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CHAPTER ONE









"Yeah, I totally understand. I just... No. I get it. Is there any kind of financial aid or something? Yes, I know this isn't college… I didn’t mean it like… Okay. Right. Thank you."

I fling the phone onto the cushion beside me. This is a car payment, not a college. Like I don't know that. But if I could just have an extra month. Long enough to find a job and get a paycheck. Maybe two paychecks. Then I could pay. They’d get their money, and I could keep my car. We would both win.

I take a deep breath and let it filter out through my nostrils. Who would think it would be so hard to find a job now? Everyone is supposedly hiring. Every news article about the economy talks about the shortage of workers. Well, not here, apparently. If it weren’t for mom, I’d still have my job. And I wouldn’t even be here. I moved away as soon as I graduated high school, but eight years later, she drags me down in one last act.

My phone rings and makes me jump. Maybe it’s the bank. The lady talked to her supervisor, and since this is a special situation, they can forgive a payment. Just one, but that’s all I need. I don’t even look at the display.

“Hello?”

"Hey, so how desperate are you for money?" I know the voice right away. Every time I hear it, my heart pounds harder in my chest.

Nothing good ever starts with those words, but I am desperate. And it is him. “Hi Paul. I don’t know if I’d use that word, but I do need something soon. Why?” At this point, I might actually agree to rob a bank if that’s what he’s going to suggest. Preferably the one that refuses to give me even a little bit of a break on my car payment.

"What are you doing tonight?"

"Oh, I thought maybe I’d go to a club and have a few overpriced cocktails. You know, standard Friday night for an unemployed man who's living in his mom's house that he can’t afford the payment on.”

“Funny you say that. I got a problem. You like spending time with Harper, right?”

Harper—and her father—are the only good things about moving back here. She’s adorable, and we connected the very first time we met. “Are you trying to set up a playdate between me and your three-year-old?” I laugh.

“I guess, kinda? I really need a babysitter tonight.” His sigh is loud, even over the phone. “My normal one just cancelled on me, and I've got to be at work at seven. You're my last resort.”

“Work on a Friday night? What about your mom and dad?”

“They’re gone. Touring Asia for a month. Plus, they don’t exactly know about this job.”

I laugh. “Are you wrapped up in something top secret?”

“Not quite. I’ll explain. But what do you say? I’d need you until around 3, but Harper is always in bed by 9:30. 10 at the latest. So most of that time you'd get to do whatever the hell you want while I pay you to do it."

There was the magical word. The word that could make me do almost anything right now. "How much?" I hate having to ask that of a friend—of my best friend—but I need anything I can get right now. Even if it’s just a few dollars.

"I give the usual girl $15 an hour—"

I add the numbers in my head. $120 for eight hours. That’s a quarter of my car payment for this month. Just for watching Harper.

“—but since this is an emergency, what if I give you $25 per hour?”

"$25?" I almost choke on the words. $200 for one night? "And she's asleep most of the time?"

“She’ll be awake for maybe three hours, and then you can put her down for the night. And she's a good sleeper. She doesn't fuss and almost always goes through the whole night these days. Then you do whatever you want. Five hours of paid free time. At $25 per hour. I need you. Please.”

A tingle runs through me, and I see goosebumps on my arms when I look down.

“Of course. You know I’m always here for you. What time do you need me there?”
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It's not quite 3am when the sound of the door opening wakes me up. I look around at the unfamiliar room and try to figure out where I am. When Paul walks in, my brain snaps awake, and I remember.

He looks exhausted and collapses onto the couch right next to me. Our bodies touch, and I hold my breath, waiting for something seismic that I know will never come.

"Sorry, Kev. I'm too tired to even aim my ass right now." He smells like alcohol, perfume, and cigarettes. His heat is already flowing through me, down to my core, and I know I need to get away from him. Even if it’s just a couple inches.

“Rough night?” I twist to face him and pull the blanket up over my body. Without him, I’m suddenly cold.

“College night, and I swear every college girl in the entire town was there. I’m not sure if you know this about college kids, but they enjoy drinking. A lot. I picked eleven passed-out drunk girls off the floor tonight. And escorted more than that outside to wait on rides. Have you ever stood outside with a completely wasted girl waiting for her Uber so you can make sure it’s not some random stranger picking her up?”

I shake my head.

“They are the clingiest group of people in the world. I don’t know why they would want to hang on to sweaty me, but for some reason they do.”

“I can think of some reasons.” Oh shit. I must not be as awake as I thought. “I mean… you’re kind of a hero to them. Making sure they’re safe. And don’t pretend you don’t enjoy having 21-year-old girls hanging all over you.”

He laughs. “Hard no on that one. After everything that happened, I learned my lesson on immature women real fast. None of that interests me anymore. At all.”

“You need someone more mature.” I almost gasp when I hear my words. What is wrong with me tonight?

“The only woman I have time for is Harper. She’s plenty, and she’s all I need.”

My stomach knots. I know better. I know how he feels. I shouldn’t be disappointed. “Speaking of her, she was an angel tonight. I don’t know how she and her father could be so different.” I push his shoulder, and he barely budges. He’s grown up so much from the skin-and-bones boy I used to play video games with.

“Ha ha. So no problems putting her down for the night?”

“None.” I stand up. “At 9:30, she grabbed my hand and told me she was tired. I carried her upstairs, and she’s been out since. You hungry or thirsty? Let me fix you something.”

“No, I’m fine. I’ll get something. You probably want to head home.”

“Nah, I just took a nap, so I’ll be up for a while. Plus, I live right next door now. Just like the good old days. Grilled cheese?”

“You don’t have to, but I can’t turn that down. Thanks.”

I pull a skillet out from under his stove and set it on the range to preheat. Then I grab two beers from the fridge, pop off the tops, and take one to him. He swills it, and I know he’ll need another when his sandwich is done. Back in the kitchen, I butter four pieces of bread and slap them down on the skillet. Once those sides are browned, I scrape butter over the other sides and then sandwich the cheese in the middle of each pair—two slices of American and a bit of blue cheese I found buried in his crisper. When both sides are a dark gold, I slide them onto plates, slice them in half, and carry them out to the living room, grabbing my beer and another one for Paul on the way.

He still hasn’t moved. His head is laying against the back cushion of the couch, and he’s watching the television but hasn’t turned the sound on. He takes the plate when I hold it out in front of him and then smiles at the beer I hand him.

“I could get used to this, you know.”

“I’ve got to do something. I almost feel guilty taking your money for sitting around doing nothing all night. Almost.”

He chuckles and takes a bite of his sandwich. “Damn. I don’t know if it’s just because I’m starving, but this is fantastic.”

“I’ve got crazy grilled cheese skills.”

“Like you could seriously open a food truck with this.”

I watch as he devours the rest of the sandwich in four bites. “So you never did explain how a straight man ended up working at a gay club.”

He shrugs his shoulders. His massive and way-too-broad-for-that-T-shirt shoulders. “I don’t know. Does a gay man have to explain how he ended up working at a straight bar?”

“Okay. Fair. It just seems odd. Mild-mannered Paul Corenall, government worker by day, tough man bouncer at a gay club by night.” I take a bite of my sandwich. “Jesus, this is delicious.”

“I told you. Food truck, man… It was money. Being a single dad is expensive. One of my gym buddies is a bartender there. He told me they needed extra help on special event nights, and I thought it was something easy that would let me put money into Harper’s college fund. How rowdy could some gay guys get?”

I snort.

“Yeah, but it’s the straight girls who are the worst. Anyway, I liked it, despite them, and it just became a regular Friday and Saturday job.”

“Does it pay good? It must if you can afford $25 an hour for me.”

“Ha! It pays good, but not good enough to afford you every night. Why? You thinking about applying?”

I take the plate and two empty beer bottles from the coffee table in front of him. “Me? Yeah right.” We both laugh.

He watches me as I walk across the living room and into the kitchen. Then he bites the corner of his lip.

“What?” I ask.

“Be honest. None of that never-ask-for-help bullshit. How bad is it?”

I shrug. I’m stuck with a house I can’t afford, but mom refinanced it so many times, I could never sell it for what she owes on it. And there’s barely enough left from her estate to pay this month’s electric bill, let alone afford the fancy blue cheese that he has in his refrigerator. “It could be better, but I’ll make it.”

“No, I said none of that. Tell me the truth. What would you do for extra money right now?”

Pretty much anything, but I’m not sure I can admit that, even to him. “Why? Do you need a babysitter tomorrow?”

“Actually yeah, I do. But that’s not why I’m asking. What do you think about dancing?”

“As in…”

“As in, standing on a stage and shaking your ass for other people. You’re always dancing around when you think no one is looking.”

I laugh and wiggle my rear end for him. He just stares. “Are you serious? At your club?”

“Yeah, at the club. Not everyone who goes there is a 21-year-old alcoholic in training like tonight. That’s just one night each month. The other nights, it’s a good crowd. Maybe you could meet a guy there…”

I roll my eyes. “It could be a bunch of blind, elderly women, and I still couldn’t do it.” Could I? “How much does it even pay? And would I have to take my clothes off?”

“Whoa, I’m about to get whiplash from that 180. You’d get tips, and trust me, you can get a lot. As for taking your clothes off… that’s a little more complicated.”













CHAPTER TWO









I knock on Paul's door at 6:30 and hope that Harper is as well-behaved today as she was last night. I don't hear any screaming, so that’s a good sign. And when I see Paul's face, I know she's good again today.

"Come on in. So, she didn't scare you away last night?" He holds the door open for me. Then we walk toward the living room. Harper is sitting on the floor playing with her blocks. She smiles when she sees me.

“Oh no, she's the greatest. I looked forward to this all day.” I can’t believe that’s not a lie. I sit beside her and take the pink wooden block from her hand and bonk her on the nose with it. She giggles and snatches it right back.

Paul stares down at me. "I didn't scare you away last night, either?"

My face goes red, and I pretend to study the giant pastel castle Harper is building. I should be scared away. I should tell him no. Tell him it’s a terrible idea, and then never give another thought to it. But I keep thinking about the money. This could solve all my problems until I find something better. And I would get to work with Paul. I know nothing will ever happen between us, but there’s that tiny sliver inside me that still holds on to the hope that it could.

I exhale. "No. You didn't scare me away, either." I glance up, and his stare burns into me. I have to look away again. "I haven't totally ruled it out. That's stupid of me, isn't it?"

“If I thought it was stupid, I wouldn't have suggested it. It's... different. Take some more time to think. And hey… look at me...”

