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Introduction

"Pretend to be a girl to get more investors? No way!"

This is an illustrated romance novella, it includes beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I was a broke Brooklynite with big dreams and no clue how to get there—until Carlos, my best friend and a charming conman, convinced me to pose as his glamorous girlfriend to land investors.

What started as a wild scheme became a whirlwind of galas, glitter, and a life I never imagined.

Stepping into the role of Gretchen uncovered parts of myself I’d buried for years while Carlos began to uncover my heart.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This story contains transgender love, feminization, workplace & transgender romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes. Some real places and people were referenced but the story is a work of fiction. The cover image is from Brightlucky Press.

I’m Lilly Lustwood and I’m a transgender woman. I’m a senior editor by day and I recall and write my romantic rendezvous by night.

Most of my titles deal with feminization. A fragment of what makes me find happiness in my gender identity, amidst the discrimination against women like me is my transformation.

When I look in the mirror and I gaze at my authentic self, I know that no matter what happens, I’m living my life and not somebody else’s idea of how I should.

The clothes I wear, my long black hair, the fruity bath products that I use, the hormone medications I take before I go to bed, the sillage of my floral perfume, the surgeries I’ve undergone, and every step that I take with my size 12 Jimmy Choos, are all proudly from me…

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

❖   I have long and straight black hair and stand 5ft 6in.

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

❖   I’m blessed with huge cat eyes and heart-shaped lips

❖   I want to share the rest but that’s not very lady-like *wink*

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to Fake Girlyfriend.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

Before we get to the exciting part, I’m cordially inviting you to be a Lilly Lustwood VIP.

IT DOESN’T COST ANYTHING. All you have to do is Join my Mailing List.

I will be sending you FREE Exclusive Romantic Content that you won’t find anywhere else.

My First Gift For You
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Apart from that, I’ll also send you Announcements of my New Releases and Promos.

I won’t send you anything that’s not related to my stories and I won’t share your information with any person or entity.

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

or Copy this Link -> stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view

Note: Please check your Spam or Promotions tab
if the confirmation doesn’t arrive in your inbox.

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1

∞∞∞

CARLOS SLID A BOTTLE of Brooklyn Lager across the scratched coffee table, smirking at me like he had just won some unspoken bet. We had been best friends since the days of scraped knees and BMX races on cracked sidewalks, but even after all these years, his cocky grin still annoyed me.

“So, Gavin,” he started, dragging out my name in that sing-songy way he always did when he was about to ask for a favor. “How’s the financial genius doing?”

I raised an eyebrow, picking at the label on my bottle. “You know how it is—same old, same old. Corporate ladder climbing and praying it doesn’t snap under my feet.”

Carlos laughed, leaning back against the couch. “Man, you sound like you’re forty instead of twenty-three. Live a little.”

“Says the guy who’s always running some kind of scheme,” I shot back. “What is it this time? Selling knock-off designer handbags to tourists?”
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Carlos smirked but didn’t deny it. “That was one time, and it worked. But no, this is bigger. I’m talking life-changing, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I just need the right partner.”

I rolled my eyes, taking a sip of my beer. “Not interested. I’ve got enough on my plate without getting roped into one of your half-baked ideas.”

“Oh, this one’s fully baked,” he said, leaning forward like he was about to drop some groundbreaking revelation. “There’s a gala next weekend. Big money, high society types—the kind of people who sneeze and accidentally make a million bucks.”

“And?”

“And I need a date,” Carlos said, his grin widening.

“Wait, hold up,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “You need a date for one of your scams?”

“It’s not a scam,” he said quickly, though the glint in his eye said otherwise. “I’m building connections. Networking. You know, the kind of stuff your corporate overlords love.”

“Still not seeing why this involves me,” I said, crossing my arms.

“Because,” he said, drawing out the word, “the investors I’m targeting? They’re the type who love showing off their trophy girlfriends. And unfortunately, I’m single.”

I snorted. “Sounds like a you problem.”

Carlos didn’t miss a beat. “That’s where you come in. You can be my girlfriend, I mean, you kind of look like a girl.”

I nearly choked on my beer. “You’re kidding.”

“Do I look like I’m kidding?” he said, dead serious.

“You want me to pretend to be your trophy girlfriend?” I asked, incredulous.

“Think about it,” Carlos said, gesturing animatedly. “You’ve got the face for it—clean-shaven, good cheekbones. We throw on a dress, some makeup, and bam! You’re Gretchen, my sophisticated, high-class arm candy who’s fiscally savvy.”

I shook my head, laughing. “You’re out of your damn mind.”

“C’mon, Gavin,” he pressed. “It’s just one night. You play the part, we charm some investors, and I split the profits with you fifty-fifty. Easy money.”

“Define ‘easy,’” I said, still skeptical. “Because this sounds like a disaster waiting to happen.”

“It’s a piece of cake,” Carlos insisted. “You walk around looking pretty, laugh at a few jokes, and sip champagne. I’ll handle the business talk.”

I leaned back, considering his pitch. As ridiculous as it sounded, the thought of splitting a pile of cash did have its appeal. Still, the idea of parading around as Carlos’s fake girlfriend was borderline humiliating.

“Nope,” I said finally. “Find someone else.”

“Gavin—” he started, but I cut him off.

“Not happening.”

Carlos threw up his hands in mock surrender. “Fine, fine. But don’t come crying to me when you’re still stuck in your soul-sucking job.”

I rolled my eyes again, determined to ignore him for the rest of the night.

I was halfway through a takeout burrito the next evening when Carlos stormed into the apartment, his expression a mix of frustration and determination. He tossed his jacket onto the couch and grabbed a chair, spinning it around so he could sit backward, facing me.

“Alright, hear me out,” he said, leaning his arms on the backrest.

I sighed, setting down my burrito. “Carlos—”

“No, listen,” he interrupted. “I’ve been thinking about it all day. This isn’t just about me—it’s about us.”

“Us?” I repeated, raising an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” he said, nodding emphatically. “You and me, two kids from Brooklyn, making something of ourselves. We’ve been scraping by for years, and now we’ve got a chance to hit it big. Do you really want to spend the rest of your life crunching numbers for some guy in a suit who doesn’t even know your name?”

I frowned, not liking how close he was to the truth.

“Look,” Carlos continued, his tone softening. “I know it sounds crazy, but I’m telling you, this could change everything. Just one night, Gav. That’s all I’m asking.”

I stared at him, weighing my options. On one hand, the idea of dressing up as a trophy girlfriend still felt absurd. On the other hand, Carlos wasn’t wrong—I was tired of working my ass off for peanuts while people like him found shortcuts to success.

“What’s the catch?” I asked finally.

“No catch,” he said quickly. “You get half of whatever I make. And if it doesn’t work out, no harm, no foul. We go back to our boring lives.”
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“What if they sue you?”

“I’ll protect myself with the contract. Besides, these investors know about the risks.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

“Not a chance,” he said with a grin.

“Fine,” I said reluctantly. “One night. But if this blows up in our faces, I’m blaming you.”

Carlos clapped his hands together, his grin widening. “That’s my guy! Or, should I say, my girl?”

“Don’t push it,” I warned, grabbing my burrito. “And for the record, this is the dumbest thing I’ve ever agreed to.”

He laughed, already pulling out his phone to make plans. “You won’t regret it, Gav. Trust me.”

I wasn’t so sure about that.

“Carlos, I’m serious,” I said between bites. “If this goes south, I’m taking you down with me.”

“You worry too much,” he said, waving me off like my concerns were no big deal.

“I’ve got everything covered. You just show up, look the part, and let me work my magic.”

“And what exactly is your ‘magic’?” I asked, half-curious, half-dreading his answer.

“Charm, wit, and an unshakable sense of confidence,” he said, puffing out his chest dramatically.

“People eat that stuff up.”

“You mean lies,” I said, shaking my head.

“Details,” he replied with a smirk.

I finished my burrito and leaned back in my chair, staring at Carlos. “So, what happens now? Do I have to, like, practice walking in heels or something?”

He chuckled, standing up and stretching. “Oh, absolutely. But don’t worry, Sofia’s coming by tomorrow to help you with all that.”

“Sofia?” I asked, confused.

“My cousin,” he explained. “She’s a stylist. Runs her own boutique in SoHo. If anyone can turn you into a trophy girlfriend, it’s her.”

“Great,” I muttered, already regretting my decision.

“This is going to be humiliating.”

“Relax,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “It’ll be fun. And hey, you might even learn many things along the way.”

“Like how much I hate you?” I quipped.

He grinned. “Exactly.”

He walked off to his room, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I stared at the empty burrito wrapper on the table, wondering what the hell I’d just gotten myself into.

One night, I reminded myself.

Just one night, and then I’d be done.

What could possibly go wrong?


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

SOFIA SHOWED UP at the apartment like she owned the place, arms laden with garment bags and a makeup kit the size of a toolbox. She had this no-nonsense look about her, like she’d seen everything New York had to offer and wasn’t impressed by most of it. Her sharp, dark bob and bold red lipstick screamed authority, and I already knew I was in for a long afternoon.

“Well, well,” she said, looking me up and down.

“This is the raw material I have to work with?”

“Be nice, Sof,” Carlos said, leaning casually against the doorframe.

“He’s sensitive.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Sofia waved him off, dumping her stuff on the couch.

“Alright, Gavin, strip.”

“Excuse me?” I said, nearly choking on my coffee.

“Strip,” she repeated, pulling out a measuring tape. “I need to know what I’m working with.”

Carlos snorted, clearly enjoying my discomfort. “C’mon, Gav. She’s a professional.”

“You’re the one who roped me into this,” I muttered, peeling off my hoodie and jeans. “If I end up in therapy because of this, I’m billing you.”

Sofia stepped forward, her tape measure snapping into place with a sharp tug. She muttered numbers to herself as she worked, occasionally stopping to squint at me like she was imagining me in one of her outfits.

“You’ve got good shoulders,” she said finally. “Broad, but not too much. We’ll need to soften them a bit with the right cut.”
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“Softening shoulders,” I muttered under my breath. “Sure, why not?”

“And your legs,” she continued, circling me like a predator sizing up its prey. “Good shape. A bit of muscle tone. That’ll work in our favor.”

“Thrilling,” I said, crossing my arms. “Can we move this along?”

“Patience, darling,” Sofia said with a sly grin. “Art takes time.”

She pulled out a sleek black dress from one of her garment bags, holding it up against me. “This is your starter piece. Classic. Elegant. Black hides imperfections, and trust me, you’ll need it.”

“Gee, thanks,” I said dryly.

“Don’t mention it,” she shot back, tossing the dress onto the couch.

“Now, makeup.”

This was where things went from awkward to borderline humiliating. Sofia sat me down at the kitchen table and started unpacking her arsenal of powders, brushes, and lipsticks. Carlos perched on the counter with a smug grin, clearly enjoying the show.

“Close your eyes,” Sofia ordered, tilting my chin up.

“I’m regretting every life choice that led me here,” I said, though I did as she asked.

“Quiet,” she said, dabbing something cold and creamy onto my face.

“This is concealer. Your new best friend.”

Over the next half-hour, she worked with the precision of a surgeon, muttering things like “blend, blend, blend” and “you’ll thank me later.” I stayed as still as I could, though I couldn’t help flinching when she came at me with an eyelash curler.

“What is that torture device?” I asked, leaning back in my chair.

“Hold still,” she snapped. “Unless you want uneven lashes.”

Carlos laughed, clearly enjoying my suffering. “You’re a natural, Gav.”

“Shut up,” I said, glaring at him.

Sofia ignored us, finishing with a final sweep of mascara. “Alright,” she said, stepping back to admire her work.

“Now for the hair.”

“Hair?” I repeated, reaching up to touch my own. “What’s wrong with my hair?”

“Everything,” she said, pulling a sleek blonde wig out of another bag. “Now sit still.”

