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Chapter 1






I drop into the chair, and it skids a little. Behind the mountain of papers on his desk, I see a single raised finger telling me to hold on while he types on his computer. He’s not what I think of when I imagine a professor. His dark-framed glasses make him look nerdy. The rest of his body is anything but. Under his tight white button-down shirt, his muscles are obvious at a glance. He looks like he’s chiseled in granite from the surrounding mountains. His eyes, though, are blue pools whose surface reflections conceal their true depth. It’s easy to see why every girl has a crush on him. Even if he is in his mid-thirties, and therefore at least ten years older than everyone in my class.

“Lucas. It’s good to see you again. How are you?” His white teeth are aligned in perfect rows except for one tooth that’s just the slightest bit crooked. You only notice it when he gives his broadest smile, like he is now. I’ve heard plenty about that tooth. I was in Dr. Rivan’s Introduction to Literature course last semester, and if you listened to the girls in that class, you’d almost think he was a famous singer or actor. They all talked about his smile and that tooth. I heard so much about it that now I can’t not see it.

“I’m good.” I hate these advisor meetings. Such a waste of time. And it doesn’t help that he’s a pompous asshole.

“Good? So things are better than our last meeting then?”

“Well, no. I’m having trouble in psychology. I’m still having trouble in everything, but that’s the worst. I’m failing, and I’m pretty sure Professor Douglas hates me.”

“I’m sure they don’t.”

“Oh no. She hates me. She singles me out a lot in class, but especially when I don’t know the answer. There are one hundred students in there. If she didn’t hate me, she wouldn’t pick on me all the time.”

“Have you tried talking to her?”

“No, but that wouldn’t help. There’s no talking to her. She’s just one of those people.”

“I’m sure that’s not true, but that’s not the reason you’re failing the class. No professor fails a student just because they don’t like him. Have you looked into the academic support programs at the student center that I told you about last time? ”

“No. Not yet.”

“It’s an excellent resource. And you’re running out of time. They can help you more than you think.”

Having a tutor is the last thing I want. I’m in college. That’s something for ten-year-olds who struggle with math. “I’m not sure. I don’t think that would really help me.”

“I’m sure that it would. You can’t keep doing the same thing and expecting different results. Something needs to change. And soon.”

I want to roll my eyes, but he’s right. If I fail this class, I lose my financial aid. I’m desperate enough to try anything. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to look into it.”

“Make sure you do. Let’s meet every week from now until the end of the semester. I want to make sure you get back on track. Same time next week?”

Great. More useless meetings so he can point out everything I’m doing wrong. “Sure. See you then.” My backpack is over my shoulder, and I’m out the door before he says anything else.





Chapter 2



I pull open the door to the student center and walk in. People are everywhere, and everything is so busy. I’m already lost. I look for a sign, but all I see are fast-food restaurants and the student-run coffee shop. I walk past them all and keep looking, too embarrassed to ask anyone. Then I see the announcement board. Maybe something on there mentions tutoring.

NEED EXTRA CREDIT IN A 100 OR 200 LEVEL PSYCHOLOGY COURSE?

It’s a flyer recruiting volunteers for a four-week research study. And it’s being run by Dr. Douglas. This is exactly what I need. I scan the QR code and look through the website that comes up. There’s not much more information than on the flyer. Four weeks… Extra credit… No obligations… Not everyone will be accepted… Meet at Andrews Hall B74 Sunday at 4:00 p.m. That’s just two days away. This is perfect. I skip looking for the tutoring center and walk back outside into the cool spring air.

Sunday afternoon I get to Andrews Hall early. This basement is the same as every other basement on campus I’ve seen. The same halls with the same greenish-grey tile floors and painted white concrete block walls. All lit with the same dim and buzzing florescent lights. Each door is metal and painted light grey. Most of them have windows in them. The door to B74 does not. I pull it open and enter. No one is here yet. This is perfect. I sit in the center of the front row. I want the extra credit points, but I want Dr. Douglas to see that I’m trying. She can’t miss me here, no matter how many students show up.

It turns out I could have sat anywhere, and she would have seen me. At four o’clock, there are five of us in the room.

Dr. Douglas walks in and sets her bags on the desk. She looks around the room, taking all of us in, stopping and smiling when she gets to me.

“Mr. Hanford, I’m surprised to see you here, but it’s a pleasant surprise.”

She pulls papers from her bag and gives us each a set. I skim through it when I receive my copy. It’s a twelve page questionnaire with questions ranging from our personal and family lives to how we would react in several different situations.

“I need each of you to fill out this brief form. It’s to determine eligibility for the study. Not all of you will be selected. The final number will depend on your answers to these questions. There are no right or wrong answers. We just need to make sure you’re an appropriate candidate.”

I raise my hand. “What is the study?”

“I can’t get into specifics yet. If one of you is selected, we will cover that then. Our funders would be upset if we talked about things before that point, though. All I can say is that it’s a self-report observational study. We will ask you to keep a diary and answer specific questions along the way. It’s not complicated at all. This,” she holds up the questionnaire, “is the most complicated part of the entire process.”

Twenty minutes later, the other students have already turned in their forms and left, but I’m just answering the last question on mine. Imagine you’re abducted by aliens and taken to a foreign world. You’re treated well, but nothing is as you’re used to. On the following scale, how comfortable would you be after your first month in this new life? What a weird question. I think I would be pretty comfortable though. Most of the time, I go with the flow in life. Of course, that’s one reason my grades are so poor. I circle my answer and hand her my form.

“Are you doing this for extra credit in my course, Mr. Hanford?”

“Yes. I need all the help I can get for that class.”

She chuckles. “Well, I’m personally hoping that you make the cut. I’d like to see you get the help that you need.”

“Thanks.” I smile and walk away. Maybe coming to this will pay off even if I’m not chosen.





Chapter 3



The following Wednesday, I receive an email from Dr. Douglas telling me I’ve been selected for the study. If I choose to take part, it would add fifteen percentage points to my final grade. That’s so much more than I expected. Depending on my final exam score, it should bump me up to a C. This could be my highest grade in any of my classes. I suddenly feel weightless. I respond right away, agreeing to meet her tomorrow evening at eight. There’s no way I would miss this.

The next night, it’s dark when I walk into Andrews Hall. The building is different at night. Quieter. Just a smattering of voices instead of the hundreds all competing with each other that I’d hear on a normal weekday. As I walk to the stairs, I go past one class that’s still in session and a couple of rooms where small groups of students are working. Other than that, there appears to be no one here.

In the basement, the thumps of my sneakers echo through the hall every step I take. I imagine the movie that could be set here. A lone student walks down the half-dark hall when a door springs open and he’s confronted by a psychology experiment gone wrong. A former student transformed into a grotesque shell of his former self by an evil professor. I laugh and open the door. Dr. Douglas is already inside, waiting for me.

“Lucas. I was so glad when I analyzed the results and saw that you qualified.”

“Yeah, me too. That literally saved my whole semester. I don’t know what I would have done without it.”

“Well, you could have always studied or visited me during office hours to get help with anything you didn’t understand. But we’re here now, and this can be quite helpful for your grade.”

“Yes. Thank you for this. Is anyone else coming?”

“No. It’s just you, so I suppose we could get started. Before we do anything, I need you to sign this non-disclosure agreement. You cannot tell a soul about this. If you do, you lose the extra credit and you’ll be liable for damages. This is a very big deal, so the damages would be millions of dollars. Be sure that you don’t tell anyone.”

Millions of dollars? That would ruin my entire life. No way will I tell anyone about this. I take the paper from her and sign without reading it.

