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CHAPTER ONE



"Dude, I want that." I smack Benz on the arm so he'll pay attention.

He pushes me but then follows my finger toward the chest. "That thing? That looks like something my grandpa used to store his old paint cans in."

I shake my head. There's no way someone would ever store paint cans in this. This is a chest that's seen the world. I get as close as I can and then crouch to see it better.

The chest is big enough for an adult to hide in. It's impossible to tell what color it was originally. The old paint has aged to a matte grey in the spots where it hasn't worn off. And the brass hardware—the handles, the hinges and locks, and the hammered metal protecting the corners—looks dark and sooty, like the face of a firefighter who just walked out of a burning house. There’s a lot more to this chest than meets the eye, and that's exactly the type of thing I'm looking for.

A blast of feedback and then the rattling voice of the auctioneer snaps me out of my reverie, and I look around. Benz has already walked to the front where the other bidders are gathering in front of a portable speaker. There are only five of us here, so we don’t need the speaker. We probably don’t even need the auctioneer. I'm sure we could all just agree on the things we want and the prices we're willing to pay. But I walk around to join the group anyway.

"Theo! I was wondering if you inhaled some old fumes off that thing and passed out. You're about to miss the best part." Since we got here, Benz has had his eye on an electric scooter, and he’s practically salivating as he looks at it now.

I don't know why an abandoned storage unit would have one, and I tried to warn him that it's probably stolen from downtown. But he won't listen. "I still don't know when you're going to use that thing. You've got a car and a bike. Why do you need that?"

His eyes flash to me quickly before turning back to the stand where someone is wheeling the scooter next to the auctioneer. "Because it's cool. Way better than that old beat up crate you want."

"It's a travel chest. Who knows where that thing's been?" I let my words drift away because he's not paying attention to me anymore. I step back and wait for the bidding on the chest, running through numbers in my head to figure how much I’m willing to spend.

When it does come up for bidding, I'm the only person interested. A quick raise of my hand as the auctioneer starts out at twenty and that's all there is to it. Until it's time to load.

Benz pulls his SUV as close as he can. "This thing had better not weigh a ton," he says as we walk to the chest. Each of us moving to an end and looking down at it.

"Who knows what's in it? It could be full of gold bars. You're not gonna be bitching about how much it weighs then."

"It came from the same storage unit that had a framed oil painting of a marijuana leaf. I'm guessing there won’t be gold in here." He chuckles and lifts on his handle. The entire side of the chest comes up with ease, and my stomach sinks. He must see the disappointment on my face. "Come on, let's get it loaded. You go to enough of these with me, and you'll learn how to separate the gems from the trash."

"Gems like that scooter?"

He just shrugs, and we carry the chest to the back of his SUV. It can't weigh more than 25 pounds. I was expecting the wood and the hardware alone to weigh more than that. Maybe Benz is right, and this is just trash.

At my apartment, we're able to pull right up to my door. Even though I could probably lift the thing myself, Benz helps me haul it inside. We set it in the living room where a coffee table would go.

"So you gonna open it, or what?" he asks.

I stare at it for a minute. As sure as I was before that there was some mysterious treasure inside, I'm just as convinced now that there are only going to be a few rolling papers at the bottom. Maybe some mouse shit too, just for the hell of it.

The leather straps creak as I unfasten them, and the buckles jingle as they drop against the sides of the chest. There's a key in the lock. I twist it, but there's no sound or sign that it catches on anything. I twist more and more. It just spins in complete circles. Apparently, it's only for decoration, or it's long been broken. I shake my head, and I lift the lid and look inside.

"Well?" Benz walks out of the kitchen with two bottles of beer.

"You know how much I hate to admit that you were right about anything?" I ask. "I think I might have to now. This is all that's in there." I hold out the red fabric, and it unfurls like a stage curtain closing.

"That's it?"

"That's it," I say. "Just a dress." It's a silky material that flares out at the bottom. It doesn't even look old, so I can't sell it to a vintage clothing shop.

Benz's face coils into a tight smile, and he takes a swig of beer before handing me the other bottle. "Maybe it'll fit you. Aren't you going to try it on?" His laugh is deep, and it makes my face burn. He'll never let me live this down. I take a drink from my bottle and shake my head.

"I still have a bit before I need to be home," he says when I don't respond. "I'll take you for a ride on my scooter so you can see what real treasure looks like."


CHAPTER TWO



He's been gone an hour, but I can still hear Benz's laughter ringing in my ears. And it makes my face burn. More than anything, I wanted to impress him—to get him to look at me as something other than his bumbling sidekick—and I thought maybe this was my chance. He's always talking about the cool things he finds at auctions of abandoned storage units, but it's mostly toys or tools.

I thought that chest was different. I just knew whatever was inside would forever change the way he looked at me. Instead, it reinforced everything he already thinks. I'm the friend who's good for a laugh. The one who flubs his way through life. Never serious, and never one to be taken seriously.

But that would have changed when I opened the chest and found it filled with antiques. Or old books and paintings that some woman had shipped from Europe to America decades ago. And ever since then, they've sat in her attic, passed down through generations until they were forgotten. Somehow it ended up in a storage unit on the west side of town, sandwiched between a taco truck and a Buy Here, Pay Here used car lot. Like so many other things in my life, I should have known better.

Just a dress.

I look at it wadded on the other end of the couch. "You couldn't have even been old? Like from the 1800s maybe? At least from the 50s?"

I kick at it, but my leg isn't long enough to reach. And even that is an impressive failure. I'm 6'7". Tall enough that every stranger I meet always leads the conversation with, "Oh, I bet you played basketball." No, you annoying asshole, I did not. I'm tall, but I have the grace of a drunk toddler. I couldn't even dribble a ball, let alone put it into a hoop.

The dress just sits there, like dresses will, as I stare at it. I need to get rid of it. As long as it's sitting here, it's going to keep reminding me that I'll never be more than a jester to Benz. I lean over and grab it as I stand up.

I'm just a few steps from the trash can when I hear Benz's voice: Aren't you going to try it on? A wave of anger bubbles up, and I open up the dress to look at it. Maybe I should. If he thinks I'm just a fool, maybe I should embrace that. This would be nothing more than a shirt on me. Maybe I'll wear it the next time I meet him. Just to see what his reaction is. Instead of throwing it away, I take it upstairs into my bedroom.

I practically rip off the jeans and t-shirt that I'm wearing, and when I take the dress in my hand again, I'm so angry that I'm shaking. It's not fair to blame Benz for this. I take a deep breath. He's never done anything to make me feel this way. He's never treated me as anything other than a regular friend. But I know he thinks it. How could he not?

It's a struggle to get the dress down past my shoulders. When I held it up, it looked like it would fit around the torso, but I never thought the shoulders might be a problem. Luckily it stretches just enough, and I can tug it down. My heart is racing as I walk to the mirror. I already know what I'll look like. A clown. There's not a doubt in my head. But there is a hope in the back of my mind that it might at least look okay. Why do I care?

When I stand in front of the mirror, I suck in a breath and hold it before I look. It's just a joke, right? I want it to look bad. The worse it looks, the more Benz will laugh at it. And that's what I want, isn't it? If you can't beat them, join them. Still, I say a quick prayer under my breath before I open my eyes.

