

JUST PRETEND


TRANSGENDER ROMANCE


KENZIE MCKAY



Copyright © 2022 by Kenzie McKay

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

[image: Vellum flower icon]
Created with Vellum



CONTENTS


Want Free Stories?
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Epilogue
Teaching the Professor
Want Free Stories?
Self-Help
Transformed: Magic Bundle
More by Kenzie McKay
About Me



WANT FREE STORIES?

Join my mailing list, and you'll get access to bonus chapters and a 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.


CHAPTER ONE


ZACH


I try to be both nice and obviously disinterested. But as the dinner goes on, I realize I've gotten the balance wrong. Her face tells me that she thinks things are going well. Her smiles are just a little too broad, and they crinkle the skin around her eyes just a little too much.

Most girls would be upset by the number of times I've checked my watch in the last hour—at least six—but it's like she doesn't even notice. So now I've started pulling my phone out and swiping through the screen while she's talking. I still nod my head at the correct parts of her stories, but anyone with a functional brain and eyes would get the hint. Except her. And she's a first-year medical student. I thought she would be one of the easy ones.

"So, maybe we can go for a drink when we're finished here?" she asks.

I sigh. She's pretty. Blonde hair and blue eyes that match the dress she had to have spent hours squeezing her curvy body into. If you put a gun to my head and asked me my type, she would be it. Exactly. "I really need to get home after this. I have a very busy day tomorrow. Sorry." Sai is off tomorrow, for once, so I'm going to spend the whole day playing Screams of Metal IV with him.

"Oh, I know what that's like. Maybe some other day then? I'm in town for the next ten days. You tell me when you're free."

For the love of God, woman. I pull out my phone again. This time I go to the calendar app. Each day is filled with events. Starting at 9am most days and going until 7pm, sometimes later. Each one is fake. I flash the phone at her long enough for her to see the full schedule, but not long enough for her to read anything. I never thought I would have to actually use this to fool one of these blind dates. "I feel bad, but I'm booked solid."

She tilts her head and smiles. "Your parents warned me about you, but I thought I was stubborn enough to wear you down. But you win. You really have no interest at all, do you?"

So that explains it. My smile is sad and sympathetic, and I'm not faking it this time. "I really am sorry. I'm just not interested in anyone right now. Even after all this, you are?"

She laughs, and I think for a second that she might choke. "Oh fuck no, I'm way too busy with school to do anything with a man who isn't devoted to me. But I love a challenge, and I never give up. Usually. After the first ten minutes, I was just going through the motions to prove a point." She leans back in her chair, and it looks like she's relaxed for the first time all night. "So, why are your parents so desperate to set you up?"

"They're convinced I need to 'spread my wings and leave the nest,' as they say. But I'm 24 and have a useless history degree. I have to wait for the right wind to come along before I'll ever be able to fly."

"But they're smart enough to see through that bullshit?"

I chuckle. "Well, it worked for a while, but I think they might be catching on. Forgive me for being an ass?"

"Only if you forgive me for pretending to be a stereotypical airhead blonde."

"Done." I extend my hand across the table and we shake. "It was really nice to meet you, though, and I wish you the best in medical school. That has to be a bear."

She stands and grins down at me. "If I can survive an hour with a man who would rather be on the lip of an erupting volcano than be with me, I can survive anything."
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On the ride home, I wonder if I should just go in through the basement door and avoid my parents altogether. But, I tell myself, I'll have to face them sometime. I might as well get it over with.

When I walk into the dark kitchen, I can hear the thumps of the television above me. Ever since dad got his new sound system, he plays everything way louder than it needs to be, no matter what it is. Luckily, the first floor acts as a buffer between us, or I would complain about the noise.

The sound is even louder when I get to the top of the stairs. How can they stand it? Dad is sitting on the far side of the sofa, and mom is cuddled against him. His arm is around her shoulders, and he's stroking the top of her arm through the white robe that she has on. They both look at the clock when they notice me, and I know they're calculating whether enough time passed to call it a successful date.

Dad holds the remote straight out as he turns down the volume. "I guess things must have gone well."

Mom smiles. "So, what did you think? Isn't she great?"

I sit sideways on the chair beside the sofa and let a leg dangle over its arm. "She seems nice, but..."

Mom rolls her eyes. "But what?"

"But she's not my type."

"Zach," dad says, "she's exactly your type. And I know because your type is the same as my type. And this girl reminded me of your mother when I met her." Mom turns to look at him, and I'm not sure if she thinks it's sweet or kind of creepy that dad just indirectly said a 25-year-old is his type.

"Zachary, we just want you to be happy."

I laugh. "You just want me to find someone, so I'll finally move out."

Mom acts hurt. "Of course not! But that is how the world works, and it's going to happen for you too. You just need to find the right girl."

"Mom..."

"And don't worry. Your matchmaker mother has a few more tricks up her sleeve."

Oh God. Why can't they take the hint? It's not even a hint at this point. They know I'm not interested in any more blind dates. I've told them over and over. They just refuse to listen. "I've already found the right girl." I don't even think before I say it. If I did, I would realize what a huge mistake I was about to make, and I would have clamped my mouth shut.

"So tonight did go well then?" dad asks.

"No. It's… I didn't want to tell you guys, but there's a different girl. You don't know her."

"Mmm-hmm," they both say at the same time.

Fuck. "I'm not lying. I didn't want to say anything yet because I didn't want to jinx it."

"Since when do you believe in things like that?"

I shrug. Since now if it helps them believe this story.

Mom sits up and stares at me for what feels like an hour. "And now you think things might be getting serious with this girl?"

How can I get out of this? Can I tell them I was just joking? If I do that, they'll probably work even harder setting me up on these inane dates. "It's really serious. That's why I didn't want to risk it. I… got a ring." What the hell is wrong with me? "But I haven't asked her yet, and I don't—"

"So you're serious enough that you bought a ring, but we're just now finding out about her?" Mom asks and then looks at dad instead of me. The corner of her mouth twitches just a little and dad's eyes narrow the tiniest of bits. I know that they're doing that silent communication thing they always do, and I know that means I'm in trouble.

I bury my head in my hands. "It's not like—"

"So when are we meeting her?" dad asks.

Fuck. Fuuuck. "She's shy about meeting new people. Plus, I don't want to push things too far or too fast."

"But you're ready to propose to her. That seems pretty far and pretty fast from where I'm sitting." Mom's tone is flat and makes it clear that she's calling my bluff. "I think it's time we meet this girl who captured our son's heart. And I'm sure if she's the one, neither of you has to worry about her meeting us."

I don't know whether I'm more mad at my own stupidity or at her little dig at my relationship with Maria. My stupidity. Definitely. I just dug a hole to cover my divot. "Let me talk to her and see what she wants to do. She's pretty busy. And really shy, like I said. Almost to the point where she should probably see a therapist about it."

"Mmm-hmm."


CHAPTER TWO


SAI


"What are you doing? Where are you?" I move along the power plant's fence with four other members of our squad, but Zach is nowhere to be seen. When I look back, I spot him still buried in the tree line of the forest we just snuck through. "I'm going to get all the kills myself if you're not up here in ten seconds."

I hear his laugh on my headset. "You'd be lucky to get one kill without me. I'm just so out of it today. This stupid girlfriend bullshit. I don't know what the hell I'm going to do."

I direct Specialist Fayed to cut a small hole in the fence, and we all clamber through it behind her. As soon as we're on the other side, a flashlight sweeps in our direction, and we sprint behind the closest building. "Stop! Don't do anything yet. You need to wait."

"I can't. They expect to meet her now. I can't believe I was so stupid. Do you think they would believe me if I told them she's out of town?"

"Dude... down... now! I wasn't talking about this imaginary girlfriend. There's a guard sweeping the area. Wait until—" My screen goes black. "Never mind. I guess he spotted us thanks to you."

I scroll back through the menus and wait for Zach to say something, but he doesn't. "Hello? Did you lose your connection? Hopefully, because if you did, I'm only going to be stern-tone-of-voice mad at you instead of you're-buying-all-my-drinks-next-time-we-go-out-because-you're-an-idiot-who-ruined-the-last-thirty-minutes-of-our-hard-work mad."

"What about you?"

I toss my hands up. "Me? I was in there with the team. I'm not the one who was spotted."

"No. I mean, people think you're a girl all the time. And my parents have never met you."

"What are you talking about?"

He clicks his tongue several times. "I can't believe I'm saying this, but what if you just pretend to be my girlfriend? Only for—"

The heat rises to my cheeks. "I can't believe you're saying it either. Absolutely not. No way. And no one ever thinks that I'm a girl. Not really."

"So you're telling me you didn't have a group of students last year who spent the first semester thinking you were Ms. Patel?"