“Next, we just have a couple standard consent forms. Before you sign those though, I can tell you a little more about the study. Like I said the other day, this is to record your emotional and mental responses to a stimulus. In this case, it’s a series of injections that you receive. You’ll answer a quick series of questions every day about how you feel. It’s very easy.”

“Injections? What kind of injections?”

“I can’t answer that. That’s part of the study. If I told you, it would invalidate the research. But I can tell you that it’s harmless. Nothing dangerous. It’s possible you won’t experience any effects from it at all.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. We couldn’t do this otherwise. All research conducted by a university has to be approved by an independent board. Their only purpose is to make sure that study participants are safe at all times. They would never sign off on something unless it was safe.”

It makes sense that everything would have to be approved. Otherwise, someone could sue the university and make millions. Unlike me, they can afford to be sued for millions, though. I take the last of the forms and sign them all. She smiles and pulls out a vial and a syringe.

“This is a series of four shots. You’ll take them weekly. So, we can meet here every Thursday at eight if that works for you?”

“Yeah, that’s fine. We’re starting this tonight? Already?”

“Do you need a day or two? We have to start soon or you won’t be able to get the extra credit before the end of the semester.”

“No. Tonight is fine. I just wasn’t expecting it, I guess. But tonight is good.”

“Now, come up here, lean over the desk, and lower your pants. This shot has to be given in your rear.”

When the shot is in me, I pull up my pants and walk back to my apartment.

◆◆◆
“Morning Lucas.”

“Morning Dr. Rivan.” I can’t help the sigh that escapes from my lips.

“Tired this morning?”

“Yeah, a little. I was up late last night.”

“Did you go to the student center for your psychology class yet?”

“I did, and I think it’s really going to help. Thank you.” Of course, I don’t tell him that I didn’t bother with the tutoring he had sent me for. I found something much better than that.

“So everything should be good by the end of the semester, then?”

“Yeah. Everything should be fine.”

“Good.” He smiles. “Next time don’t wait so long, though. Sometimes you have to be assertive and just go after it.”

I just nod my head. I know I should be more concerned about my grades, but I’m not. I couldn’t care less about college. I’m just here because that’s what people do after high school.

“So, is everything fine in all your other classes?”

“Yep. All good. I’ll definitely pass everything now.”

“I’m glad. I still want to meet again next week, though, just to make sure there aren’t any surprises. How about lunch next Friday? My treat since it’s the end of the semester.”

If he’d asked for another meeting in his office, I would have said no. But free food could lure me anywhere. “Sure, that sounds good.”

“Great.” He grins and then turns to his computer as I walk out of his office.

◆◆◆
The next week passes more quickly than I want it to. It’s the final week before exams, and I want it to last forever. I want to delay that pain as long as I can. My professors are either cramming in as much new material as they can or using the class time to recap things they’ve already covered. Either way, all of my attention is focused on that, and I forget about the second shot until the calendar reminder pops up. I rush to fill out the last of this week’s diary entries and submit it before I walk back toward campus. Nothing happened, so there’s nothing to record.

Dr. Douglas doesn’t seem surprised that my diary is mostly blank, but she tells me to keep recording anything related to how I feel or about my emotional state, no matter how small it seems. I promise I will, and then she gives me the second shot of… whatever. I still think it’s just water. Maybe I should note that in my diary. That’s a reaction, I assume. It’s a mental state for sure.

The next day, I meet with Dr. Rivan again. It’s chilly for late April, so he’s wearing a navy blue sweater over his usual white button down. Between the sweater and his glasses, he looks especially nerdy today, and it’s a good look for him. I guess maybe I can see why every girl goes crazy for him.

We’re at a Thai place, and it’s packed. I make the mistake of ordering my curry with what the menu calls “authentic spice.” By the time I’m halfway through, I can’t hear a single thing Dr. Rivan is saying. I can only focus on the sharp burning all across my mouth. I try drinking more and more water, but that just spreads the pain around even more. The professor laughs at me as the sweat drips down my face. At one point, he nudges his glass to my side of the table and I take it. As I reach for it, my hand brushes his, and we both freeze. I look at his face, and he’s not smiling anymore.

“I’m sorry,” I say

“It’s fine.”

No, it’s not fine. Some imbecile just ate more chiles in half a meal than he should in his entire life, and now he’s holding his professor’s hand and isn’t letting go. I want to let go, but I can’t. His touch makes my skin burn hotter than my tongue. After way too long, he pulls his hand back and looks away. I gasp at the sudden vacuum it leaves. What was that about? What got into me?

“I’m so sorry. I don’t know—it’s my mouth. I just can’t think of anything except this burning.” Only, now that’s not the only thing I’m thinking about.

“Don’t worry. So, are you going home for the summer?” It’s obvious he’s trying to paper over the awkwardness.

“No. I don’t really have a home to go back to. I don’t get along with anyone there. So I’m here year round. Just me in my apartment.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. What about roommates?”

I laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“I can’t stand roommates. That was the whole point of the apartment. I wanted to live on my own. Last year in the dorms was… just no thank you.”

“Not good?”

“It wasn’t bad. It was just too much. You know? I sometimes like being around other people but in small doses.”

“Yeah, I get where you’re coming from.”

I don’t answer, and we fall into a silence that lasts too long.

“So, what about you? What are you doing this summer?”

“More of the same. Teaching. Writing. I’ve got a couple of articles I want to have published before the fall semester starts up.”

“That sounds—”

“Boring?”

I laugh, possibly for the first time with him. “I was going to say interesting.”

“Which is code for boring.”

“No comment.”

His eyes brighten, and I can see his famous tooth. It’s strange how a little imperfection can make him seem more perfect.

◆◆◆
With the stress of exams and end-of-the-semester essays, I notice that I’m putting on weight. Thursday morning, the day of my psych exam, I pull on my jeans, but I can’t get them zipped up. This is the last thing I need. Today is already stressful enough. I hurry and pull a pair of sweatpants from a drawer and throw those on instead. Then I’m out the door and walking to what I’m sure is certain doom.

My pulse gets heavier as the exam goes on. Each beat is a loud thump against my chest wall. My blood has thickened, and it takes every bit of force my heart can muster just to push it out. The questions make no sense to me. It’s like taking an exam for a class I’ve never even been in. At the end of the hour, I sit still in my seat, unsure if I can move. The teaching assistant just looks at me before coming to take my paper. I let her without saying a word.

That evening, I’m scared to see Dr. Douglas. I’m afraid that she’ll have already graded my exam and will tell me that no amount of extra credit can save me. But she doesn’t say a word about it.

“Anything to report this week?” She skips the pleasantries and gets right to business when I walk into the room. I’m relieved.

“No. I thought maybe for a couple days I was more tired than usual, but it’s exam week. So it has to be that. I put that in the diary. But that’s about it. Other than that, these salt water injections aren’t doing a thing, so there’s nothing to report. I hope that doesn’t mess up the study.”

“Just keep doing what we ask, and your data will be valid.”

I wonder if she ever doesn’t sound like a robot. She’s so unlike Dr. Rivan. He’s definitely a nerd, but once you get to know him, he’s just a regular person. A regular person who happens to be extremely charming and handsome. Dr. Douglas seems like she’s all scientist all the time.





Chapter 4



The following week starts off like a dream. I have nothing to do and nowhere to be. So each morning I wake up whenever I want to. Then, I can do anything I want. Normally, I can’t think of anything I want to do, so I watch movies or shows or play games. I could read, but after the semester I just had, I have no desire to ever pick up another book for as long as I live. Or until I start my next set of classes this fall. I’m not even anxious about my grades anymore. The semester was a struggle, but it’s finally passed. If this extra credit works the way it’s supposed to, then I should have Cs in all my classes. That’s way better than I imagined just two months ago. I don’t let myself look forward. I don’t want to think about still having two more years of this.