For just a second, maybe not even that long, I think that the dress actually looks fine on me. As a shirt, obviously, since it doesn't even cover my underwear. But it's something that I could wear out in public. The thought of doing that sends a tingle through my body, but then reality floods in and I'm pulled beneath its waves. The shoulders are so tight it looks like I might bust a seam if I even twitch. And I could shove a garden full of melons into the chest, and the top of the dress still wouldn't fit right. This dress was designed for a woman—one with large breasts based on the way the loose fabric hangs at the chest. Something I very much am not. It looks so bad that I can't even wear it as a joke.

I take one last look at myself in the mirror and shake my head before yanking the dress off. I'm surprised I don't hear threads popping in the shoulders as I do. When the dress is off and I'm naked except for my white briefs, I wad it as tight as I can and throw it to the trash can on the other side of the room. At least, that's my intention. It smacks against the wall almost five feet away and flutters down to the carpet. I just toss my hands up and head downstairs. I'm not in the mood to deal with any more failure right now.


CHAPTER THREE



I can't believe I'm up this early. My phone is sitting beside the sink while I brush my teeth, and I tap the screen to look at the time. Not even eight yet. And only a few minutes before Benz will be here to pick me up. I rinse my mouth and run a quick hand over my head. As tall as I am, most people can't see my hair anyway, so I keep it shaved close.

If I were shorter, I bet that dress wouldn't look so ridiculous.

The thought makes me bump into the door frame as I duck into my bedroom. Where the hell did that come from? That dress will always look ridiculous on me because I'm a man. My height has nothing to do with it. And why would I ever care?

The thought still haunts the back of my mind when Benz texts a couple minutes later to tell me that he just pulled in. I head out.

The drive isn't bad. The fairgrounds are just a couple of miles away, but even though it's still way too early for anyone to be awake—even the sun is just a yellow ghost of what it will be later in the day when it wakes up—a line of cars wraps out onto the road. We join the stop-and-go procession, and I let my head fall back against the headrest.

When I open my eyes, we're just one car away from the booth collecting our parking fees. "Nice nap, bro?"

I inhale sharply through my nose and turn to look at Benz, tucking a stray hair behind my ear as I do. "I didn't sleep. I was just resting my eyes."

"You make some strange noises when you rest your eyes. Almost sounded like snoring, but obviously if you weren't asleep, it couldn't have been that." He twists his head toward me. The side of his mouth is curled up into a grin and his eyes are almost twinkling in the glaring sunlight.

My body shudders to see him like that, but I try to play it off as a stretch so he won't think anything of it. "Maybe I fell asleep for a minute or two then? Probably need it after having to get up at this ungodly hour."

"There are literally billions of people in the world who get up this early every day." His grin goes wider before he turns away and we pull up to the booth.

"Idiots." Even when I had a job, I was never a morning person. Now that I can live off my unemployment benefits for a couple of months and sleep whenever I want, there's no way I'm getting up early for anything. Except this. Except him.

The woman at the booth leans so far into the car that I wonder if we should tell her to hop in with us. She smiles at me and then turns back to Benz, asking if we've been here before. When we both shake our heads, she hands us a folded brochure. A map of the vendors. "It can get confusing in there," she says and chuckles. "You can almost lose yourself if you're not careful."

Benz hands me the map as he drives us into the parking lot. A man clad in reflective yellow waves us down a row, and Benz pulls into the first open spot. "You ready for this?"

"For 'the state's largest traveling flea market featuring over 600 vendors from around the world?'" I read from the backside of the map. "How could one ever be ready for such a spectacle?"

He smiles and drops his sunglasses around the gearshift. "A lot of it is going to be junk, but the diamonds are worth the hunt. And there's no way you would have gotten out of bed this early if you weren't excited about coming."

It's not the flea market. I just like spending time with him. But I don't say anything because I don't want to sound gay. "You care if I stick these in your glovebox or something?" I hold my keys up between us.

He looks at them and then squints as he looks at the jeans I have on. "You don't want to just stick them in your pocket? Yeah, glovebox is fine then."

"Oh." I pat the sides of my hips. "These pants have pockets. Oh my God..."

"You're always hilarious." Benz laughs, and I pretend that being funny was my intent all along. That I didn't forget for some reason that my pants have pockets.
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It takes us over three hours to make it through just half of the flea market. We thought that we could start on one side and just work our way up and down the rows until we got to the other. But this is more of a maze than an orderly series of aisles, and by the third time we pass the same booth selling scented candles, we realize that we need to use the map. That's how we finally end up in the food court.

All around us there are colorful flashing promises of GYROS! and FUNNEL CAKES! and DEEP FRIED GATOR BALLS! As much as I nudge Benz in the direction of that stand, he refuses to get close to even find out what a gator ball is.

The trucks form a giant U around what has to be one hundred picnic tables, almost all of them taken. As soon as we see a family stand and drop their baby into a stroller, we head in their direction. We get to the table just as they leave and just before an older woman who stares at me with such hatred, you'd think I tried to kidnap her cat.

"What do you want?" he asks. "I'll buy. You stay and guard the table."

"Oh thanks, make me risk my life. Uh..." I spin and look at all the signs. "That." I point to a green and yellow sign almost hidden behind the rising smoke from a BBQ pit.

Benz moves behind me and looks over my shoulder. He's so close that I can feel the heat coming from his chest. "The gator balls? Alright."

"Ha ha. No, a lemon slushy."

"That's it?"

I wait for him to take a step back, but he doesn't. "Yeah. I'm not really that hungry."

"Bro, you just said you were starving ten minutes ago."

I shrug.

Benz puts his hand on my back as he squeezes to get by me, and it forces all the air from my lungs. As he walks past, he says something and laughs, but I can't hear a thing above the roar filling my head. I just smile and hope that it's enough. He keeps walking, finally letting go of me, so it must be. I crumple onto the wood bench and watch as he snakes his way through the crowd. Maybe I do need to eat. That could be why I'm feeling so strange.

When I can't see him anymore, I lift my legs over the bench and unfold the map on the table. Just walking around and leaving things to chance hasn't worked for us so far. We've seen lots of salespeople selling discount socks and travel-size bottles of shampoo and conditioner, but we haven't seen anything that either of us is interested in.

I'm almost at the bottom of the vendor list when something bumps the table. I look up. Benz is somewhere behind an armful of drinks and red-and-white checkered cardboard trays. I jump to my feet and take the two large blue cups from his hand so he can set everything else down. "What on earth did you buy?" I ask as he blows out a breath and settles in with his mountain of food.

"I couldn't decide."

"So you got something from every truck?" He has french fries, small golden fried nuggets that have pieces of broccoli sticking out of the ends, another tray of golden nuggets with no apparent broccoli, and an enormous drumstick that is larger than a whole chicken.

"Smoked turkey leg." His voice is filled with pride when he says it, like he's the one who was up all night smoking it. I'm surprised the table doesn't collapse under its weight. He lifts it to his mouth as he sits and with his teeth, rips off a massive chunk, caveman style. As soon as the flavors hit his tongue, his eyes roll backward. "Oh, and here's your lemon icee," he says through his mouthful of meat.

I slide the cup closer to me, but still just stare at him. He looks like he's in heaven. "Do you care if I try a bite of that?"

He snorts. "What happened to 'oh, I'm not really hungry?' That was you, right?"

"Changed my mind?" I wink as I reach across the table. He holds the turkey drumstick—the bone is practically the size of a human forearm—as I peel off a strip of meat. I tilt my head back and drop it into my mouth, and the first bite makes me moan.

