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Introduction

“We’re practically sisters, except, you’re a boy. But I know you’d look just like me with a girly makeover. Please…”
This is an illustrated romance novella, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I only meant to borrow her place for one night. My cousin’s accident left her bed-ridden, and the Hayes family’s glittering charity ball couldn’t go on without its debutante. One dress, one wig, one dance—that’s all it was supposed to be.

But when Alex Montgomery—charming, untouchable, the son of a senator—took my hand beneath the chandeliers, I forgot where the lie ended and where I began.

He saw me. Not the boy I’d been hiding. The girl I never dared to imagine.

Now I’m trapped between two worlds, balancing heels and secrets, family duty and forbidden desire. Every waltz brings me closer to the truth: I don’t want to take the gown off. I don’t want to stop being her.

And if Alex finds out who I really am, I could lose everything—my family’s trust, his love, and the fragile, dazzling self I’m only beginning to claim.

But those really didn’t matter because my mind was mired with more important questions.

Who was I? Maybe I wasn’t pretending anymore. Maybe… just maybe, I’m a lady.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This story contains transgender romance, transgender transformation, gradual feminization, friends to lovers, romantic comedy, and first-time feminization tropes. Some real places and people were referenced but the story is a work of fiction. The cover image is from Brightlucky Press.

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

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

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

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

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

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

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

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

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

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to Maybe I’m a Lady.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

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

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

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

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

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

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

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

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

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1

∞∞∞

MY PHONE buzzed during lab, just as the TA was warning us not to blow up the beakers again. I almost let it go to voicemail, but Aunt Eleanor’s name lit the screen, and she never called me midweek unless something was wrong.

“Will, where are you?” Her voice sounded tight, clipped, like she’d wrapped it in ribbon to keep it from coming apart.

“In school. What’s up?”

“Leave. Now. Come to St. Augustine’s. It’s Charlotte.”

The room tilted a little. I didn’t even ask the TA. I shoved my goggles into my backpack and ran. My mind did that thing it always did when I panicked—slid sideways into daydreams. I saw Charlotte laughing in the mirror this morning, curling her hair with a wand that looked like a weapon, posting something flirty to her story with a filter that put stars on her cheeks.

A hallway of lights, a dress that swished like expensive secrets, a car that started every time on the first try. Charlotte’s life was shiny like that. Mine was islands of notes in a pale blue notebook and cafeteria coffee that smelled like someone else’s breath.

Later, the hospital was all glass and hand sanitizer and people who knew where they were going. I didn’t. I pressed the elevator button too many times and rode up with my stomach in my throat. Aunt Eleanor stood outside the trauma unit, jacket thrown over her shoulders wrong, pearls biting into her neck. Uncle Richard had his phone in his hand, talking in a low voice to someone named “board chair.” When he saw me, he mouthed, Finally.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Rear-ended off the Beltway,” Aunt Eleanor said. “Driver behind her was texting. She hit the median. Airbags deployed. Car’s a loss.”

“And Charlie?”

“She’s alive,” Uncle Richard said quickly, the way you say water when someone is on fire.

A nurse called, “Family of Charlotte Hayes?”

We went in. Charlotte lay on a bed that looked like a white raft floating in too-bright water. Her hair was flattened on one side. The other side was braided loosely, as if a nurse had tried to make sense of it. Her ankle was wrapped and lifted, a puffy bundle balanced on a pillow tower. A butterfly bandage sat above her eyebrow, neat as a paperclip. Her eyes blinked slow, then landed on me.

“Hey, idiot,” she said. That was Charlotte for I’m glad you’re here.

“Hey,” I said, because I never knew what to do with feelings when they piled up at the door like that.

A resident came in with a chart and a look that said he’d talked to a thousand families who didn’t want to hear the next part. “Charlotte, I’m Dr. Kline. You’ve got a grade-two sprain of your right ankle and a mild concussion. You were lucky. No fractures. No internal injuries.”

