

The Femme Contract

First-time Feminization Romance

“This story is for you.

May it transform you into

the person you are meant to be and

transport you into a world

where your fantasies come to life.”

[image: A person standing on a cloud with a fishing pole  Description automatically generated]

Copyright © 2026


Copyright © 2026 by Brightlucky Press under ABRAMS PUBLISHING HOUSE. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author.

This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. All the characters are within the legal age of consent. The author and publisher disclaim any liability, loss, or risk incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.

This book is intended for mature audiences and contains adult themes and language. Reader discretion is advised.

If you have any questions regarding the use or distribution of this book, please contact the author directly. Thank you for respecting the author's work and intellectual property rights.


Table of Contents

∞∞∞

The Femme Contract

Table of Contents

Introduction

Free Vip Mailing List

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Epilogue

Hello Lilly

Book Bundles

Custom Story

Audiobooks

Find Femboys

Latest & Other Titles

Author’s Message


Introduction

“This particular clause says that I have to present myself as a woman at all times. Is this for real!?”
This is an illustrated romance novella, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I was supposed to be a supervisor.

For approximately three beautiful days, I thought my life had finally stopped being embarrassing. I had a promotion at Wow Wheels, a shiny new credit card, and one ridiculous dream: to build my own toy-car brand someday.

Then the company collapsed.

No job. No degree. No safety net. No family to call.

Just me, my bills, my bad sketches, and a desperate job search that led me to the strangest listing in California:

Lucrative real-life acting job for early-20s guys.

That was how I met Antonio De la Vega.

He was rich, ruthless, gorgeous, and heir to Savor Vida Crystal Water, a luxury bottled-water empire with a family trust worth one hundred million dollars. There was only one problem: Antonio could not access his inheritance unless he got married.

So he offered me a contract.

I would become Colette Springs—his elegant, polished, feminine bride. I would be trained, styled, softened, and introduced to his powerful family as the woman who had finally captured his impossible heart.

It was supposed to be temporary.

It was supposed to be fake.

Antonio had chosen me because he believed he could never fall in love with a man.

But then his mother started treating me like the daughter she always wanted. His father began respecting me. His best friend Carlton saw my toy-car dream and made me feel treasured. And Antonio, cold impossible Antonio, started taking care of me like I mattered.

Somewhere between the contract, the wedding ring, the stolen glances, and the woman staring back at me in the mirror, I stopped knowing where the performance ended.

I thought Colette was the role that would save my life.

I never expected her to become the truth I was most afraid to choose.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: The Femme Contract is a slow-burning and first-time feminization romance about fake marriage, billionaire family drama, forbidden feelings, identity awakening, and the dangerous moment when the life you pretended to live becomes the one your heart refuses to give up.

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 The Femme Contract.


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
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FOR APPROXIMATELY six beautiful hours, I was convinced my life had finally stopped being embarrassing. Not perfect. I was not that delusional. Okay, fine. I was a little delusional. But I had reasons.

I was twenty-three years old, freshly promoted, wearing my best fitted polo, and walking through the front doors of Wow Wheels like I had personally invented capitalism and tiny cars. The glass doors slid open in front of me, and the lobby smelled like plastic, coffee, printer ink, and the kind of corporate hope that usually came in motivational posters and unpaid overtime.

Above the reception desk, a giant red-and-yellow sign read:

WOW WHEELS: SMALL CARS. BIG ADVENTURES.

It was cheesy, yes. But I loved it.

I loved the fake racetrack painted across the lobby floor. I loved the display cases filled with chrome-painted prototypes no kid had ever touched. I loved the oversized wall mural of a toy race car launching off a flaming ramp over a cartoon canyon. I even loved the fact that the canyon looked like it had been painted by someone’s nephew during a summer internship.

Wow Wheels was chaos in a polo shirt. It was a toy-car company pretending to be a serious automotive empire, and for reasons I could never fully explain without sounding like a child at career day, I belonged there.

Or I thought I did.

That morning, I walked in with my employee badge clipped to my belt and my phone buzzing nonstop because I had posted a picture of the promotion email on my story the night before.

Junior Product Line Supervisor.

I had screenshotted that title so many times it was basically my wallpaper.

“Morning, supervisor,” Denise from packaging called as I passed her desk.

I tried to act casual. Mature. Leadership-coded.

“Morning, Denise,” I said, nodding like a man who understood quarterly projections.

Then I immediately ruined it by grinning so hard my face hurt.

Denise laughed. “You’re glowing.”

“I moisturized and became management,” I said.

“You moisturized and got lucky.”

“Also possible.”

The office floor opened up behind the lobby in a bright mess of cubicles, glass meeting rooms, sample tables, rolling shelves, and adults arguing passionately about whether a toy monster truck should be matte lime or toxic slime green. On one wall, foam boards showed upcoming product lines: Turbo Titans, Mini Mayhem, Street Beasts, and my personal favorite, Dream Garage, which was supposed to be our slightly more premium line for collectors, older kids, and dads who said they were buying toys for their sons but absolutely were not.

Everywhere I looked, there were tiny cars.

Cars with metallic paint. Cars with oversized wheels. Cars with flame decals. Cars shaped like sharks, rockets, sneakers, tacos, dragons, and one deeply cursed prototype shaped like a toilet that had somehow survived three approval rounds because the VP’s eight-year-old thought it was hilarious.

That was Wow Wheels. Stupid ideas became serious meetings. Serious meetings became small plastic cars. Small plastic cars became somebody’s birthday gift, somebody’s stocking stuffer, somebody’s favorite thing to roll across a kitchen floor while their mother screamed not near the dog bowl.

I loved that.

I loved that we made things kids actually touched.

Not software subscriptions. Not consulting decks. Not luxury air for rich people to breathe more elegantly. Toys.

I liked toys because toys did not ask where you went to college.

Which was convenient, because I did not finish.

I had gone to community college, then transferred to a business management program, then dropped out during what I liked to call my “financially complex era,” which was a cute way of saying I had no money, no parents to rescue me, and no emotional bandwidth to sit through another online lecture about organizational behavior while my bank account had twelve dollars and a bad attitude.

But Wow Wheels had hired me anyway.

First as a temp. Then as a product assistant. Then as the guy who could keep track of which sample car belonged to which line when everyone else was too stressed to remember. Then, somehow, as of yesterday afternoon, Junior Product Line Supervisor.

It was not glamorous, exactly. I was not sketching the next legendary toy car in a sunlit studio while executives applauded my genius. Mostly, I updated spreadsheets, chased approvals, photographed samples, coordinated between design and packaging, reminded people of deadlines, and gently prevented interns from crying in the supply closet.

But I was good at it.

I knew where everything was. I knew which designer needed silence and which designer needed compliments every forty-five minutes or they would emotionally expire. I knew which factory sample had the wrong wheel mold. I knew which packaging printer always shifted colors too blue. I knew which executives wanted data and which wanted to be told their gut instinct was brave.

Most importantly, I knew how to make people laugh when the office felt like a microwave with fluorescent lighting.

“Cody!” Mia, one of the junior designers, waved me over from the sample table. She had purple glasses, a messy bun, and the haunted eyes of a woman who had been asked to make a toy car “more energetic” by a man who wore boat shoes in December.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

She held up a tiny orange sports car. “Does this look like a cheetah to you?”

I took it very seriously because my new supervisor title required wisdom.

The car had black spots, a sleek hood, and tiny molded ears near the windshield.

“It looks like a cheetah who went to business school,” I said.

Mia stared at it. “That’s not helpful.”

“It means yes.”

She sighed with relief. “Thank God. Brad said it looked like a banana with a skin condition.”

I glanced across the office at Brad from marketing, who was talking too loudly into a headset and using the phrase “youth velocity” like it meant something.

“Brad thinks beige is a personality,” I said. “Do not let him hurt you.”

Mia smiled for the first time that morning. I picked up the sample car and rolled it across the table. The wheels caught a little on the left side.

“Axle drag,” I said. “This one’s going to fail kid testing if the next sample doesn’t roll smoother.”

She groaned and grabbed a sticky note. “Again?”

“Again.”

“How are you twenty-three and already sound like a tired dad?”

“Trauma and collagen.”

She snorted.

That was my superpower, I thought. Not the biggest brain. Not the fanciest degree. But I could walk into a mess, make it less terrible, and keep the tiny cars moving.

By ten in the morning, I had already answered fourteen emails, found three missing prototypes, stopped one intern from sending a final packaging file with the word “collectible” spelled wrong, and helped the Dream Garage team decide that midnight blue looked more expensive than electric purple.

At eleven, I had my first official supervisor check-in with Lorna, my manager.

She called me into her glass office and gestured for me to close the door. I tried not to look nervous, but my body did this thing where it forgot how chairs worked, so I sat down too fast and almost bounced.

Lorna noticed. Of course she noticed. Lorna noticed everything. She had short silver hair, black glasses, and the calm energy of a woman who could fire someone without raising her voice or smudging her lipstick.

“How does it feel?” she asked.

“Like I should own a blazer,” I said.

“You should.”

“Like, emotionally?”

“Professionally.”

“I’ll add it to the cart and then not buy it for three weeks.”

She almost smiled. With Lorna, almost smiling was basically a standing ovation.

“You earned this, Cody.”

That shut me up.

I had been joking all morning because that was what I did when I cared too much. I turned everything into a bit before it could turn into a wound.

But hearing her say I earned it made something warm and dangerous swell behind my ribs.

“Thank you,” I said, quieter than I meant to.

“I know you sometimes think you slipped through the cracks here,” Lorna said. “But you didn’t. You see problems early. People trust you. The teams listen when you talk.”

“They listen because I bring snacks.”

“The snacks help.”

“I knew it.”

“But they also listen because you care.” She leaned back in her chair. “That matters in product. Especially here. We are not making medical devices or aircraft engines. We are making toys. Caring is part of the work.”

I looked through the glass wall at the office, at the tables full of tiny cars, at Mia arguing with Brad over cheetah spots, at Denise taping color proofs to a board.

I cared so much it was embarrassing.

“I do care,” I said.

“I know.” Lorna slid a folder across her desk. “Your new responsibilities are in there. Nothing terrifying. More sample approvals. More coordination with packaging. You’ll sit in on the Dream Garage meetings. I also want you to start giving input on concept direction.”

My heart did something stupid.

“Concept direction?”

“Don’t look at me like I gave you a puppy.”

“Sorry. My face has no HR filter.”

“I’ve noticed.”

I opened the folder. There it was again.

Cody Springs — Junior Product Line Supervisor

My name looked weird beside a real title. Like it had snuck into a nice restaurant wearing sneakers.

“I know you sketch,” Lorna said.

My head snapped up.

This was upsetting because I had been under the impression that my secret lunch sketches were, in fact, secret.

“I doodle,” I corrected.

“You sketch.”

“Doodle sounds less prosecutable.”

She folded her hands. “Your proportions need work.”

I died immediately.

“Wow.”

“But your ideas are strong,” she added.

I resurrected slightly.

“You think so?”

“I think you understand what makes a toy feel like a story. That is not nothing.”

I looked down at the folder because if I looked at her too long, my eyes were going to do something wet and humiliating.

No one had ever said my ideas were strong before.

People had called me cute. Funny. Easygoing. Sweet. A good sport. A hard worker. Nice to have around.

Useful words. Soft words. Words that made me sound like a golden retriever who could use Excel.

But strong?

That one stayed.

After the meeting, I floated back to my desk.

Not walked. Floated.

My cubicle was not much. Beige walls, one tiny shelf, a corkboard, a cup of pens, two stress balls shaped like tires, and a little lineup of rejected Wow Wheels samples I had adopted like ugly children. There was a monster truck with one wheel too large, a glittery convertible that looked like it had been attacked by a craft store, and a tiny prototype bus that everyone hated except me.

I sat down and opened the bottom drawer.

Inside, under a folder labeled vendor invoices, I kept my notebook.

It was cheap, spiral-bound, and full of car ideas I had no business being proud of. I pulled it out and flipped through pages during lunch, eating a turkey sandwich from the break room vending machine because I had packed nothing and apparently promotion did not come with sudden domestic discipline.

My drawings were bad.

There was no polite way around it.

The wheels were always slightly wrong. The bodies looked too chunky or too flat. The perspective was criminal. One concept car, which I had intended to look sleek and futuristic, looked like a doorstop having an allergic reaction.

But the ideas had something.

At least I thought they did.

One was a series called City Sparks, toy cars inspired by different neighborhoods: an El Segundo beach cruiser, a downtown night racer, a desert road-trip van, a rainy Seattle coupe. Another was First Job Flyers, cars inspired by kids dreaming about future careers: chef truck, astronaut rover, veterinarian van, filmmaker coupe. My favorite was a little line called Little Legends Garage, though I had never told anyone that name because it sounded too precious when spoken out loud.

Still, I circled it twice.

Little Legends Garage.

Maybe someday.

I was sketching a small silver car with exaggerated fins when Brad appeared over my cubicle wall like an underpaid villain.

“Supervisor Cody,” he said.

I slapped the notebook closed so fast I almost injured myself.

“Marketing Brad.”

“Why do you say it like I’m a disease?”

“Because you arrive suddenly and lower morale.”

He pointed at my notebook. “Secret plans?”

“Poetry.”

“Really?”

“No.”

“Good. That would upset me.”

He leaned on the cubicle wall. “We need you in conference room B at two. Dream Garage packaging review got moved.”

“Got it.”

“And congrats, by the way.”

That surprised me because Brad had the emotional sensitivity of a parking meter.

“Oh,” I said. “Thanks.”

He shrugged. “You’re good at this place.”

Then he walked away before I could respond, probably because sincerity made him itchy.

I opened my notebook again, but I did not draw right away. I just sat there, feeling something dangerously close to happy.

By the time the day ended, I had convinced myself this was the beginning of my real life.

Not the fake beginning, like when I got a gym membership and bought protein powder and told myself I was becoming “structured.” Not the desperate beginning, like when I moved into my tiny apartment and called it independence because loneliness sounded less cute. Not the almost beginning, like every job that almost became something before it didn’t.

This felt real.

I had a title. A desk. A manager who believed in me. A company that made tiny cars and somehow needed me.

And because the universe loves comedy, that was the exact moment I decided to become financially reckless.

The Tesla credit card arrived three days later.

Technically, it was not a car. I should make that very clear for the court of common sense. I did not own a Tesla. I was not that successful or that insane.

But I had applied for a shiny Tesla-branded credit card during a late-night spiral after seeing an ad that made it look like responsible adults used sleek black cards for clean energy, premium charging, accessories, and lifestyle purchases that screamed “future billionaire with good skin.”

I did not need it.

I wanted it.

There was a difference, but I had recently been promoted, so I chose not to acknowledge that.

When the card came in the mail, I held it like an award.

It was black, heavy, and dramatic. The kind of card that made you want to buy something stupid just to hear it tap against a counter.

I activated it immediately.

Then I used it for gas, groceries, a new pair of white sneakers, and a fitted jacket that I justified as “supervisor clothes” even though it made me look like I was about to host a dating show for accountants.

The next Monday morning, I drove to work feeling like the main character of a financial literacy warning video.

The California sun was bright enough to make the whole world look freshly sponsored. El Segundo rolled by in clean, low buildings, palm trees, office parks, aerospace warehouses, coffee shops, and people in sunglasses who looked like they either worked in tech or sold supplements online.

I loved mornings like that.

My car was not fancy. It was a used compact sedan with a weird rattle when I turned left too sharply. But in my head, with my Tesla card in my wallet and my new jacket hanging in the back seat, I was basically gliding down the road in an electric chariot.

“Junior Product Line Supervisor,” I said out loud, testing the words again.

They still sounded hot.

Not sexy hot. LinkedIn hot. Which was worse, but in a productive way.

At a red light, I glanced at myself in the rearview mirror.

I looked good.

I knew that in a casual, gym-bro, camera-friendly kind of way. Smooth skin, neat hair, lashes too long for a guy who had never deserved them, and the kind of face that made older women at modeling gigs say, “You’re so pretty,” then immediately correct themselves like they had committed a crime.

I had done fitness modeling on and off since nineteen. Nothing major. Gym posters. Local athletic brands. Protein-shake ads where I had to hold a bottle and pretend it tasted like ambition instead of chalky vanilla regret. It helped pay bills, and it had taught me how to stand under lights without looking like I had just been accused of theft.

Still, I wanted more than being a body in somebody else’s campaign.

I wanted to make something.

Not just pose beside a product. Not just coordinate someone else’s product. Make one.

A toy line with my name somewhere hidden inside the credits. A brand. A little world kids could hold in their hands.

I pictured it while driving: Little Legends Garage on a clean website, the cars displayed in beautiful boxes, maybe short stories on the back of each package. I pictured launch videos, collector sets, kids racing them across living room floors. I pictured myself being interviewed someday, laughing charmingly when asked how I started.

“Well,” future me would say, probably wearing an expensive shirt, “I got promoted young, survived some setbacks, and never stopped believing in the power of play.”

Future me was very articulate.

Present me was eating a protein bar for breakfast and getting crumbs on my pants.

My phone buzzed in the cup holder.

I glanced down at the screen.

Lorna calling.

My stomach tightened for half a second, then relaxed. Lorna calling early probably meant a meeting moved. Or a sample issue. Or Brad had used the phrase “youth velocity” too many times and someone needed me to intervene.

I tapped the steering wheel button.

“Good morning, fearless leader,” I said.

There was a pause.

Not a long pause. Just long enough to make the air change.

“Cody,” Lorna said, “are you on your way in?”

“Yeah. Ten minutes out. Maybe eight if the universe supports me.”

“I need you to go straight to the main conference room when you arrive.”

“Okay.” I sat up straighter, even though she could not see me. “What happened?”

“All-hands meeting. Nine sharp.”

My brain immediately did what my brain always did when presented with incomplete information: it built the most flattering possible fantasy.

All-hands meeting.

Maybe we had been acquired. Maybe a bigger toy company wanted us. Maybe Dream Garage had tested well and they were fast-tracking it. Maybe there was a licensing deal with some movie franchise. Maybe my promotion had been part of a larger expansion.

Maybe, in some tiny insane corner of possibility, they were about to announce a new product initiative and needed young blood, fresh thinking, Cody Springs in a fitted jacket, ready to disrupt the miniature vehicle space.

“Is it good?” I asked, failing to sound casual.

Another pause.

“I’ll see you soon,” Lorna said.

Then she hung up.

That should have scared me.

It did scare me, a little.

But optimism was my toxic trait. Some people ignored red flags in relationships. I ignored red flags in capitalism.

By the time I pulled into the Wow Wheels parking lot, I had convinced myself Lorna sounded tense because good news could be stressful too. Expansion was stressful. Acquisitions were stressful. Becoming an industry leader in tiny plastic speed demons was probably very stressful.

The parking lot was full.

Too full.

People were getting out of cars quietly. Nobody was laughing. Nobody carried coffee like they were ready for a normal workday. A few people stood near the entrance in small clusters, whispering.

I parked beside a dented SUV with a Wow Wheels bumper sticker and checked my face in the mirror.

“Maybe it’s fine,” I told myself.

My reflection did not believe me.

Inside, the lobby felt wrong.

The receptionist was crying.

Not sobbing. Just sitting very still with wet eyes, a tissue folded in one hand, staring at her monitor like it had betrayed her personally.

My stomach dropped.

“Hey,” I said softly as I passed. “You okay?”

She looked at me and tried to smile.

That was when I knew.

Nothing good had ever started with a receptionist trying to smile through tears.

The main conference room could not fit everyone, so people spilled into the hallway and surrounding open space. The executive team stood at the front near a screen that only showed the Wow Wheels logo. No fun presentation. No product mockups. No colorful roadmap.

Just the logo.

Small Cars. Big Adventures.

Suddenly it looked stupid.

I found Mia near the back. Her face was pale.

“Do you know what’s happening?” I whispered.

She shook her head. “Brad said legal is here.”

I looked toward the front.

Three people I did not recognize stood beside our CEO. They wore dark suits and carried folders. Legal people. Finance people. People who did not touch toys unless they were liquidating them.

Lorna stood near the wall.

She saw me.

Her face said sorry before anyone said anything out loud.

The CEO, Martin Kessler, stepped forward at exactly nine.

Martin was a tall man with silver hair, expensive glasses, and the kind of voice that usually made bad news sound like a strategic pivot. I had seen him give speeches about innovation, imagination, and “owning the play pattern.” He was very good at saying things that sounded inspiring until you realized they meant nothing.

That morning, even he looked smaller.

“Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” he began.

A murmur went through the room.

He lifted one hand, and the room quieted.

“I’ll get directly to the point. Wow Wheels has filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection.”

The words did not land right away.

They floated above us.

Chapter 11.

Bankruptcy.

Protection.

My brain tried to rearrange them into something less terrible. Protection sounded good. Chapter sounded organized. Eleven was just a number. Bankruptcy was the problem, obviously, but maybe it was corporate bankruptcy, not actual bankruptcy. Maybe it was one of those things companies did before becoming stronger. Like a cleanse, but for debt.

Martin kept talking.

“For the past eighteen months, we have been working to restructure obligations following supply chain disruptions, licensing losses, increased manufacturing costs, and unsuccessful financing negotiations. Unfortunately, we were unable to secure the capital necessary to continue current operations.”

Mia made a small sound beside me.

I stared at the logo.

Small Cars. Big Adventures.

“Effective immediately, the El Segundo office will begin wind-down operations. Most roles will be eliminated.”

Most roles.

My role was three days old.

“We understand this is difficult news,” Martin said.

That was a sentence people only said when they had already ruined your life and wanted credit for noticing.

A woman from HR stepped forward and started explaining severance, final paychecks, benefit timelines, unemployment resources, continuation paperwork, and scheduled department meetings. Her voice was gentle and practiced.

I heard almost none of it.

The room changed around me.

People cried. People cursed under their breath. Someone walked out. Someone asked about unused vacation. Someone else asked if factory staff knew. Brad from marketing kept staring at the floor. Denise covered her mouth with both hands. Mia whispered, “No, no, no,” like the word could reverse corporate debt.

I stood there in my new jacket and felt my promotion shrink into a joke.

Junior Product Line Supervisor.

For three days.

I wanted to laugh.

Not because it was funny. Because it was so perfectly humiliating that laughter seemed like the only appropriate sound.

Of course.

Of course the moment I felt chosen, the entire company collapsed.

Of course I had posted my promotion like an idiot.

Of course I had activated a new credit card.

The Tesla card.

Oh my God.

The Tesla card.

That thought cut through the emotional fog with the elegance of a knife.

How was I going to pay for the Tesla credit card?

Not noble. Not profound. Not “what about my career?” or “what about the team?” or “what does this mean for my future?”

No.

My first clear thought after the company bankruptcy was about a black rectangle of borrowed money sitting in my wallet like a tiny coffin.

I hated myself for it, but panic was practical before it was poetic.

When the meeting ended, nobody moved for a second.

Then everyone moved at once.

The office turned into a disaster scene with ergonomic chairs. People returned to desks, opened drawers, packed mugs, took down photos, called partners, texted friends, refreshed news sites, and whispered about who had known, who had lied, who would be okay, who would not.

I walked back to my cubicle slowly.

Everything looked the same and completely dead.

The sample cars still sat on shelves. The color boards still leaned against walls. The little toilet car still existed, somehow surviving even the collapse of the company that made it possible.

My computer monitor had gone to sleep. I moved the mouse and my inbox appeared.

Unread emails. Calendar reminders. Packaging review notes. A meeting invite for next week.

Next week.

I stared at it until my eyes blurred.

Mia appeared at my cubicle entrance holding a cardboard box.

“I don’t know what to take,” she said.

Her voice sounded young. Younger than usual.

I looked around my desk like I was qualified to advise anyone.

“Personal stuff,” I said. “Anything you need for your portfolio. Your cheetah car photos.”

She nodded, then wiped her face with her sleeve.

“I just signed a lease.”

My chest hurt.

“Yeah,” I said. “I just signed up for financial ruin with rewards points.”

She laughed once, wet and surprised.

That made me feel useful for half a second.

Around us, managers moved from person to person, offering instructions they clearly hated giving. HR scheduled exit conversations. The legal people occupied conference rooms. The executives disappeared behind glass.

It was amazing how fast a workplace could become a memory while you were still standing inside it.

Denise came by and hugged me. Brad shook my hand awkwardly and said, “This sucks,” with more sincerity than I had ever heard from him. Lorna called me into her office last.

Her desk was already half-packed.

That broke me a little.

Lorna was not supposed to pack. Lorna was supposed to remain where she was forever, calmly telling everyone what to do while the rest of us panicked around her.

“I’m sorry,” she said as soon as I sat.

I shook my head. “You didn’t do this.”

“No, but I recommended you for a promotion three days before it happened.”

“I mean, iconic timing.”

She looked pained.

I immediately regretted the joke.

“Sorry,” I said. “My personality has emergency settings.”

“I know.” She slid an envelope across the desk. “This has your severance information. It is not what I wanted for you.”

I picked up the envelope. It felt thin.

Of course it was thin.

“I’ll be okay,” I said automatically.

Lorna watched me.

That was the problem with people who actually saw you. They made lying inefficient.

“I don’t know if I’ll be okay,” I admitted.

Her expression softened.

“You are good at this work, Cody.”

“Apparently not good enough to keep the company alive with sample approvals.”

“Don’t do that.”

I looked down.

She leaned forward. “Listen to me. You do not have a degree, and some companies will be stupid about that. But you have experience now. Real experience. Use me as a reference. Use the promotion title. You earned it, even if the timing was cruel.”

I swallowed.

“Thank you.”

“And keep sketching.”

That almost finished me.

I laughed because crying in Lorna’s office felt illegal.

“You saw those?”

“Everyone saw those. You sketch in a glass office environment.”

“Great. Love being mysterious.”

“Your drawings need work,” she said.

“People keep saying this to me today.”

“But your ideas are strong.”

There it was again.

Strong.

I wanted to put that word in my pocket and spend it later when everything else ran out.

Instead, I nodded and stood.

Lorna surprised me by hugging me.

She was not a hugger. She was barely a warm handshake person.

So when she hugged me, I froze for one awkward second, then hugged her back.

“You’ll land somewhere,” she said.

I nodded against her shoulder like I believed her.

Back at my cubicle, I packed slowly.

Mug. Pens. Tire-shaped stress balls. A small stack of business cards with my name and old title. I threw those away, then took them back out because I had paid emotionally for every version of myself.

From the bottom drawer, I pulled out my notebook.

For a second, I considered leaving it.

That was dramatic, but I was in a dramatic mood.

The notebook suddenly felt stupid. A college dropout’s bad sketches for toy cars at a toy-car company that no longer had room for him. A dream drawn in crooked wheels and ugly proportions.

I opened to the page with Little Legends Garage circled twice.

My throat tightened.

I had spent so much of my life being almost something.

Almost a student.

Almost stable.

Almost successful.

Almost promoted long enough for it to matter.

I did not want this notebook to become another almost.

So I put it in the box.

The office emptied in waves. People left carrying plants, framed photos, chargers, snacks, samples, hoodies, and the stunned silence of people trying not to collapse until they got to their cars.

I lingered longer than I needed to.

My badge still worked when I walked to the sample room. That felt rude, somehow. Like the building had not received the news that we were over.

The sample room smelled like plastic bins and dust. Rows of tiny cars sat sorted by line, color, mold, and approval stage. I ran my fingers over a tray of Dream Garage prototypes.

The midnight-blue coupe was still my favorite.

It had silver trim, low wheels, and a little molded spoiler. Not flashy. Not silly. Just clean and fast-looking. The kind of toy car that made a kid imagine a road beyond wherever they were.

I picked it up.

For one dangerous second, I considered stealing it.

Then I remembered I was unemployed, not lawless.

I put it back.

“Goodbye, little legend,” I whispered, because apparently bankruptcy had made me insane.

On my way out, I passed the lobby mural again.

Small Cars. Big Adventures.

The receptionist was gone. The front desk was empty. The racetrack painted on the floor looked childish now, but not in a bad way. In a sad way. Like someone had believed joy could be a business model.

Outside, the California sun was offensively bright.

People were crying in cars. Calling spouses. Smoking near the curb even though the building had a no-smoking sign. One guy from operations kicked the tire of his truck, then apologized to it.

I carried my box to my car and placed it on the passenger seat.

My phone buzzed.

A notification from the Tesla card app.

Your recent transactions have posted.

I stared at it.

Then I started laughing.

Not cute laughing. Not charming Cody laughing. The slightly hysterical laugh of a man who had purchased supervisor sneakers on credit three days before being professionally deleted.

I leaned my forehead against the steering wheel.

“Okay,” I said to no one. “Tiny issue.”

My reflection in the dark dashboard looked back at me. Pretty face. Good skin. Stupid jacket. No job.

Without Wow Wheels, who was I?

That was the second panic.

The worse one.

Because bills were terrifying, yes. Debt was terrifying. Rent was terrifying. But underneath all of that was the thing I did not like looking at directly.

I had built my whole personality around being useful.

Funny enough to keep around. Easy enough to like. Hardworking enough to forgive for not having a degree. Pretty enough for side gigs. Positive enough that nobody asked whether I was scared.

Wow Wheels had given me proof that maybe I was more than that.

A title. A desk. A future.

And now, by lunchtime, it was gone.

I sat in the parking lot until the first wave of crying people had left. Then I opened the box, pulled out my notebook, and flipped again to the Little Legends page.

The drawing was bad.

The front wheel was too small. The roofline made no sense. The side panel looked like a melted candy bar.

But the idea still made my heart move.

I tore out the page carefully.

Not because I was giving up.

Because I wanted it separate. Safe. Something I could fold and keep in my wallet behind the stupid Tesla card, a reminder that I had wanted something before everything went wrong.

I folded it once, then again.

Little Legends Garage disappeared into a small square of paper.

I tucked it into my wallet.

Then I started the car.

The engine made its familiar left-turn rattle even though I was not turning left.

“Please don’t start,” I told it. “I can only handle one collapse at a time.”

The car ignored me, which was fair.

As I drove away from Wow Wheels, I passed the building sign one more time. The logo gleamed in the sun like nothing had happened. Like the whole place had not just caved in behind the glass.

For a second, I let myself be angry.

At the executives. At the debt. At the licensing deals I barely understood. At myself for believing too hard. At the universe for waiting until I had a promotion, a credit card, and one good jacket before yanking the floor out from under me.

Then my phone buzzed again.

Another notification.

This one from my banking app.

Low balance warning.

I laughed once, sharp and humorless.

“Perfect,” I said.

By the time I reached my apartment, the future millionaire fantasy had fully died.

My apartment was small, beige, and aggressively temporary. The kind of place where every piece of furniture looked like it had been bought during a crisis. I dropped the box on the floor, kicked off my shoes, and stood in the middle of the room without turning on the lights.

No office.

No paycheck after the severance ran out.

No degree.

No real backup plan.

Just me, my bad sketches, my good skin, and a credit card that suddenly felt less like a status symbol and more like a predator.

I pulled the folded Little Legends sketch from my wallet and smoothed it on the kitchen counter.

Under the ugly car, I had written one line during lunch a week earlier:

Every small car deserves a big story.

I stared at that line for a long time.

Then I took a deep breath, opened my laptop, and searched for jobs.

Product assistant.

Brand coordinator.

Toy company.

Junior supervisor.

Marketing associate.

Office manager.

Anything.

The results loaded.

Most wanted a bachelor’s degree.

Three to five years of experience.

Preferred MBA.

Experience with product lifecycle management software I had only pretended to understand in meetings.

I applied anyway.

I applied until my eyes burned.

I uploaded my résumé to sites that immediately made me feel like a file in a landfill. I wrote cover letters with sentences like I am passionate about consumer products and I thrive in cross-functional environments, which made me want to apologize to the English language.

By midnight, I had applied to eighteen jobs.

By one in the morning, two had already rejected me automatically.

Efficient. Devastating. Honestly impressive.

I closed the laptop.

My apartment went quiet.

The folded sketch sat beside me.

The Tesla card sat in my wallet.

My new jacket hung over a chair, still trying to look successful.

I pressed my palms over my eyes and whispered the thing I had been avoiding all day.

“What now?”

No one answered.

Of course no one answered.

That was the thing about being an orphan people did not put in sad movies. It was not always dramatic. Sometimes it was just practical. No one to call when your company collapsed. No parent to say come home. No family friend to offer a job. No safety net disguised as love.

Just you.

Just the next tab open on your laptop.

Just the next search.

So I opened the laptop again.

And somewhere between a listing for assistant inventory planner and a scammy ad promising remote wealth through crypto coaching, I saw the job post that would ruin my life in an entirely different direction.

At first, I almost scrolled past it.

Then the title caught me.

LUCRATIVE REAL-LIFE ACTING JOB FOR EARLY-20S GUYS

I blinked.

“That sounds illegal,” I said to my empty apartment.

Then I clicked.


Chapter 2
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TWO WEEKS after Wow Wheels collapsed, I became fluent in rejection. Not emotionally fluent. Emotionally, I was still screaming into the decorative throw pillow I had bought during a better economy. But technically fluent. Professionally fluent. Inbox fluent.

I learned there were many ways for companies to say, Absolutely not, Cody Springs, but best of luck being poor.

Some were polite.

After careful consideration, we have decided to move forward with candidates whose qualifications more closely match our current needs.

Some were cold.

Your application is no longer under consideration.

Some were so fast they felt personal.

I applied at 1:12 a.m.

Rejected at 1:13 a.m.

That one hurt my feelings because I knew no human had looked at my résumé, but somehow the robot had still judged me with impressive speed.

At first, I tried to stay positive.

I made a spreadsheet. A real one. Color-coded and everything, because unemployed people loved pretending organization was a substitute for income. I listed every job I applied for: product assistant, brand coordinator, office supervisor, junior marketing associate, inventory coordinator, toy-company assistant, customer experience associate, operations assistant, product development coordinator, associate project specialist, and one role called Creative Play Strategy Analyst, which sounded like someone had put five corporate words in a blender and charged investors for the smoothie.

I applied to toy companies, game companies, lifestyle brands, novelty product startups, children’s brands, even a pet-toy company that wanted “a passionate storyteller for chew-based experiences.”

I was passionate. I could tell stories. Dogs seemed reasonable.

They still rejected me.

The reason was always dressed differently but naked underneath.

No degree.

Not enough experience.

No degree.

Need three to five years in product lifecycle management.

No degree.

Preferred bachelor’s in business, marketing, design, engineering, communications, psychology, or apparently wizardry.

No degree.

I wanted to email back, I know I do not have a degree. That is why I am applying for jobs and not lecturing at Stanford, Susan.

But I did not. I remained professional. I thanked them for their time, as if they had spent any on me.

Every morning, I opened my laptop at my tiny kitchen table and applied until my eyes felt gritty. Every afternoon, I refreshed my email like a raccoon pressing buttons in a science experiment. Every evening, I told myself tomorrow would be better with the kind of confidence only available to people who had no proof.

My apartment started to look like my nervous system.

Laundry on the chair. Dishes in the sink. Résumé drafts open on my laptop. A stack of unpaid bills tucked under a candle I never lit. My Wow Wheels box still sat by the couch because unpacking it felt too final. My badge, my tire-shaped stress balls, my ugly adopted prototype cars, all of it waited there like little plastic witnesses to my professional murder.

The only thing I kept out was the folded sketch from my notebook.

Little Legends Garage.

I had taped it to the wall above my kitchen table, which made my apartment look less like a sad studio and more like a sad studio with ambitions.

The drawing was still terrible.

The car looked like a melted dolphin wearing wheels.

But the line underneath still got me.

Every small car deserves a big story.

Sometimes I stared at it for too long, then applied for an office coordinator job at a company that sold ergonomic chair mats.

Dreams were cute, but rent had a due date.

To survive, I took every fitness-modeling gig my agency sent me.

And by agency, I meant a woman named Rhea who texted me in all caps and once asked if I could look “sweatier but still wholesome.”

The gigs were not glamorous. People heard fitness model and imagined glossy campaigns, luxury gyms, maybe a billboard where I looked heroic while holding a water bottle. The reality was more like standing under fluorescent lights in rented studio spaces while someone adjusted a resistance band near my thigh and said, “Can you smile like the supplement changed your life?”

I did gym promo shoots. Local athletic wear. Social-media product modeling. A meal-prep service ad where I had to pretend cauliflower rice was a reward and not a punishment from God.

One Saturday, I spent four hours in a fake garage holding a protein shake beside a motorcycle I was not allowed to sit on.

“More masculine,” the photographer said.

I widened my stance.

“Less angry.”

I smiled.

“Less pretty.”

I stopped smiling.

“Maybe just hold the bottle higher.”

I held the bottle higher.

By the end of the shoot, I had earned two hundred dollars, a free tub of protein powder, and a fresh resentment toward the entire concept of branding.

It was money. I needed money. I was grateful.

I was also exhausted in a way that sleep did not fix.

Because the problem with being cheerful for survival was that people believed you.

Friends from Wow Wheels texted in the first few days. We exchanged panic, job leads, memes about unemployment, and dramatic promises to grab drinks soon. But everyone was drowning in their own emergency. The messages slowed. Then stopped.

I did not blame them. I also did not know who to call when my bank app sent another low-balance warning.

So I performed being fine to no audience.

I made coffee and said, “We are so back.”

I got rejected and said, “Their loss.”

I ate instant noodles at midnight and said, “Budget queen,” even though I was not a queen yet and the noodles were mostly sodium and regret.

Two weeks in, my optimism started cracking in ways I could not joke around.

I stopped putting on real clothes before noon.

I stopped opening the blinds because sunlight felt judgmental.

I stopped checking LinkedIn because everyone there was either announcing a new role, sharing leadership insights, or posting headshots with captions like Sometimes endings are beginnings.

I wanted to comment, Sometimes endings are unpaid.

I did not.

Growth.

One afternoon, I got a rejection from a toy company in Irvine for an assistant product role I had actually wanted. I had spent two hours on the application. I had written a cover letter so earnest it should have been illegal. I had talked about Wow Wheels, sample approvals, packaging coordination, and my belief that toys could build emotional worlds for children.

Their reply arrived at 3:06 p.m.

While your background is interesting, we have selected candidates with stronger educational credentials.

Stronger educational credentials.

I read that phrase four times.

Then I closed my laptop very gently, because if I slammed it, I could not afford a new one.

I sat at the kitchen table and looked at Little Legends Garage taped to the wall.

“My background is interesting,” I told the ugly car sketch. “That means they think I’m a disaster, but with texture.”

The sketch did not comfort me.

Rude.

That night, Rhea texted me about a campaign for men’s grooming razors.

NEED CLEAN FACE, SMOOTH SKIN, BOYISH BUT FIT. YOU AVAILABLE TOMORROW?

I stared at the message.

Boyish but fit.

Smooth skin.

Clean face.

That was the lane I kept getting paid for. Not leadership. Not ideas. Not product sense. Face. Body. Skin. Height that made me easy to frame in photos with taller models. A look people called “pretty” and then corrected, like beauty had accidentally wandered into the wrong gender.

I typed yes.

Then deleted it.

Then typed yes again.

Because dignity was not accepted by my landlord.

The razor shoot paid $350. I spent half of it on rent, a little on groceries, and the rest vanished into the dark hole of minimum payments.

Three days later, the Tesla card app sent another cheerful reminder.

I had begun to hate its sleek design.

Everything about it looked too elegant for the violence it was doing to my nervous system.

By the end of the second week, I was applying to jobs I did not even want.

Executive assistant to a wellness influencer.

Front desk coordinator at a luxury dog hotel.

Operations support for a company that made smart trash cans.

Junior account assistant for an agency whose website used the word synergy with no shame.

At 12:41 a.m. on a Thursday, with my eyes burning and my third cup of coffee turning my heartbeat into a drumline, I found the listing.

At first, I almost missed it.

It was buried on a weird entertainment-job board I had opened because I was desperate enough to consider brand ambassador work. Half the posts looked fake. The other half paid in exposure, which was landlord code for no.

Then I saw the title.

LUCRATIVE REAL-LIFE ACTING JOB FOR EARLY-20S GUYS

I blinked at it.

“That sounds like a trap,” I said to my apartment.

The apartment offered no opinion. It had seen me eat cereal from a mug. It no longer judged.

I clicked.

The page loaded slowly, like even the internet thought I should reconsider.

The job description was surprisingly clean.

Private client seeking reliable male candidate, early twenties, for long-term real-life acting assignment. Exceptional compensation. Housing and wardrobe may be provided. Candidate must be discreet, adaptable, and comfortable in upscale social environments.

I leaned closer.

Okay.

Weird, but not immediately serial-killer weird.

The first requirements were almost boring.

Must be punctual.

Fine.

Must be discreet.

Sure.

Must know basic office tools.

Excel had wounded me, but we were acquainted.