Tuesday, though, my bliss shatters. As usual, I brush my teeth right after waking up, but as I’m brushing, something in the mirror catches my attention. Something isn’t quite right. Maybe my face is puffier than normal? But not everywhere. In other places, it seems more slender. When I spit out the toothpaste, I stare at myself a little longer. Then I talk to myself. And that’s when I notice my voice.

My voice sounds nothing like my voice. It’s too high pitched. Am I catching a cold? Maybe my ears are plugged, so I sound different to myself. Could that explain the puffiness in my face, too? I spend the next few minutes paying close attention to the way I feel, but I don’t notice anything unusual.

I open the voice memo app on my phone and record myself. Oh my God! That’s not me. That sounds just like a… No, that can’t be. I try another recording and then another, but they’re all the same. In each one, I sound like a girl.

I sit on the couch and close my eyes. If I really concentrate, I might feel a little pressure in my sinuses. That has to be it. Allergies have plugged my ears. They must have made my throat raw, too. That’s the only explanation.

Even though I’m sure it’s just allergies, the shock makes me restless. I need to do something, so I go out for lunch. There’s a New York style pizza place just down the street from me. I’m there so often that the guy working the counter sometimes gives me a discount. Maybe he’s working today. I look in the window before I walk inside, and I see him there. Him and a crowd. I assumed no one would be here since all the college students are gone. I open the door and join the line. Things move quickly and soon I’m at the counter.

“Hey Jerry. Two slices with sausage, please.”

“Yes, ma’am. Coming right up.”

Ma’am? I think about correcting him and letting him know it’s me, but he’s already taken my money and moved on to the next customer. It’s probably just because they’re so busy. He didn’t even look at me. And with these allergies affecting my voice, I can’t blame him.

“For the lady right there.” Jerry’s voice yanks me away from my thoughts.

“Miss? Two sausage?” The man working the pickup counter is staring at me. It feels like everyone else in the restaurant is too.

My face is redder than the sauce as I take the pizza from him and rush out the door. I can’t stay in there and eat after that. It’s not until I finish the first slice that I realize I walked in the wrong direction. I’m on campus now. Since I’m here, I decide I to walk around and hope the quieter than usual campus will help me relax. There are still some students, but compared to just last week, it’s like a ghost town. I can stop in the middle of the sidewalk without someone running me over or yelling at me. I take my time. I’m not in a hurry, and there’s plenty of room to go around me.

While strolling around, I see him through the window. Dr. Rivan. He’s sitting by himself at a table in the new coffee shop on Preston Avenue. There’s a book in his hand, but he’s looking out the window. And that’s when he notices me. We stare at each other for a minute before a look of recognition comes across his face and he waves me inside.

“Lucas? I almost didn’t recognize you. Join me. Unless you have plans.”

“No. No plans. Just out for a walk.” I throw my grease-stained wax paper and napkins away in the trash can beside his table and sit down.

“Are you alright? You seem… I’m not sure.” He looks at me more intensely than usual. It makes me uncomfortable, so I look away.

“I’m having some problems with allergies today, so that’s why I seem a little off. But I’m good other than that.”

“Are you sure? It seems like more— Anyway, it doesn’t matter. How’s your first week off?” He gives a short laugh, but then looks at me again, like an audience member trying to figure out a magician’s secret.

Before I know it, an hour has passed, and he starts to pack his things. I can’t believe I didn’t like him just a few weeks ago. He’s so easy to talk to, even when it’s not about school. And he’s easy to look at too. I never thought that I could be gay, but I’m starting to wonder. Maybe it’s just him. Maybe I should join the girls in my classes as a member of his fan club.

As we walk to the door together, I look down at his shoes. They must have a higher sole than what he normally wears because he seems taller today. His extra height adds to his allure.

“It was good to see you today. Maybe we’ll see each other around during the summer.” He smiles and puts his hand on my shoulder. My body heats at his touch.

“Yeah, I hope so. I’d like that.”

◆◆◆
Thursday I meet Dr. Douglas for the final injection. Just one more week of keeping this stupid journal. Every day it’s the same thing. Day after day of “nothing different,” “everything is the same,” “no changes.” But that stupid journal is the reason I got a C in her class, so I won’t complain about that.

“Mr. Hanford, you look good today.”

For a second, I wonder if there’s some other Mr. Hanford she could be talking to. She certainly can’t mean me. She would never compliment me like that. “Um, thanks.”

“How did you do this semester?”

“All Cs. Thank heavens. Thanks to the extra credit from this research project. This saved my college career. I’m glad I found out about it.”

Her lips turn up in what I assume is probably a smile from her. At least that’s how I’m taking it.

“I am too. I looked through your diary entries before I came. Still nothing this last week?”

“No, I had a couple of strange days, but nothing from this. So, it’s the same as usual.”

“What do you mean by strange?”

“Well, for a couple of days, it seemed like my voice was different from usual. I guess it still seems like that, but I’m getting used to it. And then I had a day where I felt like I was shorter than I used to be.” I laugh. “I know it sounds stupid. It’s probably just all this weight I’ve lost. It’s making my clothes baggy, so it’s playing with my mind or something.”

This time, she is definitely smiling. So a smile and her face can coexist in the same space after all. “That does sound strange, as you say. Are you ready for the fourth dose? The final one?”

“You bet. Then just one more week of journaling, right?”

“Right. And let me remind you about the NDA you signed. The terms are very rigid. There can be absolutely no sharing of anything that happened or anything that you learned as part of this research. The consequences are severe if you would break that.”

What exactly would I share with someone? That I got a weekly shot of water for four weeks in a row in exchange for extra credit? I doubt that’s top secret, but it’s also not something that I would share with anyone. What a boring story. “No worries. I won’t say a word.”

“Of course. I just wanted to remind you since we’re coming up to the end of this. And since the penalties are so stiff. Millions in fines and even jail time because you’d be held in contempt.”

“Jail time? I don’t remember that.”

“It was there. Page three or four, I believe. But you won’t say anything, so we don’t have to worry about it.”

Now I wish I would have read the agreement. Maybe I shouldn’t have signed it. But there’s nothing to share, so there’s no reason to panic. “My lips are sealed.” I bend over the desk.

As I walk out the door, she wishes me luck. I’m not sure what that means, but I assume it’s just her trying to be less socially awkward than she normally is.





Chapter 5



I try one more time to text Dr. Douglas, but I doubt if she answers this time, either. The last shot must have been real. I don’t know what’s in it, but I feel awful. It took all my energy to walk from my bed to the couch this morning, and I haven’t been up much since. I’m just lying under a blanket, alternating between periods of shivering cold and sweltering hot. This can’t be a normal reaction to whatever it was.

The day goes on and I don't improve. I try to keep drinking, but I can barely make it to the kitchen to get refills now. Every time I move, I feel like my body is going to break apart. It’s like everything is fractured and under such stress that the slightest bump will cause the whole thing to collapse. I lay as still as possible under the blanket, but even shifting to a different position causes a cascade of misery to roll through me.

I wish she would answer me back and tell me what this is. Or at least if this is normal. She could tell me that. I don’t know if she’s really busy or if this is just her being her usual self. It seemed like she was trying to be nice on Thursday, so I want to give her the benefit of the doubt. But the longer I go without hearing from her, the less certain I am.

