?" I run through the numbers, and even before I have the words out, I know the cost of the ride plus the last minute airfare is more than I can afford. And there's no way I'm trusting an airline with my luggage on this trip.

"This town's population is 200 people. No taxis or ride shares. But you never answered me. Why Pittsburgh?"

"How do you know about Pittsburgh?" I ask.

He chuckles and leans back on the couch. "You're a talker when you're drunk. You wouldn't believe some of the things you told me once I got you on this couch."

My face burns. What could I have said? I told him I'm going to Pittsburgh obviously, but was there more? I didn't tell him why. Would I have said anything about... No. There's no way. Is there? I look at the man, but his face is blank. It would certainly not be blank if he knew the truth.

"What's so important about getting there?"

"It's for a job. And I'm kinda desperate." More than kind of. I had to borrow from a friend so I could afford this trip. I don't know what I'll do if things don't work out once I get there. Live out of my car for a while, I guess. If I have a car at that point.

The man stands up and extends his hand. I stare at it, unsure of what he expects. "That's all I need to know. Come on. I'll drive you."

I give him my hand and let him pull me up. He does it too fast though, and I have to fight down my rising stomach. Once it settles, I look at him. I'm almost six feet tall, but he's so much taller than me. And larger. Muscular. I want to press on his chest just to find out what so much muscle feels like. "I don't really have money right now. I, uh—"

"Don't worry about it. You don't have to pay me."

"But I can't afford a plane ticket either." I look away. I'm ashamed because I can't even afford to take care of myself and embarrassed because I can't keep my eyes off his pecs.

The man laughs, and I wish I weren't hungover because it would sound so wonderful if it didn't make me wince. "You don't understand. I'm not taking you to the airport. I'm driving you to Pittsburgh."

I snort. "You know I'm talking about the Pittsburgh right? The one in Pennsylvania. Not some little Pittsburgh, Arizona."

"The home of the Pumas." My mind flashes to a news story from a couple of years ago about some hikers in Southern California who were stalked by a puma, but I don't know if there are pumas in Pittsburgh too. I just shrug and stare at him silently. "Not a football fan?" he asks.

"Oh. That's a team? Sorry. Not really a sports fan at all."

He laughs again, and it makes me sigh. "This is going to be perfect. We'll take my car. I'll just let Tony know."

"Wait, no. Thanks, but no. I can't go with you. I don't know you. I don't even know your name."

He sticks his arm out again, and this time I can tell that he expects us to shake hands. "I introduced myself last night when you told me your name, but I'm not surprised you don't remember. I'm Cameron."

I go numb as he shakes my hand. I told him my name last night? Which one?

"Let's go, Ben. I want to be on the road in half an hour."

I blow out a breath when he calls me Ben, and all of that stress leaves with it, as quick as it came. "It's Benjamin. Not Ben. And I'm still not going. Just because I know your name doesn't mean that you're not some crazy serial killer or something. Or you could hit me over the head and rob me as soon as we're on the road. No way."

"Benjamin. You were so drunk last night that you don't remember a single word you said to me, and you spent the night on my couch. Alone, with me in the room next door and in a town where no one knows you. Don't you think I would have killed or robbed you last night if I was going to do that? Now come on." He takes my hand and leads me through the white wood door beside the television.

The door leads to the bar. It looks even dingier during the day. Years of cigarette smoke have turned everything here a golden yellow. But it smells like a mix of pine and lemon. The floors are still wet in spots; the sunlight shines off the damp patches. There's a man in an orange t-shirt behind the bar. He's turned away from us, but by the back of his head, I can tell that I haven't met him yet.

"Tony, I need you to take the bar by yourself the next few days. There's something I have to take care of."

The man, Tony, turns around. His eyes move from Cameron to me to our joined hands. As soon as I realize we're still holding hands, I let go and take two steps away from him. "Something you gotta do, huh?" Tony grins at me as he says it, and I wonder if Cameron makes a habit of taking strange men with him. But he's right. If he was going to do something to me, it would have been last night.

"Just helping out a new friend. That's all. You good with working it for a week?"

"Becca already tells me I work too much. She might leave me before the week is over if I have to cover here every night. But you know I got your back, Whit. Do what you gotta do. Besides, Megan's birthday is coming up, and she's at the age now where the clothes she wants cost more than my house payment."

"You know how much I care about that girl of yours. I'll make sure she doesn't have to wear knock-offs."

Tony laughs as Cameron walks me out front. "Take everything you need out of here. I'll pull my car around." He doesn't wait for me to say a word before he disappears around the side of the building. Am I really going to drive across the country with some man I just met last night? He is an incredibly gorgeous man, but that only makes this more foolish. Why would he volunteer to do this? If I didn't need this break, I would never even consider it. But I have to make this work. No matter what.

I have everything sitting on the dusty gravel beside my car when Cameron pulls around. He's driving a dark grey Mercedes that looks like it just came from the showroom. He parks and walks over to me, and I don't take my eyes off of him.

"What?" he asks.

"That's your car? Who are you?"

He laughs. "Just a bar owner in the middle of nowhere. This town has been good to me."

I look at the sign above the door. Whit's. It's what Tony called him. And that explains why he lives in the back. "You're Whit? You told me your name was Cameron."

He raises his palms and smiles like a kid caught in the act of stealing five dollars from his mom's purse. "Cameron Whitney, but everyone calls me Whit." He pauses like he expects me to say something, but I don't. "So, this is all of it?"

I follow his eyes to my suitcase and the three long cardboard tubes from the trunk of my car. "I don't really have a lot." That's an understatement. This isn't everything I own, but it's probably close to half of it.

"A man—a person—who lives simply. I appreciate that. Let me get it for you." He lifts the suitcase like it's filled with feathers, but I take the tubes into my arms. We're just laying them in the back of his car, but I don't trust them with anyone. There's a navy blue backpack pushed to the side of the trunk. I set the tubes over that and my suitcase, and he closes the lid. "Ready? We'll stop and get food on the way."


CHAPTER THREE



Cameron doesn't let me drive, and every time I ask him anything about himself, he expects the right to ask me a question in return. After a few rounds, I stop. He already knows more than I want him to. I close my eyes and pretend to sleep. Then I actually do sleep. When I wake, I stare out at the orange and beige of the desert. Its never-ending sand makes my body feel so heavy I'm surprised the car doesn't lean under my weight. "Do you mind if I play some music?" I ask when I can't stand the silence another minute.

"As long as it's not country."

"Isn't that what everyone around here listens to?" I ask. He rolls his eyes and nods his head. "No country. I promise." I plug my phone into the USB port and press play on the first playlist. As soon as the first note plays, I know the song, and I start dancing right away. I feel Cameron's eyes move to me, but I don't care. If I don't get rid of some of this energy, I'm going to go crazy.

We spend almost all the next hour like that. Me dancing and singing along to the songs while he gives me an occasional side eye. But then I hear his voice breaking through mine during the chorus of a song. I go quiet to listen to him sing, but as soon as I do, he stops. "Keep going," I say. He has a beautiful voice.

"Sorry. I got a little carried away. I can't sing to save my life." I want to tell him that's not true, but his face is walled off now. So I turn off the music and look back out the window. "Albuquerque is just twenty miles away," he says. "I think we should stop there for the night."