Must be able to follow instructions.

Depending on tone, yes.

Must be comfortable in social settings.

I had survived corporate mixers and shirtless protein-shake shoots. Absolutely.

Must have no criminal record.

My only crime was buying supervisor sneakers on credit.

So far, so normal.

Then the list changed.

Height below 5’6”.

I sat back.

Excuse me?

I was 5’5” on a good posture day. Usually I rounded up because society was cruel and shoes had soles. But seeing my height written as a requirement felt deeply suspicious.

Smooth skin preferred.

I touched my cheek.

Okay, rude, but yes.

Soft or adaptable features.

I frowned.

What did that even mean?

My features were my features. They had adapted to nothing except budget moisturizer and stress.

Hygienic.

Obviously. Though the fact that they had to write it down concerned me.

Well-mannered.

I had manners. I also had commentary, but that was a bonus feature.

Calm demeanor.

Debatable.

Willing to undergo appearance, etiquette, and lifestyle training.

There it was.

The first sentence that made my soul sit upright.

Appearance training?

Etiquette?

Lifestyle?

Was this for a reality show? A rich person’s prank? One of those undercover social experiments where they turned poor people into butlers and called it transformation?

I kept reading.

Comfortable with formal events.

I had once worn a bow tie for a gym awards banquet where the trophy was shaped like a dumbbell, so maybe.

Able to maintain strict confidentiality.

That one appeared twice.

Then a final note:

Candidate should have limited family obligations and flexible availability.

My hand went still on the trackpad.

Limited family obligations.

What a sterile little phrase.

As if loneliness was just a scheduling benefit.

I read the post again from the top.

Then again.

With each pass, my confusion got more specific.

It did not ask for acting experience beyond “helpful but not required.” It did not ask for a demo reel. It did not ask for height above six feet, abs, stage combat, improv training, or willingness to dance in a mascot suit. It wanted someone short, smooth, polite, discreet, socially flexible, and apparently available to be rebuilt like a house in escrow.

I was creeped out.

I was insulted.

I was also, unfortunately, qualified.

Very qualified.

Disgustingly qualified.

I checked almost every box so cleanly that it felt like the listing had crawled out of my anxieties and put on business casual.

I closed the tab.

Then opened it again.

Then closed it.

Then took a lap around my apartment, which took eight seconds because the apartment was small and I was poor.

“No,” I said.

Then I sat back down.

The compensation range was not listed, but the word lucrative was doing a lot of emotional labor.

I clicked the application button, expecting a form.

Instead, there was only a phone number and a line that read:

Serious inquiries only. Calls accepted between 9 a.m. and 9 p.m. Pacific.

It was 1:03 a.m.

Good.

The universe had given me eight hours to regain self-respect.

I went to bed.

I did not sleep.

By morning, I had built twelve theories.

One: It was a fake dating show.

Two: It was some rich kid needing a stand-in friend.

Three: It was a corporate training video.

Four: It was a cult.

Five: It was not a cult, but it had cult-adjacent lighting.

Six: It was a weird influencer project.

Seven: It involved crypto somehow, because everything terrible did.

Eight: It was illegal.

Nine: It was legal but worse.

Ten: It paid enough to make me ignore nine.

At 9:07 a.m., I made coffee, brushed my teeth, put on a clean shirt even though no one could see me, and dialed the number.

It rang once.

Twice.

Then a woman answered.

“Good morning. You have reached the office of Mr. De la Vega. How may I assist you?”

Her voice was crisp. Not customer-service crisp. Private-wealth crisp. The kind of voice that had never yelled into a fast-food speaker.

I almost hung up.

“Hi,” I said, immediately too loud. “I’m calling about the real-life acting job.”

A pause.

“Your name, please?”

“Cody Springs.”

“One moment, Mr. Springs.”

Music did not play. Somehow that made it scarier.

Just silence. Rich silence. Silence with marble floors.

Then she returned.

“Thank you for waiting. My name is Maribel. I conduct initial screening for the position. Are you available to answer a few questions?”

I looked down at my coffee like it might advise me.

“Sure,” I said.

“Your age?”

“Twenty-three.”

“Height?”

“Five-five.”

“Exact?”

“Five-five and maybe half an inch if I’m emotionally supported.”

Another pause.

I winced.

Maribel said nothing about my joke. Terrible sign.

“Weight?”

I told her.

“General build?”

“Fit. I do fitness modeling sometimes.”

“Do you maintain regular grooming?”

That question made me look around like someone had hidden a camera in my toaster.

“Yes.”

“Do you have facial hair?”

“Not much. I shave what tries to happen.”

“Body hair?”

“Normal? Less than average, maybe. This is the weirdest phone call I’ve ever had, and I once had a dentist ask if I wanted to model teeth.”

“I understand,” Maribel said, in a tone that suggested she did not understand and had no interest in starting.

She continued.

“Do you have clear skin?”

“Mostly. I mean, I’m human. Sometimes stress attacks.”

“Any visible tattoos?”

“No.”

“Piercings?”

“No.”

“Comfortable with skincare, grooming, wardrobe, and professional appearance direction?”

I stared at the wall.

“What kind of acting job is this?”

“That information is provided after the initial screening and nondisclosure agreement.”

“Right. Normal. Love mystery employment.”

“Are you comfortable with formal environments?”

“I worked corporate.”

“That is not the same as formal.”

Wow.

“Okay. Fair. But yes, I can behave around forks.”

“Are you comfortable attending dinners, charity events, and private family functions?”

Private family functions.

My stomach shifted.

“Potentially.”

“Do you have a valid passport?”

“Yes.”

“Any medical conditions that would prevent long-term lifestyle or appearance training?”

“No.”

“Are you currently employed?”

I looked at my laptop, where six job tabs sat open like little graves.

“No.”

“Do you have acting experience?”

“Not professionally. But I have pretended to enjoy cauliflower rice on camera.”

No laugh.

Maribel was bulletproof.

“Any family members who would object to your temporary relocation or public availability?”

There it was.

The family question.

It should have been easy.

No.

One syllable. True. Convenient.

Instead, the word got stuck somewhere behind my ribs.

Because no matter how many times people asked it in forms or interviews or emergency contact sections, it always arrived carrying the same ugly little reminder.

No mother expecting a call.

No father wondering where I had gone.

No siblings texting stupid memes.

No one whose objection mattered enough to list.

I cleared my throat.

“No,” I said. “No family who would object.”

Maribel’s voice softened by maybe half a degree.

“Understood.”

I hated that. I hated that she understood anything.

She typed for a moment.

“Are you comfortable maintaining confidentiality from friends, former coworkers, and media contacts?”

“Media contacts?” I repeated.

“This role may involve public-facing appearances.”

“What kind of public-facing appearances?”

“As stated, details follow the NDA.”

“Of course. The sacred NDA.”

“Mr. Springs.”

“Sorry.”

Another pause. Papers shifted.

“Based on your answers, the client would like to meet you.”

I sat up.

“What, now?”

“This afternoon, if available.”

My eyes shot to the clock.

It was 9:22 a.m.

“This afternoon?”

“Yes.”

“Is this usually that fast?”

“No.”

That did not comfort me.

“The meeting will be held at a private residence. You will be asked to sign a basic visitor NDA upon arrival. No commitment is required today. Transportation can be arranged.”

“Where is it?”

She gave me an address.

I typed it into my laptop.

The map loaded.

My eyebrows climbed.

The address was near the wealthy Los Angeles coast, tucked into one of those areas where the houses did not look like houses so much as modern art pieces with security systems. The estimated property values on nearby listings made my blood pressure perform a small gym routine.

“Is this a mansion?” I asked before I could stop myself.

Maribel did not pause this time.

“Yes.”

At least she was honest.

“Great,” I said. “Love casual mansions.”

“Can you arrive at three o’clock?”

Could I? Yes.

Should I? Absolutely unclear.

I looked at the folded Little Legends sketch on my wall. I looked at the Tesla card app notification still sitting on my phone. I looked at my laptop full of jobs that did not want me.

Then I heard myself say, “Yes.”

“Dress neatly,” Maribel said. “Business casual is acceptable. Avoid strong fragrance. Bring photo identification. Do not bring guests. Do not record anything inside the property.”

“Normal. Not ominous.”

“Pardon?”

“Nothing. I’ll be there.”

“Thank you, Mr. Springs. The gate will have your name.”

She ended the call.

I sat there with the phone still against my ear.

The gate would have my name.

The gate.

I had never been expected by a gate before.

That afternoon, I wore my new jacket.

Not because it was the smartest choice. Because I had bought the stupid thing during my brief promotion era, and if I was going to be murdered by rich people, I wanted them to know I owned structure.

I paired it with dark jeans, clean white sneakers, and a plain shirt. Business casual, but make it financially unstable.

The drive took almost an hour, depending on traffic and how often I considered turning around.

Los Angeles changed as I moved west and south along the coast. The streets got cleaner. The cars got shinier. The trees looked professionally hydrated. Even the gas stations seemed like they judged my credit score.

I kept one hand on the wheel and one eye on the GPS.

My car made the left-turn rattle twice, even when I was not turning left.

“Not today,” I told it. “Please respect the plot.”

As I got closer, the houses disappeared behind gates, hedges, stone walls, and long driveways. The ocean flashed blue between cliffs and rooftops. Everything looked expensive in a quiet way. Not flashy. Worse. Generational.

The kind of expensive that did not need logos because the land itself was bragging.

The GPS told me to turn onto a private road.

At the end stood a black iron gate set between pale stone columns. A small camera turned toward my car with unsettling confidence.

I rolled down the window.

A guard stepped from a booth.

“Name?”

“Cody Springs.”

He checked a tablet.

For one irrational second, I expected him to say no. Wrong Cody. Better Cody required. Cody with a bachelor’s degree only.

Instead, he nodded.

“Proceed up the drive. Park in the guest circle. Someone will meet you.”

The gate opened.

My entire life had not prepared me for a gate opening because of me.

I drove through slowly.

The driveway curved between manicured lawns and olive trees. The mansion appeared gradually, like it wanted an entrance.

It was massive but not tacky. White stone, glass walls, dark wood, wide balconies, and clean lines that looked simple until you realized simplicity probably cost more than my entire apartment building. Beyond it, the ocean glittered under the afternoon sun.

I parked behind a silver car so expensive I did not recognize the brand, which felt like the car version of old money whispering, You wouldn’t know me.

For a moment, I just sat there.

My hands were damp on the wheel.

“What are we doing?” I whispered.

My reflection in the windshield looked back at me. Smooth skin. Pretty face. New jacket. Panic eyes.

I considered leaving.

Then the front door opened.

A woman in a cream suit stepped out. Mid-fifties maybe, neat dark hair, perfect posture. Maribel, I guessed. She descended the steps like she had never tripped in her life.

Leaving now would require reversing in a circle under surveillance, which felt socially impossible.

So I got out.

The air smelled like salt, trimmed grass, and money.

“Mr. Springs,” she said.

“Maribel?”

“Yes. Welcome.”

“Thanks. Your driveway is longer than my lease.”

Her face remained professionally neutral.

One day, I would make this woman laugh if it killed me.

She led me inside.

The foyer was ridiculous.

Not gold-everywhere ridiculous. Not reality-show ridiculous. It was worse because it was tasteful. High ceilings. Pale stone floors. A suspended light fixture that looked like frozen rain. A staircase floating along one wall. A huge abstract painting in blue and silver tones. Somewhere deeper in the house, water moved softly, like the mansion had its own emotional support fountain.

My sneakers made tiny sounds on the floor.

Too loud.

Everything in that house was quiet. Not empty quiet. Controlled quiet. The kind of quiet created by staff, money, and furniture no one was allowed to bump into.

I suddenly became aware of my body in the worst possible way.

My steps. My breathing. My hands. The fact that I did not know where to put them. The fact that my jacket was decent but not rich. The fact that my life had lint on it.

Maribel led me through a hallway lined with framed black-and-white photographs: desert landscapes, glass bottles, old family portraits, men in suits beside factory equipment, a younger man shaking hands with someone official-looking, and one image of a water bottle on a white table like it had just won an Oscar.

Savor Vida Crystal Water.

The logo appeared in several photos: elegant serif letters, a silver-blue droplet, tasteful enough to make regular water feel underdressed.

We reached a sitting room with ocean-facing windows and furniture arranged like nobody had ever watched television in it.

“Please wait here,” Maribel said. “Mr. De la Vega will join you shortly.”

“Sure.”

She left.

I stood because sitting felt like a trap.

There was a low table with a tray of glass water bottles. Savor Vida, of course. I considered taking one, then worried rich people counted water inventory. I kept my hands to myself.

Outside the window, the ocean looked calm and expensive.

I checked my phone. No messages. No job offers. One email rejection from a brand coordinator role in Santa Monica.

We appreciate your interest.

I laughed under my breath.

“Do you?”

“Something amusing?”

The voice came from behind me.

Deep. Smooth. Dry.

I turned.

And there he was.

Antonio De la Vega.

I knew it before anyone introduced him.

Some people entered rooms. Antonio occupied them like a legal decision.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, and dressed in a charcoal suit without a tie. Early thirties at most, though there was something older in the way he carried himself. He had dark hair, sharp cheekbones, warm brown skin, and a face so controlled it made smiling seem like a security breach. Everything about him looked intentional: the watch, the cufflinks, the posture, the silence.

Masculine in a way that did not need volume.

Rich in a way that did not need sparkle.

Handsome in a way that felt inconvenient for everyone nearby.

I hated that I noticed.

I also hated that my first thought was not danger or opportunity or ask about compensation.

It was: Oh, this man has never apologized to a chair for bumping into it.

“I got rejected from a job while standing in your ocean room,” I said, lifting my phone slightly. “So, yes. Life has timing.”

Antonio’s eyes moved over me.

Not leering. Assessing.

Somehow that was worse.

He looked at my face, my shoulders, my waist, my shoes, my height. I felt measured in units I did not understand.

Then he said, “You are smaller than I expected.”

The words landed clean and rude.

For a second, all my nervousness burned off.

I looked around the sitting room, at the tasteful furniture, the ocean view, the water bottles arranged like museum pieces, the silent billionaire prince of hydration judging my height in his perfect suit.

Then I looked back at him.

“You are ruder than your house.”

Something changed in his face.

Not a smile.

Almost.

The corner of his mouth moved like it had considered happiness and rejected the expense.

“Cody Springs,” he said.

“Antonio De la Vega, I assume.”

“You assume correctly.”

“Great. Then before this gets any weirder, can you tell me what kind of acting job requires a mansion, a gate, my skincare routine, and a height maximum?”

Antonio held my gaze for a long moment.

Then he gestured toward the chair across from him.

“Sit down, Mr. Springs.”

I glanced at the chair.

It looked expensive enough to have lawyers.

Still, I sat.

Antonio sat opposite me, unhurried, controlled, and terrifyingly calm.

The ocean glittered behind him.

The Savor Vida bottles shone on the table between us.

And I had the sudden, powerful feeling that whatever he was about to say was going to make the weird job listing seem normal.


Chapter 3
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ANTONIO DE LA VEGA had the kind of silence that made furniture behave. I sat across from him in a chair that probably cost more than my monthly rent, trying not to touch anything too aggressively. The ocean glittered behind him through floor-to-ceiling windows, all blue and rich and rude. Between us, a tray of glass bottles stood in perfect formation, each one labeled Savor Vida Crystal Water in silver lettering.

Even the water in that house looked like it had a trust fund.

Antonio did not rush.

He sat back, one ankle crossed over his knee, his charcoal suit falling perfectly around him like fabric respected his boundaries. He studied me with those dark, unreadable eyes, as if I were not a person but a problem he had already purchased the solution for.

I hated that he was handsome.

That felt unnecessary. If someone was going to be this arrogant, he should at least have had a weak chin or bad shoes. But no. The universe had given him cheekbones, shoulders, and the calm menace of a man who had never had to check his bank balance before ordering appetizers.

“So,” I said, because silence and I were not friends. “Do you always start interviews by insulting the applicant’s height, or was that a special package for me?”

His gaze did not move.

“I did not insult your height.”

“You said I was smaller than expected.”

“That was an observation.”

“Rich people do love rebranding.”

This time, the almost-smile came closer to happening. Still not a smile. More like his mouth had signed a nondisclosure agreement with amusement.

“Would you like water?” he asked.

I looked at the bottles.

“Is this a test?”

“No.”

“Because if I pick the wrong one, will your family lose a vineyard?”

“We do not own vineyards.”

“Yet.”

He reached for one bottle and poured water into a glass. Not for himself. For me.

I did not know why that unsettled me. Maybe because rude people were easier to hate when they stayed rude in clean, predictable lines. Antonio did not hand me the glass with warmth, exactly. He just placed it in front of me with the effortless precision of someone who had been taught manners by expensive professionals and emotional restraint by wolves.

“Thank you,” I said, because I had home training despite being raised by the government and vibes.

He nodded once.

Then he said, “My family owns Savor Vida Crystal Water.”

I glanced at the bottle again. “I gathered from the shrine.”

“It is not a shrine.”

“There are framed water bottles in your hallway.”

“There are framed campaign images in my hallway.”

“Of water bottles.”

His eyes narrowed slightly.

I took a sip because apparently I had a death wish.

The water was annoyingly good.

I tried not to react, but Antonio noticed. Of course he noticed. This man probably noticed interest rates changing in other rooms.

“Savor Vida began in Guadalajara,” he said. “My grandfather’s family handled distribution for mineral water companies in Jalisco before building their own bottling and import network. He moved part of the business into the United States in the eighties. My father expanded it into the luxury market. Hotels, private clubs, restaurants, airlines, high-end retail. We sell water to people who like being told their water has a story.”

“That is the most honest brand statement I have ever heard.”

“It is also profitable.”

“I assumed, from the furniture.”

He ignored that. “The company is now headquartered between Los Angeles and Mexico. My father, Ricardo, still chairs the board. My mother, Diana, manages philanthropic partnerships and cultural initiatives. My brothers are involved in operations and expansion.”

I heard brothers and immediately understood at least one of the reasons this man looked like he had never emotionally relaxed in his life.

“How many brothers?” I asked.

“Two. Eduardo and Patricio.”

“Those names sound like they own watches I’m not allowed to breathe near.”

“They own many watches.”

“Terrifying.”

“Eduardo is strategic,” Antonio said. “Patient. He smiles before he attacks. Patricio is less patient.”

“Does he attack before he smiles?”

“Usually.”

I set the glass down carefully. “Is this job about your brothers? Because I have to say, I am not trained in rich-family combat.”

“No. The job is about my grandfather.”

The room shifted.

Not literally. The ocean kept shining. The furniture kept behaving. But something in Antonio’s voice changed, just enough to make me stop joking for half a second.

“Your grandfather?” I asked.

“Emilio De la Vega. He built the trust structure for the family before he died. His intention was to prevent any one heir from taking money and abandoning family obligations.”

“Sounds reasonable.”

“It was not.”

I waited.

Antonio leaned back a little. “Each major inheritance provision is tied to milestones. Education. Work inside the family business. Public reputation. Marriage.”

I blinked.

“Marriage?”

“Yes.”

“As in love, rings, tax benefits, somebody crying during vows?”

“As in legally married.”

“Wow.” I laughed once. “Your family really said romance but make it a hostage situation.”

Antonio’s face remained calm, but his fingers moved once against the armrest.

“My grandfather believed marriage stabilized men.”

“That is a bold opinion from a dead guy controlling money.”

“Correct.”

The answer was so flat I almost laughed again.

Antonio looked toward the windows, not at the ocean exactly, but through it, as if the water outside had offended him years ago and he still had notes.

“My trust releases fully when I marry. Until then, I receive controlled distributions. Enough to live comfortably. Not enough to remove myself from the business structure or family oversight.”

“Define comfortably.”

His eyes returned to me.

“No.”

“Fair.”

“The full release is one hundred million dollars.”

I stopped breathing in a normal way.

One hundred million dollars.

There were numbers so large they stopped being money and started being weather. A hundred million was not a bank balance. It was a climate. It was a private island with feelings. It was generational oxygen.

I tried to be cool about it.

I failed.

“One hundred million,” I repeated.

“Yes.”

“As in dollars?”

“As opposed to?”

“I don’t know. Rich people points. Bottled water miles.”

“It is dollars.”

I looked around the room again.

Suddenly the furniture made more sense and less sense at the same time.

“So you need to get married,” I said slowly, “to access a hundred-million-dollar trust. And your brothers want you to fail.”

“They want leverage. If I fail to satisfy the condition before the review window closes, parts of the trust become subject to family board oversight. Eduardo would argue that I am unstable, unserious, and unfit to manage independent assets. Patricio would echo him badly but loudly.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It is.”

“Why not just marry someone normal?”

For the first time, Antonio looked at me like I had said something genuinely foolish.

“Normal people are the most complicated.”

I lifted one hand. “As a normal person, rude.”

“You are not normal.”

“Also rude.”

“You answered a suspicious job listing and drove to a stranger’s mansion.”

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

“Okay, but I’m unemployed. That’s different.”

“It is relevant.”

Something about the way he said that made heat crawl up my neck.

Relevant.

Not unfortunate. Not sad. Relevant.

I had the sudden, sharp feeling that Antonio had not invited me there because I was charming or funny or secretly special. He had invited me because my life had cracks in it, and rich people loved finding cracks they could call doors.

I sat straighter.

“What do you actually want from me?” I asked.

Antonio held my gaze.

“I need a bride.”

The sentence landed between us, absurd and heavy.

For one second, I just stared at him.

Then I laughed.

I could not help it. The laugh escaped too loudly for the expensive room. It bounced off the tasteful walls and probably lowered the property value.

Antonio did not laugh.

That made it worse.

“Oh,” I said, wiping at one eye. “You’re serious.”

“Yes.”

“You need a bride.”

“Yes.”

“And this is where I come in because…”

I waited for the sensible answer.

None came.

Antonio said, “Because you match the profile.”

The silence after that sentence had teeth.

I leaned back slowly.

“No,” I said.

“I have not explained.”

“You said bride and looked at me. Explanation complete.”

“Not complete.”

“I’m a guy.”

“I am aware.”

“Great. We’re both aware. Love alignment.”

Antonio reached for a folder on the side table. I had not noticed it before. Of course there was a folder. Men like Antonio never ruined lives without printed materials.

He opened it and removed several pages. I saw headings, notes, photographs, what looked like a résumé printout, and, horrifyingly, one of my fitness modeling pictures from a gym campaign.

“Is that me holding vanilla protein?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Why do you have that?”

“It was publicly available.”

“That doesn’t make it less creepy.”

“It makes it legal.”

“Again, rich people rebranding.”

He slid one page toward me.

I did not touch it.

“Your height is useful,” he said. “Your build is compact but fit. Your facial structure is soft enough to adapt with styling. Your skin photographs well. You have experience in front of cameras, but not enough public visibility to attract unwanted attention. You have corporate manners without strong corporate prospects. You are socially flexible. You have no immediate family who would question relocation.”

Each sentence hit harder than the last.

Compact.

Soft enough.

No immediate family.

Corporate manners without corporate prospects.

He was describing my life like an inventory list. Like I was a car sample from Wow Wheels with axle drag and market potential.

I felt my jaw tighten.

“You researched me.”

“Yes.”

“Before I agreed to come here?”

“Yes.”

“That is insane.”

“It is due diligence.”

“It is stalking with stationery.”

Antonio’s expression did not change, but his voice sharpened slightly. “Mr. Springs, the position involves substantial legal, financial, and reputational risk. I do not meet candidates blindly.”

“Candidates for what? Being your wife?”

“Publicly, yes.”

My stomach dropped.

Not because I had not understood.

Because now I did.

He continued, calm as death.

“You would be trained, styled, and introduced as Colette Springs. My fiancée first. Then my wife.”

The name struck me strangely.

Colette Springs.

My last name wearing perfume.

For half a second, my brain did something stupid and visual. It imagined the name in elegant script on thick paper. Colette. Softer than Cody. More expensive. The kind of name that knew how to sit with crossed ankles and order wine without panicking.

Then horror caught up.

“No,” I said again, but this time it came out quieter.

Antonio watched me carefully.

“You would live here or in a private residence we provide. You would receive wardrobe, training, medical and cosmetic support as agreed upon, etiquette coaching, appearance guidance, and compensation well above market rate. The marriage would last through the trust review period and any required public appearances after. The contract would include confidentiality, payment structure, protection, exit terms, and penalties for disclosure.”

My skin went cold.

Medical and cosmetic support.

Appearance guidance.

Wife.

Colette.

I stood up.

The chair made a soft sound against the floor. Even my panic was quiet in that house.

“Okay,” I said. “No. Absolutely not.”

Antonio remained seated.

“You have not heard the compensation.”

“That is because I still have a soul.”

“Do you also have rent?”

I stared at him.

He looked back without apology.

The room went very still.

There were a lot of things I could joke through. My height. My unemployment. My ugly sketches. My credit card debt. My life collapsing in a parking lot while a toy company died behind me.

But something about Antonio saying rent in that calm voice made me want to throw the fancy water at his fancy face.

“You don’t get to do that,” I said.

“Do what?”

“Use my situation like it’s a handle.”

“It is part of the situation.”

“It’s my life.”

“Yes,” he said. “Which is why you came.”

The truth of that made me hate him more.

I had come because I was scared. I had come because job sites hated me, because my bank account was bleeding, because I had no one to call, because the word lucrative had reached into my panic and pulled me through a gate.

I had come voluntarily.

That did not mean I wanted to be dissected.

“I thought this was acting,” I said.

“It is.”

“No, acting is pretending to be a waiter in a commercial. Acting is crying in a student film. Acting is telling people cauliflower rice is delicious. This is—” I gestured wildly because words had temporarily resigned. “This is something else.”

“It is a role.”

“It’s a life.”

“A temporary one.”

“A wife is not a temporary prop.”

His eyes flicked, and for the first time, I saw irritation.

“I am not looking for a prop.”

“No, you’re looking for a loophole with cheekbones.”

That landed.

A little.

I saw it in the brief stillness of his face.

Then he closed the folder.

“You are upset.”

“Wow. Productive observation.”

“Understandably.”

“Do not validate me in that voice.”

“What voice?”

“The one that sounds like you’re approving a wire transfer.”

He exhaled through his nose. Not quite a laugh. Maybe the ghost of one.

I hated that I noticed.

“I understand this is unusual,” he said.

“Unusual is pineapple on pizza. This is a billionaire fairy tale having a nervous breakdown.”

“I am not a billionaire.”

“You are mansion-adjacent to billionaire. It counts.”

“The trust is substantial. My existing assets are separate.”

“Oh, sorry, I misclassified your wealth trauma.”

This time, he did look almost amused.

Then he ruined it by saying, “Sit down.”

“No.”

“Please.”

That word surprised me.

It did not sound warm. It sounded like it had been dragged out of him by force. But it was there.

I should have left.

Instead, because I was an idiot with debt and curiosity, I sat down again.

Not comfortably. I perched on the edge of the chair like I might need to flee or become a bird.

Antonio leaned forward.

“I am not asking you to decide today.”

“Generous, considering I’m still processing being cast as your wife.”

“I am asking you to listen.”

“I am listening with hostility.”

“That is acceptable.”

“Good.”

He reached for the water bottle, poured himself half a glass, then did not drink it.

“My brothers believe I am the weakest point in the family structure,” he said. “They are not entirely wrong. I do not want what they want. Eduardo wants power. Patricio wants access. My father wants continuity. My mother wants peace. I want distance.”

“From your family?”

“From the company. From obligations built before I was born. From being told that because my grandfather sold water successfully, I owe my life to glass bottles and board votes.”

There was something real in his voice then.

Not soft, exactly. But less polished.

For the first time, I saw a crack under the suit.

Tiny.

Annoying.

Human.

“I thought rich people loved family businesses,” I said.

“People love them when they are not born inside them.”

Fair.

I thought about Wow Wheels. How proud I had been to belong to a company for three days after my promotion. How fast belonging had turned to cardboard boxes.

Maybe every dream looked different from the inside.

Antonio continued. “If I marry, the trust releases. Once released, it is mine. Not subject to my brothers’ maneuvering. Not dependent on my father’s approval. I can step away from daily company involvement. Travel. Invest privately. Live without every decision becoming a family referendum.”

“Must be hard,” I said before I could stop myself.

His eyes narrowed.

I knew it sounded sarcastic. It partly was. Poor little rich man wanted freedom from his hundred million. Tragic. Someone alert charity.

But another part of me understood in a way I did not want to.

Being trapped was being trapped, even when the cage had ocean views.

Antonio did not defend himself. That was worse.

He only said, “Yes.”

I looked away first.

“So hire an actress,” I said. “A professional. Someone who knows how to do… all this. Whatever this is.”

“I considered it.”

“And?”

“Actresses have agents. Friends. ambitions. Public histories. Some negotiate for visibility. Some expect emotional involvement. Some believe arrangements can become real. Some talk when they are angry.”

“You make women sound like software bugs.”

“I make people sound like risks because, in this context, they are.”

“And I’m not a risk?”

“You are a smaller one.”

I laughed, but it came out bitter.

“Because I’m desperate?”

“Yes.”

At least he did not lie.

That was not a virtue. It was just cleaner cruelty.

“Because I’m short?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Because I have no family?”

“Yes.”

“Because I’m apparently soft enough to adapt?”

“Yes.”

I leaned back.

The words should not have stung as much as they did. I had heard versions of them before. Pretty boy. Small. Smooth. Cute. Not intimidating. The kind of guy photographers placed near taller models to create contrast. The kind of guy women called adorable and men either ignored or tested.

But Antonio made those traits sound functional.

Useful.

Purchasable.

“And because I’m a man,” I said.

He paused.

There it was.

The quiet center of the whole insane thing.

I looked at him, and he looked back.

“Why?” I asked. “Why would you hire a guy to be your bride? Why not just find a woman you don’t like and pay her to sign papers? Rich people have been doing worse things forever.”

Antonio’s expression turned unreadable again.

“I know myself,” he said.

Something about the sentence made my stomach tighten.

He said it like a verdict.

“I will not become emotionally entangled with a man.”

For a second, I did not move.

Then I understood the full shape of it.

Not just the job. Not just the training. Not just the mansion and the NDA and the height requirement.

He wanted me because he thought I was safe.

Not safe like trusted.

Safe like impossible.

A person he could put in a dress, place beside him at dinner, marry on paper, smile next to for photographs, maybe even call his wife in front of family, all while believing desire would never complicate the transaction. Because underneath whatever styling and softness and name they gave me, I would still be a man.

And that meant, to him, untouchable.

Unlovable.

Unriskable.

The slap of it was not physical, but my face heated anyway.

I stood again.

This time, slower.

Antonio watched me.

“I think we’re done,” I said.

“Mr. Springs—”

“No.” My voice shook, which annoyed me, so I made it louder. “No, you don’t get to Mr. Springs me after that.”

His jaw tightened.

“I did not intend to offend you.”

“You intended to buy me. The offense was included.”

“That is not what this is.”

“That is exactly what this is.”

“It is a contract.”

“It is a rich man hiring a desperate guy because he thinks the desperate guy is too pathetic to be dangerous and too male to be loved.”

The words hung there.

Antonio’s face changed.

Not much. But enough.

The first real emotion I saw on him might have been anger.

Good.

I wanted him angry. It was better than calm. Calm made him feel like a bank. Anger made him feel like someone who could be insulted, which meant he was alive.

“You are mischaracterizing the offer,” he said.

“Oh, am I? Let me try again. You want to turn me into Colette Springs, mystery bride, because I’m short, pretty, unemployed, conveniently orphaned, and apparently not someone you could ever accidentally have feelings for.”

His silence confirmed too much.

My throat tightened, but I smiled anyway because that was what I did when something hurt.

“Do I get a sash?”

“Cody.”

My name sounded different in his mouth.

Too direct.

Too intimate for someone who had just reduced me to a loophole.

“No,” I said. “You don’t get that either.”

He stood.

God, he was tall.

Not cartoonishly tall. Just tall enough that my body noticed and resented him. He did not step toward me, but the room felt smaller anyway.

“The compensation would change your life,” he said.

I laughed once.

“You know what? I believe you. That’s the problem.”

He looked at me carefully.

“It would clear your debts. Provide housing. Medical care. A significant payment upfront. A larger bonus after the trust review. Enough for you to pursue your business idea.”

My heart betrayed me by reacting.

Business idea.

Little Legends Garage flashed in my mind. The ugly sketch taped to my wall. The line underneath. Every small car deserves a big story.

I hated Antonio for somehow standing close enough to that dream to touch it.

“How do you know about my business idea?” I asked.

“Your notebook appeared in one of your public posts.”

My blood went cold.

“What?”

He turned a page in the folder and showed me a screenshot.

It was from a photo I had posted months ago at Wow Wheels. A casual desk picture. Coffee, samples, notebook open in the corner. The words Little Legends Garage were blurry but visible if someone zoomed in like an absolute psychopath.

“You zoomed in on my notebook?”

“My team did.”

“Oh, that makes it normal.”

“You have interesting concepts.”

The compliment hit wrong because I wanted it.

I wanted anyone to say that my toy-car ideas mattered. Even him. Especially not him. It was humiliating how quickly a little validation could crawl under my armor.

I looked away.

Antonio noticed. Again.

“You are not without ambition,” he said. “You are without capital.”

That was so accurate I wanted to commit a small crime.

“Stop talking like you’re narrating my autopsy.”

“I am offering a solution.”

“You’re offering a costume and a ring.”

“I am offering money, protection, and time.”

“And what do I give you?”

“Discretion. Cooperation. Public appearances. Marriage.”

I shook my head, laughing under my breath because if I did not laugh, I might cry, and I refused to give him that. “You hear yourself, right?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re fine with it?”

“No.”

That stopped me.

Antonio looked toward the windows again.

For one second, his face did not look arrogant.

It looked tired.

“I am not fine with needing anything,” he said. “That includes this.”

The honesty landed harder than it should have.

Then I remembered he was still insane.

“You need therapy,” I said.

“Probably.”

“And a normal wife.”

“Normal wives want normal husbands.”

“Have you tried being normal?”

“No.”

“Could be your problem.”

Something like amusement moved through his eyes, then disappeared.

“If you refuse,” he said, “you leave today. You sign nothing beyond the visitor NDA. You owe me nothing. The offer remains available for two weeks.”

“Why two weeks?”

“Because after that, I move to another candidate.”

Another candidate.

Of course there were others.

I should have felt relieved. Instead, I felt weirdly insulted, which was stupid because I was actively rejecting the role of emergency bride.

“Great,” I said. “Good luck to Bachelor Number Two.”

“There are no bachelors.”

“Contestants. Victims. Soft-featured finalists. Whatever.”

Antonio’s mouth twitched again.

I pointed at him.

“Do not almost-smile at me. This is not charming.”

“I did not say it was.”

“Good.”

I grabbed my phone from the table.

My hands were shaking slightly, so I shoved them into my jacket pockets and hoped he did not notice.

He noticed.

Of course he did.

“Maribel can arrange transportation if you prefer not to drive upset,” he said.

That was almost considerate.

I hated it.

“I drove here poor. I can drive home offended.”

“Very well.”

He moved toward the sitting room entrance, presumably to escort me out like a civilized kidnapper. I followed, trying not to walk too quickly because nothing said emotional victory like fleeing a mansion at half-jog.

The hallway seemed longer on the way out.

I passed the framed Savor Vida photographs again. The family portraits. The glass bottles. The old images of Guadalajara distribution trucks and men shaking hands beside crates of water. A whole empire built out of thirst and branding.

At the foyer, Maribel appeared as if summoned by household telepathy.

“Mr. Springs will be leaving,” Antonio said.

Maribel nodded. If she had opinions about failed bride negotiations, her face did not reveal them.

“Thank you for coming, Mr. Springs.”

“Sure,” I said. “Beautiful house. Deeply alarming employment opportunity.”

Maribel blinked.

Antonio, behind me, made the smallest sound.

Not a laugh.

But close enough to haunt me.

The front doors opened.

Outside, the afternoon sun hit my face. The ocean air was cool, but my whole body felt hot with anger and embarrassment and something else I refused to name.

I reached the guest circle and stopped beside my car.

My poor little car looked ridiculous there, surrounded by wealth and landscaping. It had a scratch on the passenger door, a rattling engine, and one hubcap that did not match because I had made choices.

For a second, I loved it intensely.

At least my car was honest about being a mess.

I opened the door.

“Mr. Springs.”

I turned.

Antonio stood a few feet away at the bottom of the steps. He had not followed me all the way, but he was close enough for his voice to carry.

I raised my eyebrows. “If this is where you offer me a glass slipper, I’m calling the police.”

He ignored that.

“The offer is real.”

“So was the insult.”

His gaze held mine.

“You would be protected.”

The words irritated me because some traitorous part of me wanted to know what that felt like.

Protected.

Not handled. Not used. Not assessed.

Protected.

But coming from him, it sounded like another expensive cage.

“I don’t need your protection,” I said.

It was a lie.

We both knew it.

That made me hate him again.

Antonio did not call me on it. He only said, “Two weeks.”

I got into my car and shut the door harder than necessary.

The engine started after one dramatic cough.

Excellent. Even my car wanted to add tension.

I backed out of the guest circle carefully because I refused to hit a billionaire shrub and become a cautionary tale. As I drove down the long driveway, the mansion shrank in my rearview mirror, white stone and glass and ocean light, looking less like a house than a decision I had survived.

The gate opened.

I drove through.

For about five minutes, I felt incredible.

Morally superior. Spiritually tall. Financially doomed, yes, but ethically radiant.

I had refused a rich man’s insane offer. I had defended my dignity. I had walked away from being turned into a contractual bride named Colette. I had looked Antonio De la Vega in his stupid handsome face and said no.

I was proud.

Genuinely.

Gloriously.

For five whole minutes.

Then my phone buzzed in the cup holder.

At a red light, I glanced down.

Tesla Card: Payment reminder. Minimum payment due in 5 days.

The light turned green.

Someone honked behind me.

I kept staring at the notification.

Five days.

My dignity sat in the driver’s seat wearing a new jacket I had bought on credit. My bank account had the energy of a dying houseplant. My inbox was a graveyard of automated rejection. My dream was taped to a kitchen wall in a studio apartment I might not be able to keep.

And somewhere behind me, in a mansion overlooking the Pacific Ocean, an arrogant man had just offered me enough money to change everything.

All I had to do was become his wife.

I drove forward because traffic laws still existed during personal collapse.

“Absolutely not,” I said out loud.

The phone buzzed again.

Low balance warning.

I laughed once, sharp and miserable.

“Absolutely not,” I repeated.

This time, I sounded less convincing.


Chapter 4
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FOR THE FIRST twenty-four hours after leaving Antonio De la Vega’s mansion, I became the most principled unemployed man in California. I was noble. Untouchable. Morally sculpted from marble. Every time I thought about his offer, I said no out loud.

“No,” I said while brushing my teeth.

“No,” I said while making coffee.

“No,” I said while looking at my bank account and immediately closing the app because I believed in emotional boundaries.

By noon, I had elevated the refusal into a full personality.

I was not the kind of man who could be bought. I was not a prop in some rich man’s inheritance circus. I was not going to let a gorgeous, emotionally frozen water prince put me in a dress, rename me Colette, and parade me through his family like a limited-edition wife.

Absolutely not.

Then my landlord texted.

Hey Cody, just checking in for next month. Rent due on the 1st as usual. Thanks.

I stared at the message.

“Still no,” I told my phone.

My phone, being an object of violence, immediately displayed another notification from the Tesla card app.

Minimum payment due in 4 days.

I turned the screen facedown on the table.

“Everyone’s obsessed with me,” I said to my empty apartment.

The apartment did not laugh. It had never been supportive.

I opened my laptop and returned to the job hunt with the grim determination of a man who had rejected a hundred-million-dollar-adjacent nightmare and now needed capitalism to reward his integrity.

Capitalism did not.

By the end of that day, I had applied to twelve jobs and been rejected by three of them before dinner.

One rejection arrived so quickly I briefly wondered if the hiring software had a personal grudge.

Thank you for your interest in the Associate Product Coordinator role. After reviewing your qualifications, we have decided not to move forward.

Reviewing.

The email had arrived four minutes after I applied.

Unless they had hired a speed-reading psychic, nobody reviewed anything.

I leaned back in my chair and looked at the taped sketch on my wall.

Little Legends Garage looked back at me with its crooked wheels and tragic roofline.

“I should have made you a law degree,” I told it.

The next morning, I woke up to an email from Rhea, my fitness-modeling contact.

CODY BABE! QUICK PAID GIG. MEN’S BODY WASH SOCIAL CAMPAIGN. NEED BOYISH FIT CLEAN VIBE. $150 HALF DAY. POSSIBLE USAGE EXTENSION BUT NO GUARANTEE. INTERESTED?