By evening I still haven’t heard anything, and I’m desperate. Someone. I just want someone. But there isn’t anyone. I don’t really have any friends. I’ve tried to call a couple of people that I’m sort of close with, but neither of them answered. I don’t even need much. Just a human voice to talk to me. Someone, so I know I’m not alone. I’m scrolling through the short list of contacts on my phone when I see his name.

Dr. Rivan gave me his cell phone number at our first meeting. He said to call him if there was ever anything I needed. Does that include just needing to hear someone while my body is being squeezed in a vice? Would it be inappropriate? How would he react if I did call? Some needy boy that he barely knows is calling because he doesn’t feel good. Since when do I care about his reactions? Maybe a phone call is too much, but a text could work. It’s still an interaction with someone. Still a chance to let me know that someone is there.

“Hey, it’s Lucas. I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m not doing well. I feel like my body is trying to kill me….” That makes no sense. “I feel like everything is too tight, and I’m suffocating.” He would think I’m just being overdramatic. “Like something is tightening down on every inch of my body.” No, not that either. I delete version after version of the text. None of them are right. They all just make me sound like someone who’s desperate for attention, which I guess I am, but not—

I gasp. I can’t text him. I can’t text anyone. The NDA I had to sign. I forgot about that. I can’t pay those fines or go to jail. There’s no way. And how else could I explain to someone why I feel so terrible? I can’t just say, “oh I know the reason, but I can’t tell you. It’s top secret.” That would sound even more like a lie. Dr. Douglas is the only one I can tell any of this to, but she’s still not answering me. I close my eyes and try to find a comfortable position. Maybe if I can somehow fall asleep, even if it’s just for a little bit, everything will be better when I wake up.

When I do open my eyes, I forget for a second about everything. Until I move. I reach for my phone, but as soon as I remember, I jerk my arm back into my body. My eyes are wide open now, and I’m waiting for the pain to come. But it doesn’t. At least not like before. I edge my arm away from my body inch-by-inch. I’m ready to pull it back at the first sign of pain, but there isn’t any. Just discomfort. I move both arms. And now my legs. They feel like I’ve slept for too long in an uncomfortable position, and maybe I have. Maybe it was all just a dream. I give a slight stretch and then stand up. Pausing there for almost a minute, I’m sure that I’m able to move now, so I walk toward the bathroom. It’s more out of habit than from anything else. Halfway there, I stop. Then I sprint the rest of the way.

“Oh my God. This can’t be. This can’t be—I’m still asleep. That has to be it.”

My heart slows down with the realization. I’m so relieved. It seemed so real for a second when I first felt them. And then when I looked in the mirror and saw… that…. I exhale. Now, how do I do this? I reach across my body and pinch my now slender arm with my equally slim and feminine fingers. Nothing, so I do it again. Hard enough this time to make me yip, but I still don’t wake up. I walk back to the couch.

Maybe I need to go back to sleep? Maybe it’s like a doorway, so to get back to the real world, I need to fall asleep here. I sit there with my eyes closed, but I don’t drift off. I don’t yawn. I don’t even feel tired. In fact, I feel very well-rested. Other than the stiffness in my body, I feel better than I can remember ever feeling.

I take my phone and see all the messages that I sent to Dr. Douglas. Even in my dream, she hasn’t answered back yet. I thought I’d seen on some TV show once that you can’t read things when you’re dreaming. Guess that was wrong. I giggle, and it sounds so feminine that it makes me laugh more.

I scroll through my music app for a sleep playlist and turn it on. Pushing away any thought that pops into my mind, I take slow and steady breaths. But even then, I’m just not tired. I open my eyes and look around, unsure of what to do. Maybe…

I slide my hand between the waistband of my boxers and the tight skin of my belly. My heart quickens as I do. I’m almost scared to touch it, but masturbation always helps me fall asleep in real life. Maybe it will do the same here too. I inch my fingers down lower and lower until I’m past where my cock is—should be. Where it is in the real world. It’s almost disconcerting to not feel it there now, but I keep my hand moving until I feel… that. I take a deep breath and stop. I don’t know if I want to do this, but the sooner I fall asleep, the sooner I’ll wake up and get past all this. With another breath, I move my hand the rest of the way.

My cupped hand is over it now and I feel the heat coming off it. This is definitely the most detailed dream I’ve ever had. I’ve never been with a woman before, so I’m not sure what to do. I try patting it a couple times, but that doesn’t do anything. Grinding my hand against it does, though. My muscles tighten, and I can feel the dream pussy clench. OK, so more of this then. I rub my hand against it faster. Then I push on it harder. My body responds and I can almost feel the heat building inside me. I rub more and more, but I never get anything other than an initial surge that fades the more I do it.

I finally bite the bullet and slip a finger inside me. I’m surprised how easily it goes in. It’s so slippery. At first, this does nothing for me, but then I add another finger and move them around inside. There still isn’t—oh! Oh, I think that’s it. I rub against the delicate spot, and yes, this is it. My pussy clenches around my fingers, and every muscle in my body is on edge.

It’s not long before I’m moving my hips against my fingers, trying to get all the pressure I can. My breath comes in sharp and shallow spurts now, and I moan with each exhale. I slide my fingers in and out, trying to concentrate on that spot now. And soon it’s all I can think about. Everything is revolving around it. And then my entire body seizes. My eyes roll backward, and even my feet tighten and curl.

Oh my God.

I don’t want to slip my fingers out. I want to keep pushing. Keep thrusting them. I want more. But I know I need to stop. I only did this to help me fall asleep, so I pull my wet fingers away from my body, wiping them on my boxers as I do. Then I lay back and close my eyes. I try to quiet my mind, but it’s on fire with pleasure. I can’t stop thinking about what I just did. I can’t stop wanting more. I just start to slide my hand into my boxers again when my phone rings.





Chapter 6



I don’t know whether or not to pick up the phone. Shouldn’t it wake me up if I let it ring long enough? When I look at the screen and see Dr. Douglas’s name, though, I instantly answer it.

“Hello?” I can hear a very faint echo of my voice through the phone, and it startles me. I sound even more like a girl than I do in real life. But given everything else in this dream, I should expect that.

“Mr. Hanford. How do you feel?”

“Dr. Douglas?”

“I assume by now all the changes are complete, and you should be through the worst of the side effects.”

“You… wait. Yes. I’m confused.”

“You’re confused? I wish I could say I was surprised.”

“What—”

“Don’t bother with the silly questions. You know what happened. The medication that you’ve been taking has transformed you into a young woman. So what do you think of her?”

“Who?”

She sighs. “You. What do you think of the new you? Tell me all the details. What was it like when you finally discovered what was happening?”

My brain must be projecting the extra credit project onto the dream now. “It was scary at first. I panicked. But then I realized it was a dream, so it’s been fine.”

She laughs so loudly I have to pull the phone away from my ear. “A dream? What an interesting coping mechanism you’ve created. How has your dream been so far? Have you explored your new body yet?”

I feel the blood rush to my cheeks. “Um…”

“What do you think? Do you like the way it feels?”

Does she really expect me to answer this? But then again, what does it matter? It’s not like it’s actually her. “Um, yeah. I, uh… I did.”

She laughs again. “Wonderful. I may have trapped you in this new body, but I do hope that you enjoy it. I don’t want you to be miserable. But as to—”

“Wait. What is all of this? What was the point?”

“You’ve always known the point. Research. I’ve always been honest about that. This moment is the point. I wanted to see how a healthy young male would respond if he suddenly found himself living as a young woman. I expected shock and anger and sadness. I didn’t expect you to have convinced yourself that it’s a dream. Even after all these years of studying it, the human mind never ceases to amaze me.”

Why does she keep acting as if this isn’t a dream? Shouldn’t she mirror my thoughts since I’m imagining her?