I don't want to, but I lift my head. He's standing between the living room and the kitchen, shoving his wallet into the back pocket on his dark jeans. I let my eyes linger a beat too long before looking up at his face.

"No judgement from me either way. You got that? And no one outside the club would ever know. I mean it. I wouldn't fuck you like that."

No, you wouldn’t. I nod my head, and he walks toward me. My heart beats faster each step he takes, and I let myself imagine that he’s walking to me, coming to kiss me goodbye rather than just Harper. He stops just a couple of feet away and stares down at us.

“You be a good girl, you hear me?”

I grin as Harper mumbles a quick "yes" without taking her eyes from her blocks.

I reach for her tiny hands, and she finally looks up. "Daddy's leaving. Tell him you love him."

This time she does look at him, her face beaming. “Love you, daddy.”

Paul bends over and kisses her forehead. “Love you too, Applesauce. See ya, Kev.” He winks at me and then walks toward the door.

I stare until it’s closed behind him. When did he get an ass like that? When did he become this man? All through high school, it was like we had a competition to see which of us could stay scrawny the longest. Two nerds who never seemed to hit our growth spurts. And that meant two kids who never drew any attention. We may as well have been part of the walls for as often as anyone noticed us. I never really changed. I never grew up and filled out the way every adult promised me I would. But Paul did. I wonder how many gay men at the club hit on him each night just to find out they’re wasting their time. It’s a lesson I learned in high school.
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"Hey, sleepyheads."

I force my eyes open and see Paul standing over me. His hands are shoved into his jacket pockets, and his head is tilted, examining me. I take a deep breath. He smells better tonight. More like him and less like drunk college girls. A little like... "Pizza?" I shift on the couch and feel a weight pressed into my side. Harper is cuddled against me with her arms wrapped as far around me as she can get them. I run my hand along her hair. "Bad dreams," I whisper.

Paul looks down at her and twists his lips. “She used to get those a lot. After… Kat left.” He mouths the last two words to keep Harper from hearing them, but he could have screamed them for as soundly as she’s sleeping. “But that was over a year ago.” He looks like he's in pain, but before I can ask him more, he walks to the kitchen. "I stopped at Guido's on the way home."

I look past him and see the familiar red and white box sitting on the counter. My stomach rumbles and if that doesn’t wake Harper, nothing will. But when I look, she’s still out. "Pepperoni and green peppers?"

“Just the way you like it. Let me get her to bed, and I'll bring you a plate,” he says.

I stand and scoop her into my arms. “I've got her. Just put a piece for you onto a plate, and give me the box with the rest.” I stick my tongue out at him as I head toward the stairs.

I try to move as gently as possible, but I'm pretty sure I could have hopped each step and Harper still wouldn't have woken up. Other than giving a cute little snort, she doesn't even react when I set her in her bed. I still go slowly down the steps, though. I don't want to make any noise to wake her up now that we're this close.

"You're good with her. You ever wanted a kid?" Paul is waiting for me with a beer.

I take it from him with a shrug and shuffle to the counter where two plates of pizza are sitting. “I used to think no, but now…” I hop onto a stool in front of one of the plates and bite the hot cheesy end off a piece of pizza. My eyes roll back into my head, and I moan. I haven't eaten Guido's Pizza since I was in high school, and it's even better than I remember. "This is incredible."

"Right? Pretty sure I finally figured out their secret. Everything is soaked overnight in artisanal pizza grease imported directly from Italy."

I look at the cardboard box. The bottom has soaked up so much oil that it's black. "Imported Italian pizza grease, huh?"

"Artisanal pizza grease. You got a better explanation?"

"That's as good as any."

“So what was the 'but' when I asked about kids?” he asks.

"Oh, I don’t know. Maybe. But I'd have to adopt, and that's a long, costly process. And with no boyfriend or husband, I'm not sure I would be at the top of anyone’s list."

“Any agency would be stupid to not have you number one. One look at you with Harper, and I can tell you're a natural.” He puts his hand on my arm, and my heart skips. Probably just from all the fat and salt on the pizza. I shove the rest of the piece into my mouth.

"Did you think anymore about that job?"

I draw out my chewing as long as I can, but a person can only pretend to chew oil for so long before they have to give up the pretense. "I, uh, yeah. I'd be laughed off the stage."

Paul’s hand tightens on my arm, and the flood of impulses it triggers threatens to overwhelm my body. "You'd be perfect. They would go nuts for you."

I shake my head, mostly just to clear my thoughts. "I should be offended by you saying that."

"But you're not."

"Seriously, Paul? Dancing on stage in front of a bunch of drunk, horny guys is one thing, but doing it while dressed like a girl and in heels? That's totally different."

"You're not saying no."

I sigh. No, I'm not saying no. I'm desperate enough to do almost anything.

"Why don't we do a trial run? Tomorrow. Just me and you right here. If I don't think you can do it, I'll tell you. I'll be totally, painfully honest."

I'm not sure I want his total honesty with this, but I nod my head.













CHAPTER THREE









I've just been saved by the sexy British spy and am about to show him how much I appreciate him when my phone rings. I gasp and hop up, reaching for it and trying not to swat the glass of water off my end table. My first thought is that it’s a bill collector, and I’m immediately sick to my stomach. But when I see the name on the screen, I grin.

"Do you have any idea what time it is?" I hold the phone to my ear but fall back into my pillow.

"Yes, I do. It's noon, and it's about time you marched your little butt over here." Paul’s voice will always put me in a good mood, even if he’s interrupting the best dream I’ve had in months. "Technically, half the day is already over. Up and at 'em, Kev. I went shopping this morning and got some... supplies for you."

My eyes fly open. At least while I was asleep, I'd forgotten about his stupid idea. His stupid idea that I’m foolishly considering. "You've already been up and out today? How do you do it?"

"I'm a single dad with a toddler. I don't exactly have a choice. Now get in the shower and then get over here." He must sense my hesitation. "I still have some leftover pizza."

"Is it—"

"Yep, all cold and congealed just the way it's meant to be."

I can almost picture the light orange edges of the pizza where the grease hardened in the refrigerator, just waiting to melt into my mouth. I swirl my tongue around, imagining it. "Give me 20 minutes, and I'll be there."

"Door's unlocked, so come on in."

I hang up and force myself out of bed with a groan. The stillness when I step into the hallway is smothering. Inside my bedroom, I can pretend that everything is the same. I’m the same boy I’ve always been. Mom is somewhere in the house—reading in the nook by the front window or watching some silly reality television show. But as soon as I open my door every day, the real world hits me, and I wonder if I’ll ever get used to not having her around, to being all alone. This is exactly what I thought I wanted for all those years. I shake away the thoughts and get into the shower. The water is still cold, but that’s what I need.

Harper calls out my name as soon as I get to the front porch. She must have been watching for me through the window. The thought of her waiting for me makes me happy. I push open the door, and she attacks me. "Kevin! I'll blow you down!” She’s wearing a purple dress that flares out almost as much as her golden hair when she twirls toward me. When her outstretched arm slaps my leg, she wraps it around me and pulls herself up. I’m not sure if this is part of the blowing down process or if she’s so dizzy she has to hang on for support.

"Hey, kiddo." I muss up her hair even more than it already is and carry her to the living room. Paul is sprawled sideways across his recliner, and if his tongue were hanging out the side of his mouth, he could be the poster child for exhaustion.

"We've been playing tornado. I lost my balance and fell right here and haven't been able to move since."

I chuckle and look around the room. "Yeah, I'd say tornado pretty much sums it up." I hold Harper away from me so I can look into her eyes. "Hey munchkin, do you want to help clean up and put all your toys back?"

She wrinkles her nose and shakes her head like I just asked her if she wanted to eat a plate full of raw broccoli.

"Please? If you get this all cleaned up, I'll play the cupcake game with you."

Her eyes light up, and I set her on the ground. She gets to work right away. She’s obsessed with that game. I don’t know how many hours we’ve played it in the last couple of weeks. It’s a scavenger hunt for different things around the house. When we find something on one of our cards, we win a plastic cupcake, and Harper insists that we pretend to scarf it down.

"Looks like daddy needs help." I hold my hand out and use it to pull him upright. I flinch when our hands touch. I know how my body reacts each time, but I still can’t help myself.

When his eyes linger on mine, I wonder if he felt something too. But the thought is so silly, I dismiss it.

"All your stuff is in those bags on the counter." Paul points behind me.

Bags? Plural? I turn around and see four bags on the counter. "All those? What did you buy?"

He hops to his feet and moves around me, shifting the bags from the center of the counter to its edge. “Just a bra, panties, and a dress. But I wasn't sure what size you needed, so I got a few of each. Then some makeup too.”

I feel my jaw drop. "Makeup?" I expected this to be quick and easy. I’d pull on a dress, see how bad I look, and then we’d both laugh and pretend we never really gave it any serious thought.

Paul shrugs his shoulders and grins at me. “I didn't know what to buy, so I just got things I’ve seen the girls at work use.”

“Oh? Do you like to watch the drag queens at work?” I tease him and he blushes. It makes him cuter than he already is. “You should have gotten one of them to come help me get dressed. They know what they’re doing, unlike me.” I pick up a bra and hold it out in front of me like I’m holding a snake.

“You can change in my bedroom. Do you need help taking these bags up there?” he asks, and it almost looks like he wants me to say yes.

I shake my head and take the bags up the stairs. When I'm in his bedroom, I fall backward onto the bed. It smells like him. I want to imagine lying next to him, but that won’t do anything except disappoint me again. To distract myself, I search for makeup tutorials. I’ve never worn makeup or even watched a girl put it on, so I have no idea how to even start. But after watching a few videos, I’m confident I can do it.

When everything is spread out on the bathroom vanity, I dip a brush into one of the eyeshadows. Pink. If I'm going girly, I might as well go all the way. I tickle the brush across my eyelids. After that, I try to drag the eyeliner along its edge. The first time I do it, I flinch and don't pull the pencil back in time. And the second time. And the third time. By the fifth time it happens, I slam the pencil to the ground and growl. How can this be so hard?

Before I started, I didn't care how it turned out. In fact, I wanted to look like a clown just so I didn’t have to consider this anymore. But now my frustration makes me determined to get it right. I wipe the makeup from my eyes and grab the pencil. This time I bring it to my eye slowly, and when I blink, I'm ready. I pull the pencil back at the first twinge. It takes forever, but I finally get straight lines across my top eyelids. Part of me wants to do my lower lids too, but I know that’s too much for today.