One hundred fifty dollars.

For half a day.

To hold body wash and look like I knew what sandalwood meant.

I stared at the email for a long time.

Before Wow Wheels collapsed, I would have rolled my eyes, said yes, and used the money for groceries, gas, maybe a hoodie I did not need. Now, one hundred fifty dollars felt like someone tossing a paper towel at a house fire.

I typed:

Sure, I’m available.

Then I sat there, hating the word sure.

Sure, I’ll smile.

Sure, I’ll flex.

Sure, I’ll be boyish but fit, smooth but masculine, clean but not too pretty, whatever shape the camera needs as long as the check clears.

That was the thing that made Antonio’s offer so poisonous. It was not completely foreign. It was not like he had looked at me and invented the idea that my body could be adjusted for someone else’s purposes.

The world had been doing that in smaller, cheaper ways for years.

Antonio had just said the quiet part in a mansion.

And offered better lighting.

“No,” I said again.

But this time, I sounded tired.

The body wash shoot was in a studio in Culver City with concrete floors, white backdrops, and a photographer who wore a beanie indoors. They put me in gray joggers, no shirt, and sprayed my torso with water while a fan blew cold air at me.

“Think fresh,” the photographer said.

I looked into the camera and thought about debt.

“Less haunted,” he added.

I adjusted.

During a break, I checked my email. Two more rejections. One from a marketing assistant role. One from a toy company in Pasadena.

The toy company rejection hurt enough that I had to put the phone away and pretend the body wash fumes were making my eyes water.

When the shoot ended, Rhea hugged me and said, “You look amazing, babe. You should be booking so much more.”

“From your mouth to anyone’s payroll,” I said.

She laughed, then got distracted by another model with better abs and left me standing by a rack of damp towels.

I drove home smelling like cedar, citrus, and humiliation.

That night, I tried to sketch.

I told myself it would calm me. It used to calm me. Back at Wow Wheels, when product meetings got too loud or Brad said something like “play-pattern amplification,” I would sneak ten minutes with my notebook and draw little cars that made no sense but made me happy.

Now the pencil felt heavy.

I sketched a tiny roadster with exaggerated fenders, trying to imagine it as part of Little Legends Garage. A first car. A survivor car. Something small but brave.

It came out looking like a beetle with structural anxiety.

I erased the front wheel so hard the paper thinned.

I tried again.

Worse.

Again.

Somehow, even worse.

The fourth attempt looked like a potato escaping prison.

I slammed the pencil down.

“Antonio would love this,” I muttered.

That made me angrier because I had said his name without meaning to.

I could hear him perfectly.

Your proportions need discipline.

Or worse:

Passion and skill are not the same thing.

I grabbed the page and nearly tore it out.

My fingers tightened.

The paper bent.

For one second, destruction felt clean. Rip the ugly sketches. Throw away the stupid dream. Stop wanting things that required money, talent, time, or anyone taking me seriously.

Then I saw the line at the top.

Little Legends Garage.

I did not tear it.

I dropped the notebook on the table and stood so fast the chair scraped the floor.

My apartment felt too small for my panic.

I paced from the kitchen to the couch to the window and back again. Fourteen steps each way. I knew because I counted. Counting felt better than thinking.

At step forty-two, my phone rang.

Unknown number.

My heart did something annoying.

I knew.

I knew before I answered.

Still, I answered.

“Hello?”

“Mr. Springs.”

Antonio.

Of course.

His voice came through the line calm and rich and completely unwelcome.

I closed my eyes.

“No.”

“I have not asked anything.”

“I’m saving us time.”

“I prefer accuracy.”

“I prefer not being recruited as a wife.”

A pause.

Then, “You are emotional.”

My eyes opened.

“Oh, fantastic. You called to die.”

“I called to clarify the terms.”

“No, you called because you’re used to getting what you want, and I disrupted your hydration empire.”

“My family sells water. We are not an empire.”

“You have a gate. You’re an empire.”

“I am prepared to increase the upfront payment.”

The words landed too sharply.

I looked at the notebook on the table. The failed sketch. The rent text. The Tesla payment. The body wash money that would vanish before it touched anything meaningful.

“How much?” I asked.

Then I hated myself.

Antonio named a number.

I stopped pacing.

It was more money than I had ever had at one time. More than I had made in months of modeling gigs. Enough to pay the Tesla minimum, rent, groceries, utilities, and still breathe.

Not enough to justify becoming a fake wife.

Obviously.

Absolutely.

Probably.

“No,” I said.

“You asked how much.”

“I was gathering information for the memoir.”

“You are refusing without considering the practical benefits.”

“I considered them. Then I remembered the part where you want to turn me into Colette Springs like I’m a limited-edition beverage launch.”

“You would be compensated for your time and cooperation.”

“You make it sound like jury duty with lip gloss.”

“It is more complicated than that.”

“No kidding.”

He exhaled, barely audible.

I could picture him in that mansion, probably standing by a window, holding some expensive phone, looking mildly inconvenienced by my humanity.

“The offer is generous,” he said.

“It is generous in the way a shark is generous with ocean space.”

Silence.

Then, quietly, “That metaphor is not as effective as you think.”

“It’s effective to me.”

“You are making decisions from pride.”

“And you’re making decisions from whatever happens when a spreadsheet gets abs.”

This time, there was a real pause.

I smiled despite myself.

Got him.

“A spreadsheet,” he said.

“With abs.”

“I see.”

“Do you? Emotionally?”

“Your insults are inconsistent.”

“Your proposal includes an arranged fake marriage and appearance training. I think my insults are doing fine.”

Another pause.

Then, to my horror, he sounded almost amused.

“I will call again tomorrow.”

“Do not.”

“I will.”

“I will block you.”

“You will not.”

The arrogance of that should have offended me more. It did offend me. But underneath the offense was the terrible fact that he was probably right.

I needed to know if the number would go up.

I hated myself for wondering.

“Goodbye, Antonio.”

“Goodbye, Cody.”

He hung up first.

I stared at the phone.

The way he said my name irritated me.

Too calm. Too certain. Like it was already written somewhere in one of his folders.

I did not block him.

The next day, he called at 6:10 p.m.

I let it ring three times because I had dignity.

Then I answered.

“No.”

“Good evening.”

“No, but evening.”

“I reviewed your concerns.”

“My concerns are that you are insane.”

“I reviewed the actionable ones.”

“Of course you did.”

He explained additional protections. Separate bedroom. Personal spending account. Medical consent required for any treatment. Legal representation provided. Confidentiality mutual. No physical intimacy required. Public appearances scheduled in advance. Housing included. Wardrobe included. Training included.

He sounded like he was presenting a benefits package.

I listened while eating instant noodles from a mug.

The contrast was personally violent.

“No,” I said when he finished.

“You are still refusing.”

“I know. I was there.”

“Why?”

“Because I am not a pet.”

“I did not call you a pet.”

“No, pets get unconditional love and matching sweaters. Your offer is worse.”

“You would have autonomy within the agreed structure.”

“Autonomy within the agreed structure is what prisons say when they add yoga.”

He went quiet.

I smiled into my noodles.

“You are determined to misunderstand,” he said.

“You are determined to buy a bride on Indeed.”

“It was not Indeed.”

“Not the point.”

“The listing was private.”

“Again, not the point.”

He called again two days later.

Then again after that.

Antonio did not beg. He did not sweet-talk. He did not flatter me except by accident, which was somehow worse. He negotiated like he was acquiring a company that kept making jokes.

He refined terms.

I refused.

He increased compensation.

I refused.

He mentioned housing.

I refused.

He mentioned that I could use part of the money for my toy-car concept.

I refused, but not as quickly.

The calls became a ritual I pretended to hate more than I did.

At 7 p.m., my phone would ring. Sometimes unknown number. Sometimes the same private line. I would stare at it for a few seconds, tell myself not to answer, then answer like a clown putting on makeup.

“No.”

“You answer the phone strangely.”

“You call strangely.”

“I have a proposal.”

“You always have a proposal.”

“That is the nature of negotiations.”

“This is not Shark Tank.”

“No. Shark Tank involves worse suits.”

“Did you just make a joke?”

“No.”

“You did.”

“I made an observation.”

“You’re healing.”

“I am hanging up.”

He did not hang up.

Neither did I.

The worst part was that he was not stupid.

Cold, yes. Arrogant, absolutely. Rich in a way that should require a permit. But not stupid.

When I argued, he listened. Not warmly. Not gently. But precisely. If I said I did not want to be medically altered without consent, the next call included consent language. If I said I did not want to be humiliated in front of staff, he said staff would be bound by strict confidentiality and inappropriate conduct would result in dismissal. If I said I would not be touched, he said physical contact would be limited to public appearances and only as discussed.

He treated every emotional objection like a contract clause waiting to be cleaned.

That should have made him less infuriating.

It made him more.

Because if he could understand the lines, why could he not understand the wound?

“You keep fixing the terms,” I told him on the fifth call. “But the problem is not just the terms.”

“Then state the problem clearly.”

“You looked at me and saw a loophole.”

Silence.

That was the first time he did not answer quickly.

I sat on my couch with my feet tucked under me, the apartment dark except for the glow of my laptop. The job board was open. So was my bank account. One was hopeless. The other was rude.

Antonio finally said, “I saw a candidate who could solve a problem.”

“That’s not better.”

“No,” he admitted. “It is not.”

That disarmed me more than any apology would have.

I wanted him to argue. I wanted him to be cruel enough that refusing him stayed easy.

Instead, he said things like that.

Almost human things.

“Why do you not just marry Trinity?” I asked, though I had no idea who Trinity was yet. The name had appeared once in an article I found while panic-googling him: Antonio De la Vega attends Savor Vida gala with longtime family friend Trinity Perez.

Another silence.

“How much did you research?” he asked.

“Oh, so when you do it, it’s due diligence, but when I do it, it’s a crime?”

“Trinity is not an option.”

“Why? She’s beautiful, rich, and seems like she knows what fork to fear.”

“She wants more than I can give.”

“A personality?”

“A real marriage.”

That stopped me.

I looked down at my knees.

“Oh.”

“Yes.”

For once, I did not joke right away.

Because there it was again. The cruel logic. The thing that made me useful.

A woman like Trinity could want him. Could expect him. Could become real.

I, apparently, could not.

I should have said no and hung up.

Instead, I said, “And you think I won’t?”

“I think you will remember the arrangement.”

“Because I’m a man.”

“Yes.”

The word hit less violently than the first time, but it still hit.

I swallowed.

“You are very good at saying terrible things calmly.”

“I am not trying to hurt you.”

“Imagine if you were.”

His voice lowered slightly. “Cody.”

I hated how my name sounded different when he said it quietly.

I hated that I noticed the quiet.

I hung up.

The calls continued.

The rejections continued too.

By the second week, desperation had become background noise. It hummed under everything. Under coffee. Under showers. Under my attempts to sleep. Under the body wash scent that somehow lingered on my skin like poverty’s cologne.

My severance dwindled.

Rent loomed.

The Tesla card payment hit, and I paid the minimum with money that should have gone to groceries. I celebrated by eating peanut butter from a spoon and calling it protein.

The fitness-modeling agency sent another offer.

This one was for a discount men’s underwear brand doing a “relatable bodies” campaign.

The rate was low. The usage terms were bad. The concept deck used phrases like everyday masculinity and approachable confidence, which meant they wanted me to stand in briefs in a fake bedroom and look like I had opinions about laundry detergent.

I stared at the email.

I imagined the photos living online forever, my body selling cotton blends for less than my monthly car insurance.

I almost said yes.

Then I cried.

Not dramatically. No soundtrack. No sliding down the wall. Just one exhausted, humiliating burst of tears at my kitchen table, right in front of the Little Legends Garage sketch.

“Great,” I said, wiping my face with the heel of my hand. “We’re doing moisture now.”

I did not reply to Rhea.

Instead, I opened my notebook.

Sketching had become a form of punishment, but I kept trying because not trying felt worse. I drew another car. A little city coupe with sleek lines and a roof shaped like motion.

It came out childish.

Again.

The hood was too long. The wheels were uneven. The perspective collapsed halfway through like it had received bad news.

I pressed the pencil harder.

The lead snapped.

Something in me snapped with it.

I tore the page out halfway before stopping.

The rip cut through the front bumper.

For a moment, I just stared.

Then I folded the torn page carefully and placed it beside the first sketch, as if organizing my failures made them less sad.

My phone buzzed.

Antonio.

I answered, not because I wanted to, but because anger was easier than crying.

“No.”

“You sound upset.”

“Wow. Are you a detective?”

“What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Cody.”

“Do not use my name like you have rights to it.”

A pause.

Then, “Did someone hurt you?”

The question was so unexpected that I laughed.

“No. Unless you count the job market, capitalism, and my own lack of formal education.”

“I count all three.”

That made me laugh again, for real this time, and I hated him for causing it.

“What do you want, Antonio?”

“The same answer I wanted yesterday.”

“And I’m giving you the same answer.”

“No.”

“Correct.”

“This is inefficient.”

“You’re inefficient.”

“I am many things. Inefficient is not one of them.”

“Emotionally, you are a broken printer.”

He went quiet.

Then, very dryly, “That was better than spreadsheet with abs.”

“I’ve had time.”

“You should use that creativity for your car designs.”

My throat tightened.

I looked at the ripped sketch.

“Don’t.”

“I meant it.”

“You don’t get to be supportive between attempts to purchase my gender presentation.”

“I am not purchasing your gender presentation.”

“Then what are you purchasing?”

Silence.

Finally, he said, “Time. Discretion. Performance.”

“That sounds like gender presentation wearing a fake mustache.”

“Cody.”

“No. I’m tired.” The words came out before I could make them funny. “I’m tired of being qualified only when someone needs my face. I’m tired of being too inexperienced for jobs I can do and somehow perfect for things that make me feel insane. I’m tired of people looking at me and seeing smooth skin and small bones and no family and thinking, convenient.”

The silence afterward felt different.

Not empty.

Listening.

When Antonio spoke again, his voice had lost some of its edge.

“I cannot change why the offer began.”

“No, you can’t.”

“I can make sure you are not mistreated within it.”

“That’s not the same.”

“No,” he said. “It is not.”

I closed my eyes.

Why did he keep doing that? Admitting just enough truth to make hating him complicated.

“I’m still saying no,” I whispered.

“I know.”

“Then why do you keep calling?”

“Because you keep answering.”

I opened my eyes.

The worst part was that I smiled.

Small. Exhausted. Against my will.

“Goodbye, Antonio.”

“Goodbye, Cody.”

After that call, I did not hear from him for two days.

I told myself that was good.

Peace. Freedom. No mansion man treating my life like a merger. No voice in my phone making absurdity sound practical. No temptation. No insult. No strange almost-laughter at my jokes.

It was good.

It was also quiet.

Too quiet.

Without Antonio’s calls, all I had were rejections.

And on the thirteenth day after the mansion, I got the one that finished me.

It was from a toy company.

Not as big as Wow Wheels. Not glamorous. A mid-sized educational toy brand in Orange County that made STEM kits, puzzle cars, and build-your-own racing sets. The position was Junior Product Development Assistant.

I wanted it badly.

Painfully.

It was not supervisor level. It was not high-paying. It would barely cover my bills if I budgeted like a monk with coupons. But it was toys. Product development. A door back into the world I loved.

I had spent an entire afternoon tailoring my résumé. I wrote a cover letter about Wow Wheels, sample coordination, kid-focused play patterns, and my belief that vehicles could carry stories, not just roll across floors. I even attached a small portfolio of concept notes.

Not the bad drawings. I had self-respect.

Mostly.

The rejection came at 8:47 p.m.

Dear Cody,

That was how I knew it would hurt. The automated ones never used my name so gently.

Thank you for your thoughtful application. We were impressed by your enthusiasm and product instincts. However, this role requires a completed bachelor’s degree and more formal product development training than your background currently reflects. We encourage you to continue pursuing opportunities in the industry.

I read it once.

Then again.

Then a third time, because apparently I liked being stabbed in paragraphs.

We were impressed by your enthusiasm and product instincts.

There it was.

The nicest possible no.

The door did not slam. It closed softly, politely, with a little note that said maybe someday when you are someone else.

I looked at my Wow Wheels badge on the table. I had taken it out of the box earlier for no reason except self-harm. The plastic still had my picture, my name, my old title.

Cody Springs.

Junior Product Line Supervisor.

A title that had lasted less time than some leftovers.

Beside it sat the Tesla payment receipt. Minimum paid. Balance still ugly. Interest waiting like a patient predator.

Beside that, my notebook.

I opened it.

Bad car after bad car. Crooked wheels. Strange hoods. Names circled like prayers. Little Legends Garage. City Sparks. First Job Flyers. Dream routes. Tiny cars for kids who wanted escape.

I touched one page with my fingertips.

The sadness that came up was not loud.

It was worse.

Quiet. Flat. Heavy.

Optimism did not pay rent.

Charm did not replace a degree.

Potential did not make minimum payments.

Ideas did not matter if I could not afford time to build them.

I had spent my whole life believing that if I stayed bright enough, useful enough, funny enough, somebody would eventually open the right door.

But doors did not open because you glowed at them.

Sometimes doors opened because a rich man needed a bride-shaped loophole and you were exactly the right size.

My phone sat on the table.

No missed calls.

Antonio had actually stopped.

That should have felt like victory.

Instead, it felt like the universe had placed the decision fully in my lap and walked away whistling.

I picked up the phone.

Put it down.

Picked it up again.

Opened my banking app.

Closed it.

Opened the toy company rejection.

Closed it.

Opened my contacts.

Antonio’s number was not saved, but I knew which recent call was his. Of course I did.

I stared at it until the screen dimmed.

Then I tapped.

The phone rang once.

Twice.

I almost hung up.

Then his voice came through.

“Cody.”

Not hello.

My name.

Like he had expected me.

That made me angry enough to survive the first sentence.

“I have conditions,” I said.

A pause.

Then, “I am listening.”

I stood up because sitting felt too weak.

“I am not property.”

“No.”

“I am not a pet.”

“No.”

“I am not someone you get to humiliate because you have family problems and a hundred-million-dollar trust fund breathing down your neck.”

“No.”

“You do not get to make jokes about my body.”

“I have not joked about your body.”

“You made it a hiring category.”

Another pause.

“Fair.”

“And I decide what happens to me. Clothes, training, whatever weird rich-people transformation montage you have planned, I get a say. A real say.”

“Yes.”

“If there are doctors, I consent or it doesn’t happen.”

“Yes.”

“If staff treat me like a circus animal, I walk.”

“Yes.”

“If you talk to me like I’m less than you, I will make your life harder on purpose.”

A longer silence.

Then, “I already assumed that.”

I should not have smiled.

I did anyway.

“And the money,” I said, forcing my voice steady. “I want the upfront payment in writing. I want legal representation that is not secretly yours wearing a mustache. I want housing terms. I want debt payment terms. I want everything clear.”

“Agreed.”

“You agree too fast.”

“I have been waiting two weeks.”

That did something weird to my chest.

I ignored it.

“And one more thing.”

“Yes?”

“If I say yes, you don’t get to act like I wanted this.”

The silence after that was soft enough to be dangerous.

“I know,” Antonio said.

For a second, neither of us spoke.

My apartment hummed around me. Refrigerator. Traffic outside. My own heartbeat. The taped Little Legends sketch watched from the wall like a witness.

I swallowed.

“Then yes,” I said.

The word did not explode.

It did not echo.

It just left my mouth and rearranged my life.

Antonio exhaled very quietly.

“Maribel will send the full agreement tonight.”

“Of course Maribel will.”

“You should read it carefully.”

“I can read.”

“I did not suggest otherwise.”

“You implied it in rich.”

“I implied legal contracts are dense.”

“Fine.”

“You will also need to come to the house tomorrow.”

My stomach flipped.

“For what?”

“To begin.”

“To begin,” I repeated.

The words sounded insane.

“Yes.”

I looked at the old Wow Wheels badge. The Tesla bill. The sketches.

Then I looked at my reflection in the dark laptop screen.

Cody Springs stared back. Pretty, tired, scared, trying to look like a man making a choice instead of one running out of choices.

“Okay,” I said.

Antonio’s voice gentled by maybe one degree.

“Get some sleep.”

“Do not tell me what to do yet. The contract hasn’t started.”

There it was.

That almost-laugh again.

“Goodnight, Cody.”

“Goodnight, Antonio.”

I hung up.

For a while, I just stood there with the phone in my hand.

Then my email chimed.

Maribel.

Of course.

The subject line read:

Confidential Agreement — Review Copy

My whole body went cold.

I sat down and opened it.

The attachment was enormous. Pages and pages of legal language, definitions, obligations, confidentiality terms, payment schedules, conduct clauses, media restrictions, housing arrangements, appearance requirements, training requirements, medical consent clauses, marriage terms, termination language, penalties, protections, signatures, initials.

It was not a contract.

It was a novel written by lawyers who hated joy.

I tried to read every word.

I really did.

But legal language turned my brain into soup by page seven.

Whereas. Hereinafter. Party A. Party B. Covered public appearances. Personal presentation obligations. Non-disclosure. Non-disparagement. Image continuity. Social conduct. Health and appearance consultations.

I noticed the money.

Obviously.

The upfront payment made me dizzy.

I noticed the housing.

The wardrobe.

The confidentiality.

The requirement that I would be publicly introduced as Colette Springs.

The name stared at me from the page.

Not Cody.

Colette.

I whispered it once, just to see what happened.

“Colette Springs.”

The apartment did not collapse.

Nothing magical happened.

Still, the name felt strange in my mouth. Too soft. Too elegant. Too close and too far at the same time.

I kept reading.

There were clauses about training, etiquette, voice preparation, grooming, formal event attendance, public biography, photography approval, family functions, travel, and medical consultations subject to written consent.

My eyes blurred.

At some point, I began skimming.

Not because it was unimportant. Because it was too important. Too large. Too impossible to absorb with my life still sitting around me in unpaid fragments.

I saw enough to scare myself.

I saw enough to tempt myself.

I saw enough to know there were things I should probably ask a lawyer before signing and also enough money to understand why poor people signed things before they understood them.

Near the end, there was a section labeled Termination and Continuity of Protection.

I skimmed it.

My brain caught words like either party, material breach, confidentiality survival, payment protections, public continuity, and review period.

I did not slow down.

I did not see the sentence that mattered.

I did not see the clause that would have changed the way I understood Antonio from the beginning.

I did not see that only Cody Springs, also known under the agreement as Colette Springs, could terminate the marriage at any time, for any reason, with compensation and protection intact.

I did not see that Antonio De la Vega could not end it simply because he got bored, embarrassed, inconvenienced, or emotionally uncomfortable.

I missed the one line that meant I was not as trapped as I thought.

Because by then, I was staring again at the name.

Colette Springs.

My future, apparently.

My job.

My disguise.

My mistake.

I closed the laptop.

Across the table, my Wow Wheels badge caught the light.

Cody Springs.

Junior Product Line Supervisor.

I picked it up and held it for a moment.

Then I set it beside the printed first page of the contract.

Cody Springs on one side.

Colette Springs on the other.

Between them sat a pen.

I did not sign that night.

I told myself that mattered.

Then I went to bed and did not sleep, because somewhere across the city, a mansion was waiting for me.

And in the morning, so was she.


Chapter 5
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THE NEXT MORNING, I packed my life into three bags and a cardboard box. That sounded dramatic, but honestly, it was more embarrassing than tragic. My life did not require a moving truck. It required one anxious compact car, a half-broken suitcase, a gym duffel, a laundry bag I pretended was luggage, and the Wow Wheels box I still had not fully unpacked because apparently I enjoyed emotional clutter.

I stood in the middle of my apartment and looked around like I was leaving behind some grand chapter of my life.

I was not.

The place looked exactly like what it was: a beige studio rented by a twenty-three-year-old man who had recently discovered that optimism did not count as income. There were dishes drying beside the sink, a towel thrown over the back of a chair, and my Little Legends Garage sketch still taped to the wall above the kitchen table.

That sketch stopped me.

I had almost forgotten it in the rush to shove clothes into bags and pretend I had a plan.

The ugly little car stared back at me with crooked wheels and too much hope.

I peeled the tape carefully, like the paper might bruise.

“Come on,” I whispered to it. “If I’m ruining my life, you’re coming too.”

I folded it and slipped it into my wallet behind the Tesla card, where all my bad decisions apparently lived together now.

At nine sharp, a black SUV arrived outside my building.

Not a rideshare. Not a car service with a tired driver eating breakfast from a paper bag. A black SUV with tinted windows and a driver in a suit who stepped out when I appeared carrying the laundry bag like a runaway teenager.

“Mr. Springs?” he asked.

I looked behind me, as if another Mr. Springs might be available to make better choices.

“That’s me.”

“I’m Daniel. I’ll take your bags.”

“Even the emotionally unstable one?” I lifted the laundry bag.

Daniel did not blink. “Yes, sir.”

Rich people staff were terrifying. They absorbed jokes like soundproof walls.

He loaded everything neatly while I locked the apartment behind me. I stood there for a second with my key in my hand, staring at the door.

I was not giving up the apartment yet. Antonio’s contract did not require that immediately, and I had insisted on keeping my place for at least two months, in case the whole thing became too insane even for my highly flexible disaster standards.

Still, closing the door felt like something.

Maybe not goodbye.

Maybe just: last chance to be normal.

Then my phone buzzed.

A message from Maribel.

Good morning, Mr. Springs. Upon arrival, please proceed to the east guest wing. Orientation begins at 10:30. The first day will include schedule review, wardrobe measurements, grooming consultation, and protocol overview. Lunch will be provided.

Protocol overview.

Nothing good in history had ever begun with protocol overview.

I got into the SUV.

As we pulled away from my building, I watched my apartment disappear in the rear window and tried to remember that I had chosen this. Sort of. Technically. Under financial duress, emotional exhaustion, and the persuasive force of a hundred-million-dollar trust situation that had nothing to do with me until it suddenly did.

The drive to Antonio’s mansion felt shorter the second time, probably because dread was efficient.

The gate opened again after Daniel gave my name to the guard. The driveway curved through olive trees, sunlight, trimmed grass, and the kind of landscaping that made nature look salaried.

The mansion appeared at the top of the hill, white stone and glass against the Pacific, calm and beautiful and entirely too prepared for me.

Last time, I had arrived as a suspicious applicant.

This time, I arrived as raw material.

Maribel waited in the entryway when Daniel opened my door.

“Good morning, Mr. Springs.”

“Is it?”

Her face remained smooth. “That depends on your cooperation.”

“Comforting.”

She led me inside. The foyer still looked like a museum where nobody was allowed to have crumbs. This time, though, I noticed more details: a side table with fresh white flowers, a bowl that looked decorative but could probably pay off my credit card, and a staircase I was certain had been designed by someone who did not believe in tripping.

Antonio was not there.

I told myself I was relieved.

The small, stupid part of me that wondered if he would appear at the top of the stairs like a villain in a luxury cologne commercial was ignored and placed under review.

“This way,” Maribel said.

She led me through a corridor I had not seen before, past a sunlit courtyard with a narrow reflecting pool, then into the east wing.

Apparently, mansions had wings.

My apartment barely had corners.

The guest suite was not a room. It was an accusation.

There was a bedroom with a bed large enough to host a small government. A sitting area with pale linen furniture. A walk-in closet bigger than my kitchen. A bathroom with stone counters, a soaking tub, and a shower that looked like it required confidence. Beyond the bedroom, double doors opened into a smaller room that had already been arranged as an office: desk, shelves, printer, tablet stand, sketch pads, and a view of the ocean.

I stopped in the doorway.

My bags had already been placed neatly near the closet.

The Wow Wheels box sat on the desk.

Something about seeing that ugly cardboard box in that beautiful room made my throat tighten.

Maribel noticed. Of course she did.

“You may arrange your personal things however you like,” she said. “This suite is private unless staff are scheduled or invited.”

“Private,” I repeated.

“Yes.”

“And Antonio?”

“Mr. De la Vega will not enter without permission unless there is an emergency.”

That was in the contract. I had seen that part. Separate rooms. Notice. Boundaries. Consent. Privacy. All the words I had demanded because I was trying to keep myself from becoming furniture.

Still, hearing it out loud helped.

A little.

“Okay,” I said.

Maribel handed me a leather binder.

It was pale gray, thick, and expensive-looking. My name was not on the cover.

Instead, embossed in silver letters, it read:

COLETTE PROTOCOL

I stared at it.

“No,” I said.

Maribel’s eyebrow moved by one millimeter.

“No?”

“I cannot be expected to take a binder seriously when it sounds like a spy movie about perfume.”

“This binder contains your schedule, guidelines, appearance notes, etiquette expectations, approved biographical information, staff contacts, confidentiality reminders, and training objectives.”

“That did not make it less spy movie.”

She handed it to me anyway.

The binder was heavy.

Of course it was heavy. My fake womanhood came with tabs.

Maribel opened it on the desk and began walking me through the schedule.

Posture assessment at ten-thirty.

Voice consultation at eleven-fifteen.

Lunch at twelve-thirty.

Skincare and grooming consultation at one.

Wardrobe measurements at two.

Movement and walking at three.

Table manners and formal dining at four.

Media avoidance and public response training at five.

By the time she finished, my soul had taken a seat.

“This is one day?” I asked.

“This is an orientation day.”

“What happens on a real day? Do I get assembled in a factory?”

“You will adjust.”

“That’s what people say before Pilates hurts them.”

The corner of Maribel’s mouth twitched.

I almost gasped.

Progress.

She recovered immediately. “Mr. De la Vega requested that you be given time between appointments if needed. You may ask for breaks.”

“Antonio requested that?”

“Yes.”

I looked down at the binder because I did not want my face to reveal anything stupid.

“That’s suspiciously considerate.”

“Mr. De la Vega is precise.”

“Is that what we’re calling it?”

“It is the polite word.”

Okay. Maybe Maribel had jokes. They were just extremely dry and hidden behind payroll.

At ten-thirty, I met the posture coach.

Her name was Celeste, and she looked like she had never leaned on anything in her life. She was a tall Black woman in her forties with elegant hands, calm eyes, and the terrifying ability to say “again” without raising her voice.

She had me stand in front of a mirror.

Not a normal mirror. A full-length, brutally honest mirror in a small studio room near the guest wing. It had soft lighting, pale walls, a ballet barre, and enough open space for a person to discover all the ways he had been walking incorrectly since birth.

“Relax,” Celeste said.

“I am relaxed.”

“You are holding your shoulders like you expect bad news to fall from the ceiling.”

“Historically, it has.”

Her mouth curved. “We’ll work on that.”

She adjusted my shoulders, chin, spine, hips. Not roughly. Never without asking. But precisely enough that I became aware my body had been making choices without consulting me.

“Feminine posture is not weakness,” she said. “It is control softened by ease. You are currently doing control disguised as panic.”

“Is panic not feminine?”

“Panic is universal.”

Good to know.

She had me walk across the room.

I walked like myself.

Apparently, myself was not invited.

“No,” she said.

“What happened?”

“You charged.”

“I walked.”

“You attacked the floor.”

“I have places to be.”

“Not like that.”

Again.

Again.

Again.

By the end of the session, I had learned that my usual walk was too broad, too fast, too gym-hallway, too much like I was heading toward a protein shake or away from feelings. Celeste taught me to shorten my stride, soften my knees, let my hips move naturally without exaggerating, place my feet with intention, and stop throwing my shoulders forward like I was bracing for impact.

“Do less,” she said.

“I have never known how.”

“We noticed.”

At eleven-fifteen, a voice coach named August arrived with a tablet, water, and the gentle enthusiasm of a man who had ruined many people’s confidence for their own good.

He explained resonance, pitch, breath, pacing, and speech patterns. He did not ask me to do a cartoon woman voice, thank God. He talked about softening edges, lifting tone slightly, letting sentences breathe, avoiding the way I dropped my voice when nervous.

“You use humor to deflect,” he said after five minutes.

“I use humor to survive.”

“That too.”

He had me read approved biographical lines from the binder.

My name is Colette Springs. I grew up moving around California. I studied business but left school early to work. I met Antonio through mutual professional connections.

I stopped.

“Mutual professional connections?” I looked at him. “Is that what we’re calling a creepy job listing?”

August smiled. “For public purposes, yes.”

I read the lines again.

My name is Colette Springs.

My voice caught on the name.

August noticed but did not comment.

Thank God for small mercies.

Lunch was served in a small private dining room off the east wing. Grilled chicken, salad, roasted vegetables, sparkling Savor Vida water, because of course.

I ate alone, watched by a framed abstract painting that probably knew more about table manners than I did.

At one, the skincare consultant arrived.

Then the grooming specialist.

Then the wardrobe woman.

Then, I was pretty sure, a woman whose entire job was telling me which version of beige made me look expensive.

By three, I had been measured in more places than I had known could matter.

Shoulders. Waist. Hips. Inseam. Sleeve. Neck. Wrist. Bust line for padding and wardrobe structure. Shoe size. Ring size. Face shape. Undertone. Hair density. Brow position.

At one point, the wardrobe consultant, Yvette, circled me with measuring tape around her neck and said, “You have a very adaptable frame.”

I looked at the ceiling.

“If one more person calls me adaptable, I’m joining a monastery.”

Yvette pinned something on her clipboard. “You would need different shoes.”

The day became a blur of instructions.

How to sit in a skirt.

How to stand for photos.

How to enter a room without scanning for exits like a raccoon.

How to hold a glass.

How to accept a compliment without saying something self-destructive.

That one took a while.

“Let’s try again,” Celeste said later. “I say, ‘You look lovely tonight,’ and you say?”

“I know, right? Wild.”

“No.”

“Thank you, I moisturized under capitalism.”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“No.”

“This feels restrictive.”

“Try simply saying thank you.”

“Thank you,” I said, deeply uncomfortable.

“Good.”

“Felt fake.”

“It will become easier.”

That was what everyone kept saying.

It will become easier.

The walking. The voice. The clothes. The name. The lying.

Or maybe I would just get too tired to fight every second of it.

By early evening, my brain felt like a drawer someone had emptied onto the floor.

I returned to my suite with the Colette Protocol binder tucked under one arm and the posture of someone whose spine had been personally criticized.

Antonio was waiting in the sitting area.

I stopped in the doorway.

He stood near the windows, no jacket now, just a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms. It was unfair. Nobody needed forearms during a contractually tense period.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“This is my house.”

“This is my suite.”

“I knocked.”

“I wasn’t here to hear it.”

“Maribel said you were finishing your session.”

“So you loitered?”

“I waited.”

“Rich loitering.”

His eyes moved over me.

Not the way they had the first day, cold and assessing. This was different. Still observant, but quieter. Like he was checking for damage and pretending he was not.

“How was orientation?” he asked.

“I have learned that I walk like a man fleeing a haunted boutique.”

His brow moved slightly.

“Celeste said that?”

“No. I did. But she spiritually agreed.”

Antonio’s mouth twitched.

I pointed at him. “Do not enjoy my suffering.”

“It seems extensive.”

“It is. Your binder has tabs.”

“The tabs are necessary.”

“The tabs are a hate crime.”

He glanced at the binder under my arm. “You will learn faster than you think.”

“Because I’m adaptable?”

“Because you are observant.”

That was not what I expected.

I looked away first.

“Do not say almost-nice things. It ruins my rhythm.”

“I will try to remain unpleasant.”

“Thank you.”

He moved toward the door. “Tomorrow includes medical consultations. Nothing will be done without consent.”

“I know. I saw the schedule.”

“I am saying it anyway.”

That made me look at him.

He held my gaze.

For once, there was no sarcasm sitting ready on my tongue.

“Okay,” I said.

He nodded.

Then his eyes dropped to the binder.

“Study the public biography. My parents will not meet you until you can answer basic questions without looking like you have committed tax fraud.”

“There’s a face for that?”

“You have many faces.”

“Careful. That was almost a compliment.”

“It was not.”

“Coward.”

He left before I could regret saying it.

The next week moved like a beauty pageant designed by lawyers.

Every morning began with the schedule. Every night ended with me collapsing into bed with my body sore from walking slower, standing softer, speaking differently, and trying not to panic whenever someone said Colette like she already existed.

The medical consultations were the part I dreaded most.

Antonio’s team arranged them discreetly, but discreet did not mean casual. It meant private offices, back entrances, tasteful waiting rooms, and doctors who spoke in soothing voices while using words that made my skin tighten.

Nothing was forced. That mattered.

Every appointment began with consent. Every possible treatment was explained. Every option could be refused. I had my own legal representative available by phone, a woman named Priya Shah, who was sharp, calm, and very clear that I could say no to anything at any time.

I said no to several things.

I said yes to others.

Not dramatic things. Not irreversible things that would turn me into someone else overnight. Minor things. Softening things. Contract things.

Skin treatments to smooth texture and even tone.

Laser hair reduction on areas that would make wardrobe easier.

Professional brow shaping that made my face look strangely more open.

Dental refinement, mostly whitening and minor cosmetic adjustments.

Hair extensions work with a specialist who explained density, blending, maintenance, and how to make longer hair look like it belonged to me instead of sitting on my head in protest.

Body grooming.

Facial balancing consultations that stayed subtle and non-extreme, focused more on presentation, skincare, and delicate refinement than changing the structure of who I was.

Still, it felt like a lot.

Not all at once physically. But emotionally.

Every appointment removed one more rough edge I had not known I was using as proof.

Proof I was still Cody.

Proof this was still temporary.

Proof that underneath the training and clothes, there was a line no one had crossed.

But the line kept moving because I kept agreeing to move it.

That was the terrifying part.

Antonio did not pressure me directly. If anything, he was annoyingly careful. He would say, “This is optional,” in the same tone other men used to order coffee. He would leave the room for consultations unless I asked him to stay, which I never did. He would have Maribel confirm everything in writing.

He gave me exactly what I had demanded.

Choice.

Which meant I could not blame him for all of it.

One afternoon, after a laser consultation and a skincare treatment that left my face glowing like I had been blessed by expensive dew, I returned to my suite and caught myself in the bathroom mirror.

I stopped.

For a second, I did not recognize myself.

Not fully.

My brows had been shaped, not thin, not dramatic, just cleaner. My skin looked smoother, brighter. My hair, still in progress, had been styled away from my face in softer layers during the trial fitting. My lashes looked darker because someone had tinted them, and my lips had a faint balm shine I had not wiped off yet.

I was wearing a loose robe because my clothes were being steamed for another wardrobe test.

I looked soft.

Not fake soft.

Not ridiculous.

Soft.

Pretty.

The word rose before I could stop it.

Pretty.

I gripped the edge of the sink.

I had expected to feel embarrassed. I had expected to laugh, to cringe, to point at the mirror and say something stupid like, well, this is a felony against masculinity. I had expected relief, maybe, because looking ridiculous would make the whole thing easier to reject emotionally.

Instead, I stared.

My face looked like mine, but edited by someone who believed it deserved gentleness.

That was what scared me.

Not that I looked different.

That some part of me liked it.

I leaned closer to the mirror.

“No,” I whispered.

But I did not know what I was refusing.

The contract.

The face.

The feeling.

A knock came at the bathroom doorframe.

I jolted so hard I almost knocked over a bottle of toner that probably cost more than my groceries.

Antonio stood outside the bathroom, one hand lightly against the doorframe. He had the decency to look away immediately.

“Maribel said you were back,” he said.

“So you just materialized?”

“I knocked at the suite door.”

“I was busy having a psychological event.”

His eyes flicked to my reflection, then away again.

I noticed that he did not stare.

That helped.

Annoyingly.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

The question was simple.

I hated that my throat tightened.

“I look weird.”

He looked at me then.

Not long. Not rudely. Just enough.

“No,” he said.

One word.

Again with him and the one-word damage.

I turned back to the mirror because looking at him felt worse.

“No?”

“No.”

I waited for more. A joke, a critique, a businesslike comment about suitability.

Antonio gave me nothing.

So naturally, I filled the silence with panic.

“You can say I look like your investment is working. That’s probably the legal phrasing.”

“I was not going to say that.”

“What were you going to say?”

He did not answer right away.

Then, “You look… softer.”

My hands tightened on the sink.

“Is that good?”

“For the role, yes.”

There it was.

The role.

The word snapped the moment back into place.

“Right,” I said. “The role.”

His jaw shifted slightly, like he knew he had said the wrong thing but did not know what the right thing could possibly be.

I smiled too brightly.

“Well, great. Tell the shareholders my pores are aligned.”

“Cody.”

“Nope. I’m fine. Psychological event complete.”

He looked unconvinced.

I moved past him before the mirror could do more damage.

The walking lessons got worse after that.

Not because Celeste became harsher. Because Antonio started watching some of them.

Apparently, he needed to “understand progress.” That was his phrase. Understand progress. As if I were infrastructure.

He stood near the back of the studio in dark trousers and a black shirt, arms crossed, face unreadable, while I practiced walking in low heels.