I should have never told him that. I still remember when Olivia stayed after class to apologize because she and her friends had been misgendering me for three months. When I asked her what she meant, she said they all assumed I was a woman with a horrible, manly fashion sense. I wanted to crawl under my desk, but I forced myself to laugh and tell her it was fine. I'd made a point of having the students call me by my first name, so I never even noticed until she told me.

"That's different," I say. "I wasn't trying to fool anyone then. I was just being me. How was I supposed to know what they would think?"

"Just once. That's all." I can almost hear the desperation in his voice.

"You're in this mess because of a bad decision. Why do you think another one is going to suddenly solve all of your problems? Just tell them the truth."

He pauses, and I assume he's realizing just how right I am. He's probably thinking of the best way to apologize for being so foolish. "It's going to work. Trust me. What are you doing Friday night? No basketball games to attend or dances to chaperone or struggling eighth graders to tutor?"

"I'll be home by seven. But I am not going out on Friday night. Not as a girl. No way."

"I would never dream of asking you that." Somehow his voice tells me the opposite of what he's saying. "I'll be there at seven sharp. Talk to you then."

"What about the mission? Dude?" I pull the headset off and rub the heels of my hands into my eyes so hard I see white flashes dancing in my vision. I don't know what he has planned for Friday, but whatever it is, I'm not doing it.

[image: ]


"No."

He doesn't stop unzipping the backpack that he just set on the dining room table. He doesn't even look up at me. "You don't even know what's in here."

"The fact that you have anything in there already makes it more than I'm willing to do. Zach, I'm not going to do this. It's stupid."

"You're stupid."

I roll my eyes at the childish insult as he pulls a black t-shirt from the bag and tosses it to me. I wad it up in my hands when I catch it so he'll hopefully see exactly what I think of whatever this is.

"Put it on."

"What is it?"

"A dress."

I drop it to the floor like it scalded me. It makes a soft, fluttery noise when it hits the carpet, and I take a step backward and just stare down at it. That's a dress? It looks so small. I'm tempted to kick at it with my toe—to unfurl it just a little so I can see it better.

"Sai, come on man." He bends over and holds it out in front of him. It is a little longer than I thought, but not much more than a few inches longer than the last band t-shirt I bought. The one I have to wear tucked in because it's too long on me, I remember. "Just do this for me tonight. I promise to be completely honest with you. It's my ass on the line if you look like a man in a dress."

I snicker. "Your ass? You're not the one having to dress up like this." You're not the one who's terrified of doing this again.

Zach puts his arm on my shoulder, and his touch makes me skip a breath. "Please?" His eyes look so sad, like if I say the wrong thing, they may overflow. "I promise I won't let you make a fool of yourself."

That makes this even more frightening. He's lazy and sometimes self-centered. Most people think that he's the stereotypical spoiled rich kid. But he's not. He's always had my back. No matter what. The only person who ever has. What if he tells me I look fine? How do I say no then? He's my best friend, and he needs me. I need to man up and be a woman for him, as much as the thought makes my stomach tumble.

I don't say a word as I take the dress from him and walk into my bedroom. I close the door and plop onto the bed with a loud sigh. The mirror is right across from me, and I stare into it. I promised myself after Cade that I would never do this again. So why am I even considering it? Because he's my best friend. Because he would do anything for me.

I look up at the ceiling and stand so I can take my clothes off. Everything except my boxers. Then I slip the dress over my head. My nipples tingle as the thin cotton brushes across them, and I hope Zach won't notice how hard they are. I don't look at myself in the mirror once it's on. I know what it's going to look like. I just walk out to the living room.

Zach is sitting on a dining room chair watching television. He's twisted sideways with one arm across the back while he plucks at his lip with his other hand. He doesn't notice me at first, and I tell myself that means there's still time to run away. But I clear my throat softly.

He looks up at me, and his mouth opens. Not much, but just enough that I know what's coming next. "Sai, you... Is it rude for me to say you look just like a girl? And you don't even have any makeup on."

I'm not sure if it's rude or if it's exactly what I want to hear, so I stand still and silent.

"Wow. I mean, I thought this would work. But now I'm sure. Dude, I think you could be pretty if you just watch some makeup tutorials." He walks over to me, and I wonder if he's going to touch me again. I take a step back, but he never lifts his arms. Just looks at me. His eyes move up and down and back. "Sai...."

I close my eyes and take in a deep breath. "I don't suppose you're willing to admit that this whole idea is stupid now?"

"It might be the most brilliant idea I've ever had." His face practically explodes in a grin, and I have to look away. His smile has always warmed me, and standing in front of him in a dress is like holding a magnifying glass to the sun.

"I can pay you," he says. "I'll make it worth your time. Fifty dollars for every hour?"

Every hour? So this isn't some simple and fast meeting? I look at him for just a second before shaking my head and looking away again.

"One hundred. You tell me."

I collapse onto the sofa. I wish I could sink right through to the apartment downstairs. To the core of the earth and burn up. "I'm not taking your money for this. Just promise me it will be quick.

"I promise. There's something else you should know, though." He's not smiling now. His bottom lip is twisted and his hands are clenched in front of his chest. "I told them I'm proposing to you tonight."

My heart stops.


CHAPTER THREE


ZACH


I tap my phone over and over on my knee while I sit on the couch, waiting for Sai to come out. It seems like he's been getting ready forever, and when I check the time, it has been almost an hour.

"Are you at least almost ready?" I say it loud enough that he can hear me, but there's no response. I can't help but chuckle just a little. If I were in his shoes, I would have locked myself in the bathroom. Or jumped out the window and made my way down to the parking lot below. But it would be different if it were me. I'm not nearly as girly looking as him.

I feel guilty as soon as I say it. I shouldn't accuse my best friend of being girly. Especially when he's going through all of this for me. But that doesn't mean it's not true. The truth is, I wasn't shocked when he told me his students mistook him for a woman. Almost everyone who first meets him assumes the same. And every time it happens, he gets so upset. His face reddens and his nostrils flare—the left one just a little larger than the right. And every time I calm him down. "So what?" I always tell him. "Who cares?" He always tells me that he cares. And now he's in another room putting on makeup and women's clothes for me. Just so I can get my parents off my back. I have to be the most selfish asshole in the world to have ever asked him to do this, let alone to pressure him into it. I should call it off now. It's what a good friend would do. It's what he would do for me.

Sai is staring at himself in the bathroom mirror when I walk around the corner. I freeze as soon as I see him. My hand gropes for the wall to help balance myself. His long dark hair is curled and pulled back into a ponytail, and he's wearing nothing but a bra and panties. Their white stands out against the smooth, light milky chocolate of his skin. The bra has to be stuffed, but from the side, it looks so real. When he blinks, his thick black eyelashes move up and down, and I swallow. This is my best friend? The man I met during my senior year of college. The man who I knew looked pretty feminine, but this?

He blows out a deep breath and then brushes something from under his eye before turning away from the mirror. I shift my weight from one foot to the other, and it's enough to draw his attention. He looks up and gasps. One hand covers his mouth, and the other covers his chest.

"Um, hey. I just came to..." To tell you that you don't have to do this. That it was a stupid idea. It was wrong of me to ever ask you to do this. But none of those words will come out as I stare at him. At his pink lips, open in surprise. At his black-lined eyes. At the hint of purple on his eyelids.

He looks down and crosses his arms over his chest. They slot so naturally under his bra and whatever he's stuffed it with. "I'm almost ready. Just need to get dressed. Hand me those jeans?" When I don't move, he points behind me.

"Oh. Uh, yeah." It takes all the willpower I have to turn away, but when I do, it's like surfacing after a plunge into an icy lake. I suck in a deep breath, and adrenaline and endorphins flood my brain. I almost dance over to the bed where the jeans are set out beside a pink sweater. I take them and turn back to him. He's just a couple of steps behind me now, and his lips curl up a little as he takes the pants from me.

When he holds them in front of him, I feel like I should turn away to give him privacy, but I can't. I watch as his right foot and then his left slip into the dark blue material. He pulls them up to his knees and then shimmies and bounces them the rest of the way. As they slide into place, the skintight jeans make him look like he really has hips, like his waist really does curve in the way a woman's does. When he walks to the bed and lifts the sweater over his head, I notice the way his ass fills out the jeans like they were made custom just for him.

After the sweater is on, he faces me. "So, how bad is it?"

"It's... not at all. Dude. You're gorgeous." I mean it as a compliment, but his lips twist up as I say it. But it's true. He doesn't look anything like a man anymore. I don't care how suspicious my mom and dad are. They'll never think that Sai is anything but a woman. Thinking about them makes my stomach knot. "I need to tell you something. My mom changed plans on us today, and I don't think you're going to like it. We're not just having lunch together."
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Sai doesn't say a word to me during the entire ride, and when I park the car, I wonder if he'll even get out. But he unfastens the seatbelt and opens the door without looking at me. When I get out, he's standing at the front of the car with his white coat drawn tight around him, staring at the massive concrete building in front of us.