After the eyeliner, the rest is a breeze. I slap two coats of mascara on my lashes, still careful to be ready for flinches, and fill in my lips with the dark red lipstick he bought for me. When I'm done, I look in the mirror but have to quickly turn my head away. No. That person looks almost cute in makeup. That’s not me. It can’t be.

Back in Paul's bedroom, I quickly trade my briefs for panties, the thin fabric making me gasp as I pull it up my legs. Then I put my arms through the bra straps and reach behind me to hook it. At least, that was my plan. I fumble with the clasp, but I can't understand how it works. Even after I take it off twice to examine it, I still can't get it. Finally, I give up and ask Paul for help.

He clomps up the stairs with Harper in his arms. When he sets her in her room, he turns to me but stops in the doorway. "Kev..."

"I need help. I can't figure out how to do this damn thing."

I toss the bra at him, but he doesn't even try to catch it. He just stares at me, and I see his Adam's apple bob up and down.

“Hello? Earth to Paul? Unless you want to call this whole thing off right now.”

“What? No. Might as well go all the way now, right?”

He picks up the bra and hands it to me. I slip my arms through the straps, turn away from him, and pull my long hair up out of his way. We both freeze when his fingers touch my back. Every muscle in my body tenses, and I tell myself it’s just because his hand is cold. But it feels so hot that it could burn through my skin.

“Here’s the problem.” He presses his entire body against mine and pulls the bra down.

I can’t breathe with him pressed against me. I have to get away. Even just a foot. If I don’t, I don’t know what I’ll do. No, I do know what I’ll do, but I can’t let that happen. I can’t jeopardize our friendship for a foolish hope that should have burned out years ago. I take a step forward, but he moves with me. Then another. And I should laugh at our strange dance.

I put my hands on his. I have every intention of pulling them away. But I can’t. I don’t even try. And when his hands slide down to my waist, mine stay on top of his, guiding them like I’m playing with a ouija board.

"Paul… let go."

He doesn't move.

I turn to face him and realize too late that's a mistake. We're now face to face, his hands still on me, and his lips just inches away from mine. I can't stop staring at them. They move up and down almost imperceptibly with each breath he takes, and I wonder what they would feel like. I raise up on my toes, just about to find out, when he twists his head away and drops his hands. I pretend that I'm clearing my throat, as if that covers what I was about to do.

And what was I about to do? Was I really going to kiss my childhood friend? Again? Did I not learn my lesson the first time I tried that? I'd just turned 16, and he was spending the night at my house. Mom had grand notions of a huge party, but Paul was the only one who came. I wanted to die. It's one thing to tell your mom you don't have any friends, but it's another to actually demonstrate to her and the entire world how true that is. When she carried the cake from the kitchen to the dining room table, I could see the heartbreak on her face, and I’d had enough. I told her no one would come. I told her, but she didn’t listen. I shouldn’t have had to sit through the embarrassment of waiting for nearly an hour until she was finally convinced no one cared enough about me to come for the promise of free food. As soon as she set the cake down, I bolted from the house and into the woods out back. I needed to get away from everyone. But Paul followed me.

I was out of breath when I finally collapsed against a tree, but then there he was, barely breathing hard, smiling at me as he looked down.

“It's not that bad, you know.”

I grunted and picked up a decaying leaf, twisting the stem between my finger and thumb.

He dropped beside me with a thud and took my hand in his. "I'm here. You don't need more than that, right? Best friends forever? Or until one of us screws up, and we end up hating each other for the rest of our lives." He laughed. That was always our joke. Anytime we heard someone say they would be best friends forever, we would roll our eyes. We were only 16, but we already knew that forever didn't exist. Even the couples that seemed so perfect would break up. Everyone would be so surprised when it happened. Except us. We knew how the world worked better than anyone else.

I looked up at him, spinning the leaf between our faces. And then something happened. Some combination of loneliness and teenage hormones overtook me. I let the leaf fall. Paul watched it float to the ground, but I didn't. I leaned into him. Attacked him. My mouth pressing against his. My tongue forcing its way through his already parted lips.

When he didn't pull away, I thought it meant he wanted it as much as I did. I pressed him against the trunk of the tree while I spun so I was sitting on his lap. My lips never leaving his. I ran a hand down his chest, down to his crotch. Down to his cock. And that's when he realized what was happening. That touch finally woke him, and he jumped up, pushing me off of him. I sprawled backward onto the half-composted leaves and watched as he wiped the back of his hand across his lips. Wiping away my kiss.

Tears ran from my eyes, but I was too much in shock to notice until they streamed into my mouth. Their saltiness made me realize what I did. I scrambled backward, my jeans dragging across the mud. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. Shit. Paul, you can't leave me. Please don’t leave me."

He stared down at me, and I couldn't read the eyes of the boy I thought I knew so well. I didn't know if it was shock or pity or disgust or sympathy or something else. I just knew it wasn't what I wanted it to be. But then his face broke, and he grinned like nothing happened. He stuck out his hand toward me. "Come on. We should head back."

And that was it. He held my hand until we got to my backyard, but he never said a word. He never looked at me. And neither of us has ever mentioned that kiss since then. It's like we both decided to wipe it from our history, and it's stayed happily buried until now.

“So, uh, you just had it on backward,” he says. “Inside out. Flip it the other way and then you should be able to fasten it.”

"Oh." I feel like I’ll be frozen in this spot forever.

"I'm going to check on Harper. Just let me know once you're dressed." He walks out of the room without looking back at me, and as soon as he’s gone, the spell holding me motionless is broken.

The bra is still a struggle, especially because my hands won't stop shaking, but I finally get it clasped behind me. Then I shove the other panties that Paul bought into the cups, filling them out into breasts as best I can. I drop the dress over my head and look in the mirror.

I gasp. There's no way. I walk backward until I bump into the bed and then fall onto it, sitting on the edge, still staring at myself. I don't move—I don't even know if I breathe—until Harper thuds against the side of my leg.

"Let's play cupcakes!"

I look down at her and then at Paul. He's leaning against the doorframe, and I’m sure if he bites his lip any harder, he’s going to draw blood. Neither of us says anything. Harper tugs on my hand as hard as she can, and finally I stand up, still staring at Paul. "Okay. Let me get my real clothes back on, and I'll come play with you."

"No. Now!"

I sigh. "I can't wear—"

“You look…” Paul stops mid-sentence and walks closer to me. The tension in my body twists higher with each step, and just when I’m sure I can’t take any more, he stops. "You look..."

"Pretty! Let's go!" Harper tugs on my hand again, but Paul picks her up and holds her to his chest. He tries to kiss her cheek, but she pivots her head so she's facing me.

"What she said." The words are so soft I barely hear them. "But I have an idea for something even better than the cupcake game."













CHAPTER FOUR









“Who wants to go get ice cream?” Paul tosses Harper into the air and catches her. She screams in delight and then yells for ice cream once she's back in his arms. I just smile at them. Forgetting for a second what I'm wearing as I watch the two of them together. Harper is Paul's world, and he would do anything for her. They're lucky to have each other.

"What do you think?" Paul asks. Harper shouts a "yeah!" but he's looking at me like he expects something from me. "Do both of you girls want ice cream?"

Harper shouts again, and then she looks at me, waiting for my answer. Paul didn’t mean... I shake my head, and I can hear my heart racing in my chest. Absolutely not. Dressing up in front of him and Harper is one thing. That's embarrassing enough. There's no way I'm going out in public. "You don't want me to go like this."

"I do. You look great, Kev. Really. I wouldn't just tell you that." He sets Harper down and tells her to go into her room and pick out whatever pair of shoes she wants to wear.

My legs are so weak, I'm afraid I'll collapse. I sit on the edge of the bed and watch her scamper toward her room. Once she's gone, my eyes fall. I look at the off-white carpet. I feel him walking toward me like he's pushing out a wave of pressure in front of him, but I don't look up. Not until he takes my hand. I know better—I know it's meaningless to him—but my heart still wants to leap out of my chest at his touch.

He sits beside me, still holding my hand. Our heads are turned sideways, facing each other, and I think maybe this is it. This is when I finally get my real kiss from him. But when he doesn't move toward me, I curse myself for being so foolish. "Please, Kevin? You know I wouldn't ask you to do this if I didn't know you could. You're... fuck. You don't just look like a woman. You really are pretty. Better than I thought, even. No one is ever going to guess the truth."

I pull my hand away from his and cross my arms. He has to be wrong. I can't look like a woman. Not to anyone else. I turn toward the mirror. I expect to see the two of us sitting on the bed together, but I don't. I see Paul sitting there with a woman. Someone who looks familiar but who is unmistakably female. He follows my gaze and scoots closer to me when he sees us in the mirror. I wish he would have moved the other direction. I wish he would have walked out. I wish I would.

"Will you do it? Just an ice cream shop. That's all. A couple teenage girls working behind the counter. What's the worst they can do?"

Laugh.

"They won't laugh at you," he says, and I'm not sure if I accidentally said that out loud or if he guessed at my thoughts. "What do you see when you look at us in the mirror?"

I see the man who makes me feel things that no one else ever has. The only person I truly want but can never have. If I ignore what I'm wearing, I see the future that sixteen-year-old me dreamt of. I stand and walk to the other side of the room.

"You see me sitting here with a woman, don't you? A woman who looks like she could be your sister. That's what everyone else is going to see, too."

I don't know if he expects me to say something, but I don't. What can I say?

"Harper? Are you ready?"

She runs into the room, and I look at her feet. Matching yellow sneakers. The same pair. I don't know if I'm impressed or disappointed.

"Here." Paul’s steps are loud on the carpet as he walks to me. "I do know your shoe size, so I bought these for you. Put them on and let's go." There are two soft thumps, and I turn to see what it is. Pink flip flops sitting right beside my feet. I slip into them.

I can't say a word during the car ride. If I do, I'll start crying because of all the nervous energy swirling in my core. I just stare out the side window, seeing my ghostly reflection superimposed over the houses that pass by. It doesn't take long before we get to the ice cream shop. When I hear Paul shift the car into park, I look forward. There are no customers inside. And I just see one girl behind the counter.

"What are you thinking?" Paul asks. He has to already know the answer to that. What would anyone be thinking in this situation? What would he be thinking if he were dressed like a girl and about to go out in public? "You trust me, right?"