Low.

Not even dramatic.

Barely taller than my regular shoes.

Still, the floor had become my enemy.

Celeste instructed me to walk toward the mirror, turn, pause, and walk back.

I did.

Antonio watched.

I hated him.

Halfway through the turn, my ankle wobbled. I recovered, but not gracefully. More like a baby deer receiving bad financial news.

Antonio said, “You move like a fitness model trying to escape a haunted boutique.”

I stopped.

Celeste covered her mouth.

I turned slowly.

Antonio’s expression remained flat, but his eyes had the audacity to be amused.

“You know,” I said, “for a man who needs a wife, you flirt like an invoice.”

Celeste made a sound that she disguised as a cough.

Antonio’s mouth twitched.

“I was not flirting.”

“Obviously. The invoice part.”

“You are too tense.”

“You are too present.”

“You need to learn to ignore attention.”

“Then stop giving me yours.”

The room went quiet for half a second.

I had not meant it to sound like that.

Antonio’s gaze held mine.

Celeste, blessed professional that she was, clapped once.

“Again from the door.”

I turned away too fast and nearly died on the heel.

“Grace,” Celeste said.

“I left her in my apartment.”

Antonio watched another twenty minutes, offering exactly three comments, each more irritating than the last.

“Shorter stride.”

“Less shoulder.”

“Do not look at the floor as if it owes you money.”

“It does,” I snapped on the last one.

After the lesson, I limped back to my suite, took off the heels, and swore at them like they were living creatures.

My sketchbook sat on the desk.

I opened it because pain loved company.

I had started sketching again at night, partly because I needed something that was mine and partly because if I did not work on Little Legends, the whole contract would feel like selling myself for nothing.

I was drawing a little luxury roadster inspired by the Savor Vida bottles. Sleek, silver-blue, elegant, with a glassy curve to the roofline.

In my head, it looked expensive and fast.

On paper, it looked like a potato had lost a fight with a wheelbarrow.

A voice behind me said, “What is that?”

I slapped the notebook shut.

Antonio stood in the doorway.

“Do you have a bell?” I demanded.

“I knocked.”

“Knock more personally.”

His eyes dropped to the notebook. “You are still sketching.”

“You are still intruding.”

“What is the concept?”

“No.”

“Cody.”

“No. You’re going to say something horrible in a quiet voice.”

“I might not.”

“You absolutely might.”

He held out his hand.

I stared at it.

“No.”

He waited.

I lasted seven seconds.

Then, because I had no dignity and wanted him to know I had ideas even if my hands betrayed me, I shoved the notebook at him.

“Fine. But if you laugh, I’m putting a heel through your water empire.”

He opened it.

The silence was immediate.

Devastating.

I wanted to grab it back.

Antonio studied the page with the seriousness of a man reviewing a hostile acquisition. His eyes moved over my notes, my arrows, my crooked drawing, the circled name Little Legends Garage.

Finally, he said, “The idea is good.”

My heart betrayed me.

“Do not sound surprised.”

“The execution is not.”

There it was.

I snatched the notebook back.

“You have the emotional pacing of a car crash.”

He pointed at the page. “That vehicle looks like a potato that lost a fight with a wheelbarrow.”

“I knew it.”

“But the product line has potential.”

“No, no. You don’t get to potato my dreams and then say potential.”

“Both things can be true.”

“You are a nightmare with cheekbones.”

“You need technical practice.”

“I need not to be bullied by a man whose family made water expensive.”

He looked at the sketch again, despite my attempt to hide it.

“Children respond to narrative,” he said. “Collectors respond to detail. You are thinking about both.”

I blinked.

That was… accurate.

Unfairly accurate.

“Who told you that?”

“No one.”

“You know toy strategy?”

“I know luxury packaging. Emotional positioning. Consumer aspiration. Your cars are not just cars to you.”

I looked down at the notebook.

“No,” I said quietly.

Antonio’s voice softened almost imperceptibly.

“Then draw them better.”

The softness vanished with the insult.

I glared. “You are impossible.”

“I am honest.”

“Honesty without kindness is just rich people cardio.”

His mouth almost smiled.

He left a few minutes later.

I told myself I was glad.

That night, after dinner and voice practice and a media-avoidance session where I learned how to not answer questions by sounding like I had answered them, I returned to my suite exhausted.

There was a box on my desk.

Plain. White. No note.

I froze.

Then I opened it.

Inside were design books.

Real ones. Toy design, product sketching, collectible packaging, industrial design for beginners, character-driven branding. Under the books was a slim digital stylus, better than the cheap one I had been using with my old tablet. There were also printed references from toy industry sources, organized by category, with sticky notes marking pages on wheel perspective, vehicle silhouettes, and kid-focused design storytelling.

I stared.

My chest did something small and painful.

No note.

Of course there was no note.

Antonio would rather walk barefoot across glass than admit he had done something thoughtful.

I picked up the stylus.

It was beautiful. Matte black. Weighted nicely. Serious.

On top of one book, a sticky note had been placed.

Not signed.

Just four words:

Draw the potatoes properly.

I laughed.

Then I sat down hard in the chair because the laugh had turned too close to something else.

I pressed the heel of my hand against my chest.

“No,” I said to the empty room.

Again, I did not know what I was refusing.

By the end of the second week, Colette had become less of a concept and more of a schedule.

Colette had morning skincare.

Colette had posture drills.

Colette had approved colors: ivory, soft blue, pale sage, champagne, navy, cream, and sometimes a controlled blush pink that Yvette called “romantic but not childish.”

Colette had a public biography.

Colette had handwriting practice because apparently my normal handwriting looked like a ransom note written during cardio.

Colette had a signature.

I hated that part.

Not because it was hard.

Because it was not.

The first time I wrote Colette Springs in looping, careful script, it looked strangely natural. Elegant, even. Like the name knew how to exist on paper before I did.

I stared at it too long.

August caught me.

“Names can be heavy,” he said.

“I’m fine.”

“I did not say you weren’t.”

“I’m aggressively fine.”

“Noted.”

The first full trial dinner happened on a Friday evening.

That was what Maribel called it.

Full presentation trial with dining protocol.

I called it what it was: rich-people dress rehearsal for fraud.

The entire day prepared for it.

Hair first.

Not a wig. Not exactly. The hair specialist had blended extensions into my own hair in a way that gave me soft length around my shoulders, styled in loose waves that framed my face. It felt strange when it brushed my neck. Strange and distracting.

Makeup next.

The makeup artist, Lina, had kind eyes and the terrifying patience of someone painting a bomb. She evened my skin, shaped my brows more delicately, softened my eyes with neutral shadow, added mascara, warmed my cheeks, and chose a lip color close to my natural shade but rosier.

“No heavy glam,” she said. “Antonio requested elegant, not theatrical.”

“Antonio requested my makeup?”

“He approved the direction.”

“Of course he did. Would hate to have unregulated cheekbones.”

Lina smiled. “You have good cheekbones.”

“Don’t tell him. He’ll put them in the contract.”

The dress was pale blue.

Not bright. Not prom. Soft, expensive blue, with a modest neckline, fitted waist, and skirt that moved when I walked. It was feminine without being childish, elegant without making me feel like I had been dropped into a costume drama.

Yvette helped fasten it.

The zipper slid up my back, and I held my breath.

The dress fit.

Of course it fit. They had measured everything except my soul.

Still, fit was not the same as belonging.

Then came the shoes.

Low heels again, silver, delicate, infuriating.

Jewelry: small earrings, a thin bracelet, a simple necklace.

When they finished, everyone stepped back.

No one spoke.

That was unhelpful.

“What?” I said. “Did we summon something?”

Yvette’s face softened. “No. We found her.”

I hated that.

I hated it because my eyes stung.

I turned toward the mirror before anyone could see too much.

And there she was.

Colette Springs.

Not fully. Not effortlessly. Not yet.

But enough.

Soft hair. Polished skin. Bright eyes made larger by makeup. A mouth that looked gentler than mine usually did. A waist shaped by the dress. Hands that suddenly looked delicate because someone had filed my nails and put a clear shine on them.

I expected laughter to rise.

My usual defense.

Some joke about drag brunch, undercover princesses, billionaire nonsense.

Nothing came.

I just stared.

Fear was there. Of course fear was there. Fear stood right behind me with both hands on my shoulders.

But beside it was curiosity.

A dangerous, quiet curiosity.

What would happen if I let her breathe?

The thought terrified me so much I almost stepped away from the mirror.

Maribel appeared in the doorway.

“Mr. De la Vega is ready.”

My stomach dropped.

“Is he?”

“Yes.”

“Great. Love that for him.”

Nobody laughed because apparently we were doing elegance now.

I walked slowly toward the private dining room.

Every step required thought.

Heel. Toe. Not too wide. Shoulders down. Chin level. Hands relaxed. Do not attack the floor. Do not look like tax fraud. Do not panic. Do not be Cody in a dress. Be—

I stopped before finishing the thought.

Be Colette.

Antonio stood near the dining room windows.

The table was set for two, though Maribel and Celeste were nearby for observation. There were candles, flowers, polished silverware, and Savor Vida bottles catching the light like props in an ad campaign.

Antonio turned when I entered.

Then he went quiet.

Not regular quiet.

Antonio quiet had levels, and this one was different.

His eyes moved over me once, then returned to my face.

He did not smirk. Did not assess openly. Did not say useful or good or acceptable.

He just looked.

My skin went hot under the makeup.

“What?” I said, because apparently Colette still had Cody’s mouth. “Do I look stupid?”

Antonio answered immediately.

“No.”

That was it.

One word.

No.

It did more damage than a compliment could have.

Because it did not sound like strategy. It did not sound like approval. It did not sound like a man evaluating an investment.

It sounded like he had forgotten, for one second, to be cruel.

I looked away first.

“Well,” I said, too brightly, “amazing. Put that in the binder.”

Maribel cleared her throat.

Antonio pulled out my chair.

I stared at him.

“What are you doing?”

“Pulling out your chair.”

“I can identify the action. I’m concerned about the motive.”

“Sit, Colette.”

The name passed between us.

Not Cody.

Colette.

I should have hated hearing it from him.

I did hate it.

Mostly.

I sat.

Dinner was a test.

Everything was a test.

How I unfolded the napkin. Which fork I used. How I held the glass. How I paced conversation. How I responded when Antonio asked questions from the approved biography. How I smiled without overperforming. How I crossed my ankles. How I avoided touching my hair too much. How I said Savor Vida without sounding like I was mocking a water cult.

Antonio played his part with infuriating ease.

He asked about my childhood.

I gave the approved answer.

He asked how we met.

I said, “Through professional connections.”

He gave me a look.

I smiled sweetly. “Very private professional connections.”

Celeste made a note.

Antonio’s eyes almost smiled.

At one point, I used the wrong fork, noticed too late, and froze.

Antonio reached for the same wrong fork on his side and used it too.

No one said anything.

It was such a small thing.

So small I almost missed it.

But I did not.

He had made my mistake look intentional.

I hated him for that too.

After dinner, Maribel said, “Better than expected.”

I pressed a hand to my chest. “A love letter.”

Celeste said my walk had improved but I still looked like I was negotiating with the floor.

August said my voice softened nicely when I stopped trying so hard.

Yvette said the dress worked.

Antonio said nothing.

I pretended not to care.

Then Maribel announced there would be one more meeting before the evening ended.

“With whom?” I asked.

Antonio stood.

“Carlton Mintzberg.”

I looked at him.

“Is that a person or a private school?”

“My best friend.”

“You have one?”

“One.”

“Does he know?”

“Enough.”

“That is not comforting.”

“He owns an advertising agency. He will help craft Colette’s public image.”

I immediately wanted to crawl under the table.

“More people?”

“Yes.”

“Fantastic. Maybe invite a marching band.”

Antonio looked toward the doorway. “Too late.”

A man entered with Maribel.

Carlton Mintzberg was not what I expected.

For some reason, because he was Antonio’s best friend, I expected another severe man in a severe suit with severe opinions about bottled water. Instead, Carlton looked like old-money California had shaken hands with European restraint.

He was white, tall but not looming, with sandy-blond hair brushed back neatly, pale eyes, and a soft gray suit that looked expensive without trying to dominate the room. His face was handsome in a quieter way than Antonio’s, less dangerous, more inviting. He had the relaxed confidence of someone who had nothing to prove because he had already built something real.

“Antonio,” he said.

“Carlton.”

They shook hands like men who had known each other long enough to communicate entirely through pressure.

Then Carlton turned to me.

His expression did not change dramatically.

That was the first thing I noticed.

He did not stare too long. Did not look startled. Did not scan me like Antonio had on the first day. He simply saw me.

Then he smiled.

Warmly.

Not professionally.

Not strategically.

Warmly.

“You must be Colette Springs,” he said.

The name felt different from him.

Less like an assignment.

More like an introduction.

I stood carefully, remembering the dress, the shoes, the posture, the entire billion-dollar disaster balanced on my ankles.

“I must be,” I said.

Carlton’s smile deepened. “That sounded philosophical.”

“I’m having a month.”

“So I’ve heard.”

I glanced at Antonio. “Terrifying.”

Carlton laughed softly, and the sound loosened something in the room.

Antonio did not look amused.

Good.

Carlton took my hand briefly, polite and gentle. “Carlton Mintzberg.”

“Colette,” I said, then felt the name move through me like a secret door opening somewhere I had not approved.

Carlton did not miss the flicker.

I could tell.

His eyes were too observant, but unlike Antonio’s, they did not feel like instruments. They felt like windows.

Antonio gestured toward the sitting area. “Carlton will help build a public narrative that can survive family scrutiny.”

“Family scrutiny,” I repeated. “Cute phrase for being eaten alive by rich people.”

Carlton sat across from me. “The De la Vegas do nibble.”

Antonio’s eyes narrowed. “Helpful.”

“I’m here to be helpful.”

Carlton opened a slim notebook. Not a laptop. A notebook. Somehow that made me trust him more, which was stupid. Lots of villains wrote things by hand.

He asked questions gently.

How did Colette meet Antonio?

What kind of social presence should she have?

What did she care about publicly?

What charities could she plausibly support?

What details could make her feel real without exposing the machinery underneath?

Antonio answered some. Maribel answered others.

I mostly sat there feeling like the machinery.

Then Carlton looked directly at me.

“What do you care about?”

The question was not in the binder.

I blinked.

“Me?”

“Yes.”

Antonio said, “We have approved interests.”

Carlton did not look away from me. “I didn’t ask for approved interests.”

The room shifted.

Very slightly.

Antonio leaned back.

I should have given the safe answer. Art. Travel. Wellness. Children’s causes. Something soft and appropriate and wife-shaped.

Instead, because I was tired and the dress was too pretty and Carlton’s voice was too kind, I said, “Toy cars.”

Maribel paused.

Antonio looked at me.

Carlton’s eyebrows lifted, not mocking. Interested.

“Toy cars,” he repeated.

I swallowed. “I worked at Wow Wheels before it collapsed. I wanted to do product development. I still want to. I mean, it’s not relevant to…” I gestured at myself, the dress, the room, the whole performance. “This.”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Carlton asked.

I laughed once. “Because I’m supposed to be a mysterious elegant fiancée, not a failed toy supervisor with bad sketches.”

Antonio said, “The sketches are bad.”

I glared at him.

Carlton turned to Antonio with mild horror. “Did you tell her that?”

“She knows.”

“I know because he said one looked like a potato that lost a fight with a wheelbarrow.”

Carlton looked back at me.

Then, to my surprise, he laughed.

Not cruelly.

Like the image had genuinely delighted him.

“I’d like to see that one,” he said.

“No, you would not.”

“I really would.”

Antonio said nothing.

But his eyes moved to me, then to Carlton, then back.

Something uncomfortable passed through his face. Not jealousy. Not yet. More like irritation at a door opening that he had not authorized.

Carlton leaned forward slightly.

“There is more story here than the one Antonio hired me to sell.”

My heart dropped.

Every muscle in my body went tight.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

Carlton’s expression softened, but he did not apologize.

“It means people are most convincing when we do not sand them down to nothing.” His gaze flicked, briefly, to Antonio. “If Colette is going to be believed, she cannot just be elegant. She needs something alive underneath.”

I could not breathe normally.

Something alive underneath.

Antonio’s jaw shifted. “We are not building a campaign around toy cars.”

“Not publicly, perhaps,” Carlton said. “But privately, it matters.”

“To whom?”

Carlton looked at me.

“To her.”

Her.

The word landed gently.

Too gently.

I panicked.

“Okay,” I said, standing too fast and nearly proving I had learned nothing in walking class. “I think that’s enough emotional branding for one evening.”

Carlton stood as well, polite but not alarmed. “Of course.”

Antonio stood too. “Colette—”

I pointed at him. “Not now.”

The room went still.

I had said it too sharply. Too Cody. Too real.

For a second, I saw Antonio decide whether to correct me.

He did not.

Good choice.

I smoothed the dress with trembling hands and forced a smile at Carlton.

“It was nice meeting you.”

“It was nice meeting you too,” he said.

His eyes rested on my face with a softness that made me want to look away and keep looking at the same time.

Then he said, “When you’re ready, I’d like to hear about the cars.”

I swallowed.

“They’re mostly potatoes.”

“Then we’ll start with potatoes.”

I laughed before I could stop myself.

Antonio definitely noticed.

I excused myself and walked back to my suite as gracefully as possible, which meant I only wobbled twice and did not openly flee.

Once inside, I closed the door, leaned back against it, and pressed both hands over my racing heart.

The room was quiet.

The dress whispered when I moved.

My reflection waited in the dark window: soft hair, pale blue dress, polished face, wide eyes.

Colette Springs looked scared.

But not ridiculous.

That was the problem.

On the desk, the design books Antonio had left sat beside my sketchbook. The Colette Protocol binder waited beside them, silver letters shining in the lamplight.

Cody.

Colette.

Potato cars.

Billionaire husbands.

Kind advertising men.

A life being edited faster than I could understand.

I walked to the mirror and stood there until my breathing slowed.

“What are you doing?” I whispered.

The woman in the mirror did not answer.

But for the first time, I wondered if she might.


Chapter 6
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BY THE TIME I met Antonio’s parents, I had learned three important things about being Colette Springs. One: walking in heels was not walking. It was negotiation with gravity. Two: rich people did not ask questions because they needed answers. They asked questions because they wanted to see how you bled. Three: if one more person told me to relax my shoulders, I was going to start a small fire.

The dinner was scheduled for a Thursday evening in the formal dining room, which Maribel described as “intimate.”

The table seated fourteen.

So clearly, rich people used the word intimate the way normal people used the word airport.

All afternoon, the house prepared like a small country expecting invasion. Staff moved silently through rooms. Flowers appeared. Silverware multiplied. Savor Vida bottles lined the dining room sideboard in sparkling glass ranks, each one catching the chandelier light like it had been polished by angels with employment contracts.

I spent two hours being turned into someone who could survive Antonio’s family.

Yvette chose a cream dress with long sleeves, a soft waist, and a neckline modest enough to reassure parents but fitted enough to remind everyone that Antonio De la Vega had not chosen a decorative lamp. Lina did my makeup in warm, natural tones. My hair was styled in loose waves pinned partly back with a tiny pearl clip that made me look more expensive than my entire childhood.

When Lina finished, I stared in the mirror and tried to find Cody underneath.

He was there.

Somewhere.

But every day, he felt less like a visible person and more like a secret I was carrying under nicer clothes.

“You look beautiful,” Lina said.

My first instinct was to ruin it.

I wanted to say, That sounds medically concerning.

Or, Great, put it in my obituary.

Or, Do I get a badge?

Instead, because Celeste had been terrorizing me with compliment practice, I inhaled and said, “Thank you.”

Lina beamed. “That was almost natural.”

“I’m growing as a liar.”

From the doorway, Maribel said, “Mrs. De la Vega and Mr. De la Vega will arrive in twenty minutes.”

My stomach immediately attempted to leave the building.

“Which Mrs. De la Vega?” I asked.

“Diana. Antonio’s mother.”

“Right. Original Mrs. De la Vega. Mother ship.”

Maribel’s expression stayed professional, but I saw the tiny flicker.

I was getting to her. Slowly. Like water damage.

She stepped inside and adjusted the pearl clip in my hair by half an inch. “Remember the public biography.”

“I grew up moving around California. I studied business. I left school early to work. I met Antonio through mutual professional connections. I enjoy design, philanthropy, and private life.”

“And?”

“I do not overshare. I do not mention Wow Wheels bankruptcy unless asked directly. I do not say creepy job listing.”

“Excellent.”

“I do not compare the family to sharks unless absolutely necessary.”

“Preferably never.”

“Fine.”

Antonio appeared behind her, and my reflection betrayed me by noticing him before I did.

He wore a dark navy suit, white shirt, no tie. Calm. Severe. Handsome in the deeply inconvenient way he had, like a portrait that paid taxes through attorneys.

His eyes found mine in the mirror.

For one second, neither of us said anything.

Then, because silence made me itchy, I said, “If your mother hates me, I’m blaming your binder.”

“My mother will not hate you.”

“You say that like mothers are logical.”

“My mother is very logical.”

“That is worse.”

He stepped into the room. Maribel quietly left, traitor.

Antonio looked me over, but not in the cold measuring way from the first interview. I had started to recognize the difference, which annoyed me because recognizing things about him felt like intimacy and I did not have room in my schedule for that.

“You look appropriate,” he said.

I touched my chest. “Be still, my heart.”

“You also look nervous.”

“I am about to lie to your parents over luxury water and fourteen forks. Yes, Antonio, I am nervous.”

“There will be six forks.”

“Oh, only six. Casual.”

He came closer, stopping beside me in the mirror.

“Diana will be warm,” he said. “Ricardo will be cautious. Eduardo will test you. Patricio will be rude because subtlety requires discipline he does not have.”

“Wonderful. A tasting menu of judgment.”

“You have handled worse.”

I looked at him through the mirror.

“Have I?”

His gaze held mine.

“You handled me.”

That was the kind of thing he said by accident. The kind of thing that sounded almost sweet until he realized it and emotionally left the room.

I laughed softly. “Barely.”

His mouth moved. Almost.

Then he reached for something in his pocket and held it out.

A small card.

I took it.

It was a cheat sheet. Names. Family roles. Safe topics. Unsafe topics. Notes written in clean, precise handwriting.

Diana: art foundations, Guadalajara childhood summers, prefers jasmine tea.

Ricardo: logistics, expansion strategy, old factory stories, dislikes exaggeration.

Eduardo: do not discuss trust structure. Will ask about background. Redirect.

Patricio: likely to provoke. Smile. Do not engage unless necessary.

At the bottom, one final line:

If overwhelmed, touch necklace. I will interrupt.

I looked up.

Antonio adjusted one cuff.

“It is a signal,” he said.

“I know what it is.”

“Good.”

I looked back down at the card.

Of all the things he could have given me before dinner, he gave me an exit.

Not a speech. Not a command.

A way to ask for help without anyone knowing.

My throat tightened, which was unacceptable because my makeup was expensive.

“Thank you,” I said.

Antonio nodded once, but his eyes stayed on my face a little too long.

Then he said, “Do not look so grateful. It makes me uncomfortable.”

There he was.

I smiled. “Thank God. I was worried you had become kind.”

“Impossible.”

“Medically?”

“Legally.”

That made me laugh.

And for one stupid second, I was less afraid.

Diana and Ricardo De la Vega arrived at seven.

They did not enter like normal parents. They entered like history had opened the front door.

Diana came first, elegant in a white silk blouse and wide-legged black trousers, her dark hair swept into a low chignon, gold earrings catching the light when she moved. She was beautiful in a way that felt lived-in and graceful, not trying too hard, not needing to. Her face had Antonio’s bone structure softened by warmth.

Ricardo followed, tall, silver-haired, broad-shouldered, and stern enough to make the chandelier straighten. He wore a dark suit and carried the kind of quiet authority that probably made boardrooms sit up.

Antonio greeted his mother with a kiss on the cheek.

“Mi hijo,” Diana said, holding his face for one second longer than he wanted.

Antonio endured it with the dignity of a man being loved against his will.

Then Diana turned to me.

I remembered posture. Shoulders. Chin. Soft hands. No raccoon exits.

“Mrs. De la Vega,” I said.

Her eyes softened almost immediately.

“Oh, no,” she said. “Diana, please. If my son is making you call me Mrs. De la Vega already, he is worse than I feared.”

“I heard that,” Antonio said.

“You were meant to.”

I liked her instantly, which was dangerous.

She took both my hands.

Not one. Both.

Her hands were warm.

“You must be Colette.”

There it was again.

The name.

From her, it did not sound like a contract. It sounded like someone being welcomed into a room.

“I am,” I said, and almost believed myself.

Diana’s gaze moved over my face, not assessing like Antonio, not testing like I expected, but noticing.

“You are nervous,” she said gently.

I opened my mouth to lie.

She squeezed my hands.

“Good. It means you care.”

That did something terrible to me.

I had expected suspicion. I had prepared for interrogation. I had rehearsed charming answers and practiced calm smiles. I had not prepared for kindness to hit me directly in the orphan.

“Thank you,” I said, quieter.

Ricardo stepped forward.

“Colette.”

His voice was deep and formal.

“Mr. De la Vega,” I said.

“Ricardo,” Diana corrected.

Ricardo glanced at her.

She smiled sweetly.

He sighed through his nose. “Ricardo is fine.”

I shook his hand. His grip was firm but not crushing. His eyes were Antonio’s eyes with decades of board meetings behind them.

“Antonio tells us you studied business,” he said.

Right away.

No appetizer. No weather. Straight to résumé surgery.

“Yes,” I said. “I studied business management for a while. I left school early to work.”

“Why?”

Antonio’s eyes flicked to me.

I kept my hands relaxed.

“Money,” I said.

The truth came out before I could decorate it.

Ricardo watched me.

I smiled, smaller than usual. “I did not have much family support. I wanted to keep studying, but working became more important.”

The room softened.

Just slightly.

Diana’s expression changed first.

“Not much family support?” she asked.

I swallowed.

This was the part of the lie that was not a lie.

“I grew up without much family,” I said. “I learned to manage.”

Diana’s hand moved to my arm, light and instinctive.

The warmth of it nearly undid me.

“I am sorry,” she said.

I looked down for half a second.

“It was a long time ago.”

People said that when something was not a long time ago emotionally, only chronologically.

Ricardo’s face did not become warm, exactly, but something in it adjusted.

“A person who learns to manage young often becomes either careless or capable,” he said.

I tried to smile. “I’m aiming for capable.”

Diana smiled back. “Good answer.”

Antonio stood beside me, quiet.

But when I glanced at him, he was watching me like he had learned something and did not know what to do with it.

Dinner began well enough.

By which I meant I did not fall, insult anyone’s bloodline, or use a fish fork for psychological self-defense.

Diana asked about California, about design, about how I handled Antonio’s impossible schedule. Ricardo asked about my work history and what kind of business education I had done. I answered carefully, folding truth into fiction the way Maribel had trained me.

I had moved around.

True.

I had studied business.

True.

I had left school early to work.

True.

I had met Antonio through professional connections.

True, if one considered a suspicious job listing and a mansion interview professional connections. Which I did not, but language was flexible under money.

Then Eduardo and Patricio arrived.

Late.

Of course.

Eduardo entered first, polished and handsome in a dark suit, with Antonio’s family features arranged into something smoother and more dangerous. He had the kind of smile that made you check for missing jewelry.

Patricio came behind him, younger or at least acting younger, with perfectly styled hair, expensive loafers, and an expression that said he had never been told no by anyone who mattered.

“Antonio,” Eduardo said, kissing Diana, shaking Ricardo’s hand, and then turning to me. “And this must be Colette.”

Must be.

People kept saying that, and every time I wondered what would happen if I said, Honestly, jury’s still out.

Instead, I smiled.

“Eduardo. It’s lovely to meet you.”

Patricio looked me up and down.

Not subtle. Not polite. Not even creative.

“So you are the mystery bride,” he said.

Antonio’s shoulders shifted.

I touched my necklace lightly before I meant to.

Antonio noticed.

But I did not need rescue yet.

“Apparently,” I said. “Though mystery sounds more glamorous than terrified dinner guest.”

Diana laughed softly.

Ricardo’s mouth almost moved.

Patricio blinked, as if humor had not been included in his strategy.

Eduardo’s smile sharpened.

“Antonio has always been private,” he said as he sat. “But this was private even for him.”

“I hear that is one of his hobbies,” I said. “Privacy. Silence. Correcting people without facial movement.”

Diana laughed again.

Antonio gave me a side look.

I kept smiling.

If I was going down, I was going down charming.

Eduardo began gently.

Too gently.

“So, Colette, where exactly did you grow up?”

“Mostly around Southern California.”

“Mostly?”

“We moved.”

“Family?”

“Not much of one.”

“How unfortunate.”

The way he said it made unfortunate sound like suspicious.

I took a sip of water.

Savor Vida, naturally.

“Yes,” I said. “Though it did make me very independent.”

“Independence is admirable,” Eduardo said. “But family background tells us so much about a person.”

“That must be convenient for people with good ones.”

The table went quiet.

Oh no.

I had said it sweetly. Too sweetly. Cream dress, soft hair, polite voice, tiny verbal knife.

Antonio looked down at his plate.

Patricio smirked.

Diana’s eyes widened, then warmed.

Ricardo made a sound.

Small.

Low.

A laugh.

Everyone looked at him because apparently Ricardo De la Vega laughing at dinner was like seeing a statue cough.

He lifted his glass.

“She has teeth,” he said.

Antonio finally looked at me.

Impressed.

Despite himself.

I should not have cared.

I cared enormously.

Eduardo recovered first. “No offense intended.”

“None taken,” I lied beautifully.

Patricio leaned forward. “So how does someone with no family and no finished degree end up engaged to Antonio?”

There it was.

Less polished than Eduardo. More direct. More rude.

Antonio’s hand tightened around his glass.

But I got there first.

“Honestly?” I said.

Patricio smiled. “Please.”

“I annoyed him until he mistook irritation for commitment.”

Diana burst out laughing.

Even Eduardo’s smile faltered.

Antonio turned his head slowly toward me.

I blinked at him with the softest expression I could manage.

He said nothing.

But his eyes said murder.

Or amusement.

With Antonio, the difference was sometimes just lighting.

Ricardo looked at his son. “That sounds possible.”

“It does not,” Antonio said.

“It does,” Diana said.

I smiled into my water.

The rest of dinner became easier after that. Not easy. Never easy. But I found a rhythm.

Eduardo tested. I redirected.

Patricio poked. I smiled.

Diana rescued when needed without making it obvious. Ricardo watched, measuring me less like a threat and more like a negotiation that had surprised him.

Antonio stayed close without hovering.

Once, when Patricio asked if I knew how much pressure came with marrying into a family like theirs, I said, “I once survived a children’s toy company imploding three days after my promotion. I respect pressure.”

Antonio’s eyes flicked to me.

That one had been too true.

But no one noticed except him.

By dessert, I thought I might actually survive.

Then Trinity Perez arrived.

Not late like Eduardo and Patricio.

Worse.

Late like an entrance.

The dining room doors opened, and she swept in wearing emerald silk and a smile sharp enough to cut ribbon at a charity gala. She was beautiful. Annoyingly beautiful. Glossy dark hair, perfect posture, red mouth, gold jewelry, and the kind of confidence that came from having been welcome in rich rooms since birth.

“Forgive me,” she said, not sounding sorry at all. “The event ran long.”

Antonio stood.

So did the men.

I stood half a second late because I was still learning rich-person choreography and also because Trinity had looked directly at me like she already knew I was the evening’s weakest seam.

“Toño,” she said warmly.

Toño.

She crossed the room and kissed Antonio on both cheeks, then kept one hand on his arm a moment too long.

I felt something strange and immediate.

Not anger.

Not exactly.

More like my stomach had made a fist.

Which was ridiculous.

Antonio was not mine.

I was not even me, technically.

This was a contract. A role. A rich family dinner with excellent salad and emotional land mines.

Still, Trinity’s hand on Antonio’s sleeve irritated me on a cellular level.

Antonio stepped back, politely but firmly.

“Trinity. You remember my parents.”

“Of course.” She greeted Diana and Ricardo with easy affection, kissed Eduardo, tolerated Patricio, then turned to me.

Her smile widened.

“And you must be Colette.”

There it was again.

But from Trinity, it sounded like an accusation wearing perfume.

“I must be,” I said.

Her eyes traveled over my dress, my hair, my face.

“Antonio has kept you hidden,” she said.

“I’m starting to understand that’s a family sport.”

Diana smiled into her wine.

Trinity’s smile sharpened.

“How charming.”

“Thank you.”

“That dress is sweet. Very… safe.”

Every woman in the room heard the insult.

Even I heard it, and I had been professionally female for about twelve business days.

My heart sped up.

I could feel Antonio beside me, waiting.

Diana’s eyes flicked from Trinity to me.

This was a test too.

Different from the brothers. Softer blade. Prettier handle.

I looked down at my cream dress, then back at Trinity.

“I thought so too,” I said. “I wanted something respectful for meeting family. I figured making an entrance could wait until I knew where everyone kept the knives.”

For half a second, the room froze.

Then Diana laughed.

Not politely. Fully.

Ricardo coughed into his napkin.

Eduardo looked entertained despite himself.

Antonio’s face remained controlled, but his eyes betrayed him.

Trinity’s smile did not disappear. That would have admitted defeat. But it became thinner.

“How funny,” she said.

“Sometimes,” I said sweetly.

She sat opposite me.

Of course she did.

The rest of dinner became a polite knife fight.

Trinity asked how I liked the house. I said it was beautiful and only mildly intimidating if one ignored the furniture that looked insured.

She asked if I was comfortable with the De la Vega public circle. I said I was learning, and thankfully Antonio had enough anxiety for both of us.

Antonio muttered, “I do not have anxiety.”

I patted his hand before thinking.

“You have luxury anxiety.”

Diana laughed again.

Antonio looked at my hand on his.

I noticed it too late and pulled back, but not fast enough.

Trinity noticed.

Her eyes gleamed.

Oh, she hated me.

Good.

I needed the energy.

After dinner, people drifted into the sitting room for coffee. I escaped briefly to a hallway near the courtyard to breathe like someone who had not been smiling for sport.

Antonio found me there.

Of course he did.

I leaned against the wall, one hand pressed to my waist.

“If your family gets any warmer, I’ll need a helmet.”

“You handled them well.”

I looked at him.

The compliment was so straightforward I did not know where to put it.

“Sorry, what?”

“You handled them well.”

“No insult? No correction? Should I call a doctor?”

“Do not make me regret it.”

I smiled, exhausted.

Then I remembered Trinity’s hand on his arm and felt stupid all over again.

“Your rich mean girl is very committed,” I said.

“Trinity is a family friend.”

“She called you Toño.”

“Many people call me Toño.”

“I don’t.”

“No.”

The way he looked at me after that made the hallway feel smaller.

I glanced away.

“Well, I survived a toy-company bankruptcy. Your rich mean girl is not my final boss.”

Antonio’s mouth almost smiled.

“She may try to be.”

“Then she should get in line.”

A beat.

Then he said quietly, “You were impressive tonight.”

My chest warmed.

Dangerously.

I crossed my arms. “You’re doing it again.”

“What?”

“Being almost kind.”

“It was an observation.”

“Of course. Rich people rebranding.”

He looked at me for one second too long.

Then footsteps sounded from the sitting room, and we stepped apart like we had been caught doing something worse than talking.

The wedding happened nine days later.

Nine days was apparently enough time for rich people to build a marriage out of flowers, lawyers, tailoring, and controlled panic.

In those nine days, my life became paper.

Legal name filings. Document updates. Private consultations. Signature after signature. Colette Springs appeared on forms, schedules, wardrobe labels, medical records, and finally on identification documents Antonio’s legal team moved through with terrifying efficiency.

When I saw the updated paperwork with Colette Springs printed cleanly where Cody used to be, my stomach turned.

Then the gender marker.

That little letter.

So small on paper.

So massive in my body.

I stared at it longer than I should have.

F.

For the contract, I told myself.

For consistency. For public records. For the trust review. For Antonio’s family. For survival.

Not because of the mirror.

Not because of the way Diana had held my hands.

Not because the name Colette felt less foreign every time someone said it gently.

For the contract.

Obviously.

The morning of the wedding, I woke before sunrise in the guest wing and lay still, listening to the ocean somewhere beyond the windows.

For one second, before memory arrived, I felt peaceful.

Then I remembered I was getting married.

To Antonio De la Vega.

As Colette Springs.

Because of a Tesla credit card.

I sat up too fast.

“Nope,” I whispered.

The room did not respond.

I looked at the dress hanging near the closet.

Not huge. Not princess. Thank God. It was ivory silk, simple and elegant, with a fitted bodice, soft sleeves, and a skirt that moved like water. Yvette had called it intimate bridal.

I had called it legally alarming.

The ceremony would be in the garden behind the mansion. Small. Private. Diana, Ricardo, Eduardo, Patricio, Trinity because apparently emotional safety was not on the guest list, Carlton, Maribel, a few trusted legal witnesses, selected senior staff, and security quietly controlling every entrance like this was a wedding and a federal hearing.

No press.

No big society announcement yet.

Just enough witnesses to make it real.

That was the problem.

Real.

By ten, I was in the bridal suite, which was actually a guest room Diana had filled with white flowers, soft music, and enough calming tea to sedate a horse.

Lina did my makeup. Yvette adjusted the dress. Celeste reminded me to breathe. Maribel reviewed the schedule. Diana came in halfway through and dismissed everyone for five minutes with the serene authority of a woman who could make staff vanish using only eyebrows.

Then it was just us.

Diana looked at me in the mirror.

“Oh, Colette,” she said softly.

My throat closed.

“Is it bad?”

She laughed. “No, darling. It is very good.”

Darling.

That word should have been illegal without warning.

She came behind me and adjusted the veil. It was short, light, barely there.

“You look like you might run,” she said.

I froze.

Diana’s hands stilled on my shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” I said automatically.

“Do not apologize.” Her eyes met mine in the mirror. “Every bride thinks about running at least once.”

I laughed weakly. “Really?”

“Of course. Marriage is a beautiful institution invented by people who enjoy paperwork and terror.”

That shocked a laugh out of me.

Diana smiled.

I wondered if Antonio knew his mother was funny or if he had inherited dryness and locked it in a basement.

She squeezed my shoulders.

“You do not have to be perfect today.”

If only she knew.

“Yes, I do,” I said before I could stop myself.

Her expression softened in the mirror.

“No,” she said. “You have to be present. There is a difference.”

My eyes burned.

I looked down quickly.

She must have thought it was bridal emotion.

Maybe some of it was.

Most of it was guilt.

Because she was kind. Because she thought she was gaining a daughter-in-law and not participating in an inheritance maneuver. Because I wanted her to like me even though I had been paid to be likable.

Diana touched my cheek gently.

“I know my son is difficult,” she said.

I laughed through the tightness. “That is one word.”

“He has spent many years believing distance protects him. It does not. It only makes the house quiet.”

I looked at her.

She smiled sadly.

“You make it less quiet.”

That line hit me so hard I almost had to sit.

I had spent my whole life being afraid of needing a family. It was easier to joke, easier to float, easier to make myself useful and bright and temporary. But Diana looked at me like my presence mattered in a house that had existed long before me.

I wanted to tell her the truth.

I wanted to run.

I wanted to stay.

Instead, I whispered, “I’ll try.”

Diana kissed my forehead carefully, avoiding the makeup like a professional mother.

“That is enough.”

It was not enough.

But I carried it anyway.

The garden looked like a dream built by people with vendor relationships.

White florals lined the aisle. Pale chairs stood in neat rows. Glass Savor Vida bottles chilled in silver tubs beside white roses, because apparently even weddings were branding opportunities. The ocean shimmered beyond the hedges. Security stood discreetly near the entrances, pretending not to be security, which made them look more like security.

Every camera felt like a weapon.

Not that there were many. A private photographer. A few approved phones. Legal documentation. Nothing public. Still, every lens made my skin prickle.

Every hug felt like a test.

Every face made me wonder what they saw.

Colette?

Cody?

Fraud?

Bride?

I stood just out of sight with Diana, holding a small bouquet of white flowers.

Maribel stood nearby with a tablet. “Ready?”

No.

Absolutely not.

I looked down at my hands.

My nails were pale pink. My ring finger was bare.

For now.

I thought about the paperwork. Colette Springs. The updated marker. The signatures. The way my old name felt like it had been moved into storage without asking me.

I thought about my apartment. My unpaid rent. My Tesla card. That stupid sleek black rectangle that had pushed me one inch closer to every disaster.

“This is because of a credit card,” I whispered.

Diana leaned slightly closer. “What was that?”

“Nothing. Bridal poetry.”