Just on the outskirts of town, Cameron exits the highway and pulls into the closest hotel parking lot, asking me if this one is fine. The same wave of nausea that was with me this morning roars back. "Uh, it's just that I didn't plan on staying at hotels on this trip. I didn't budget for that." And if I had tried, my budget would have laughed at me as soon as I had the thought.

"What were you planning, then? Not sleeping in the car, right?"

I shouldn't be angry with him, but the way he says it sparks something inside me. "Not all of us own our own business and drive around in fancy cars that have seats more comfortable than my living room chairs. I'm just in a tough spot right now, but that's all—"

"Whoa." He puts his hand on my forearm, and I forget what I'm saying in the middle of my sentence. "It's fine. I'll pay for the room."

I pull away from him. "You're not paying for me to stay here."

"I'm a rich business owner." He winks. "I can afford it. Think of it as me getting a room for myself, but since there's an extra bed, you can use it for free." He doesn't give me a chance to say anything else. He hops out the door and walks into the lobby faster than I would walk into a donut shop giving away free cinnamon rolls.

He comes out two minutes later and taps on my window. When I roll it down, he hands me a keycard. "Room 717. You go on up. I have to do something first. I'll be back in about half an hour."

"You have to do something?" My mind races to scenes of him meeting local drug dealers to set up a new connection or meeting pimps to tell them that he has some fresh meat just waiting in a hotel room for them to examine. Is this how people get trafficked? Is this how he could afford this car?

"There's a store I want to get to before it closes." He must have been able to read on my face the wild turns my imagination was taking. "And I'll bring back something for dinner too."

He opens the car door for me, and I step out. Still not sure about this. Still imagining all the things he could be doing. Things that are very much not going to a store and then hitting a drive-thru. When I get to the hotel room, pulling my suitcase behind me and with my belongings tucked under my arm, I tell myself that he doesn't have to be off doing something bad. Maybe he's checking on some girl he used to know. A drug addict who he sent to rehab and is trying to make the best of her new life now. Or some teenager that he took under his wing and was a father figure for.

By the time I hear the lock click, I have my things tucked away in a tiny corner of the closet, and I'm sprawled on the bed, clicking through the television remote. When he comes in, the whole room changes, and my heart beats a little faster. Relax, he's not going to hurt you. But I know that's not the reason my heart sped up. "So what did you get?"

His face goes so red, I wonder if he's going to pop. "I, uh, well... it's just—"

"Oh good! Out-and-About." I walk over to him, my eyes focused on the bag in his left hand and my brain overwhelmed by the smell of the most perfect burgers ever. I take the sack from him and set it on the tiny table pushed against the hotel wall. "Did you get extra sauce for the fries? I love dipping them in that."

"There's something else. Something I got for you." I shove a fry into my mouth and look back at him. His face is still worryingly red. I wonder if he has heart problems and today has been too much for him. As soon as I face him, he shoves the pink bag toward me, like he can't wait to get rid of it.

I take it, but the look on his face has me almost scared to look inside. "What is it?"

"It's me making a huge fool of myself."

"What?"

He looks down. "Open it."

I pull the handles apart and peek inside, but I can't tell what it is. Something red, so I reach for it. As soon as my fingers brush it, I look up at him. He's still staring at the floor, but he must know that I'm frozen. "If I'm wrong, I'm sorry," he says. His words are almost whispered. "And I'll get a different hotel room. Or leave. I'll even pay for your flight to Pittsburgh. I just thought that..."

The bag hits the floor with a slap much louder than paper on carpet should cause. He looks up, and his eyes burn into me as I grip the wadded red satin nightie. I unfold it and hold it against myself. Unconsciously. More out of curiosity than anything else.

Cameron swallows so hard that his entire head bobs up and down. "I saw what you were wearing last night. Under your jeans." I drop the nightie and feel for the wall. I think the building just collapsed on me, and I'm gasping for air under the rubble. "It was an accident. I swear. And I only saw the waistband, but I couldn't stop thinking about it last night. Then today I kept wondering what you were wearing under your clothes, and—"

"You want me to wear this for you?" He doesn't answer. He just pinches his mouth tight. "And then what?"

"I..." He laughs. "I hadn't planned that far ahead. I thought you'd probably kick me out at this point."

"Turn around." I wait for him to face away and then I lift the shirt over my head and unbuckle my jeans. They fall to the floor, and I kick them away. It takes a second to untangle the nightie. The thin red straps are twisted together, but once I have it straightened, I let it drop over me. A chill runs through my core, and I sigh. I've never dressed for someone before. What do I do if he runs away as soon as he turns around? What happens if he leaves me? My throat catches when I try to tell him I'm ready, so I knock on the wall, hoping that he'll get the hint.

Cameron's shoulders bounce up and down. "Did you just knock? Does that mean you're ready?" I manage a strangled mmm-hmm, and he twists around. His jaw drops as soon as he sees me, and my heart sinks. I knew it was too much to hope for.

"I—" I want to tell him that I'll put my other clothes on and leave. That I understand why he feels uncomfortable. But nothing comes out. Then he steps closer, and I flinch. My heart is racing. I've never been this vulnerable to someone. He could do so much to me right now, and my mind runs through everything. Instead, he slides a finger down the side of my body, gliding from my ribs to the top of my hips.

"You're more beautiful than I imagined." He drags his hand away, and I want more than anything to pull it back to me. Back to my still tingling skin.

"So what now?" I ask.

He leans against the wall, his head pressed to the cream-colored wallpaper. "What do you want to happen next?"

I want him to take me to the bed and guide me down while his weight presses on top of me. But I don't want to be his one brush with something exotic before he goes back to his normal life—the one chance to fulfill his lifelong fantasy of fucking a trans girl. Just something to scratch off a list and never think about again. And no matter what he says, I'll never be able to trust that I'm anything more than that. "I'm kind of tired." I make myself yawn so he won't see through the lie right away.

"Oh. I guess it was a long day. You wanna eat first? Hopefully, it's still warm."

"No. Thank you. I think I just want to go to bed."

I wheel my suitcase out of the closet, but Cameron stops me before I can set it on the bed. "Leave that on for tonight? Please."

"Okay." He watches me as I slide under the covers. The thin fabric slips across the rough sheets. "Good night." I smile at him before I roll over and stare at the wall, listening to him crinkle the fast food sack.


CHAPTER FOUR



I feel his eyes on me as soon as I wake the next morning. His head is propped on his elbow. We're both as close to the other as we can be while still being in separate beds. There's just a small two-foot wide space separating us. "Good morning." I try to purr the words, but they come out as a gurgle. "Oh, gross." I croak as I run to the bathroom. My sinuses are leaking out of areas I didn't even think they could.

I snort and sniff and honk into wads of toilet paper until I feel at least halfway like a human again. When I look at myself in the mirror, I have crusted snot around one nostril and a line of half dried saliva caked from the corner of my mouth halfway across my cheek. No wonder he was staring at me.

"Are you okay?"

I jump. I didn't notice he'd followed me to the bathroom. "Other than being an embarrassing mess? Yeah. Allergies. I get like this in older hotels sometimes."

He rests his hand on the doorframe and leans into it, and I stare at him. His shirt does nothing to hide the muscular torso under it. "Tell me what you need. Decongestants? Antihistamines? A bloody mary? I happen to make a phenomenal bloody mary that is renowned for curing anything that ails you. An indigenous healer taught me her secrets."