“But why me?”

“That was a joyful accident. I only needed one volunteer, but I had to find just the right one. When you showed up for the initial meeting, I knew it had to be you. And your assessment scores were almost exactly what I was looking for. It helped that you were a nobody who would make nothing of his life. This is a new start for you. You really should thank me.”

“Thank you?”

“You were already struggling with introductory-level courses. Your advisor said my class wasn’t the only one causing you problems. I knew it wouldn’t have been long before you failed out of school. I’m saving you the embarrassment and the cost.”

“So Dr. Rivan is involved too?”

“No, of course not. He called to see if I could do anything to help you pass my class. He didn’t realize how pointless it was. But in the end, I did what he asked and even more than he would ever imagine.”

I roll my eyes. My mind is working overtime to come up with this. “Oh okay. Um, thanks then, I suppose.”

“I can tell by your voice you still don’t believe it. That’s fine. You will eventually. Once you realize there is no waking up from this because it’s not a dream, then it will all crash down on you. I recommend you take this time now to process things, so the impact isn’t as forceful when it does come. Spend time to think about what you would do if this were real. You can even tell yourself it’s all fake. If it is, then thinking more about it won’t do any harm. And if it’s real, then preparing now will pay huge dividends for you in the near future.”

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

“No. I suppose you don’t. I’m saying make a plan now for when the truth hits you. You are a girl now. I need to go, but let me emphasize again the NDA that you signed. Remember the damages and the jail time. But I want you to think about what would happen if you told someone. A young woman claiming that she’s really a man. Claiming that she lived an entirely different life once. No one will believe you. There’s no proof that you’re Lucas Hanford. As far as the world will ever know, he’s just another college student who disappeared. Your DNA is even different from his. You’re literally a brand new woman… Lily. I hope you like that name. I have an associate who made all new records for you. Lily Hart. I thought keeping the same initials might make it a little easier on you. Check your mail tomorrow. I mailed your new driver’s license and social security card. All anonymously of course. There’s even a birth certificate in there for you.”

“Even for a dream, this is getting very strange now.”

“It certainly is.” She laughs. “I assume this will be the last time you ever wish to speak to me, so let me say that it has been a pleasure, Ms. Hart. And I really do wish you the best in whatever your new life has in store for you.”

I pull the phone away from my ear as it beeps. She hung up.

◆◆◆
When I wake up the next morning, I’m too scared to open my eyes. Nothing I did yesterday would snap me out of this dream. I tried pinching myself again and again, slapping myself, staring at myself in the mirror, taking a freezing shower. Nothing worked. The shower did more harm than good. I was naked and alone with a body I wanted to explore. Thankfully, the cold water kept me from staying in there too long, or I might never have gotten out. Going to sleep was my last chance to come back to reality, so when my eyes started drifting closed on their own, I went to bed right away. I just wanted this to be over with. I wanted to wake up and be back to myself.

Well, I’m awake now. I know it was all a dream. I know none of it was real. And as soon as I open my eyes, I’ll see that. But what if that’s not what I see? What if this isn’t a dream? What if all of it is real? That’s why I can’t open my eyes. Not yet. Not until I’m sure. Not until I’m ready.

My filling bladder does everything it can to make me get out of bed, but I’m determined to resist it. I wonder if I can walk to the bathroom with my eyes closed. If I’m careful and take my time, maybe I won’t notice any bouncing or jiggling parts. And I’ve lived in this apartment for months, so I’m sure I can make it there without looking. Then I realize there’s no way for me to do what needs to be done without finding out the truth. And as uncomfortable as I am, I’m not ready for that yet.

I can only hold out for so long, though, and now the urgency to go is becoming a literal pain. I open my eyes and stare at the ceiling. My heart is pounding against my ribs, and it feels like there’s an enormous weight crushing down on them from the outside. My breathing is shallow, and no matter what I do, I can’t slow it down. I just need to do this. I can’t stay in bed forever.

Pinching my eyes closed again, I swing my legs out of the bed. I scoot further and further until they touch the floor. So far, everything is fine. Only it’s not. As I stand up, I think I notice the weight on my chest. Not the heart attack weight, but a weight that would give me a heart attack if I acknowledged it. I move carefully so I don’t disturb it. If I feel it bounce or shift, then I’ll know it’s real. Right now, I just suspect that there’s something there, but I can’t be sure.

In the bathroom, I move to where I think the toilet is. I turn around, so my rear is facing it. And I pull my boxers down, touching as little of myself as possible. In bed, I decided on this plan. No matter what, I would sit on the toilet. If I’m still a man, then no problem. The burden will be lifted and life will go on as it has. If I’m… something different, then I need to be sitting anyway. Not just to use the bathroom but because of the shock. I don’t trust myself to be standing at that moment.

When I’m on the seat, I reach between my legs. My eyes are still squeezed, as if just keeping them closed will make everything alright. My fingers grasp in the usual spot, but there’s nothing there. It feels like my stomach falls through my body. This can’t be. There’s no way this is real. I open my eyes and look down. The first thing I see are the breasts. My breasts. It’s hard to see anything other than them. I lose a breath. Then two. This can’t be real.

I move my hand further, knowing what I’ll find. And just like yesterday, there it is. The start of my new sex. I yank my hand away like it’s on fire, but it feels the opposite. My hand is freezing. My entire body. I’m shivering uncontrollably. I hug my arms around me but realize immediately that’s a mistake when, instead of the usual flat chest, they come across two large mounds. This can’t be real. I feel the tears welling in my eyes, and there’s nothing I can do to stop them as they run down my cheeks. I can’t even relax my muscles enough to use the bathroom despite my bladder screaming that it’s going to burst.

I don’t know how long it takes, but the shaking finally stops. The crying stops. And at some point I’m able to relax enough to do what I came in here for. When I’m done, I stand and move to the sink. And the mirror. I know what to expect. I just don’t want to see it now. I don’t want to see the cute brown eyes, the long, chocolatey hair, the rounded cheekbones, the soft and delicate chin, the small pretty nose. But I look anyway. I have to. If this is going to be me, then I need to get used to it. I can’t avoid mirrors for the rest of my life.

Instead, I do the opposite. As I stare at my face and breasts in the mirror above the sink, I decide that I need to go all the way. I walk to the bedroom and stand naked in front of the full-length mirror. I never imagined the mirror would reflect this back to me, but it is. This is the new me. The full new me. From my hair that’s longer than normal, to my face that is undeniably attractive, to my breasts that are so incredibly sensitive, down to the spread of my hips, and between that the mound of my new pussy. I sit on the edge of the bed and spread my legs so I can see it. Part of me always thought that vaginas were gross. But as I look at it, I realize it’s not. The more I look, the prettier it becomes to me. In its way, it’s every bit as beautiful as my face or my breasts or the curves of my waist. Realizing how pretty I am makes me cry again and I fall backward on the bed.





Chapter 7



That afternoon, I pull my driver’s license from my wallet and stare at it. Lucas Hanford, nineteen-year-old male. My mind keeps replaying Dr. Douglas’s words. No one would believe you. There’s no proof that you’re Lucas Hanford. Looking at the ID, I realize that she’s right. Nothing about me is the same. Who would believe that I’m really this man? Would I believe it if some woman told me this story?

I walk downstairs to the lobby of the building and reach into my mailbox. Inside, there’s an envelope addressed to Lily Hart. No return address. This must be it. I take it back up to my apartment, thankful no one was around to see me in the common areas.