"Right?" he asks. "Want me to go get one for you?"

My entire body is screaming, Yes! Bring me several of these delicious meat clubs, but I shake my head. "No, I'll just have one more bite of yours, if you don't mind." Before he can object, I pinch another piece and pop it into my mouth.

Benz flips me off and then uses his teeth to rip off another chunk. I chuckle and look around. Almost all the tables are filled with families. Some couples, but mostly couples with children. My stomach tightens, and I take a sip of my drink. "Have you ever thought about settling down?" I ask Benz.

"Like, family?" He sounds shocked that I would even ask. I turn back around to face him and nod. "I mean..." He looks at the food and pops a fried piece of something into his mouth. He chews it a couple of times before he continues. "I guess. Sure, if I found the right girl. But it's not like I'm looking right now. What about you?"

I take a long pull on the straw. This isn't anything I've ever thought about before now, but there's something about being surrounded by all these people. "Same, I guess. Not looking, but if I found the right guy, then..." I hold my palms up and then wince. The lemon icee is so cold it feels like someone shot me between my eyes.

"Whoa, dude! How long have I known you?" He pauses for me to answer, but I'm too busy rubbing my tongue on the roof of my mouth, desperate to warm it. "Since high school, and I never knew you were into guys. I mean, I'm cool with it, but is this new? Is this why you and Ashley didn't work out?"

My body goes colder than the lemonade. "Guys? Into... What?"

"Bro, no worries. For real. You know me. I'm proud that you trust me enough to tell me."

My jaw hangs open as I run back through the conversation to find what he's talking about. Turkey... settling down... finding the right—oh! "I didn't mean guy. I meant girl. If I find the right girl, I wouldn't mind settling down. I'm not gay. I'm not."

Benz smiles, and a chill runs through me. It's amazing how much a couple of sips from a slushy can lower your body temperature. "Theo, it's fine either way. Whatever makes you happy." He waits and his eyes widen just a little, like he expects me to say something, but I don't. "So anyway, you have time to study that map while I was gone? What's the plan? If I see one more chick selling organic hemp scarves, you don't even know what I'm going to do."

I run a hand through my hair and look across the table. "Now, I'm tempted to take you back there again just to see what you would do. There are a couple of booths that sound interesting. I thought we could go to them for sure. Then just walk around and see if anything else catches our eye."

"Cool. I'm ready if you are." He stands before I can answer. I look at all the food still sitting on the table. He's barely eaten any of it. He scoops all the containers into his arms, and I follow him, carrying our drinks.


CHAPTER FOUR



"You really didn't have to get me this," I say. "I mean it. I'll pay you back."

Benz unlocks the door to his house and we both go inside. The blinds are still closed from this morning, so I walk from window to window, opening them while he heads to the kitchen. "You're not paying me back. It's a gift."

I pull the necklace out just enough that I can see it. Tiny beads of pink quartz strung on a rose gold chain. It caught my eye as we walked past the booth, and I had to stop and touch it. Benz didn't notice I was missing at first, but then he came back to find me holding it up to my neck in front of a tiny plastic mirror. My cheeks burned when I noticed him staring at me. I hung the necklace back on the rack, but he practically took it from my hands and walked it to the woman sitting behind a table at the back of the booth. When he came back, he held out the necklace stretched tight between his two hands. "Well? Turn around," he said. Still not understanding what was happening, I did, and he clasped it around my neck. "It looks good on you." He didn't give me a chance to say anything before he moved back into the crowded walkway.

"You want a beer?" He calls out from the kitchen.

"Uh, sure." I sit on his couch and wait for him to come back out.

A couple of minutes later, I hear him crack the beers and then he comes out with the two bottles and a bag of chips. He hands me my beer, sets his on the coffee table, and then splits open the bag. "You got everything started up?" He asks with his mouthful and then sits at the other end of the couch.

I don't say anything, just toss him the controller and wait for him to accept my invitation and join the game that I started. Every Saturday we spend the day playing games with each other. Normally we each play from home, but Benz has two consoles and two televisions—both abandoned storage unit finds, he's told me over and over—and he has them set up beside each other so we can play multiplayer games but each have our own screen. It seemed like overkill when he described it to me, but now that I'm seeing it in action for the first time, it's brilliant. Sure the televisions take up almost the entire wall, but it's so much better than a split-screen.

While I wait for him to get set up, I scoot to his end of the couch and take a handful of chips. I sniff one before popping it into my mouth. Benz always experiments with chips. And not just with the typical brands or flavors. The bag he has set out for us today is from Scotland. Honey and mustard. When I chew it, I'm hit immediately by the sweetness, but then the tang of the mustard burns my tongue just the tiniest bit. Just enough to counteract the sugar. "These are good." I stick a couple more in my mouth. "Way better than those shrimp chips."

"Dude, those shrimp chips were delicious. I'll defend them until I die."

I bump my shoulder against his. "Which better not happen too soon today. I can feel the magic swirling in my fingers, so I think we've got this." I hold the controller in front of me and mash the buttons randomly.

"Yeah, you need magic as bad as you are at this game."

I take another chip. The sting of the mustard is already starting to numb my tongue. I am famous in our friend group for being the absolute worst at this game. But I've never liked shooters. When we switch to sports games, I kick everyone's ass up one side of the pitch and down the other.

We're not five minutes into the campaign today when a sniper takes me out. "Magic fingers, huh? Lucky I'm here to carry us like always." Benz chuckles as he ducks for cover behind a concrete pillar.

"Whatever. That was just a lucky shot that took me out. I'm gonna get another beer while I wait for your brains to be splattered all over the asphalt. You want one?"

"Yeah. I need to get a good buzz to put up with your weak ass today."

I smack the back of his head as I walk behind the couch and head to the kitchen. The inside of his refrigerator is so organized it makes me feel inadequate every time I open its door. He has plastic containers and dividers keeping everything separate and lined up in perfect rows. I snag two beers and intentionally move another out of place just because I know it will drive him crazy when he sees it.

"Here." I set his beer in front of him and plop beside him. Too close. My arm bumps his arm, and he shakes me off.

"Trying to jostle me so I get killed too? Cheater."

"Can't a friend just like touching another friend?" I stick my tongue out at him, but he doesn't see it. So I cuddle against him and rub my cheek teasingly against his upper arm before resting my head on his shoulder.

Benz rolls his eyes, but doesn't look away from the screen. "Your cheek feels like a girl's. Maybe one day you'll go through puberty and get some facial hair. You'll be a man yet, son. Don't worry."

"Whatever. You're just jealous of all the time I save by never having to shave." I wriggle my arm between him and the back cushion of the couch and lean even closer into him, closing my eyes. I never noticed his scent before. Cedar, like walking through the woods.

"Dork," he mutters under his breath.
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I draw in a quick breath through my nose and blink at the television. I expect to see the game with Benz still carrying out the mission that I failed on almost immediately, but it's a movie. There's a man on horseback forcing a herd of cattle to ford a river. He spits through his teeth and then cracks a whip, sending them scurrying into the water.

"What the hell is this?" I ask. When Benz doesn't answer, I tilt my head up and see that his eyes are closed. I must have fallen asleep and been out of it for a while. Pins are prickling the lower half of my left leg, so I shift it to let the blood flow through again. That's when I notice the blanket pulled up to my waist. It's the throw that Benz normally keeps over the back of the couch. He must have covered me with it while I slept. The idea brings a smile to my face. Not only because he was sweet enough to think of it, but because I can tease him about it once he wakes up.