"I swear I didn't know, man. And I tried everything to talk her out of it." I step up beside him and dip my head. He can't honestly think it was my idea to come to the Bridal and Wedding Expo, can he? I would never even think to come here with a real fiancée, let alone him.

His eyes move to me briefly. "Don't say that."

"But it's true. I—"

"No, I mean don't call me a man. One slip up like that, and we're both screwed."

Oh shit. I didn't even realize I'd done that.

"Are they here yet?" he asks.

"Mom texted. They're just inside the doors waiting for us."

He nods his head and closes his eyes for a second before looking at me. "Hold my hand. Your parents might be watching as we walk up." He sticks his hand out toward me, and I force down a swallow. I haven't held hands with a boy since I was in first grade and Mrs. Heimler made us hold hands as we crossed the street to the planetarium. Stop that! He's not a boy today, and I need to stop thinking of him that way.

I lace my fingers between his. I expect it to feel just like holding Josh's hand that day 18 years ago, but it doesn't. His hand is warm, and the heat shoots up through my arm to my chest. I almost let go and pull my hand back, but I force myself to hang on. For him and for me. For her. If I don't start thinking of him as a woman, I know I'm going to slip up in there.

She looks at me. The fear is barely masked behind her face, but as long as she holds herself together, we can just pretend that she's nervous about meeting my parents. What fiancée wouldn't be? I squeeze her hand and smile. She doesn't even try to smile back, but she takes a step toward the building.

Sai was right. Mom is looking out the glass door as we walk up. I spot her before she finds us, so I'm able to see the look of surprise on her face. She taps dad on the shoulder and points at us, and he looks just as astonished as her. I chuckle. "Mom and dad just saw us. I think they're shocked that you're actually real."

"Are they the ones who look like someone just told them they won the lottery?"

"That's them." She snorts, and her hand loosens just a little. I hope it means that some of the tension is leaving her. I pull her to a stop so I can show off. I have it all planned. I'm going to smile at her and lean in so close that it looks like I'm kissing her from a distance, but when she turns to me, I forget everything. It's like I somehow forgot in the last 30 seconds just how beautiful she is.

"What's wrong?" she asks.

The smile that her dark brown eyes draw from me isn't forced. I couldn't stop it if I tried. "Are you sure you're ready for this?"

She rolls her eyes and laughs. "Isn't it a little late for that?"

"Just say the word, and we'll turn around." She shakes her head, and I feel sick and elated at the same time. "Is it okay if we act like we're kissing? Not for real, but if we do it here, maybe mom and dad won't expect us to do it in there. But if you don't want—"

She moves into me, and her lips close on mine. The sound of my heartbeat drowns out everything else, and my skin is hotter than a glowing electric burner. I blink over and over as she pulls back.

"Smile," she says. "Act like we do it all the time." It was just a simple peck. Mouths closed. Just for show. Why am I reacting like this? She runs her thumb along my lower lip to wipe away any lipstick that might have transferred, and that wakes me up enough that I can finally control my body again. My lips curl in what I hope is a smile and not the look of a crazed man who suddenly has no clue if he's in the same world he was in five seconds ago. "Do you think that was enough for them?" she asks.

I want to tell her no. That we'd better do it again. For longer this time. With tongue. But I push those thoughts away. I might be trying to think of her as a woman for now, but she's not. She's my best friend, and I can't have these thoughts about her. "That was good," I say. Her eyes close for a blink that seems just a hair too long, and then she swings our connected arms forward and starts walking toward the building again.

As soon as we're in the doors, mom attacks Sai. Her arms shoot around her and pull her in so tight I wonder if Sai can breathe. I look at dad, ready to plead with him to pull mom off of her, but he clasps his hand on one shoulder while he wraps his other arm around me. "Proud of you, son. Your mother thought for sure you were lying about this, but I knew you weren't. I could see it in your eyes the night you told us about her."

"Hey!" Mom releases Sai, and slaps dad on the shoulder. "You thought he was lying too."

I lower my head and try to glance up at Sai from the corner of my eye, but she's staring at the ground and doesn't notice me until I work my hand back into hers. As soon as I do, her mouth drops open and her gaze moves from my hand, up my arm, to my eyes. She pinches her mouth shut and draws in a quick inhale. I wink.

"So, let's see the ring. Zachary hasn't shown us any pictures yet." Mom huffs, and I want to tell her that it's because I hadn't even seen the ring until this morning.

Sai holds her hand out, and mom pulls it closer. Dad leans in. She's wearing a gold ring with a princess cut diamond. There are two tiny bands of rubies and diamonds twirling on each side, almost forming a circle around it, but not quite. It was her grandma's ring, meant to be handed down to the oldest girl in each generation, but Sai is an only child. She told me she had to beg her mother to get it, telling her that she just wanted to show it to a friend. Her mom made her prove that her insurance would cover it if anything happened. I laughed when she told me that, but when I saw it this morning, I understood. It's beautiful. And even more beautiful on her finger. I shake away the thought.

"Ooh, that's gorgeous." Mom looks from the ring to Sai to me while dad looks over her shoulder and grunts approvingly. "Did you pick this out yourself?" The skepticism is obvious in her voice as she asks me. And for good reason. If I picked out a ring, it would be simple with just a single round diamond in the middle. Elegant, but nothing fancy.

I'm just about to answer when Sai beats me to it. "No, this is my grandmother's ring. Since I was a little girl, I dreamt of wearing it one day when it was passed down to me. So when Zach first brought up marriage, I knew it had to be this ring. A tribute to her."

Mom pulls her in for another hug. "I'm sure your grandmother would be very proud of the woman you've become and thrilled that you're wearing her ring." I have to cover my mouth to keep from laughing. I'm pretty sure Sai's grandma is having a heart attack now in whichever afterlife she's in. "Are you ready?" mom asks Sai. "There's so much planning to do, but I thought this would give us a good idea of what to expect. Let's get started." She practically yanks Sai through the inner set of doors into the convention center. Dad and I follow behind at our normal safe distance.

The room is enormous but still noisy for its size. And full of women. Dad and I are two of the only men here. And Sai. A wave a panic washes through me at how quickly I forgot that she's a guy under all of that. She and mom are already a few steps ahead of us, so I leave dad behind to catch up with them. I can't leave Sai alone.

She jumps a little as I wrap my arm around the small of her back, but when she sees it's me, she nestles her body against mine for just a second before turning her attention back to whatever mom is telling her. She's really going all out for me. It's going to take me the rest of my life to make this up to her.

Sai and I walk hand in hand as mom directs us here and there. In the first couple of aisles, I swear we visit at least 20 booths. DJs, photographers, caterers. All things that we'll never use, and at every one mom insists that Sai and I fill out a contact card. Each time it's supposedly for a drawing, but I tell mom that it's really just a way to get our contact information. On the first card, she catches me putting a fake phone number, and she slaps the back of my head like I'm a ten-year-old boy and insists that I correct it. I shake my head, knowing that this one day is going to give me a month's worth of work blocking marketing numbers as they call me.

We keep on like this for what feels like three times longer than forever, when I feel Sai jerk my arm. At first, I assume it's just a twitch, but then she pulls me to a booth with three mannequins wearing wedding gowns. "This one is so pretty," she whispers. I'm not sure if the words are meant for me, but I follow her eyes to the mannequin on the left. It's wearing a sleeveless gown that is tight all the way to where its knees would be. From there down, it balloons out into what looks like an upside down floral bouquet. The fabric turns into petals and each one bends and moves in a different direction.

"You like mermaid dresses?" mom asks from behind us. I look at the dress again. Nothing about it makes me think of a mermaid, but Sai just nods her head. "You have the perfect body for it. I think this one would look wonderful on you." Sai flashes her a quick smile over her shoulder, but then she blows out a long breath.

The woman in the booth sees that we've stopped, and she asks if there's anything specific we're looking for. Sai tells her that there isn't, but at the same time, she reaches out and runs a hand over the jeweled top of the gown. "How much is this one?" I ask the woman. I know dresses can be expensive, so I expect her to tell me one or maybe even two thousand dollars. But I'm shocked when she tells me it's twelve thousand dollars. My jaw hangs open so far the corners of my mouth hurt. There's no possible reason anyone should ever buy a dress that costs that much. The price doesn't seem to jolt Sai, though. She's so absorbed by the dress, I don't know if she even heard. I squeeze her hand, and she glances at me before turning toward the main aisle.

"Do you want to schedule a time for a fitting?" the woman working the booth asks. "This dress would be stunning on you." For that much money, I should hope so.

Sai's eyes move from the woman to the dress and then to the floor. Their corners downturned, and it makes her look sad. "No, thank you. I can't."

"Well, let me give you my card in case you change your mind. And remember to fill out a raffle card. You could win 33% off."