Aunt Eleanor gripped the side rail. “Thank God.”

“You’ll need crutches, rest, and absolutely no public events,” Dr. Kline went on. “No bright lights, no loud music, no alcohol, no late nights, no pressure. We’re talking weeks, not days. I’ll give you a schedule for light exposure and screen time. The headache and dizziness should improve, but if they worsen, you come back immediately.”

Charlotte groaned. “The ball,” she said.

“Friday. I’m supposed to debut at the Hayes Foundation ball.”

“Not anymore,” the doctor said, and he wasn’t cruel; he was just the messenger.

Aunt Eleanor’s face drained in real time. I watched it happen, a tide pulling back from shore. “Doctor, the Hayes Foundation Ball funds our literacy program. Last year we financed ten libraries. There’ll be press. Sponsors. We can’t—”

“You can,” Dr. Kline said. “You must. The brain heals at its own pace.”

“But she doesn’t have to dance,” Uncle Richard said, bargaining like every parent does in these rooms. “She can wave. Sit.”

Dr. Kline shook his head. “No public appearances. Even brief ones could worsen symptoms.”

He left us with a stack of papers and a cooling silence. Charlotte looked like she might cry, then decided against it and stared at the ceiling tiles as if a secret door might open there. Aunt Eleanor turned to me. It was subtle at first, then not subtle at all. I could feel the attention gathering, the gravity of it drawing me into the center.

“Will,” she said.

She stepped closer. She had that fundraiser smile that could raise six figures in one evening, the kind that made donors feel like heroes. It worked on me too, which felt unfair. “You and Charlotte are the same height,” she said softly. “You’re the same build. With her dress, with hair and makeup, under low ballroom lighting—”

“This is insane,” I said, heat flushing my neck.

“I’m not— I can’t—”

“You can,” she said. “I wish we had another way. We don’t. The Montgomerys are bringing two senators. The press will be there. If the foundation loses face, the board will pull pledges. We’ll lose the Northside after-school program. Those kids count on us.”

Guilt slid into me quick and sharp. I saw the Northside kids, their library corners, the paper stars they hung from ceilings, the way they looked at books like they had handles and could be carried home.

Charlotte watched me from the bed, one eyebrow lifting like, Well?

“I’m not… a girl,” I said, and the words sounded small beside the machines and the hush of hospital air.

Aunt Eleanor didn’t flinch. “For one night, you can be my niece. You’ll be announced, you’ll wave, you’ll save the program, and then this will all be a ridiculous family story we never, ever tell anyone. Your father would have done it.”

That last part landed. She said it lightly, but I felt it anyway. My dad had been the person who showed up for ugly jobs no one wanted. He painted condemned porches on Saturdays because someone had to. He held doors for women who looked like they were carrying a whole day on their backs. He would have said yes and then figured out how.

Uncle Richard touched my shoulder.

“We’ll keep you safe. We’ll hire the best stylist. In and out.”

Charlotte’s lips curved, tired and mischievous at the same time.

“You’d look cute,” she murmured.

“My closet will faint, but it’ll get over it.”

I laughed, which I hated, because laughing made it feel like I’d already agreed. I stared down at my shoes. They were scuffed sneakers, gray with a slit near the toe that I kept meaning to glue. I tried to climb into a different version of tonight, one where I went back to campus and microwaved leftovers and watched a documentary about coral reefs and fell asleep with notes stuck to my cheek.

I could almost see that place; I could almost walk into it. But the hospital room kept me. The beeps. The polished floors. The family who had never needed me like this.

“What if someone notices?” I asked. “What if they look too close?”

Aunt Eleanor exhaled through her nose. “People see what they expect. They expect my daughter in a white gown. We’ll give them that. Besides, society people are drunk by nine.”

“Eleanor,” Uncle Richard warned, but his mouth twitched.

The nurse came in with discharge instructions, taught Charlotte to use the crutches, and told us what to watch for overnight. While she talked, I looked at my cousin’s open makeup bag on the rolling table.