I reach for the blanket to pull it higher, but as soon as I move, my body goes stiff. His arm. Not only did he cover me with a blanket, he put his arm around me. It's draped precariously across my shoulders. If I move an inch more, it will fall off and wake him. Should I? I dismiss the thought right away. He looks so peaceful. And it's so comfy being snuggled up to him. Girls cuddle with their friends all the time. Why can't we?

I lower my shoulders and press my back against the couch. Slowly, so I don't disturb him. That holds his arm in place so I can pull on the blanket. I drag it up to the middle of my chest and then spread it over Benz as best I can without shaking him. I watch his eyes the entire time. At one point they flutter, and I go still. After a few seconds of waiting with no sign that he's waking up, I smooth the blanket the best I can and then rest my head back against him. I set my right hand over his and guide his arm lower over my shoulder. The television is still on, but there's no way I can reach for the remote without waking him. It'll have to stay on. I close my eyes again, and let myself fall asleep cocooned in my friend's arms.


CHAPTER FIVE



I spread open my closet doors like I'm butterflying a chicken. The fading evening light mixes with the lamps on my nightstands to cast everything in a yellow glow. There has to be something I can wear.

I still can't believe Benz agreed to host this. We weren't exactly the most popular kids in high school. No, that's not fair. He was kind of popular. Everyone knew his name, and when there was a party, the other students usually invited him. But I don't think he ever went to one. At least, not once I met him in our junior year. Almost no one knew me—even the students who sat next to me in class—and I was never invited to a single party. So Benz and I would usually hang out together while everyone else did whatever it was they did at those things. I guess I'm about to find out as soon as I get ready.

Our tenth anniversary reunion isn't officially until this fall, but a lot of our classmates are in town this weekend. They wanted to have an informal get-together, and Benz, for some reason that I will never understand, offered to host it at his house. Normally, I wouldn't even think about going to something like this, but since he's the one hosting it, I feel that I have to. For no other reason than to give him moral support.

But before I can go to it, I need to find something to wear. And despite a closet full of clothes, there is literally nothing I want to wear. I slide hanger after hanger from left to right and then back to the left again. But there's nothing. I blow out a long breath and fall back onto the edge of the bed. That's when I see it. The dress is still lying along the baseboard where I threw it last weekend. There's some wave of energy that passes through my body and makes me walk over to it. Curiosity. That's what it is. I pick it up and slip it over my head, knowing that it's going to look every bit as ridiculous on me this time as it did when I first tried it on.

And it does. It's a little short, falling to my upper thighs, and it fits mostly fine in the waist and the shoulders. The chest, though, is a different story. There's so much room there I could fit another half of me inside the dress. Obvious, since I'm a guy and don't have boobs to fill it out. How hilarious would it be if I wore this tonight? Some guy that no one there even remembers shows up wearing a dress over a pair of jeans like some girl from the 90s. I titter as I pull it over my head and go back to my closet. I just grab the first t-shirt I reach. A once black, now dark grey, shirt with the Ring of Icy Death band logo across the chest. No one is going to know me, so it's good enough. I lay it carefully across my bed next to a pair of jeans and go back to the bathroom.

I tell myself again and again that I don't care about these people. And I don't. But as I stare at the mirror debating the amount of effort I want to put into this, I decide that not caring about them doesn't mean I can't at least attempt to look good. For my sake. And for Benz. So I run the black eyeliner pencil along my upper and lower eyelids and then apply two layers of mascara to my lashes. As I wind my hair around the scorching hot curling iron, I wonder why more men don't use makeup. It just takes a couple of minutes, but it makes such a difference in someone's appearance.

Once my hair and makeup are done, I pull on the jeans and stare at the top spread out on the bed. Why on earth didn't I think to put that on before I finished getting ready? It's not like this is the first time I've ever done my hair. I shake my head and use my hands to open the neck as wide as I can while I slip it over my head. When I pull my hair free, I check it in the mirror. I see it survived. Thankfully. I grab my grey and white floral wristlet from the dresser, make sure my ID is inside, and head out to my car.

When I pull up to Benz's house, there isn't room for even a bicycle to park in the driveway or on the street out front, so I weasel my car into a spot half a block away. I can hear the thump of the music even here.

The living room is dark and packed with people. Some sitting on the furniture, on the couch that I think of as "ours." But most are standing around talking to each other. No one notices me walk in, so that gives me a chance to look at everyone. I'm able to recognize most of them. Some of them look slightly older—a little more full in the cheeks, a little more weight around their hips—but others look like they still belong in school today. It's amazing how little a person changes in the ten years after they graduate high school.

No one bats an eye as I jostle my way through the crowd and into the kitchen. Somehow it's even more crowded in here. There's a circle two-deep ringed around the kitchen island while two people, Mariah and Andre, stand at either end and throw a ball into cups. Whenever one of them makes their toss, the other has to drink from the cup. Is this the beer pong that everyone was so crazy about when we were in school? I watch for a while. Mariah makes all of her tosses, and Andre is already beginning to wobble a little, when I feel a hand on the small of my back. I smile and turn, expecting to see Benz.

"Hey, I don't think we've met. I'm Lawrence."

I know exactly who he is. How could I forget? My stomach tightens and my heart thumps out the rhythm of the music. For nearly a month of my senior year, I had to avoid the parking lot because Lawrence threatened to find me after school and murder me. All because I supposedly looked at his girlfriend wrong. I ignore his offered hand. "We've met. I'm Theo."

He leans in, and the alcohol on his breath is so strong my face puckers. "Leah?"

"Theo," I say louder, but when he just squints and examines me, I know it's pointless.

After staring for a few seconds, he nods. "Oh, Téa, got it. Yeah. So, you here with someone?" He looks around, and when he doesn't see anyone who immediately claims me, he moves a step closer and rests his hand on my hip.

"Uh no. Not really," I say. "I mean, I guess I'm sorta—"

"Sweet. Let me get you a drink. Come on." He pulls me against him and leads us toward the dining room. The table is filled with coolers. "Whatya have?" When I just shrug, he hands me a beer. The same brand he's drinking. One that tastes worse than leftover pasta cooking water.

"I'm glad I ran into you," he says.

My heart lifts just a little. Is he actually going to apologize for what he did? Maybe he's matured in the last ten years and realized what an ass he was to everyone he went to school with. My lips curl up just a little. "Yeah? Why's that?"

"Someone like you shouldn't be alone. That's no fun at a party like this. But you're all good now that I'm here." His lips crack apart into the same smug grin that I remember from all those years ago, and I want to slap him.

I take a step back so I don't actually do it, but he moves with me. To the wall. The collision jars my body, and Lawrence puts his hand beside my head, for balance, I'm sure. He tries to stare at me, but I can tell his eyes have a hard time focusing.

"I used to be the starting quarterback for South High. When we won the playoffs." He must be more drunk than I imagined if he's telling me this. He was a running back, and the team made the semi-finals, but they never won the playoffs. Does he think I don't remember the truth? He leans closer to me and puts his other hand on my hip. "With a body like this, I bet you were probably a cheerlea—"

"Lawrence, man, what's up?" I'd know that voice anywhere. Benz swoops in and takes Lawrence's hand from my hip to shake it.