This isn't about trust. It's about me making a fool of myself. "Of course, I do, but—"

"Then trust me when I say you look just like any other woman who goes into this shop every day." His voice is soft, like he's trying his best to reassure me, but it doesn't work. "We need a name for you. Do you have anything in mind?"

I shake my head.

"Harper? What do you think we should call Kevin when she's a girl?"

His words make me cringe. I'm not a she. I'm not a girl. I'm an idiot who let his best friend talk him into wearing makeup and a dress, and is now about to let him talk me into leaving the safety of this car, too.

“Sierra.” She has the name ready as soon as he asks. It's like she's been waiting for the chance to say it the whole ride.

Paul looks at her in the rearview mirror. “Sierra? Like in that princess cartoon you watch 23 hours a day?”

“I don’t even need a different name for this” I look from Paul to Harper, as if either one of them is going to agree. “Can’t I just be me?”

“Sierra! You’re Sierra!” Harper bounces up and down with each word.

Paul shakes his head and grins at me. “If you don’t like it, we can think of something better later. Okay?”

No, it's not okay. We don't need to think of something better later. "Fine. Let's just get this over with." If I don't do this now, I never will, and Paul will never stop pushing me. He's right. This is about as safe an environment as I can ask for. I get out and unbuckle Harper, taking her into my arms. If I use her as a shield, maybe no one will notice me.

I'm partially right. As soon as we walk up to the counter, the worker gives Harper all of her attention. The teen walks her through all the flavors that might appeal to a child. Harper finally settles on Super Silly Sparkly Swirliciousness, whatever flavor that is.

The worker scoops the ice cream into a container and hands it to Harper. “And what flavor do you think your mommy wants?” The girl smiles at me before moving to the freezer case.

I go weak with panic, and Harper starts to slip from arms. But Paul reaches around me and pulls me into him with one arm while he slides the other under Harper. I nearly fall into him, and my world spins.

"I bet she wants double chocolate... Sierra? Wake up." Paul's forced chuckle snaps me back to the shop and the girl waiting behind the counter.

"Yeah... that. I'm..." I walk away before Paul or the girl can say anything. I have to sit down. I have to get away from her. I have to get away from him. I sit Harper in a seat at the closest table, and I plop down next to her. I stare as she shovels the rainbow colored ice cream into her mouth. Her hand is covered in red and blue and green stickiness and I should clean her up, but I can't. I don't move until Paul sets my ice cream in front of me.

"See, 'mommy?'" His voice is a whisper that not even Harper can hear. "What did I tell you?"

I can't admit that he was right. I can't even fully comprehend it yet.

"Do you know the only thing that made you stand out to that girl?" He pauses, but I don't answer. "The way you acted. If you hadn't been so nervous, she wouldn't have thought there was anything unusual about you. She'd just think we were a typical husband and wife taking our daughter out for a treat. That's all."

Typical husband and wife. I close my eyes and let a spoonful of ice cream melt on my tongue.













CHAPTER FIVE









“This is silly. I can't do this.” I look up at Lee, but she just smirks and takes a step back, admiring her work.

“Sierra, you need to look in the mirror, babe. You might not live up to your name just yet, but every mountain range starts with a couple of hills. And thanks to me, you’ve got a pair of fine ones.”

She moves out of the way, and I see my reflection. I'm squeezed into a silicone breastplate that I was sure would never look good, but after Lee’s makeup, I can't tell it from my real skin. I look like a topless woman.

"Now, what were you saying about this being silly?" She jiggles my breasts with each word.

I laugh and slap her hand away. "It is! How do you do this and not feel... fake?"

“Ouch!” She clutches her hand to her chest and pulls away like I stabbed her. "We do not use the F word around here, you little fuck. We're not fake. We're beautified. Maximized. It's the real us, only way hotter. You're not gonna tell me you don’t see the steam sizzling off your sexy little ass." She leans into me, acting like she's using my body to steam her face. "Now, let me finish you up. You can't interrupt an artist while she's working and expect her to create a masterpiece, can you? Well, I guess when it's me you can because I’m just that good. But it's still going to be really nice once you learn to do your own makeup. Then I won't have to worry about making you so pretty you outshine me."

I laugh. Like there's any way that would happen. No matter what she has between her legs or how she lives her life outside this club, she's the prettiest woman I know, and there's no way anyone would even notice me if I were standing beside her, let alone accuse me of outshining her.

When my makeup and farm girl costume are on, I stand at the side of the stage. The Legendary Zelda Zaire is in the middle of her routine. She's an acrobat out there and could put any of us to shame. Not only does she somersault around the stage in heels, there's actually a trapeze that drops from the ceiling for her, and she spends the last third of her show whirling and flipping on it. Even though five minutes ago I was so sick that I swore I was going to throw up, I forget about that—forget that I'm on next—and get lost in the music, tapping my high-heeled cowboy boots and shaking my hips just enough to make my blue and white gingham dress flare out around me. Watching her makes me wish I’d taken gymnastics as a child.

By the time her music hits its closing crescendo and the audience goes crazy, I'm holding my arms above my head, and my entire body is swaying. But when she blows a final kiss to the crowd and NaughtiLee presses up against me and shimmies, I realize what's coming next. I look at Lee, and she puts her hands on the sides of my face. She must see the panic in my eyes because I can tell she's trying to comfort me. I'm sure she's telling me that everything will be fine. I’ve rehearsed this dozens of times. But I can't hear a thing she's saying over the roar in my ears. Doing this in rehearsal is different from doing it in front of a thousand people. It's different from going out there after Zelda’s routine.

I shake my head and motion for Lee to go on the stage alone. She can just skip me and introduce the next girl. No one will know. I’m just about to walk away when I feel him. Even before his hand presses against my back, I know he's there.

“You're so gorgeous. Everyone in that crowd is going to forget all about Zelda once they see you out there.” Paul shouts the words to make sure I hear them over all the other noise. “The first spin around the pole, and you're going to have them mesmerized.”

But people aren't going to be mesmerized by me. They're going to throw things at me. Drinks, ice cubes, tomatoes if this were a cartoon. Whatever it is, they're going to run me off the stage as soon as I start.

I turn to argue with Paul, to convince him that it’s impossible for me to do this, but I don't get a chance. As she walks on to the stage to introduce me, Lee yanks my arm so hard I almost fall down. Paul catches me just as I stumble forward. His hands slip around my belly and pull me upright. Pull me into him. I inhale, hoping to catch his scent, but all I can smell is stale, spilled alcohol and the mix of sweat and cologne of the men crowded up near the stage.

I vaguely hear Lee introducing me, telling the audience that I’m the club’s newest girl. I’m partially aware of the crowd whooping and whistling when she says they’ll want to nestle in my foothills. Somewhere in my mind, I appreciate Lee warming them up. But Paul’s hands on me are a blaring Klaxon bell, drowning out everything else in my mind.

When Lee finally motions for me to come onto the stage, Paul slides his hands to my back and shoves me. Not enough to make me fall, but enough that I have to take two steps to catch myself. Two steps that put me on the edge of the stage where the audience can see me. My hand automatically rises to the back of my neck, where it almost felt like Paul had kissed me before shoving me. I look back at him, and he winks. Then my song starts and the first beats of the bass vibrate through my body.

For about thirty seconds, I'm a beat behind the music, but then my adrenaline drops and the endorphins take over. The crowd and the music pull me back in sync, and when the music changes, I'm ready. I look over my left shoulder at Paul. He and Lee are watching from the side of the stage. I smile at them and rip the dress off of me. The crowd screams so loudly it hurts my ears, but I can't take my eyes off Paul. His expression changes from surprise to happiness to... it looks like lust, but that's obviously not it. I spin for the crowd, but when I look back, he's gone. I search for a couple of seconds, but then I give up and turn to the audience. They're the ones paying to see this. They're throwing cash onto the stage, and I grin when I see it. For me. They're throwing cash up here for me. A couple of weeks ago, I would have never imagined it was possible. Now, though, I turn around, bend over, and shake my panty-covered ass to show them how much I appreciate them. All the while, I hope that the tape holds everything in place.

"Girl!" I call out to Lee as I literally skip off the stage. Once no one can see us, she squeals and wraps her arms around me and lifts me off the ground. My back cracks, and if she weren't squeezing me so tightly that I can't breathe, I would moan because it feels so good.

"I told you! I told you!" She sets me down and slaps me on the shoulder to punctuate her words. "If you ever doubt me again after this, we're going to have a serious problem. From now on, if we all tell you that you can do something, you'd better believe us."

"Yes, ma'am." I laugh.

"Now, where's that boyfriend of yours? He was right here, staring at you for most of the performance."

"He's just a friend. That's all."

"Mmm-hmm. Come on. Let's get some clothes on you, and I’ll show you how to mingle." The way she says the word makes me wonder if mingle is some secret gay club code for something else. Like we're going to be putting on ski masks and robbing the restaurant next door. I don't know if I would object. The way I feel, I would commit a felony for her right now. But something makes me stop her. I don’t know why, but I need to make sure she understands about Paul.

“He really isn't my boyfriend. I swear. We've just been friends since high school. He doesn't even like, um, egg rolls, if you know what I mean.”

“You think I can’t handle a little food metaphor?” She looks at my crotch when she says the word little. “You say he’s just a friend, but you're not going to tell me he wouldn't dip his dumpling into your sweet little hot pot.”

"I did kiss him once." I don’t know why I’m admitting this to her.

"And?" She looks at me for a second before turning back to the rack of dresses.

"And nothing. He wasn't interested."

"You keep telling yourself that, honey. What do you think about this one?" She holds a green sequined flapper dress up to me. I take it and look in the mirror.

“You know what, never mind what you think,” she says. “I can see that you love it. If I let you speak, you’ll just make up some excuse why you can't wear it or why it wouldn't look good on you or why Paul doesn't really want to fuck you until your asshole refuses to ever accept any dick other than his even though he gives off so many manly man pheromones when he’s around you that it’s a wonder I don’t choke to death. So just put it on.”

"But I—"

"Girl, what did I just say? Now zip it. Your mouth and that dress."

I take my bra off and slip into the dress. It barely covers my panties, and I almost take it off and tell Lee that I can't wear it. Then I remember that I just stood almost naked on a stage in front of all the same people who are going to see me in this dress, and I swallow down my objection.