Back inside, I drop the envelope on the couch and sit next to it. Staring at it. Ripping open that envelope will tear my life in two. There will always be the before and the after. A rip always separating them. But this life isn’t getting less real. I wasted all day yesterday thinking that it would. It didn’t. It won’t. This is me. This is my life now.

I grab the envelope and run my finger along the seal. I trace the line along the split and feel the slight ridge under my fingertip. Dr. Douglas handled this envelope. For a split second, I think that I should save this for forensic evidence, like a team of gender change investigators might storm through my door. With gloved hands, they would take the envelope from me and seal it in a plastic storage bag. Then a man, clearly in charge and wearing jeans and a black T-shirt that hugs every chiseled muscle on his body, would look me in the eye and tell me that everything will be alright. For no reason, he might even take his shirt off while he tells me this. I look at the door. Nothing like that is going to happen. There’s no man who can save me. I slip my finger into the slit and tear the envelope open.

There’s no note inside. I don’t know why I expected to find one. It should have been obvious that she wouldn’t include anything that could be traced back to her. I open the folded piece of paper first. Certificate of Live Birth. Lily Hart. Sex: Female… Wait, that part can’t be right. But the driver’s license says the same thing. That makes me twenty-five years old. She made me older? Why would she do that? My stomach twists, and I feel like I’m going to be sick. I’m a twenty-five-year-old woman?

My mind slams into a wall I never saw coming. I can’t go back to school. She said I would flunk out sooner rather than later anyway, and maybe she was right. I wasn’t doing well. I didn’t care enough to put in the effort. But this takes away every chance that I had to prove her wrong. There won’t be a record of Lily Hart ever attending school. No college classes. No high school transcript. The documents in my hand are now my only records. I have no history, and I have no future.

No, that’s not right. I do have a future. It’s a blank slate. There’s no past to guide me or confine me. I can make whatever future I want. My shoulders rise, and for the first time all day, I feel hope. Dr. Douglas did this to me. She was in control of this. But she’s not now. No one is. This is a clean break from everyone in my life. From all the baggage that I carried with me. I can be who I want to be from here on out.

The first thing I need to do is find a job. Even as a boy, I needed a summer job, but I kept putting it off. I can’t do that now. There’s no more financial aid. Once this semester’s loan disbursement is gone, there won’t be another. Besides, I need to get out of this apartment, even for just a few hours a day. There are too many reminders here. I know me. I know I’ll just sit around and think about what was taken from me. But I can’t let myself do that. This is a new start. I need to take advantage of it.

It takes only two days before I receive phone calls to set up interviews. I’m not ready yet, but I schedule them anyway. The night before my first, I have to search the internet for “women’s interview outfits.” I have no idea what to wear. Most of the outfits are for office jobs rather than the food service work that I applied for, but when I find some outfits that seem appropriate, I save them. Then, phone in hand, I drive to the store.

Shopping in the women’s section is embarrassing at first. Whenever someone passes by, I turn my head away from them so they can’t see me. But then I realize I am a woman now, and everyone here sees me as a woman. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Picking out bras and panties, though, still makes me blush. I don’t understand the sizes or the letters, so I just take several bras into the fitting room. After several tries, I find one that seems to fit me. I’m not sure the proper way to test it, so I bounce up and down and move from side to side. My boobs still jiggle, and I feel like an idiot jumping up and down in the fitting room. But the bra doesn’t fall off, and nothing falls out. That must mean it fits. I add several more of the same size to my cart.

By the time I’m done, I have the bras, a pink floral ruffle-sleeved top, a plain white blouse, two pairs of black pants, a pair of black flats, and a multi-pack of boy shorts. They seem the closest to what I’m used to wearing, so I hope I like them. And I hope they fit. I needed small in all the other clothes, so that’s the size I bought in the panties, too.

The next morning, I dress in a navy blue bra, the pink ruffled top, and black pants. I don’t have the first idea of how to do my hair or makeup, so I do without. I just pull my hair back into a ponytail. When I look in the mirror, I’m shocked. I’m pretty even without makeup or my hair done.

I have three interviews today. The first is at 9:30 a.m. and the last is at 1:00 p.m. They’re all downtown, so I’ll just spent the whole morning there. At nine o’clock, I leave my apartment and walk to Preston Pressed Coffees.

When I open the door, I look to the left. There’s a woman working on a laptop there now, but that’s where Dr. Rivan was sitting when I saw him two weeks ago. My entire world has changed since then. Tears form in the corners of my eyes, but I blink them away. I take a deep breath and march to the counter.

Thankfully, I’m able to lie my way through almost all the interviews. There was one restaurant that required references and previous job experience. The others were satisfied when I told them I’ve been a student and my last job was during my senior year of high school.

By the end of the week, I have four job offers out of the six interviews I attended, and I’m excited. Yes, these are low-level jobs, but they’re my fresh start. This is my chance to move on and live this new life. The coffee shop offers me the best combination of money, hours, benefits, and working environment, so that’s the job that I take. I start Monday.





Chapter 8



I see him my very first day. The concentrated blue of those eyes that I’d recognize anywhere. My stomach flips, and I can’t look away. When he sees me, he smiles, and I look for that tooth—his one adorable imperfection—it’s hidden behind his lips. I smile back but turn away, disappointed. Of course, he’s not going to give me his real smile. I’m no one to him. Just a barista in training.

He comes in every morning. And soon, I’m the one at the counter who takes his orders. I make sure of it. My body reacts to him—the sight of him, his voice, his smell—in a way it doesn’t to anyone else. I know there will never be anything between us, but I’m quickly addicted to the little jolt that he gives me every morning.

Today, though, I’m not at the counter when he comes in. I’m sure I just imagine it, but it seems like he looks around until he spots me. When he does, we smile at each other and I go back to wiping tables. Just then, a large group walks in, and I snake my way through them so I can help Noah behind the counter. I’m passing by Dr. Rivan—Anthony—twisting my body to squeeze between him and the counter when someone bumps into him from behind. He moves forward and I feel his body against mine. I’m pinned to the bakery case. He apologizes, but I don’t answer. It takes all my strength to not touch him. I want to put my hands on his chest. I want him to lean down until our lips are brushing against each other. My slit grows slick as I think about it. Then I feel his cock poke against me. I look down to see his bulge, but he pulls away, shouldering aside the man behind him as he strides toward the door.

He doesn’t come back the rest of the week, but twice I catch him staring at me through the window. Each time, he rushes away as soon as our eyes meet. I want to tell him that it’s fine. That it’s more than fine. I used to me a man. Penises work independently. I want to tell him I understand that it doesn’t mean anything. At least not to him.

When he does finally come back in, I’m working the counter alone. He’s carrying a vase of white lilies.

“I owe you an enormous apology. I hope you like them.” He sets the flowers on the counter in front of me. “I was just going by your name, and assumed that you—but maybe I was wrong.”

“No. You weren’t wrong. I did like it. Them. I do like them. They’re gorgeous. Thank you.”

He gives me a shy smile, and I want to drop to my knees and beg for more. Instead, we just stare at each other.

I’m the first to break the silence. “About the other day… You don’t have to apologize. You really don’t.”

“It was embarrassing. I couldn’t believe… It was just being so close to someone so beautiful. It did something to me.”

“I understand. I know it can have a mind of its own.” I giggle to help relieve some of the tension. He continues to look into my eyes.

“It wasn’t acting on its own.”

I bite my lower lip, and his eyes fix on that.

“I know I shouldn’t do this, but I’m incredibly attracted to you. You’ll never see me again after today if you don’t want to.” My heart stops. That’s the last thing I want. “But I had to come today to apologize and also ask if you’d like to go out with me sometime.”

My jaw hangs open, and I can’t respond. I can’t breathe. My entire body is screaming yes, but I’m standing here mute.