The wig was tight and itchy, and I squirmed as she adjusted it on my head.

“Stop moving,” she said, pinning it into place. “You’ll ruin the illusion.”

“Comfort isn’t part of the package, is it?” I muttered.

“Beauty is pain,” Sofia said with a smirk. “Now, get up. Let’s see the full effect.”

I stood awkwardly as she handed me the black dress. “Do I get privacy, or is this a group activity?”

“Bathroom’s free,” Carlos said, gesturing down the hall.

I shot him a look before retreating to change. The dress was snug, clinging to my frame in ways I wasn’t used to. It felt strange, almost like I was wearing a costume, but when I looked in the mirror, I barely recognized myself.

The makeup, the wig, the dress—it all worked together in a way I didn’t expect.

“Well?” Sofia called from the living room. “Are you decent?”

I stepped out hesitantly, feeling more exposed than I ever had in my life. Carlos and Sofia stared at me, their expressions unreadable.

“Holy shit,” Carlos said finally. “You look—”

“Like a woman,” Sofia finished, grinning. “A very convincing one.”

I shifted uncomfortably, crossing my arms. “This is weird.”

“It’s supposed to be,” Sofia said, walking over to adjust the dress.

“But weird is good. Weird means it’s working.”

Carlos nodded, still staring. “You’re going to kill it at the gala.”

“Kill what?” I asked. “My dignity?”

Sofia rolled her eyes. “You’ll be fine. Just remember: confidence is key. Own the room, and no one will question a thing.”

“Easier said than done,” I muttered, tugging at the dress.

“Don’t worry,” Carlos said, clapping me on the shoulder. “You’ve got me to guide you through it.”

“Great,” I said sarcastically. “What could possibly go wrong?”

The car ride to the gala was silent except for the occasional hum of the engine and the soft clinking of the jewelry Sofia had insisted I wear. Carlos had rented a sleek black town car to complete the illusion, and I couldn’t decide if it made me feel glamorous or like a fraud.

Probably both.

“Relax,” Carlos said, glancing over at me. He was dressed in a perfectly tailored navy suit, his usual cocky grin firmly in place. “You’re going to be the star of the show.”

“Right,” I muttered, adjusting the thin silver chain around my neck. “Because nothing says ‘star’ like a guy stuffed into a dress.”

“You don’t look stuffed,” Carlos replied, smirking.

“You look—” He paused, searching for the word. “Convincing.”

“Convincing,” I echoed flatly. “That’s the goal, right?”

Carlos ignored my sarcasm, turning back to his phone as the car pulled up to the grand entrance of the Metropolitan Club. The building was enormous, its stone facade lit up like something out of a movie. A red carpet stretched up the steps, and a small crowd of photographers waited at the doors.

“This is it,” Carlos said, straightening his tie. “You ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” I replied, my stomach twisting into knots.

He stepped out first, offering a hand to help me out of the car. I hesitated for a moment before taking it, the cameras already flashing as we emerged. The cold night air hit me like a slap, but the adrenaline kept me moving.

“Smile,” Carlos whispered through clenched teeth, his arm looping around my waist. “You’re supposed to look like you’re enjoying this.”

I forced a smile, hoping it didn’t look too much like a grimace. The photographers shouted questions, none of which I could make out over the pounding in my ears. All I could do was follow Carlos’s lead as he guided me up the steps and into the glittering ballroom.

The inside of the Metropolitan Club was even more intimidating than the outside. Crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceilings, casting a warm glow over the crowd of sharply dressed socialites. Waiters in tuxedos weaved through the room with trays of champagne, and the soft hum of conversation filled the air.

“Breathe,” Carlos murmured, giving my waist a reassuring squeeze.

“You’re doing great.”

I nodded, still feeling like a deer in headlights. Sofia’s advice echoed in my head: confidence is key. Own the room. I straightened my back, trying to look like I belonged there, even as my heels wobbled slightly on the polished marble floor.

Carlos led me through the crowd, pausing occasionally to greet someone with a firm handshake and a charming smile. I did my best to keep up, laughing softly at his jokes and nodding along when he talked business.

Most of the people barely glanced at me, their eyes sliding over me like I was just another accessory. It was oddly comforting, in a way. As long as I stayed in the background, no one would look too closely.

And then there was Mrs. Vanderbilt.

“Carlos,” she said, her voice cutting through the noise like a knife. She was a petite woman in her sixties, dressed in a glittering silver gown that probably cost more than my rent for a year. Her sharp blue eyes zeroed in on us as we approached, her lips curling into a faint smile.

“Who’s this lovely lady?”

Carlos’s grin widened. “Mrs. Vanderbilt, this is Gretchen. My date for the evening.”

Her eyes flicked to me, and I felt like she could see straight through the layers of makeup and fabric. I extended a hand, hoping it wasn’t shaking too much.
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“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Vanderbilt.”

“The pleasure is mine,” she said, her handshake surprisingly firm.

“Carlos has been keeping you a secret, hasn’t he?”

“I like to keep him on his toes,” I replied, forcing a smile. Her laughter was sharp and quick, and for a moment, I thought I might have actually pulled it off.

“Charming,” she said, turning back to Carlos.

“You’ve always had an eye for good company.”

“I try,” Carlos said smoothly, his hand resting on my back. “But it’s not just her charm that makes her special. Gretchen has a sharp mind, too. She’s been a great sounding board for my projects.”

“Oh?” Mrs. Vanderbilt said, her eyebrows lifting slightly. “And what do you think of Carlos’s latest venture, dear?”

Crap. I glanced at Carlos, who gave me the tiniest nod, silently urging me to play along. “I think it’s brilliant,” I said, scrambling for words. “His vision for sustainable short-distance transportation is exactly what the city needs. It’s innovative, practical, and cheap.”

Mrs. Vanderbilt tilted her head, studying me for a moment before nodding. “I couldn’t agree more. It’s about time someone started thinking outside the box.”

Relief flooded through me as she turned her attention back to Carlos, launching into a discussion about investment strategies. I stayed quiet, nodding occasionally and sipping my champagne, careful not to let my nerves show.

The rest of the evening was a blur of introductions and small talk. By the time we left, my feet were aching, and my face hurt from smiling so much. But Carlos seemed pleased, his arm still around my waist as we climbed back into the car.

“You were incredible,” he said, grinning at me.

“Mrs. Vanderbilt loved you.”

“Loved Gretchen,” I corrected, kicking off my heels with a groan.

“I don’t think she even noticed me under all this.”

“That’s the point,” Carlos said, leaning back with a satisfied sigh.

“Gretchen is the star. And you played her perfectly.”

I wasn’t sure whether to feel proud or insulted. All I knew was that I was exhausted, and we still had a long way to go.

Carlos handed me a glass of water as soon as we got back to the apartment, his grin still plastered on his face. “You seriously killed it tonight, Gav—I mean, Gretchen.”

I flopped onto the couch, wiggling my toes and glaring at the heels I had abandoned by the door. “I feel like my feet are going to revolt and detach themselves.”

“Welcome to the glamorous life,” he said, plopping down beside me.

“It’s not for the weak.”

“Remind me why I signed up for this again?” I asked, taking a sip of the water.

“Because you’re a team player,” he said, smirking.

“And because we’re going to make a ton of money.”

“Right,” I muttered. “Money.”

But as I sat there, makeup smudged and legs aching, I couldn’t shake the image of myself in the ballroom mirrors. I had avoided looking too closely all night, but now, the memory came back in flashes: the way the dress had hugged my body, the subtle swish of the fabric as I moved, the unfamiliar face that had stared back at me.

For all the discomfort, there had been something... intriguing about it.

“Hey,” he said, nudging me out of my thoughts. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said quickly, setting the glass down. “Just tired.”

“Get some rest,” he said, standing up and stretching. “We’ve got another gala next weekend. Bigger crowd, bigger stakes.”

“Another one?” I groaned, leaning back against the couch.

“You didn’t say anything about a repeat performance.”

He grinned. “Welcome to the big leagues, Gretchen.”


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

CARLOS PACED THE length of the living room a week later like he was delivering a TED Talk, gesturing wildly with his phone in one hand and a glass of whiskey in the other. I sat on the couch, legs crossed, watching him with a mix of amusement and dread. He always got like this when he was plotting something big—animated, intense, and slightly unhinged.

“We’ve got Mrs. Vanderbilt hooked,” he said, spinning on his heel to face me. “She’s practically begging to throw her money at me. But she’s just the start.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Just the start? You mean there’s more?”

“There’s always more, Gav,” Carlos replied, grinning like a shark. “Elliot Park. Lila Fontaine. These people are the real deal. If we can get them on board, we’re talking serious cash. Not just startup money—legacy money.”

“Legacy money,” I repeated, leaning back against the couch. “Right. And what’s the plan? Charm them with my sparkling presence?”

“Exactly, it’s easier to trust someone when they possess some sort of relatability, you know. We have a story, a young couple working hard for their future,” he said, pointing at me like I’d just solved a riddle.

“You’re the secret weapon, Gretchen. The ace up my sleeve.”

“Carlos,” I said, rubbing my temples. “I barely survived one gala. Now you want me to keep this up indefinitely?”

“It’s not indefinite,” he said, waving off my concern. “Just a few more events. Once we’ve secured the funding, we’re golden. Quickie becomes a household name, and we walk away filthy rich.”

“And by ‘we,’ you mean you,” I shot back.

“I’m just the guy in the dress.”
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“First of all, you’re more than just the guy in the dress,” he said, his tone unusually serious. “You’re my best friend. And I’m not doing this without you.”

I stared at him, caught off guard by the sincerity in his voice. For all his scheming and smooth talk, there were moments when he let his guard down, and I saw the guy I’d grown up with—the one who always had my back, no matter what.

“Fine,” I said after a long pause. “I’ll keep going. But if this blows up in our faces, you owe me more than just money.”

“Deal,” he said, his grin returning. “Now, we’ve got work to do.”

Sofia showed up the next day, dragging me out of the apartment before I even had a chance to argue. She was in full-on stylist mode, wearing oversized sunglasses and a leather trench coat like she was some kind of fashion assassin.

Her car—a sleek, black BMW—reeked of expensive perfume, and the playlist blaring from the speakers was pure club bangers.

“Today’s mission,” she announced as we sped through the streets of SoHo, “is to turn you into the ultimate trophy girlfriend. And I don’t want to hear a single complaint.”

“Does it matter if I complain?” I asked, crossing my arms.

“Not even a little,” she replied with a smirk.

“Now buckle up, sweetheart. We’re about to spend Carlos’s money like it’s Monopoly cash.”

She wasn’t kidding. Our first stop was a high-end boutique with floor-to-ceiling mirrors and a sales staff that looked like they’d just stepped off a runway. Sofia didn’t waste any time, pulling dresses, skirts, and blouses off the racks with the precision of a sniper.

“This one,” she said, holding up a crimson cocktail dress with a plunging neckline. “Perfect for the fundraiser next week.”

I glanced at it, already dreading how much it would probably itch.

“Do I even get a say in this?”

“Nope,” she said cheerfully, tossing the dress at a sales associate.

“Go try it on.”

The fitting room was a whole experience in itself, complete with velvet curtains and a chandelier that looked way too fancy for a space that small. I stepped into the dress, struggling with the zipper before finally managing to squeeze myself into it. When I turned to look in the mirror, I barely recognized the person staring back at me.

“How’s it going in there?” Sofia called.

“Define ‘going,’” I replied, stepping out of the fitting room.

Sofia clapped her hands together, her grin wide. “Now that’s what I’m talking about. You look stunning.”

“I look ridiculous,” I muttered, tugging at the neckline.

“Stop fidgeting,” she scolded, adjusting the straps. “Confidence is half the battle. Own it.”

I sighed, letting her fuss over me as the sales associate brought over more options. Over the next hour, I tried on everything from glittery evening gowns to sleek pencil skirts, each outfit more uncomfortable than the last.