We walk around the floor of the club for almost an hour, and I felt less on display on the stage than I do now. Everyone rushes to us when we get near to them. They offer to buy us drinks or offer to take us home. And of course, they all need selfies, and when we're bunched in together for the shot, their hands just happen to find their way up my skirt. The women are worse than the men. By the time we finally stop, I've had enough. I feel like I've whored myself out to a thousand different people in one night. Lee insists that it's all part of the long game. We show how fun and sexy I am one-on-one, and then the next time they see me perform, they throw even more money. I hope so, because I don't want to have gone through that for free.

As soon as I’ve made my rounds, I go backstage to hide and to stay off my feet. But I wonder if that's a mistake. At least when I'm standing my toes are so numb I can't feel anything more than a throb, but when I kick my shoes off, the feeling comes back and the pain spikes through my whole foot. I try massaging and raising them and nothing works. I'm just about resigned to amputation—artificial limbs are really advanced these days—when Paul walks up.

He puts his hand on my shoulder, and I jump. I hadn't heard him come near, and apparently the pain of my feet blocks my Paul radar. "You were great out there, Sierra. I knew you could do it."

"Oh good, I'm going to get the I told you so speech from you too?" I smile and raise my hand to his, almost putting my fingers on his before I think better of it.

"Oh, you mean the other girls are an opinionated bunch who aren't shy about telling you what they think?"

I turn to face him. "Who could have ever guessed that?"

He laughs and pulls a chair next to me. "So, was it as bad as you thought it would be?"

I look down at my red and swollen feet. I'm pretty sure someone could drive a nail through them and it would feel better than they do now. “No, it wasn't. Thanks for giving me that extra push I needed. Literally.”

Without a word, he lifts my feet onto his lap and starts massaging them. His thumbs working from the arch to my toes and back again. I lean back and close my eyes. "You looked like you were having fun up there. You looked... I mean, did you?"

I open my eyes just a crack. Just to see a wave of red spread across his face. "Once I quit worrying and let myself go, yeah. It all just sorta happened, and I went with it. It's hard to explain."

“Letting go is always the part I struggle with.”

He sets my feet on the ground and then pulls me off of my chair. His hands fly to my waist, and he yanks me toward him. I settle on his lap, one leg on either side of him. His hard cock presses up into me, and I look down. Even through his pants, I can see the bulge.

"What are you doing?" I ask him.

"I don't know. Just letting myself go and seeing what happens." He nestles his mouth into the crook of my neck, and my eyes roll back into my head. His lips work along my neck and my collarbone, and my nostrils fill with the remembered smell of the woods that day. It's like I'm back there again, and I brace myself. But this time he doesn't push me away.

He slides his hands under my ass and picks me up, bringing me closer to him so my ass is on top of his dick. We both moan as he does it, and I want to reach a hand under me so I can grab him. I want to run my fingers along his length. I want more than that. I want to feel him inside me. My brain is screaming that I can't do that. That he's my best friend, and I can't ruin that for a fuck. But my body hasn't been touched like this for so long that it doesn't care about any future complications. It just wants him now.

"Not your boyfriend… mmm-hmm."

I open my right eye and see Lee. "No one asked you,” I say to her.

"You've only got 3 minutes until you need to be on stage with the rest of us. So you'd better either make it the quickest quickie ever or finish that up after the show."

Shit. I slide back a little—just enough so I'm not impaling myself on Paul's dick—and I stare at him. I'm waiting for him to tell me this was a mistake. That he was caught up in the moment. Or even that he drank some alcohol earlier and wasn't himself. But he doesn't. He just stares back at me.

"You should get ready," he finally says.

"I should."

“You can't miss the curtain call on your first night.”

"No." But I don't move. Not until he shakes his head and looks away. When he does that, I slide off of him. I don't look at him as I step into my shoes or as I turn to walk toward the stage.

I only make it a couple of steps before a hand on my arm spins me around. He's so close I can't see anything but him. His mouth moving down onto me. I take a breath just as his lips close over mine and his tongue pushes into my mouth.

My entire world goes blank. My brain has to reboot. I can't kiss him back. I can't do anything except stand there while his tongue does things to mine that I never dreamed of. And when he stops, I try to look at him, but he's blurry. Even my vision is short-circuited.

"I didn't want you to walk away with any doubts this time." With his hands on my shoulders, he spins me so I'm facing the stage. This time, I'm sure that he brushes his lips across the back of my neck.













CHAPTER SIX









"Are you sure about this?" I ask.

“We have to get inside. Sophie needs to go home.”

"Yeah, but..." I can't finish my sentence because I don't know what I mean. I mean everything. I want to ask him if he's sure about what happened between us earlier. About the dress I borrowed from the club and am wearing right now. About his babysitter seeing us together. About Harper seeing us together. I want to ask if he's sure about me spending the night. It was only a twenty-minute drive, but that's plenty of time for him to have changed his mind. And I want to make it easy for him to let me down. I want him to know I understand if he doesn’t want this now.

"No buts, Sierra.” He slides his hand under the skirt of my dress before squeezing the middle of my thigh. “Unless you don't want this? Because I haven't been able to stop thinking about you since you first went out there tonight. Since that day you first dressed for me. But if you don’t want this…”

I exhale and stare at his hand. I've wanted this since I was fourteen-years-old and met him for the first time in math class. The two nerds who always knew the answers but who sat in the back of the class and never raised their hands because they didn't want anyone to notice them. I tossed and turned in bed that night and couldn't sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw him, laughing silently and rolling his eyes just for me when another student confused a tangent and a sine. But what am I giving up for this? What if it's too much? "I don't know."

He lets go of me, and his face falls. "We're friends above everything else, and nothing is going to get in the way of that. So I get it. I guess I just got caught—"

“Don't you dare say now that you got caught up in the moment. Don't you dare!” I won’t let him minimize what happened or what this could be. I lean across the center console and kiss him. My lips press against his for just a second at first, but then we both open for the other and seize the chance. I'm sure one of us accidentally turned the heat to high because the inside of the car is suddenly sweltering, and I can almost see the heat rise in waves off our bodies.

It's not until I lift my leg across the gear shift so I can straddle him that I remember where we are. "Sophie." I breathe out the poor girl's name to remind him. To remind myself. But neither one of us stops. "We have to get inside."

"Yeah." His hands work down the front of my dress, stopping for a second to play with the silicone of my breastplate before he moves lower. Down to my skin where I can actually feel him.

"Harper," I say, and his daughter's name brings both of us to a halt. I spin back into my seat and pull down the visor so I can check my lipstick in the mirror. I don't want to walk into the house and have to face a teen girl with lipstick smeared all over me.

"Let me see."

I turn so he can see me, and he pushes on the overhead light.

"There's still one spot." He leans toward my face, his head angled to get a better look. Before I realize what he’s doing, he plants a kiss on my cheek. Just a quick peck. "There. Now you're perfect."

"Now I'm perfect?" I tease.

"Do-over. Now you're just as perfect as you always are."

"Hmm, better. Let me see yours." I pretend to look at him before I kiss him on the cheek. "There. Now you're… eh, alright."

"Hey!"

I hurry out of the car, giggling, before he can reach me. I stick my tongue out as I slam the door. The lipstick mark I just left on his cheek is obvious to anyone who even glances at him, but I'm not going to say a word about it.

Inside, Sophie is curled up on the couch under a blanket and holding her phone in her hands. My face heats up. It's one thing to wear a dress, makeup, and heels in front of strangers—or even just Paul and Harper—but it's different in front of her. She knows Paul. Her dad is one of his friends. But she barely looks at me. Just says hey and then turns to Paul.

“So she had a pretty bad nightmare earlier,” she tells him. “She was sobbing, and I had to hold her for ten minutes before she finally calmed down. I thought I was gonna have to call you.”

It sounds even worse than the nightmare she had when I watched her a couple of weeks ago, and it breaks my heart to think of her being that terrified. I wish I could do something to make sure she never had to suffer through another one of those again. I would do almost anything.

I watch Paul as Sophie tells him about the nightmare. His entire body goes stiff, and it looks like he might cry. No matter how much hearing about Harper’s night terror hurts me, I know it’s so much worse for him. Everything he does revolves around that girl, and it has to kill him that there’s something he can’t make better for her.

Paul watches while Sophie walks to her car. Once she’s driving away, he shuts the door and turns to me. My body is pulled to his. I want to hold him and tell him that it’ll be okay. We’ll figure something out. Maybe she needs to see a doctor or a therapist. Whatever it is, we’ll do it.

When I’m close enough to touch him, he steps around me. “I’m going to go up and check on her.”

I reach out and my fingers brush against his arm. “Is it okay if I come up too?”

He stops and stares at me, and I worry he's going to tell me no. But then he nods his head, and I follow him up the steps. I leave my heels at the base of the stairs so their clicking won’t wake Harper.

We stop outside her door, and Paul looks at me again before he pushes the half-open door. The light from a projector sprays twirling stars and moons all around the room. Under the pink glow, I see her sprawled across her bed, and I smile. She looks so peaceful now. Her arms and legs are spread out. Her hair blown behind her like she was standing in front of a fan. Her blue stuffed puppy Bo-Bo is tucked under her front shoulder. As calm as she looks now, it’s hard to imagine the fear she felt earlier.

Paul walks to the bed and bends over her. “Goodnight, Applesauce. I love you more than anything in the whole wide world.” He kisses the side of her forehead, and she sucks in a quick breath through her nose. I freeze, not even letting myself breathe, afraid she’ll wake up. But she doesn't. She doesn't even budge. I mouth "goodnight, sweetie" as Paul steps around me and into the hall. I turn and follow him.

The overhead light casts long shadows over his face, and I wrap my arms around his waist. “I feel so bad for her. Maybe we should stay up for a while to make sure she's okay? We can take turns sitting in the chair in her bedroom. That way, one of us is there if she wakes up.”

It’s then that I notice his arms are hanging limp to his sides.

“She’ll be alright,” I say. “We’ll make sure—”

“I can’t do this.”

“That’s fine. I’ll just go home then, and I’ll call you tomorrow to see how she is. And how you are.”

He takes a step back from me, out of my arms. “No, I mean this. Any of it. You. Us. I shouldn’t have let myself get distracted. I could’ve… I don’t know. But I know Harper needs to be my focus right now. My only focus. I can’t make space for anything other than her.”

“Oh. Well, we can take things slow. We don’t have to—”

“Kevin, you’re not listening.” I recoil like he slapped me. “We can’t take things anywhere. Slow or fast. I’m sorry I made you think there could be something between us, but there can’t.”