"Yo Bentley, my man. This shit is killer, bro. Just like back in the day." Lawrence tries to sound cool, but he really just comes across as a sad drunk. His words grow more slurred with each syllable.

Benz slaps him on the shoulder. "I'm sure. Anyway, I need to steal Theo from you for a bit. Need his help with something."

"Who?" he asks and looks around. He makes a full circle before his eyes fall onto me. "Oh, Téa? I didn't know that you two were—Yeah, cool, cool. I didn't mean anything by it. It was good to meet you, Téa."

Lawrence holds his hand out once more for me to shake, and I ignore it again. "Yeah, good to meet you too, Lauren." His face scrunches at my intentional mispronunciation of his name, but before he has a chance to say anything, Benz rests his hand on my shoulder and leads me back to the living room.


CHAPTER SIX



"I'm glad you came," Benz stops us in what I suppose passes as a quiet corner of the main room, but I still have to tilt my head to hear him. "You look... different."

I chuckle. "Different? It's because you don't have a light on in here. Still the same old me." I hold out my arms, and he looks me over and then shakes his head.

"Anyway, sorry about Lawrence. I never knew he was like that."

I look to the dining room. Lawrence is standing in the corner talking to a woman I don't recognize. More than talking. She's smiling up at him as he leans closer to her. I roll my eyes and wonder why any woman would ever fall for someone like that. "Like what? An asshole? I could have told you that years ago."

"Ha, yeah, I knew that too. I remember senior year. But I never knew he was gay."

"Gay?" I twist my gaze away from Benz and back to the dining room. Lawrence and the woman are no longer there. "He's not gay."

Benz shakes his head. "Maybe that explains why he treated you that way during senior year. He was jealous since you were out to everyone and he wasn't. But to think that he could just flirt with you today like none of that ever happened? That takes some balls."

Flirt? "He wasn't flirting, just—" Oh my God. I feel my ears burn and the beer bottle turns too cold. I set it on a coaster on the entry table. The boy who practically tortured me in high school is flirting with me now? But what about the woman I just saw him with?

"I saw the look on his face. He was definitely flirting, and that makes me more angry the more I think about it. I'm glad I came along when I did."

I look at Benz. He's staring into the dining room now. The look on his face is so serious that it makes me giggle. I put my hand on his upper arm, just below the sleeve of his t-shirt, and he turns toward me when I do. "I guess that makes you my hero, then." I give him a quick peck on his cheek. The rough stubble scrapes against my lips, and even though they only touch him for a fraction of a second, the heat from his skin lingers. I didn't realize how cold I was until just now.

Benz stares at me as I lean back, and his look clears the smile from my face. Our eyes are locked for too long to be comfortable, and relief passes over me when he finally looks away. "That, uh..." he pauses for a second, staring at the carpet, "I need to go check the stove."

"The stove?" I ask. "Are you cooking something during a party?" But he's gone. I watch him work through the crowd. The muscles in his ass tense and release with each step. I can't believe I've never noticed how hot he is. Such a shame he's not gay.

When he disappears around the corner to the kitchen, I think about slipping out the front door. I've put in my appearance. That's more than enough. But then I see Kalyn, and I gasp. She was my best friend throughout school until she moved away during our sophomore year. We stayed in touch for a while, but I haven't talked to her in years. I didn't know she was back in town.

I rush over to her and throw my arms around her without giving her a chance to look at me. As I squeal in her ear, I wonder if she even recognizes me after all this time. Maybe I look different. Maybe she doesn't want to see me. I drop my arms and take a step back. "Sorry. I was just so excited to see you. It's me. T—"

"I know who you are, you dork!" She bounces up and down once, and my insides swell. "What have you been doing? It's been so long! Wait, before you say anything, put your number into my phone. We're not losing touch again."

We exchange phones, and I enter my info into hers while she does the same with mine. Then we spend what feels like forever and no time at all catching up. She tells me all about her two kids, and I wish we'd never lost touch so I could know them. I promise to go to all of their soccer matches and baseball games from here on. I'm in the middle of telling her about my string of menial jobs when I notice her look over my shoulder.

"So, you and Bentley?"

I turn. He's standing between the two rooms staring at me, but when he sees me look at him, he spins and walks away. "Benz?" I ask her. "What about him?"

"Did you two ever end up together?"

I just look at her, dumbfounded. Me and Benz?

"You used to talk about him all the time. It sounded like you two spent all your free time together."

I laugh. "Yeah. I guess we still do. But we're just friends. There's nothing more to it."

She twists her mouth and tilts her head. "Just friends? Girl, you think I'm buying that bullshit? I saw how he was just looking at you."

"Benz? A little taller than me, with dark hair that he's always pushing back out of his face?"

Kalyn nods. "You sent me enough pictures of him that I'd recognize him anywhere. And I'd definitely recognize that look. It's the same one my husband used to give me before we got married," she snickers.

I turn to look back at the spot where Benz was standing, like he might have left some clue behind. He can't really feel like that, can he? My jaw hinges open. There's no way.

Kalyn's touch on my shoulder breaks my trance. "I need to go," she says. "I was just getting ready to leave when you came up. But promise you'll text! And we'll work out a time to get together." She hugs me again and I hear myself agree with her, but my mind is a million miles away.

Benz isn't in the dining room or kitchen when I search through them, and no one I ask seems to know where he's gone. I'm just on my way to check the downstairs bedroom when I see him through a window. I wind through the crowd to the backdoor. My heart thumps harder with each step closer as I imagine him somehow disappearing before I can get to him, but when I swing the door open, he's standing right there, leaning against the house and staring into the sky.

"Hey." I whisper, but the two other men standing outside turn to look at me between puffs on their cigarettes. They quickly turn back when they see I'm not talking to them.

Benz runs a hand through his hair as he glances at me. Then his eyes drift unfocused to the backyard. "Hey. Having a good time?"

"Benz..." I try to get his attention, but he won't look at me. "What's wrong?"

He shrugs and works his jaw like he's chewing an overcooked steak, but he doesn't say anything. I walk to him, and even when I'm standing right in front of him, he doesn't look at me. Not until I sweep my fingers across the back of his hand. When I do, he crosses his arms over his chest and scrutinizes me, and I feel like I weigh 1000 pounds. "I can't figure it out, but it's something, isn't it?"

I bite my lip and raise my eyebrows, waiting for him to go on, but he doesn't. "You can tell me. Whatever it is." I reach for his hand again, and this time neither of us pulls away.

His eyes, though, flick to the two men smoking at the other end of the patio. "Come with me." He wraps his hand around mine, and my lungs stop working as he pulls me into the yard. We don't stop until we get to the shed in the back. Then he presses me against the wall. "There's something different about you."

I force myself to take two breaths. "There is?" I see my hand tremble as I brush my hair over my shoulder.

"There is. But I can't figure out what."

"Maybe you're just seeing me differently," I say. He squints at me and the side of his lip curls up. "Maybe you're seeing me the way I see you?"

I rest my hand against his chest, and it nearly burns my palm. Once the flash of heat passes, I can feel his heart thrashing against his ribcage. Its beats match mine exactly, as both race faster than I thought possible. He stands completely still. Our eyes are locked on each other as I lean closer. So close that our breaths mingle into one stream. Then I kiss him, and we're not standing in his backyard anymore. The music that was pounding our eardrums goes silent, and there's neither darkness nor light. There's nothing other than his lips and mine. My hand and his chest. Only those points of contact exist, but it's enough. But then I feel his hands on my shoulders. Almost before it happens, I feel his muscles coil and then release. Pushing me. Then I tumble back into the wall of the shed and onto the muddy and freezing ground at its base.