We each fill out a card for the woman, and then trudge on. For the next few booths, Sai is quiet. She only talks to answer mom's questions, and she doesn't say a word to me. Until she pulls me aside just outside a booth for a downtown wedding venue. "I really have to pee." Her voice is so quiet, I can barely hear her.

I chuckle. "Okay. This isn't your classroom. You don't have to raise your hand and get permission. Go to the restroom. I think they're over there." I point to the area where I remember seeing the sign for the ladies' room.

"You don't get it. I have to go. Bad." Is this her way of telling me she pissed herself? I look down at the crotch of her jeans. There's no dark spot. "Zach, think about where we are and about who I am."

I stare at her for a minute before I realize what she's saying. I take a step back and stretch our arms between us. Somehow I'd forgotten that we're holding hands. I look at her. Her eyes are wide and her free hand is shaking against the side of her jeans. I pull her close to me—too close—so I can talk to her without mom overhearing us, but as soon as I do, I realize it was a mistake. Her body fits perfectly against mine. It's like a jigsaw piece sliding into its mate. My breath catches, and my heart beats faster. Maybe mom and dad were onto something even if they didn't know it. Maybe I need to find a girl and get laid.

"You'll be fine," I whisper. My forehead is resting against hers, and her breaths are swirling and mixing between us. I smell the cinnamon that she sprinkled on her coffee this morning. "Just walk in there like you belong, and no one will think you're anything other than a beautiful woman using the restroom."

"Beautiful?"

"Sorry. I shouldn't have called you that. I just mean that you're... well, yeah. You clean up nice. Is that better?" I laugh, but she doesn't. "Just go. Tell mom, and I'm sure she'll go with you. You know how women are." I tilt my head back, and she stares into my eyes.

"Okay, you two. You can do that afterward," mom says. "We still have the other half of the room to visit."

My body wants to collapse when I find out there's still that much left to see. "Sai needs a little break first." I look at her, and she's blushing. It makes her cute on top of the beautiful she already is. "She has to pee."

"Oh, well, the restrooms are right over here," mom tells her. "I should go too."

Sai quietly follows mom, and dad walks up to my side. "So, how did you meet her?"

I tell him the basics of the real story. That we met in college and have been close ever since. When he asks why I've never mentioned her before, I don't have a good answer. I just shrug.

"It doesn't matter now," he says. "I'm happy you found her. I can see how much you two love each other. You both practically glow, and I'm pretty sure this is the longest you've gone without touching her today." He laughs, but I swallow so hard I wouldn't be surprised if he hears it. I have been touching her a lot. Too much. She must think I'm awful.

I'm lost in my thoughts until I hear Sai's laugh. I look up. She and mom are still a few booths away, but Sai looks completely different to me, like she's bathed in a light that is only falling on her. It makes me smile.


CHAPTER FOUR


SAI


Why don't I think he's awful? He all but made me dress up—he made me break a promise to myself, even if he didn't know about it—just so he could parade me around in front of his parents so they would get off his back about finding a girlfriend. Worse than that, he made me lie to them. Two people who seem so sweet. So why did it feel so good to have his hand in mine all day?

I slip the satin and lace nightie over my head, and as the smooth material slides down my body, goosebumps rise along my skin. What am I doing? I ask myself in the mirror. My eyes glide down. From my long and still curly hair to my neck to my chest and belly. My right hand glides with it, smoothing the material as it goes. Then back up. To my nipples. To my lips. The lips that still tingle from the kiss I gave Zach in the parking lot.

I reach behind me for the edge of the bed and then drop to it before I fall. How does it still make me so weak hours later? It was just a quick kiss. Something for the sake of his watching parents. Something that I know was meaningless to him. I'm such a fool. I slide my legs under the blanket and lie back, closing my eyes and hoping to fall asleep rather than spend hours staring at the ceiling and thinking of him.
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"You did so well, Sai." The words relaxed me, and I practically fell onto the couch next to him. When he first walked in, I was nervous. Then scared. His lips were screwed up too tightly. His eyes dirty and distant. I thought I had messed something up. That his parents knew the whole time, and they all spent the evening laughing at me for daring to think that I could be a woman for them.

I risked a little smile. "So they believed me?"

"Not just that, they want me to invite you over for dinner. Just the four of us at their house."

"What did you tell them?"

He looked down, and a tiny rush of red bloomed through his cheeks. His eyes darted up to me for just a flash, so brief that I could have easily missed them if I weren't staring at him. "I told them I would have to ask you."

I had to force myself to push out the breath I was holding, and as I pulled in the next breath, warmth filled me. Starting in my lungs and then pumping out to my neck and my belly. My face and my groin. Even down to my toes.

"But you don't have to worry. I told them that you're really shy, and I didn't know how comfortable you'd be meeting them again yet. I figured that could buy us some time."

I hesitated a beat while I played through forty-five different scenes in my mind. Each one a different possible reaction he could have to what I really wanted to say. In the end, I tried to sound neutral. "What if I say yes?"

My voice was weak and wobbly, but he looked like someone had pulled him upright as soon as I said it. He dared a longer look at me then. My eyes still hadn't moved away from his, and this time, when he saw me staring at him, his eyes locked onto mine. "What does that mean?" His voice was just as wobbly as mine.

I shrugged, preparing myself to tell him it meant nothing. I was giving myself an out. One that I'd taken so many times before. It had always been so much easier to pass something off as a joke instead of admitting my real feelings. And the one time I finally did trust someone enough to tell them the truth, he might as well have taken out a knife and stabbed me. It would have hurt less. It wouldn't have scared me so badly. But Zach wouldn't do that, I told myself. He's different."Your parents seem like really nice people, and it means..." I looked away. I couldn't bear to see the reaction I was afraid was coming. "It means I enjoyed yesterday."

He chuckled, and I thought he was laughing at me. "My mom didn't scare you away with all the wedding plans? Or my dad with his stupid jokes?"

I shook my head.

"Or me with..."

In the corner of my eye, I saw him scoot away. I waited for him to finish his thought, but he didn't. And when I looked at him, his eyes were focused on the floor in front of him again. He was clasping and twisting his hands in his lap. I slid over next to him—so close our bodies were touching—and covered his hands with mine. He relaxed, and I pulled one of his hands to me. I held it between mine and looked at him. I was waiting for him to look at me, but he never did. So I ran my thumb across his palm. "What's the opposite of being scared away?"

"You're the English teacher. You should know."

"Maybe I do. Maybe I want to hear you say it."

He finally looked up. Not at my face, but at my hands holding his. "Being attracted?" The way he said it was so questioning and insecure that I wanted to melt. I kissed the back of his hand and then lowered it along my chest and stomach. I knew he could never feel the trembling there, so I went farther. To my cock. Hard and raging against the thin, silky panties I was wearing under my robe.

His chest rose and fell. And again. But then he cupped his hand around the top of my dick. His touch trapped the heat inside me. I was roasting, and I couldn't take any more. "Please." I didn't know if I was saying it to him or to myself. Begging him to take me or begging myself to not do what I wanted so badly to do.

"I've never done this before."

"You don't have to—" he parted my robe before I could finish the sentence. He stared at my pink panties, so pale they almost look white in the right light. At the bulge in them. He worked his fingers under my waistband. As he pulled it out, I felt the cool air rush in. And my cock strained even harder.

I put a finger under his chin and drew his gaze to me. "Are you sure about this?" He didn't say anything. He just twisted his body so it was facing mine. I lifted one leg up on the cushion, my core open for him, and he didn't hesitate any longer. He pulled my panties down, and my cock shook itself loose, finally freed of its cage. I reached for it, just to wrap my fingers around it, but he nudged my hand out of the way and shook his head. He stared at it for a second and then took it in his hand. I watched as he moved up and down its length. Slowly. Gently. There was already a bead of pre-cum at my tip. He must have noticed it at the same time, because he swiped his palm across it and then raised his hand. He sniffed it first, and I almost giggled at the sight. It was like a dog investigating something that had fallen to the floor. But then, like he decided it was safe, he licked his palm. His eyes looked directly at mine as his tongue dragged across his pale pink skin.

The edge of his mouth curled up, and with his clean hand, he pushed me down and lowered himself on top of me. My dick was trapped between us, but his now wet hand found its way back. His fingers closed around it, and he started stroking again. Faster this time. And this time, his mouth was just inches away from mine. "You don't know how long I've dreamt of doing this," he said.

"You have?"

He nodded.

"Then why didn't you—" Fuck it. I couldn't take the temptation anymore. I leaned up and kissed him. Properly this time. His mouth opened, and I moved inside. If I weren't already flat on my back, I would have fallen the instant our tongues touched. A shock ran through me. Something I'd never felt before and never even knew existed. The feeling of my mouth on his. His weight pressing down on me. His fingers sweeping up and down my length. The more of him I felt, the more I needed. I should have never done this. I'd never want to let him go now.