He looks tired, but there’s no emotion on his face. No sadness. No guilt. Definitely no love. It’s like staring at an empty wall. I wish I could be the same. “I’m sorry.” I don’t know what I’m apologizing for, but I don’t wait for him to say anything before I leave.

The grass of his front lawn is covered in dew and cold under my bare feet. It can’t be more than fifty steps to my door, but it feels like it’s miles away. When I finally get there, I don’t go inside. I can’t deal with that emptiness too. Not tonight. I collapse on the porch and stare at the streetlamp. Fog is already starting to form. Its thick white cloud swirls in the light and casts a pallid glow over everything.













CHAPTER SEVEN









I get to the club an hour before opening, and there's already a line outside. The winner of last year's Drag 'Em Out is performing tonight, and apparently she must have a huge following. I've never known anyone who watches that show, so I didn't realize how popular it is.

"Hey, did you guys see the line out front?" Lee and Sean are standing on opposite sides of the bar. Neither of them looks at me as I walk up. "It's crazy. There have to be a hundred people here already. I mean I knew... Hello?" They haven't moved an inch, and I'm starting to wonder if they've both had strokes. Maybe I should call an ambulance instead of talking about the line outside. Time lost is brain lost.

"Will you tell Mister Overgrown Zit Waiting To Be Popped that I don't care how famous Davina Devine is, she cannot just take over my dressing area?" Lee glares at Sean, and I'm not sure how he doesn't wilt and burst into flames.

"And would you tell Little Miss Dragged Face First Through the Makeup Aisle at the Dollar Store that the customers tonight are here to see Davina, so we need to treat her like the honored guest that she is?"

Sean's nostrils flare out with every breath and I'm not entirely positive he isn't going to explode and coat the entire bar with angry rage goo, so I step backward. An inch at a time because I don't want either of them to suddenly turn their attention and shoot eyeball lasers at me. But just when I think I'm going to make a clean getaway, I run into something and gasp. Sean and Lee look toward me, and I wince, preparing myself to melt under their combined forces. But neither of them says a word, and I feel a hand rest on my shoulder. I turn and follow it up to maybe the most handsome man I've ever seen. Suddenly, I understand why Sean and Lee are both speechless.

"Oh my God, I'm so sorry. I, um, didn't see you there until it was too late, and then... bam, and then." The sheer amount of gorgeousness radiating from him is overwhelming the speech center in my brain.

"Doors don't open until 7:30. Unless you have some business in here..." Sean trails off, waiting for the man to explain why he's here.

"You're adorable," Mr. Glorious Brown Hair smiles at me as he says the words. "And it was completely my fault. I saw you coming, and I just couldn't resist." He winks, and my ovaries melt. Which is especially awkward since I’m a guy and don’t have ovaries.

"You... I..." I look around for Paul. I need to see him to remind myself of—what? That he dumped me last night and told me he’s never going to be interested? Even if he were standing right here, he wouldn’t care that this living piece of art just flirted with me. Maybe I should flirt back. It could help me get my mind off Paul, at least for a little while.

Before I get the chance, Mr. I'm So Sexy I Can Make You Come With Just a Flick of My Eyelashes turns his gaze from me to the bar. "I'm the 'honored guest' that you two were just discussing. I'm Davina, but please call me Dakota when I’m not in battle gear. Pleased to meet you both." He walks toward them, extending his hand.

“I’m Sean, the manager. Bryan was supposed to pick you up and give me a warning that you were here." He growls under his breath. “Is he hiding somewhere?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I never met him. I wanted to walk, so I left my wardrobe at the front desk of the hotel with a note for him to bring it. Can you believe I've never been to this town before? I like to get a feel for the cities where I’m performing, and I can’t get that from a car.” Dakota turns to Lee, who stares back at him like she just found him barbecuing her pet guinea pig. “And you are?”

Sean doesn’t give her a chance to answer. “That's our emcee, Lee. NaughtiLee. She should be called HaughtiLee for the way she prances around like she owns the place.” Sean starts slicing a lemon so he can pretend he's not interested in where this conversation is about to go.

“Well, I’m pleased to meet you, Lee. Don’t worry about me taking your dressing area. I wouldn't dream of it. I'll fit in wherever there's room. Maybe I could share with this cute fellow behind me.”

Is he talking about me?

“Sorry, Dakota,” Lee says. “Sierra is off limits. She already has a boyfriend, and he’s buff enough to kick any of our behinds.”

Sean nods his head.

“Well, that’s disappointing.” Dakota turns, and his eyes flow up and down my body. “I’m looking for a good tour guide, and I get the feeling he could have definitely guided me.”

“No, I’m single.” My voice is high-pitched and squeaky. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Sean sounds just like Lee when he says it.

“I don’t. We, uh…” I can’t really tell them that we broke up because we were never even dating. And I don’t want to admit in front of Mr. So Hot I’m Not Allowed in California During Wildfire Season that my heart was ripped out last night by the man I’ve had a crush on for over twelve years.

"Sierra, honey." I know I'm in trouble when Lee calls me honey, so I clamp my mouth shut. “You can’t just pretend Paul doesn’t exist when some hot guy comes along and makes you harder than one-armed rowing.”

I hike up an eyebrow and stare at her, trying to figure out the metaphor.

"Because one-armed rowing is really hard. It makes total sense. Don't look at me like that with those confused doe-eyes. And the hot guy in question is Mr. Greek God here. In case that part sailed over your pretty little head too. Now scurry off, and let the grownups talk business, 'kay?" Lee winks and blows me a smiling kiss to let me know she's kidding, but I turn to walk backstage. Maybe it’s not a good idea to think about all the things I want to show Dakota. And all the things I want him to show me.
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My performance goes well. Better than that. It’s great. Five minutes. Two songs. And by the end, the stage is covered in ones. I’m pretty sure I even see some fives. As I dance off the stage, I start to pass Lee, but she puts out a hand to stop me.

“You're killing it. I want you to do a fifteen-minute spot next week.” My mouth hangs open, and I can’t speak. She’s promoting me already? I nod my head so hard, I worry my blonde wig might fly off.

She pats my shoulder and walks onto the stage. I bounce toward the dressing area but stop when I see Dakota. He’s leaning against the wall, staring at me. His breastplate and nails are on, but he hasn’t finished his makeup yet. “You're a natural.” He smiles, and it feels like he’s shining a light on me.

“Thanks.” I look away like some demure schoolgirl.

“You sure you don’t have a boyfriend? Lee was pretty convinced that you do.”

“We broke up. She just doesn’t know about that yet.” Not only did we break up, Paul called off work tonight just so he wouldn’t have to be around me. He told Sean that he needed to deal with some personal matters. I thought maybe that meant Harper was sick or having nightmares again, but Sean had asked. Paul said she was fine. So I knew then what personal matters he meant. I don’t matter to him, so he doesn’t want to be around me.

“Then maybe tomorrow you could show me around? I have a list of things I want to see, but it would be better with a local.” He pushes away from the wall and walks over to me, his hand gliding down my arm until he hooks a finger around one of mine. “Especially if that local was you.”

My heart screams no, but why shouldn’t I? It’s not like I’d be cheating on Paul. He doesn’t want me. Why should I care what he thinks? This is the perfect chance to move on, and I need to take it.

Dakota’s hand slides under my dress, and he rubs his fingers along the length of my cock. I close my eyes as my dick struggles to free itself from the tape and panties holding it in place. “So what do you say?”

He doesn’t give me a chance to answer before his lips press against mine. I open my mouth in shock, and he must think I’m letting him in. His tongue doesn't dance carefully or delicately like Paul's. It moves in like the infantry of an invading army, scorching everything in its path. It has one mission, and that's to get me to say yes to him. And why shouldn’t I?

“Yes. I think I’d like to do that.”

The side of Dakota’s lip curls into something between a smile and snarl. “Attaboy. Two guys seeing the town and seeing where things go from there. The real us. None of this makeup or girly stuff.” His hand darts between my legs again, but this time he doesn't rub me gently. He squeezes my cock between his fingers, and I groan.













CHAPTER EIGHT









I meet Dakota at Smithson's Taproom. He’s standing outside, and I see him from half a block away. He’s dressed in all black—black pants, a black leather jacket, and I see just a peek of a black t-shirt stretched across his pecs underneath.

When he notices me, he looks like he wants to eat me. “Hello, handsome. Very sexy school teacher. I like it.”

I’m wearing a brown sweater over a white button-up shirt with jeans and a pair of brown boots. I’ve worn this outfit on dates before and always loved it, but today something feels off. He presses against me and kisses me. His lips are warm in the chill air, but there’s no spark or surge of endorphins. Not like when—but it doesn’t matter. I fantasized about Paul for years, so of course kissing him is going to feel different. That doesn’t mean anything.

“Are you ready to head in?” he asks. “I’m so excited about this place. Their smoked ale is famous.”

The inside of the bar is so dark, my eyes need several seconds to adjust to it. When they finally do, I look around. Everything is dark wood. The walls, the floor, the ceiling, the tables, the chairs. The only two windows are on the front wall. The rest of the light comes from dim, yellowed Edison bulbs. I’m sure the designer wanted to make it look ancient, like this has been a smokehouse for hundreds of years. But it makes me feel like an insect trapped in amber.

Dakota, though, loves it. His eyes are wide and he’s glowing more brightly than the lamps dangling from the ceiling. Seeing the joy on his face lightens my mood. Maybe I’m not being fair to this place.

I look around for a host to take us to our seats, but Dakota takes my hand and leads me to a long table. It's just as dark as everything else, despite the two light fixtures that hang directly over it. On either side of the table, there are long benches with no backs. Several people are already sitting there when we find a space between them.

“I’ll be right back.” Dakota disappears before I even sit down. I watch him walk to the bar, his ass sashaying with each step. I never seen a more perfect rear, but I can’t even enjoy it. I just compare it to Paul’s, and Dakota’s somehow comes up short. What is wrong with me?

“I put in an order of wings too. I hope that’s okay.” I jolt at the heavy thud as Dakota sets a drink in front of me. The ale is dark, and the miniature bubbles swirling upward in the mug almost look like smoke rising. I wonder if that’s intentional.

As soon as Dakota sits across from me, he holds his glass out. When I do the same, he clinks his against mine. "To the start of a wonderful day spent with a wonderful man." He smiles, and I should be bursting now. There should be stars dancing around his head. My body should feel... well, something. He's undeniably gorgeous, and he's toasting me. All his attention is centered on me. My stomach should be fluttering. My dick should be getting hard.