But as much as I hated to admit it, there was something oddly satisfying about the transformation. It wasn’t just the clothes—it was the way people looked at me, the way their eyes lit up when I walked into the room.

By the time we left the boutique, my arms were loaded with shopping bags, and my feet were already protesting. Sofia, of course, was still full of energy, dragging me to a nearby salon for what she called “phase two.”

“You’re getting the full package today,” she said, shoving me into a plush chair.

“Hair, nails, everything.”

“This is torture,” I muttered as a stylist began combing through my hair.

“It’s called self-care,” Sofia shot back. “And you’ll thank me later.”

The next few hours were a blur of hair extensions, blow dryers, nail polish, and more hairspray than I thought humanly possible. By the time they were finished, I felt like a completely different person—and not in a bad way.

“Now that,” Sofia said, snapping a photo of me on her phone, “is how you make an entrance.”

I looked at myself in the mirror, my reflection almost unrecognizable. The makeup was subtle but polished, the extensions—albeit itchy, styled into soft waves, framed my face perfectly. Even the manicure—a simple, pale pink—added a touch of elegance I hadn’t expected.

“Well?” Sofia asked, raising an eyebrow. “What do you think?”

I hesitated, unsure how to put it into words. “It’s... different.”

“Good different?” she pressed.

I nodded slowly. “Yeah. Good different, more natural, I guess.”

“Then you’re ready,” she said, handing me a glass of champagne.

“To Gretchen 2.0.”

I clinked my glass against hers, trying to ignore the flutter of nerves in my stomach. Ready or not, there was no turning back now.

The next morning, Carlos was already up, scrolling through his phone at the kitchen counter when I walked in. He looked up from his coffee, giving me an exaggerated once-over.

“Well, if it isn’t Brooklyn’s Next Top Model,” he said with a grin.

“Don’t start,” I warned, grabbing a mug from the cabinet. My nails, now perfectly manicured thanks to Sofia, clicked softly against the ceramic. It was weirdly satisfying.

“Seriously, though,” Carlos said, leaning back against the counter.

“You clean up well. Sofia sent me pictures. You looked... uh—” He paused, searching for the right word.

“Say it,” I said, narrowing my eyes.

“Stunning,” he admitted, raising his hands in mock surrender.

“Happy?”

“Not even a little,” I said, pouring my coffee. But the truth was, part of me felt a strange mix of pride and embarrassment. I didn’t want to give Carlos the satisfaction of knowing that, though.

“Good,” Carlos said, setting his mug down. “Because we’ve got work to do. Lila Fontaine is hosting a gala tonight—big crowd, lots of money on the table. It’s the perfect chance to meet Elliot Park.”

“Another one?” I groaned, slumping into a chair. “Carlos, we just did this.” “And we’re doing it again,” he said, shrugging. “Welcome to the hustle.”

I sipped my coffee, staring at him over the rim of the mug. “You’re really milking this, aren’t you?”

“Hey,” Carlos said, flashing his signature grin. “I’m just giving the people what they want. And what they want is Gretchen.”
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By the time evening rolled around, I was back in the dress Sofia had deemed “perfect for a high-stakes introduction.” It was a deep black number that hugged me in all the right places—or maybe all the wrong ones, depending on how you looked at it. Either way, it was impossible to ignore.

Sofia had spent the afternoon coaching me on everything from posture to hand placement. “Always hold your drink in your left hand,” she’d said. “That way, your right hand is free for handshakes.”

“And if I just... don’t shake hands?” I’d asked, earning myself a withering glare.

Now, standing in front of the mirror, trying not to scratch the bonds of my hair extension to oblivion, I couldn’t help but feel like I was walking into a battlefield. The dress, the heels, the hair—it was all armor, in a way. But instead of fighting off enemies, I was fending off the possibility of being exposed.

Carlos appeared in the doorway, adjusting his tie. “You ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” I said, turning to face him.

He looked me over, his gaze lingering just a little too long. “You’re gonna kill it tonight,” he said softly. For once, there was no teasing in his voice—just quiet confidence. It caught me off guard.

“Thanks,” I said, the word feeling strange on my tongue. “Let’s get this over with.”


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

THE FONTAINE ESTATE was exactly what I’d expected: enormous, over-the-top, and oozing with old money. The driveway was lined with luxury cars, and the house itself was lit up like a palace.

Carlos parked the car and stepped out first, offering me his hand like we’d practiced. I took it, trying to ignore the cameras flashing nearby. The paparazzi were nothing compared to the crowd waiting inside.
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The ballroom was a sea of glittering gowns and sharp tuxedos. Everywhere I looked, there were people laughing, drinking, and exchanging pleasantries with the kind of ease that came from years of being rich. Carlos navigated the room like a pro, introducing me to a handful of people whose names I immediately forgot.

And then there was Lila Fontaine.

She was everything I’d expected: tall, elegant, and intimidating as hell. Her hair was swept up in a way that probably took hours, and her jewelry sparkled under the chandelier lights. When Carlos introduced me, her sharp eyes locked onto mine, and I felt like a bug under a magnifying glass.

“So, you’re Gretchen,” she said, her voice smooth and deliberate.

“Carlos has been talking about you.”

“All good things, I hope,” I said, forcing a smile.

“Of course,” she said, her lips curving into a faint smile.

“Though I must say, I’m curious. You’re not quite what I expected.”

I stiffened slightly, but Carlos jumped in before I could respond. “That’s what makes her special,” he said smoothly, his arm resting lightly on my waist. “Gretchen doesn’t fit the mold—and that’s why she stands out.”

Lila’s smile didn’t falter, but there was a glint in her eye that made me uneasy. “Indeed,” she said.

“Well, it was lovely meeting you. Enjoy the evening.”

As she walked away, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

“She’s onto us,” I muttered.

“She’s just nosy,” Carlos said, brushing it off. “Don’t worry about her. The only person you need to impress tonight is Elliot Park.”

“Great,” I said, draining my champagne. “No pressure.”

Elliot Park was every bit as intimidating as I’d imagined. He was tall and imposing, with sharp features and an air of skepticism that seemed to follow him wherever he went. Carlos approached him with the confidence of someone who had nothing to lose, introducing himself with a firm handshake and a charming smile.

“And this is Gretchen,” Carlos said, gesturing to me. “My partner.”

Elliot’s eyes flicked to me, his expression unreadable. “Partner, huh?”

I nodded, offering my hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Park.”

He shook my hand, his grip firm. “Likewise. So, Carlos, tell me about this... Quickie, was it?”

Carlos launched into his pitch, his words smooth and practiced. I stood by his side, nodding at all the right moments and occasionally chiming in with a well-placed comment. To my surprise, Elliot seemed genuinely interested—or at least, intrigued enough not to dismiss us outright.

By the end of the conversation, he’d agreed to a follow-up meeting, and Carlos was practically buzzing with excitement as we left the party.
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“You were incredible,” he said as we climbed into the car.

“Was I?” I asked, kicking off my heels. “Because I’m pretty sure I almost threw up twice.”

“You held it together,” he said, grinning. “That’s all that matters.”

I leaned back in the seat, letting out a tired sigh. The high-stakes world of gala-hopping and investor-schmoozing was exhausting, but there was a strange thrill to it—a rush that I couldn’t quite explain.

“Gretchen’s got some serious potential,” he said, glancing at me.

“Don’t you think?” “Ask me after a week of sleep,” I replied, closing my eyes.


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

A MONTH HAD PASSED since I’d stepped into this whirlwind life as Gretchen, and honestly, things were getting... complicated. The galas, the endless small talk, the constant balancing act of pretending to be someone I wasn’t—it all weighed on me.

But what bothered me more was how natural it was starting to feel. Even on my days off, I found myself slipping into Gretchen’s clothes, pairing them with the hair extensions Sofia had insisted I get.

They were itchy as hell, but I’d started to feel like Gavin didn’t quite match the look anymore.

Carlos noticed, of course. He always noticed everything, though he never said much about it. Instead, he doubled down on being the charming, infuriating best friend I’d grown up with—except now, he was somehow more protective.

After our last argument about whether we were in too deep, he’d promised to stop pushing me so hard, but I could tell he was waiting for the right moment to steer me back into another scheme.

That moment came on a Saturday morning when I walked into the living room in a casual dress and flats, feeling slightly ridiculous. Carlos was already up, scrolling through his phone. He looked up, taking in my outfit with a quick once-over, but didn’t say anything.
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“Morning,” I said, grabbing a coffee from the kitchen.

“Morning,” he replied, a sly grin creeping onto his face. “Busy today?”

“Not really,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “Why?”

“No reason,” he said, slipping his phone into his pocket. “Just thought we could hang out. You know, like old times.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re not about to rope me into some sketchy meeting, are you?”

“Relax, Gretch—I mean, Gavin,” he said, leaning back on the couch. “No meetings. Just a little outing. Trust me.”

“That’s what you said the last three times,” I muttered, but I was too curious to push back.

“Fine. Where are we going?”

“You’ll see,” he said, grabbing his keys.

The shelter was small and noisy, filled with the sound of barking dogs and the occasional meow from the cat room. I froze as we stepped inside, my heels clicking against the linoleum floor.

“Carlos, what is this?” I asked, looking around.

“It’s an animal shelter,” he said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “We’re getting a dog.”

“We’re what?” I said, blinking at him.

“You heard me,” he said, grinning. “Look, I know we’ve been... tense lately. I figured a dog might help.”

“A dog,” I repeated, trying to process. “You want to solve our problems with a dog.”

“Exactly,” he said, clapping his hands together. “It’s foolproof.”

Before I could argue, a volunteer approached us, holding the leash of a small, scrappy mutt with big ears and an even bigger personality. The dog wagged its tail furiously, bounding over to us with the kind of energy that was impossible to ignore.

“This is Maxie,” the volunteer said, smiling. “She’s about two years old. Super sweet, but a little hyper.”

Carlos crouched down, letting Maxie sniff his hand. “Hey there, girl,” he said softly. The dog immediately jumped up, licking his face.

I stood there, arms crossed, trying to maintain some level of skepticism, but Maxie was making it hard. She was adorable in a chaotic, slightly unpolished way—kind of like Carlos, now that I thought about it.

“What do you think?” he asked, looking up at me. His grin was infectious, and for a moment, I forgot why I’d been annoyed with him in the first place.

“I think you’re insane,” I said, but I crouched down anyway, letting Maxie sniff my hand. She barked once, then licked my fingers, her tail wagging so hard it was practically a blur.

“Insanely brilliant,” he said, standing up. “She’s perfect.”

“Hold on,” I said, looking at the volunteer. “What’s the catch? Is she house-trained? Does she have issues?”

“She’s house-trained,” the volunteer said, laughing. “No major issues, just a lot of energy. She’d do best with someone who can keep up with her.”

He looked at me, his grin widening. “Sounds like a perfect match, don’t you think?”

I sighed, knowing I’d already lost this battle. “Fine,” I said. “But you’re cleaning up after her.”

“Deal,” he said, shaking my hand like we’d just closed a business transaction.

Maxie settled into the apartment almost immediately, making herself at home on the couch while Carlos and I argued about whose turn it was to walk her. It wasn’t exactly the peace treaty Carlos had probably envisioned, but it was something—something normal in the middle of all the chaos.

But even as we adjusted to life with Maxie, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was slipping further away from who I used to be.

Dressing as Gretchen for galas was one thing, but doing it on my own time? Even risking my day job by hiding my locks under baseball caps.

Wearing makeup to the grocery store?

It wasn’t just a disguise anymore. It felt... different.

Like maybe it wasn’t just for Quickie.

Dr. Harriet Cohen’s office was bright and modern, with soft blue walls and minimalist furniture. I’d made the appointment on a whim, desperate for some clarity, but now that I was here, I wasn’t sure what to say.

Dr. Cohen smiled warmly as I sat down, her demeanor calm and professional. “So, Gavin,” she said, her voice soothing. “What brings you here today?”