"Teagan, what the hell?" Benz shouts the question and stares at me. His eyes go wide and he raises a hand to cover his mouth. "Oh my God, I didn't mean—" He turns and dashes across the yard and into the house, and I just slump to the ground. The tears that are running down my cheeks are as cold as the dirt below me.


CHAPTER SEVEN



I stare at the phone screen as it flickers on with another notification and then goes dark. It's been two days, and there are 72 notifications from Benz. 53 texts, 14 calls, and 5 voicemails. I haven't read a single word or listened to even a second of any message. What's the point? The only thing he could say that would interest me is Teagan, I invented a time machine that can take us back before any of this happened. Before I made the mistake of kissing him. Before I made him so disgusted that he literally pushed me away.

It's been almost 48 hours since I've talked to him, and my growling stomach reminds me that it's been just as long since I've eaten. I sit up on the edge of the bed as my belly twists inside me. It feels almost like it's dissolving itself, and I hope it is. I wish that could happen to the rest of me.

The mirror taunts me from just feet away, and I stare at myself. My legs are dangling from the side of the bed. My blonde hair is all pushed to the right side of my head, matted and tangled and hanging lifelessly halfway to my elbow. I can see the bloodshot red ringing my blue irises. What's different?

I slide to my feet and have to hold on to the footboard as my knees threaten to give out. But I still stare at myself. What does Benz think is different about me? I'm wearing the same Ring of Icy Death t-shirt that I wore to his party. It falls just low enough to cover my panties, but I lift it. Just under my breasts. Sometime in the last couple of days, I've taken off the jeans I was wearing, but I'm not sure when that was. They're still in the middle of my floor. What does he see when he looks at me?

Even as I walk closer to the mirror, I know this is pointless. I don't know how many times I've looked at myself in the last two days. How many angles have I've viewed myself from? But I'm always me. The same woman I was on Friday. The same one I was last week. The same girl I was when Bentley Anderson and I ended up partners in math class. He might fool himself into thinking that I've changed, but the only one different is him.

I lift the shirt over my head and pinch the skin around my waist. I pull it out and let it snap back into place. I poke my breasts, cup them in my hands so I can feel their weight. Nothing. There's nothing different... But then something plucks a string in the back of my mind. A lonely note reverberating through my brain. What is it? I bend so close to the mirror that it starts to fog. The same too-wide eyes. The same nostril that is just a little larger on the left side. The same crease on the right side of my lips. I've had these for as long as I can remember. When I can't see my face behind the condensation, I stand up straight. My eyes move from my shoulders, down my arms, and then to my waist. To the flare of my hips that makes it almost impossible to find any jeans that fit right, and then they move to the inward curve of my legs. Up and down, I search for something. The note still echoing. Benz's voice still replaying. Different... different...

I close my eyes and focus on my breaths and that one tone, and when I've tamped down all the other thoughts, I reopen my eyes and gasp at my reflection. My body goes weak, and there's nothing to grab on to. I crumple into a heap at the base of the mirror.

"No... No." I shake my head. This can't be. "I was..." The thought is so ridiculous that I can't even say it aloud, but at the same time, I know that it's true. I was a boy. A man.

"How?" I crawl forward and touch my reflection, almost afraid to touch my real body. It is my real body, isn't it? I slide a finger along my mirrored breast, teasing it across the nipple before moving down my belly, down to the darkness between my legs. I open them and my breath catches as I see the reflection. It's exactly what I expected to see, but just a week ago, these folds wouldn't have been there. My stomach twists for an entirely different reason when I think about what would have been in their place. What should be there? I need Benz.

I jump to my feet. Too fast. My head spins and I barely make it to the bed before I collapse. I swipe open my messages and ignore everything that he's sent me since Friday. None of it matters anymore.

Me: You were right, and I need you. Please come over.

His message pops up less than a second later.

Benz: Leaving now.

I roll to my side and look into the mirror again. My eyes glide up and down the curves of my waist and hips. How did this happen? How could I have not seen it? It's so obvious. Did everyone know except me? They must have all laughed at me at the party. The poor girl who doesn't realize that she's not really a girl. I suck in a deep breath and make myself sit up. Benz only lives ten minutes away, and knowing him, he'll probably be here in six. I don't want him to know I've barely left my bed in the last two days.
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I just wipe clean a section of the bathroom mirror when I hear the chime. I don't bother to answer the door. Benz has a key and knows that he can come in anytime. I turn back to the mirror.

"Hello?" His voice booms through the house. Even though I knew it was coming, I still jump, and my body shivers.

I walk to the bathroom door and yell into the hall. "Hey. Be down in a couple minutes, alright?"

"Yeah. You okay?"

The question stops me, and I'm not sure how to answer. "I'll explain when I come out. Just a couple minutes." I hear him settle onto the couch and I step back in the bathroom and unzip my makeup bag.

There's no time to do a full face of makeup, so I just focus on the essentials. Eyes and lips and cheeks. Just enough to give me color and to hopefully make my eyes look sultry. I'm only going to have one chance at this.

As I showered, I realized what I wanted. My choice was so obvious that I wondered if it was ever really a choice. What did I have in my life as a man? I lathered the soap over my body and tried to think of anything. I rinsed the white suds from my breasts, from my pussy, and nothing came to me. I had nothing except Benz. Not even the hope of anything. But this life is full of promise. I can be so much more. My relationship with Benz can be so much more. And I would be a fool to throw away my chance at that.

I finish my makeup and quickly run a flatiron through my hair. It's far from perfect, but it will have to do. I close my eyes and ask God to let it do, and then I scamper to my closet. "Almost done." I call out as I cross my bedroom.

The dress is right there as soon as I open the door. Red and tight through all my curves. I quickly pull it on and take my matching sandals from the shoe rack. There are so many straps to tighten around my feet and ankles that I have to sit on the bed to do it. Once I do, I see myself in the corner of my vision and look up at the mirror. My hair and makeup could be better if I had more time. I wish I had time to pick out a pair of earrings. But when I see my cleavage pushed up and together by the tight bodice of the dress, I know that Benz would never notice any earrings that I had in. I could probably even walk down the stairs barefoot, but these sandals are just as much for me as they are for him.

I stand and look myself up and down. Not perfect, but not far off. And after a lifetime of being miles away from perfect, this feels pretty good. I take a breath and walk out of the room. My heels click on the hardwood of the hallway and on the treads of the stairs. Before I get to the bottom, Benz is on his feet and waiting for me. And when I take the last step onto the first floor, he puts his hands on my hips. "What's wrong?" he asks.

I smile up at him and pull his hands to my ass. "Absolutely nothing. Things couldn't possibly be better."

He blows out a stuttering breath. "Thank God, because the instant you first set foot on that staircase, there's only been one thing on my mind."

Judging by the way his cock is pressing into my stomach like a spear into a shark, I have a pretty good idea of what that might be. I let go of his hands and reach between us, fondling his dick through the black sweatpants he's wearing. "Oh? And what might that be?"

"That it's a shame you're wasting all that time coming down the stairs when I'm just going to take you right back up."