I take a tiny sip and wince, but I think Dakota is trying to drain the entire glass in one gulp. When he sets the glass on the table, it’s half empty, and he has a beer mustache. It’s so cute on him, I can’t help but smile.

“Do I have something on my face? Maybe you can help clean me up?” He leans across the table. It takes me a few seconds to realize what he’s doing, but when I do, I lean forward and kiss away a little of the foam. The woman sitting next to me mutters “aww” under her breath. And it is romantic, isn’t it? Why doesn’t it feel that way to me?

I sit back onto the bench and run my hand across the top of the table. The wood is worn smooth, almost shiny in some spots.

“So you like playing with thick wood?” Dakota asks. The same woman, who seems awfully wrapped up in our date while ignoring the man she’s with, snorts a laugh and then pretends it was a sneeze.

"It certainly has its place when it's used correctly."

He winks. "Don't worry about that. I'm a master woodworker." If anyone else had used that line, I would laugh or roll my eyes. Maybe both. But when he says it, I know he's not just bragging. Everything about him tells me that he knows exactly what to do with his body and his partner's to drive them wild. And I know that if I can just let myself relax and enjoy this date, I'll get to experience that myself. If I can just stop thinking about Paul and comparing everything Dakota does to him.

I’m on a date with the most gorgeous man to ever ask me out. Someone who is way out of my league. But for some reason, he’s interested in me. And I can’t even go five seconds without thinking of Paul. Wondering what he would say. Or what he would do. Would he like this beer? Has he heard of this place? I need someone to scream at me, to tell me that I’m being ridiculous.

“So what do you think about the ale?” Dakota asks. “Be honest. Isn’t it the greatest? Almost as great as getting to drink it while sitting across from you.”

But it’s not, is it? It’s not the greatest. In fact, it’s terrible. And sitting across from him doesn’t make it any better to me. If anyone could be so sexy that I don’t notice the absolutely disgusting beer I’m drinking, it should be him. If anyone could make me forget the man I love, it should be Dakota. Oh my God. I gasp and shoot up.

"What is it?" his eyebrows raise and he holds a hand to his chest. His look of concern is sweet, and any other time, it would make me melt right through the dark walnut floorboards.

"I can't do this. I'm so sorry." Before the last word even has time to get to him, I’m already away from the table. I push through the door and onto the sidewalk out front. I need to put as much space between me and this place as possible. Between me and him. But a tug on my wrist pulls me back and spins me around.

"What's wrong?" The tilt of his head and the way his lips are just slightly parted make him look a little like a devoted puppy, and I wish I could appreciate him the way he deserves. "Kevin, talk to me. Did I do something?"

"Other than be absolutely perfect?"

He chuckles. "Yes, other than that. Tell me what's wrong." He runs a finger down the side of my cheek to my lips, and I sigh.

My eyes are starting to blur, and I really don't want to cry in front of him so I try to blink back the tears. But it's too late. His thumb sweeps under my eye, and he pulls me into him. His chest is so firm and warm, and my instinct is to wrap my arms around him. But I can't.

"You can tell me." For someone so hard, he’s incredibly soft. What do I say? I suddenly realized that I love a man who isn't interested in me, and because of that, I have to end my date with this amazing man who actually is interested in me. It sounds so stupid, even to me. I just look up at him and wish I could disappear. Instead, I freeze as I watch his face tilt down and his mouth find mine.

I don't move. My lips and tongue don't respond. My arms just hang limp at my sides even as his hands work around my back and move down to my ass. His hard cock presses against me, and I know I could move this back to his hotel room or to my house with just a word. But that's not what I want. Dakota was never what I wanted.

"Excuse me."

My heart races at the sound of that voice. His voice. But it can't be. I twist my head to look, and Dakota's lips trail across the side of my cheek. My breath stops when I see him.

"I believe that's my girl you're kissing, and you need to stop right now." Paul smirks, but his eyes are glowing as he stares at us.

I look from him to Dakota. He looks ready for action, like he thinks Paul is a delusional man who just threatened him. I throw myself between the two of them, putting a hand on each chest. “What are you doing here, Paul?”

"What I should have done last weekend. What I should have done on your sixteenth birthday. Claiming my girl."

His mouth moves toward mine, and I know now that every comparison I made between him and Dakota has been wrong. A stampede of electricity rises inside me. And when my lips meet his, it breaks and explodes. This is what I want. What I need. This is a kiss. I coil my fingers through his hair and pull it tight into my fist. I try to hold him here and never let him go. But eventually the noise of the outside world creeps back in, and I realize we're standing in the middle of a busy downtown sidewalk, kissing while my date stands beside me and watches it all.

“Paul, I—” I want to take a step back, to separate our mouths, but my lips and tongue have other ideas. I can't finish my sentence before they push back against him. Taking him. Letting him have me. But I have to know, so I push away. This time with more space between us. “What does this mean?”

"It means I was a fucking idiot for what I did. It means I want you. I don’t deserve you—especially after the way I treated you—but I’ll never stop trying to deserve you."

“What about Harper?” I ask.

“I used her, Sierra. What kind of dad does that? I got scared of getting too close to you, and I used her as an excuse to push you away instead of admitting my feelings.” He blows out a long shaky breath. “I love you, but I’m so fucking terrified to let myself feel that way after what happened with her mom.”

I wasn’t expecting that. I wasn’t expecting any of this, but I certainly wasn’t expecting him to tell me that he loves me. His eyes are burning into me, boiling my core, and I can feel the pressure building. If I don’t do something, I’m afraid I might erupt here in front of everyone. I put my hand on the side of his face, ready to tell him that I love him more than he could ever love me, when I hear Dakota clear his throat.

“This must be the mysterious ex-boyfriend." He pauses long enough that I wonder if this is about to turn into some nature documentary where two males fight over a female. Oh my God, did I just think of myself as— “I’m Dakota. It’s good to meet you, Paul. He’ll never admit it, but I can tell Kevin hasn’t been able to stop thinking about you all day.” Dakota chuckles and sticks out his hand.

Paul still looks at me for several seconds before he extends his hand. “Good to meet you. Sorry to ruin your date, but I think I’d like to take Sierra home with me now if she wants that.”

That does it. The way he says that name makes it all boil over. I throw my arms around his waist and pull him so tight we could be one. My cock throbs from the pressure, and I need him to know what he does to me. “You’re a great dad. Don’t you ever doubt that. Harper could never have anyone better than you. And…” I want to say it. I want to scream that I love him. But the words catch in my throat. “And yes, this girl wants very much to go home with her boyfriend.”

I look back at Dakota, and despite this all, he’s smiling sweetly at me. “It was wonderful to spend even just a little part of my afternoon with you today, Sierra. Will I still see you tonight?”

“I think she might be coming down with something.” Paul answers for me. “She might have to call in sick until she gets it out of her system. It could be a long recovery. Very long.”

I smile at Dakota. “What he said.”













CHAPTER NINE









“You didn’t just happen to be there, did you?” I ask when we pull away from the curb.

His eyes twinkle. “A little birdie may have called and told me about your date.”

Lee. Of course she would snitch. She couldn't keep a secret if her life depended on it. I'll have to thank her later. "But how did you know we would come out then? We hadn’t been there very long."

“I didn’t know. I was parked there the whole time. It killed me to see you kiss him before you went in.” His fingers turn white around the steering wheel. "But if that's what you wanted... if he's want you wanted, I wasn't going to stop you."

I twist in my seat to look at him, but he's staring at the road ahead. His face is tight, and I know he’s picturing that kiss all over again. "But you did stop me."

"No. I stopped him. The way you stormed out of there, I knew something happened. And when he kissed you that time, it looked like he was kissing a doll. You just stood there lifeless. You need more than that, Sierra."

“And you know what I need?”

He doesn’t say a word until we come to a red light. When we stop, he turns, and I swear I can see brown flames dancing in his eyes. “I know exactly what you need, girl.”
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Paul hops out of the car as soon as he pulls into my driveway. Before I can even get out, he has the trunk open and is taking a black backpack from it. He looks at me, and smiles. I haven't seen that grin in a very long time, but I know exactly what it means. "Ready?" he asks.

"What are you planning? I kind of just want to be alone, if that's okay?" It’s a complete lie, but I want to make him work for this.

"Who said I'm planning anything? Just give me a few minutes. Then if you still want to be alone, I'll leave. Deal?" He knows what my answer will be, so he doesn’t wait for it. I follow behind him, digging the house key from my pocket.

As soon as we're inside, he pushes me against the wall, and his mouth finds mine again. Something about the taste of his lips makes my brain crumble into a thousand pieces, and all the thoughts I just had about making him work for this vanish.

He drops to his knees and unfastens my pants. My cock is on fire and seizes the first opportunity it has to lunge at his face. While he pulls off my shoes and then my pants and boxers, I hold my dick in my hand, stroking my fingers lightly up and down its length. Teasing it. Letting it know what's about to come.

When I'm naked from the waist down, Paul kisses my sensitive tip and then looks up and me. "Take off your sweater and shirt."

My shoulders droop just a little. Seriously? I don't know if I can wait that extra five seconds. I rip them from me, not caring about what I just did to my hair, and then I look down at him. His mouth is almost touching my cock, and I can feel his warm breath tingling against it.

"Not yet, girl," he whispers to my dick before standing up. I moan in frustration. "This isn't part of the plan. Not yet."

I shove his shoulder. "So there is a plan. I knew it. I know you."

He grins and takes the backpack from the floor and fumbles around in it for a few seconds. When he pulls his hand out, I can't tell what's in it, but he drops to his knees again. My cock, always an optimist, assumes he's coming for it, and it swells even more. "Lift your leg."

"What are you doing?" Now I can see what it is. He's holding a pair of white panties. They're spread just in front of my feet, ready for me to step into them. "We don't have to do this."

"Of course we don't. Now step."

I raise my left foot and then my right. Once the panties are around my ankles, he pulls them up my legs. The slick fabric sliding up my legs causes me to press my back into the wall. My breath is shallow, and I can't take much more without some relief. When he gets to my cock, he stretches the underwear over it and rubs it through the satin. It twitches, and he yanks his hand away.

"What did I tell you?" He scolds it like it's a child. "Someone needs to learn the value of patience."

"There's patience, and then there's torture." My words are forced and breathy.