I hesitated, fiddling with the strap of my purse. “It’s... complicated.”

“Complicated is fine,” she said gently. “Take your time.”

I took a deep breath, trying to organize my thoughts. “It started as a... job, I guess. My best friend needed someone to help him with this... investment thing. Pretending to be his girlfriend for business stuff.”

Dr. Cohen nodded, her expression neutral. “Go on.”

“At first, it was just that—a role,” I said, my voice faltering.

“But then... I don’t know. Somewhere along the way, it stopped feeling like pretend.”

“Can you elaborate on that?” she asked.

I stared at the floor, struggling to put it into words. “I started dressing up outside of work. Not for him, not for anyone—just... for me. And it feels... right, in a way that scares me.”

Dr. Cohen leaned forward slightly, her tone careful.

“Scares you how?”

[image: Mage media]

“Because it’s not who I’m supposed to be,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “I’m supposed to be Gavin. But when I’m Gretchen... I don’t know. It feels like I’m happier, more confident.”

Dr. Cohen nodded slowly, giving me a moment to collect myself. “It sounds like you’re exploring a part of yourself that you haven’t fully acknowledged before. That’s not uncommon, especially in situations like yours.”

I looked up at her, my throat tight. “Is that... bad?”

“Not at all,” she said firmly. “It’s just new. And new can be uncomfortable. But it can also be an opportunity—to figure out what feels right for you.”

I swallowed hard, her words sinking in. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“That’s okay,” she said.

“We can start here. And we’ll take it one step at a time.”

For the first time in weeks, I felt like I wasn’t completely lost. There were still a million questions swirling in my head, but at least now, I wasn’t facing them alone.


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

CARLOS AND I sat in our usual spots in the living room, Maxie sprawled on the floor between us, her paws twitching as she chewed noisily on her squeaky toy. The past few days had been a blur of trying to process everything I’d talked about with Dr. Cohen.

I’d gone over the conversation in my head a hundred times, rehearsing how I’d bring it up to Carlos, but now that we were here, the words felt stuck in my throat.

I cleared my throat, fiddling with the hem of my shirt.

“Hey, Carlos?”

He glanced up from his laptop, his eyebrows raised. “What’s up?”

I hesitated, glancing down at Maxie, who let out a happy squeak as if she was cheering me on. “I, uh, I had a meeting. With someone.”

He closed his laptop and leaned back, giving me his full attention. “Okay… what kind of meeting?”

“A therapist,” I blurted, the words rushing out before I could second-guess myself.

His face shifted, softening with curiosity. “Oh. Are you okay?”

“I think so,” I said quickly, waving a hand. “It wasn’t about something bad. It’s just… this whole thing. Me, Gretchen, everything.”

He tilted his head, his brow furrowing slightly. “What about it?”

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to look him in the eye. “I told her that I don’t think it’s just a role anymore. Being Gretchen… it feels different now. It feels more like—like me.”

His expression didn’t change immediately, and for a moment, I worried I’d said too much. But then he smiled—a small, thoughtful smile—and nodded.

“That makes sense.”

“It does?” I asked, my voice coming out smaller than I intended.

“Yeah,” he said, standing up and walking to his room. “Wait here.”

I frowned, watching him disappear down the hall.

What was he doing?

I heard the sound of something being dragged out, and a moment later, he returned with a battered cardboard box in his hands. He set it on the coffee table and started rifling through it, muttering to himself as he searched.

“What is that?” I asked, leaning forward.
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“You’ll see,” he said, pulling out a stack of old photos. He flipped through them quickly before pausing, holding one up triumphantly.

“Ah, here it is.”

He handed it to me, grinning. It was an old Halloween photo—probably from when we were eight or seven. Carlos was dressed as Mario, his fake mustache slightly crooked, and I… I was Princess Peach.

“Oh, no,” I muttered, feeling my face heat up. “You’re kidding me.”

“I’m not,” Carlos said, laughing as he sat back down. “You said you didn’t want to be Luigi because you hated green, so we went with this instead. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but now…”

“Stop,” I groaned, covering my face with my hands.

“And it’s not just that,” he continued, ignoring me. “Remember all those video games we used to play? You never picked the guy characters. It was always Morrigan from Darkstalkers, or Cammy from Street Fighter, or Nina from Tekken. Every single time.”

“I liked their movesets,” I said defensively, peeking at him through my fingers.

“Sure,” he said with a teasing grin. “But come on, Gav. It’s not like this came out of nowhere.”

I let my hands drop, staring at the photo in my lap.

“You’re saying this is who I’ve always been?”

“I’m saying it’s not as new as you think it is,” he said, his tone softening.

“And if it is, that’s okay too. Either way, I’ve got your back.”

I looked up at him, the weight of his words settling over me like a warm blanket. “You mean that?”

“Of course,” he said, reaching out to pull me into a hug.

“You’re my best friend, Gav. Or Gretchen. Or whoever the hell you want to be. I’m with you.”

For the first time in days, I let myself relax, leaning into his embrace.

“Thanks,” I murmured. “I needed that.”

The gala four days later was an entirely different beast. The ballroom of the St. Regis Hotel was dripping with wealth—crystal chandeliers casting a warm glow over towering floral arrangements and rows of gilded tables.

The crowd was twice the size of any we’d encountered before, and the buzz of conversation was almost deafening. Carlos, as always, looked completely at ease, his tailored tuxedo sharp and his confidence sharper.

Meanwhile, I was desperately trying to ignore the way my heels pinched my toes. My floor-length black dress, selected by Sofia, clung to me like a second skin, and every time I moved, the slit on the side teased at showing a little too much leg.

I hadn’t even had a sip of champagne, but my nerves were already shot.

Carlos leaned toward me as we walked in, his voice low. “Remember, Gretchen is the star tonight. Smile, laugh, and look interested. You’ve got this.”

I nodded, forcing a smile, but the weight of his words hung heavy in my chest. I wasn’t sure who Gretchen was anymore, but I knew I couldn’t let her fail.

The night started smoothly enough. Carlos worked the room like a pro, introducing me to a parade of potential investors. I smiled, nodded, and chimed in when necessary, playing the role of the charming, supportive partner.

Every now and then, I’d catch him glancing at me with an expression I couldn’t quite place, like he was both impressed and... something else. But there was no time to dwell on it.

Things shifted about an hour in when I spotted him: Dante Rivera. He was standing near the bar, nursing a glass of whiskey, his dark eyes scanning the crowd like a predator sizing up his next meal. When his gaze landed on us, his lips curled into a slow, smug smile.

“Carlos,” I whispered, nudging him. “Dante’s here.”

Carlos’s jaw tightened, but his smile didn’t waver.

“Of course he is. Just stick close to me, and don’t let him rattle you.”

Easier said than done. Before I could respond, Dante started making his way toward us, his strides confident and deliberate. He reached us just as Carlos finished greeting Mrs. Vanderbilt, his grin as sharp as the crease in his tailored suit.

“Carlos Sanchez,” he said, his tone dripping with mock warmth.

“And the infamous Gretchen. What a pleasure.”

“Dante,” Carlos replied smoothly, his hand resting lightly on my back.

“Enjoying the party?”

“Always,” Dante said, swirling his drink. His eyes flicked to me, lingering for just a second too long. “Though I have to say, your date is the real highlight tonight.”

My stomach twisted, but I forced myself to hold his gaze.

“Thank you,” I said, my voice steady.

“Carlos is lucky to have me.”

Carlos chuckled, squeezing my back slightly—a silent reassurance.

“I am, aren’t I?”

Dante’s smile tightened, and I could see the wheels turning in his head. “Tell me, Gretchen,” he said, his tone casual but his eyes sharp.

“What’s your take on authenticity?”

My breath hitched, but Carlos jumped in before I could respond. “Gretchen has some fascinating ideas about authenticity,” he said, his tone light but firm.

“Especially when it comes to urban transportation.”

“Oh?” Dante said, raising an eyebrow.

Carlos launched into his pitch, seamlessly steering the conversation toward Quickie. He spoke about the inefficiencies of short car rides, the environmental impact, and how electric bikes could revolutionize city travel. His passion was palpable, and within minutes, a small crowd had gathered, hanging on his every word.

Even Mrs. Vanderbilt chimed in, nodding thoughtfully. “It’s a brilliant concept,” she said. “Especially in a city like this, where cab fares cost two dinners and parking is a nightmare.”

Dante’s expression darkened, his grip tightening on his glass. He drained it in one go, muttered something under his breath, and stalked off.

Carlos turned to me, his grin triumphant. “See? Easy.”
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I let out a shaky breath, my hands trembling slightly. “He knows, Carlos.”

“He suspects,” Carlos corrected, his tone calm. “There’s a difference. And as long as we stay ahead of him, he’s got nothing.”

I nodded, but the knot in my stomach didn’t loosen. The night continued without incident, but Dante’s words echoed in my head long after we left.

The following morning, I woke up feeling like my brain was made of static. Maxie was curled up at the foot of my bed, her soft snores filling the silence. I stared at the ceiling, the events of the gala playing on a loop in my mind.

Dante’s smirk, Carlos’s steady hand on my back, the way the crowd had leaned into every word he’d said—it was all too much.

By the time I walked into Dr. Cohen’s office that afternoon, I felt like a balloon about to burst. She greeted me with her usual warm smile, gesturing for me to sit.

“How are you feeling today, Gavin?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “Everything feels... jumbled.”

She nodded, her expression calm and encouraging. “Let’s untangle it together. What’s been on your mind?”

I hesitated, my hands twisting in my lap. “The gala last night. It went well—great, even—but there was this moment where someone almost called me out. And I realized... I wasn’t afraid of being exposed as a scam. I was afraid of being exposed as me.”

Dr. Cohen tilted her head slightly. “Can you elaborate on that?”

I took a deep breath, forcing myself to meet her eyes. “I’m starting to like being Gretchen. Not just at galas, but all the time. It feels... right in a way that nothing else ever has. But at the same time, it feels like I’m losing Gavin. Like maybe he’s disappearing.”

Her gaze softened, her voice steady. “Do you think Gavin and Gretchen have to be separate?”

The question caught me off guard. “Don’t they?”

“Not necessarily,” she said. “It’s possible for both to coexist, if that’s what feels true for you. You don’t have to fit into one box or the other. You’re allowed to explore, to change, to grow.”

I sat back, her words settling over me like a warm blanket.

“So... I don’t have to choose?”

“No,” she said firmly.

“This is your journey, Gavin—or Gretchen. Or both. It’s about figuring out what feels authentic to you.”


Chapter 7

∞∞∞

THE AIR WAS CRISP as Carlos and I strolled through Central Park, Maxie trotting happily ahead of us, her leash taut as she sniffed every tree and lamppost in sight. The city hummed quietly in the background, the usual buzz softened by the late hour. It was one of those rare New York evenings where everything felt almost peaceful.

He shoved his hands into the pockets of his coat, his shoulders relaxed but his pace measured, like he was waiting for me to say something. I stayed quiet, focusing on the sound of Maxie’s paws against the gravel.

It had been a long week—too many galas, too much smiling, and way too much Dante. The guy had a way of lingering in your head like an unwelcome houseguest.

“You’ve been quiet,” he said finally, breaking the silence.

“Just thinking,” I replied, keeping my eyes on Maxie.

“About what?” he asked, his tone casual but curious.

“About everything,” I admitted.

“The galas, the pitch, the whole... Gretchen thing.”

He nodded, his gaze fixed on the path ahead. “You know, you’ve handled all of this way better than I expected.”

“Thanks, I guess?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “Not sure if that’s a compliment or an insult.”

“It’s a compliment,” he said quickly, shooting me a small smile. “I mean, this isn’t exactly a normal situation. Most people would’ve cracked by now.”
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“Maybe I’m just good at pretending,” I said, the words slipping out before I could stop them.