After a couple of awkward seconds, he gives a faint smile. “I understand. I just wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if I didn’t at least ask. I won’t bother you again. I hope you enjoy the flowers.”

He’s at the door before I can move. “Wait!” I rush around the counter, but by then he’s already on the sidewalk. I push through the door. “Wait! Yes.”

He turns to face me. “Yes?”

“Yes.”

There it is. The grin I used to think was stupid, but the one I crave so much now.

“Great, um, I didn’t expect you to say yes, so I didn’t really plan anything after this. Dinner maybe? I don’t even know anything about you.” He laughs.

“How about tennis?”

“Tennis?”

“If you play, that is.” I do know things about him. I know he plays. I remember the racket that he keeps in his office, usually propped against the side of the couch. I never asked him about it. I never cared to. I played tennis in high school, but it was behind me.

“I do. I love tennis. What are you doing Friday evening? There’s a lighted court downtown. Seven o’clock?”

“Friday at seven. I’ll see you then.” I smile and somehow end up inside. I don’t remember walking.

◆◆◆
I get off work at three and go right to the sporting goods store. Why did I suggest tennis? I have nothing I need for this. I’ll have to spend my entire week’s paycheck on one date. The cute outfit. That’s why I suggested this. I want him to see me in a short tennis dress. I want to see myself in a short tennis dress.

Over the last few weeks, I’ve started to love dressing up. There’s so much variety available to me now. Every payday I add more and more. Dresses, skirts, shoes. Recently, even makeup. I am unabashedly Lily, and I’ve thrown myself into my new life. My new life that could be made perfect by getting the man I dream of almost every night.

At 6:50 p.m., I walk onto an empty court and set my drink and towel in the corner along the fence. I’m wearing a light blue sleeveless tennis dress that just barely covers my ass. After a few practice swings, I’m not sure I can do this. I was a decent player in high school… Lucas was a decent player in high school. Lily has never played before. And I have two rather large obstructions on my chest that make some swings awkward.

Just a couple of minutes later, I see him walk up. He’s wearing the classic all white. Shorts and a T-shirt. He smiles at me as he runs a hand through his perfect blonde hair.

“You came,” I say as he walks up.

“Of course. I wouldn’t want to make the city’s best barista mad at me. Do you know the things she could do to my coffee?”

“Do you know the things she could do to you?” I whisper.

“What?”

“I said, I’m hardly the best barista in the city.”

“I disagree. The best and the hottest. Look at you.”

I smile and pirouette for him. “You’re pretty hot yourself.”

He mimics my pirouette, and I laugh.

“Lucky for both of us, I can’t make coffee to save my life.”

“Maybe I can teach you someday.”

“Maybe you can just make it for me at home in the mornings.”

I blush. “You have to prove you can keep up with me first. Your serve.” I toss him a ball and he walks around the net.

He wins the first two points easily. Then I come back and take three in a row. We go back and forth on the next, but he finally hits it long, and I win the first game.

“I let you have the first two. What happened? Need me to take it easier on you?”

“I’m just getting warmed up. I’ll break you this time.”

“You can try.”

The next four games are exhausting. We’re evenly matched, and each point goes on forever. It’s during the fifth game that I howl and fall to the court. Anthony is at my side in an instant.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

“Cramp. Hamstring.” I’ve never had a cramp like this before. The entire muscle feels like it wants to rip away from my body.

“Roll onto your back. I’ll stretch you out.”

I do, and he lifts my leg. Higher and higher until it’s pointing above my head.

“God, you’re so flexible.”

“That’s a terrible pickup line.”

“It wasn’t my finest.”

He leans his body over my leg, forcing the tension from my hamstring.

“I feel so much better. Thank you.” With his body on mine, how could I not feel better? Even if he is just stretching away my cramp. Even if it is in the middle of a public tennis court.

“You know, you don’t have to fake an injury just because you’re scared I’m going to beat you.”

“Maybe I like the idea of you beating me.”

“Oh, you’re that kind of girl, are you?”

I yank his hand and twist my leg out of the way, forcing him down on top of me. “Do you really want to find out what kind of girl I am?”

“I think you already know the answer to that.”

He sweeps his lips down over mine, and his tongue glides over my mouth. I open for him. Our tongues dance while our lips push and pull against each other. He wraps his hand around my waist and pulls me up into him. I’ve fantasized about this moment. But this is more than I imagined. Even fully clothed, I can tell that our bodies fit together perfectly. The heat builds inside me just thinking about it.

“That was the best serve you’ve had all night.” I lean up and bite his neck. I want to leave a mark. I want to see it in the morning when he walks into the coffee shop and know that I put it there.

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” He pulls me up and we sit facing each other. “You’re gorgeous.”

“I’m all sweaty and my hair is probably a mess.” I reach up and brush away the strands that have come loose from my hair tie.

“You’re still beautiful, no matter what. Did you drive here?”

“No. I don’t live very far. I walked.”

“Then I’m going to take you home. Do you think you can stand?”

“I’m fine. It was just a cramp, and it’s gone now. Thanks to you.”

“You’re welcome. But I’m still driving you home. I won’t have you walking alone in the dark. Just a ride home. Nothing more. Are you ready?”

No. I want to sit here all night and stare into his eyes. Both of us breathing the same air. Our legs touching. “I’m ready.” I move to twist my legs under me, but before I can, he takes my hands in his and pulls me to my feet.

“Still feel alright?”

“I beat you three games to one. I feel great.”

“No, you’re beating me three to one. We’ll finish this later.”

Knowing that he wants there to be a later between us makes me smile. I take a step and wince a little as my hamstring tightens.

“Hamstrings are the worst. Come here.” He steps next to me and wraps his arm around my waist. “There’s no way you can walk home by yourself. I’ll help you to my car.”

I close my eyes for a second and just enjoy the feeling of his body next to mine. Then I put my hand on his shoulder and we walk to the parking lot. By the time I’m at the car, I feel better, but he insists on taking me home anyway. And even though I protest, I want him to.

He turns to look at me as we pull up to the curb outside my apartment. When I just stare back, my lips slightly parted, he puts his hand under my chin and guides me closer. His lips find mine above the center armrest, and we sit parked on the street, making out like two teenagers until the windows are fogged in the moist air.

“Do you work in the morning?”

“I do. Do you want to come up anyway?”

“More than anything. But I’m not going to. I’m an old-fashioned man. Just kissing until the third date.”

“We need a second date before we can have a third date.”

“Yes, we do. Do you want a second date?”

“Are you asking?”

“I hope that’s not too forward of me.”

“My daddy would not approve. Maybe you could send him a telegram first to get his permission.”

“Being naughty is part of the fun. What are you doing Sunday?”

“Oh, sorry. A very handsome but rather old-fashioned man is taking me out. Sodas and ice cream. Maybe roller skating. At least I assume. He hasn’t told me yet.”

“Maybe even a moving picture at the theater downtown?”

“That sounds like a great way to spend my Sunday.”

“I’ll pick you up. One o’clock?”

“One.” I lean forward and kiss him, and it’s like our lips are stuck together again. Finally, I break free. “I really should head upstairs. A lady saves her best kisses for at least date two.”

“Then I have something to look forward to.”

“Yes, you do.”

The air is chilly compared to the warmth of being with him. I shiver and walk up the stairs. He stays parked, watching me until I’m inside. I blow him a kiss as I unlock the door.