He doesn't say a word or look at me. He just reaches back into the bag. This time I know right away what he pulls out. A red dress. He raises it above my head, and I slide my arms through the holes. Then he lowers it around my head and slowly moves it down my body. His fingers following the material as it glides down my skin. Every inch of me is tingling now. When the dress is around my knees, he straightens and looks at me. "That's my girl. Now we're ready."

"Ready for what?" He had better mean that he's ready to take these clothes right back off me this instant because if he doesn't, I don't know what my body will do. I can't be responsible for what happens. No jury in the country would convict me after all of this buildup.

He takes my hand and pulls me through the living room and toward the back door. When he opens it, I stop. I don't know what he has planned, but I need sex now. I don't have time for him to pick flowers or make a romantic scene. He can do that for me later. After he fucks the brains completely from my ready-to-explode-and-make-a-huge-mess-all-over-this-dress-and-these-panties body. But he just pulls harder.

He walks me to the back of the yard, and my entire body is aching now. I never knew it was possible to be so horny that my feet hurt. When he opens the gate into the woods behind the house, I've had enough. "Paul, stop. What is this? If I go another step without one of us being inside the other, my internal organs are literally going to disintegrate into a giant mess of over-stimulated goo. I think I might have already lost my liver."

"Not much further. Your kidneys can make it for another thirty seconds."

I wish I were so sure, but I follow him through the gate and into the woods.

My house is just out of sight when he stops. "Do you recognize it?"

“Recognize what?” I look around but don't see what he could be talking about.

"You asked me what this is. It's our chance to start over. You as the woman you really are, and me as the man who doesn't make the biggest mistake of his life at the base of this tree."

I look again, and my mouth falls open. "Paul..."

"Do you know how many times I snuck back here after that day? How many times I sat right here and wished I could have been braver for you? For me."

"So you—"

"It was just a couple of weeks ago when I finally understood why sixteen-year-old me was so confused. I was always attracted to you. I always loved you. Even before you kissed me under this tree. But I'm not gay. When I saw you in a dress, though, it clicked. Loving you isn't gay because you aren't a man, are you?"

I can tell my entire body is red. I open my mouth to deny it, but I can't. The words won't come out. And the weight of everything hits me. I drop, and my ass thuds against the decaying leaves. I've never felt more at home in my body than I have in the last three weeks. Other than today. With Dakota. When he called me Kevin or referred to me as "he," I cringed. There was something inside me that rebelled each time he did it. Something that screamed at me this morning that I shouldn't be wearing my old men's clothes on a date. But I didn't know what it was. Until now.

Paul lowers himself in front of me and takes both of my hands in his. "Tell me what you're thinking, Sierra."

I'm thinking I have to be the least self-aware person in the world to have never noticed this before. All the times that I felt wrong. All the times that I didn't feel like I was really me. Those weren't normal. Not everyone feels like that. Not every man looks at a pretty woman and wishes that he could be her. How have I been so blind my entire life?

"Sierra?" He brushes the tears away from my eyes, and I curse at myself. This is twice today that I've cried in front of someone. Before, it was because I thought I could never have Paul. Now it's because I know I have him.

"I love you." I let the words slip out before I can talk myself out of it.

He laughs. "That's what this is about? Girl, I've known that since we were sixteen. This isn't news."

He kisses me under each eye, and I take advantage of his closeness and wrap my arms around him, pulling him onto me. His lips move to my mouth, and my hands grope his ass before I move them to his front to unfasten his jeans. I can't get them undone fast enough. My fingers fumble with the button and then the zipper, and it seems like it takes forever to loosen them.

When I do, he leans back and looks at me, and I wonder what part of the plan we have to go through now before he can just stick his dick inside me. "Are you sure you don't want to be alone? I did tell you I would give you the choice."

"Shut up before I change my mind." I roll my eyes and yank his pants down as far as I can. Unfortunately, it's not far enough. His cock is still hidden away from me.

"Like you would change your mind. You've waited too long for—"

I silence him with a kiss as I slide my hand under the waistband of his boxer briefs. There it is. I wrap my fingers around it and squeeze before I slide slowly toward its head. When I get there, Paul has his pants down to his knees. I lean back, so I can see it. I've spent twelve years dreaming of it, but it's more massive and beautiful than I ever imagined. The thick length tapers just a little until the swollen and angry ridge rises out, separating his shaft and his head. It's as red as a furious child trying to hold his breath to prove his point.

And I'll let it prove any point it wants with me. I move to my hands and knees and lick around its tip before moving my tongue down to his base. It tastes fantastic—a trace of his woodsy soap and musk and years of my fantasies all exploding my taste buds. And I wonder if I can live off this. I don't want to taste anything else for the rest of my life. I plunge my mouth around it, determined to start my new diet right away. My lips move up and down his length, and I feel him tense in my mouth. But then he stops me with both hands on my cheeks.

"I want you."

I look up, his cock still in my mouth, and nod my agreement. I want him too. More than I ever have, and I didn't think that was possible. I always thought the day he had to wear his tight, too short gym shorts through school because he tore his pants would be the peak. But it was nothing compared to the way I feel now.

"No. I mean, I want to take you. I want to be inside you."

I lean my weight back onto my knees, and a trail of saliva stretches between his dick and my mouth.

"Is that okay? Do you want that?" he asks.

"Yes. I just thought..." That he wouldn't. At least not yet.

He looks around. "Are you comfortable like that?"

I nod my head, and he moves behind me, pressing the tip of his still wet cock against my hole. He teases it around my opening, and I groan in frustration. I want him inside me now. I think of the old saying: The best time to be fucked by your best friend was twelve years ago. The second best time is right now. Or maybe my turned-on-beyond-belief brain is just making that up. I’m not thinking clearly enough to be sure.

When his tip parts my hole and slides into me, I gasp and look back. His eyes are focused on my ass, and he doesn't even notice that I'm looking at him. He's adorable as his mouth drops open just a little, and then when he bites his lower lip and furrows his brows, I know what's going to come. But knowing does nothing to prepare me for it. His cock slides into me, and I let out a high-pitched squeal that scares the birds from the trees.

"Does my girl like that?" His eyes are on mine now, and it's my mouth that's dropped open. I nod my head. "Good, because she's going to get a lot more of it. Today and for the rest of her life."

I close my eyes, and he pushes all the way into me. This isn't my first time, but I've never had anything like this. I can feel every bump and vein of him as he slides into me and then pulls out. Slowly. Too slow. I whimper. "Faster."

But he just chuckles. "Oh no. I'm going to take my time. I want you to beg." He stops moving and just holds his dick inside me. My hole stretched to its limit. I growl, but he smacks my ass. "Be a good girl, and I'll keep going." The smirk on his face is infuriating. I turn around so I don't see it.

Well, two can play this game. I squeeze myself around him, and when I hear him gasp, I know he's got the message.

"Damn it, Sierra." He grunts. "I'm going to come right now if you don't let up."

"Only if you promise to fuck me like you mean it."

"The girl knows what she wants."

It took her a while, but yes, she finally does. I relax just a little, and he moves inside me. Too slow again at first, so I clamp down.

"Remember what we said about patience?"

I huff, and he laughs. But he starts moving again. His cock plunging into me and pulling out. Each stroke faster than the last one, and I lose myself in it. My arms give out and my face falls against the dirty forest floor, but I don't care. I just care about him. About him inside me. The man I've wanted since we were both boys. I watch as my breaths flutter the leaves under my mouth.

When my cock pulses, my short moans turn into a long howl. There's something bestial about the way he's taking me. The way my body is reacting. My cock thrusts as it shoots its long ropes of cum onto the dirt below. I turn back to look at Paul. He's lost in his own sensations now. His eyes are unfocused and glazed over. His cock is dictating the rhythm, and he couldn't change it even if he wanted to. I watch as his face screws up tight and then his eyes roll back. He thrusts harder now. It's almost painful, but I can't get enough of it. His cock twitches and he groans as he unloads burst after burst into me. My spent dick starts to harden, but then he slips out of me. His breaths are so loud I wonder if the neighbors can hear them the same way I'm sure they heard my moans. But I don't care. None of that matters.

He falls back against the tree—our tree—and I rush to his side, wrapping my arms around him.

"I've never had it that good."

"That was the best sex I ever had."

Our words come out at the same time and mix with each other. We both laugh.

"Why did it take me so long to realize my feelings for you were real?" he asks me.

"Why did it take me so long to realize who I really am?" I respond. "But we're both here now. Exactly where we want to be. And I intend to stay here forever." A flush of panic sweeps through my body. Did I go too far? We just announced our love for each other, and here I am talking about forevers.

“I can’t imagine anyone I’d rather spend the rest of my life with than my two girls. Harper is going to be beyond thrilled when she meets daddy’s new girlfriend.” He pulls me tight, and I cuddle against him.

"When should we tell her?" I ask.

"As soon as we catch our breath. And you wipe that leaf off your face."

I pick it off and throw it at him.
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Waking up with a strange man standing over me should be terrifying, but I’m not scared until he threatens to call the police.



 


I’m at my limit. I have no money, no car, no place to live. But it’s all worth it to get away from my ex. A chill runs through me when I imagine what he would do if he caught me now.



 


Then I meet Sean. When he says I can stay with him with no strings attached, I believe him. When he tells me he can keep me safe, I trust him.



 


But I have a secret. Something I had to bury so deep that only a few people know it. Sean makes me so comfortable, I want to show him. I want him to see the real me. But what if everything changes once he does?
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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...



 


It all started with a request — no, an order. “You’re going to work for me.” They never knew it would lead to so much more. They never knew giving up control would change their lives forever. They never knew how much they would love it.
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BECOMING ALEXIS

I want to show Sean my secret. I want him to see the real me. But what if everything changes once he does?

 

BEING SABRINA

After years of friendship, it’s time to show him my true self. We both freeze when he sees me. Is either of us ready for what comes next?

 

DISCOVERING SIERRA

Dancing on stage in front of a bunch of guys is one thing, but doing it while dressed like a girl and in heels? That’s totally different.

 

FINDING JASMINE

My heart races as she hands me a pair of black stockings. I’ve never let anyone see this side of me, but when she kisses me, I forget all my doubts.

 

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 GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

One company. Five executives determined to have their way. Five men who don’t know what they’re in for...

 

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.

 

HOMECOMING

My wife wants a daughter. But we’ve tried everything. There’s just no way…

 

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…

 

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.

 

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 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.

 

THE TROPHY CLINIC SERIES

It’s a clinic famous for turning ordinary women into hot trophy wives. But these men are about to find out that not every client started as a woman…
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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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