"Is that so?" I ask. I start to push back from him, wanting to tease him a little more, but before I can react, he flings me over a shoulder. My ass hanging high and, based on the sudden coolness, exposed for anyone to see. Even though it's just the two of us, I try to tug my dress lower, but there's too much jostling as he takes the stairs two at a time.

When we get into my bedroom, he sets me gently on the bed and crawls on top of me. His legs on either side of mine, he stares at me. "I've wanted this for so fucking long, Teagan. Just say the word, and I'll rip this damn dress off you and fuck you all night long."

I hold a hand up between us, and Benz rocks back onto his knees. Instead of saying anything, I shimmy and pull the dress to my waist. Then I hook my fingers in the waistband of his sweatpants. "I like this dress, so there will be no ripping it off me. But you're free to do whatever you want with these panties. And feel free to do that other part you said too." I pull down on his sweatpants and his cock bounds free. He's not wearing underwear, and the thought of him going commando makes me even hotter.

"You mean the part where I fuck you all night?"

I drop backward onto the bed and tweak a nipple between my thumb and middle finger. "Mmm-hmm. Definitely that part."

A rip sounds from between my legs, and cool air slaps suddenly against my pussy. But just as quickly, he slides into place. His cock gliding along my folds until it finds what it's looking for. Benz gives me a quick glance and then slips inside me. My lips part easily for him. My head rolls back. And suddenly I understand the cliche about sex being a key and a lock. My insides tumble around him as he thrusts into me again and again, and my whole body—my entire soul—unlocks for him.

Each breath matches the bounces of my body under his weighty pushes. And as the orgasm builds and builds inside me, I moan. Softly at first. But then more. Like a teakettle. Until finally I erupt into a scream that I know can be heard on the street out front. And I only wish I could scream louder because I want the entire world to know how perfect this moment is.
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The next morning, sunlight dances across my eyelids and wakes me. The memories of last night flood in, and everyone of them is too good to be true. My heart sinks because I know it had to all be a dream. But even knowing that, I slide my hand slowly across the top of the sheet, barely making a ripple on its surface, and when I feel the warmth of skin, I finally open my eyes. Benz is so sprawled that he takes up well over half of the bed. His legs and arms shoot out in every direction, just like his hair. As tempted as I am to smooth it into place, I don't. I don't want to wake him yet. I just want to lie here and stare at him. In my bed.

But eventually my bladder protests so much that I know I have to move. I decide to use the bathroom downstairs, so I won't wake Benz. I scoot to the edge of the bed and shift my weight to the floor as slowly as I can so the bed doesn't rock too much. And when he doesn't move, I sigh. Messy hair, a thin bead of drool hanging from the corner of his mouth, and his nose smushed sideways into the pillow. And I can't imagine a more gorgeous man. I spin and see the clothes on the floor. My dress, his sweatpants and tee, but something else. A pair of jeans and a faded band t-shirt that I don't recognize. They look like men's clothes, but they don't belong to Benz. Then I remember and chuckle silently. I won't need those anymore, I think as I tuck them under my arm and take them downstairs with me. I'll put them in that old trunk that we're donating.


EPILOGUE


The park isn't nearly as crowded as I thought it would be, and we're able to park right beside the grassy field. I take a deep breath of the sun-warmed air as soon as I step out of the SUV. The wind whips the bottom of my dress, and I quickly smooth it against my legs before it shows something I don't want it to. And just in those few seconds, Harper wakes up and begins singing. A nonsense song sung in her high-pitched voice that can be either the sweetest thing I've ever heard or the most grating. Definitely the sweetest right now. I open the backdoor and unfasten her from the car seat. She holds her hands out the whole time, waiting for the clasp to release and then to be lifted into my arms.

"So what are we taking up with us?" Benz asks. He's standing with the rear hatch open.

I roll my eyes. "Everything. Just start grabbing. I've got Harper." I set our daughter down on the asphalt, and she instantly wants to run off. I grab her arm and yank her back to me while scolding her.

"Everything?"

I don't like the tone in Benz's voice. I know where it's leading. "Everything I packed. That can stay in the car until we're done."

"But mom," he puts on his best whining voice, and I flip him off as I walk Harper up to the curb. Her small feet, so cute in her white sandals, patter on the asphalt, and her head swivels around constantly as she looks for brand new ways to get in trouble. I squeeze her hand a little tighter and wait for Benz.

A few seconds later, he emerges from around the back corner of the SUV. He has two bags slung over his shoulders and a blanket that was once folded neatly is flung across one of his arms. "Make Daddy carry all the heavy stuff." He pants and acts like he's stumbling toward us. Harper giggles at him.

"Oh, you can handle it. Besides, that's what daddies are for, isn't it Harper?" I pull up on her arm just enough to get her to look at me, then she looks back at Benz with a smile on her face and repeats, That's what daddies are for.

Benz rolls his eyes and when he catches up to us, we all walk out into the grassy field. It's bumpy, and even though spring has established itself and temperatures have been warm all week, I can still feel the cold seeping from the ground. We don't go far before I stop us all. I give Harper a warning to stay right where she is and then let go of her. My palm is sticky from whatever she managed to smear all over her hands during the short drive here, but I take the blanket from Benz and spread it quickly. He sets the bags on a corner, and I sit beside them. Tucking my legs under me and crossing them while I pull Harper to my lap. "Lets get you cleaned up before we eat." I root through one of the bags and pull out the package of wipes.

"I think I should go get the other thing too," Benz says behind me, still standing.

"No, we don't need the other thing yet. Not until we eat. You know what's going to happen as soon as you get it."

I hear the grass rustle as he walks to the edge of the blanket and looks down at me. "We're early, so it'll still be a while before Kalyn and her boys get here. They might not even be finished with the game yet. So I think there's time for a quick lap or two. Then we can take a break for lunch." He bends over and holds his face at Harper's level. "Tell mommy there's time and that you want to go riding now."

I blow out a long, dramatic breath. "Yes, she's obviously the one who wants to go riding. This is going to be a disaster, but fine." A smile spreads quickly across Benz's face. "15 minutes," I say. "That's it, and it has to be put away before Kalyn gets here or her boys are going to want to play with it, too."

"They can."

"They can after we all eat. And you are to hold on to this one the whole time." I rest my palm on Harper’s head. "She's going to squirm, so make sure you've got her tight."

"I have actually met our daughter before, so I think I can handle it." He laughs and holds his hand out for her. She takes it immediately, and I watch as they walk back to the SUV.

As he waits for the automatic hatch to open, Benz looks down at Harper and scrunches his shoulders up in excitement. If it were anyone else, I would think he's doing it just for her sake, but I know how excited he is about this. When the door stops moving, he bounces twice, and she imitates him. Then he reaches in and pulls out the electric scooter. Harper's face is lit with real excitement now, and I smile, remembering the day we bought it.

Once Benz has the scooter on the ground, he crouches in front of Harper and holds out a helmet for her. I watch them as he goes through a ceremony worthy of the princess she is, placing it on her head like a tiara. Even sitting in the grass, I can hear the imitated trumpet fanfare he hums to her as he straps it on her head. Then they both climb onto the scooter. Benz directs her to grip the stem, and she takes it between her hands so tightly that her fingers turn white. Then he stands on the deck behind her and presses his front leg against her. He reaches down to put one hand on her head while he slowly kicks the scooter forward. She tries to turn to him, but he holds her head facing forward as he kicks again. Then he engages the motor, and I hold my breath as they make two slow laps on the sidewalk around the community building.