He stopped walking, pulling Maxie’s leash slightly to get her to pause. He turned to me, his brow furrowed. “Pretending how?”

I hesitated, the weight of his question pressing down on me. “I don’t know,” I said finally. “Sometimes it feels like this is all an act. But other times... I don’t know if it is.”

He studied me for a moment, his expression unreadable. “You’re talking about Gretchen.”

I nodded, my throat tight. “It’s not just the galas anymore. It’s... everything. Dressing up, going out, even just walking around the apartment. It feels more natural than it should.”

“And that scares you,” he said, his voice soft.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “A little.”

He reached out, his hand resting lightly on my arm. “You know, you don’t have to have it all figured out right now. It’s okay to just... be.”

I looked at him, surprised by the seriousness in his tone. “Since when are you the voice of reason?”

He chuckled, his hand dropping back to his side. “Don’t get used to it. But seriously, Gav—or Gretchen, or whoever you want to be—you don’t have to rush this. You’re allowed to take your time.”

The way he said it, so matter-of-factly, made something shift in my chest. He had always been the confident one, the guy who could talk his way out of anything. But this... this was different.

He wasn’t just talking.

He was seeing me in a way I hadn’t even seen myself.

“Thanks,” I said quietly.

“Anytime,” he replied, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

We continued walking, Maxie leading the way. The silence between us felt lighter now, less weighted by the things unsaid. And for the first time in a while, I felt like I could breathe.

A week later, another gala was being held in a converted warehouse in Dumbo, the kind of place where exposed brick and vintage chandeliers created an air of curated authenticity. The event was a charity fundraiser for starving artists in Brooklyn, which meant the crowd was a mix of well-dressed benefactors and bohemian types who looked like they’d just wandered in from a poetry reading.

I tugged at the sleeves of my emerald-green dress, the fabric shimmering faintly under the soft lighting. Carlos had insisted it was perfect for the occasion, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that everyone was staring at me.

Maybe they were.

Or maybe it was just Dante’s lingering presence in my head.

Carlos appeared beside me, a glass of champagne in each hand. He handed me one, his grin as confident as ever. “Relax,” he said. “You look amazing.”

“Thanks,” I murmured, taking a sip. The bubbles tickled my nose, but the drink did little to calm my nerves.

The evening went on in its usual rhythm—small talk, handshakes, and introductions to people whose names I’d already forgotten. Carlos worked the room effortlessly, his charm on full display. I stayed by his side, smiling and laughing at all the right moments, but my mind was elsewhere.

It wasn’t until Dante stepped onto the small stage at the front of the room that my stomach dropped. He tapped his glass with a fork, the sound cutting through the chatter like a knife.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, his voice smooth and confident.

“Thank you all for being here tonight to support such a worthy cause. Art, after all, is about truth. Authenticity. It’s about revealing who we really are.”

My grip on my champagne flute tightened. Carlos shifted slightly beside me, his jaw clenching.

“And yet,” Dante continued, his eyes sweeping the room, “we live in a world where not everyone values authenticity. Some people—” his gaze lingered on us for just a moment too long, “—pretend to be something they’re not. They put on masks, play roles, and deceive those around them. It’s a dangerous game, isn’t it?”

The room was silent, the weight of his words hanging in the air. I felt like I couldn’t move, like the spotlight was somehow fixed on me even though Dante hadn’t said my name.

Carlos stepped forward, his voice cutting through the tension. “You’re right, Dante. Authenticity is important. That’s why I’m so passionate about Quickie—because it’s not just a business. It’s a solution. It’s about making city life better, more accessible, and more authentic for everyone.”

A few people clapped, their attention shifting back to Carlos. He spoke with such conviction, his words carrying the kind of weight that only true confidence could bring.

For a moment, even I forgot about Dante.

But as the applause faded, I couldn’t shake the lingering sense of dread. Dante might not have said anything outright, but the implication was clear. He was waiting for us to slip up, and when we did, he’d be ready.

The rest of the night passed in a blur. I smiled, I laughed, I played the part. But when we finally stepped outside, the cool night air hit me like a wave, and I realized I was shaking.

“Hey,” Carlos said, his hand on my arm. “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” I lied, my voice trembling.

“Gretchen,” he said softly, stepping closer. “Talk to me.”

I looked up at him, my eyes meeting his. For a moment, everything else faded—the gala, Dante, the weight of pretending. It was just Carlos, steady and sure, his hand warm against my arm.

“I’m scared,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper.

“Of what?” he asked, his brow furrowing.

“Of being found out. Of this all falling apart. Of... I don’t know. Everything.”

Carlos didn’t say anything right away. Instead, he reached up, brushing a stray strand of hair from my face. His touch was gentle, his eyes searching mine like he was trying to find the right words.
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“I would’ve never involved you in anything you can’t handle,” he said finally.

“And no matter what happens, I’m here.”

The sincerity in his voice made my chest ache, and before I could stop myself, I leaned into him. His hand slid to the small of my back, pulling me closer, and then—before I could second-guess it—our lips met.

The kiss was soft at first, unsure, like we were both testing the waters. But then it deepened, his hand moving to cradle my face as I melted into him. For a moment, everything else disappeared—the fears, the doubts, even Dante.

It was just Carlos and I, standing on the sidewalk in the glow of the streetlights, and it felt... right.

When we finally pulled apart, I could see the surprise in his eyes, mirrored by the warmth in his smile. “You okay now?” he asked, his voice low.

I nodded, my cheeks burning. “Yeah. I think I am.”

“Good,” he said, his grin widening.

“Because I want to kiss you again.”


Chapter 8

∞∞∞

THE BATHROOM was thick with steam, the mirror fogged over except for the spot I’d wiped clean with my hand. My reflection stared back at me, pale and damp, hair sticking to my shoulders and forehead in wet clumps.

The faint scent of jasmine shampoo lingered in the air, mixing with the floral notes of the body wash I’d used. For a moment, I just stood there, gripping the edge of the sink and taking deep breaths.

I had quit my job yesterday.

Even thinking about it made my stomach twist. I’d walked into the office, clutching my resignation letter like it was some kind of life preserver, and handed it to my boss with trembling hands. She barely looked at it before waving me off and muttering something about HR follow-ups.

And now, I had nothing to fall back on—no safety net, no Plan B. Everything was riding on tonight.

Tonight wasn’t just another event. It wasn’t about schmoozing or making an impression. This was the dinner that would decide whether Quickie moved from dream to reality. And I wasn’t just going as Carlos’s partner—I was going as Gretchen, the polished, confident version of myself that I still wasn’t sure was entirely real.

I toweled off quickly and padded into the bedroom, where the pink dress I’d chosen was hanging from the closet door. It was sleek and understated, with a hint of shimmer that caught the light when I moved. Sofia had picked it out, insisting it was “the perfect balance of power and elegance.”

But first, shapewear.

I stared at the contraption for a moment before tackling it like I was gearing up for battle. It took a lot of wiggling, sucking in, and muttering curses under my breath, but I finally managed to get the thing on. The silky lingerie I slipped into next was a little easier—delicate, lacy, and just tight enough to make me feel like I was playing dress-up.
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The dress slid over my body like it had been made for me, the soft fabric clinging in all the right places. I zipped it up the back, smoothing it down before slipping on my heels—pale pink stilettos that added inches to my height and made me feel both powerful and slightly unsteady.

Blow-drying my hair took longer than I’d planned, and by the time I was done curling it into soft waves, the bathroom counter was littered with brushes, clips, and enough product to stock a salon. I leaned closer to the mirror as I applied my makeup: foundation to even out my skin, a touch of blush for color, eyeliner to make my eyes pop, and a soft pink lipstick to tie it all together.

When I stepped back to look at the final result, I barely recognized the person staring back at me. Gretchen was there, polished and poised, but underneath the layers of fabric and makeup, I could still feel the nerves twisting in my stomach.

Carlos texted me as I grabbed my clutch: Outside whenever you’re ready.

I took one last look in the mirror, smoothing the front of my dress. This was it. I had thrown everything away for this one night—for Carlos, for us—and now, all I could do was hope it paid off.

The private dining room was dazzling. Crystal chandeliers cast warm light over the long, polished mahogany table, each place setting meticulously arranged with gold-edged plates and sparkling glasses. The air was thick with the mingled scent of fresh roses and the decadent aroma of truffle-infused dishes being passed around by waitstaff who moved as silently as shadows.

Carlos and I entered together, his hand warm on the small of my back. I could feel his confidence radiating, steadying me as we walked deeper into the room. Everyone who mattered was here tonight—Mrs. Vanderbilt, Elliot Park, and two other major investors I’d only heard about in whispers. My nerves were a live wire under my skin, but I kept my posture tall, my smile soft but deliberate. Gretchen was here to win them over.

“You’ve got this,” Carlos whispered into my ear as he pulled out my chair for me.

I smiled at him, grateful for the reassurance. I needed it more than I wanted to admit.

As the dinner began, Carlos easily commanded the room, weaving his pitch seamlessly into the conversation without it ever feeling forced. I played my part, laughing softly at the right moments, leaning in when the conversation shifted to lighter topics, and chiming in with thoughtful observations that Mrs. Vanderbilt seemed particularly charmed by.

“You’ve put together quite the team, Carlos,” Mrs. Vanderbilt said, glancing between us.

“Gretchen is an absolute delight.”

Carlos beamed at her. “She’s the secret ingredient to everything, honestly.”

I felt my cheeks flush at the compliment, the knot of nerves in my chest loosening slightly. For a brief moment, I allowed myself to believe that maybe—just maybe—things were going to work out.

And then the door opened.

Dante Rivera strode in like he owned the place, his grin as sharp as the cut of his tailored navy suit. He clapped Carlos on the shoulder as he passed, his laugh a little too loud and a little too forced.

“Carlos!” he said, his voice oozing false warmth. “I thought I’d drop by and see what you’ve been cooking up. Wouldn’t want to miss out on the action.”

Carlos’s jaw tightened ever so slightly, but his smile didn’t falter. “Dante. Always a pleasure.”

Dante’s gaze shifted to me, his grin widening.

“And Gretchen. You’re looking stunning tonight, as always.”

“Thank you,” I said, my voice even, though my stomach was twisting itself into knots. I felt the weight of his gaze linger just a second too long before he finally took a seat across from us.

The energy in the room shifted subtly, the air growing heavier as dessert was served. Dante played the part of the charming guest, but every now and then, his eyes would flick to me with a glint of something cruel, something calculating. I clutched my champagne flute tightly, trying to focus on Carlos’s voice as he fielded questions from Elliot Park about the logistics of Quickie.

And then, as the plates were being cleared, Dante stood. He raised his glass, the smile on his face so polished it gleamed like a blade.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, his voice carrying effortlessly over the quiet murmur of the room. “A toast. To innovation, to ambition, and, most importantly, to authenticity.”

Carlos shifted beside me, his hand brushing mine under the table. I could feel the tension radiating off him, his body taut like a coiled spring.

“To authenticity,” Dante continued, his gaze sweeping the table before landing squarely on me. “Because in a world full of illusions, it’s the truth that sets us apart. The courage to be honest, to show the world who we really are... or aren’t.”

My stomach dropped.

Dante took a deliberate step toward us, his glass still raised. “But sometimes, truth is harder to find than we think. Sometimes, the masks we wear are so convincing, they fool even ourselves.”

The silence in the room was deafening.

Every pair of eyes was on me, the weight of their stares pressing down like a crushing tide.
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“Take, for example, our dear Gretchen,” Dante said, his voice smooth but dripping with malice. “Or should I say... Gavin? A man playing dress-up?”

My heart stopped. The name hung in the air like a gunshot, echoing through the stunned silence. For a moment, no one moved, no one spoke. The shock on Mrs. Vanderbilt’s face was mirrored around the table, her polite smile frozen in place as she looked at me, then at Carlos, as if waiting for someone to say it wasn’t true.