Lip gloss. A compact with a little moon of powder. A lash case shaped like a shell. I touched none of it. I just thought about how tools change depending on who’s holding them. In my hands, a pipette felt like a wand if I was being honest. I knew how to coax a reaction out of nothing. I knew how to be careful, precise, patient. Maybe that was all this was. A different experiment with different glass.

“Will?” Aunt Eleanor said.

I realized I’d been quiet too long. “Okay,” I heard myself say. The word left my mouth and hung between us like a ribbon you could cut. “I’ll do it.”

Charlotte squeezed my fingers. “You’re a menace,” she whispered.

“A heroic menace.”

Aunt Eleanor kissed my cheek, quick and cool. “We’ll bring in a stylist first thing tomorrow. We’ll do a test run. No one will know.”

No one will know. The promise thudded in my chest and echoed there. I told myself it was temporary. I told myself it was a lifeboat we were borrowing for one night. I told myself I was doing it for the kids who checked out books and dragged their feet going home because the library lights felt kinder than the ones in their kitchen.

On the way out, I passed a mirror. It caught me from the side. I looked taller than I felt. My hair needed a cut. My eyes looked like I’d slept in a library. I tried to imagine a different reflection. A dress catching light. A neckline I didn’t know how to fill. Someone else’s posture living in my spine.

“Don’t overthink it,” Charlotte called after me, reading my mind the way she always did.

“Just let them look.”

That sentence followed me down the corridor, into the elevator, out into evening air that felt too clean. Let them look. I shoved my hands into my pockets and walked toward the parking garage, already trying to slow my breathing, already pretending I didn’t notice how my heart sped up at the thought of silk.

The next morning, Aunt Eleanor woke me before I’d even had a chance to put on real clothes. She swept into my dorm room like it was another ballroom, her heels clicking against the tile. I sat up on the futon, hair flattened, hoodie bunched around my neck. She looked around like she might call in a maid service.

“Shower, shave, and dress properly,” she ordered, as if I were already in training.

“The stylist arrives at nine sharp. We can’t waste time.”

“I have class,” I said weakly.

“You have a responsibility,” she replied, her pearls catching the early sun through the blinds.

“Chemistry will survive without you for one day. The Hayes Foundation will not survive without you Friday night.”

I rubbed my eyes, trying to keep up. “What if someone notices it’s not her?”

“They won’t,” she said firmly. “Charlotte doesn’t exactly like posting on social media. She’s very private and only her small circle knows how she looks. The donors only care that the debut happens, that the illusion of continuity is kept.”

Illusion. That word sat like chalk in my throat.

At nine, the stylist arrived: a brisk woman named Marjorie with arms full of garment bags. She wasted no time. “He’s got the bone structure,” she announced, looking me over like I was a mannequin. “Narrow jaw, clear skin, good lashes. We can work with this.”

I stood there in my hoodie while she circled me, tapping her pen against her lip. “We’ll need a corset for waist definition. Pads for the hips. A wig, though if we trim his hair and set it right, we could pass it as a sleek bob. Makeup will do the rest. Boys never realize how much contour can cheat the eye.”

I wanted to sink into the floor. My ears burned. But Aunt Eleanor nodded as if this was all a math problem finally adding up.

“You’ll need to practice walking in heels,” Marjorie went on, pulling out a pair of satin pumps like weapons. “Two-inch heel at minimum, four would be better.”

“Four?” I repeated, half choking.

“Men always complain,” she said briskly, tossing them onto my bed. “By the end of today you’ll glide.”

She opened one garment bag and unveiled Charlotte’s gown: ivory satin with beading that caught the light like dew. I had seen it once on Charlotte during a fitting; it had made her look untouchable. Seeing it draped across my unmade bed felt like a violation.

“You’ll need a trial run,” Marjorie said. “Hair, makeup, dress, shoes. Tonight. Better to find flaws now than Friday.”