She smiled, unaware she was standing beside fraud in silk.

The music began.

My body went cold.

For one second, I almost backed out.

I could do it. I could turn around, give the bouquet to Diana, apologize to everyone, run through the hedges in bridal heels, and become a local news story. Mystery Bride Flees Luxury Water Wedding. More at Eleven.

I even shifted back half a step.

Then I saw Antonio.

He stood at the end of the aisle in a black suit, white shirt, and silver tie. Ricardo stood near him. Carlton sat in the front row. Eduardo and Patricio watched like investors at a trial. Trinity sat perfectly still, beautiful and poisonous.

Antonio’s eyes found mine.

Everything else blurred a little.

He did not smile.

Of course he did not. That would have been too emotionally accessible and probably bad for his brand.

But his face changed.

Softened.

Not much. Not enough for anyone else to notice.

Enough for me.

He looked at me like he understood I was afraid.

More than that.

He looked sorry.

That did something.

My hesitation loosened.

Not disappeared. No. Fear was still there, fully dressed and holding a bouquet. But it stopped dragging me backward.

I walked.

Heel. Toe. Small stride. Shoulders soft. Chin level. Do not attack the floor. Do not pass out. Do not think about the Tesla card. Do not think about Cody. Do not think about Colette. Do not think about how Antonio is watching like this matters.

Diana gave me away, which should have been absurd because she had known me for nine days.

It still nearly broke me.

Antonio took my hand.

His hand was warm.

I hated that I noticed.

“You look terrified,” he murmured.

“You look expensive,” I whispered back.

His thumb moved once against my fingers.

It might have been reassurance.

It might have been an accident.

I decided not to investigate.

The officiant began.

I heard words. Marriage. Commitment. Witnesses. Legal union. Partnership.

Legal union.

That part landed.

This was fake. But it was also real. That was the horrible brilliance of it. The emotions could be false. The public story could be false. The reason could be false.

The paperwork would not be.

When it was Antonio’s turn to speak, he looked at me.

His voice was steady.

“Colette,” he said.

The name in his mouth no longer sounded like a folder.

It sounded like a person.

“I promise to protect your dignity, your privacy, and your freedom. I promise that in this house, and in this life we are building for as long as we build it, you will not stand alone.”

My breath caught.

Those were not normal vows.

They were contract vows.

They were Antonio vows.

Precise. Guarded. Practical.

But under them, I heard the cheat sheet. The signal. The wrong fork. The design books. The way he had said no when I asked if I looked stupid.

You will not stand alone.

I told myself it was acting.

Of course it was acting.

Antonio was performing for family, trust lawyers, and private witnesses. He knew exactly which words would make him look honorable. He was strategic. He was controlled. He had probably reviewed the vows with legal.

So why did my eyes sting?

When it was my turn, my fingers shook around the bouquet.

“Antonio,” I said.

His eyes stayed on mine.

I had memorized the approved vows. Elegant. Brief. Emotionally plausible. Nothing too specific.

Then my brain, traitorous and exhausted, changed one line.

“I promise to stand beside you,” I said, “even when you are impossible.”

A small laugh moved through the guests.

Antonio’s eyes warmed.

Just barely.

“I promise to honor the life we show the world and the truth we keep between us. I promise to try, even when I am afraid.”

That part was not in the approved vows either.

Antonio knew it.

I saw him know it.

The officiant continued.

The rings came.

Antonio took my left hand.

His fingers were careful.

So careful it made everything worse.

He slid the ring onto my finger, a simple diamond band that looked delicate and terrifying and permanent. It fit perfectly because of course it did. Everyone in this house had measured me into destiny.

For one dangerous second, I forgot why we were there.

I forgot the trust.

The money.

The contract.

The Tesla card.

The binder.

The lies.

For one second, there was only Antonio’s hand holding mine and his eyes looking at me like he had not expected to feel anything either.

Then the officiant pronounced us married.

Antonio leaned in.

The kiss was brief.

Soft.

Public.

Safe.

It was supposed to be nothing.

It was not nothing.

The garden applauded.

Diana cried.

Ricardo looked stern in a way that might have been emotion trying to wear armor.

Carlton watched with a quiet expression I could not read.

Trinity smiled like she had swallowed glass.

I became Mrs. De la Vega in front of flowers, family, legal witnesses, and security.

And somewhere deep inside me, Cody Springs went very, very quiet.

The reception was small but still managed to exhaust every cell in my body.

There was champagne. Toasts. White cake. Seafood I was too nervous to eat. Tiny desserts arranged like jewelry. Savor Vida bottles at every place setting because apparently hydration was forever.

Ricardo gave a brief toast about family continuity, trust, and responsibility. Very romantic, if your love language was corporate governance.

Diana gave a toast that made me cry for real.

“To Colette,” she said, lifting her glass. “Who came into this house quietly and somehow made it feel less quiet.”

I stared at my plate.

Do not cry. Do not cry. Do not cry.

Antonio, beside me, passed me a napkin without looking.

I took it.

Trinity noticed that too.

Of course she did.

Patricio made a joke about Antonio finally doing something traditional. Eduardo toasted “new beginnings,” in a tone that made me wonder where he had hidden the knife.

Carlton came to congratulate me after dinner.

“You survived,” he said.

“Barely. I think one of the forks had opinions about me.”

“You were wonderful.”

The compliment landed too gently.

I was used to Antonio’s compliments arriving disguised as criticism or emergency planning. Carlton just handed them over like gifts.

“Thank you,” I said.

He looked at the ring on my hand, then back at me.

“If you ever want to talk about the cars,” he said, “not today, obviously, but whenever you are ready—I meant what I said.”

My heart did a small, confusing thing.

“You really want to see potato sketches?”

“I have built campaigns out of worse.”

“Wow. Inspirational.”

“And I believe you have more than potatoes.”

I did not know what to do with that.

Across the room, Antonio was speaking to Ricardo, but his eyes moved to us.

Caught.

Not obviously.

But enough.

I smiled at Carlton because he had been kind.

Antonio’s jaw tightened.

Interesting.

Dangerous.

Noted.

By the time the last guest left and the staff began clearing the garden, I was running on sugar, adrenaline, and structural shapewear.

Antonio and I returned to the mansion together through the side entrance, followed by Maribel at a respectful distance.

“Congratulations,” she said.

“Thank you,” Antonio said.

I said, “I think I blacked out legally.”

Maribel’s mouth twitched.

Antonio glanced at her.

She turned away before he could catch it fully.

I had almost made Maribel laugh on my wedding day. Growth.

When we reached the east wing, Maribel stopped.

“Mrs. De la Vega, your suite has been prepared. Mr. De la Vega, your rooms remain in the west wing unless otherwise requested.”

Mrs. De la Vega.

My body reacted like someone had rung a bell inside my ribs.

Antonio looked at me.

I looked at Maribel.

“Right,” I said. “Prepared for sleeping. Alone. Respectfully. With maybe snacks?”

“There are snacks,” Maribel said.

I almost hugged her.

Antonio said, “Thank you, Maribel.”

She left.

Then it was just us in the hallway.

Husband and wife.

Contract edition.

My dress suddenly felt heavier.

The silence turned shy, which was ridiculous because we had insulted each other through legal negotiation, family dinner, walking lessons, and one full wedding. But there in the hallway, with the house quiet and my ring catching the light, I had no idea where to put my hands.

Antonio seemed equally trapped in his own body, which was deeply satisfying.

“So,” I said.

“So.”

“We did that.”

“We did.”

“Seems legally excessive.”

“It was a wedding.”

“I noticed.”

His eyes dropped briefly to the ring on my hand.

Then back to my face.

“You were good today.”

I made a face. “Careful. Too much praise and I’ll develop a rash.”

“You were brave.”

That was worse.

I looked away.

“No. I was expensive.”

“Both can be true.”

I laughed softly because that sounded like him.

Then I shifted and felt the back of the dress pull.

“Oh no.”

Antonio went still. “What?”

“The zipper.”

“What about it?”

“I forgot this dress is a beautiful trap.”

His brow furrowed.

“I cannot reach it,” I said.

He looked at the back of the dress.

Then at me.

Then away.

The great Antonio De la Vega, heir to luxury water and enemy of emotional display, looked suddenly awkward.

It was delicious.

“Do you need assistance?” he asked, like we were discussing a spreadsheet.

“No, I’m planning to sleep upright in couture.”

“I can ask Yvette.”

“It’s almost midnight.”

“Maribel.”

“Absolutely not. Maribel has seen enough of my suffering today.”

His eyes returned to me.

I sighed.

“You can unzip it.”

The hallway became too quiet.

“Only the zipper,” I added quickly.

“I understood.”

“Great. Because if you misunderstand, I still know where the heels are.”

His mouth almost smiled. “Weaponized footwear.”

“I’ve trained.”

We stepped into my suite.

The room had been prepared with soft lamps, white flowers, a tray of tea, and, bless Maribel’s frightening competence, a plate of small sandwiches and cookies on the table.

“My wedding feast,” I said, pointing at the sandwiches.

“You barely ate.”

“I was busy committing inheritance fraud.”

“You were getting married.”

“Same tuxedo, different paperwork.”

Antonio closed the door but did not lock it. I noticed.

He stayed near the sitting area while I stood in the middle of the room, suddenly too aware of the dress, the veil, the pins in my hair, the ring, his presence.

I turned around and gathered my hair over one shoulder.

“Okay,” I said. “Just the zipper. No commentary.”

“I was not planning commentary.”

“You always have commentary.”

“Not for this.”

That shut me up.

I felt him step closer.

Not too close.

Close enough.

His fingers touched the top of the zipper at the back of my dress.

I stopped breathing like a normal person.

“Is this all right?” he asked.

The question was quiet.

Not performative. Not legal.

Just him.

I nodded, then remembered he could not see my face.

“Yes.”

He drew the zipper down slowly.

Carefully.

The sound was tiny in the room.

My skin prickled where the air touched the back of my neck. His knuckles brushed me once, by accident, and we both froze like teenagers caught in a pantry.

“Sorry,” he said.

Antonio apologized.

The world did not end, but it considered it.

“It’s okay,” I said.

He finished lowering the zipper to a safe point and stepped back immediately.

Too immediately, maybe.

Like he had touched fire and wanted no one to know he had felt heat.

“There,” he said.

I held the front of the dress in place.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

We stood there.

The silence grew legs.

I turned halfway, still holding the dress carefully. “This is very normal.”

“Extremely.”

“Husbands unzip wives all the time.”

His eyes flicked to mine.

I wanted to slap myself with a sandwich.

“I mean—fake husbands. Fake wives. Contractually. Not—”

“I understood.”

“You always say that when things are worse.”

“Because I usually do.”

I laughed.

Then he laughed.

Actually laughed.

Not loudly. Not fully. But enough that the sound came out of him warm and surprised, like it had escaped without permission.

It hit me harder than the kiss.

Because the kiss had been for the wedding.

The laugh was not.

I clutched the dress tighter. “Oh my God.”

“What?”

“You can laugh.”

“I laugh.”

“At what? Quarterly reports?”

“At you, apparently.”

“Wow. Romantic.”

His smile faded slowly, not disappearing so much as becoming private.

My own laughter softened.

For a moment, we just looked at each other.

I was still in the wedding dress, half-unzipped, hair over one shoulder, makeup wearing down at the edges, ring on my finger.

He was still in his suit, tie loosened now, looking less like a legal decision and more like a man who did not know what to do with tenderness once it entered the room.

I felt shy.

Actually shy.

Which was annoying because I had no moral objection to attention. I had modeled shirtless in public. I had been sprayed with fake sweat under studio lights. I had spent the last two weeks being measured, styled, corrected, shaped, and discussed by professionals.

But Antonio standing three feet away after unzipping one dress made me feel like I had never been seen before.

I cleared my throat.

“So. Boundaries.”

His expression sobered.

“Yes.”

I moved behind the privacy screen near the closet, grateful for the excuse to stop looking at him. “Separate rooms.”

“Yes.”

“Public affection only when needed.”

“Yes.”

“No weird expectations.”

“None.”

“No confusion.”

A pause.

“Correct,” he said.

I stared at the inside of the privacy screen.

The dress loosened around me. I stepped carefully out of it and reached for the robe Yvette had left hanging nearby.

No confusion.

Right.

Because this was a contract.

Because he had chosen me precisely because he believed confusion would be impossible.

Because I was Cody underneath.

Because Colette was paperwork, posture, makeup, and survival.

Because that kiss had been public.

Because the laugh had meant nothing.

Because my skin still felt warm where his fingers had barely touched my back for no reason worth discussing.

I tied the robe tight and stepped out from behind the screen.

Antonio had turned toward the window to give me privacy.

Of course he had.

That restraint did something to me I did not want named.

He looked back only when I said, “Decent.”

His eyes took in the robe, my loose hair, the ring still on my finger.

Then he looked away again.

Too quickly.

Interesting.

Terrible.

“Get some rest,” he said.

“You too.”

He moved toward the door.

Before he opened it, I said, “Antonio.”

He stopped.

I should have said something practical.

About tomorrow. The schedule. The trust review. The next family appearance. The fact that Trinity looked like she wanted to poison me with imported honey.

Instead, I said, “Your mother is nice.”

He turned back.

Something softened in his face.

“Yes,” he said. “She is.”

“She thinks I make the house less quiet.”

His gaze stayed on mine.

“You do.”

That was too much.

Far too much.

I looked down at the ring.

“Well,” I said, forcing brightness into my voice before the moment could swallow me. “Tell the house it’s welcome.”

Antonio’s mouth almost smiled.

“Goodnight, Colette.”

The name slid through the room.

Soft.

Dangerous.

“Goodnight, Antonio.”

He left.

The door closed gently behind him.

I stood there for a long moment, listening to the quiet.

Then I walked to the mirror.

The robe was soft. My hair was falling out of its careful waves. My makeup had faded around my eyes. The ring flashed when I lifted my hand.

Mrs. De la Vega.

Colette Springs.

Cody, somewhere under all of it, holding his breath.

I touched the ring with my thumb.

“No confusion,” I whispered.

The woman in the mirror looked back at me.

She did not believe me.


Chapter 7
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AFTER THE WEDDING, I expected life to become harder immediately. That seemed logical. I had just legally married a man who originally hired me because I was short, desperate, and, in his words, emotionally unlikely to become an issue. I had changed paperwork, moved into a mansion, acquired a ring, survived a garden ceremony with luxury water branding, and promised to stand beside Antonio De la Vega even when he was impossible.

Which was generous of me, because impossible was his default setting.

But the strangest thing happened after the wedding.

Life did not become harder.

It became warmer.

Not safer, exactly. Safety was complicated when your marriage had a contract, your name had changed faster than your brain could process, and one childhood friend named Trinity Perez looked at you like she wanted to unzip your entire existence in public.

But warmer.

That was worse.

Because I knew how to survive cold.

Warmth made me stupid.

It started with Diana.

Three days after the wedding, Maribel appeared at my suite door at ten in the morning while I was practicing handwriting because apparently Colette Springs could not sign her name like Cody Springs having a panic attack.

“Mrs. De la Vega has invited you to lunch,” she said.

I looked up from the page, where I had written Colette De la Vega by accident and immediately scribbled over it like the paper had betrayed me.

“Mrs. De la Vega as in Diana? Or me? Because technically—”

“Diana.”

“Thank God. I’m not ready to invite myself to lunch through staff.”

Maribel’s mouth twitched.

Victory.

“She will arrive at noon,” Maribel said. “Dress code is informal.”

“Informal in mansion language or human language?”

“Soft daywear.”

“That answered nothing.”

She gave me one look, then left.

Soft daywear turned out to mean a pale sage wrap dress, low sandals, delicate earrings, and hair styled in loose waves that looked effortless after forty-five minutes of effort from someone who was not me.

Diana arrived carrying flowers and a white bakery box tied with blue ribbon.

“I brought pastries,” she said.

I had no defense against pastries or maternal energy, so I simply stood there and tried not to look too touched.

“For lunch?” I asked.

“For after lunch. I am not an animal.”

I loved her.

That was the problem.

Lunch was in the garden pavilion, a shaded little structure near the side lawn that looked like rich people had invented it specifically for conversations with emotional consequences. There were white cushions, flowers, a table set for two, and a view of the ocean beyond the hedges.

Diana poured tea like she had been born knowing how to make silence feel comfortable.

I, meanwhile, sat there trying to remember whether Colette liked tea. Cody had mostly lived on coffee, protein bars, and whatever food had the shortest microwave instructions.

“Antonio said you like jasmine,” I said, because I had memorized the cheat sheet and also because I was desperate to be good at this.

Diana smiled over her cup. “Antonio told you that?”

“Yes.”

“How interesting.”

I froze. “Is it?”

“My son pretends he does not notice details that do not matter.”

“Oh. He notices. He just weaponizes the wrong ones.”

Diana laughed softly. “That sounds like him.”

The lunch itself was simple. Grilled fish, salad, fruit, small bowls of sauces, Savor Vida water, because apparently the family drank their own brand with religious consistency. I tried to eat gracefully, which meant slower than my natural speed of survival.

Diana asked about my week.

Not in the formal way Ricardo asked questions. Not like Eduardo, who asked questions as if he had already hired a private investigator in his mind. Diana asked like she genuinely wanted to know where my days went.

So I told her about posture lessons.

She laughed.

I told her about table manners.

She nodded gravely.

I told her Antonio said my walk once resembled a fitness model escaping a haunted boutique.

Diana closed her eyes and said, “Antonio.”

“I know. Very charming. I nearly fainted.”

“He has always been like that.”

“Insulting professionally?”

“Guarded badly.” She stirred her tea. “As a boy, he would pretend not to want anything. Toys, sweets, attention. But if you placed something near him and walked away, it would disappear.”

I smiled before I could stop myself.

“I can picture that.”

“In Guadalajara, during summers with my parents, he would sit in the courtyard with a book and pretend he did not want to join the cousins playing football. But when they stopped asking, he would become furious.”

“That is the most Antonio child story I have ever heard.”

“He did not like needing to be invited.”

My smile faded a little.

That, unfortunately, I understood.

Diana looked at me with those warm, dangerous eyes.

“And you?” she asked. “Were you a child who waited to be invited?”

My chest tightened.

There were so many ways to lie. The binder had given me safe answers. Moving around. Complicated childhood. Not much family. Learned independence early.

But Diana had a way of making lies feel rude.

“Sometimes,” I said.

She did not push.

That was how she got more out of me.

“I was mostly a child who tried to be useful,” I added. “Useful kids are harder to send away.”

The words left my mouth before I could make them pretty.

Diana’s face changed.

Not pity. I would have hated pity.

Something softer. Something that made me want to look away.

“Oh, darling,” she said.

There it was again.

Darling.

A word that went straight for the places I had boarded up.

I looked at my plate. “It’s fine. I became very organized.”

“And funny,” she said.

“Emergency response.”

She reached across the table and touched my hand.

Just that.

Warm fingers over mine.

I had to blink three times.

After that, Diana started inviting me everywhere.

Not every day. That would have killed me. But often enough that the mansion stopped feeling like Antonio’s house and started becoming a place where people expected me to appear.

Lunches.

Charity planning meetings.

A private tour of the Savor Vida foundation office.

Family dinners where Diana insisted I sit beside her if Antonio was “being difficult,” which was apparently a recognized family weather condition.

She taught me things without making them lessons.

How Ricardo liked his coffee after dinner.

Which family stories annoyed Antonio but secretly pleased him.

Why Diana kept a small silver charm from Guadalajara in her jewelry box.

How to greet older family friends with warmth without letting them trap me in conversation.

How to tell when Ricardo was angry versus thinking. The difference was apparently one eyebrow and the temperature of his silence.

She told stories about Antonio as a boy in Guadalajara: serious, stubborn, too proud to admit when he was lost, always trying to fix broken things before anyone saw he cared. He once spent an entire afternoon repairing a cracked clay fountain because his grandmother had sighed over it at breakfast. When she thanked him, he said he had been bored.

“Of course he did,” I said.

Diana smiled. “He was seven.”

“He was born forty.”

“Possibly.”

The stories softened him in ways I did not want.

It was much easier to think of Antonio as an arrogant mansion man who needed a fake wife to escape his family water empire. It was harder to hate the boy who fixed fountains and hid wanting behind boredom.

Ricardo took longer.

Ricardo did not invite me to lunch. Ricardo did not bring pastries. Ricardo did not say darling or touch my hand or tell embarrassing childhood stories with strategic tenderness.

Ricardo observed.

At family dinners, he watched how I spoke. How I handled Patricio’s little digs. How I responded when Eduardo tried to lead conversations toward background, paperwork, trust rules, or the exact timeline of how Antonio and I had “fallen in love.”

He watched Antonio too.

That was the part I noticed.

He watched his son like he was trying to understand a machine that had started making unfamiliar sounds.

The first time Ricardo showed real respect for me happened during a Sunday dinner.

Eduardo and Antonio had begun circling each other over the trust review, though no one said it directly. Rich families had a gift for discussing money without using the word money until someone’s emotional tires blew out.

Eduardo smiled over his wine.

“I only think transparency matters,” he said. “For the family. Sudden decisions create unnecessary questions.”

Antonio’s face went still.

“Are you referring to my marriage or your own inability to mind your business?”

Patricio made a delighted sound.

Diana sighed.

Ricardo’s eyes narrowed.

I felt the temperature of the room drop.

Antonio’s hand rested beside his plate, fingers still, jaw tight. Eduardo leaned back, pleased. He had wanted the reaction.

And I, apparently, had developed a death wish.

I picked up my water glass.

“You know,” I said brightly, “in product meetings, we had a rule. If someone said they were just asking questions, they were usually trying to kill the idea without admitting they hated it.”

Everyone looked at me.

Great.

I continued because stopping would be cowardice.

“So we made them state the real concern first. Saved hours.”

Eduardo’s smile thinned.

Ricardo leaned back slightly.

Antonio looked at me, expression unreadable.

Diana looked like she wanted to clap but had manners.

“What is your real concern, Eduardo?” I asked sweetly.

Silence.

Patricio coughed into his drink.

Eduardo said, “My concern is Antonio’s readiness for the obligations tied to inheritance.”

“Then say that,” I said. “It is much cleaner than pretending you are worried about transparency. People can respond to clean.”

Ricardo made that low sound again.

The almost-laugh.

Antonio’s eyes changed.

Not grateful, exactly. More like impressed against his will.

Eduardo did not thank me.

Obviously.

But the argument cooled because I had forced it into daylight, and men like Eduardo preferred shadows.

After dinner, Ricardo found me near the hallway to the courtyard.

“Colette.”

I turned, immediately nervous. “Ricardo.”

He held a small glass of mineral water, untouched.

“That was well done.”

I blinked.

“Oh. Thank you.”

“You were direct without being crude.”

“That is not my usual brand, so I’m evolving.”

His mouth moved.

Almost a smile.

“Antonio needs people who can interrupt him.”

“I’ve noticed. He comes with no brakes.”

“Neither do his brothers.”

“Yes, but Antonio at least has seatbelts.”

This time, Ricardo smiled for half a second.

A real one.

Then it vanished, probably sent away for being too vulnerable.

“You are good for this family,” he said.

My throat closed so suddenly I nearly choked on air.

Good for this family.

Not useful.

Not convincing.

Good.

I looked down because my eyes were doing something suspicious.

“I’m trying,” I said.

Ricardo nodded once.

“That matters.”

Then he walked away, leaving me in the hallway with the horrible feeling that I had just been given something I did not deserve and wanted desperately to keep.

Belonging was sneaky.

It did not arrive like fireworks.

It arrived as a seat saved beside Diana.

As Ricardo asking if I wanted sparkling or still.

As staff remembering I hated grapefruit.

As Antonio leaving his meetings five minutes early because family dinner began at seven and Diana expected us both.

As someone saying, “We wondered where you were,” and meaning it.

I should have kept better emotional distance.

I did not.

Meanwhile, Carlton Mintzberg became a different kind of problem.

He invited me to dinner the week after the wedding.

Not date dinner. Work dinner. Creative strategy dinner.

That was what the calendar invite said, anyway.

Little Legends Garage — Initial Brand Discussion.

I stared at it for so long Antonio noticed.

He was standing in my office, holding one of my newer sketches like he had been summoned by the scent of bad perspective.

“Carlton sent you a meeting?” he asked.

“Carlton sent Colette a meeting.”

“You are Colette.”

“For legal purposes and eyeliner, yes.”

He looked at the screen.

“You accepted?”

“Not yet.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m deciding whether dinner with your advertising friend is normal or rich-people dangerous.”

“Carlton is harmless.”

That was too fast.

I looked at him.

“Is he?”

Antonio’s eyes narrowed. “He is my best friend.”

“That was not the question.”

“He is professional.”

“That was also not the question.”

Antonio set the sketch down. “Do you want to go?”

I hated that he asked it that way.

Not commanding. Not forbidding.

Giving me space.

Annoying.

“Yes,” I said. “I think so. He understands branding. And he didn’t laugh at my potatoes.”

“I did not laugh.”

“You insulted them with architectural precision.”

“They needed it.”

I clicked accept before I could overthink.

Antonio looked at the screen, then back at me.

“Daniel will drive you.”

“Of course. Can’t have the fake wife navigating Los Angeles with regular GPS like a peasant.”

“It is for safety.”

“Everything is for safety with you.”

“Yes.”

The answer came without humor.

I looked at him.

He was staring at my sketch, not me.

It was one of my better ones. Still bad, but less criminal. A small coupe inspired by El Segundo: beachy, low, with little surfboard details on the side and a bright stripe along the roof.

Antonio tapped the page once.

“This line works.”

My heart lifted before I could stop it.

“Really?”

“The rest does not.”

“There he is.”

“But that line does.”

He left after that, having emotionally drop-kicked me and complimented one roofline like a man allergic to joy.

Carlton chose a restaurant in Santa Monica with rooftop seating and soft lights strung above the tables. Not too romantic, but not not romantic either. The ocean was a dark shape beyond the city glow. People around us wore linen, expensive denim, dresses that whispered, watches that cost down payments, and the relaxed faces of people who had never refreshed a bank app in fear.

Carlton stood when I arrived.

Actually stood.

He wore a navy blazer over an open-collar shirt and looked like the human form of good manners.

“Colette,” he said.

He did not say Mrs. De la Vega.

He did not say Antonio’s wife.

Just Colette.

“Carlton,” I said, trying not to sound like I had noticed.

He pulled out my chair.

I froze for a tiny second because Antonio had done the same before the trial dinner, but with Antonio it had felt like protocol. With Carlton, it felt like attention.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Of course.”

He sat after I did.

A server appeared.

Carlton said, “I ordered still water for the table, but I remembered you liked iced coffee when you’re nervous. They make a decent cold brew here.”

I stared at him.

“You remembered that?”

“You mentioned it during the trial dinner. You said caffeine made your personality file complaints but you needed it anyway.”

I had said that.

A throwaway line.

One of a thousand little jokes I tossed into rooms so no one would see what I was actually feeling.

Carlton had kept it.

“Oh,” I said. “That sounds like me.”

“I thought so.”

The cold brew arrived a minute later.

It was perfect.

Of course.

Carlton opened a notebook.

Not a tablet. The same kind of actual notebook he had used at the mansion.

“Before we talk about public image,” he said, “I want to talk about the cars.”

I laughed automatically. “You are very committed to making me embarrass myself.”

“I am very committed to finding the center of the idea.”

“The center is currently misshapen wheels.”

“Then we start there.”

He asked questions.

Real ones.

Not polite questions. Not billionaire-family questions. Not questions designed to expose the holes in my fake biography. Questions that made my brain light up.

What age range did I imagine?

Were the cars for children, collectors, or both?

Would every car have a story?

What price point?

Mass market or premium?

Blind boxes or visible packaging?

Should the brand feel nostalgic, aspirational, funny, emotional, collectible?

What made Little Legends Garage different from every other toy-car line fighting for shelf space?

No one had ever asked me that before.

At Wow Wheels, I had answered questions. Coordinated questions. Helped other people’s ideas survive questions.

Carlton asked like my idea was already real and simply waiting for me to describe it properly.

At first, I stumbled.

Then I talked.

I talked about kids who wanted stories small enough to hold. About cars inspired by first dreams, first jobs, first cities, escape routes, little heroes, underdogs. I talked about packaging that included a tiny “legend card” for each car. I talked about lines like City Sparks and First Job Flyers. I talked about how toy cars could be more than speed and flames; they could be identity, imagination, a way for kids to say, that one is me.

By the time I stopped, my coffee was half-melted and Carlton had filled three pages of notes.

I felt exposed.

Not in the Colette way.

In the Cody way.

The dream way.

Carlton looked at his notes, then at me.

“This is strong.”

My throat tightened.

“Don’t say that if you don’t mean it.”

“I mean it.”

“My drawings are bad.”

“Your drawings are not the product yet. Your concept is the product.”

I had to look away.

The ocean was dark. The lights were soft. Somewhere below, traffic moved along the coast.

“Antonio says I need technical practice.”

“Antonio is right.”

I made a wounded noise.

Carlton smiled. “He is also terrible at saying things in a way that does not feel like being assessed by a customs officer.”

“That is the most accurate description of my marriage I have ever heard.”

Carlton laughed.

And there it was again.

Ease.

With Antonio, everything was a push and pull, a challenge, an argument with sparks under it. He protected through actions, remembered through logistics, cared like care was a tax strategy he refused to label.

Carlton simply said things.

Cleanly.

Kindly.

Like feelings were not a contaminated substance.

“It should be called Little Legends Garage,” he said.

I blinked.

“That’s the name?”

“Yes.”

“It’s too sentimental.”

“It is sentimental. That is not a flaw.”

“It sounds small.”

“Small is the point. Little cars. Big stories.”

My chest went warm.

“That’s close to my line.”

“What line?”

I hesitated.

Then I pulled the folded sketch from my small purse. The original one. The ugly one. The one I had carried behind my Tesla card like an emotional hostage.

I unfolded it and slid it across the table.

Carlton studied it.

He did not laugh.

Under the terrible drawing, my handwriting read:

Every small car deserves a big story.

He looked at the line for a long moment.

Then he said, “That is the brand.”

I almost cried.

Which was ridiculous. I had survived a fake wedding, public lying, legal transformation, and Antonio’s entire personality without crying that hard. But Carlton saying that is the brand nearly took me out.

“You’re serious?”

“Yes. This is not just a toy line. It is a positioning statement.”

“Say more expensive words. I’m healing.”

He smiled. “It means you know what the emotional promise is. Most people start with product features. You started with why it matters.”

I folded my hands in my lap so he would not see them shake.

“Thank you.”

“You are welcome.”

He did not make the moment awkward.

He did not look away either.

That was dangerous in a quieter way.

When dinner ended, Carlton walked me to the car.

Daniel stood nearby, pretending not to exist.

“Same time next week?” Carlton asked.

“For toy cars?”

“For toy cars.”

I smiled. “Yes.”

“Good.”

He opened the SUV door for me.

Before I got in, he said, “Colette?”

I looked back.

“Do not let anyone convince you the dream is silly because the first drawing is rough.”

My chest hurt.

“That sounded suspiciously like advice.”

“It was.”

“Rude.”

“Necessary.”

I laughed softly and got into the car.

On the drive back to the mansion, I held the folded sketch in my lap.

Antonio was in the sitting room when I returned.

Of course he was.

He looked up from his laptop.

“How was dinner?”

“Hello to you too.”

“Hello. How was dinner?”

“Productive.”

His gaze moved to my face. “You are smiling.”

“People do that after meals.”

“With Carlton?”

I paused.

There it was.

Not jealousy. Not exactly.

Something sharpened.

“Yes,” I said carefully. “With Carlton.”

Antonio looked back at his laptop.

“He is good at making people feel interesting.”

“He made my toy cars feel possible.”

Antonio’s fingers stilled on the keyboard.

Then he said, “They are possible.”

I stared at him.

He did not look up.

The words were quiet, almost thrown away.

But I caught them.

Antonio gave me safety like that. In pieces. Without eye contact. Through drivers, books, wrong forks, cheat sheets, consent clauses, one compliment buried under three insults.

Carlton gave me gentleness openly.

And because the universe had apparently become a messy screenwriter, both worked.

The COVID outbreak started as headlines.

At first, it was background noise. A new variant. Rising cases. Hospitals watching numbers. Public health recommendations tightening. Wealthy events requiring testing again. People in group chats arguing over masks, boosters, and whether this was “really happening again” as if viruses cared about collective exhaustion.

In the De la Vega world, the shift was immediate.

Staff testing schedules returned. Event guest lists shrank. Diana postponed a charity luncheon. Ricardo moved several meetings virtual. Maribel began appearing with little boxes of tests and the calm face of a woman who could coordinate a plague with a spreadsheet.

I had not gotten the updated vaccine.

That fact sat in me with quiet shame.

It was not ideological. It was not some dramatic belief. It was money, chaos, job loss, procrastination, and the way poor people sometimes let health admin slide because everything else is on fire. After Wow Wheels, I had been too busy trying to pay rent, find work, not become Antonio’s wife, become Antonio’s wife, and learn how not to walk like tax fraud.

Antonio had not gotten his updated vaccine either.

His reason was worse.

He had simply delayed it because he was busy and arrogant about his own body.

“You lecture me about safety constantly,” I told him when I found out.

He stood in my office doorway, looking mildly annoyed. “I intended to schedule it.”

“You intended? Fantastic. Intention is famously effective against respiratory viruses.”

“Yours is not updated either.”

“Because I was poor.”

“Colette.”

“No. You don’t get to use my name seriously. You had a mansion and a calendar.”

“I said I would schedule it.”

“You should have scheduled it before the plague sequel.”

He looked like he wanted to argue, then realized there was no angle where he came out correct.

Good.

But by then, it was too late for moral superiority to become immunity.

Three days later, I woke up with a sore throat.

Not terrible. Just scratchy. I blamed the voice exercises. August had me practicing softer resonance, and I had spent the previous afternoon repeating phrases like, “It’s lovely to meet you,” until I wanted to attack vowels.

By noon, I felt tired.

By four, my skin ached.

By dinner, I was cold even though the mansion was warm and I had wrapped myself in a cardigan the color of expensive oatmeal.

Antonio noticed immediately.

Because of course he did.

“You are quiet,” he said across the small dining table in the east wing.

“I’m mysterious.”

“You are never mysterious.”

“Rude.”

“You are flushed.”

“I am glowing.”

“You are shivering.”

“I am emotionally complex.”

He stood.

I stood too, because apparently I thought movement could hide symptoms. It did not. The room tilted slightly.

Antonio’s face changed.

“Sit down.”

“Stop telling me what to—”

My knees softened.

He was beside me before I finished the sentence.

One hand caught my elbow. Not rough. Not dramatic. Solid.

I hated how good solid felt.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You are burning.”

His hand moved toward my forehead.

I flinched back.

Not because I was afraid of him.

Because touch, lately, was too much information.

His hand stopped immediately.

“May I?” he asked.

That undid me a little.

I nodded.

He touched my forehead with the back of his fingers.

His expression hardened.

“Maribel,” he called.

He did not shout.

He did not need to. The house responded to him like sound had staff.

Within minutes, I was in my suite, wrapped in a robe, sitting on the edge of the bed while Maribel took my temperature and Antonio stood nearby making calls.

“I don’t need a doctor,” I said.

The thermometer beeped.

Maribel looked at it.

Antonio looked at Maribel.

Maribel said, “You need a doctor.”

“Betrayal.”

Antonio turned back to the phone. “Yes. Tonight. Full respiratory panel. COVID test first.”

I groaned. “Please don’t make this a production.”

“You have a fever.”

“People get fevers.”

“People also die from preventable complications.”

“That escalated.”

He ended the call and looked at me.

“You will be tested. You will rest. You will not argue.”

I pulled the blanket tighter around myself. “You say these things like you’ve never met me.”

“I have met you. That is why I am saying them.”

Maribel handed me water.

Savor Vida, obviously.

Even illness had brand consistency.

The rapid test came back positive.

Of course it did.

Because my life had a sense of humor and terrible timing.

The private doctor arrived in a mask and gloves, examined me, asked questions, reviewed symptoms, and explained the plan. Rest. Fluids. Fever management. Monitoring. Isolation protocols. More testing if symptoms worsened. Everyone calm, careful, expensive.

I nodded through it, trying to look like a cooperative patient instead of someone whose chest had tightened for reasons beyond the virus.

Sick meant inconvenient.

That thought came automatically.

Old thought. Old fear.

Sick meant needing things. Needing things meant becoming a burden. Burdens got moved around. Forgotten. Sent back. Replaced by easier children, easier roommates, easier employees, easier fake wives.

“I can stay in my room,” I said when the doctor left. “No one has to—”

“You will stay in your room,” Antonio said. “And we will take care of you.”

We.

I looked at him.

He wore a mask now. So did Maribel. Everyone had adjusted quickly, like illness was another schedule to manage.

“You shouldn’t be in here,” I said. “You’re not updated either.”

“I know.”

“Then leave.”

“No.”

“Antonio.”

“Do not start.”

“Do not start? You do not start. I have the plague.”

“You have COVID. Likely mild if we manage it properly.”

“Do not downgrade my drama.”

His eyes softened above the mask.

“I will not.”

Maribel gave him a look. “Mr. De la Vega, exposure protocols—”

“I know them.”

“Then you know—”

“I will isolate from the rest of the household and minimize time in the room.”

“Minimize means leaving,” I said.

He looked at me.

“Not completely.”

The fever made everything blurry around the edges.

“You’re being stupid.”

“Yes.”

That made me pause.

Antonio De la Vega admitting stupidity was more alarming than my positive test.

“You don’t even have the updated vaccine,” I whispered.

“Neither do you.”

“Because I’m a disaster.”

“Then we are both disasters.”

I laughed, weak and unwilling.

He turned to Maribel. “Set up meals outside the door. Send the nurse schedule. Move my meetings online. Cancel the dinner with Eduardo tomorrow. Tell him whatever sounds least dramatic.”

“He will ask questions.”

“Let him suffer.”

Maribel nodded.

Then Antonio looked back at me.

“I will be nearby.”

“Why?”

The word slipped out before I could stop it.

Antonio’s face became very still.

I hated that I had asked.

I hated that I needed the answer.

He stepped closer but not too close.

“You are my wife in every document that matters,” he said. “Stop arguing.”

My throat tightened.

I was too tired to make it funny.

“Fake wife,” I whispered.

His eyes held mine.

“Still mine to take care of.”

That line broke something open.

Not loudly.

Not dramatically.

Just a quiet crack somewhere in the structure I had been using to hold myself upright.

Still mine to take care of.

I wanted to say that was contract nonsense. I wanted to accuse him of being controlling. I wanted to tell him that taking care of me did not count if there were lawyers involved.

Instead, I looked away because my eyes burned worse than the fever.

“Fine,” I said.

My voice barely worked.

“But if you get sick, I’m saying I told you so.”

“I would expect nothing less.”

He did get sick.

Not badly. Not at first. A scratchy throat two days later. Fatigue. Mild fever. He tried to pretend it was nothing, which was so predictable I would have mocked him if my own head had not felt like a haunted aquarium.

Maribel threatened to call Diana.

That made him behave.

For five days, the east wing became a strange little quarantine universe.

Meals appeared outside my door. Medicine came on a schedule. A nurse checked vitals twice a day. Maribel coordinated everything from a safe distance like a general in soft shoes.

Antonio stayed in the adjoining sitting room part of the time, masked when near me, working from his laptop, taking calls in a low voice, canceling meetings, ignoring angry messages from Eduardo, and generally acting like a man trying to control a virus through calendar management.

He brought soup.

That deserved its own sentence because Antonio bringing soup was not a small event.

The first bowl arrived on a tray with toast, tea, medicine, and a folded napkin. He carried it himself, wearing a mask and an expression of intense concentration.

I squinted at him from bed.

“Did you make that?”

“No.”

“Thank God.”

“I heated it.”

“Bold.”

“Maribel made it.”

“I feel safer.”

He set the tray on the bedside table.

I sat up slowly. My body ached everywhere, including places I felt were not medically necessary.

Antonio reached to adjust the pillows behind me.

I froze.

He stopped.

“May I?”

That question again.

I nodded.

He adjusted them carefully.

His hands did not linger.

That restraint affected me more than it should have.

I ate three spoonfuls of soup and felt exhausted.

Antonio sat in the chair near the window, far enough to be safe-ish, close enough to be ridiculous.

“You don’t have to watch me chew,” I said.

“I am not watching you chew.”

“You are facing my chewing direction.”

“I am making sure you eat.”

“That’s watching with purpose.”

“Then eat with purpose.”

I tried to glare at him, but fever made my face lazy.

He looked down at his laptop.

I watched him instead.