Chapter 9



Sunday, he knocks at my door at exactly one o’clock. I’m wearing a white dress that covers just a little more leg than my tennis dress. It shows a lot more of my breasts, though. My blonde hair is curled into waves—something I’ve recently taught myself to do—and I’m wearing pink lipstick with a matching eyeshadow.  My feet are strapped into black high-heeled sandals. Red toenails peeking out the ends.

When I open the door, I feel instantly underdressed. He’s wearing a brown three-piece suit with a gold tie and on his head is a fedora the same color as his jacket.

“I should go change.” These are the first words out of my mouth. Not come in or you look very handsome today.

He steps inside anyway. “Don’t. Please. You’re beautiful.” He leans forward and kisses me.

When we pull away, I’m blushing. “I thought I looked good, but then you show up like this.”

“Do you like it? I teach 1920s poetry at the college. This was my costume for an English department party a couple of years ago. I’m an old-fashioned guy, remember?”

“I see you mean that literally.” I laugh, but he quiets me with another kiss.

“Just this. Just this suit. But for you, I’ll be anything you want me to be.”

“I just want you. I mean, you don’t have to pretend to be anything. Be you. It’s more than enough for me.”

“You say that now, but just wait until after this date.”

“I’ll say it then too.” I lean forward and kiss him this time. “But if we keep this up, we won’t make it to our date. I don’t even know what our date is.”

“Of course you do. Soda and ice cream. Then a moving picture. Just like you said Friday. No roller skating, though. That would just be too wild for a proper second date.” He laughs.

“Naturally. Just let me go freshen up. I need to touch up my lipstick for some reason.”

“I think you look perfect. But I can’t wait to see you with lipstick smeared all around your mouth.”

I’m glad my back is to him because I know I’ve turned fifteen different shades of red.

After the movie, we walk three blocks to an ice cream shop. He teaches the girl behind the counter how to make a chocolate soda with ice cream, chocolate syrup, and soda water. Despite his pleading, I stick to a sundae and a normal soda. When I see his face after his first sip, I’m glad I did.

“It’s terrible, isn’t it?” I ask.

“No. ‘Terrible’ doesn’t quite do it justice. Horrendous? Atrocious? Unspeakable. That’s it. Let’s never speak of this again.”

“Done.” I zip my fingers across my lips and then slide my Coke across the table to him. I hope our hands will meet, but they don’t. “Here. We can share. You know I love that you looked up an old drink just for me. Even if it is complete garbage.”

“Such total garbage. But it was worth it to make you happy. I’d drink the whole thing if you want me to.”

“Please don’t.” I chuckle.

“Oh thank God. I hoped you wouldn’t make me. This is genuinely not good. Everything else about today, though, is perfect.”

“I think so too.”

“Open up.” He runs a finger around the edge of my sundae dish and raises it to my mouth. I suck on it and lick it clean before letting it go. “This gives me an idea. Promise you’ll wait right here for me? I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“Where are you going?”

“Just promise you’ll wait here.”

“I promise.” I watch him disappear out the door.

When he comes back, he’s wearing shorts, sneakers, and a wrinkled tank top.

“Lily? Is that you? What are the odds of seeing you here? Do you mind if I sit here?”

I raise a palm. “Not at all. What brings you here?”

“Oh, I was just in the neighborhood, and I thought I would try the place. I’ve never been here before. What do you recommend?”

“I recommend you don’t ask them to make some custom 1920s drink for you.”

“I would never dream of it. Hey, since we’re both here, do you want to both be here together?”

“That sounds like a great idea.”

“I think so too. And if my math is correct, that would make this our third date then.”

Now I understand the rushed outfit change and the way he’s acting. “Ahh, yes it would. For an English teacher, your math is superb.”

“I have a variety of skills. My office is just around the corner. Maybe I can take you there and show you some of my other skills.”

“I would like that. As long as you don’t mean juggling or magic.”

“I can certainly make magic. I just need the right assistant for that. Come on.”

We walk hand-in-hand through campus and up to his third-floor office. There’s no one in this building today. Our footsteps echo in the silence as we climb the stairs to his third-floor office.

The office is just as I remember it. Papers are still piled high on his desk. The couch is still covered with colorful books tossed casually. I smile when I see the spot where his tennis racket usually rests. I remember Friday and the feeling of his body on mine. I wonder what it would feel like to touch him here in this office.

I don’t have to wait long to find out. As soon as the door closes behind us, his hands are on my shoulders and his lips are pressed against mine. He pushes me against the wall, and I can already feel the erection rubbing against me.

“Is this OK?”

“‘OK’ doesn’t do it justice. Wonderful? Magnificent? Glorious?”

“So it’s everything that a chocolate soda is not.”

“Shh, we promised to never speak of that.”

“Especially not when I can think of so many other ways to use my mouth.”

I feel like I’m going to collapse as he sucks against the side of my neck. I know it’s going to leave a mark. A mark matching the one I gave him Friday night. The thought of our feelings openly branded on each other warms my core more than it already was.

Without taking his lips off me, he sweeps the couch clear and lays me down. His hand slides between my legs and rubs against my panties.

“You’re soaking wet.”

“I know. I need this. I need you.”

“Then let’s not keep you waiting.”

He rips my panties down my legs, and I gasp as I feel a finger slide inside me. Then another. He moves them in and out while he rubs on my clit with his thumb. I throw my arms around him and pull his mouth to mine. I moan each breath into his lips as he takes me closer and closer. When his hand stops, I can’t help but whimper.

“Don’t worry, little girl. This is just the beginning.”

I salivate as he slides a condom down his hard cock. I want to take him in my mouth. And I will. But right now, my pussy is aching for him. He moves his tip to my entrance, but I stop him.

“This is my first time.”

“You’re a virgin?”

I nod my head and bite my lip in embarrassment.

“Oh Lily, I am going to make this magical for you then. After this, you’ll never want to be with anyone other than me.”

It’s too late for that. I already feel that way.

He slides into me gently, and after a couple of quick thrusts, I yelp. A sharp pain letting me know that he’s made me his. He moves inside me further until I’ve stretched around his entire length. Part of me can’t believe that I can take his whole cock, but another part of me always knew that I could. We were destined to be together.

“You’re so tight. It feels great.”

I clench down on him. If he wants tight, I’m going to give him exactly what he wants. Between the soft slaps of his skin against mine, I hear him groan, and I smile, knowing that it’s because of me.

It’s not long before my back is wet with sweat and sliding on the leather couch. With each of his pushes, we move up and then down. Our moans fused together. Our bodies. Our lives. My breaths come faster. Shorter. And I know this is meant to be. When he rubs on my clit with his finger, I arch back into the couch and move my hips in time with his thrusts. Pushing as he pulls. Making sure his cock never leaves my pussy. Keeping his finger pressed in that magical spot. I try to hold in my cries of pleasure, but they force themselves out. And after a couple of quick grunts, I feel him spasm as his cock tenses inside me.

His softening cock slips out of me, and he reaches for the condom, but I put my hands on him, stopping him.

“Let me.”

I peel it from him, and then I use my tongue to clean every inch of his manhood. He starts to swell again with my lips wrapped around him. Now, it’s my turn. I push him onto his back as I move between his legs. I slide my hand up and down his length as I suck the head of his cock. Then I lower my head. Down and back. Keeping my hand wrapped around him and sliding it along with me. It’s not long before his hips start bucking. Soon he’s fucking my mouth, and I’m taking as much as I can. I feel him stiffen and he pulls away from my mouth.

“No. This is mine.” I moan and put my lips back around the head of his cock. As he explodes, I swallow every drop of his seed. I’m greedy and want it all, and he gives it to me.

“Rapturous. That’s the word for that.”

He pulls me on top of him, and we cuddle together. I know this is perfection. I could never want anything other than this.
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