“I’m not—” I began, but Aunt Eleanor cut me off.

“You are,” she said, voice steady. “Will, this family needs you. I need you. Your father would have said yes without hesitation.”

There it was again. My dad, a ghost I couldn’t argue with. He wasn’t here to confirm or deny, and that made him the perfect weapon. I looked at the dress again. The beads winked like stars that didn’t care who wore them.

By the time Marjorie left, my room smelled like hairspray and foundation. My desk was covered in brushes and palettes. The heels sat on the floor, daring me to put them on. Aunt Eleanor kissed my cheek before she went.

“Tomorrow you’ll see,” she said.

“You’ll understand what you’re capable of.”
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When the door closed, I sat on the edge of my bed and touched the dress with just my fingertips. Cold satin, smooth as water. I thought of the kids in the library corners, running their hands along book spines like they were picking fruit from a tree. If I had to be someone else to keep that tree alive, maybe I could.

I didn’t try on the heels yet. But I left them in the middle of the floor, a reminder that there was no backing out.

That evening, Aunt Eleanor insisted on a “test run” at their house. I showed up with my backpack slung over one shoulder, sneakers scuffed from the bus ride, praying she’d forgotten. She hadn’t. The living room was transformed into a backstage area.

Lights had been dragged in from the garage. Charlotte’s vanity mirror stood propped on the coffee table, its bulbs glowing like a row of interrogators.

Charlotte herself was perched on the sofa, ankle elevated, a smug smile curving her lips. “Welcome to hell, cousin,” she said, sipping ginger ale through a straw.

Marjorie the stylist was already waiting, rolling out brushes like surgical tools. “Sit,” she commanded.

I sat.

She clipped back my hair, brushed foundation across my skin, and tilted my chin toward the light. The powder smelled faintly of roses, too sweet for me, but not unpleasant. My pulse thudded in my ears. She drew lines on my cheeks with a brown stick, then blended them until shadows reshaped me. I looked in the mirror and saw hints of someone else. Someone softer.

“Relax your mouth,” she said.

“I am,” I mumbled.

“You’re not. You’re biting the inside of your cheek.” She nudged my jaw until my lips parted slightly. “Better. Women don’t tense their faces like men. They let the world look at them.”

Let the world look. I thought of Charlotte saying the same thing yesterday. The words dug under my ribs.

The wig came next: a sleek, dark bob that framed my jaw and brushed my shoulders. Marjorie adjusted it with quick fingers, spraying until every strand obeyed. Then came lipstick, red but not garish, something Aunt Eleanor called “timeless.”

“Open,” Marjorie said. She brushed gloss over the red, sealing it.

I stared. The boy I’d seen in the hospital mirror was gone. In his place sat someone who might actually pass in a ballroom full of chandeliers and champagne. My stomach knotted with fear—and something else I couldn’t name.

Charlotte clapped, her crutches clattering as she shifted.

“Oh, Will, you’re prettier than me. Disgusting.”

“Shut up,” I muttered, though my throat tightened.

The gown came last. Marjorie and Aunt Eleanor helped me step into it, tugging the fabric over my shoulders. The corset cinched my waist, and pads curved my hips outward. The satin hugged me in ways my old hoodie never had. The neckline dipped, hinting at a softness that wasn’t mine, yet looked like it belonged.

When I turned to the mirror, I froze. I didn’t just look like Charlotte. I looked like someone who had always been waiting behind my reflection, patient and silent.

Aunt Eleanor touched my shoulder, voice low. “You’ll save everything, Will. Just walk, smile, and keep your head high.”

I nodded, though my throat ached. I tried to picture the library kids again, but instead I pictured myself on that marble floor, the chandeliers shining down, everyone’s eyes on me.

Charlotte laughed softly.

“You’ll do fine. Just don’t fall in the heels.”

Marjorie handed me the satin pumps. I slipped my feet in. They pinched, tilting my balance forward. I rose, awkward and shaky.

“Again,” she said, making me cross the room.