Antonio without the full armor of suits and public posture was a dangerous discovery. Quarantine Antonio wore soft sweaters, open collars, and tired eyes. He rubbed his forehead during calls. He drank tea he forgot to finish. He muted himself to cough, then looked offended by his own body.

Once, I woke from a nap and found him asleep in the chair, laptop open, head tilted back, one hand resting near his phone. The room was dim. The ocean outside had gone gray. He looked younger asleep. Less severe. Almost peaceful.

I stared at him for too long.

Then he woke suddenly, like even rest had to ask his permission.

“You’re staring,” he said, voice rough.

“You’re vulnerable. I’m documenting it for leverage.”

“Delete the mental file.”

“No.”

His mouth moved, almost smiling.

I fell asleep again before I could decide whether I liked that expression too much.

The fever peaked on the third night.

Everything became strange.

The room tilted between too hot and too cold. My skin hurt. My thoughts slipped in and out of order. At some point, I cried because the blanket was touching me wrong. At another point, I accused the humidifier of having “bad intentions.”

Antonio took this seriously, which was kind of him and also embarrassing.

He sat beside the bed, masked, tracking medication times on his phone.

“You need to drink,” he said.

“I am water-adjacent.”

“You are dehydrated.”

“Your family sells water. This feels like entrapment.”

“Drink.”

I drank.

He checked my temperature.

I closed my eyes.

In the fever haze, the room felt less like a room and more like a confession booth with expensive sheets.

“Antonio,” I murmured.

“Yes?”

“Why are you nice when I’m dying?”

“You are not dying.”

“You don’t know my journey.”

“You have a fever.”

“Same thing if you’re dramatic.”

“You are very dramatic.”

“I know.”

His hand adjusted the blanket.

I caught his wrist before thinking.

He went still.

My fingers were warm around his skin. Too warm. Fever-warm.

I should have let go.

I did not.

“You shouldn’t be nice,” I whispered.

“I am not nice.”

“You are. Badly.”

His eyes lowered to where I held his wrist.

I let go too late.

“Rest,” he said.

But the fever had loosened something in me, and once it loosened, words started slipping through.

“When you’re nice, I forget.”

“Forget what?”

“That you paid.”

Silence.

A deep one.

My eyes stayed closed because looking at him felt impossible.

“I do not want you to feel bought,” he said quietly.

I laughed, but it came out broken. “Too late.”

“Colette.”

The name hit differently in the dark.

“I don’t know what that means,” I whispered.

“What?”

“Colette.”

He did not answer.

Good. There was no answer.

I opened my eyes. His face was blurry at the edges from fever and low light. Mask, tired eyes, dark hair messy in a way he would have corrected if he cared less about me being sick.

“I don’t know what’s happening to me,” I said.

His gaze sharpened slightly. “You are ill.”

“No, not that.”

I turned my head against the pillow. My hair, longer now, brushed my cheek.

“This,” I whispered. “Her. Me. You. Carlton. Everything.”

Antonio became very still.

The fever made me brave or stupid. Same outfit.

“You take care of me and I feel…” I stopped.

Antonio waited.

Protected, I wanted to say.

Wanted, maybe.

Dangerous.

Instead, I said, “Stupid.”

“That is not a feeling.”

“It is for me.”

His eyes softened.

I hated that.

“And Carlton,” I said, because apparently we were detonating all bombs tonight, “Carlton takes me to dinner and listens to me talk about toy cars like I’m not embarrassing. He remembers my coffee. He doesn’t make me feel like a legal problem.”

Antonio’s face changed.

Barely.

But I saw it even through fever.

“Carlton is kind,” he said.

The words were controlled.

Too controlled.

“He is,” I whispered. “That’s the problem.”

Antonio looked away.

I laughed weakly. “You’re both men.”

Silence.

The truth sat between us, huge and glowing and terrible.

“You are feverish,” Antonio said.

I smiled sadly.

“There you go. Solved.”

“That is not what I meant.”

“It is what you want to mean.”

His eyes came back to mine.

I could not stop.

“I don’t understand why my heart is acting stupid for two men. I don’t understand if it’s because I’m Colette or because I was always…” I swallowed. My throat hurt. Everything hurt. “I don’t know. I don’t know what I was always.”

Antonio’s voice was very careful.

“You do not need to solve that tonight.”

I laughed again, and this time tears slipped into my hair.

“I know. I just wish my body had sent a memo before I got married.”

He reached for a tissue and handed it to me.

I took it, humiliated.

“Please forget I said any of that.”

“I will not use it against you.”

“That is not forgetting.”

“No.”

“At least lie.”

“I am bad at comforting lies.”

“You’re bad at all comforting.”

“That is also true.”

The smallest laugh escaped me.

He stayed until I fell asleep.

The next morning, I remembered everything.

Every stupid word.

Every fever confession.

Antonio did not mention it.

That was almost worse.

He acted normal, or Antonio-normal. He brought tea. Checked that I had taken medication. Criticized my refusal to finish oatmeal. Took calls from the sitting room. Told Eduardo he was unavailable and did not care if it was inconvenient. Asked Maribel to delay a family event. Refilled my water.

But he did not mention Carlton.

Did not mention the two men line.

Did not mention Colette.

He let the confession sit unhandled, which was either mercy or cowardice.

Possibly both.

By the sixth day, my fever broke properly.

I woke drenched in sweat, exhausted, but clearer. The room looked like a room again. The humidifier no longer seemed hostile. My body felt wrung out but mine.

Antonio had fallen asleep in the chair again.

This time, I did not stare as long.

Okay, I stared a little.

His phone rested loose in his hand. His sleeves were pushed up. There were dark circles under his eyes. On the small table beside him sat a notebook with medication times written in his neat handwriting.

9:00 a.m. acetaminophen.

10:30 fluids.

12:00 temp.

1:00 soup.

He had tracked me like a project.

A care project.

A wife project.

A Colette project.

My throat tightened.

“Antonio,” I said softly.

He woke immediately.

“I’m fine,” I said before he could panic in rich.

He sat forward. “Fever?”

“Gone, I think.”

He stood and came over, then stopped himself before touching my forehead.

That pause.

That asking without asking.

I nodded.

He checked.

His hand was cool against my skin.

“No fever,” he said.

“You sound disappointed.”

“I am relieved.”

The honesty landed quietly.

I looked at him.

He looked back.

There was a whole conversation waiting behind his eyes.

I was not brave enough for it.

Neither was he.

“So,” I said. “Do I get a certificate? Congratulations, you survived the plague sequel?”

“You get soup.”

“I want a trophy.”

“You may have toast.”

“Marriage is a scam.”

His mouth almost smiled.

There it was.

The almost-smile I had started collecting against my will.

A week later, I was officially recovered.

Physically, at least.

Emotionally, absolutely not.

That was the problem with fever.

People treated it like the event. Temperature rises, temperature falls, crisis over. But the body remembered. The room remembered. I remembered.

I remembered Antonio’s hand near my forehead.

Antonio carrying soup.

Antonio sleeping in a chair.

Antonio saying, Still mine to take care of.

I remembered telling him that Carlton made me feel real.

I remembered saying both were men.

I remembered not knowing what I had always been.

The panic did not leave when the fever did.

If anything, clarity made it louder.

I stood in front of my mirror three days after recovery, fully dressed for a family lunch in a soft blue blouse and cream skirt. My hair fell around my shoulders. My brows were shaped. My skin had that expensive glow I still found suspicious. The ring sat on my finger like a fact.

Colette Springs looked back at me.

Not perfect.

Not effortless.

But present.

I touched the edge of the mirror.

“What are you?” I whispered.

No answer.

Then my phone buzzed.

A message from Carlton.

Dinner next week? I have thoughts on the first Little Legends collection. Also, I found a packaging reference you’ll love.

My heart lifted.

Immediately.

Shame followed.

Then another message came in.

Antonio, from somewhere in the same house.

Diana is arriving in fifteen minutes. Eat something before lunch or you will pretend salad is enough and become unpleasant.

I smiled.

Immediately.

Panic followed.

Two men.

Two kinds of care.

Two versions of being seen.

Carlton made my dream feel real.

Antonio made the house feel less empty.

And somewhere between them, Colette had stopped feeling like a role I could remove at night.

I set the phone down.

My reflection waited.

For the first time, I was not only afraid of being exposed.

I was afraid of being true.


Chapter 8
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I HAD A complicated relationship with birthdays. By complicated, I meant I hated them with the controlled elegance of someone who had been disappointed annually.

Some people treated birthdays like national holidays. Balloons. Cake. Dinner reservations. Posts with too many exclamation points. Friends sending ugly pictures from five years ago and calling it love. Families calling at midnight because they remembered before social media had to remind them.

I had never been that kind of person.

Not because I was above it.

God, no.

I was extremely below it. I wanted the balloons. I wanted the cake. I wanted the embarrassing group photo where everyone looked shiny and alive and slightly drunk. I wanted someone to remember without checking a calendar app. I wanted a mother to say, “I still remember the day you were born,” even though my own beginning had been more paperwork than family legend.

Instead, birthdays had mostly been awkward.

In foster homes, they depended on the house. Sometimes there was cake from the grocery store with my name spelled right if the adult in charge was trying. Sometimes there was a cupcake after dinner. Sometimes there was nothing because someone had a court date, someone else had a crisis, and kids with complicated files learned not to make themselves harder to manage.

One year, when I was twelve, a foster mother forgot entirely until the school sent home a birthday pencil with my name on a paper tag. She cried harder than I did, which somehow made me comfort her. I told her it was fine. I told her I did not care. I became very good at saying that.

I did not care.

That was the lie birthdays taught me first.

So when my birthday arrived in the De la Vega mansion, I told myself the usual thing.

I did not care.

It was just a date.

I was twenty-four now, apparently, which felt fake because I had spent the last few months changing names, clothes, paperwork, walking patterns, and entire categories of panic. Time had stopped feeling linear. It felt like a closet someone kept reorganizing while I was still inside.

I woke up that morning in the east wing with sunlight across the floor, my hair tangled on the pillow, and the ring on my finger catching light like a reminder.

Colette Springs.

Mrs. De la Vega.

Birthday girl, technically.

I rolled onto my back and stared at the ceiling.

“Do not make this weird,” I told myself.

The ceiling did not agree or disagree. Wealthy ceilings were very neutral.

My phone buzzed.

For one stupid second, my heart jumped.

It was an automated message from the pharmacy reminding me about a refill.

“Thank you,” I said to the phone. “Very intimate.”

I got up and went through the morning routine that had become both familiar and alarming. Skincare. Hair. Light makeup. Soft blouse. Cream trousers. Small earrings. Enough polish to be Colette without feeling like I was performing for a camera at breakfast.

Downstairs, the house was already moving.

Staff glided through halls. Maribel stood near the foyer speaking quietly into a phone. Somewhere, someone arranged flowers because flowers appeared in that house the way weather appeared outside normal people’s windows.

Diana had sent a message at eight.

Happy birthday, darling. Lunch tomorrow? Today I hear my son has plans.

My chest went soft and tight at the same time.

My son has plans.

I read the message twice.

Then three times.

Antonio had plans.

That was dangerous information.

I found him in the small breakfast room, already dressed for the day, reading something on his tablet while coffee sat untouched beside him. He looked annoyingly good for someone who had survived COVID, family dinners, legal matrimony, and me.

“Good morning,” I said.

He looked up.

His eyes moved over my face in that quick Antonio way, as if checking for fever, emotional instability, and possible poor posture.

“Good morning.”

I waited.

He did not say happy birthday.

Of course he did not.

Maybe Diana had invented the plans. Maybe Antonio had scheduled something through Maribel and considered the matter handled. Maybe rich men outsourced birthday emotion with receipts.

I poured coffee.

Casually.

Very casually.

So casually I almost missed the cup.

Antonio noticed.

“What is wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“You nearly poured coffee onto the counter.”

“Maybe the counter needed encouragement.”

He set the tablet down. “Are you nervous about tonight?”

There it was.

Tonight.

My traitorous heart stood up and applied lipstick.

“What’s tonight?” I asked, aiming for casual and landing somewhere near hostage video.

His mouth almost moved. “Dinner.”

“With who?”

“With me.”

I looked at him over my coffee.

Antonio looked back.

“That sounded romantic,” I said. “Do you need a doctor?”

“It is your birthday.”

I swallowed too quickly and almost burned myself on coffee.

So he knew.

That was worse.

“Oh,” I said. “Right. That old thing.”

“We have a reservation at Maison Sable at eight.”

Maison Sable was one of those restaurants people whispered about online like getting a table required bloodline verification. I had heard Diana mention it once. Ocean view. French-Californian menu. Very private. Very expensive. Very not instant noodles at midnight.

“You made a reservation?”

“Yes.”

“For my birthday?”

“Yes.”

“Voluntarily?”

His eyes narrowed. “Would you prefer a subpoena?”

“No, I just—” I looked into my coffee because it had fewer feelings. “Thank you.”

He nodded, too formal, like accepting gratitude made him itch.

“Daniel will drive you. I may come directly from the Savor Vida event.”

“Event?”

“A sponsor dinner in Beverly Hills. It should end early.”

Should.

A tiny warning bell rang somewhere.

I ignored it because optimism had survived bankruptcy, fake marriage, and respiratory illness. It was not going down because of one should.

At six-thirty, I started getting ready.

That was too early, but I had anxiety and a walk-in closet full of options that looked like they were designed by people who knew exactly how to make a woman feel both beautiful and financially accused.

I chose a midnight-blue dress.

Not too bridal. Not too flashy. Soft neckline, fitted waist, skirt just below the knee. It made my skin look warmer and my hair look expensive. Lina had left a makeup guide for “private evening elegance,” which sounded like a perfume category but worked. I did my eyes softly, my lips rosy, my cheeks with just enough color to look alive and not fever-haunted.

When I looked in the mirror, I went still.

Colette looked excited.

That annoyed me.

“Don’t,” I whispered.

She did not listen.

I added earrings Diana had given me after the wedding, tiny silver drops with pale blue stones. I told myself they matched the dress. I did not tell myself I wanted to feel like someone’s daughter-in-law at dinner.

At seven-forty, Daniel drove me to the restaurant.

The city glowed around us. Los Angeles at night had a way of making even traffic look cinematic if you were emotionally unstable enough. Headlights stretched ahead. Palm trees leaned into dark sky. Restaurant windows shone gold. Everyone everywhere seemed to be going somewhere they were expected.

I checked my phone.

No message from Antonio.

That was fine.

He was coming from an event. He was a man whose family sold water with a board structure. People probably stopped him every three steps to discuss hydration opportunities.

At eight, I sat at the table.

Maison Sable was gorgeous in the specific way that made you afraid to drop a fork. Low lighting. White tablecloths. Ocean beyond the glass. Tiny candle on the table. A menu without prices, which I considered a threat.

The hostess had said, “Mrs. De la Vega,” and led me to a corner table with privacy screens and a view of the water.

Mrs. De la Vega.

I still reacted to it every time.

I ordered sparkling water because it felt legally required. Savor Vida was not on the menu, which felt like cheating on the family business, but I decided Antonio could emotionally survive it.

At 8:12, he texted.

Running late. Twenty minutes.

I smiled at the phone.

Normal.

Responsible.

Very adult.

At 8:37, I checked again.

No new message.

At 8:50, the server came by for the third time.

“Would you like to order, Mrs. De la Vega?”

I smiled so hard my face hurt. “I’ll wait a little longer, thank you.”

At 9:05, I stopped smiling.

The candle burned lower. The restaurant became louder in a muffled, elegant way. Couples leaned toward each other over wine. A woman at a nearby table opened a small jewelry box and gasped. Somewhere behind me, a group laughed over dessert.

My phone stayed silent.

I was very good at pretending not to care.

Years of practice.

Elite-level performance.

I sat there in my midnight-blue dress, with Diana’s earrings and expensive mascara and a reservation I had not made for myself, and I felt twelve again with a birthday pencil in my backpack.

At 9:18, Antonio called.

I answered too fast.

“Where are you?” I asked, then hated the sound of my own voice. Too sharp. Too needy.

A pause.

“I am sorry,” he said.

Two terrible words.

“I had to take Trinity home.”

The restaurant noise faded into one clean ringing sound inside my head.

“What?”

“She drank too much at the event. Her driver was unavailable, and she was in no condition to leave alone.”

Of course.

Of course she was drunk.

Of course her driver was unavailable.

Of course Antonio, noble and severe and allergic to joy, had to become her personal emergency service on my birthday.

“She has no friends?” I asked.

“She was not safe.”

Responsible.

That was the worst part.

It was responsible. It was decent. It was exactly the kind of thing a good man should do if a woman was drunk and vulnerable.

And I hated him for it.

Not because he had helped her.

Because she still had a claim.

A childhood claim. A family claim. A Toño claim. A I was here before you claim.

A real-world claim that did not begin in a job listing.

I swallowed.

“Are you coming?”

“I am leaving her house now.”

Her house.

My brain drew pictures I did not ask for. Trinity in emerald silk, leaning on him. Trinity’s hand on his arm. Trinity calling him Toño in a voice that belonged to childhood summers and family dinners without lies.

I looked at the untouched place setting across from me.

“No,” I said.

“Colette—”

“I’m going home.”

“I will be there in twenty minutes.”

“You said that an hour ago.”

“I know.”

“I’m going home.”

I ended the call before my voice could crack.

The server appeared because servers in expensive restaurants had emotional radar.

“Would you like the check, Mrs. De la Vega?”

The check for my sparkling water and humiliation.

“Yes,” I said, smiling with the full power of social survival. “Please.”

Daniel did not ask questions when I got into the SUV.

God bless Daniel and his professional silence.

I stared out the window the whole way home. The dress felt too tight. The earrings too sentimental. The mascara too expensive to waste on feelings I had not approved.

I told myself I was not jealous.

I was angry because he was late.

I was angry because he had not communicated properly.

I was angry because my birthday had become another date where I sat somewhere pretending I did not care.

Jealousy was not involved.

Jealousy required wanting something.

I did not want Antonio.

I did not.

Absolutely not.

By the time we reached the mansion, I had built a full legal argument against my own emotions.

Then I walked into the foyer and saw Antonio.

He stood near the stairs, still in his suit from the event, tie loosened, hair slightly mussed like he had driven too fast. His face shifted when he saw me.

“Colette.”

“No.”

That was all I had.

Just no.

I walked past him.

He followed.

“Let me explain.”

“You already did. Trinity was drunk, Trinity needed help, Trinity has apparently never heard of Uber Black.”

“She was vulnerable.”

“So was I.”

The words came out before I could stop them.

Antonio stopped.

I kept walking toward the east wing because if I stopped too, the whole thing would become real.

He caught up near the hallway.

“I should have called sooner.”

“Yes.”

“I am sorry.”

“Great. Put it in the binder.”

“Do not do that.”

I turned.

“Do what?”

“Pretend this is only sarcasm.”

That was unfair.

Deeply unfair.

Because sarcasm was my emotional seatbelt.

I crossed my arms. “Fine. I waited alone on my birthday in a restaurant so expensive the bread looked curated, and you were with Trinity. Better?”

His jaw tightened.

“I was not with Trinity. I drove her home.”

“You left me sitting there.”

“Yes.”

The admission landed harder than denial would have.

He stepped closer, then stopped. “I made a mistake.”

“Did you?”

“Yes.”

“Or did your real life just interrupt your fake wife?”

His eyes flashed.

“You are not fake.”

I laughed once, sharp. “That is hilarious coming from the man who hired me.”

The words hit him.

I saw it.

Good.

I wanted him hurt because I was hurt, which made me feel ugly and human and young.

“This arrangement began as a contract,” he said carefully.

“Oh, did it? Thank you, husband, I had forgotten.”

“But that does not mean—”

“What? That does not mean you get to ditch me for Trinity? That does not mean I should feel stupid for expecting you? That does not mean your childhood almost-wife can still snap her fingers and Toño appears?”

His face hardened.

“Do not call her that.”

I smiled. “Oh. Did I find the sacred nickname?”

“This is not about her.”

“It is tonight.”

“No. This is about you acting like a jealous wife.”

The hallway went silent.

There it was.

The thing.

The truth wearing an insult.

My face heated.

For a second, I could not breathe.

Then I lifted my chin.

“No,” I said. “I am acting like an employee who wasted expensive mascara.”

Antonio flinched.

Just a little.

But I saw it.

“This is not employment,” he said.

“Then what is it?”

He did not answer.

Exactly.

I laughed, but it broke halfway.

“What is it, Antonio? A marriage? A performance? A tax strategy with flowers? Because you keep switching depending on which version makes you look less cruel.”

His voice dropped. “That is not fair.”

“Neither is making me feel like an idiot for caring.”

There.

I had said it.

Too much.

Too true.

The hallway seemed to narrow around us.

Antonio looked at me like the words had reached somewhere he kept locked.

“You care?” he asked.

I hated him for asking softly.

“No,” I said immediately.

His face changed.

“Colette.”

“I don’t know.” My voice cracked, and I hated that more than anything. “I don’t know, okay? I’m angry. I’m embarrassed. I’m tired. I’m wearing a dress that took emotional labor. I sat in a restaurant alone on my birthday and felt like a foster kid with a stupid pencil again. So no, I don’t know what I care about. I just know it hurt.”

Antonio said nothing.

Of course he said nothing.

He had a thousand words for contract terms and no words for a woman crying in a hallway wearing his ring.

I stepped back.

“Goodnight.”

“Colette—”

“Don’t.”

I went to my suite and shut the door.

Then, because I was a mature adult and legally married woman, I took off my heels and rage-cleaned.

Not because the room needed it. The room had been cleaned by staff with military grace. But my body needed something to do that was not feel.

I folded a throw blanket that did not need folding. I rearranged books on the shelf. I took off my earrings and put them back in their box with the care of someone defusing a bomb. I wiped down a table that had never known dust.

Then I remembered Antonio had left some of my design books in his private office after reviewing sketches the day before.

I should have left them.

I did not.

Anger loved errands.

I marched through the quiet house in my midnight-blue dress, barefoot now, carrying fury and a cleaning cloth I did not remember picking up.

Antonio’s office was on the west side of the mansion, near the library. I had been there twice, always with permission, always with him present. The door was partly open.

I stopped.

I should have turned back.

Instead, I knocked once, aggressively, and pushed the door open.

“Antonio, if you’re in here, I’m only retrieving my potato literature and leaving.”

He was not there.

The room smelled like cedar, paper, and him, which annoyed me because apparently people could have smells that felt like arguments.

His office was beautiful, of course. Dark wood shelves, ocean view, leather chairs, a massive desk, framed photographs from Savor Vida’s early days, a model of an old Guadalajara delivery truck, and a row of glass water bottles from different eras of the company. On one side of the room, my design books sat stacked on a side table.

I grabbed them.

Then I saw the box.

It sat on Antonio’s desk, wrapped in matte white paper with a pale blue ribbon. Not flashy. Not huge. Elegant.

My name was written on a small card.

Colette.

Not Mrs. De la Vega.

Not Cody.

Colette.

My anger stumbled.

I stood there for a moment, holding the books against my chest.

The box had been waiting.

In his office.

Not forgotten.

Waiting.

My hands moved before my pride could object.

I set the books down and picked up the card.

The note inside was short. Antonio-short. Of course.

For the potato cars. Make them legendary. — A

I stared at it.

So he did not forget.

The thought landed so softly it hurt more than the fight.

I untied the ribbon with fingers that had started shaking.

Inside was an iPad Pro.

Not just an iPad.

The large one. Sleek. New. Beautiful. Alongside it was an Apple Pencil, a protective case, a matte screen cover, and a folder containing installed design software subscriptions, toy-design references, digital sketching tutorials, product-development templates, and notes from what looked like a consultation with a toy design educator.

There were also printed pages with packaging inspiration, color palette references, and a document titled:

Little Legends Garage — Concept Development Resources

I sat down in Antonio’s desk chair without meaning to.

The room blurred.

The gift was expensive. Obviously.

Antonio did expensive the way other people did breathing.

But that was not what broke me.

The gift was specific.

It was not jewelry chosen by an assistant. Not flowers. Not a handbag that said wife. Not a generic luxury object tossed at a problem.

It was proof that he had listened.

He had heard me.

He had remembered my dream, my ugly sketches, my ridiculous little brand name, my fear that the whole thing was silly. He had taken the part of me I was most embarrassed by and bought tools for it like it deserved a future.

On the desk, beside the box, sat another paper half-hidden under a folder.

A private dinner menu.

For tonight.

At home.

My birthday dinner.

I pulled it free with numb fingers.

It listed all my favorites.

Or at least the favorites Antonio had somehow collected: roasted chicken with lemon, truffle fries because I had once said rich fries were my weakness, a tiny cake with vanilla bean frosting, iced coffee affogato, and a dessert note that read no grapefruit.

No grapefruit.

I laughed once.

Then covered my mouth as the laugh turned into a sob.

He had not forgotten.

He had planned the restaurant, yes. But he had also planned this.

A private dinner at home.

A gift in his office.

A note written in his stupid precise hand.

Then Trinity got drunk, and everything went sideways, and I had gone right back to being the kid waiting for someone who did not come.

I pressed the note to my chest.

The sob that came next was quiet but ugly.

I cried in Antonio De la Vega’s office, sitting in his chair, wearing my birthday dress, holding an Apple Pencil like it was a promise.

A sound came from the doorway.

I looked up.

Antonio stood there.

For once, he looked completely unprepared.

His eyes went from my face to the open box to the note in my hand to the menu on the desk.

Then back to my face.

“I was going to give it to you after dinner,” he said.

His voice was low.

Careful.

I wiped under my eye, which was pointless because the mascara had already entered its tragic era.

“You planned dinner here too?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you say that?”

“I wanted it to be a surprise.”

“Congratulations. I’m surprised.”

His face tightened.

“I know I ruined it.”

I laughed, wet and awful. “Yes.”

He took one step inside, then stopped. “May I?”

I hated that I knew what he meant.

May I come closer?

May I enter the damage?

May I try?

I nodded.

He came around the desk but did not touch me. He leaned against the edge, leaving space.

“I should have called you immediately when Trinity needed help,” he said. “I should have asked Daniel to bring you home sooner. I should not have let you wait.”

I looked at the note.

“For the potato cars,” I whispered.

His mouth moved faintly. “They are still potatoes.”

I laughed again, and this time it hurt less.

“You are so bad at this.”

“Yes.”

“I was really hurt.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.”

His eyes met mine.

“I think I am beginning to.”

That was too much.

I looked away first.

“I hate that you got me something perfect.”

“I can return it.”

I hugged the iPad box to my chest like a dragon guarding treasure. “Touch it and lose a hand.”

For the first time that night, his face softened.

There was almost a smile in it.

Almost.

“I thought so.”

I wiped my cheeks with the heel of my hand. “I’m still mad.”

“You should be.”

“I’m also grateful.”

“You can be both.”

I looked at him.

He had said that before in different ways. Both can be true. His favorite emotional loophole. Annoyingly useful.

“I don’t like feeling both,” I said.

“Neither do I.”

That admission sat between us.

Quiet.

Heavy.

Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a small packet of tissues.

I stared.

“You carry tissues?”

“My mother cries at events.”

Of course.

I took one.

“Diana would approve of your preparedness.”

“She trained it into me.”

I dabbed under my eyes. “Do I look horrible?”

“Yes.”

My mouth fell open.

He continued, “But less than you are imagining.”

I threw a tissue at him.

He caught it.

We both smiled before remembering we were in the middle of something complicated.

The next day, I woke up with puffy eyes, a new iPad, and the emotional hangover of a woman who had told her husband-employer-contractual-problem that he hurt her.

I expected Antonio to be awkward.

He was.

Which helped.

At breakfast, he slid a small plate of fruit toward me and said, “Vitamin C.”

I looked at him.

“Is this an apology orange?”

“It is an orange.”

“So yes.”

He returned to his coffee.

I took the orange.

We did not talk about Trinity.

We did not talk about the fight.

We did not talk about the fact that when he handed me the iPad setup instructions later, our fingers touched and we both behaved as if someone had fired a gun.

At noon, Carlton texted.

Dinner tonight? Only if you feel up to it. I have initial line ideas for Little Legends. No pressure.

No pressure.

What a concept.

I almost said no because the previous night had left me raw. Then I remembered Carlton’s way of listening. The rooftop. The notebook. The way he had said that is the brand like my dream had weight.

I said yes.

The restaurant this time was quieter. A small place in Venice with warm lighting, wood tables, and walls lined with framed vintage advertisements. Not ostentatious. Not designed to intimidate. Carlton stood when I arrived, as always, and pulled out my chair.

“Rough day?” he asked after one look at my face.

I tried to smile. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only to someone paying attention.”

That sentence was dangerous.

I sat.

He did not pry immediately. He ordered for both of us only after asking what I wanted, remembered the cold brew again, and started with work because he seemed to understand that sometimes a person needed to be useful before they could be honest.

He showed me reference boards for Little Legends Garage.

Small cars in story-themed packaging. Tiny collector cards. A possible first series called Roads We Dreamed. Another called First Job Flyers. He had mocked up a rough tagline using my line:

Every small car deserves a big story.

Seeing it in clean type made my chest ache.

“Oh,” I said.

Carlton watched my face. “Too much?”

“No. It’s just…” I swallowed. “It looks real.”

“It is real.”

“Not yet.”

He leaned back. “Real begins before retail.”

I laughed softly. “That is such an ad man thing to say.”

“Yes, but this time I’m right.”

We talked for an hour.

About price points. Materials. Whether the first collection should lean emotional or adventurous. Whether adults would buy them for nostalgia. Whether kids still wanted physical toys in a digital world. I argued that they did if the toys had stories. Carlton agreed but pushed me to define the world more clearly.

He was kind, but not soft on the work.

That made me trust him more.

After dinner, when dessert arrived, he finally said, “You seem sad.”

I looked down at the spoon.

“Birthday aftermath.”

“Yesterday was your birthday?”

I nodded.

His expression shifted. “Happy birthday, late.”

“Thank you.”

“Did Antonio forget?”

The question was careful.

Not cruel.

That made it worse.

“No,” I said. “That’s the annoying part.”

Carlton waited.

So I told him a softened version. Restaurant. Trinity. Waiting. Fight. Gift.

Not everything.

Enough.

He listened without interrupting. That was one of his gifts, I realized. Carlton did not listen like he was loading a reply. He listened like he had made space and expected you to fill only what you wanted.

When I finished, he was quiet for a moment.

Then he said, “You deserve people who remember you without needing an audience.”

My heart tripped.

Not because it was dramatic.

Because it was exactly the right wound.

I looked up.

Carlton’s face was gentle. Not pitying. Not opportunistic. Just there.

“Antonio did remember,” I said, because apparently I had become his defense attorney.

“I know.”

“He got me the iPad. The design software. Everything.”

“That is very Antonio.”

I frowned. “Is it?”

“Yes. He does things. He struggles with saying why.”

That was so accurate I hated it.

Carlton smiled faintly. “I’ve known him a long time.”

“Then why are you normal?”

“I’m German by ancestry. We have different operating systems.”

I laughed before I could stop myself.

Carlton’s smile warmed.

And there they were.

The butterflies.

Again.

Small, impossible, traitorous.

I looked down at my hands.

My ring caught the light.

Antonio’s ring.

Antonio’s orange apology.

Antonio’s soup.

Antonio’s note.

Carlton’s cold brew.

Carlton’s chair.

Carlton’s sentence.

You deserve people who remember you without needing an audience.

Two men.

Two kinds of care.

Two different ways my chest betrayed me.

Carlton noticed my silence but did not push.

Instead, he slid a folder toward me.

“Take this home. No decisions tonight. Just look when you feel ready.”

“What is it?”

“Your first collection map.”

My throat tightened.

“You made a map?”

“You made the idea. I organized it.”

“Dangerously competent.”

“I try.”

When he walked me to the car, he stopped just before opening the door.

“Colette,” he said.

I looked at him.

The night air was cool. The street behind him glowed softly. He stood close enough to feel present, not close enough to pressure.

“I hope today was kinder than yesterday.”

The butterflies came back.

Worse.

“It was,” I said.

“Good.”

He opened the door.

No touch. No almost-kiss. No dramatic move.

Just care.

Somehow that made it more confusing.

On the drive home, I stared at my reflection in the dark window.

Colette looked back, soft and tired and alive in ways Cody had not planned.

I thought about Antonio making me feel protected.

I thought about Carlton making me feel treasured.

I thought about the word men.

Both of them.

Men.

And me, in the backseat of a black SUV, wearing a dress, married to one, blushing over the other, unable to find the clean line between performance and truth.

By the time we reached the mansion, I knew I needed help.

Not Maribel help.

Not Diana pastry help.

Not Antonio trying to fix emotion with logistics help.

Professional help.

The kind with a chair and tissues and someone legally obligated not to become part of my romantic geometry.

That night, after Antonio had gone to his rooms and the house had quieted, I opened my laptop and searched.

gender therapist Los Angeles private appointment

Then:

gender specialist identity confusion adult

Then, because I was apparently committed to being dramatic in search history:

what if fake life feels real

That one was less clinically useful.

I found a private clinic in Los Angeles with a gender specialist who worked with adults exploring identity, transition, presentation, dysphoria, and sexuality questions. Her name was Dr. Simone Hart. She had kind eyes in her photo and a website that did not make me feel like a diagnosis waiting to happen.

I booked the soonest appointment under the name Colette Springs.

My finger hovered before I submitted.

Colette Springs.

Not Cody.

The appointment confirmation arrived two minutes later.

I stared at it until my eyes blurred.

Then I whispered, “Okay.”

The clinic was in a quiet building near West Hollywood, tucked between a dermatology practice and a boutique wellness office that probably sold IV drips to people who said things like “optimization” unironically.

I went alone.

No Daniel at the door. I took a rideshare and wore sunglasses like a celebrity avoiding paparazzi, except no one cared and I had paid surge pricing.

I told Antonio I had a private appointment.

He looked at me for one long second.

“What kind?”

“The private kind.”

His face tightened, but he nodded.

“Do you need Daniel?”

“No.”

“Do you need—”

“No.”

He stopped.

Then, quietly, “If you need anything, call.”

I hated that my chest warmed.

“I know.”

Dr. Simone Hart’s waiting room was calm but not aggressively soothing. No waterfall wall. No inspirational quotes in curly fonts. Just soft chairs, plants, muted art, and a receptionist who did not blink when I gave the name Colette Springs.

The intake forms asked questions I was not prepared for.

Name.

Pronouns.

Gender identity.

Sexual orientation.

Reason for visit.

I stared at the blank spaces.

For pronouns, I wrote: she/her?

Then I stared at the question mark.

I almost scratched it out.

I did not.

For gender identity, I wrote: unsure.

For sexual orientation, I wrote: also unsure.

Reason for visit took longer.

Finally, I wrote:

I need to understand what is real.

Dr. Hart called me in herself.

She was in her forties, Black, with short natural curls, warm brown eyes, and a cardigan the color of soft clay. Her office had bookshelves, two chairs angled toward each other, a small table with tissues, and a window overlooking a courtyard.

“Colette?” she asked.

My body reacted to the name differently now.

Less shock.

More ache.

“Yes.”

“I’m Simone. Come in.”

No doctor voice. No performance. Just calm.

I sat in the chair and immediately forgot every word I had ever known.

She sat across from me, not behind a desk.

“I read your intake form,” she said. “You wrote that you need to understand what is real.”

I laughed once, nervous. “I did write that. Very normal. Very casual.”

“It sounds important.”

“It sounds like something written by a woman one iced coffee away from a breakdown.”

“Are you one iced coffee away?”

“Usually.”

She smiled. “We can start wherever you want.”

I looked at my hands.

My nails were pale. My ring was there.

Antonio’s ring.

My ring.

I twisted it once, then stopped.

“I was hired to become her,” I said.

Dr. Hart did not react dramatically.

That helped.

“Her?” she asked.

“Colette.”

“And who hired you?”

I looked up.

“My husband.”

That sounded insane out loud.

“Okay,” she said, still calm.

I almost laughed.

“Okay? That’s it?”

“For now.”

“You have an excellent face.”

“Thank you.”

I took a breath.

Then, for the first time, I told the story without trying to make it funny enough to survive.

Not all of it. I did not name the company or give legal details. I was still bound by contracts, and also common sense. But I told enough.

Wow Wheels. Bankruptcy. Desperation. The job listing. Antonio. The fake bride plan. Colette. The training. The softening. The paperwork. The wedding. Diana and Ricardo. Carlton. The birthday. The iPad. The way being seen as Colette had started to feel less like acting and more like standing in a room with better light.

Dr. Hart listened.

When I finished, my throat hurt.

“I was hired to become her,” I said again, quieter. “But now I don’t know where the job ends.”

There it was.

The sentence.

The real reason.

Dr. Hart let it sit for a moment.

Then she asked, “When you say her, do you mean Colette feels separate from you?”

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

“At first, yes,” I said. “She was a name in a binder. Clothes. Voice. Hair. Posture. A contract.”

“And now?”

I looked at the window.

A plant moved slightly in the courtyard breeze.

“Now she feels like… maybe a door.”

“A door to what?”

My eyes burned.

“I don’t know.”

She nodded.

No rush.

No forcing.

No labeling me before I could breathe.

“What feels fake?” she asked.

That was easier.

“The circumstances,” I said immediately. “The reason. The public story. The marriage, sometimes. The biography. The way I met Antonio. The way everyone thinks this started.”

“What feels safe?”

My answer came slower.

“Diana,” I said. “His mother. Sometimes the house. Sometimes Antonio, which is stupid because he started all of this.”

“Not stupid. Complicated.”

“Complicated is what people call disasters when they have degrees.”

She smiled gently.

I continued. “Antonio makes me feel protected. Not always emotionally. He’s terrible emotionally. Like, if feelings were a door, he would stand outside and review the hinges.”

Dr. Hart’s mouth curved.

“But he shows up,” I said. “He notices. He remembers things. He bought me tools for my toy-car designs. He took care of me when I had COVID. He doesn’t touch me without asking. He’s… careful.”

“What feels frightening?”

Everything, I thought.

Instead, I said, “That I like it.”

Her eyes stayed on mine.

“That I like being Colette sometimes. That I like being called pretty. That I like when people treat me gently. That I like the softness. The clothes. The hair. The way I move when I stop fighting every second.”

I wiped under one eye.

“Cody always liked being called pretty,” I admitted. “But he laughed it off. Turned it into a joke. Because guys aren’t supposed to want that too much. Or maybe I wasn’t supposed to want it too much.”

Dr. Hart reached for the tissue box and placed it closer.

I took one.

“Cody always felt safer being soft,” I said. “But softness made people decide things about him. So he performed masculinity enough to get by. Gym body. Fitness gigs. Jokes. Charm. Nothing too threatening, but not too vulnerable either.”

“And Colette?”

My voice shook.

“Colette feels terrifying.”

I looked down at my skirt.

“But honest.”

The room went very quiet.

Not empty.

Holding.

Dr. Hart asked, “And Carlton?”

A laugh slipped out, wet and nervous.

“Carlton makes me feel treasured.”

That word embarrassed me, but it was true.

“He listens. He remembers my coffee order. He asks about my toy cars like I’m a founder, not a punchline. He says things clearly. Kindly. Like it’s easy.”

“And Antonio?”

“Antonio makes me feel protected.”

“Both matter.”

“Both are men.”

There it was again.

The sentence that kept shaking me awake.

Dr. Hart nodded. “What does that mean to you?”

“I don’t know.” I pressed the tissue between my fingers. “That’s the problem. I don’t know if I’m attracted to men. I don’t know if I’m attracted to being seen as Colette by men. I don’t know if the femininity opened something. I don’t know if it was always there and I was too busy surviving to notice. I don’t know if I’m confused because the contract is weird or if the contract gave me permission to stop lying.”

My voice cracked.

“And I don’t know what happens to Cody if Colette is real.”

Dr. Hart did not answer immediately.

Thank God.

I did not need a label thrown at me like a towel.

Finally, she said, “Can I offer a thought?”

I nodded.

“Sometimes people imagine identity as a courtroom. They feel they must present evidence, prove consistency, explain the past perfectly, and receive a verdict.”

“That sounds exactly like my brain.”

“But identity can also be an ongoing conversation with yourself. You do not have to decide today whether Cody was fake or Colette is final. You do not have to solve attraction, gender, marriage, and your future in one sitting.”

“That feels inefficient.”

“It is human.”

I laughed weakly. “Terrible system.”

“Very.”

She leaned forward slightly.

“The key question may not be, ‘Who are you supposed to be?’”

I looked at her.

“It may be, ‘When do you feel most honest?’”

The sentence entered quietly.

Then it opened everything.

When do you feel most honest?

Not safest.

Not most convincing.

Not most beautiful.

Not most useful.

Honest.

I thought of Cody at Wow Wheels, making people laugh, sketching ugly cars during lunch, wanting so badly to matter.