I felt the blood drain from my face, my grip on the champagne flute tightening until I thought it might shatter. Carlos shot to his feet, his voice sharp and commanding.

“Enough, Dante,” he snapped. “You’re out of line.”

“Am I?” Dante said, feigning innocence.

“I’m simply stating facts. After all, investors deserve to know exactly who they’re dealing with, don’t they?”

The room erupted into murmurs, the once-friendly atmosphere now crackling with tension. My chest tightened, my breath coming in short, shallow gasps as I pushed my chair back and stood. I couldn’t stay here. Not like this.

“Gretchen,” Carlos said, his voice low and urgent, but I was already moving, my heels clicking sharply against the floor as I fled the room.

I barely made it to the hallway before the tears started. My vision blurred as I stumbled toward the exit, the walls closing in around me. I needed air, space, anything to escape the suffocating weight of humiliation pressing down on me.

“Gretchen! Wait!” Carlos’s voice called out behind me, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. Not until I was outside, the cool night air hitting my face like a slap. I leaned against the building, gasping for breath as the tears streamed freely down my cheeks.

“Gretchen,” Carlos said again, his voice softer this time. He reached for me, but I stepped back, shaking my head.

“This was a mistake,” I choked out. “I told you this was a bad idea.”

“It wasn’t,” he said firmly, stepping closer. “Dante’s just a jealous asshole trying to sabotage us. So what if they find out? My proposal is still miles better than his. Don’t let him win.”

“It’s not about him winning, Carlos!” I snapped, my voice breaking. “It’s about me losing everything! Do you have any idea what it feels like to have your entire identity ripped apart in front of a room full of strangers?”

“I do,” he said quietly. “Because I’ve been there too. Not like this, but I know what it’s like to feel exposed. And I’m telling you, we can fix this.”

“Fix what?” I said bitterly. “There’s nothing left to fix.”

His hand clenched at his side, his jaw tightening as his gaze flicked back toward the restaurant. “He’s not getting away with this,” he muttered, starting toward the door.

“Carlos, don’t,” I said, grabbing his arm, but it was too late.

He strode back inside, his shoulders squared and his fists clenched. I followed, my heart pounding as I caught up just in time to see him confront Dante.

“You think you’re clever, don’t you?” Carlos said, his voice low and dangerous.

Dante smirked, leaning casually against the bar. “I think I’m honest.”

Carlos didn’t wait for a response. His fist connected with Dante’s jaw in a single, fluid motion, the crack of impact reverberating through the room. Dante staggered back, clutching his face, his expression twisting into something between shock and fury.

The room exploded into chaos, voices overlapping as people scrambled to intervene. Carlos stood there, chest heaving, his knuckles red and raw. I grabbed his arm, pulling him toward the door before security could get involved.

“Let’s go,” I hissed, dragging him outside and into the night. My heart was racing, the adrenaline coursing through me as we stumbled onto the sidewalk.

The ride back to the apartment was silent. Carlos stared out the window, his face unreadable, while I sat rigidly beside him, my hands clasped tightly in my lap. My chest was still tight, the weight of Dante’s words pressing down on me like a stone.

By the time we stepped into the apartment, I couldn’t hold it in anymore.

“This is exactly what I was afraid of!” I snapped, kicking off my heels and tossing my clutch onto the couch. “I told you this was a bad idea, Carlos. I told you.”

“It wasn’t a bad idea,” he said, his voice calm but strained. “Dante’s just trying to mess with us.”

“And he’s doing a damn good job,” I shot back, pacing the length of the living room. “Do you have any idea how humiliating that was? To sit there while he practically called me a fraud in front of everyone?”

Carlos sighed, running a hand through his hair. “We can fix this.”

“How?” I demanded, spinning to face him. “You can’t fix this, Carlos. It’s over.”

“It’s not over,” he said, his tone rising. “I’m not giving up on this. On you.”

His words stopped me in my tracks. “What?”

He stepped closer, his frustration bleeding into desperation. “This may have started as a scam, okay? I’ll admit that. But it’s not a scam anymore. I want this, Gretchen. I want to make Quickie real. And I can’t do it without you.”

“Why not?” I asked, my voice cracking. “And what makes you think you can make this work? You’ve never followed through on anything in your life, Carlos. What makes this different?”

The words came out sharper than I intended, but I couldn’t stop them. His face fell, the hurt flashing in his eyes before he turned away.
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“Maybe you’re right,” he said quietly. “Maybe I can’t. But I thought you believed in me.”

“Carlos—” I started, but he shook his head, grabbing his coat from the back of the chair.

“I need some air,” he said, his voice flat. “Don’t wait up.”

The door slammed behind him, leaving me alone in the silence.

I sank onto the couch, my head in my hands as tears blurred my vision. Maxie whined softly at my feet, her big brown eyes filled with concern, but even she couldn’t pull me out of the guilt that weighed me down.


Chapter 9

∞∞∞

I WOKE UP WITH a crick in my neck and a throbbing headache. The floor of the living room wasn’t exactly comfortable, but it didn’t matter. I’d refused to go to bed last night, telling myself that Carlos would walk through the door any minute. That maybe he just needed time to cool off, that he’d be back, that this wasn’t how it would end.

The late morning light streamed in through the blinds, too bright and too harsh, and I blinked against it, groaning as I sat up. My dress from the dinner clung to me in wrinkled defeat, the hemline bunched awkwardly under me. Maxie was curled up on the couch, her big brown eyes watching me like she knew something was wrong.

“Carlos?” I called, my voice hoarse.

No answer.

I stood, my joints protesting as I stretched and rubbed at the stiffness in my neck. The apartment felt too quiet, too still, and as I walked toward Carlos’s room, the uneasy feeling in my chest grew heavier.

The door was open. The bed was made. Too made.

My heart sank as I stepped inside. The dresser was bare, the closet empty except for a lone wire hanger swaying slightly as if it had been disturbed in a hurry.
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“No,” I whispered, my throat tightening.

I turned, my eyes scanning the room frantically for any sign that this wasn’t what it looked like. But then I saw it—a plain white envelope sitting on the nightstand, my name scrawled on the front in Carlos’s unmistakable handwriting.

My hands trembled as I picked it up, the weight of it heavier than it should have been. I tore it open, pulling out the note inside and unfolding it with clumsy fingers.

Gretchen,
I’m sorry for everything. I shouldn’t have gotten you involved in this. You deserve better than the mess I’ve made. Take care of yourself.

Carlos

Tucked inside the envelope was a stack of bills—$3,000 in twenties and fifties. His share of the rent for the next two months.

The paper slipped from my fingers as I sank onto the bed, my vision blurring with tears.

He was gone.

He’d actually left.

I grabbed my phone, dialing his number with shaking hands. It rang and rang before going to voicemail.

“Carlos, it’s me,” I said, my voice cracking. “Please, just… call me back. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said. I—” My words caught in my throat, and I ended the call, dropping the phone onto the bed.

I tried texting, emailing, even messaging him on social media, but every attempt went unanswered. It was like he’d vanished overnight, leaving nothing but an empty room and a stack of cash to show he’d ever been here at all.

The tears came hard and fast, shaking my shoulders as I curled up on the bed. I felt like I’d been hollowed out, like everything I’d built with Carlos had been ripped away, leaving me with nothing but guilt and regret.

By mid-afternoon, my scalp was on fire. The extensions that had once made me feel glamorous now felt like a punishment—itchy, heavy, and clinging to me like some cruel reminder of everything that had gone wrong. I couldn’t stand it anymore.

I grabbed my coat and headed out, not bothering to fix my makeup or even change out of my sweats. The cold Brooklyn air bit at my face as I walked down the street, my destination clear in my mind. I’d passed Babez Beauty a dozen times but had never been inside.

It wasn’t the kind of place I usually went to—it looked too bold, too unapologetically loud with its pink neon sign flashing GET YOUR BABE ON in the window.

But I needed help, and I needed it now.

The salon was even more colorful inside, with walls painted in bright pastel stripes and chairs that looked more like thrones than anything practical. Music played softly in the background, some upbeat pop song I didn’t recognize.

“Hey, babe! Welcome to Babez!”

I turned toward the voice and found myself staring at a tall, stunning woman with flawless makeup and bright blue hair styled in voluminous curls. She was wearing a cropped sweatshirt with the words GLAM QUEEN bedazzled across the chest, paired with leggings that showed off her long legs.

“Uh, hi,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

She tilted her head, studying me with a sharp but kind gaze. “First time here?”

I nodded.

“Name’s Angie,” she said, holding out a perfectly manicured hand.

“You look like you’re in need of a little TLC.”

“More like a complete overhaul,” I muttered, shaking her hand.

“Well, you’ve come to the right place, us sisters need to have each other’s back,” she said with a knowing look.

“What’s the situation, babe? Spill.”

I hesitated, my hands fiddling with the strap of my purse. “I… I need my extensions removed.”

Angie’s perfectly arched brows shot up. “Removed? Girl, this hair is gold! Why you want it out?”

“They itch,” I said quickly, my voice wobbling.

Her expression softened as she gestured for me to follow her to one of the chairs. “Sit. Let’s get these babies out. And while I’m working my magic, you’re gonna tell me what’s really going on.”

I sat down, the plush leather chair swallowing me as Angie draped a cape over my shoulders. She started sectioning my hair with practiced ease, her long nails clicking softly as she worked.

“So,” she said, her tone light but probing. “What’s the tea, babe? Who hurt you?”

I let out a shaky laugh, my eyes welling with tears. “It’s a long story.”

“Good thing I’m fast,” she quipped, her voice warm and encouraging.

And just like that, the words spilled out. I told her everything—about Carlos, the galas, the scam, and the way everything had blown up in my face. I told her about the humiliation of Dante’s toast, the fallout afterward, and the way Carlos had disappeared without a trace.

Angie didn’t interrupt, her hands working steadily as I poured my heart out. When I finally finished, she let out a low whistle, stepping back to meet my tear-streaked gaze in the mirror.
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“Damn, babe,” she said, her voice laced with sympathy. “That’s like a viral TikTok drama playlist situation.”

“Yeah,” I said, sniffling. “It is.”

She reached for a tissue, handing it to me with a knowing smile. “But you know what? We girlies are tough. Look at you, still standing, still fighting. That takes guts.”

I dabbed at my eyes, her words sinking in like a balm on my raw nerves. “I don’t feel tough.”

“That’s ‘cause you’re in it right now,” she said, picking up her scissors. “But trust me, you’ll look back on this one day and see how strong you were. Now, let’s give you a fresh start.”

She worked quickly, cutting away the bonds and combing out the remnants of the extensions until my natural hair was free. When she finished, she grabbed a curling wand and started shaping the strands into soft, effortless waves that framed my face.

“There,” she said, stepping back to admire her work. “A chic little bob for my new favorite client. What do you think?”

I stared at my reflection, the weight of the extensions replaced by something lighter, freer. The bob was wavy and elegant, the kind of cut I’d always been too scared to try. For the first time in days, I felt like I could breathe again.

“Wow, I didn’t think my hair would be already this long,” I said, my voice thick with emotion.

Angie grinned, patting my shoulder. “Damn right it is. Now, go out there and show the world who’s boss.”

I smiled, the first real smile I’d managed since Carlos left. It didn’t erase the guilt or the pain, but it was a start.


Chapter 10

∞∞∞

TWO MONTHS LATER, the apartment smelled like nail polish remover and defeat. Angie sat on the couch, one leg draped over the other, her foot propped on the coffee table as I hovered over it with the pedicure tools she’d lent me.

“Girl, what did I ever do to you to deserve this?” she groaned, wincing as I clipped a little too close to her big toe.

“Stop moving!” I said, trying not to laugh. “I told you I’m still learning.”

“You ain’t learning. You’re committing murder,” she shot back, narrowing her eyes at me. “These are feet, not enemies.”

I smirked, grabbing the polish. “What color do you want? Maybe something to match your sass.”