When his mouth moved from my lips to my neck, my cock pulsed, and I knew I wouldn't last more than a few more seconds. I wanted to warn him so he could move. So I could catch it with something. My panties. My robe. But my mouth didn't work. My throat was too swollen with moans to make room for any words to pass through. And then my body tensed, and my dick pulsed again and again. My sticky, slick cum made his hand even more slippery against me as it coated him and my stomach.

Despite his hand still working my length, my cock softened, and when it did, Zach collapsed on me. Neither of us could breathe. I wrapped my arms around him and held him tight. We didn't care that his shirt would be wet with cum when we finally left the couch. I had no plans to ever move from this position, and I didn't think he did either.

"That was..."

I nodded my head and kissed his cheek. The stubble was rough against my lips. "What does this mean? For us?"

"It means I want you to be my girl. If that's something you want too."

His girl? My tears ran down my cheeks before I was even aware they were building up. I couldn't speak, so I drew him in even tighter.
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My eyes snap open, and my hand automatically reaches for the vibrating phone on my nightstand. It takes me a second to focus on the screen, but when I do, I see his name. Zach. My cheeks burn. I can't talk to him. Not now. I shift and feel the wetness between my legs. What was that? I haven't had a wet dream since I was fourteen. And never a dream about my best friend. I hurriedly set the still vibrating phone back on my nightstand. Face down, as if he could somehow see what I'd done.


CHAPTER FIVE


ZACH


I wish she would answer her damn phone. I've been calling and texting for days, but I haven't heard a thing. It's like she disappeared as soon as I took her home after the bridal expo.

He.

Why are his pronouns suddenly so difficult now? I've known him for years as a man. As nothing but a man. But spending just a few hours with him as a woman has somehow scrambled my brain. That's another reason I need to talk to him or, better yet, meet up with him. I need to see him as a guy again, so I can get this nonsense out of my head. All the thoughts that have been swirling around the last few days. The ones I refuse to even acknowledge.

I set my phone down and groan as I look around my basement lair. It has everything I could ever need. There's a kitchen with a refrigerator, stove, oven, dishwasher, even a bar to eat at when I don't feel like eating on the couch in front of the television. I've never used it for that, but I could. A living room with space for a couch and three chairs, plus the biggest television I could buy and a console set up with three different gaming systems. There are even two bedrooms and a full bathroom. All with a private entrance, so I never have to go upstairs and see my parents. Except now.

My shoulders tense as I walk up the stairs. If I'm lucky, mom and dad won't be home. Or at least only one of them will be. They're so much easier to deal with when they're by themselves. When they're together, they feed off each other and become some super parent that is somehow more than their individual powers combined. I'm still three steps away from the door when I find out that I'm not lucky. Not only can I hear them both talking, they're both just outside the door. So that means they're in the kitchen.

I blow out a breath and open and close my fists before I open the door. I need to release all the tension I can because I'm about to get a heap more piled on me.

"Hey kiddo," dad says as soon as the door creaks open.

Mom waits to see me before speaking. "So you are alive." She's smiling. There's no trace of her usual Why don't you come up and see us more often? Don't you care about your poor parents? look that she uses to send me on guilt trips anytime I haven't been upstairs in a few days.

"Hey. Yep, still alive." I tap twice on my chest to emphasize the fact. "I just need a couple of things if that's okay."

"Sure." "Help yourself." They speak at the same time. Mom is standing over the empty counter while dad is sitting at the bar. There's a closed book in front of him.

"So how's Sai?" Mom asks as I open the refrigerator door.

I wish I knew. For all I know, she's so freaked out by what happened that she moved to Mexico to start a new life. Her phone, left behind, ringing on the floor in an empty apartment every time I call her. Him... damn it. "She's good."

Dad clears his throat. That means he wants mom to keep asking the questions while he pretends that he's not just as curious as she is.

"What did she say about Saturday? Did she enjoy it?"

"Yeah. She liked you guys." That's really what mom is getting at, so I might as well skip ahead so we can move past the next few minutes of beating around the bush. I look back just long enough to see mom smiling.

"She seems like a good girl." It's dad's equivalent of saying that he would vote for her for president. Guilt and remorse swirl around in my belly, and for a second, nothing in the refrigerator looks good. What kind of son would lie to his parents like this? I push away the thought and open the lid on a plastic container. It's a leftover slice of moussaka, and my stomach growls as soon as the garlic and cinnamon smell hits my nose. I set it on the counter behind me, and keep searching.

Mom moves beside me and looks into the refrigerator. "Did you two talk any more about the wedding?"

I freeze. The wedding? For just a second, I imagine myself standing at an altar while Sai walks toward me. The long train of a white gown spread behind her like the wake of a boat moving through a lake. Stop it! “I... not anything specific. Just that we're both kind of excited now.”

Mom's hand rubs up and down my back. "Your dad and I could tell by the look in your eyes on Saturday."

"Tell what?"

"That she's the one for you." I want to laugh when she says it, but dad just nods his head before picking up his book and pretending to read. "Every time you touched her, your eyes danced. I'd never seen it before with any of your other girlfriends. Not even Maria."

I dated Maria for two years in college, and I swore I was going to marry her. I even brought her home over Winter Break to meet mom and dad. I planned to spend a few days here with her and them. But that first dinner was so awkward, I drove us back to campus. Mom and dad were quiet. They barely said anything to her. And the next time I talked to dad, he told me, "you don't always like people right away. Sometimes you have to give them time to grow on you." I knew then that they hated her. And I hated them for it. It was months before I talked to them again. I wouldn't let them come between me and the woman I was going to spend the rest of my life with. But in the end, they were right. I went to her apartment one night and caught her in bed with a player from the basketball team. I never told mom and dad about that. I just said that we both decided to go our separate ways. This is the first time they've even mentioned her since then.

"You two are good together," dad says. "I think you guys might have what your mother and I have."

The air in the room is so thick I can barely move it in and out of my lungs. There's no way I could say anything. What could I say? I grab the moussaka from the counter, and as I turn the knob to the basement door, I wonder if this is what a stroke feels like. Their eyes are on me. I can sense it even with my back turned. And as long as they are, I'll never be able to breathe. I slam the door closed behind me as I practically fall down the stairs.

I do trip on the last step. I've done these stairs thousands of times, even in pitch black. I should know them, but my foot still catches on the lip of the last step. I have to hop forward to catch up with my momentum. I gasp, or at least I think I try to, but it just comes out as a strangled grunt. The plastic dish falls to the carpet, and I don't even look to see if the lid stays on. I stumble forward until I get to the couch.

This is nothing like what mom and dad have. I don't love Sai. Not like that. She's my best friend. That's all. And I don't even know if she's that anymore. I topple sideways, and my head falls against the armrest. I reach blindly for my phone from the end table.

There's a notification on the screen, and my heart stops until I realize it's just a reminder. I dial her number one more time. I'm afraid to look at how many times I've tried to call her in the last few days, but this is more urgent than any of them. I just need to hear her voice. That's all. As soon as I hear it, all of these fantasies will burst, and I can go back to the way things were before. I can get rid of these stupid ideas in my head.

"Hello?" she answers on the fourth ring.


CHAPTER SIX


SAI


"Oh... I, uh, didn't expect you to pick up," he says.

I close my eyes and wish I wouldn't have. I just wanted to hear his voice. To remind me how wrong we are for each other. To remind me that he's my best friend. Nothing more. But if that's all he is, why is my heart beating so hard it's shaking the phone in my hand?

I blow out a breath through my nose, but it does nothing to calm me. "Hey."

"Hey."

The silence stretches on for what has to be hours, even though the sunlight streaming in through my windows doesn't change its angle. Tears rise up in my eyes and then escape down my cheeks. I wipe them away and sniff my nose clear. I should have never agreed to go with him Saturday. I should have never agreed to any of this. I just never expected it to be this difficult. "Do you need something?" I ask.

He sighs. "I wanted to make sure you're okay. You haven't been answering my... it doesn't matter. I—How are you?"

Miserable. But I can't tell him that. "I'm good. How are you?"

"Listen, I didn't scare you away, did I? I know I kind of, well..." He chuckles but stops abruptly, and then I hear him swallow. "I was kinda handsy with you, I guess. And you know I didn't mean anything by that, right? It was all just for my parents' benefit."

I do know that—I knew it all along—but it still feels like he just punched me in the stomach. I stumble blindly into the chair behind me, falling half on the arm and half on the cushion. All my breath is gone, and my lungs refuse to pull in any more.

"Sai?" His voice is soft, like he's trying to be delicate while he breaks me into a thousand pieces. "Are you still there?"

At last—as the black spots swirling in my vision have become so large that everything is blocked out, and I've decided to succumb to whatever death this is because it has to be better than the alternative—I manage to draw in some air. Not enough to speak. But enough to sustain me through to the next breath.