I thought of Colette in Diana’s garden, holding tea and being called darling.

I thought of Antonio’s hand near my forehead.

Carlton’s notebook.

The mirror.

The ring.

The name.

The fear.

“I don’t know yet,” I whispered.

Dr. Hart smiled softly.

“That is a perfectly honest place to begin.”

When I left the clinic, Los Angeles looked the same.

Traffic. Sunlight. Palm trees. People carrying coffees. A man arguing with a parking meter. A woman in sunglasses walking a tiny dog wearing shoes.

The world had not shifted.

I had.

Not all at once.

Not enough to understand.

But something had loosened.

I stood on the sidewalk with my sunglasses in one hand and my phone in the other.

There were two unread messages.

One from Carlton.

No rush, but I think I found the perfect silhouette for the first Little Legends car. It feels like you.

One from Antonio.

Are you all right?

Different men.

Different doors.

Different versions of care.

I did not answer either right away.

Instead, I looked at my reflection in the clinic window.

Colette Springs looked back at me.

Not fully solved.

Not magically certain.

But present.

For once, I did not ask what she was doing there.

I asked myself when I felt most honest.

And for the first time, I was afraid I might actually find out.


Chapter 9
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THE MORNING of the Savor Vida charity gala, I woke up with one sentence from Dr. Hart living rent-free in my head. When do you feel most honest?

Rude question.

Beautiful question.

Dangerous question.

I had tried ignoring it for three days, which was impressive because it followed me everywhere. It sat beside me during breakfast. It watched me practice signatures. It hovered while I sketched the first Little Legends car on the iPad Antonio had given me. It whispered during wardrobe fittings, walking lessons, and the quiet moments before sleep when my body forgot to perform and my mind started telling the truth.

When did I feel most honest?

As Cody at Wow Wheels, laughing too loudly so nobody could see how badly I wanted to belong?

As Colette at Diana’s lunch table, being called darling and trying not to cry into jasmine tea?

As Antonio’s wife in public?

As Antonio’s problem in private?

As Carlton’s almost-founder, sitting across from him while he treated my toy cars like they were more than a sad man’s emergency dream?

I did not know.

That was the problem.

And now I had to attend a charity gala looking like I did know. Looking polished. Looking confident. Looking real enough to satisfy wealthy people with sharp eyes, nosy questions, and far too much access to private investigators.

Not that I knew about any private investigators yet.

At that point, I only knew Trinity Perez had started watching me like a woman reading the terms and conditions of my face.

The gala was for Savor Vida’s clean-water foundation, held at a private event space in Beverly Hills that looked like a museum had married a luxury hotel and taken custody of all the orchids. There would be donors, board members, socialites, press photographers, family allies, brand partners, and enough sparkling water to hydrate a small nation or drown a fraud.

Maribel briefed me over breakfast.

“Tonight’s event is semi-public,” she said, handing me a folder because this family believed paper could solve fear. “There will be photographers at the step-and-repeat, but interviews are controlled. You may be asked about the foundation, your marriage, or your interest in philanthropy.”

“I have interest in surviving.”

“Do not say that.”

“What if they ask what causes I care about?”

“Children’s creativity, educational access, and community programs.”

“So, my toy-car dream in eveningwear.”

“That is one way to remember it.”

Antonio sat at the other end of the table, reading the event schedule on his tablet. He wore a charcoal suit already, because apparently he prepared for galas by becoming architectural.

I glanced at him.

“Will Trinity be there?”

His eyes lifted.

“Yes.”

“Wonderful. I was worried I might enjoy myself.”

“She is on the host committee.”

“Of course she is. Is there a committee for haunting me specifically, or does she freelance?”

Antonio set the tablet down. “She made you uncomfortable at dinner.”

“She made oxygen uncomfortable.”

“I will keep her away from you.”

That should have helped.

It did not.

Because the fear had changed shape since Dr. Hart.

Before, I was afraid Trinity would expose me as Cody.

Now I was afraid she would expose Colette as fake.

Those were not the same thing anymore.

Cody was my past. My name. My survival strategy. My old handwriting. My old jeans. My old gym shoots. The boy who made jokes so adults would not send him away.

Colette was newer.

But she had started becoming something I did not want mocked in a ballroom.

I did not want Trinity to look at my dress, my hair, my voice, my ring, my body, and say, You are not real.

That was the fear.

Not scandal.

Erasure.

“I can handle Trinity,” I said.

Antonio studied me. “Can you?”

“No. But I’ve discovered saying it confidently helps people ask fewer questions.”

His mouth almost smiled.

Then he said, “If you need to leave, tell me.”

I looked down at the folder.

It would have been easier if he stayed awful.

“I know.”

The gown was silver-blue.

Antonio did not choose it, but when I saw it, I immediately suspected his emotional fingerprints. It was elegant, not loud, with a smooth bodice, delicate straps, and a long skirt that moved like water under moonlight. Very Savor Vida. Very foundation gala. Very look at our graceful young wife who absolutely knows how bathrooms work.

Lina kept the makeup soft but luminous. Hair swept to one side in waves. Diamond studs. A thin bracelet from Diana. My wedding ring.

When I looked in the mirror, I went quiet.

Colette looked expensive.

More than that, she looked possible.

I touched the edge of the vanity.

“When do you feel most honest?” I whispered.

The mirror did not answer.

Rude, again.

At the event, Diana found me almost immediately.

“My beautiful girl,” she said, taking my hands.

My chest did the thing it always did with her now: warm, then ache, then panic.

“You look stunning,” she added.

“Thank you,” I said, because compliment practice had finally become less medically impossible.

Diana’s eyes softened. “You are nervous.”

“I’m at a gala where the water has better lighting than most people. Of course I’m nervous.”

She laughed, then squeezed my fingers. “Stay near me when you need to.”

There it was again.

A place offered.

A hand extended.

Belonging as a casual sentence.

Ricardo greeted me next, formal but warmer than before.

“Colette.”

“Ricardo.”

He looked me over once, not like Antonio assessing a problem, but like a father-in-law checking whether someone was prepared for battle.

“You look composed,” he said.

“Thank you. It is mostly structural foundation wear and fear.”

His mouth moved.

Almost a smile.

“You will do well.”

Antonio joined us, his hand settling at the small of my back for exactly two seconds. Public gesture. Husband gesture. Safe gesture.

My body reacted anyway.

“Ready?” he asked quietly.

“No.”

“Good.”

I blinked. “Good?”

“If you were overconfident, I would be concerned.”

“Your comfort style is very prison warden.”

His thumb moved once against my back before dropping away.

Tiny.

Nothing.

Everything.

We walked the step-and-repeat together.

Flash. Smile. Turn. Antonio’s hand at my waist. Chin level. Shoulders soft. Do not overpose. Do not look scared. Do not look like Cody wearing a legal document.

“Mrs. De la Vega, over here!”

“Antonio, this way!”

“Colette, one more!”

Colette.

The name hit again and again with every camera.

I smiled until my cheeks hurt.

Across the room, Trinity watched.

She wore black.

Of course she wore black.

Not mourning black. Weapon black. A sleek evening gown, dark hair pinned back, red lips, diamond necklace, and a smile that did not reach any part of her humanity.

She stood near Eduardo and Patricio.

The three of them were speaking quietly.

When Trinity saw me looking, she smiled.

I smiled back, because apparently I had also chosen violence.

The gala moved in phases.

Cocktail hour, where people held tiny foods and large opinions.

Opening remarks, where Ricardo spoke about legacy, access, sustainability, and responsibility.

A video presentation about clean-water initiatives, with children, wells, and soft piano music designed to open wallets.

Then dinner.

Then donor pledges.

Then mingling, which was just interrogation with champagne.

I performed.

That was the word.

I smiled. I listened. I said children’s creativity mattered. I spoke about learning from Diana’s foundation work. I called Savor Vida’s mission “deeply personal to the family,” which sounded like something from the binder but landed well enough.

Antonio stayed near me at first.

Then he was pulled away by Ricardo and two board members.

Diana was surrounded by donors.

Carlton had arrived too, invited as Antonio’s friend and because his agency had done campaign work for the foundation. He caught my eye from across the room and gave me a small, encouraging smile.

It should not have steadied me.

It did.

I took one sip of sparkling water and told myself to calm down.

Then Trinity appeared beside me.

“Colette.”

Her voice was smooth enough to pour.

“Trinity.”

She looked me over slowly. “You look lovely tonight.”

“Thank you. So do you.”

Her gaze moved to my bracelet. “Diana gave you that?”

“Yes.”

“How sweet.”

There it was.

Sweet, in Trinity’s mouth, never meant sweet.

“She has such a generous heart,” Trinity continued. “She welcomes people quickly.”

I smiled. “Lucky for me.”

“Very.”

A donor approached before Trinity could sharpen the next knife, and for ten blessed minutes I escaped into conversation about water access, school programs, and whether Antonio would speak later. I answered calmly. I smiled correctly. I kept my hands relaxed.

But I felt Trinity nearby.

Watching.

Always watching.

At one point, Patricio passed behind me and said softly, “Careful, Colette. You look like you’re counting exits.”

I turned with a smile.

“I only counted three. Should I be worried?”

He grinned. “Maybe.”

“Then thank you for the hospitality.”

His grin faded.

Small victory.

Still, by the time dessert was served, my nerves felt scraped raw. Every glance from Trinity felt like a needle. Every whisper between Eduardo and Patricio felt like my name wearing handcuffs. Every time someone called me Mrs. De la Vega, I felt both warmed and accused.

I excused myself to the restroom.

That was my mistake.

The women’s restroom was huge, of course. Marble counters, soft lighting, fresh flowers, individual stalls with full doors, little linen hand towels stacked beside the sinks. Three women stood at the mirrors touching up lipstick. Two left as I entered. One smiled politely and followed.

I went into a stall, closed the door, and pressed both hands against it.

Breathe.

Just breathe.

I was fine.

I was Colette Springs.

I had survived worse than a gala bathroom.

I had survived Wow Wheels bankruptcy, Antonio’s first insult, a wedding, COVID, and one birthday dinner that had become emotional warfare.

A restroom was not going to defeat me.

I came out after a minute, washed my hands, and checked my lipstick.

Then the door opened.

Trinity entered.

Of course.

Because life loved staging.

She smiled at me in the mirror.

“There you are.”

“Here I am.”

“Big night.”

“Hydrating and terrifying. The family brand.”

She laughed lightly, but her eyes stayed sharp.

The other woman at the mirror finished with her lipstick and left, leaving us alone.

The door closed.

The room went too quiet.

Trinity opened her clutch and began searching through it.

“Ugh,” she said. “I cannot believe I forgot.”

I dried my hands.

“What?”

She looked up at me through the mirror. Casual. Too casual.

“Do you have a tampon?”

My mind went blank.

Not dramatically.

Completely.

A full white screen.

I heard the word. I knew, somewhere in the general cultural warehouse of my brain, that tampons existed. I had seen commercials. Boxes. Jokes. Complaints from girls in school. The concept was not alien.

But in that second, under Trinity’s stare, exhausted from performing womanhood like a high-wire act, my brain did not retrieve the correct social response.

It retrieved panic.

“What’s a tampon?” I said.

The words came out before I could catch them.

The room went cold.

Not physically.

Worse.

Socially.

Trinity turned slowly from the mirror.

Her expression did not change much.

That was how I knew I had made a terrible mistake.

“You must be kidding me,” she said.

My pulse slammed into my throat.

I stared at her.

Say something.

Say anything.

Recover.

Instead, because my survival instincts had apparently left through one of the exits Patricio mentioned, I kept staring for half a second too long.

Trinity’s eyes narrowed.

“So what do you use for your monthly visits,” she asked softly, “if you don’t know what a tampon is?”

Monthly visits.

Oh.

Oh no.

My brain came back online in flames.

“I meant what kind,” I said quickly, too quickly. “Sorry. Brand. Size. I blanked because you said it suddenly, and I was thinking about the donor speeches.”

“The donor speeches made you forget what a tampon is?”

“My mind was elsewhere.”

“I can see that.”

I forced a laugh.

It sounded fake even to me, and I was currently a professional fake.

“I use pads mostly,” I said, because apparently I had chosen to continue digging. “So when people ask for tampons, I always ask what type. Regular, super, organic, applicator—”

I stopped because I had said too many words.

Trinity smiled.

Not victorious yet.

Interested.

Like she had found a crack in glass and wanted to see how far it traveled.

“Of course,” she said.

I opened my small clutch and pretended to search inside, though I knew perfectly well it contained lipstick, powder, a mint, my phone, and nothing useful to menstruating society.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t have one.”

“No worries.” Trinity snapped her clutch shut. “I’ll ask someone else.”

She moved toward the door.

Then stopped.

Her eyes met mine in the mirror again.

“You know,” she said, “you are full of surprises.”

I smiled.

It felt like holding a broken plate with bare hands.

“So I’ve been told.”

She left.

I stood at the sink, staring at myself.

Colette Springs stared back.

Silver-blue gown. Soft hair. Perfect makeup. Beautiful. Terrified.

Not real, Trinity’s smile whispered.

Not real.

I gripped the counter until my fingers hurt.

For a horrible second, I wanted to tear everything off. The jewelry. The dress. The makeup. The name. I wanted to run back to the east wing and lock the door and be nobody.

Then Dr. Hart’s voice rose quietly in memory.

When do you feel most honest?

I looked at the woman in the mirror.

“I don’t know,” I whispered.

But I knew one thing.

I did not want Trinity to be the person who decided.

When I returned to the ballroom, everything looked brighter and less safe.

Antonio found me within three minutes.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

His eyes moved over my face.

“Do not say nothing with that face.”

“What face?”

“The face you use when something has happened and you plan to weaponize jokes instead of information.”

“Very specific face.”

“Colette.”

I looked across the room.

Trinity stood near Eduardo, speaking softly. Patricio joined them. Trinity’s eyes flicked toward me once.

Then away.

My stomach went cold.

“Trinity asked me for a tampon,” I said.

Antonio went still.

“What did you say?”

I looked at him.

His face told me he already knew this story ended badly.

“I said, what’s a tampon?”

For one second, Antonio closed his eyes.

Just one.

“Helpful,” I snapped.

He opened them. “I did not say anything.”

“You closed your eyes in rich.”

“I was thinking.”

“You were judging.”

“I was not.”

I crossed my arms.

He lowered his voice. “Did you recover?”

“Badly.”

His jaw tightened.

“Antonio,” Ricardo called from across the room.

Antonio did not look away from me. “Stay with Diana.”

“I don’t need babysitting.”

“You need distance from Trinity.”

“I need a time machine.”

His eyes softened briefly.

Then Ricardo called again, and he had to go.

The rest of the gala passed with my skin on inside out.

Trinity did not confront me again.

That was worse.

She smiled. She mingled. She laughed with donors. She touched Patricio’s arm. She whispered near Eduardo. She acted as if nothing had happened, which meant everything had.

By the time Daniel drove us back to the mansion, Antonio and I were silent in the backseat.

Not peaceful silent.

Incoming storm silent.

But the storm did not break that night.

Antonio walked me to the east wing, stopped outside my door, and said, “We will discuss it tomorrow.”

“I would rather set myself on fire.”

“Tomorrow.”

I went inside and locked the door.

Then I stood in the dark and touched my ring.

Not real, Trinity had not said.

She had not needed to.

The next day, I had an agency meeting with Carlton.

I almost canceled.

Then I did not, because if I stayed in the mansion, I would spend the day imagining Trinity assembling a wall of evidence with red string and flattering photos of my shoulders.

Carlton’s agency was in a converted warehouse in Culver City, all polished concrete, warm wood, glass rooms, and people wearing sneakers that somehow cost more than heels. The office smelled like coffee, printer ink, and ambition. It reminded me of Wow Wheels if Wow Wheels had gone to therapy and gotten venture funding.

Carlton met me in the lobby.

His face changed when he saw me.

Not dramatically.

Just enough.

“Bad gala?” he asked.

I sighed. “Do I look haunted?”

“Elegantly.”

“I’ll take it.”

He led me to a private conference room where boards for Little Legends Garage were spread across the table. Logo explorations. Packaging mockups. Color palettes. Tiny story-card templates. A possible first-line title:

Roads We Dreamed.

My heart hurt in the good way.

“You’ve been busy,” I said.

“You gave me a strong idea.”

“And you gave it a font.”

“Many fonts, actually. We’re narrowing.”

For an hour, we worked.

Or tried to.

I was distracted, and Carlton noticed every time. He noticed when I lost my place. When my smile arrived late. When I kept touching my ring. When I stared too long at a packaging mockup without seeing it.

Finally, he closed his notebook.

“Colette.”

I looked up. “What?”

“You do not have to perform in this room.”

The sentence landed too gently.

I laughed once. “That is very inconvenient, because performance is currently most of my résumé.”

“I know.”

My body went still.

Carlton’s face remained kind, but there was a gravity in it now.

“What does that mean?”

He folded his hands on the table.

“It means I know there is more to your history than Antonio told me.”

The room tilted.

My mouth went dry.

“What did he tell you?”

“Very little.”

“Then you don’t know anything.”

“I know enough.”

Panic rose so fast I almost stood.

Enough.

That word had teeth.

“What do you know?” I asked.

Carlton’s voice stayed soft. “I know that Colette Springs did not appear from nowhere. I know Antonio was looking for someone who could be transformed into a role. I know that when we met, you were terrified in a way that had nothing to do with etiquette. I know reinvention when I see it.”

My hands went cold.

I pushed my chair back.

“Did Antonio tell you?”

“No.”

“Maribel?”

“No.”

“Then how—”

“I work in branding,” he said. “Not just logos. People. Public narratives. Image reconstruction. Influencers who change names and faces. Founders who rewrite origin stories. Actors who carry one life into another. I recognize performance. I recognize fear. And I recognize someone trying very hard to disappear correctly.”

The words cut too close.

I stood.

“I should go.”

Carlton stood too, but he did not move toward me.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I did not mean to frighten you.”

“Too late.”

“I know.”

“You don’t know anything.”

“Then tell me I’m wrong.”

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came out.

Carlton’s eyes were steady. Not hungry. Not triumphant. Not Trinity eyes.

That was what undid me.

He was not trying to catch me.

He was trying to meet me where I was.

“I don’t care,” he said.

I laughed, sharp and breathless. “People say that before caring very loudly.”

“I don’t care whether you began as Cody or Colette.”

The name Cody in his mouth stopped my heart.

Not because it was cruel.

Because it was gentle.

I gripped the back of the chair.

Carlton continued, “I care who is sitting in front of me now.”

My eyes burned.

No.

Absolutely not.

I was not going to cry in an advertising agency conference room over a man with good manners and German ancestry.

“Do not be nice,” I said.

His face softened. “Why?”

“Because I don’t know what to do with it.”

“I think you do.”

“No. I don’t.”

Silence.

The city moved beyond the glass walls. People walked past outside the conference room carrying laptops and iced coffee, unaware that my entire skeleton had become a legal liability.

Carlton took a careful breath.

“I am attracted to you,” he said.

The room went silent.

Not quiet.

Silent.

I stared at him.

He did not look away.

“I have been trying not to overstep,” he continued. “Because you are married. Because Antonio is my friend. Because your situation is not simple. Because I suspect enough to know you deserve caution, not pressure.”

My heart was beating everywhere.

Carlton’s voice lowered. “But I will not pretend I only care about the toy cars.”

The honesty was devastating.

Antonio hid feeling in logistics until you tripped over it.

Carlton placed feeling on the table, careful and clean, and let you decide whether to touch it.

“I’m married,” I said.

“I know.”

“To your best friend.”

“I know.”

“He hired me.”

“I know enough to understand that does not make your feelings simple.”

My laugh broke. “My feelings are not simple. My feelings are a crime scene.”

His smile was sad. “Then I am sorry for adding evidence.”

I should have left.

Instead, I stayed.

Because some weak, starved part of me wanted one moment where someone knew the impossible shape of me and did not flinch.

Carlton came around the table slowly, giving me every chance to move away.

I did not.

He stopped in front of me, close but not touching.

“Colette,” he said.

Not Cody.

Colette.

“I see you.”

My breath caught.

That was the most dangerous sentence in the world.

He lifted one hand, stopped, then asked without words.

I should have said no.

I did not say anything.

His fingers touched my cheek lightly.

My eyes closed before I could stop them.

The touch was gentle.

So gentle it made the whole room hurt.

For one suspended second, I felt treasured.

Not managed.

Not protected.

Treasured.

Carlton leaned in, slowly enough that refusal had room.

His mouth was close.

Too close.

My heart leapt.

Then my ring flashed in the corner of my vision.

Antonio’s ring.

The wedding garden.

The wrong fork.

The soup.

Still mine to take care of.

I stepped back.

Carlton dropped his hand immediately.

“I’m married,” I whispered.

“I know,” he said again.

This time, it sounded like grief.

“I can’t.”

“I know.”

But he did not apologize for wanting.

Somehow that made it worse.

I picked up my purse with shaking hands.

“I should go.”

“I’ll have the car brought around.”

“No. I need—I need air.”

“Colette.”

I looked back.

Carlton’s expression was full of things he was choosing not to ask for.

“I meant what I said. I do not care who the world thinks you were supposed to be.”

My eyes stung.

“Please stop being perfect. It’s rude.”

That made him smile sadly.

“I am not perfect.”

“Then act worse.”

“I’ll work on it.”

I left before I could laugh.

Outside, the air was warm and full of traffic noise. I stood on the sidewalk for a full minute, trying to become a person again.

Daniel was not there yet. Carlton must have called him, because the black SUV pulled up a few minutes later.

Unfortunately, Carlton walked me out.

We were both quiet.

At the curb, he opened the door.

I looked at him.

The almost-kiss sat between us, visible as a flame.

“Thank you for the meeting,” I said, because apparently I had become a Victorian businesswoman under emotional stress.

Carlton’s mouth curved faintly. “Very professional.”

“I’m trying not to die.”

“I noticed.”

I laughed softly despite myself.

That was the exact moment Antonio’s car pulled up behind the SUV.

Of course.

Of course.

Because life had timing and hated me personally.

Antonio stepped out before his driver could open the door.

He looked from me to Carlton.

Then to Carlton’s hand still resting on the open SUV door.

Then to my face.

I knew what he saw.

Me flushed. Eyes too bright. Carlton too close. Both of us quiet in a way that looked like a secret had just been folded and put away.

Antonio’s expression went still.

Dangerously still.

“Carlton,” he said.

“Antonio.”

The two men looked at each other with the emotional warmth of knives in a drawer.

“I came to pick up my wife,” Antonio said.

My wife.

The words hit the air like a claim.

Carlton’s face did not change, but something in his eyes cooled.

“I called Daniel for her.”

“I can see that.”

I stepped forward. “Antonio.”

His eyes moved to me.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Maribel said your meeting ran long.”

“So you came to rescue me from fonts?”

His jaw tightened.

“No.”

Carlton said quietly, “She was safe here.”

Antonio’s gaze returned to him. “I know your version of safe.”

That changed the air.

Carlton closed the SUV door gently.

“My version involves listening.”

Antonio’s face sharpened.

“Your version involves collecting wounded people and turning them into campaigns.”

I flinched.

Carlton did too, but less visibly.

“Antonio,” I said.

“No,” Carlton said calmly. “Let him finish.”

Antonio stepped closer. “You find vulnerability and name it potential. You build a deck around it. You make people believe being seen by you means being saved.”

Carlton’s jaw tightened. “And you buy people cages and call them protection.”

The words landed like a slap.

I stared at him.

Antonio went very quiet.

Too quiet.

I stepped between them before either man could turn emotional damage into rich-person murder.

“Enough.”

Both looked at me.

I turned to Antonio first.

“Take me home.”

His eyes held mine.

Then he opened the car door.

I got in.

The ride back to the mansion was silent for ten full minutes.

Antonio sat beside me, not touching me, looking out the window with his jaw locked so tight I worried for his dental work.

I watched Los Angeles slide by in a blur of traffic lights and palm shadows.

I knew he was angry.

I was angry too.

At him.

At Carlton.

At Trinity.

At myself.

At the fact that my life had become the kind of romantic geometry that would require diagrams and probably a therapist with overtime.

Finally, Antonio said, “Did he touch you?”

My head snapped toward him.

“What?”

“Did Carlton touch you?”

The question should have been concern.

It sounded like possession.

My anger ignited.

“That is not how you get to ask me that.”

His eyes cut to mine. “Answer the question.”

“No.”

The word came out cold.

His face changed.

“No, he did not, or no, you will not answer?”

“No, you do not get to interrogate me like property.”

“I saw—”

“You saw what? Me leaving a meeting? Laughing? Having a human emotion near another man?”

“I saw Carlton looking at you like he wanted to kiss you.”

My breath caught.

Wrong answer.

Too accurate.

Antonio saw it.

His face hardened.

“He did.”

I looked away.

Silence.

Then, quieter, more dangerous, “Did you want him to?”

I turned back.

The hurt in his voice was buried under anger, but I heard it.

That made me cruel.

“I wanted a lot of things before you paid me to become your wife.”

He flinched.

Good.

Bad.

I did not know anymore.

“You think I don’t know what this is?” I continued, voice shaking. “You think you get to be morally outraged because Carlton was kind to me? Antonio, you bought a wife and somehow think you have moral superiority.”

His face went pale under the warm car lights.

“I did not buy—”

“Yes, you did.”

“You agreed.”

“Because I was desperate.”

“I gave you terms. Protection. Choice.”

“You gave me a role because you needed a bride-shaped solution to your family problem.”

His voice dropped. “And Carlton gives you what? A founder story? A dinner chair? A mirror that flatters you?”

“At least he looks at me like I’m not a mistake he’s managing.”

Antonio turned away like I had struck him.

The rest of the ride burned in silence.

At the mansion, I got out before Daniel could open the door and walked straight inside.

Antonio followed.

Of course he followed.

We made it to the east wing hallway before he spoke.

“Do you want him?”

I stopped.

The question was too raw.

Too simple.

Too impossible.

I turned around.

Antonio stood several feet away, still in his suit, eyes dark, face tight with anger and something underneath it that scared me more.

“I don’t know,” I said.

His jaw flexed.

“That is an answer.”

“No, it is the truth.”

“You are my wife.”

“Because of a contract.”

His eyes flashed. “Because of a wedding.”

“Because of a trust.”

“Because you chose to stay.”

“I chose to survive.”

“And now?”

The hallway went very quiet.

Now.

That was the question.

Now, Diana called me darling.

Now, Ricardo respected me.

Now, Carlton saw me.

Now, Antonio took care of me.

Now, Colette looked back from the mirror and did not feel like a costume.

Now, I was terrified of all of it.

I stepped closer.

“You keep acting like I’m confused because of the contract,” I said.

Antonio said nothing.

“But maybe the contract is the first place I stopped lying.”

The words left me and changed the room.

Antonio stared at me.

Speechless.

Completely.

For once, Antonio De la Vega had no correction, no clause, no observation, no controlled answer prepared.

I laughed once, but it sounded broken.

“I don’t know what I am yet. I don’t know what I want. I don’t know why being Colette feels less fake every day. I don’t know why you make me feel safe and Carlton makes me feel seen and both of those things are apparently enough to ruin my entire nervous system.”

He swallowed.

I had never seen him look that vulnerable.

It should have softened me.

It did.

But I was too tired to be gentle.

“I am not a problem you can solve by being jealous,” I said.

His eyes dropped.

Then lifted again.

“No,” he said quietly.

One word.

But this time it did not save me.

It did not undo the fight.

It did not answer anything.

I stepped back.

“I’m going to bed.”

He did not stop me.

At my suite door, I paused without turning around.

“I need you to understand something,” I said.

Silence.

Then, “What?”

“If Trinity tells everyone I’m not real, I don’t know if I’ll survive hearing you agree.”

Antonio’s breath changed.

I did not wait for him to answer.

I went inside and closed the door.

Then I locked it.

On the other side, he said nothing.

Not that night.

Not through the door.

Not with a knock.

Nothing.

I stood in the dark of my room, shaking in my dress, and realized the gala had not been the dangerous part.

The bathroom had not been the dangerous part.

Carlton almost kissing me had not even been the dangerous part.

The dangerous part was that I had finally said the truth out loud.

Maybe the contract was the first place I stopped lying.

And now everyone I cared about had the power to prove me wrong.


Chapter 10
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BY THE NIGHT of Antonio’s trust celebration, I had become very good at looking like a woman who was not about to shatter. This was, I had learned, a separate skill from actually being fine.

Being fine was internal. Difficult. Possibly fictional.

Looking fine was external. Achievable with enough concealer, shapewear, posture correction, and the right kind of lighting.

That evening, I looked flawless.

Tragically.

Lina had done my makeup in soft champagne tones, with a clean wing that made my eyes look calmer than my nervous system had ever been. My hair fell in glossy waves over one shoulder. Yvette had chosen a white column dress with a sculpted neckline, long enough to skim the floor, simple enough to look expensive, and fitted enough to make breathing feel like a privilege.

I looked like a De la Vega wife.

That was the point.

The celebration was private, but private meant something different in Antonio’s world. Not small. Not casual. Not safe. Private meant selected. Curated. Controlled.

Family.

Legal representatives.

Board-adjacent allies.

A few wealthy friends.

Trusted press.

Foundation partners.

People who had watched Antonio grow up, people who had watched his brothers circle him, and people who understood that a hundred-million-dollar trust release was not just money. It was power changing hands.

Or refusing to.

The mansion had been transformed again. White flowers. Silver accents. Savor Vida crystal bottles arranged on mirrored trays. Security at the entrances. Staff moving like ghosts. A string quartet playing in the garden because apparently silence was too cheap for high-stakes family finance.

I stood in my suite, staring at myself in the mirror.

Colette Springs looked stunning.

Colette Springs also looked like glass.

One hard tap, and there would be pieces everywhere.

I had continued seeing Dr. Hart privately after the first appointment. Not often. Twice more. Enough to stop pretending the questions were going away.

When do you feel most honest?

The answer had not arrived as a lightning bolt.

It arrived in fragments.

I felt honest when Diana called me darling and I did not correct her.

I felt honest when I sketched under the name Colette and did not feel like I was stealing from Cody.

I felt honest when Antonio said my name softly and I wanted to answer.

I felt honest when Carlton saw the history behind me and still looked at the woman in front of him.

I felt honest when I stopped asking whether Colette was a job and started asking what she wanted.

That was terrifying.

Because jobs ended.

Wanting did not.

A knock came at my door.

“Come in,” I said.

Antonio entered.

He wore a black suit, white shirt, and a silver tie. Severe. Elegant. Unfair. His hair was perfect, his jaw tense, his eyes tired in the way they had been since the night outside Carlton’s agency.

We had been careful with each other since then.

Too careful.

Polite over breakfast. Formal at family dinners. Brief in hallways. He still noticed everything. Still sent reminders when I forgot to eat. Still had Daniel drive me to appointments. Still left design articles on my desk without admitting it.

But the air between us had changed.

There were too many unsaid things standing around with drinks.

Antonio stopped a few feet behind me and looked at my reflection.

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

Then he said, “You look beautiful.”

No insult.

No correction.

No useful.

Just beautiful.

I looked down because direct hits were rude.

“Careful,” I said. “Compliments without sarcasm are how people know you’re under stress.”

“I am under stress.”

“At least you’re honest.”

His eyes met mine in the mirror.

“Are you all right?”

There were many possible answers.

No.

Absolutely not.

Ask me after my identity crisis completes its paperwork.

Instead, I said, “I’m assembled.”

“That was not the question.”

“It was the answer available.”

He came closer, then stopped beside me. Not touching. He did that a lot now. Came close enough that I knew he wanted to, then waited as if permission had become sacred.

I hated how much I noticed.

“Trinity will be here,” he said.

I laughed once. “I assumed the final boss would attend the boss battle.”

“I can ask security to remove her if she causes trouble.”

“You can remove your childhood friend from a trust celebration before she causes trouble?”

“Yes.”

“That sounds socially subtle.”

“I am not feeling subtle.”

I turned from the mirror.

“Antonio.”

His jaw tightened.

“I’m serious,” he said. “If she approaches you—”

“She will.”

“If she threatens you—”

“She already has. Just with better lipstick.”

“Colette.”

The name was a plea wearing a warning.

I looked at him.

He looked like a man trying to hold a door closed against a storm he had built himself.

“I’ll survive tonight,” I said.

His eyes softened.

“I do not want you to have to survive it.”

That nearly broke through me.

I smiled instead.

“You’re getting sentimental. Should I call Diana?”

His mouth almost smiled.

Then Maribel appeared at the doorway because the universe liked interrupting dangerous feelings.

“Guests are arriving.”

“Thank you,” Antonio said.

Maribel looked at me.

Not professionally this time. Softly.

“You are ready, Mrs. De la Vega.”

I swallowed.

Was I?

No.

But apparently we were doing it anyway.

The event felt like a dream with expensive knives hidden in the flowers.

Diana found me first, because Diana always found me when I looked too close to disappearing.

“Oh,” she said, hands on my arms. “My beautiful girl.”

My eyes burned immediately.

“Please don’t make me cry before legal witnesses arrive.”

She smiled, but her eyes were bright too. “No tears yet.”

“Yet?”

“I make no promises.”

Ricardo greeted me with a kiss on the cheek, which shocked me so much I almost forgot how to stand.

“Colette,” he said. “You look strong tonight.”

Strong.

Not beautiful. Not composed.

Strong.

That word had followed me from Lorna’s office at Wow Wheels all the way here, wearing a different dress.

“Thank you,” I said, and meant it.

Eduardo and Patricio arrived together, both polished, both smiling too much.

Eduardo kissed Diana, shook Antonio’s hand, then turned to me.

“Colette. Big night.”

“Apparently.”

“For all of us.”

I smiled. “I’ll try not to spill water on the trust documents.”

Patricio smirked. “Careful. Around here, water is sacred.”

“Yes,” I said. “I’ve noticed the family religion.”

Ricardo made that small almost-laugh from behind his glass.

Antonio’s eyes flicked to me.

Good. Still had it.

Carlton arrived twenty minutes later.

I felt him before I saw him, which was deeply inconvenient.

He wore a charcoal suit and no tie, with his sandy hair brushed back and his expression gentler than the room deserved. He greeted Antonio first. Their handshake was polite and cold enough to chill champagne.

Then he turned to me.

“Colette.”

“Carlton.”

His eyes searched my face, careful and concerned but not possessive.

“You look lovely.”

“Thank you.”

A pause.

“Are you breathing?”

“Professionally.”

His mouth curved. “That counts.”

Antonio, standing beside me, said nothing.

The silence between the two men had its own guest list.

Carlton did not push. He simply gave me one small nod, the kind that said, I am here, but I will not make this harder.

Supportive.

Not possessive.

That mattered.

Then Trinity arrived.

The room noticed.

It was impossible not to. She wore deep red, almost wine, with her dark hair sleek, diamonds at her throat, and a small silver clutch in one hand. She looked beautiful, wronged, and prepared.

Prepared.

That was the word that chilled me.

Trinity was not here to watch.

She was here to act.

She kissed Diana. Greeted Ricardo. Kissed Eduardo on the cheek. Let Patricio whisper something that made her smile. Then she looked at me.

The smile stayed.

Everything behind it sharpened.

“Colette,” she said.

“Trinity.”

She looked me up and down.

“Beautiful dress.”

“Thank you. Yours too.”

“Red is useful. People remember it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind for emergencies.”

Antonio’s hand brushed my back.

A warning? A comfort? Both?

Trinity’s eyes dropped to the movement, then returned to my face.

“Enjoy the evening,” she said.

“I plan to.”

She smiled wider.

“No,” she said softly. “You don’t.”

Then she walked away.

My stomach turned to ice.

I looked at Antonio.

“What did she mean?”

His face hardened. “Stay near me.”

Which was the wrong thing to say, because suddenly every part of me wanted distance.

Distance from his panic.

Distance from his protection.

Distance from the feeling that I was still something fragile he had to manage.

“I need air,” I said.

“Colette—”

“I’m not leaving the property. I’m getting air.”

I walked toward the garden doors before he could argue.

Outside, the garden was lit with strings of warm lights and lanterns. Guests stood in clusters, drinking champagne, talking in low voices. The ocean sounded somewhere beyond the hedges. Everything was too beautiful for what was coming.

Carlton found me near the fountain.

He did not stand too close.

“Do you want me to leave?” he asked.

“No.”

“Do you want me to stay quiet?”

“Maybe.”

He nodded.

For a minute, we simply stood there.

Then I said, “I think Trinity has something.”

His face changed.

“Something?”

“Proof. Maybe. I don’t know.” I looked at the fountain. “She looked prepared.”

Carlton was quiet.

Then he said, “Whatever she has, it does not decide who you are.”

I laughed softly. “People keep saying things like that. But rooms like this are built to decide who people are.”

“No,” he said. “Rooms like this decide what people can get away with. That’s different.”

I looked at him.

Carlton Mintzberg, as it turned out, had teeth under all that gentleman softness.

“I’m scared,” I admitted.

“I know.”

“I’m scared they’ll look at me and only see Cody.”

He did not flinch at the name.

“And if they do?” he asked.

I swallowed.

“Then I’m scared Colette disappears.”

Carlton’s voice softened.

“She won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know what I’ve seen.”

Before I could answer, Maribel appeared at the garden door.

“Mrs. De la Vega,” she said. “They’re beginning.”

The trust celebration began in the main reception room, where the string quartet had stopped and everyone had gathered with glasses in hand.

Ricardo spoke first.

Legacy. Responsibility. Family. Emilio De la Vega’s vision. Savor Vida’s growth. Antonio’s maturity, which made Patricio nearly choke on champagne. Trust release. Continuity. Private celebration.

Then one of the legal representatives spoke briefly, using words like conditions satisfied, documentation complete, and release authorization.

Antonio stood beside me.

Close.

Not touching.

I felt his tension through the inches between us.

Diana stood near Ricardo, proud and emotional. Carlton stood toward the side wall. Eduardo and Patricio were close together, faces tight. Trinity stood near them, one hand around her clutch.

Too calm.

The legal representative lifted a folder.

“As all required conditions have been reviewed and confirmed—”

“Confirmed?” Trinity’s voice cut through the room.

Everything stopped.

Ricardo turned.

Antonio went still.

My body knew before my mind did.

Here it is.

Trinity stepped forward.

“I’m sorry,” she said, in a voice that sounded rehearsed. “But before this family celebrates Antonio’s integrity, I think everyone deserves to know what exactly has been confirmed.”

Diana’s face paled.

Antonio said, “Trinity.”

She looked at him.

“For once, Toño, don’t interrupt me.”

The nickname landed like a slap in public.

Then she turned to the room.

“Antonio’s wife is not who she says she is.”

Silence.

Total.

Absolute.

A champagne glass clinked somewhere as someone’s hand shook.

I could not move.

Trinity opened her clutch and removed a folded stack of papers. Not too many. Just enough. Evidence edited for maximum damage.

“My concern began because Colette seemed… unfamiliar with basic things a woman her age would know,” she said.

My skin went cold.

The tampon.

She did not say it directly. She did not need to. Her eyes flicked to me once, cruelly.

“So I asked questions. Quietly. Respectfully. And what I found was disturbing.”

Antonio stepped forward. “Stop.”

“No,” Trinity said. “You stop. You stop letting everyone here pretend this is romance when it is fraud.”

Eduardo’s eyes sharpened.

Patricio smiled.

Ricardo looked at Antonio.

Diana looked at me.

Not at Trinity.

At me.

That was almost worse.

Trinity lifted the first paper.

“Colette Springs was, until very recently, Cody Springs. Former employee of Wow Wheels in El Segundo. Junior Product Line Supervisor for approximately three days before the company filed for bankruptcy.”

A murmur went through the room.

My old title sounded so small in her mouth.

So pathetic.

“College dropout,” Trinity continued. “Fitness model. No family background anyone here can verify. Legal documents updated shortly before the wedding.”

My heart pounded so hard I could hear it.

She held up a printed image.

A fitness modeling photo.

Me in gym shorts, shirtless, holding a protein shake, smiling like rent had not yet killed me.

A small sound moved through the guests.

Patricio laughed under his breath.

“Enough,” Diana said, but her voice shook.

Trinity ignored her.

“Antonio hired this person. Trained him. Styled him. Presented him as a woman, as a bride, as a wife. All to satisfy the trust requirement.”

Him.

The word cracked across the room.

Not because I had never heard it.

Because Colette was standing there in white, wearing Antonio’s ring, and the word tried to erase her in one syllable.

Eduardo stepped forward immediately.

“This invalidates everything.”

Patricio said, “He defrauded the trust.”

Ricardo turned on Antonio. “Is this true?”

Antonio’s face was stone.

I wanted him to look at me.

I feared him looking at me.