My stomach rumbles at the idea of anything with calories. "Is that so?" I roll my eyes. "Maybe some other time. I'll be fine once I blow my nose twenty more times and take a nice hot shower."

"You look good, by the way."

I laugh and run my fingers through my hair, working through a mess of tangles that grew overnight. "And how many bloody marys have you already had this morning?"

He takes a step closer to me but then backs up right away. "Completely sober. And I mean it." He stares at me for so long I'm just about to kick him out so I can use the bathroom, but then he drags his fingertips down his cheek. "Would you dress like this for me today? Like a girl."

I snort and have to catch a bit of snot with the tissue in my hand. "Outside? Out in the real world? Absolutely not. Never."

"You never do that? Don't you want to?"

"I don't know." Of course, I want to. Anytime I see a cis woman out in public, a hot flaming jealousy sweeps through me. And I always tamp it down. It's not meant to be. I should have started hormones ten years ago. At least puberty blockers. Maybe then I could have a normal life. But I missed my chance. I was too scared to tell my parents. Too scared to tell anyone.

"Well, I want you to. Will you do it for me?" His eyes shimmer, and I wonder how anyone could ever deny him anything. But I can't do this, so I shake my head. "Are you scared?" he asks. "We'll be in the car almost all day, and I won't leave your side. No one will mess with you when I'm there."

I'm not sure if it's unconscious, but he flexes his muscles as he says it, and I know he's right. Anyone would take one look at him and walk away. "I don't even have anything to wear. I only packed..." panties, but I'm not about to say that out loud to him.

"Don't worry about that. You get cleaned up, and I'll go get everything you need. Makeup?"

"I... You don't—"

"Got it. I'll get makeup for you too. Be sure to shave." He winks and then walks away. He grabs his keys and is out the door before I can even form a thought. He didn't even change out of his pajamas.

I tremble the whole time I'm in the shower. And when I'm done shaving, a faint trail of pink flows from my leg down the drain. There's no way I can do this. He'll realize once he sees me.

When I hear the door open, I finish brushing my hair and make sure the towel is wrapped around me tight. I hesitate before walking out into the main room. There's something intimate about standing in front of a man while wearing just a towel, and that's not a step I want to take with Cameron. But I walk out anyway.

He has just two bags. "You like red, don't you?" I ask as he opens the bags and pours the clothes onto my bed. He bought a red dress, almost the same color as the nightie he bought last night.

He smooths out the dress so I can see it. "Only on the right person."

"And I'm the right person?"

His eyes are locked on mine, and the corner of his lip tugs up just enough for me to notice. "I hope you like it. And I hope these shoes are fine."

I look at the black chunky soled loafers. The heel can't be more than two-inches. "Those are perfect actually. I'm surprised you didn't buy six-inch stilettos for me."

"The saleslady said they didn't have any left. There was a big stripper convention last weekend."

"I hope you're kidding."

His mouth draws open into a grin. "I've never understood how women can walk in those, so yes, I'm kidding. Do you... like them? And the dress?"

I nod. "Maybe you can shower while I get ready?" His head bobbles just a bit before he goes into the bathroom. I wait until I hear the water running and then I get dressed. He thought of everything. Under the dress there's a package of tights, a black bra, and silicone inserts. By the time everything is on, I'm so close to the edge that the slightest thing might send me tumbling over. I know that his look will be more than enough.

I start taking deep breaths once he turns off the water. I only have a few minutes to settle myself down, and it takes every bit of that. Even then, I nearly lose it when he walks out with the towel wrapped around his waist and his brown hair still damp and standing in every direction.

"Wow." He gives voice to my exact thought.

"I need to do my makeup." The bathroom mirror will still be fogged, but if I don't get away from him, I'll do something I'll regret. I shut the bathroom door behind me, and that's a mistake. The scent hits me right away. His scent. And I've just shut myself in here with it. I pull in a long inhale. Then another. And then I brace my arms on the white marble sink. This is a mistake. A huge and horrible mistake.

By the time I open my eyes, the mirror has cleared, and I work through the eyeshadow, eyeliner, mascara, and lipstick. I think of scrubbing it all off as soon as I see it. It looks better than it should—better than I have any right to look—and I know what he's going to think.

The blood is roaring in my ears when I open the door. He hops up from the bed. He's wearing jeans and an untucked black button-down shirt. His hair is still wild, but he's clearly run his fingers through it a couple of times. "You're..." I close my eyes, waiting for a word I've wanted to hear all my life—one I'm scared to hear now. "You're not Benjamin."

It's not funny. He's not joking. But the laughter erupts from me, every bit of stress bubbling up and out and leaving me in tears. I try to dab my eyes to keep my makeup from running, but I have to eventually give up. When I don't know if I can stand any longer, I fall down on to the bed. My legs spread and unladylike, but I can barely breathe as the laughs shake my body.

"Are you okay?" He scoots away from me at first, but once I nod, he moves even closer, and his arm slides around my back. The full energy current sizzles through my body, and my laughter simply disappears, leaving only tears and my gasping breaths as evidence that it was ever there.

"I'm sorry. When I get nervous, I—"

"What's your true name?" He rests his hand on my knee, and he could ask my deepest secret right now and I wouldn't be able to keep it from him.

"Bailey."

His hand slides slowly up my leg. "That's pretty. You're pretty." My heart skips two, three, four beats, and I don't mind. I don't need it anymore. I only need the feeling of his arm around me. The puffs of air as he whispers into my ear. "Do you want this too?"

I let myself fall backward on the mattress, and I take hold of his hand and pull it even higher up my leg. I shouldn't want this, but I do.

He doesn't give me time to second guess myself. As soon as I pull his hand to the top of my thigh, he takes it the rest of the way and then spins so he's straddling me. He unzips his jeans, and like an animal unrestrained, his cock surges out, only the thin fabric of his boxer briefs keeping it from doing whatever it likes. I glide a fingertip down its length, and it throbs at my touch.

Cameron grunts as he pushes my hand away and lifts the hem of my dress. His lips press down on mine just as his cock thrusts against me. I moan, and my lips vibrate against his. It makes him move even faster, pumping against me. Fucking me. His hard cock into mine. Both trapped by thin wisps of fabric.

I throw my arms around him and dig my fingers into the firm, muscular flesh of his back. He's already pressing down on top of me, but I need him even closer. I pull as hard as I can. It presses the air from my lungs. Each pump of his cock against mine shoots stars into my vision. Bursts swimming through the black of my oxygen-starved and over-burdened brain.

There's a sound, but I can barely make it out. Barely register that it's Cameron grunting my name. "Bailey… Bailey" Drawing out the syllables longer with each repetition. And then everything inside me explodes at once. I press my head back into the mattress as hard as I can. My heels dig into the side. All my muscles tense and my cock thrusts and thrusts, and a warmth fills the front of my panties.

Cameron keeps pumping against me. Against my cock, and I swear each time is too much for my sensitive, spent dick. But then his breath catches and holds and holds as his cock twitches, and he collapses down on me. His weight burying me. I wrap my legs around his ass and grip him tight.

"Is that all you got?" I tease him. My words are rough and breathy.

He leans up to look at me and then lets his head fall beside mine. His gritty stubble scraping my cheek. "Jesus Christ, woman. You want more than that?" He sounds like he just finished running a marathon.

No, not more than that. More of that.