"I can hear you breathing. Please don't be mad at me. I can't handle losing you for something so stupid. Losing the best friend I ever had because I held his hand too long… and maybe pinched his ass a time or two." He laughs, and this time it's genuine.

I open my mouth to speak. I know I need to tell him that I'm not mad at him. That, of course, I understand he didn't mean anything by it. That I didn't either.

As the words form in my mind, I see Cade sitting on his black leather couch, his face red as he looks down at me. This? You thought I would like this? I'm on my knees in front of him, wearing black stockings and black lace lingerie. He's naked, and my hands are on the inside of his legs, spreading them. His cock that was so hard just a minute ago—before I had him open his eyes—is as flabby as the tiny bit of fat on his thigh. Get the fuck up and put some real clothes on. When you said you had a surprise for me, I didn't know it would be something disgusting.

I try to close my eyes to the memory, but it doesn't go anywhere. I see myself pulling my jeans and sweatshirt on. Slipping into my sneakers. Then I see the revulsion on his face as I walk back into the living room. I don't stop. I just keep going out the door, and he doesn't try to stop me. I walk to my car, and tell myself that I will never show anyone this part of me again—the real me. I should have known this wouldn't be any different. That Zach wouldn't be any different.

"Man, I am so sorry," Zach says. "I am so very sorry. Just please say something."

"I should be the one saying that." My voice sounds like an orange being dragged along a zester.

"You? You were only trying to help me out. And it worked, by the way. My parents love you. They're already begging me to bring you over so they can spend more time with you. To them, you're the best girlfriend I ever had. If only they knew the truth."

Yeah, if only they knew just the type of person I am. "I need to go."

"Oh, okay. Do you want to do something this weekend? Just hang out and maybe laugh about all this?"

That's the last thing I want. "I—" My throat swells, and I know what's coming if I even try to say another word. So I just hang up and slide down to the floor. I pull my knees up to my chest and stare at the wall across from me.

I don't know how long I sit there like that. The sky is dark orange now, and the pink UV light above my houseplants just turned on. I look around the empty room. Staying here is going to just feed the negative thoughts roiling my mind, so I stand up and grab the bright red bag from the bottom of my closet and head out the door.

The gym isn't crowded at all, and I'm able to get right into a changing room. Normally, I would already start to feel better as I slip into my shorts and tank top. My brain would know that a flood of endorphins is on the way, so it would leak a few out early as a little treat to itself. But it doesn't today.

When I'm dressed, I take the earbuds and phone from my bag, close the locker door, and walk to the row of treadmills at the front of the room. There are eight of them all lined up, looking onto the sidewalk out front, and only one is taken. I look at the woman for just a second. Just long enough to see that she's going all out. Is she running from something too?

I step onto the machine and start it. Slow at first until I get comfortable. No matter how many times I run on one of these, my body always searches for its balance for the first minute on the moving belt. Once I comfortably drop into the rhythm, I turn up the speed. In the corner of my eye, I see the woman's feet striking down thud-thud-thud-thud, and I match her pace. It's almost too fast for me, and I'm not sure how long I can keep it up. My legs are already burning, and my breaths are coming as fast as my strides. But I need this. I focus my eyes on the building across the street, and then I don't focus on anything. The world around me is a bouncing blur.

My legs scream at me. It feels like someone is trying to rip the muscle off the bone, but that just makes me smile. It's me. I'm the one who is making me feel this way. This misery isn't from Zach or Cade or anyone else. Knowing that I'm the one who is punishing myself, brings me comfort. I'm in control of this pain. When it gets to be too much, I can slow down or stop and the pain will go away. If any other thoughts start to sneak back into my mind, I can push harder and the pained shrieks of my body will force everything else away.

But then the treadmill slows. I blink and focus on the panel. On the finger turning the speed down. On Zach standing next to me.

When the machine stops, I yank the earbuds out of my ears. "What are you doing here?"

"I needed to see you. To know that everything is alright."

Everything pours back inside me, and I want to tell him that it's not alright. It's not alright to just reach in and stop someone's treadmill like that. It's not alright to stalk me to the gym. It's not alright to make me feel this way just by standing so close to me. "Yeah, of course everything is alright." I blow out the words between pants. "How did you know I was here?"

The right side of his mouth curls up into a small smile. "You're upset, and you weren't at home. So I knew you would come here."

I look away. How can he know me so well, and then not see what is probably obvious to anyone? I step off the machine to the other side so it can be a barrier between us. "Is that all you wanted?"

"No." He looks at the black belt separating us, and he bites down so hard on his lower lip that I think he might draw blood. "I met someone. A girl I really like. That's kinda why I've been wanting to talk to you."

My heart falls through my stomach, and I just stare at him. Stare at the stupid half smile on his face as it grows. The right side a little bigger than the left, like it always is.

"Her name is Sai."


CHAPTER SEVEN


ZACH


I promised my parents half an hour. Thirty minutes to sit together and make us uncomfortable and grill us and whatever else they want to do. They wanted the entire evening at first. I wanted none. Sai is the one who made me compromise with them.

Despite all the stories I've told her and having already spent a few hours with them, she says she likes my parents. I've told her that she doesn't have to lie to me, but she just laughs and says that they're nice people. Which I guess ultimately they are. It's just that other people's parents always seem better than your own.

At 6:05pm, my phone vibrates. It's her. I tell her to come around back to the basement entrance. A few minutes later, I see the motion sensing light turn on and then there's a soft knock on the door. Halfway to the door, I stop and stare at her through the glass panels. She's wearing a long black coat that falls to her knees. It's pulled so tight that all of her curves are silhouetted against the concrete retaining wall behind her. How does she have curves like this? I drag a knuckle across my lip because I'm not sure if seeing her is making me drool.

"Would you stop being stupid and open this door? It's freezing out here!" She shivers dramatically for emphasis. When I still don't move, she scrunches her face into a scowl. Even that look is cute on her.

A blast of cold air hits me as soon as I open the door. Maybe she wasn't just being dramatic after all. "I was raised to never open the door to strange women."

"Is that right?" She puts her hands on her hips, and I notice the glittering dark red fingernail polish she's wearing. "You know I'm going to see your parents in a few minutes. I could ask them if that's true."

"You won't see them for 25 minutes. There's a lot I could do to make you forget all about it before then."

Her eyebrows quirk up, and her mouth opens just a little as she starts to respond. But I don't give her the chance. I scoop her into my arms. She's even lighter than I thought she would be. She shrieks and then throws her arms around my neck. Her hands are so cold they give me goosebumps. "You're anxious about tonight?" I spin her around, and she grips me even tighter.

"Not at all."

"Liar." I take a long, deep inhale. "I can smell the peppermint gum on your breath. The kind you only chew when you're nervous."

She looks away. "You don't know what you're talking about."

I nuzzle my mouth into her neck as I walk, and a whimper escapes the back of her throat. Her skin here is so warm, and she smells so wonderful—like berries in the middle of summer—that I want to keep my face pressed against her forever. "I know everything about you, Miss Sai Patel."

"Is that so?" Her words are breathy, only half there.

We're at the edge of my bed now, so I let go. The heels of her boots hit the mattress, and she screams again, scrabbling for a hold on my neck. Her weight pulls me down, and I have to catch myself against the edge of the bed to avoid falling on top of her. She giggles, and it makes me wonder if she did it on purpose.

"What's something else you know about me, Mr. Werner?"

"I know that you're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen." I take her hand and hold it to my firm cock. “I know that you do things to me no one ever has before. And I know that I'm going to rip this dress off you if it's not lying in a crumpled heap on the floor in five seconds.”

She rubs my cock through my pants, and I want to fall to the floor and worship her. But not yet. "Is that all you know about me?"

"You must not know me very well if you think I'm kidding." I grab the hem of her dress and lift it up. She slaps at my hands and tries to scoot up higher on the bed, but I move with her, pulling it up as I go.

When her back is against the headboard, I have it lifted to her waist, and I stop for a moment to look at her. My eyes follow the line of her legs. Her black stockings are connected by thin red tendrils to panties the color of the rubies on her grandmother's ring, and I can't resist anymore. I unclip the garters and slide my fingertips under the lace trim of her underwear. She covers my hand with hers. "What about your parents? Aren't they upstairs?"

"They had this soundproofed when I was 14. They couldn't stand my drumming."

She slips her arms out of her coat, and for a split-second, I feel like a fool for forgetting that she still had it on. But then I look her over again, and it's no wonder I forgot. Just looking at her takes the breath from me. I don't know if I can survive more. She shimmies her panties down her hips, low enough for me to see the straggling black hairs at the start of her trimmed bush. She must sense what it does to me because she stops. I look up at her. My gaze frozen to hers. Neither of us blinks. Neither of us looks away. I grasp for her hands and guide them lower while we stare at each other.

"Growing up," she says, "I always wanted to be with a drummer."