The legal representatives whispered among themselves. Guests stared. The trusted press looked like they had been handed gold wrapped in scandal. Security shifted near the walls.

Diana moved toward me.

Not away.

Toward.

Her face was devastated, yes. But not disgusted.

Afraid for me.

That nearly killed me.

“Colette,” she whispered.

The name in her mouth survived.

I could not answer.

My body had gone somewhere far away.

I was back in too many rooms at once. Foster homes. Job interviews. The Wow Wheels parking lot. Antonio’s office. The restroom with Trinity. Dr. Hart’s chair. Every place where someone else had the power to name me and I had learned to smile through it.

I waited for Antonio to deny me.

That was the old survival reflex.

When exposed, expect abandonment.

It was practical.

People protected themselves first.

Antonio had a hundred million dollars at stake. His family. Reputation. Legal risk. Board allies. Press. Everything.

All he had to do was say I had misled him.

All he had to do was step back.

All he had to do was let me fall.

Antonio stepped forward.

Not back.

Forward.

“Enough,” he said.

His voice did not rise.

It did not need to.

The room obeyed.

Even Trinity went quiet.

Antonio turned to the guests, then to his brothers, then to his father.

“What Trinity has presented is incomplete,” he said. “But not entirely false.”

Another murmur.

My stomach dropped.

He looked at me then.

Finally.

His eyes were not cold.

They were furious.

Not at me.

For me.

“I arranged the contract,” he said.

The room shifted again.

“I sought Cody Springs out after Wow Wheels collapsed. I offered money, housing, training, legal protection, and a role. I asked Cody to become Colette Springs publicly and marry me to satisfy the condition of my grandfather’s trust.”

Diana closed her eyes.

Ricardo’s face hardened.

Eduardo looked almost gleeful.

Antonio continued before anyone could interrupt.

“I did that.”

He looked at Eduardo and Patricio.

“Not her.”

Her.

The room heard it.

So did I.

My knees nearly gave.

Trinity’s face tightened. “You admit it.”

“I admit my arrogance,” Antonio said. “Not her shame.”

Silence.

He turned toward the room fully.

“I hired someone I thought I could never love. That was my arrogance. Not her shame.”

The words moved through everyone.

Slowly.

He looked at me as he said them.

Not as performance.

Not as rescue.

As confession.

My breath broke.

Antonio turned back to his brothers.

“And let us not pretend this outrage is moral. Eduardo, you are not angry because you care about the sanctity of marriage. Patricio, you have never cared about the sanctity of anything before noon.”

Patricio’s face flushed.

Eduardo said, “You lied to the family.”

“Yes,” Antonio said. “And you are furious because you lost leverage.”

“That is absurd.”

“You wanted the trust delayed. You wanted oversight. You wanted Father doubting me. You wanted me dependent on family approval long enough to corner what Grandfather left outside your reach.”

Eduardo’s smile disappeared.

Antonio looked at Trinity.

“And you, Trinity, did not expose this because you love my family. You exposed it because Colette became real enough to threaten the future you imagined for yourself.”

Trinity’s eyes flashed.

“She is not real,” she said.

The room went silent again.

The words hit me in the center.

There it was.

The fear.

Not fraud.

Not scandal.

Erasure.

She is not real.

Something inside me went very still.

Antonio’s face changed in a way I could not read because I was already moving.

I stepped forward.

My legs shook.

My hands were cold.

The room turned toward me.

For a moment, all I heard was Dr. Hart.

When do you feel most honest?

I had no speech prepared. No binder. No Maribel note. No safe biography.

Just me.

Whoever that was.

“Trinity is right about some of it,” I said.

My voice shook, but it carried.

The room froze around my honesty.

“I was Cody Springs. I worked at Wow Wheels. I lost my job. I was desperate. I answered a job listing because I had bills, no degree, and no family safety net.”

I looked at the papers in Trinity’s hand.

“I did not come here noble.”

Diana’s eyes filled with tears.

Antonio did not move.

“I came because I was scared,” I said. “Because someone offered me enough money to survive and maybe build something after survival. I came because I thought Colette Springs was a role.”

My throat tightened.

I touched the ring on my finger.

“I do not know exactly when that changed.”

No one spoke.

Not Eduardo.

Not Patricio.

Not Trinity.

Not even Antonio.

“I know I lied,” I said. “I know people here feel betrayed. I cannot make the beginning beautiful just because parts of what came after became beautiful to me.”

My eyes found Diana.

“I am sorry.”

Her hand pressed to her mouth.

Then Ricardo.

“I am sorry.”

His face stayed stern, but his eyes did not look away.

Then Antonio.

I almost broke.

“I am sorry.”

Antonio’s jaw tightened, like the apology hurt him.

I turned back to the room.

“But I will not let anyone stand here and tell me Colette is a costume.”

Trinity’s face went hard.

My voice steadied.

“I thought she was. At first. I thought she was hair, makeup, posture, a name on paper, a way to pay debt and get through a contract. But somewhere inside this impossible arrangement, I stopped feeling like I was only pretending.”

My hands trembled, but I did not hide them.

“I am still figuring out what that means. I am still scared. But I know this: no one in this room gets to decide that I am not real because my truth arrived messily.”

The room was silent enough to hear the fountain outside.

I looked directly at Trinity.

“You found the worst parts of my story and held them up like proof that I do not exist. But all you proved is that I survived before I understood myself.”

Her expression flickered.

For one small second, the blade wavered.

Then I looked at Antonio.

His eyes were wet.

Not crying. Not yet. Antonio probably considered tears a breach of contract.

But wet.

I almost laughed.

Wrong time.

Very wrong.

“I don’t know what happens now,” I said. “But I know I am not going to disappear because someone read old paperwork out loud.”

Diana sobbed once.

Softly.

That undid Ricardo more than anything else.

He moved to her side and put one hand on her back.

The legal representatives looked deeply uncomfortable, which I considered fair. They had not come dressed for gender revelation and family warfare.

Antonio stepped beside me.

Not in front.

Beside.

That mattered.

He offered his hand.

I looked at it.

Then took it.

Not because I needed him to save me.

Because I wanted the room to see that if I stood beside him, I did it awake.

The celebration ended badly.

Obviously.

There was no graceful return to champagne after a person’s life had been used as a PowerPoint.

The press were contained. Phones were checked. Legal representatives went into emergency discussions. Guests were asked to respect privacy in voices that meant lawsuits were available. Eduardo and Patricio left furious. Trinity left with her head high, but her face looked less victorious than she wanted.

Diana hugged me before she left the room.

I expected grief. Rejection. A brittle kiss on the cheek.

Instead, she pulled me into her arms and held on.

I froze.

Then collapsed into it.

“My darling,” she whispered into my hair. “I am angry. I am hurt. But not because you are Colette.”

I cried then.

Quietly.

Terribly.

Like a child.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“I know.”

Ricardo stood behind her, face unreadable.

When Diana released me, he looked at me for a long moment.

Then he said, “We will speak later.”

It sounded terrifying.

But not final.

I nodded.

“Yes.”

Carlton waited near the hallway.

He did not approach until Antonio stepped away to speak with Maribel and legal.

Then Carlton came closer.

His face was full of concern and restraint.

“You were very brave,” he said.

“I feel like I swallowed a grenade.”

“That too.”

I laughed weakly.

He looked at me for one long second.

“I meant what I said. You are real.”

My eyes burned again.

“Please stop making me cry. I’m dehydrated and surrounded by water people.”

His smile was sad.

Antonio returned then.

The air changed.

Carlton stepped back.

Not ashamed.

Not afraid.

Respectful.

“I’ll go,” Carlton said.

I nodded.

“Thank you.”

He looked like he wanted to say more.

He did not.

That was his kindness too.

After the last guests left and the legal storm moved into rooms I was not invited into, Antonio and I ended up in his office.

The office where I had found the birthday gift.

The office that smelled like cedar and paper and him.

The office where my life had already broken open once.

I stood near his desk, exhausted beyond tears.

Antonio closed the door.

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

Then I said, “The contract ruined everything.”

His face tightened.

“No.”

I laughed without humor. “Antonio, tonight was not exactly a branding win.”

“The contract did not ruin everything.”

“It started everything.”

“Yes.”

“And look where we are.”

He crossed the room to his desk and opened a drawer.

“What are you doing?”

“Showing you something you should have read.”

That irritated me enough to revive one emotion.

“Excuse me?”

He pulled out a copy of the contract. Thick. Tabbed. Terrifying.

“You skimmed it.”

“I was under extreme legal and eyeliner distress.”

“You missed the termination clause.”

My stomach shifted.

“The what?”

He opened to a marked page and slid the document across the desk.

“Read it.”

“I do not want to read legal trauma right now.”

“Please.”

That word again.

Please.

I stepped closer.

The page blurred at first because my eyes were tired and my whole body wanted to leave itself. Antonio pointed to one section.

Termination and Continuity of Protection.

I read.

Slowly.

Then again.

Then a third time.

The words rearranged everything.

Only Cody Springs, also known under this agreement as Colette Springs, may terminate the marital arrangement at any time, for any reason, with written notice.

All agreed compensation, legal protection, housing transition support, confidentiality obligations, and personal safety provisions remain intact upon termination initiated by Cody/Colette Springs.

Antonio De la Vega may not terminate the arrangement for convenience, reputation concerns, public scandal, family pressure, emotional discomfort, or trust-related strategic change.

I stared at the page.

My brain refused it at first.

Then it landed.

I looked up.

“You couldn’t end it?”

“No.”

“If I embarrassed you?”

“No.”

“If your family found out?”

“No.”

“If you got tired of me?”

His jaw tightened. “No.”

The room blurred again, but this time for a different reason.

“All this time,” I whispered.

“Yes.”

“You let me think—”

“I told you to read the contract.”

“Oh, very romantic, thank you.”

His face tightened further. “I did not know how to say it without making it sound like another form of control.”

I laughed once, broken and angry. “So you said nothing?”

“Yes.”

“That is so painfully you.”

“I know.”

I looked back at the clause.

Only me.

I could end it.

Any time.

For any reason.

Payment intact. Protection intact. Housing support intact.

The ball had always been in my court, sitting there under legal language I had been too overwhelmed to understand.

Antonio had built an exit.

From the beginning.

I gripped the edge of the desk.

“Why?”

He looked at me for a long moment.

Then said, “Because I knew I was asking too much.”

My throat closed.

“I knew you were desperate,” he said. “I knew that made the offer unfair no matter how much money I attached to it. I wanted the contract to give you what I was too arrogant to give properly.”

“What?”

“Choice.”

The word hit me softly.

Devastatingly.

Antonio stepped closer, but not too close.

“I wanted you to stay only if you chose to.”

For a moment, I could not speak.

All the anger did not vanish. It was still there. He had still hired me. Still looked at my desperation and called it suitability. Still built a role around my body and my loneliness and his inheritance problem.

But the contract had not been the cage I thought it was.

Or not only that.

It had also been a door.

A hidden one.

A stupid, legal, Antonio-shaped door with terrible phrasing and emotional consequences.

“You are the worst communicator alive,” I whispered.

“Yes.”

“I could have left?”

“Yes.”

“And kept the money?”

“Yes.”

“And you never thought to mention this during any of our billion fights?”

“I thought you knew.”

I stared at him.

He winced.

Actually winced.

“I see now that was incorrect.”

I laughed.

Then I cried.

Then I laughed again because both things were true, and apparently Antonio had infected me with that phrase forever.

He moved like he wanted to hold me, then stopped.

I saw the restraint.

I loved and hated it.

“Do you want to leave?” he asked.

The question was quiet.

Ruinous.

I looked at the contract.

The answer should have been easy.

Yes.

Leave the family scandal. Leave Trinity’s knives. Leave Eduardo and Patricio. Leave trust lawyers and public lies. Leave the man who had made everything so complicated.

But leaving Antonio meant leaving the wrong fork. The soup. The birthday note. The way he said my name when he forgot to protect himself. The way he stood beside me tonight when everyone expected him to step away.

“I don’t know,” I said.

His face tightened, but he nodded.

“Then take time.”

That was worse.

He was letting me.

Finally.

Properly.

The next day, Carlton made his offer.

He did not call it that.

Of course he did not. Carlton was too careful, too gentle, too maddeningly decent.

He invited me to his agency after I texted that I needed to talk somewhere not made of De la Vega family history. Antonio knew where I was going. He did not like it. He did not stop me.

That mattered.

Carlton met me in the same private conference room where he had almost kissed me.

The Little Legends boards were still there, but turned facedown.

Respectful.

I hated how good he was at that.

“You don’t have to talk about last night,” he said.

“I think if I don’t, it will live in my lungs.”

“Then talk.”

So I did.

The reveal. Antonio’s speech. Diana’s hug. Ricardo’s uncertainty. The contract clause. The exit.

Carlton listened, hands folded, expression steady.

When I finished, he was quiet for a long time.

Then he said, “I am glad you have a way out.”

That was not what I expected.

I expected disappointment. Tension. Maybe a careful argument against Antonio.

Instead, glad.

My eyes stung.

“You are?”

“Yes.”

“Even if I don’t use it?”

His face shifted.

There it was.

The feeling he had been holding back.

“Yes,” he said. “Even then.”

I looked down.

Carlton reached into a folder and slid a document across the table.

Not a contract.

A proposal.

Little Legends Garage development plan. Agency support. Brand strategy timeline. Investor introductions. Prototype design referrals. A privacy plan. A professional path.

“This is yours regardless,” he said. “If you want it.”

I stared at the pages.

“You did this before knowing what I’d choose?”

“I did this because the idea deserves to exist.”

My throat tightened.

“Carlton.”

He sat back.

“I can offer you a clean path,” he said. “Away from the De la Vega chaos. Agency support. Privacy. A brand built under your name. Whatever name you choose.”

The name you choose.

Not Cody.

Not Colette.

Whichever one I chose.

He continued carefully. “I care for you. I think you know that. I also think you are standing in the middle of a storm that began before you had any fair options.”

I pressed my hands together.

“I don’t want to use you as an exit.”

“I am not offering myself as a rescue. I am offering a door.”

I almost laughed because apparently all the men in my life had become doors.

“What if I choose wrong?”

Carlton’s face softened.

“Then you choose again later.”

“That sounds too easy.”

“It will not be easy. But it can be honest.”

There was that word.

Honest.

He stood and walked to the window, giving me space.

“I will not pressure you,” he said. “I won’t ask you to choose me because Antonio hurt you first. I won’t ask you to confuse gentleness with destiny.”

My eyes burned.

“Please stop being emotionally well-adjusted. It’s becoming hostile.”

That earned a small laugh.

When he turned back, his expression was tender and sad.

“I want you happy, Colette. Even if the happiest version of you is standing beside him.”

I covered my face.

“No. Absolutely not. That is too noble. Be worse.”

“I told you I would work on it. I failed.”

I laughed through tears.

Carlton walked me to the elevator later.

No almost-kiss this time.

No touch except his hand briefly at my shoulder, warm and respectful.

“Whatever you choose,” he said, “do it as yourself.”

I looked at him.

“As Colette?”

“As whoever feels most honest.”

I carried those words back to the mansion like a second contract.

That night, I did not go to Antonio.

I went to my office.

My office.

Not the guest room. Not the suite. Not the place where Colette Protocol had first sat like a threat. My office, with design books, iPad, sketches, prototypes, folders from Carlton, and the view of the ocean that still sometimes looked too expensive for my sadness.

I spread everything across the desk.

The original Little Legends sketch.

The torn potato car.

The iPad Antonio had given me.

Carlton’s brand proposal.

The contract.

Photos Diana had printed from family dinners and left for me in a small envelope after the wedding. Me laughing beside her. Antonio pretending not to smile. Ricardo holding a glass of water and looking like joy was tax-deductible. A candid from the garden wedding where Antonio was looking at me instead of the camera.

I sat there for hours.

Remembering.

Antonio telling me I walked like a fitness model escaping a haunted boutique.

Antonio using the wrong fork because I had.

Antonio writing Draw the potatoes properly like romance had been invented by industrial designers.

Antonio bringing soup like it was a military operation.

Antonio falling asleep in a chair because he would not leave me alone with fever.

Antonio saying, Still mine to take care of.

Antonio ruining my birthday and then somehow making the exact perfect gift worse by having planned it privately.

Antonio standing beside me while Trinity tried to erase me.

Antonio saying, I hired someone I thought I could never love. That was my arrogance. Not her shame.

He was infuriating.

Emotionally constipated.

Controlling.

Blunt.

Terrible at apologies unless there were oranges involved.

He had hurt me.

He had also changed.

Not perfectly. Not magically. Not in a neat arc that made the beginning harmless.

But he had learned.

He had started as a man who wanted a loophole.

He had become a man who stood beside the person everyone called the loophole and said, her.

Then I thought of Carlton.

Carlton, who remembered my coffee order.

Carlton, who saw my dream as a brand before anyone else could.

Carlton, who touched my cheek like I was precious and stopped the second I stepped away.

Carlton, who offered me a door and did not demand I walk through it with him.

Carlton made me feel seen.

Beautifully.

Clearly.

Safely.

But Antonio made himself vulnerable for me.

Badly. Clumsily. Often late. Usually with the emotional grace of a locked filing cabinet.

But he had done it.

And when it cost him something, he did not step away.

That mattered.

I picked up the contract.

It was heavy.

So many pages for something my heart had apparently been trying to answer without legal support.

I read the termination clause one more time.

Only me.

My choice.

Not Antonio’s.

Not Trinity’s.

Not Eduardo’s.

Not Carlton’s.

Not Cody’s fear.

Not Colette’s panic.

Mine.

I looked at the mirror across the room.

Colette looked back.

Tired. Barefaced now. Hair loose. Ring on. Eyes swollen from crying and thinking too much.

“When do you feel most honest?” I whispered.

The answer did not come as thunder.

It came as breath.

Quiet.

Steady.

Mine.

I stood.

Antonio was in the garden.

Of course he was.

Men like him brooded outside because indoors there were too many chairs judging them.

He stood near the fountain where Carlton had comforted me the night of the celebration, hands in his pockets, jacket off, sleeves rolled, looking out toward the dark ocean.

For once, I saw him before he saw me.

That felt important.

He looked tired.

Not rich tired. Not boardroom tired.

Human tired.

I walked across the garden holding the contract.

He turned when he heard me.

His eyes dropped to the papers in my hand.

Then back to my face.

“Colette.”

“I read it.”

His face tightened.

“All of it?”

“Enough. Let’s not become unrealistic.”

His mouth moved faintly.

Then his gaze returned to the contract.

“Have you decided?”

“Yes.”

He went very still.

I hated that I could read him now.

He thought I was leaving.

He was preparing for it.

Not well. But he was trying.

He nodded once.

“I will have Maribel arrange whatever you need. Housing transition. Legal support. The funds remain yours. Carlton can—”

“Antonio.”

He stopped.

“Do not manage my exit before I have made one.”

His eyes lifted.

I held up the contract.

“This thing did a lot.”

“Yes.”

“It hurt me.”

His face tightened. “I know.”

“It helped me too.”

He said nothing.

“It gave me money. A house. Safety. A name. A mirror I was not ready for.”

His eyes stayed on mine.

“But it is not why I am staying.”

His breath changed.

I tore the contract.

Not neatly.

Not dramatically enough for a movie, maybe, because contracts were thick and annoying and lawyers used paper with the structural integrity of stubbornness. But I tore the top stack of pages hard enough that the sound cracked through the garden.

Antonio stared.

I tore another section.

Then another.

Pages fell between us like dead feathers.

His face went pale.

“Colette.”

“I’m not your wife because paper made me one.”

The words shook.

So did I.

But I kept going.

“I am not staying because of the money. Or the trust. Or the role. Or because I have nowhere else to go.”

He looked destroyed and hopeful and terrified all at once.

I stepped closer.

“I’m choosing you because I want to.”

Silence.

The fountain moved softly behind him.

The ocean breathed beyond the hedges.

Antonio looked at me like the sentence had undone every defense he had ever built.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

Of course he asked that.

Finally, finally, he asked.

“No,” I said.

His face changed.

I smiled through tears.

“I am not sure of everything. I’m not sure what happens with your family. I’m not sure what name I’ll use in every room. I’m not sure how much of Cody stays and how much of Colette grows. I’m not sure how to be someone’s wife without needing a protocol binder.”

His mouth almost moved.

“But I am sure I don’t want Trinity, or your brothers, or that contract, or my fear deciding for me.”

I touched my chest.

“I want to decide.”

He swallowed.

“And you decide me?”

I laughed softly. “Don’t sound so surprised. It’s bad for your cheekbones.”

His eyes shone.

Then his expression changed.

Careful.

Almost afraid.

“As Cody?” he asked.

The question was quiet.

Respectful.

Full of every mistake he had made and every lesson he had learned.

I felt the old name inside me.

Cody.

Not dead.

Not erased.

The boy who survived.

The boy who joked.

The boy who loved toy cars and wanted someone to remember his birthday.

He was not gone.

But he was not all of me anymore.

I stepped closer until there was almost no space between us.

“As Colette,” I said.

Antonio closed his eyes for one second.

When he opened them, something in him had broken open.

Softly.

Completely.

“Colette,” he said.

The name sounded like a promise.

I lifted my chin.

“If you kiss me because of a contract, I’ll punch you.”

His laugh came out broken. “There is no contract.”

“Good.”

He touched my face with both hands, then stopped.

Still asking.

Always asking now.

I nodded.

He kissed me.

Not like the wedding.

Not brief. Not public. Not safe.

This kiss was trembling and careful and then not careful at all. It was apology and choice and fear and relief. It was Antonio finally touching me like I was not a problem, not a strategy, not a role, but a woman he had almost lost because he had been too arrogant to understand what he had found.

I kissed him back because I wanted to.

Because Colette wanted to.

Because Cody had survived long enough to become someone who could choose.

When we pulled apart, Antonio rested his forehead against mine.

“I love you,” he said.

The words were rough.

Like they had fought their way out.

My heart broke and remade itself around them.

“You’re late,” I whispered.

He laughed softly, eyes wet.

“I know.”

“Very on brand.”

“I know.”

I touched his face.

“I love you too.”

His breath shook.

I smiled through tears.

“Unfortunately.”

That made him laugh again, real and warm and mine.

Behind us, the torn contract lay scattered across the garden path.

Not destroyed completely. Legal copies existed. Lawyers existed. Reality was annoying.

But symbolically, beautifully, emotionally, it was enough.

I had torn the paper that made me his.

Then I had chosen him anyway.

Antonio kissed my forehead.

I leaned into him.

For the first time in a long time, I was not performing survival.

I was not waiting to be exposed.

I was not trying to prove Colette was real to anyone with sharper teeth than mine.

I stood in the garden, in the arms of the most impossible man I had ever met, and felt the truth settle into my body.

Cody had been how I survived.

Colette was how I wanted to live.


Epilogue
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ONE YEAR LATER, I learned that launch parties were just weddings for products. Same flowers. Same champagne. Same people pretending they were not judging everything. Same terrifying possibility that someone might stand up in public and ruin your life.

The main difference was that, this time, nobody could expose me by saying my old name.

Everyone already knew.

Colette Springs stood printed on the step-and-repeat behind me in clean chrome letters, surrounded by tiny illustrated tire tracks and a tagline that still made my throat do something dramatic if I looked at it too long.

LITTLE LEGENDS GARAGE
Every small car deserves a big story.

Under the lights of the Los Angeles showroom Carlton had found for us, the words looked real.

Not notebook real.

Not kitchen-wall-in-a-studio-apartment real.

Not desperate-little-sketch-behind-a-Tesla-card real.

Real real.

There were display cases. Actual display cases. Inside them sat the first five cars from the launch collection, all polished and perfect and somehow mine.

The El Segundo Spark, a silver-and-blue beachside racer inspired by the job that had broken my life open.

The Midnight Mansion, a dark coastal convertible with tiny glassy details and a ridiculous little driveway printed on the collector card.

The Savor Runner, a luxury delivery truck with chrome accents that Antonio pretended to hate and secretly loved because it made the family water company look cute.

The Contract Coupe, a sleek silver car with a hidden torn-paper decal under the chassis.

And my favorite, the Colette Cruiser, soft pink, pearl, and chrome, with curved lines that had taken me six months to learn how to draw without making it look like a glamorous potato.

Antonio still called it a glamorous potato.

Because marriage, apparently, was just choosing the same person to insult you forever with better eye contact.

He stood beside the display case now, in a black suit, one hand in his pocket, studying the Colette Cruiser like it had personally offended his standards.

“The back line is still too rounded,” he said.

I stood next to him in a white satin pantsuit, hair falling over one shoulder, lipstick perfect, nails pale pink, and emotional stability questionable.

“It’s called softness,” I said.

“It is called aerodynamically suspicious.”

“It is a toy car, Antonio. It does not need to win Formula One.”

“It should aspire.”

I turned to him slowly. “My toy car has more emotional growth than you did when we met.”

“That is true.”

I stopped.

He looked at me.

I narrowed my eyes. “You agreed too fast.”

“I am trying to become easier to love.”

Oh.

I hated when he did that.

I hated when he said something devastating in the same tone he used to comment on packaging angles.

“You can’t just say things like that near the merchandise,” I said.

His mouth almost smiled.

Then he reached for my hand.

In public.

No hesitation. No performance. No trust requirement. No photographers to impress, though plenty existed.

Just his hand finding mine because it wanted to.

One year ago, that would have made me panic.

Now, I let my fingers fold through his.

My ring was different now.

The original wedding ring remained, but Antonio had given me a second band six months after the scandal, privately, in the garden where I had torn the contract.

No guests.

No string quartet.

No legal representatives.

Just us, the fountain, a box in his hand, and Antonio looking like he might pass away from sincerity.

He had said, “The first one was part of a plan.”

Then, after a painful pause, “This one is a question.”

I had said yes before he finished asking.

Then I had cried.

Then he had cried, though he claimed it was allergies, and I had told him there were no trees dramatic enough to support that lie.

That was the version of us I trusted more.

Not perfect.

Real.

Across the showroom, Carlton Mintzberg stood speaking to a group of buyers near the packaging wall. He looked polished and calm in a gray suit, one hand holding a glass of sparkling water, the other gesturing toward the collector cards as he explained the emotional architecture of the brand.

Emotional architecture.

I had accused him of inventing that phrase to make tiny cars sound like cathedrals.

He had said, “They are cathedrals if the child holding them needs somewhere to dream.”

Which was why Carlton remained impossible in a completely different way from Antonio.

Carlton had kept his promise.

He gave me the agency support. The strategy. The prototype introductions. The investor meetings. The packaging development. The launch plan. He gave Little Legends Garage its first real path into the world.

But he had never once used my gratitude as a leash.

After the night of the contract, things between us had become tender and careful and then, slowly, clean.

Not painless.

Clean.

He had loved me enough to let me choose someone else without making me feel cruel for it.

That kind of man stayed dangerous for a while.

Then he became something rarer.

A friend who had seen me at my most confused and never used it against me.

He caught me looking and lifted his glass slightly.

I lifted mine back.

Antonio noticed because of course he did.

“Do not look smug,” I said without turning.

“I did not say anything.”

“You breathed in possessive.”

“I did not.”

“You have several breathing styles. I know them all.”

His thumb moved over my knuckles. “And yet you stayed.”

“Unfortunately.”

He looked down at me.

The softness in his face still had the power to rearrange my bones.

“Yes,” he said. “Fortunately.”

The launch was not just a party.

It was also my first public appearance as myself without hiding behind Antonio’s trust, without a fake biography, without the fear that one wrong restroom conversation could destroy me.

The world knew pieces of the story. Not all. Never all. Legal teams existed for a reason, and Maribel’s ability to turn scandal into “private family matter” deserved a museum exhibit.

The press knew I was transgender. They knew I was Antonio De la Vega’s wife. They knew the beginning of our marriage had been “unconventional,” which was a polite word doing acrobatics. They knew I had once worked at a collapsed toy-car company and had built Little Legends Garage out of that dream.

They did not know every wound.

They did not get to.

That was another thing I had learned with Dr. Hart.

Truth did not mean public access.

I had continued seeing her after the exposure. At first weekly, then twice a month, then when I needed to untangle some new knot of selfhood, marriage, dysphoria, desire, grief, or the very specific panic of being asked to approve a doll-sized wheel mold while emotionally processing womanhood.

Transition did not happen like a montage.

There was no single mirror where everything became easy.

It happened in choices.

Name.

Voice.

Clothes.

Hormones, after a long consultation and a lot of crying in my car.

More softening work, this time not because a contract required it, but because I wanted the woman in the mirror to feel less like she was asking permission.

Documents changed slowly.

Family language changed faster than expected.

Diana never stumbled once after I told her I wanted to live fully as Colette. Not once. She simply held my hands, kissed both my cheeks, and said, “Then we will love you properly.”

Ricardo stumbled twice.

The first time, he corrected himself before I did.

The second time, Antonio looked at him so sharply that Ricardo sighed and said, “I know, I know. I am old, not cruel.”

Then he sent flowers the next day with a card that read:

For Colette. No correction needed. — R

I kept the card in my desk.

Antonio had changed too.

Not into a different man.

God, no.

He was still Antonio. He still believed many problems could be solved with schedules, contracts, cars, private doctors, and unreasonably good stationery. He still made comments like, “Your concept sheet has enthusiasm but no discipline,” then kissed my forehead like that counted as emotional balance.

But he apologized now.

Sometimes badly.

Sometimes with oranges.

Sometimes with full sentences.

Progress was progress.

Eduardo and Patricio did not attend the launch.

Their absence improved the air quality.

Eduardo had tried to challenge the trust release after the exposure, but Antonio’s legal team had been ready. The marriage was legally valid. The conditions had been satisfied. The contract, ironically, protected me and him better than any of them expected. Ricardo had not loved the scandal, but he disliked opportunism more, especially when Eduardo’s motives became painfully obvious.

Patricio sent one text months later that said:

Congrats on the toy thing. The truck one is funny.

I considered that emotional growth for a man whose soul wore loafers.

Trinity disappeared from our immediate circle after the exposure backfired socially. She had expected applause for unmasking me. Instead, people remembered how cruel she looked doing it.

Diana cut her off first.

Ricardo followed.

Antonio never answered another call.

I did not celebrate her downfall as much as I thought I would.

Okay, I celebrated a little.

I was human.

But mostly, I felt relieved that I no longer needed to prove my existence to someone committed to misunderstanding it.

The speeches began at seven.

Carlton spoke first, because he was the agency man and loved a stage even when he pretended not to.

He talked about imagination, small objects carrying big emotional stories, and the rare joy of building a brand with a founder who understood both product and longing.

Then he turned toward me.

“And Colette Springs,” he said, “has built something many brands try to fake. A world with a heart.”

Oh, rude.

I was absolutely not crying before my own speech.

Antonio handed me a tissue without looking at me.

The crowd laughed.

I glared at him.

He whispered, “Your mascara is expensive.”

“I hate you.”

“No.”

I took the stage after Carlton.

For a moment, the lights blinded me. The room became a soft blur of faces, flowers, tiny cars, silver displays, and cameras.

Then I found Diana.

She was in the front row, already crying.

Ricardo sat beside her, pretending he was not emotional by holding his program like a legal document.

Carlton stood near the side, smiling.

Antonio stood just offstage.

Watching me.

Not protecting.

Not managing.

Watching.

Like he knew I could stand there on my own.

That mattered more than applause.

I looked down at my notes.

Then folded them.

Because some things did not need a binder anymore.

“A year ago,” I said, “I lost the first job that made me feel chosen.”

The room went quiet.

“I worked at a toy-car company in El Segundo. I had just been promoted. I thought my life was finally becoming something impressive. Then the company collapsed, and I left with a cardboard box, a credit card bill, and one very ugly sketch.”

Soft laughter moved through the room.

“The drawing was terrible. I know because my husband has reminded me with consistency and, frankly, cruelty.”

More laughter.

Antonio did not deny it.

Growth.

“But under that drawing, I wrote one line. Every small car deserves a big story.”

I looked at the display cases.

“I think I wrote it because I needed to believe small things could matter. Small cars. Small dreams. Small people trying to survive big rooms. I did not know then how much my own life was about to change. I did not know what name I would choose. I did not know what family I would find. I did not know how messy becoming yourself could be.”

My voice shook slightly.

I let it.

“But I know this now. Little does not mean unimportant. Soft does not mean weak. And a story that begins badly can still become something beautiful if you are brave enough to keep building.”

Diana covered her mouth.

Antonio looked down.

I smiled.

“So thank you for being here. Thank you to Carlton and the entire Mintzberg team for seeing the brand before it had wheels. Thank you to Diana and Ricardo for believing in me when belief was not the easiest choice.”

Ricardo’s face tightened.

Diana cried harder.

“And thank you to Antonio,” I said.

He looked up.

“For telling me my first car looked like a potato that lost a fight with a wheelbarrow.”

The room laughed.

Antonio closed his eyes.

I grinned.

“And for buying me the tools to draw it better.”

His face changed.

There he was.

My impossible man.

The applause came warm and loud and real.

After the speech, after the photos, after the buyers and brand partners and social people and toy reviewers, after Carlton hugged me and said, “Founder,” like it was my real title now, after Diana cried into my shoulder and Ricardo cleared his throat eighteen times to avoid feelings, Antonio and I finally escaped to the small back office of the showroom.

I kicked off my heels immediately.

“Never let me become a person who says these are comfortable,” I said.

Antonio closed the door. “You said they were comfortable this morning.”

“That was propaganda from my ankles.”

He leaned against the desk, smiling faintly.

Actually smiling.

He did that more now. Not constantly. We were not living in fantasy. But enough that I had stopped treating it like an endangered species sighting.

“You were exceptional tonight,” he said.

I narrowed my eyes. “No critique?”

“The microphone was too low.”

“There he is.”

“But you were exceptional.”

I walked toward him.

In bare feet, I was small beside him again.

But it felt different now.

My height no longer felt like a hiring category.

My softness no longer felt like evidence against me.

My body was not finished becoming. Maybe it never would be. But it was mine in a way it had not been when Antonio first looked at me across an ocean room and saw a solution.

He reached for my hand.

I let him.

“Do you miss him?” he asked.

I knew who he meant.

Cody.

The name no longer hurt like exposure.

It felt like a photograph in a drawer. Important. Loved. Not where I lived anymore.

“Sometimes,” I said.

Antonio’s thumb brushed my ring. “How?”

“I miss how hard he tried.”

Antonio’s face softened.

“He brought you here,” he said.

“Yes,” I whispered. “He did.”

The room went quiet.

I leaned against him, and his arms came around me.

No cameras.

No witnesses.

No contract.

“I’m proud of you,” he said into my hair.

That one got me.

Not because it was fancy.

Because it was simple.

I closed my eyes. “Say it again.”

“I’m proud of you.”

“Again.”

“Colette.”

“I’m healing. Repeat.”

He laughed, low and warm. “I am proud of you.”

I smiled against his shirt.

“Thank you.”

Later that night, when the launch finally ended and we returned home, the mansion was quiet.

Not empty quiet.

Different.

The good kind.

Diana had sent leftover pastries to the house because she believed every major life event required dessert. Maribel had left tea in the east wing even though I no longer technically lived only there. The staff had placed a small Little Legends display on the console table in the foyer: all five cars arranged in a neat row, with the Colette Cruiser in the center.

Antonio looked at it.

“The potato is honored.”

“Say potato one more time and sleep in the fountain.”

He kissed my temple.

“Legendary potato.”

I gasped. “Divorce.”

“No.”

We walked to my office together.

My office had changed over the year. More shelves. Better lighting. Prototype samples. Packaging proofs. Sketches framed on the wall. The original ugly Little Legends drawing sat in a small frame beside my desk.

And beside it, in a larger frame, were pieces of the torn contract.

Not the whole thing.

Just fragments.

A corner with my old legal name.

A section where Colette Springs appeared for the first time.

A strip of the termination clause.

And one jagged piece with Antonio’s signature.

People thought it was strange when they saw it.

I understood.

Most people framed wedding photos.

I framed the document that almost bought me, then accidentally gave me the choice to become free.

Antonio stood behind me as I looked at it.

“Do you ever hate seeing it?” he asked.

“Sometimes.”

“Do you want me to take it down?”

I shook my head.

“No.”

The torn paper caught the lamplight.

“It reminds me that the beginning does not get to own the ending.”

Antonio was quiet for a long moment.

Then he said, “You do.”

I turned to him.

He looked at me the way he had in the garden that night after I tore the contract, like he still could not quite believe I had chosen him.

Good.

A little disbelief kept a man humble.

I touched his face.

“Come on,” I said. “Mrs. De la Vega needs pastries.”

His eyes warmed.

“Mrs. Springs,” he said.

I smiled.

That was another thing we had learned.

Some days, I was Colette Springs professionally.

Some days, Colette De la Vega socially.

Some days, both.

Always mine.

Always chosen.

“Mrs. Springs-De la Vega when you annoy me,” I said.

“That is too many names.”

“I contain multitudes.”

“You contain sugar cravings.”

“Also true.”

He took my hand, and we walked back through the quiet house toward the kitchen, where a plate of pastries waited under a glass dome and the first collection of Little Legends cars gleamed in the foyer behind us.

For years, I had thought belonging meant being kept because I was useful.

Funny enough.

Pretty enough.

Easy enough.

Needed enough.

But that night, barefoot in my own home, with my husband complaining about crumbs before I had even made any, with my toy cars displayed by the door and my name printed on boxes waiting to ship across the country, I finally understood.

Belonging was not being useful enough to stay.

Belonging was choosing the life that chose you back.

Cody had carried the first sketch out of a dying office.

Colette had carried it into the world.

And every small car, every big story, every broken beginning that had somehow led me here, had been worth the road.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy The Femme Contract? In that case, I hope you can check out my second full-length Transgender Transformation novel, Creating The Lady.
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“My best friend needed a glamorous fake fiancée to sell the power couple fantasy and lure more investors. Neither of us expected me to transform into her for real.”

Creating the Lady is Lilly Lustwood’s second full novel. It’s a glamorous, high-stakes feminization romance about luxury beauty, body transformation, trans awakening, scandal, obsession, surgery, power, and a love story of more than 50,000 words, fierce enough to survive the world finding out the truth.

Read Creating The Lady

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Five deliciously girly transformations.”

Step into a world of glamour, temptation, and irresistible feminization in this illustrated romance collection from Lilly Lustwood. Inside are five standalone feminization stories, each paired with beautiful images and packed with transformation, seduction, and girly fantasy.

No repeats. No cross-additions. These stories are exclusive to this collection and do not appear in Lilly Lustwood’s other collections.

Included in this collection:

His First Skirt

The Pink Mask

Seven Girly Sins

Girly Weekends

Trapping My Boss

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 Secret Girly Transformations
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Want to really immerse Lilly’s world? How about a long gender swap romance of over 130,000 words!? Yes! It’s truly epic!

“Again?! Not another gender swap! Take me back to my body!”

Not Another Gender Swap is Lilly Lustwood’s debut gender swap long romance with over 130,000 words. It revolves around ego, redemption, transgender becoming, and true love.

Read Not Another Gender Swap
 


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 emails, 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.

We have over 44,000 ACTIVE MEMBERS from around the world!

✓    44 Free Messages Daily

✓    View 44 Profiles/day

✓    Faster PHP system

✓    Support replies in 24–48h

App version in the works!

You don’t even need to upgrade to VIP to enjoy most of it.

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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“Again?! Not another gender swap! Take me back to my body!”

I had everything a man could want. Money. Fame. A Santa Monica mansion. A retired football legend’s body. Women who still looked at me like I was the prize. Then my fiancée said no. Her reason was simple: I did not love women. I loved being admired by them.

Drunk, furious, and humiliated, I screamed at the ocean, demanding to know what the universe wanted from me. Then I crashed my Lamborghini. When I woke up, I was no longer Grey Watkins.

First, I became Tara Hereford, the stunning Manhattan PR queen who had once been the shy high school girl I humiliated for her body. Then I became Bea Warsaw, the exhausted woman whose heart I had broken with a goodbye written on the back of a pizza receipt.

And then I woke up as Gretchen Winters. Gretchen was not glamorous. She was not powerful. She was a forty-two-year-old transgender woman six months into transition, living in a small Chicago apartment with sage green curtains, scrapbooks, hormone reminders, and a quiet job at a dental clinic. There was no robot voice this time. No deadline. No explanation. Just Gretchen’s life.

And Dr. Martin Forks, the kind, patient dentist who already knew Gretchen as a friend… and might have been the first man to love her exactly as she was becoming.

I wanted my old life back. At least, I thought I did. But the more I lived as Gretchen, the more I learned that womanhood was not punishment. It was not beauty, suffering, or being wanted by men. Sometimes, it was a cardigan. A name. A slow kiss. A hand held with care.

Read Not Another Gender Swap

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 The Femme Contract.

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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