CHAPTER FIVE



We lie exhausted beside each other, unwilling to move until the loud knock of the housekeeper gives us no choice. I jump and try to cover myself in the mess of the blanket while Cameron mutters curses under his breath and hurries to the door before she can open it. "Uh, just five minutes. Sorry. Almost done." He calls to her on the other side. She mumbles something but I can't tell what it is. As soon as I'm sure she's not coming in, I throw the blanket off and hurry away from the bed like it's on fire.

"What are we doing?" I ask.

Cameron was leaning with his back against the door but he pushes himself off and toward me. "Did you forget already?" He slides his fingers under my dress, but I slap them away.

"She's going to be back in a few minutes! We need to leave. I need to change."

"Don't." He takes my hand and holds me close to him. "Wear that today. Please."

I know I already agreed that I would, but the thought of leaving this room dressed like this, especially now when we might run into the housekeeper in the hallway, makes me shudder. I twist my head away. I know that if I look into those blue eyes, I'll do anything that he asks me.

"Bailey..."

Fuck. Hearing my name and that pleading voice is too much. "Fine. But I still have to clean up and change my underwear." I shift and can feel the warm, wet fabric slip along my skin. He lets go of me, and I go into the bathroom, peeling the tights down my legs as I walk. I wet two washcloths and toss one to him. "You need to clean up too. And can you get me a new pair of panties from my suitcase?" His left eyebrow twitches as he stares at me. Then he takes the washcloth into the bedroom, and I close the bathroom door.

Ten minutes later, we're in his car, and he's pulling out of the parking spot. One hand on the steering wheel and the other on my thigh. His thumb rubbing me through my tights. Except for some turns when he needs both hands, we stay like that for miles. I keep my head against the headrest and my eyes closed, and I pretend that this could maybe be real.

And it is for a couple of hours. But then the building pressure gets to be too much for me to ignore, and I turn my head to look at him. He has his sunglasses on and is swaying his head a little from side to side. "What are you singing?" I ask.

"I wasn't. You're awake?"

How could I sleep with the jolts that his touch keeps sending through my body? I rest my hand on top of his. "I need to pee."

"No problem. We should be coming up on a town anyway."

I watch his face, but nothing changes except he holds his head still now. "It's kind of a big problem," I say.

He turns his head toward me quickly before looking back at the road, and the side of his lip curls up. "That's what—"

"Don't you even say 'that's what she said.' I'll open this door and jump out into traffic."

"I wasn't going to say that." His whole face is lit by his grin now, and damn him for being so adorable. "Do you need me to pull over so you can go? It's probably just going to be another ten to twenty miles before a town, I bet."

The thought of peeing at the side of the road is horrifying, but it's almost better than the alternative. "Cameron, I'll have to use the women's restroom."

"Yeah, and?"

I can't believe he's being so dense about this. "And people like me get beat up for doing things like that." Has he really not noticed the trans bathroom hysteria in this country the last few years? Maybe when you're cisgender, you don't pay attention to that kind of thing.

"We talked about this already. If anyone tries to start shit with you, they're going to regret it right away." He clenches his fist around the steering wheel, and I have no doubt that he really would make sure anyone who challenged me would be sorry for it.

"But you can't go into the bathroom with me."

He looks at me longer than he should while the car is moving at 80mph. "Pull down that visor and look at yourself… I'm serious." I do it, hoping it will make him finally turn back to the road. "No one is going to think a damn thing about you using the women's restroom."

He's wrong, and my stomach clenches at the thought of someone catching me coming out of a stall. Or even just washing my hands. Maybe peeing at the side of the road isn't as bad as I thought. I would have to take my tights off, but then I could just lift the dress to take care of it. The has to be better. "Just pull—"

"There. One mile." He points to the sign before flipping his turn signal on and changing lanes. "We'll get lunch while we're here too. Kill a couple birds with the same stone and all that." My stomach lurches as the car moves to the right. I couldn't hold down a single fry right now.

Cameron parks in front of the stucco building—a chain I've never heard of—and pushes open his door. It's not until he's five steps away that he notices I'm not following. He waves me toward him, but I shake my head. Then he comes to my side of the car. He'd already locked the doors, so he has to dig the key fob out of his pocket before he can open my door. He holds his hand in front of my chest and eventually grabs my hand when I don't make a move. "I'll go into the restroom with you."

"What?" My face feels like it just got an instant sunburn from the early afternoon sun.

"I'll go in the restroom with you." He repeats, like I didn't hear him perfectly clear the first time he said it.

"So the police will have two people to arrest instead of just one? How does that help?" He doesn't answer. He just cocks his head. "I've never done this before."

"You've done it tens of thousands of times. Just treat it like any of those times, and you'll be fine. Fake it 'till you make it. Now come on before the combination of starvation and the smell of those onion rings makes me do something crazy." He pulls me so hard that I'm afraid he's going to lift me onto his shoulder. I give a little shriek, but he stops pulling as soon as I'm upright, and instead of slinging me like a rolled rug, he presses forward and pins me against this car. The instant his lips touch mine, I forget about bathrooms and transphobes. An entire army of people could surround us and shout out-of-context and misinterpreted religious quotes, and I wouldn't notice. "Do you know what you do to me?"

I feel his cock poking against my belly, so I think I have a pretty good idea. But is it really me that's doing it to him? "Let's do this before my brain starts working again." I tug him along beside me into the restaurant.

There's hardly anyone inside. A couple of teenagers behind the counter and two older men sitting at a table by the front window. One is holding a newspaper open, but he's talking to the other man. I hurry to the bathrooms before anyone else can come in. My shoes make incredibly loud clacks and thuds with each step, and if no one noticed me before, they surely do now. But I don't look. I put my head down and barrel through the door, fear burning inside me.

The bathroom has two stalls and both are open. I dash into the closest one and shut the door. The gap around the sides is so large that anyone could look in. Everyone who comes in can see me. I force down my tights and panties with shaking hands and then plop onto the toilet seat. A cool wetness makes me gasp. I was so nervous I didn't even check to see if the seat was dry. Too late now. I cringe and release into the bowl.

The sound is too loud, so I move around, trying to find something that sounds more like a tinkle rather than the full roar of Niagara Falls. But nothing I do sounds natural. I just close my eyes and hope that no one walks in.

And no one does. When I open the stall door, it's still clear. I hurry to the sink and wash my hands so quickly there's no way they can be clean, but I only care about getting out of here and into the safety of the restaurant. The thought makes me chuckle. I've never thought of a public space as safe before, but at least out there, no one can misunderstand my motives.

When I open the door, I nearly collide with a wall of muscle. Cameron has stationed himself right at the bathroom door. His arms are folded across his chest, and he's glaring out into the mostly empty restaurant. No doubt set up to intimidate the shit out of anyone even thinking of using the restroom. He must not hear the door open, so I tap him on the shoulder. "You might not want to stand so close to the ladies' room. People might think you're a pervert."

"Let them think whatever they want. So how was it?"

"It could use a cleaning, but it's not bad."

"Not what I meant." He raises an eyebrow, and the seriousness on his face makes me giggle.

All the fear that had built up on the way here just evaporates. Lost in the smell of fried foods. And I feel so light without it. I could dance around to the counter, and once there, order everything that they have and still have room for more. I take his hand and squeeze it. "You can officially say 'I told you so' once we're back on the highway. After I've had some of those onion rings that smell so freaking fatty and fabulous."