"But not anymore?"

"Shouldn't you know the answer to that?" Her knees are pulled up to her chest as she works the panties past her boots and then free of her legs.

I tease a finger up her stockinged leg, and she purrs. When I get to the top of the stocking, I glide the finger to the inside of her thigh and up. I climb onto the bed, on my knees and between her legs, and my stare isn't locked onto her eyes anymore. "What do you think about this?" I ask.

"My girlcock?" She giggles. "I think it can be fun. You can play with it if you want."

I blow out a breath and watch as she shivers from the cool air flowing over her warm skin. I've never touched someone else's dick, but I slide my finger up further, past her balls and then down her long, erect shaft. It's so hot. Is this what mine feels like to the women who have touched it? She lets out a soft cry as my finger circles around her tip.

"Do you like that?" She nods her head, but she doesn't have to. I can already tell by the look on her face. I keep circling as I lower myself toward her. I've never wanted to know what a cock tastes like. I've never wanted to know what one feels like against my tongue. Not until tonight. And now it's all I can think about.

As I drop closer to it, I can smell her. Berries and musk and heat, and it makes my cock swell even more. I kiss the side of her girldick and close my eyes. It feels like slipping into my car and turning on the heated seats in the middle of winter. I part my lips a little and let my tongue slip out. I'm hesitant at first, but as soon as that first salty umami trickle carries across my tastebuds, I want more. I open fully and lick along her length like I'm sealing an envelope. Again. My breaths are hard and forceful now. I can't believe I've never done this before. But I've never had the right girl until tonight.

I stop and look up. Her eyes are focused on me, and her lower lip is pulled in between her teeth. I raise an eyebrow, do you want me to go on? She closes her mouth for a second before answering. "It feels so good. But I want to know what you feel like... inside me," she says. I give her girlcock one last lick and then a kiss to its tip before I push myself up off the bed.

"You're sure?"

"Very."

I hold up a finger and slide off the bed. In the bottom of my dresser, I have a bottle of lube and a box of condoms. I rip open the foil package and slide one over my dick. I'm so close it pulses just from rolling the latex down its length, and I have to stop and take a deep breath so I don't come while I'm standing here looking at her. After a couple of beats, it settles and I slather lube all along its length. I don't know how much to use—I've never fucked anyone up the ass before—and I watch her as I spread it on. She doesn't give me any signal or clue. She just stares at me with flames burning in her cheeks. When I'm sure it’s enough, I put just a bit more. I want our first time together to be perfect. No pain. Just pleasure for both of us.

When I walk back to the bed, she scoots lower, closer to me. Like the time it takes me to walk that extra foot would have been too much for her. I climb back onto the bed, back between her legs, and I lift them both. "Is this okay?"

Her eyes haven't left my cock since I got to the bed. "Yes," she whispers and hooks her hands behind her knees, pulling them up further, exposing herself to me.

I line my tip up with her hole and look at her. Her lip is curled up, her top row of teeth showing, and she gives a slight nod. I push inside her. I go slow at first because I don't want to hurt her, but as soon as I have just the first couple of inches in, my lust takes over, and I bury my entire length inside her. She moans. And I thrust into her again and again, watching her eyes for any sign that I need to slow down or stop, but there's none. First her focus starts to wonder and then her eyes almost glaze over, and now I couldn't stop even if I wanted to. I push harder and harder with each stroke. Every time I hear her high-pitched moans, I move faster. And when her moans become shrieks and her left hand slips between us to pump her cock, I can't take any more. The flame starts in my dick, and just as she cries out, it engulfs my entire body. My cock plunges into her over and over as I burn, and finally I fall on top of her. A spent ash floating back to the earth after twirling in the updraft.

"I never want to leave this bed," I say. The words are jagged as I fight to catch my breath. "Not as long as you're in it."

She kisses me and slides her hands around to cup my ass. "I don't either. That was wonderful."

"Then let's just stay here. Forget everything else. You and me in this bed for the rest of our lives."

"I think we might eventually need to use the bathroom. Or just get some food." She giggles.

I slide beside her and pull her closer to me. "We'll have our love to sustain us." I mean it as a joke, but we both go silent when I say the word. I'm sure neither of us even breathes.

"Love?"

My heart stops and starts and stops again. "I've never felt like this about anyone, Sai." Not even Maria. I thought she was a downpour, but she was just a single drop. Sai is a flood. Churning and reshaping every part of me into something greater than I ever imagined. "Yes. Love."

Her eyes fill. She tries to blink away the tears, but it's no use. They roll out anyway. Dropping to the mattress. Both of us so quiet that the tears sound like drum beats as they splat against the fabric. I wipe my thumb under her eyes, but that just makes her cry harder. "What's wrong?" I ask.

"I never thought this would happen. I was so sure no one would ever love me. Not the true me."

"Then I guess even you can be wrong because I do, Sai. I can't imagine a moment of life from now on without you in it."

She slides even closer, and her body presses against mine. Her cheek rests against my chest, and she stares at the ceiling. "I love you too." She sniffles. "But I'm still going to need some garlic bread every once in a while."

I laugh. "Fair. So we will have to leave the bed, eventually. But not tonight. Neither of us is going anywhere tonight."

"What about your parents?"

"Are you really thinking about them right now?" I take my phone from the nightstand and type a quick message. "There. I told mom we're both too sore and exhausted to come up the stairs tonight, so we'll have to reschedule."

She pulls back and slaps the phone down onto the bed. "Zachary! You did not tell her that!" Her entire face is red. I lean in to kiss her, but she doesn't respond.

"She had me and my sister. Pretty sure she knows what people do when they're in love."

Sai growls. "Maybe I need to rethink this whole love thing," she mutters.

"I think it might be too late for that." I kiss her forehead. She sighs and leans toward me, her mouth opening and meeting mine. Our tongues slip against each others, and I wonder if every kiss between us is going to make me feel like I fell into a volcano.

"I think so," she says.


EPILOGUE
SAI


"Hey babe." Zach pulls me against him and kisses me. Just like he's done every day after work since he moved in. I love my job, but there are days when the thought of him waiting at home for me is the only thing keeping me sane as a bunch of twelve-year-olds do very twelve-year-old things in my classes. "Remember how my mom made us enter all those stupid contests at the bridal expo?" he asks.

I kick off my pumps and chuckle. "I still get at least one call a week telling me that we won a free trip to a time share in Panama. We just have to sit through a 23-hour sales pitch when we get there and then agree to book a second stay at market price. Whatever that is."

"I think I have all of my spam calls blocked now. It only took me three months. But anyway, what if mom wasn't so entirely crazy?"

I gasp and take a step back. "Oh no! The Panamanians have gotten to you!" I wipe a pretend tear from my eye.

"Read this." He hands me his phone. There's an email pulled up from Melinda's Bridal. I skim it at first, waiting for the catch. "It seems legit, right?" he asks.

I sit on the couch and read through it again. There's a lot of fine print, but nothing that seems like a catch. "It can't be. There's no way."

"I called them and spoke to the owner. I think it's real."

I set the phone down and stare at him. "You talked to—it doesn't matter. We don't even have a date set yet. We're not even really engaged." Zach and I had talked about it a few times. Neither of us has any doubt that we're going to spend the rest of our lives together, but we agreed that we have to live together for six months before he's allowed to propose. It killed me to give the ring back to mom, but I made clear to her that she's just holding it for me. The instant that six months is up, the ring is mine.

"I explained all that to her. She still wants you to do it, and I kinda told her that you would."

"You what?"

"And I told her we could be there today in..." he looks at his watch, "About 30 minutes."

I clench my jaw so tight that I can hear my teeth grinding. "You're kidding." I spit the words at him, knowing that he's not kidding at all.

"It's just one dress. The one dress. Anyone who saw the way you looked at it could tell how much you loved it. This is your chance."

"I can't. They don't really want me."

"They do. She asked for pictures of you, so I sent her a couple. Only the dirty ones. I didn't want her to get the wrong impression and think that you're not some kind of crazy sexy freak."

My entire body is numb, and I just stare across the room at my reflection in the black television screen. He can't really expect me to do this, can he? I turn and blink at him. "Zach, I…"

"Yes, you can. And we need to leave soon, or we're going to be late."

"I have to shower. My hair. Makeup." I don't know if the words are for him or just me.

"Shower yes." He stands and takes my arms, pulling me to my feet. I'm in too much shock to do anything other than go along as he guides me toward the bathroom. "You have the stench of seventh graders all over you. But don't worry about the rest. Just a quick freshen up. That's all."

We're in the bathroom now, and he pulls the curtain back and warms up the water for me, and then starts to peel off my sweater. I push his hand away. "I'm capable of undressing myself, thank you.... They can't really want me to do this."

"They can really want you. But they might not after they smell that disgusting mix of puberty, braces, and insecurity that you've been wallowing in all day. Clean. You've got ten minutes."