Angie huffed, leaning back against the couch cushions.

“Pick whatever. Just finish this torture.”

The last months had been... strange, to say the least. I’d quit my corporate life and started training under Angie at Babez Beauty, taking baby steps into the world of manicures and pedicures. It wasn’t glamorous, and I was nowhere near good at it, but it felt real. Honest.

Living as Gretchen full-time had brought a kind of freedom I didn’t know I needed. No dress shirts, no slacks, no masks, just me—awkward, messy, and figuring it all out.

I was carefully painting Angie’s toes when a sharp knock on the door startled both of us. I nearly spilled the polish, and Angie jumped, grabbing her foot.

“Who’s that?” Angie asked, her tone suspicious.
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“No idea,” I said, wiping my hands on a towel as I stood. “Hold on.”

I opened the door to find a guy in a sleek black suit standing there, holding a small envelope. He looked like he belonged in some upscale boardroom, not my dingy Brooklyn building.

“Are you Ms. Gretchen Nelson?” he asked, glancing at a piece of paper in his hand.

I blinked, confused. “Uh, yeah?”

“This is for you,” he said, handing me the envelope. “From Mr. Sanchez.”

Carlos.

I froze for a moment, staring at the envelope as the guy tipped his hat and walked away without another word. Closing the door, I turned back to Angie, who was already sitting up straight, her eyes wide with curiosity.

“What is it? Who’s Mr. Sanchez?” she asked, practically bouncing on the couch.

“It’s... Carlos,” I said quietly, my fingers fumbling with the envelope.

“Carlos!” Angie exclaimed, her grin wicked.

“The ex you told me about? The sexy one?”

“Ex roommate,” I corrected.

I rolled my eyes, ignoring her as I carefully opened the envelope. Inside was a thick, embossed invitation to the Quickie Launch Gala, complete with a date, time, and address. But what really caught my eye was the check folded neatly behind it.

Five million dollars.

Made out to Gavin Nelson.

“Oh my God,” Angie said, peering over my shoulder. “Is that... real?”

“It looks real,” I whispered, my heart racing.

“What’s it for?” she asked, snatching the check from my hand to get a closer look.

“He promised me half of the investment if Quickie ever took off,” I said, my voice barely audible. “I just... I never thought...”

Angie stared at the check, then at me, her jaw dropping. “Babe. We gotta cash this. Right now. Forget my dying toes. We’re going to the bank.”

“No,” I said quickly, shaking my head as I snatched the check back.

“No?!” Angie practically yelled. “Girl, that’s five million dollars! What do you mean, no?”

“It’s not right,” I said firmly, my chest tightening as I looked at the check again. “I can’t just... take this. I have to give it back to him.”

Angie crossed her arms, her expression a mix of disbelief and exasperation. “You’re telling me you’re about to walk away from five million dollars because it’s not ‘right’? What are you, a saint?”

I sighed, clutching the check tightly. “It’s not about the money, Angie. I don’t... I don’t want it to be like this. I need to talk to him. I need to...” My voice trailed off as the realization hit me.

Angie’s eyes narrowed, her lips curling into a sly smile.

“Ohhh. I get it now. You’re still in love with him.”

“What?” I stammered, my face heating up. “No. That’s not—”

“Don’t lie to me,” she said, wagging her finger. “I can see it all over your face. You’re still in love with him. Admit it.”

I sighed, slumping onto the couch. “Maybe I am. But that doesn’t change anything. He’s probably moved on. This... This is just business.”

“Girl, please,” Angie said, rolling her eyes.

“No man sends you a five-million-dollar check for ‘just business.’ You gotta go to that launch and talk to him.”

“I don’t know,” I said, staring at the invitation.

“What if he doesn’t want to see me?”

Angie snorted, grabbing my hand and pulling me to my feet. “He sent you that check didn’t he? Now stop overthinking it. You’re going to that launch, and you’re gonna look so good, he’ll forget how to breathe.”

I hesitated, biting my lip. “Angie...”

“I’ve got you, babe,” she said with a wink.

“Trust me. By the time I’m done with you, Carlos will want to write another check.”
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Three days later, Angie clapped her hands together like she was about to perform surgery. “Alright, babe. First rule of looking drop-dead gorgeous: trust me.”

I sat in the middle of the apartment, surrounded by what could only be described as a glittery explosion. Dresses, makeup, wigs, and even a pair of fake breasts and hip pads were scattered across the room.

It looked like Angie had emptied her entire glam arsenal onto my floor.

“What is that?” I asked, pointing to the breastplate she held up like a trophy.

“This,” she said, grinning, “is how we’re gonna make you look like a bombshell. Dolly Parton would be jealous.”

I stared at it, horrified. “Angie, no. I’m not wearing that.”

“Yes, you are,” she said, her grin widening. “You’re going to look hot enough to stop traffic. Now strip.”

“What?” I shrieked, clutching my sweatshirt.

“Relax, babe,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before. You want to make an impression, right? You want Carlos to see you and regret every second he spent away from you?”

I sighed, knowing she wasn’t going to back down. “I mean, not exactly. But I don want him to see me… and if I end up looking ridiculous, I’m going to murder your right foot next.”

“Deal,” she said, already rummaging through her collection of wigs.

“Now, let’s talk tucking.”

“Tucking?” I repeated, my face flushing.

“Obviously, do you think you’ll see me wearing these tight shorts with my lady sausage bulging out? Girl, if you want this dress to fit right, we gotta make everything smooth,” she said matter-of-factly.

“I’ll teach you the tricks of the trade.”

What followed was nothing short of a crash course in femininity. Angie taught me how to tuck, pad, and even how to walk in heels without looking like a newborn giraffe. By the time we were done, I felt like I’d been through boot camp.

“Alright,” she said, stepping back to admire her work. “Now for the final touch—the hair.”

She pulled out a massive blonde wig, its curls cascading like a waterfall of gold. “This,” she said, placing it on my head, “is going to make you look like a goddess.”

I stared at my reflection in the mirror, the wig sitting crookedly on my head. “Angie, I look like I’m going as Glinda to a Halloween party.”

“You look fabulous,” she corrected, adjusting the wig. “But if you’re not feeling it, we can go for something a little more... you.”

I hesitated, staring at the exaggerated curls. It was beautiful, sure, but it wasn’t me. “I want him to recognize me,” I said quietly. “I don’t want to look like someone else. Just… style my hair.”

Angie softened, her hands pausing. “Alright, babe. Let’s go for something simple but stunning.”

She started brushing my natural hair that had grown past my shoulders as she tried to convince me to at least add clip-in extensions, but I was firm. When she was done, I hardly recognized myself—but in the best way.

“There,” she said, her voice gentle. “That’s you. And you look gorgeous.”

I smiled, a little shyly. “Thanks, Angie.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” she said, handing me a sequined dress that sparkled with every movement. “Put this on and let’s see the full effect.”

The dress hugged every curve, the plunging neckline balanced by the distasteful length. Angie strapped a pair of crisscross stilettos onto my feet, and when I stood, I felt... powerful. Nervous, but powerful.

“Well?” I asked, turning to Angie.

She gave me a slow once-over, then nodded approvingly. “Carlos is gonna faint. You’re like Julia Roberts in that prostitute movie, but high-class.”

Later that night, the cab rolled to a stop in front of the event venue, a sleek industrial building in downtown Brooklyn with massive floor-to-ceiling windows glowing warmly from within. Outside, a small crowd had gathered—paparazzi flashing their cameras at the elite pouring out of black cars, their designer outfits gleaming under the lights.

I peered out of the cab window, my palms clammy as I clutched my purse tighter. Angie sat beside me, chewing her gum and exuding her usual unbothered confidence.

“You good, babe?” she asked, blowing a pink bubble and letting it pop loudly.

“You’re sweating like you just ran a marathon.”

“I feel like I’m about to walk into one,” I muttered, adjusting the strap of my dress. The sequins sparkled under the streetlights, and the dress fit perfectly, but it was impossible not to feel like every bead and shimmer screamed look at me.

“Girl, stop fussing. You look hot,” Angie said, giving me a once-over.

“And if Carlos doesn’t notice, somebody else will.”

I gave her a weak smile, my heart pounding in my chest. The invitation was in my clutch, the check buried deeper, folded into the smallest possible square. I hadn’t let go of it since I opened the envelope.

The cab driver cleared his throat. “You ladies getting out or what?”

Angie winked at him. “Keep your engine running, sugar. We’re about to steal this show.”

She climbed out first, holding the door for me as I carefully stepped onto the pavement in my heels. The dress glittered under the lights, and I could already feel eyes on us. Angie adjusted her leather jacket over her sequined top, her gum snapping loudly as she scanned the scene.

“Alright, babe,” she said, linking her arm with mine.

“Let’s show them what we’re made of.”

The bouncers at the entrance were massive, their black suits stretched tightly over their broad shoulders. One of them stepped forward, his stern expression softening only slightly as Angie gave him her brightest smile.

“Invites?” he asked gruffly.

I fumbled with my clutch, pulling out the embossed card. Angie whipped a copy of mine out with practiced ease, flashing it like a golden ticket.

“See? She’s on the list, plus one, ya know,” she said, her accent thickening as she chomped on her gum. “Don’t act like you don’t see it.”

The bouncer gave her a long look… then a wink, before stepping aside. “Go ahead.”

“I’ll see you later, big boy,” she said.

“Told ya,” Angie whispered as we walked in. “A little confidence and a whole lotta attitude—gets you anywhere.”

Inside, the venue was stunning. Soft golden lights illuminated the space, highlighting sleek displays of Quickie’s electric bikes stationed artfully throughout the room. Waiters in crisp uniforms floated by with trays of champagne and hors d’oeuvres, and the air buzzed with the hum of conversation and laughter.

But my eyes searched for only one person.

Carlos.

I spotted him almost immediately. He was standing near the center of the room, surrounded by a group of well-dressed investors. He looked incredible—his tailored suit fitting him like a second skin, his dark hair slightly tousled in that effortlessly handsome way he always managed. He was laughing at something one of the men said, his confidence radiating in waves.

My heart stuttered, and I froze in place.

Angie followed my gaze, then let out a low whistle. “Damn. You weren’t lying about him being sexy.”

“I said he’s handsome,”

“It’s the same thing, Miss Nelson.”

“He’s busy,” I mumbled, my nerves threatening to take over. “He probably won’t even notice me.”

She snorted, grabbing my arm and steering me toward a nearby table. “Stop being so negative. If he doesn’t notice you, I’ll make sure he notices me. Either way, we win.”

I sat down, trying to calm my racing heart as she waved down a waiter and grabbed a glass of champagne. She raised it in a toast. “To new beginnings and men who can’t resist us.”

I clinked glasses with her halfheartedly, my eyes drifting back to Carlos. The distance between us felt impossible to close, and the glittering crowd around him only made me feel more out of place in my sequined dress and crisscross heels.

Before I could spiral further, a voice boomed over the speakers, grabbing everyone’s attention.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the emcee announced, his voice smooth and practiced, “thank you all for joining us tonight as we celebrate the launch of Quickie! To add a little fun to the evening, we have a special award to give out—our Star of the Night! This lucky guest will receive… one hundred free Quickie rides to use however they’d like. And the winner is…”

The spotlight swept across the room, landing squarely on Angie.

“The blonde in table 7!”

She gasped, one hand flying to her chest as the crowd broke into applause. “Oh my God, babe! It’s me!” she squealed, standing up and flipping her hair dramatically.

“Angie—” I started, but she was already making her way to the stage, her heels clicking confidently against the floor.

When she reached the emcee, he handed her the microphone. Angie took it with a grin, the spotlight making her sequins shimmer like a disco ball.

“Well, thank you, thank you,” she began, her New Yorker accent drawing laughs from the crowd. “But I didn’t come here to win a prize. I came here for a reason.”