I float through the restaurant and back to the car. Cameron's hand is the only thing that keeps me tethered to the earth. And the instant we merge back on to the highway, his fingers find my thigh again. They make small, light circles as they walk up higher and higher, and I'm ready to throw myself at him without a care for our speed or whether he can see the road or whether any of his limbs will even be able to work the steering wheel or pedals after the body shattering orgasm I'm planning to give him. Then he leans over, his eyes still on the road, but his lips just inches from my ear. "I told you so." He moves back to his side of the car and laughs.

"I'm too elated to even be mad at you right now." I press my body against his. The seatbelt and wide center console make it almost unbearably uncomfortable, but I lean my head on his shoulder and stay like that all the way to Oklahoma City.


CHAPTER SIX



"But why can't I just see it first?" I run a finger down Cameron's arm, hoping that the teasing will get him to change his mind. As soon as he checked us into the hotel last night, he went shopping for me. But the only thing he's let me see so far is the black lace nightie I wore for him last night. In our shared king bed that could have been a twin for as closely as we slept together.

His eyes close for a second at my touch, but then he shrugs me off. "Those are the rules. Sorry. Shower first. Once you're done, I'll have it all laid out for you."

I mope to the bathroom, but once I'm in there, I hurry through everything. I'm eager to see what he wants me to wear today, but he seems even more excited than I am. Because he's into the clothes and not actually me. I freeze in front of the mirror. That quiet voice keeps popping up. Keeps getting louder. And I keep pushing it away. Cameron offered to drive me across the entire country before he ever saw me dressed. But he knew about my panties.

When I finish with my hair, I make sure the towel is secure around me and step out of the bathroom. Cameron is standing beside the bed, but I don't even look at him. "That looks short." The butterflies that swirled in my stomach yesterday are back when I see the dress. White with black and grey stripes running across the chest and again across the hips. It's just barely longer than a sweater, but he doesn't have any pants laid out. "Can I wear jeans under it?" I finger the black tights on the bed, knowing that he expects me to wear these.

"That takes away the fun if you do."

The fun for who? I put my arms around his neck and kiss him. "I thought just traveling with each other was the fun."

He cups my ass and pulls me tighter. "Don't you want to wear it? To at least see what you look like?" His hard cock presses into me, and I know that he wants to see what I look like in this dress. And what would it hurt?

I look at the dress one more time before letting the towel drop. Then I tuck myself away in the panties he set out for me, drop the breast inserts into my bra, and slip the dress over my head, careful to not get makeup on its white collar. It clings to my body, and even when I have it on all the way, I feel more exposed than if I were wearing nothing at all. Cameron's mouth is hanging open, and my eyes drift to the bulge in the front of his jeans. I flick my finger across its tip and start to take it in my hand before I stop. I don't want a repeat of yesterday.

"So sexy. Put on the tights."

"Cam, there's no way. This barely covers my panties." I reach behind me as I say it, and I'm not sure if it even does cover my underwear back there.

He takes my hands—his are so much warmer than mine—and kisses me. "You look great in this. Trust me."

I want to. I want to think that he's attracted to me and not just what I'm wearing. That I'm not just some rare baseball card for him to collect and then shove into a drawer and never think about again. "Let me see the outfit you bought for me to wear tomorrow."

Cam grins. "The one that's going to make you the hottest woman in Pittsburgh as soon as we cross the bridge into the city? There's so much there I want to show you. All the food, the view from Mt. Washington, the museums."

The tips of my ears glow with warmth when he mentions the museums. Does he like art? How do I not know this about him?

"You never have told me why you're going to Pittsburgh." He takes a step back from me, my hands still in his.

No, I haven't. I didn't tell anyone, except Bree, and the only reason I told her is because I had to borrow money from her. It's so silly, but I feel that if I say something, then it becomes real. And if it's real, it could shatter my entire world if it doesn't work out. But I want to trust Cam. "I'm meeting some people on Thursday to hopefully sell..." I have to blink back the tears that spring up from nowhere. If this doesn't work, I might have to give up everything that I dreamt of since I was a kid. "To hopefully sell some artwork, some paintings… My paintings."

Cam looks at me blankly for a minute, but then I see the realization spread out from his eyes. "Those tubes." He points to the closet where I have them propped in the corner. "That's what those are. Can I see them?" He sits on the edge of the bed and looks up at me.

"Maybe once we get there. They're kind of a pain to wrap and unwrap."

He nods. "Have I been driving a famous person across the country this whole time?"

I snort. "Hardly. My mom and my best friend know who I am. That's about it."

"And now me. And so many more people starting Thursday." I laugh. It's just one gallery. One extremely trendy downtown gallery, but just one. And they haven't even committed to anything yet. Not until they see some examples of my work in person.

"You look like you don't believe it," he says. "You have to visualize it. Visualize yourself walking out of that meeting feeling the happiest you've ever been in your life. Picture yourself being the star you've always dreamt of becoming. People stopping you on the street just to get your autograph."

I roll my eyes. I never dreamed of becoming a star. Not really. I'd be happy just to make a living at it. "So, what about you? How do you know so much about Pittsburgh?"

His body stiffens, and he looks toward the door. "I lived there once. A long time ago. But you'd better finish getting dressed before someone walks in on us."

He doesn't say a thing as I pull on a pair of jeans from my suitcase. I feel so much more comfortable with them on. I won't have to spend the day worrying about flashing some poor person every time I'm outside the car. I wear the same chunky loafers I wore yesterday. It's partially a compromise for Cam, but it's also just because they're cute and comfy. When I'm done, I hold my arms out. "There. What do you think?"

He sighs. "I think it's fine."

"Just fine?" My shoulders slump.

"Bailey, you need to believe in yourself. In this. And apparently, in your paintings too. You could be so fucking sexy, but you just cover it up."

I grind my teeth, trying to hold in the wave that is threatening to burst from me. "You don't know a thing about my art. Or about me. Just because you've got some freaky kink about seeing trans girls all dolled up for you doesn't mean I have to help you live out your fantasies."

"A kink? You think this is a kink?" He reaches toward me, but I move backward. I know if I let him touch me, he'll be able to drag me back into him and whatever the hell this is. Nothing. That's what it is. Just a ride. Just someone I'm using to get me where I need to be. Someone I'll forget about as soon as I get there.

"You know what? I can't change you," he says. "God knows I've spent too much time trying that with people. If you're not willing to even try to see it, then I can't make you. I'll be down in the car whenever you're ready to leave." He slings his backpack over one shoulder and walks out the door, letting it slam behind him.

I fall onto the bed and slam my fist into the mattress. Fuck him and his condescension. I do believe in myself. But part of that is knowing what my limits are. And I'm not about to parade like some wannabe slut just to satisfy him. Not when so many people are already going to think the worst of me just because I dare to exist.

I call Bree and pray that she picks up.

"Hey girl, have you seen all three rivers yet?" she asks.

I roll my eyes. It wouldn't be a good joke even if I were in the mood. "I need a huge favor. Like this will prove forever and without a doubt how much you love me, and I'll spend the rest of my life doing anything you ask, and it'll never be enough to repay this."

"Don't tell me you need bailed out of jail."

"No, but you're close."