He leaves me alone, and I pull my hair up into a bun and undress. The water is just the way I like it—almost so hot that it hurts—and I gasp as the burning tingle spreads through my body. A few pictures in exchange for a free wedding gown. The wedding gown. I lather my body and let the water wash the soap down the drain. It sounds simple. It sounds outrageous. It sounds like something that only happens to other people. Not people like me.

I tell myself that over and over as I dry and then get dressed. As Zach drives us downtown. As we walk up to the black door in the middle of the all-white building. I look up and see "Melinda's Bridal" scrawled in an almost illegibly artistic script above the door. As soon as we walk inside, the woman from the bridal show greets us. A huge smile, and an over-the-top "Oh, I'm so glad you agreed to do this. That dress is just perfect for you."

"And this is real?" I ask. In the corner of my eye, I see Zach roll his eyes, but the woman just laughs.

"Of course it is, sweetheart. I've worked out all the details with your boyfriend, and everything is already set up for you in the back." She grabs my arm and whisks me past the showroom. So fast, I barely have time to take in the displays of dresses or the sitting areas with families waiting for their brides to show off for them.

Me?

The room is smaller than what I expected for a photo shoot, and I realize right away how silly it was to think that it needed more space than this. There's a table to one side with a mirror set up on it. Lights, camera equipment, and two men standing discussing something in the center of the room. And against one wall is what looks like a white sheet hanging from a few hooks.

The woman at the mirrored table beckons us over, and once we're there, the bridal expo lady releases my arm. "This is Tiffany. She's fantastic at hair and makeup. And quick." The woman points at Tiffany. "Remember, we have a really tight timeline."

"When have I ever let you down?" Tiffany asks. The bridal expo lady just tilts her head before she walks away. "I've worked with Melinda for years. She knows you can't rush beauty. And speaking of beauty, wow." She smiles and fans herself.

My cheeks burn at her compliment, and I can't help but return her smile. "So that was Melinda? The owner?" Tiffany nods her head as she examines me. And my stomach comes alive as I finally understand that this is real. It growls so loud I'm sure everyone in the room must hear it, and then it flips over. Letting me know that if I attempt to put even the smallest item in it, it will throw it right back up.

"Someone's hungry." Tiffany laughs as she smears contour cream on my face. I sit silent and motionless as she blends the creams and the foundation and concealer and then goes through all her eyeshadows and blushes and lipsticks. And by the end, I'm shaking so badly that Tiffany stops and asks if my blood sugar is low.

I shake my head. "I can't do this." It's a whisper and when she starts to curl my hair without a word, I assume she didn't hear me. "Tiffany, please. I can't."

This time she stops. "Let me just finish your hair before Melinda yells at me. Then we'll talk about what you can and can't do. Deal?"

It sounds reasonable, I suppose. I don't want her to get in trouble with her boss, so I nod my head. "Good girl," she says and wraps my hair around the hot iron.

She only needs a few minutes to circle around my head, and even without looking in the mirror, I can see the black waves that cascade down my shoulders. At least until she pins them up. I've never seen someone use so many bobby pins. I didn't even know there were this many bobby pins in existence. "Are you ready?" she asks when she's finally done.

I'm not sure. I look around for Zach, but he's not here. Knowing him, he probably went to a store down the street. Hopefully, the cookie shop we passed on the way. It smelled delicious.

Tiffany spins the chair toward the mirror, and my heart stops. That's me? She made me over using pink and orange eyeshadow and pink lipstick. My hair doesn't just have the world's largest collection of pins, but there are tiny white roses and sprigs of baby's breath woven into it. It's definitely me. I work my jaw up and down. The best possible version of me. A version I didn't know existed.

"So, still think you can't do it?" Tiffany has a smug smile on her face, and it's well-deserved. But I can't say a thing. I look around the room one more time. I need him to see this. To tell me that I'm not dreaming. But he's still not here.

"Have you seen Zach? My boyfriend. He was here."

Tiffany shakes her head. "He's a man, so he probably got bored with all of this and went to sulk. You know how they are. But we don't have time to wait. I still need to get you into your dress."

The dress. With the hair and makeup, I almost forgot about that. I already feel like a princess. The dress seems anticlimactic at this point. Until she pulls it from the garment bag, and I fall in love with it again. It's white but with just the barest touch of rose. The bodice is embellished with hundreds of crystals and beads, and it makes the dress seem like it's dancing in light with just the smallest movement.

Tiffany draws a curtain around us and orders me out of the jeans and sweatshirt I'm wearing. I wait for her to leave, but she doesn't. She just stands there waiting. "You can't be shy about it. Come on."

I lift the grey Central Illinois University sweatshirt above my head and gulp before I unfasten the jeans. What am I going to do if she asks me to take my panties off? What will I do if she notices that my bra is filled more with silicone breast forms than my flesh? But when I step out of my jeans, she doesn't say a thing. She just holds out the dress for me to step into. And I do. Partially to hide my secret from her, but more because I can't wait to have it on. Will it even fit? I take a deep breath as she pulls it up past my waist. Once I slide my arms through it, she starts to button the back.

There have to be at least forty buttons, and I'm convinced that each one will be the one that won't fit. But it's not. And neither is the next one. And by the time she gets to the last button at my neck, I'm trembling. I don't wait for her to say anything before turning to look at myself in the mirror.

"Oh my God."

Tiffany puts her hands on my waist, and I'm glad. I think I may have fallen if she hadn't. The dress fits like it was designed for me. It makes my curves so much more feminine and gives me more of them. I slide my hands down the front. The beads and jewels rub the palms of my hands, and I have to force myself to breathe. "This—"

"You're stunning, sweetheart. This dress was made for you." Melinda walks up behind me. I can only nod my head. It had to have been made for me. What other explanation could there be? "Let's get you into some shoes and then we can start." She sets two plain pale pink pumps in front. Tiffany lifts the skirt of the dress, and I step into the pumps. They're a little small. Melinda has to push them the last bit onto my feet. When Tiffany drops the dress, I feel complete. The shoes are hidden under the ruffled mermaid skirt, but they give me just enough height so the dress looks to be floating on the floor now instead of dragging.

My heart races as Melinda leads me over to the set. To the sheet, I giggle. Even up close, it's not much more than that. While I look around the room for Zach, the two men who I assume are the photographers hold various meters at different points of my body and then adjust the lighting. When they're done, they smile and ask if I'm ready.

I'm not. I shake my head. "Where's Zach?" I'm not doing this without him.

"Miss me that much?" He walks through the door, and I know that he was just waiting for that moment to make his entrance. And it's such an entrance. He's wearing a traditional black tuxedo with a tie that matches the exact rosy white color of my dress. "I wasn't going to let you have all the fun."

He's gorgeous. I want to sprint across the room and pull him tight into me, and only the warning look that Melinda flashes me, dissuades me from doing just that. So instead, I stand there, my body quivering until I can feel him. When he's finally standing next to me, I press my hands to his chest, Melinda be damned.

"It would be a pretty poor wedding photo without the groom, wouldn't it? And without the rings?" He opens his palm, revealing a wedding band and my grandmother's ring. I look up at him, my mouth hanging open. He slips the rings onto my finger, and I notice that he has a matching band on his ring finger. "I know we promised we wouldn't do anything official yet, but I will spend the rest of my life with you, Sai. I don't need to wait for the end of this six months to know that."

I lace my fingers through his so our rings are together, and I look from them to him. This self-imposed waiting period seems so foolish now. "I don't either. I knew it before I knew it."

"That makes no sense. How could—"

I pull him into me and silence him with a kiss that vibrates our souls.


TEACHING THE PROFESSOR


TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION
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What am I doing? I know better than to get involved with a student… And I learned the hard way to never admit my secret.

Once I see her in my class, I can't think of anything but her. The way her blonde hair cascades over her shoulders. The way she bites her pink lip when she looks up at me. I know it's wrong, but that just makes me want it more. And when she asks me on a date, I'm powerless.

After my divorce, I swore I would never tell anyone my secret. But somehow she knows. Now, she's standing at the foot of the bed, telling me to dress for her. And if I'm a good girl, she promises to show me her secret too.

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION


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
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Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.
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SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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Paige knows it's the perfect gift for her best friend Gabe. A subscription to a self-help book club that promises to transform its clients into brand new people.

When the first book comes, Gabe assumes it's a joke. But he's hooked as soon as he reads the first paragraph. And when he feels more confident the next day at work, he wonders if maybe there is something to it after all.

As he reads more and more, he doesn't realize just how much he's changing. Not when he starts to wear blouses to work. Not when he starts answering to Gabby. Not even when he and Paige start to have feelings for each other.

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION


TRANSFORMED: MAGIC BUNDLE


TRANSFORMED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE
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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


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.

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.

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…

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 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.

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.

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.

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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