She turned, locking eyes with me across the room, and my stomach dropped.

“No,” I mouthed, shaking my head.

“Yes,” she mouthed back, her grin widening as she held the microphone out toward me.

The crowd parted slightly as the emcee brought the mic over to where I sat, and before I knew it, the spotlight was on me.

I felt like a deer caught in headlights. My heart hammered in my chest as I stood, the sequins of my dress catching the light as I took the mic with trembling hands.
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“I, uh…” My voice wavered, and I cleared my throat. “I just want to… congratulate Carlos—I mean, Mr. Sanchez. He’s worked so hard for this, and—”

Before I could finish, I felt a hand on mine, warm and steady. I turned to see Carlos standing there, his eyes bright and his smile soft.

“You made it,” he said, his voice low enough for only me to hear.

I swallowed hard, my emotions threatening to overwhelm me. “I… I’m so proud of you,” I said, my voice cracking. “You’re really making it happen. And about that night, I’m sorry. This is for you—”

I reached into my purse and pulled out the folded check, holding it out to him. “I can’t take this.”

Carlos stared at it for a moment before shaking his head. “No. Please, Gretchen. It’s my promise to you. And besides, I’m confident I’ll recoup that very quickly.”

I bit my lip, tears welling up in my eyes. “Then… if you won’t take it back, consider it an investment from me.”

His smile widened, his hand sliding to my waist as he leaned closer. “Deal.”

I was ready to grovel, recite different ways of apologizing, and beg for mercy. But with him, I didn’t need to do any of that. Before I could think, his lips were on mine—soft, warm, and filled with everything I’d been longing for. The crowd around us faded away, leaving just the two of us in the glow of the spotlight.

When we finally pulled apart, I could see the love and relief in his eyes, mirroring my own.

“I love you,” he said, his voice steady and sure.

“I love you too,” I whispered, my heart full for the first time in what felt like forever.

“I’m so sorry for the things that I said that night.”

“Please, don’t be sorry. I needed to hear that. It was the exact thing I needed to push me to achieve this. I’m just so glad that you’re back.”

I kissed him once more, not caring how smudged my lipstick was.

“And I’m never going anywhere!”


Epilogue

∞∞∞

THE FAINT HUM of rap music played in the background as Angie worked on my toes, her tongue poking out slightly in concentration. I sat comfortably in the plush chair at Babez Beauty, watching her wield the nail file like a weapon of precision. The salon smelled like lavender and nail polish, a scent I’d grown to love over the past year.

“I still can’t believe you’re choosing my salon,” Angie said, glancing up at me with a grin. “Ms. Head-of-Finance herself. All corporate and big-time now, talking about mergers and profits like you run Wall Street.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “Hardly. But yeah, the merger with that bike-share company went through last week. It’s going to be a big deal for Quickie. More coverage in Manhattan, more rides, more growth—it’s exciting.”

Angie nodded like she completely understood, but the glaze in her eyes betrayed her. “Totally. Bike-share. Manhattan. Growth. Love all that for you, babe.”

I smirked, leaning back in my chair. “You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

“Not a clue,” she said with a laugh. “But I love seeing you glow. Hormones treating you good, huh?”

“Yeah,” I said softly, glancing down at my hands. The changes over the past year had been gradual but profound. Softer skin, curves that I never thought I’d have, and a sense of alignment in my body that felt... right. “I feel more like myself every day.”

She grinned, wiping my toes clean. “You look amazing. Always did, but now? You’re a knockout. Welcome to the trans sisterhood”

“Thanks,” I said, feeling my cheeks heat.

“You know what would be amazing, though?” Angie said, her grin turning sly.

“What?”

“More free Quickie rides for the star of the night,” she teased, winking at me.

I burst out laughing, shaking my head. “You’re incorrigible.”

“Just saying!” she said, raising her hands defensively. “It’s not every day your bestie’s a big shot in a fancy office with a sexy husband.”

“Not husband,” I corrected, smiling faintly.

Angie waved me off. “Oh, please. It’s only a matter of time. That man is head over heels for you. Just don’t forget about me when you’re planning the big wedding, alright?”

“Like anyone could ever forget you,” I said, sliding off the chair as she finished.

“Damn right,” Angie said, standing to hug me. “Now go save the world, big shot.”

I laughed, hugging her tightly. “See you soon, Ange.”
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The Quickie ride was waiting for me just outside the salon, its sleek new design gleaming under the midday sun. The company had expanded rapidly over the past year, and the new cabs were proof of Carlos’s vision—small, lightweight vehicles made from recycled plastic and aluminum. They looked like miniature cars but had the agility and efficiency of bikes, blending practicality with sustainability.

I climbed into the cab, running my hand over the smooth interior. The seat was surprisingly comfortable, and the ride was quiet and smooth as the driver pulled into traffic. The cab’s compact design made it perfect for weaving through Brooklyn’s congested streets, and I couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride knowing I’d been part of making this happen.

As we approached Quickie’s headquarters, the driver pulled over and turned to face me, his voice muffled by a face mask. “Wait a second, miss.”

I frowned, already reaching for my phone. “I already paid online.”

“I know,” he said quickly. “I just need you to answer a quick survey.”

He handed me an iPad, the screen glowing with a single question:

Will you marry me?

My breath caught, my heart skipping a beat as I stared at the screen.

Before I could process what was happening, the driver removed his mask, revealing Carlos’s familiar grin. He climbed out of the cab and knelt on the sidewalk, pulling a small velvet box from his pocket as a small crowd began to gather around us.

“Carlos,” I breathed, stepping out of the cab.

He looked up at me, his dark eyes shining with a mixture of nerves and joy. “Gretchen, you’ve changed my life in ways I never thought possible. You believed in me when I didn’t believe in myself, and you’ve stood by me through everything. I love you more than I can put into words. Will you marry me?”

The world seemed to pause as I looked at him, the weight of the moment settling over me. And then, without hesitation, I nodded, tears streaming down my face.

“Yes,” I said, my voice breaking. “Yes, of course.”

The crowd erupted into cheers, and Carlos stood, slipping the ring onto my finger before pulling me into a kiss. It was perfect—soft, sweet, and filled with everything I’d ever wanted.

When we finally pulled apart, I saw our employees standing in the building’s lobby, watching through the glass with wide smiles and applause. Angie was there too, somehow—leaning against the cab with her arms crossed and a smug look on her face.

“Congrats,” she mouthed, winking at me.

Carlos wrapped an arm around my waist, his smile so full of love it made my chest ache.
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“Ready to take on the world together?” he asked softly.

“One short ride at a time, babe,” I said, leaning into him as the city buzzed around us.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Fake Girlyfriend? In that case, I hope you can check out my first full-length Transgender Transformation novel The Love Hormone.
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“Along with the Estrogen and Anti-androgen, I took EVERYTHING, including the Risk of Falling in Love.”

It contains over 43,000 indelible words that will open your eyes to the possibility that transformation can lead to Happily Ever After. It is a brave story of a nurse who got kicked out of the house for wearing a dress and eventually meets an arrogant yet oh-so-charming doctor who will not only steal her parking slot, but also her heart.

Read The Love Hormone

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge three times more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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Story 1 – Maid For Love
Hearing her say yes to my proposal was the happiest moment of my life. I didn’t want to ruin her excitement by burdening her with the news of our flailing company. Being a chambermaid in a rubber dress was my only option to afford the wedding of her dreams.

But will she still be willing to marry me once she sees my feminine alter ego?

Story 2 – Sissies And The City
I walked over to the full-length mirror in my living room, studying my reflection. The woman staring back at me was beautiful, confident, and strong.

But right now, she felt lost, unsure of her place in this world.
But why does Mr. Huge have a way of making me feel like I was still not one?

"What am I to him?"

Story 3 – All Made Up
Being called a disappointment and loser by my own family at 35 was too close to becoming of normalcy. I was slowly believing that they were right, that I was bound nowhere in life.
Not until I met Jessica, the most inspiring boss babe I’d met who would change my life using one dress, one lingerie set, and one shade of lipstick at a time.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and Prepare for a Feminization Romance Ride!

Note: This collection contains feminization, transgender transformation, romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes.

Read Sweet Femboys


Hello Lilly
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So, okay, I know that you can’t wait to read the book but I can’t help but share with you my excitement (I know, I don’t look too thrilled in that photo but it’s the only one I could find where I’m holding the telephone, lol) but trust me, I am!

I’ve created an exclusive Fansly(profile) where I post feminizing and enchanting audio clips to help you achieve your most dazzling version.

Apart from the hypnotic lessons, I also post bonus content such as photos and scalding real-life stories along with POV clips that can lull (or get your blood rushing) depending on your choice, xo.

I’ll be updating it weekly with new content so stay tuned.

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

Need more of my romantic bedtime stories? It’s your lucky day! All of my bundles are unique, and none of the stories were cross-added so you can buy all of them without having to worry about whether or not a story already appeared on another bundle.

With these bundles, you’re going to save more than 50%. Love love love!
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Custom Story

∞∞∞

Did you know that I also write custom/commission-based stories? Yes, I do, and I will write it to the tee based on your liking. Here’s a sample of a commission story I’ve created for one of my lovely readers.
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Added to that, if you’re a Lilly Lustwood reader, you’re quite aware of how colorful my prose is and I do three rounds of edits before I publish. Please understand that masterpieces cannot be rushed.

Don’t take my word for it, here’s what one of them had to say:

“I love the story!!!! Ty for writing almost 100 pages for Michelle and Evelynn—I’m sure they’re happy you gave them such love and attention as well. <3 My only disappointment came when I finished reading, but I realized I can re-read as much as I want.

Your storytelling skills are so great—if there’s any way I can leave a review please let me know! I truly enjoyed every moment of this commission.” -Michelle

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

I know that many of you prefer consuming a book while doing something else. Most especially when it’s some of my books which are hard to read even with one hand haha!

That’s why I’ve created audiobook versions of my top sellers. They’re available on Audible and other major distributors!
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Listen to Audiobooks


Find Femboys
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Many of my readers love dressing up and have not fully transitioned for various reasons. Some of them also live double lives and are happy dressing up femininely part-time.

I get a lot of e-mails but I can’t accommodate each and every one of them so I created a community called Find Femboys. It’s a kink-positive platform allowing sissies, crossdressers, femboys, and people who love them to chat, exchange, meet, and more in a safe online space.

Creating an account is as easy as 1-2-3. See you there!

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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"I thought I knew who I was until a bet at work turned my life from suits and briefcases to blazers and pencil skirts."

I was Logan, the ambitious rival in an advertising firm where high stakes and egos reigned supreme. When Damon, the infuriating creative lead dared me to attend a gala in full feminine attire, I was determined to prove him wrong.

What started as a bet spiraled into a journey of self-discovery.

Stepping into a new identity—one that felt unexpectedly right—shattered everything I thought I knew about myself. And just when I was daring to discover my girly side, Damon returned, ready to fight for what we could be.

Read I Dare You to Be a Girl

Lilly Lustwood is a bestselling author of Transgender Romance. She has written hundreds of books but there are titles that truly helped introduce her to a wider range of readers. Here are just some of her bestselling books of all time.
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Want her classic works or check out some obscure ones? Feel free to check out these titles below.
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Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Fake Girlyfriend.

For a writer, I can’t seem to find the best word to describe how grateful I am for your support.

If you enjoyed this book, KINDLY (with puppy-dog eyes) give it a Rating and Review.

Let’s get it to the overall bestseller list <3

Should you feel the need to send me a message concerning this book, your love life, or just about anything, please feel free to follow the pages below and Subscribe to my Mailing List to get updates on Free Books, Promos, and New Releases.

You can also follow my author profile on Amazon simply by visiting the Amazon Page below, you will get e-mails from Amazon whenever I have a new book, xo.

Mailing List (stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view)

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

Amazon Page (www.amazon.com/Lilly-Lustwood/e/B0B9X11BMR/)

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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