CHAPTER SEVEN



Please be here. Please, please, please, please. With each step, my knees quiver and warn that they may give out at any second. The man in the red-collared shirt smiles and says something to me, but I can't hear him. I stutter out my name and hope that's enough for him to know what I need. When he disappears into a back room, I think it must be. I rest both palms on the counter, using my trembling arms to help hold me as I force long, shaky breaths. But when he comes around the corner with three cardboard tubes tucked under his arm like he's carrying a newspaper and not the entirety of my life, I tilt my head back so far that I almost tip over. Thank God. I sign the pad that he holds out for me and walk outside, cradling them tight against me.

The man in the van is still waiting outside to take me downtown. When he pulls onto Liberty Avenue, my stomach clenches so tight that I think it might have collapsed in on itself. I try to relax it, but the muscles refuse to unwind. And as we come to a stop in front of the white sign with the black 440 printed on it, I squeak. The man looks at me like he wants to ask if I'm okay, so I nod. But I can't say anything. I can barely push the door open.

The inside of the gallery is white and almost lifeless. The only color comes from the hardwood floors that have aged to a rippled dark brown through a century of use. There are no paintings hanging on the walls. No one walking around. I'm not sure if I should announce myself. I look at my phone. 11:57am, almost exactly on time. I wonder around, imagining what it would be like to have my paintings filling these blank white spaces. I visualize an entire wall of my canvases. Different colors and sizes, but the people wandering through stop at each one of them. Sometimes they smile or point at something. Other times, they simply nod. But I can see by their eyes that they like them. They understand them. Seeing it unknots my stomach and I can finally breathe. I'm going to be fine.
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The meeting starts with just the director, a slender blonde woman wearing all black and with her wavy hair piled into a messy bun on the top of her head. But as soon as I unroll the first canvas for her, she stops me and calls in her assistant and the registrar. By the time we're finished, the gallerist is standing beside me with his hand on my back as I point out minute details in each painting, explaining parallels between my choices and those of other artists.

When I walk out with a signed contract tucked into my pocket, I should scream so loud my voice echoes through all of downtown. I should dance along the sidewalks before floating away, an ever-expanding ballon of pure joy. But something tugs me down.

"I knew you would kick ass."

The voice makes me freeze. I look over my shoulder, and Cameron is leaning against the hood of his car. His giant aviator sunglasses rival the size of his grin. "How did you..."

"How did I find you? It wasn't that hard. You told me you had an appointment here today. I didn't know what time, so I've just been sitting. I knew I'd see you eventually, though." He takes off his sunglasses, and he looks miserable. His eyes are ringed in dark blue circles. He must notice me staring because he looks away, following a woman jogging with her dog.

I watch her too, not sure what I want to say. "I don't know if I'm sorry or not." Two days ago, I left him sitting outside a hotel in Oklahoma City while I snuck out the side entrance to a waiting ride share.

"I'm not sure if I'm angry," he says. "How did you get here?"

It's my turn to look away from his gaze. "I begged my roommate to lend me more money for a flight and to ship my paintings. And then for a hotel."

He nods. "And now you've got the money to pay her back."

"Not yet. The gallery agreed to host an exhibition of my work, but that's a couple of months away. So I'm still a literally starving artist until something sells."

"It will."

My laugh wipes most of the tiredness from his face. "I used your visualization trick in there. I imagined my paintings hanging on the walls and people admiring them. It worked."

Cameron walks closer to me. Just a step at first. I'm sure he wants to see how I'll react. Then another. And when I don't back away. He keeps coming until he's so close his arms could touch me. Part of me wishes they would. "You know how I know this isn't a kink?" My face burns at the reminder of our argument. "I haven't been able to sleep since you left. And I won't be able to until you're with me again. As a boy or a girl. I just want you."

"So even if I want to stay like this forever?" I gesture toward the black pants and button-down shirt I'm wearing, both very much—very uncomfortably—men’s.

"No matter what." He leans in so slowly I barely notice it until I feel his warm breath against my nose. It sends shivers through my body, and he puts his hands on my shoulders. I close my eyes, waiting for his lips to brush mine.

"Holy shit! You're Cameron Whitney!"

I snap my eyes open and look toward the man who is standing just a few feet away. I tighten my fist around a pen in my pocket and want to drive it through his chest. Cameron just chuckles. "Guilty. You a fan?"

"Dude, a huge fan. My gramma and I used to watch you every weekend when she was still alive. Even in college. That game against Central your senior year? Incredible."

Cameron extends his arm to shake this man's hand while I just watch them go through... whatever this is.

"Can I get a selfie?" The man doesn't wait for Cameron to answer. He pulls out his phone and leans in tight against him. For a second, jealousy flashes over me. I should be the one pressed tight to him right now. Not this stranger. "Or could she take our picture, maybe? That would be even better."

I turn around to see who he's pointing at, but there's no one behind me. "Me?" I touch my index finger to my chest, still not believing he meant me.

"If you don't mind, miss."

"She doesn't mind." Cam winks as I take the stranger's phone. My stomach is buzzing at this man's accidental correct gendering of me. Maybe he's not so bad after all. I take a couple of pictures and then hand the phone back to him.

"You know, you should get her picture too," Cam tells him. "In a few years, she'll be more famous than me."

"Really? What's she do?"

"She's an artist. We're just about to go celebrate her first big exhibition." Cam pulls me to his side, and my heart skips. "Take a couple pics of us. Then you can say you heard of her first."

"Yeah, cool." The man swipes to his camera app and I hear the shutter click. "What's her name?"

"Bailey Dawes."

"Sweet. So awesome to meet you, man. You too, Bailey."

I wave at him, but he's already walking away. "What on earth was that?"

"That's your first fan." He kisses the side of my face, and without intending to, I lean into it.

I angle my head so I can see him. "Not that. He knew you. How?"

"Did you notice that he saw right through this male disguise you're wearing?"

"Did you notice that you're changing the subject? Are you famous?"

He looks down and draws in a breath. "So you really don't know who I am? You didn't think to search for me on the internet? This strange man driving you across the country?"

I slip away from him, putting just a fraction of an inch between us. It sounds obvious when he says it, but I was so desperate to get to Pittsburgh, I didn't even think of it. "No, I... I thought you were just a bar owner in some tiny Arizona town."

"Now I am. Before that, I was a linebacker for the Pumas. The football team you'd never heard of. Player of the year a few years ago. So yeah, at least around here, I guess I'm maybe still famous to some people."

I can't believe it. I spent the last few days traveling with someone so well-known that a stranger on the street recognized him. "So how did you end up in... whatever that town is?"

"Comisma? I was running away and picked a spot on the map that looked like the middle of nowhere."

"Running from what?"

He snickers. "An ex-wife. And from everyone knowing everything about me. How about instead of twenty questions, we go celebrate you? Just for today. Later, I'll tell you all my secrets. More than you could ever want to know."

I'm not sure that's possible. I want to know everything about him. But I just nod my head and move to the passenger side of his car. To the spot where I spent nearly twenty hours beside him this week.

"I still have a house here...."

I don't wait for him to finish his sentence. "That sounds perfect."

[image: ]


"Was I lying?"

Cam's house is at the top of Mt. Washington, perched at the very edge of the steep hill that drops hundreds of feet to where the Monongahela and Allegheny Rivers merge to form the Ohio River below. The city's skyscrapers shoot up on the other side of the rivers, but we're nearly as high as their upper floors. I gasp when I walk into the room, and I run to the all-glass wall, pressing my nose against it. I'm not sure I even blink as I stare out at the most beautiful view I've ever seen. "How many bridges are there?"