When they're finished, Benz hefts the scooter into the back of the SUV, and they march hand in hand to me. Just a few feet away, he lets go of Harper's hand, and she runs up to me. "Mommy!" Her eyes are as wide as if she's seen Santa.

"I saw!" I match the smile on her face. "I watched you the whole time. Did you have fun?"

She nods so hard it gives me a headache. I pull her into my lap. "I love you so much. You and daddy." I hold my hand up for him, and he takes it as he sits. I never would have imagined that one abandoned storage unit auction years ago could change my life so completely and wonderfully. I never would have imagined just how perfect things could be.
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All his life, Alex has been told that being gay is a sin. But he's sure he's not gay, despite his mixed-up feelings. He knows he just needs a little help to straighten himself out. When he spots an online listing for Gay to Straight Conversion Therapy, his curiosity overwhelms him. Could this be the answer he's been looking for?

At the first session, the therapist insists that being gay is perfectly fine. And Alex agrees. Fine for other people. But he's not gay. Not really. Finally, the therapist agrees to help, but he warns Alex that this help might be different than what he expects. But the therapist promises no one will ever think of Alex as a gay man again.

As the days go by, Alex changes. The more he transforms, the more he uncovers the secrets he's hidden even from himself. Each step makes him more comfortable with his soul and body, for the first time in his life.

CONVERSION THERAPY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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For years, Carter and Maya exchanged letters. With each one, their feelings grew. But there was a secret that could tear them apart. Maya was really a boy named Max.

It was just an innocent prank. Carter wasn't supposed to fall in love. Once Max realized things had gone too far, he cut off all contact. But it was too late. Both boys had developed feelings they never expected.

Ten years later, Max opens his mailbox to find an unexpected letter. Without even looking at the return address, he knows who sent it. His heart races, and his hands tremble. Every feeling that he thought was dead and buried springs back to life.

He knows he must confess to Carter this time, but with each new letter they exchange, Max finds himself changing. Inching closer to becoming the person he pretended to be—Maya—until the line between truth and deception is so blurred Max isn't sure who he is anymore.

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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This bundle contains 8 MAGICAL FEMINIZATION books that have never been published in any other collection!

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

TRANSFORMED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE


WANT FREE STORIES?
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Join my mailing list, and you'll get access to bonus chapters and two full-length stories. All for free.

Click Here to Join

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page

[image: QR Code for Mailing List]


Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Sundays are Anthony's day to be the woman he hides from everyone else. When he's forced off the side of the road, though, everything changes.

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

Nothing ever fits Grayson, so when he finds a tailor that promises to work magic on his new suit, he just has to give him a try.

ANOTHER CHANCE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

I've been in love with him for years, but I've always hidden it. Just like I've hidden my true self. But when I hear he's coming to my town, I know this is my chance.

BECOMING WOMEN: 20 BOOK MEGA BUNDLE

TWENTY of Kenzie's top books.

Get every story from The Injected Series, The Girls Series, The Trophy Clinic Series, and The Club Series.

THE BEST WOMAN: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

I planned to never see him again. And I didn't. For ten years. Until I ended up standing next to him at my best friend's wedding.

THE CLUB BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Club series. It's just an LGBT club. But for these men, it becomes so much more. It's a way of finding their true selves.

CONVERSION THERAPY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

The therapist promises Alex that no one will think of him as a gay man again. And once all the changes are finished, Alex will be a brand new person.

DISCOVERED: 8 BOOK BUNDLE

Sometimes someone sneaks past our defenses and sees the real us. They show us that we can finally live the life we've always dreamed of.

FOREVER MADDIE

Matthew needs a new administrative assistant to replace the one he just fired. He doesn’t realize he’s the perfect woman for the job.

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic. Not until my best friend put on that ring.

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Girls series. One company. Five executives determined to have their way. Five men who don’t know what they’re in for...

HER DRESS

No one else is here, so when I see the dress hanging in the closet, I have to try it on. Who would ever find out?

HER NEW DAUGHTER

Even as a grown man, Julian expects his mom to clean up his messes. But this time she’s had enough. And she knows a witch who can make him a brand new person.

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Being forced into witness protection could be Henry's chance at a new life—a life as Jessica. But that's only if the mafia doesn't find him.

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

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

INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic, but now I know better. I should walk away. But this is my only chance, and I have to take it. No matter what.

THE INJECTED SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in the Injected Series. A new drug that transforms men into women has the power to change so many lives…

JUST A DRESS: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

There's no way a dress can ever change the way he thinks of me. Not unless it's magic…

JUST PRETEND: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

He's my best friend. We love each other. How hard can it be to convince mom and dad that we're actually in love… And that he's a girl.

MOTHER OF THE REVOLUTION

I need a part-time job. Quick. When I see the ad for a historical re-enactor, I know it’s perfect. I don’t know it will transform my life.

NOT A NANNY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Everything is changing. My clothes, my body… the way Logan looks at me. But no matter what changes, his feelings never will. Will they?

NOT HER TYPE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I know that Emily is the one for me, but she always tells me I'm not her type. With a little magical help, that might be about to change.

ONLY ON WEEKENDS: A TRANSGENDER, CROSSDRESSING STORY

Put on makeup and a dress and dance for some drunk guys? It sounds simple. But standing in front of the crowd, I know there's no way I can do this.

PARTNER TRACK: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Mason's path has always been clear—to make partner at a big law firm. But he's about to become a partner in a way he's never imagined.

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

For years, Carter and Maya exchanged letters. But there was a secret that could tear them apart. Maya was really a boy named Max.

THE PERFECT GIRL

Sometimes a change of scenery can make our dreams come true. Even if it’s in a way we never imagined.

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Parker knew life would change when she came out as trans. But she never expected an arranged marriage.

THE PSYCHIC: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I've known something was wrong for years, but it's not until I visit a psychic that I find out everything I know is about to end.

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Jordan thinks living and working with Brian will be the hardest part of his new job. But when he opens his suitcase, he discovers something he never expected…

RENOVATED

After living with my outdated and broken kitchen for way too long, I finally hire someone to renovate it. The hot, muscular contractor wants to transform more than just the kitchen, though. Will I submit to the changes he has planned for me?

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

When he hands me that little pink bag, I should refuse. I definitely shouldn't reach into it… I definitely shouldn't wear what's inside…

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

Dani thought she could trust him. She thought their love could survive anything. Then she told him her secret, and it blew everything apart.

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

It's the perfect gift: A subscription to a self-help book club that promises to transform its clients into brand new people.

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

The other teachers joke that there's something magical about this classroom. That it helps you find your soulmate. Well, unless it can transform me into a woman, it won't work for me.

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

I know better than to get involved with a student… And I learned the hard way to never admit my secret.

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Trophy Clinic series. The clinic is famous for transforming everyday women into gorgeous trophy wives. But these men are about to discover a secret — not every happy client started life as a woman.

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Evan is at rock bottom and has to get away. But a trip to his family’s cabin turns out to be so much more than he expects.
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ABOUT ME

I’m just your typical Midwest American girl who loves to feminize boys and watch the fun trouble they get into.

Subscribe to my mailing list, so you’ll always know about my new releases.

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Point your smartphone camera

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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