Cam laughs. "A lot. And there are even more that you can't see from here. And that—" His chest pushes against my back, and it feels like I'm leaning against a white hot boiler. He laces his fingers through mine and points my hand to the left. "That's where I used to work."

"Is it a tiny coffee shop? I can't tell from way up here."

"Very funny. Monallo Corp Field. For seven years, that was my home away from home. My ex would say that it was my real home. The only one I really cared about."

I pull his arm around me and lean my cheek against his. "Do you miss it?"

Cam blows out a breath. "Sometimes. Most of the time. But there's no going back, right?"

"Oh, I don't know. I think going back sounds kind of good right now." I grind my ass against his cock, and I feel it harden instantly. He takes my earlobe into his mouth, sucking it at first but then biting it. So hard that I gasp. And moan.

"You're a bad girl."

I turn to face him and cup his still-way-too-clothed balls in my hand. "No, I think I'm the best girl."

His lips press against mine with a G-force previously only experienced by astronauts and drag racers, and I suddenly understand the appeal of both professions as he wraps his arms around me and launches me in the air, carrying me to the sofa. He sets me down so gently the cushions barely move. "Shit." He pats the pockets of his jeans. "I'm not prepared for this. Wait right here while I run upstairs?"

I groan but nod my head, and he bolts away up the stairs. I can't imagine that he ever moved faster, even when he was playing football. I barely have time to unfasten my pants before he thunders down the steps. I stop and stare at him. "I hope you were one of the running people when you played football."

"Running people?" His lip quivers. "Linebacker. That's the person who tackles the running people."

I shrug.

"You have a lot to learn about football if you're going to be my girlfriend." He shakes his head and then lets loose the laugh that he's been trying to hold in.

But I don't laugh. "Am I going to be your girlfriend?" I bite my lip, mostly to keep my heart from jumping out of my body, and Cam goes still.

"Do you want to be?" He sits next to me but doesn't touch me.

My eyes move from his eyes to his lap, and I unfasten his jeans with shaking hands. "I've never been someone's girlfriend before." I tug his pants and underwear down and stare at his cock. His massive cock that looks as big around as a beer bottle, and I wonder how I can ever take that inside me.

He pulls his knees up on the couch and faces me, and I do the same but turn away. I go to my hands and knees and rest my face against the armrest, my ass rising like a hill over the rest of me. "Am I going too fast?" he asks as he tears open the condom wrapper. A second later, I hear the squirt of lube, and then he holds his dick against me. The lube is cold at first, but it warms instantly.

"Not at all. I want—" He presses his tip inside me, and it drives the breath and words from me.

"It was fate that brought you to my bar. It had to be. And I..." He groans and pushes himself further into me. I feel the burning sting as I stretch to take him. "You're so fucking tight for me. And I... Shit, you're so hot."

He pumps, and I whimper as his cock fills every inch of me. "Oh my God, Cam." He pulls out and then thrusts, and I moan so loud it might be a scream. I want to cry out more and harder, but I can't form the words. So I just moan over and over. I'm a coxswain directing him to go faster and faster. And he follows my tempo. Thrusting and pushing. Our bodies slapping like oars against the water. And then I can't even moan.

I feel like I'm inside out as he rams his dick into me again and again. And I throw my hips backward each time, taking more of him. Taking him sooner. Taking him as mine. And yes, I want to be his girlfriend. It's all I can think about as the orgasm grows. An avalanche building and building until finally nothing can stand against it, and I roar and scream and he tenses and I feel him unload his cum inside me. And I scramble for breath as it passes over me, unsure if I'll ever be unburied of its weight.

When I feel him slide out of me, I collapse onto the sofa. The cushions brace me and cradle me as he slips down on me. He must weight twice as much as I do, and I never want him to move off me. "How can I already feel this way about you?" I ask. A tear falls down my cheek, and it's the happiest tear I've ever cried.

"Because we were meant to be. There's something out there that brought us together, and I'm never letting you go again."

"I'm never giving you the chance," I say.


EPILOGUE


"Have I told you how crazy you're driving me in that dress?"

I'm wearing a gold lamé sheath dress with a silver overpiece that looks almost like chain mail. Cam hasn't been able to keep his hands off me since I put it on. "You might have mentioned it once or twice," I giggle.

"When can I get you out of it?" His hand slides down my back and to my ass, but I slap it away.

"The sooner you get your buddies to spend all their football cash on my paintings, the sooner we can get out of here." It's the opening night of my gallery exhibition, but Cam invited so many of his ex-teammates and coaches that it's turned into an informal reunion for them. Their size makes it easy to tell them apart from the regular art collectors. Even the man Cam said was the scrawniest player on the team is so much bigger than the rest of us.

When I look around the room now, I see the two different groups mixed with each other as they all move in a giant slow circle, looking at my paintings while they hold drinks and eat the appetizers that servers bring around to them. There's a quiet buzzing murmur in the room that occasionally flares up in a laugh or a sudden exclamation that I pretend means someone became suddenly enamored with one of my pieces. Each time I hear it, my heart rate triples, and I feel sick.

"You don't need my friends to buy these. You're going to be sold out before you know it."

I shake my head but then kiss his cheek. "I love your optimism, but no one ever sells out on their first night. At least not among us mortals."

Cam pulls me tight, and for just a second, we're the only two people in the room. "What else do you love about me?"

"What don't I love about you?" I wriggle my hips and feel his cock get hard. He whimpers and slides both hands down my backside. "Cam, there are people here." This time I don't slap his hands away, and I don't try to move out of his grasp. Let them all see us. I don't care.

Everyone at the gallery was so supportive when I told them I was transitioning and living as Bailey full-time. They didn't complain about having to reprint the promotional materials. And John, the owner, even offered to let me use the gallery's lawyer for free to file the legal paperwork once I'm ready. When I pulled into Cam's driveway—our driveway—afterward, I broke down sobbing. He rushed out to me and held me tight in his arms as he threatened to tear the gallery apart with his bare hands. It took me forever but I finally composed myself and told him that I was happy. That the people at the gallery were all wonderful. We stayed in the car with our arms around each other so long that my feet went numb. But the minute we got inside, Cam pulled out his phone and started texting his teammates to tell them all that he was back in town and that his girlfriend was having an exhibition and that they had to come or else. He never told them what the "or else" was, but he apparently didn't have to.

"I really hate to do this, but I need to visit the little boy’s room." Cam squeezes me tightly, and I groan into the side of his neck. But when he lets go, I don't try to hold him against me. I just watch his incredibly firm muscular ass sway from left to right as he walks away, and then I decide to make one more circle around the room.

Once word gets out that I'm the artist, everyone has a question for me. Sometimes they're serious questions, but usually they're just an excuse to talk to me. A hope that if I get famous, maybe they can cash this moment in for some cultural clout. I knew her when she was nobody. We talked at her first gallery show.

I'm talking to an older couple just beside one of my paintings when a gallery worker slides a little SOLD placard into a slot beside it. My jaw drops open, and I watch the girl. I'm waiting for her to realize she made a mistake, but she just turns to me and gives a quick thumbs up before smiling and walking away. I stare at the sign. Four letters, and my heart thumps each of them in a morse code. The older couple is still talking, but I don't have a clue what they're saying. I sold a painting! Me!

I walk away in mid-sentence and go looking for Cam. He's not in the main gallery, so I walk down the hall toward the restrooms. He's just coming out of the men's room when I get to the door, so I throw my arms around him.

"You're not going to believe it!" I almost shout into his ear and don't give him time to reply. "I just sold one! Number four in the Palm Series. The one with the—"

"The orange fronds and green sky," He finishes my sentence for me, and I just stare at him. His face turns red. "I may have memorized them all." He says it quickly and almost under his breath, but the words stop my heart. He took the time to do that for me?

"I'm so proud of you, baby. I knew you could do it. People just needed to see these." He pulls me tight and kisses me. His tongue sliding easily between my lips and against mine. My cock strains against my panties, and I think about forcing him back in the bathroom. Into a stall where we can be alone. But there will be time for that later.

I bite his lip and then pull away just enough to speak. "We should get back out there. I want to stare at the sold tag for a little while longer." Or all night. I want to take a picture of it and make it the lock screen and background image on my phone.

"Don't stare too much. You might miss the next one to sell." Cam winks at me and I roll my eyes. Deep inside, I know I'll sell more, but probably not tonight. Not as a beginning artist. People won't want to just plunge into my work without coming back and seeing it again. Or hearing word of mouth from the rare people who are willing to buy right away.

Back in the main room, I notice another sold tag next to a different painting. I look to Cam and mouth holy shit, and he just smiles at me. I take his hand in mine and walk toward the far side of the room. We barely make it ten feet before Celeste, the gallery director, stops us. "Girl!"

I freeze, unsure if I've done something wrong or if I have something in my teeth or if I've smeared my lipstick all over Cam's mouth.

"You are killing it!" I don't say anything, just look at her. "You don't know? You've sold six in just the last few minutes. That's more than Sidorek sold in his whole first show."

"How is that even possible?" My mouth barely works to pronounce the words. Celeste squeezes my arms and walks away, leaving me to look around the room and spot the tags next to the paintings.

Cam just stands beside me with a huge grin on his face. "I guess maybe we can get out of here early after all." His hand slides down my side and pinches my waist.

"You did this." Something in his eyes tells me he's behind whatever this is, and the anger starts to rise within me.

He holds his hands up and backs away a step, but the grin is still on his face. "Not in the way that you're about to accuse me of. I swear. I might have sent a text to my buddies and told them that if they're going to buy one of your paintings, they should do it quickly because we need to leave soon."

"Cam..." my heart sinks. Were any of the sales legitimate?

"Babe, it's not bad. I swear. I'll show you the text. I even told them to only buy something if they were really interested and not just as a favor for me. Look."

He hands me his phone, and I see the group text. It's exactly what he just told me. "But you didn't tell them before tonight to buy my things? You promise me?"

"I swear. Just this message now. And that's only because I can't wait another three hours to get you home. I can barely even wait three minutes. I promise. This is all you. I just sped the process."

I glare at him, expecting that he'll look away in guilt, but he doesn't.

"I would never do anything more." His eyes are shimmering, and I can't be mad at him. "I know firsthand how important it is to make it on your own. I always wanted to think that I earned everything I ever achieved, and I would never take that from you. I'm sorry if I screwed up. But if we don't go home soon, I'll have to find us a small closet, and I'm not sure that the people here would appreciate the noises you're going to be making when I finally get ahold of you tonight."

"Oh? And what noises am I going to be making?"

We're in the middle of the room, but he still slides his hand under my dress and cups my balls. I gasp and then moan as his fingers work around me.

"Those noises. But it's going to be a lot louder when I start doing it for real."

I look around. No one is watching us, but I know that would change if he keeps this up. "I guess it wouldn't hurt for me to sneak away a little early." I take his hand and tug him toward the back of the building. Toward his car parked out back. I can't wait for the ride he's going to give me tonight.
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Sometimes we hide our authentic selves so deep that it takes another person to show us who we really are. This bundle contains 5 stories of people who discovered that person—and then, discovered themselves. Five stories of secret transgender women who found that special someone to bring their true beauty to the surface.

Contains:

Hiding

Teaching the Professor

The Best Woman

Another Chance

Only on Weekends

PRETTY SECRETS: 5 BOOK BUNDLE
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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.

BECOMING WOMEN: 20 BOOK MEGA BUNDLE
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This bundle contains 8 MAGICAL FEMINIZATION books that have never been published in any other collection!

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

TRANSFORMED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE
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All his life, Alex has been told that being gay is a sin. But he's sure he's not gay, despite his mixed-up feelings. He knows he just needs a little help to straighten himself out. When he spots an online listing for Gay to Straight Conversion Therapy, his curiosity overwhelms him. Could this be the answer he's been looking for?

At the first session, the therapist insists that being gay is perfectly fine. And Alex agrees. Fine for other people. But he's not gay. Not really. Finally, the therapist agrees to help, but he warns Alex that this help might be different than what he expects. But the therapist promises no one will ever think of Alex as a gay man again.

As the days go by, Alex changes. The more he transforms, the more he uncovers the secrets he's hidden even from himself. Each step makes him more comfortable with his soul and body, for the first time in his life.

CONVERSION THERAPY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION


WANT FREE STORIES?
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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.

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.

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 ON WEEKENDS: A TRANSGENDER, CROSSDRESSING STORY

Put on makeup and a dress and dance for some drunk guys? It sounds simple. But standing in front of the crowd, I know there's no way I can do this.

PARTNER TRACK: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Mason's path has always been clear—to make partner at a big law firm. But he's about to become a partner in a way he's never imagined.

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

For years, Carter and Maya exchanged letters. But there was a secret that could tear them apart. Maya was really a boy named Max.

THE PERFECT GIRL

Sometimes a change of scenery can make our dreams come true. Even if it’s in a way we never imagined.

PRETTY SECRETS: 5 BOOK BUNDLE

This bundle contains 5 stories of secret transgender women who found that special someone to bring their true beauty to the surface.

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Parker knew life would change when she came out as trans. But she never expected an arranged marriage.

THE PSYCHIC: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I've known something was wrong for years, but it's not until I visit a psychic that I find out everything I know is about to end.

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Jordan thinks living and working with Brian will be the hardest part of his new job. But when he opens his suitcase, he discovers something he never expected…

RENOVATED

After living with my outdated and broken kitchen for way too long, I finally hire someone to renovate it. The hot, muscular contractor wants to transform more than just the kitchen, though. Will I submit to the changes he has planned for me?

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

When he hands me that little pink bag, I should refuse. I definitely shouldn't reach into it… I definitely shouldn't wear what's inside…

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

Dani thought she could trust him. She thought their love could survive anything. Then she told him her secret, and it blew everything apart.

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

It's the perfect gift: A subscription to a self-help book club that promises to transform its clients into brand new people.

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

The other teachers joke that there's something magical about this classroom. That it helps you find your soulmate. Well, unless it can transform me into a woman, it won't work for me.

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

I know better than to get involved with a student… And I learned the hard way to never admit my secret.

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Trophy Clinic series. The clinic is famous for transforming everyday women into gorgeous trophy wives. But these men are about to discover a secret — not every happy client started life as a woman.

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
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Point your smartphone camera

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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