I walked, each step a question mark, my body trying to remember what it had never been taught. My calf muscles burned, but when I caught my reflection in the tall window, I stopped. For one brief second, I didn’t see myself pretending. I saw a debutante, a girl on the edge of being introduced to the world.

And it didn’t feel wrong.

That realization scared me more than anything else.


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

THE CAR RIDE over felt like a countdown I couldn’t stop. Every turn of the tires brought me closer to marble floors and people who’d see through me in seconds. Aunt Eleanor sat beside me, calm as if she were on her way to lunch, not smuggling her nephew into the Hayes Foundation’s most photographed night of the year.

The gown felt heavier tonight than it had yesterday. The satin clung to me like it owned me now. The corset pressed against my ribs, each breath measured. The wig itched at the nape of my neck, and the heels bit into my toes like punishment. Still, when I caught sight of my reflection in the tinted window, I startled. The girl looking back didn’t seem nervous. She looked ready.

The driver opened the door. Cool night air spilled in, carrying music, perfume, and the faint smell of champagne. My hand shook as I placed it in Aunt Eleanor’s. Cameras flashed near the entrance where other families posed. Names were being announced inside.

“Remember,” Aunt Eleanor whispered as we reached the marble steps.

“Head high, no rushing. Charlotte Hayes. That’s all you are tonight.”

Charlotte Hayes. I nodded, though my knees wobbled.

Inside, the ballroom glowed. Chandeliers dripped crystal above us, scattering light over gowns that shimmered like liquid jewels. Laughter floated through the air, mingling with the strains of a live string quartet. I clutched my small clutch bag like a life raft. Every eye felt like it might catch on me, peel away the dress, the wig, the painted lips, and leave me naked in the center of the room.

But no one gasped. No one pointed. People just smiled politely, glanced, then turned away, accepting me as Charlotte without a pause. My stomach twisted at how easy it was to fool them.

A waiter passed with a silver tray of champagne flutes. I took one to keep my hands busy. The bubbles tickled my nose, but I barely tasted it. I drifted near the edge of the dance floor, trying to look like I belonged. My mind spun with what ifs—what if my voice slipped, what if someone noticed the way I stood, what if—

“Miss Hayes,” someone announced behind me, a smooth baritone curling through the noise.

I turned and nearly dropped the glass.

Alex Montgomery.

I knew him from photographs in magazines, from articles in the Post about his father’s campaigns, from whispered family dinners about his arrogance and his charm. In person he was taller, sharper, his tuxedo cut to perfection. His hair was dark, his jaw set like he’d never been told no.

He bowed slightly, and before I could move, he reached for my hand.

“Dance with me.”

I opened my mouth, then shut it again. My voice. I hadn’t practiced enough. It still sounded like me. Too low. Too obvious.

So I just nodded.

His hand closed around mine, warm and certain, pulling me onto the floor.

The quartet shifted into a waltz as Alex drew me closer. His hand slid against my back, firm, guiding. My body stiffened, but he didn’t seem to notice. He moved like he owned the floor, like people always made way for him, and maybe they did.

“Relax,” he said under his breath, though his eyes never left mine.

I tried. I let my body follow his lead, the steps clumsy at first, my heels wobbling on polished marble. He adjusted his grip, steadied me with a little tug at my waist. My chest tightened. No one had ever held me like this. Not as if I was breakable, but as if I was supposed to be there, meant to move exactly like this.

He twirled me once. The room blurred — chandeliers melting into streaks of light, skirts brushing past like waves. My stomach flipped, but his grip caught me. I nearly whispered sorry, but bit it back. My voice would give me away.

“You don’t talk much, do you?” he said, eyebrow lifting.

I shook my head, lips pressing together.

“Mute?” he teased. His tone wasn’t cruel. It was amused, curious, like he’d just uncovered a puzzle piece.

I smiled because it was easier than answering. My cheeks warmed.

He leaned in closer, his voice dropping so only I could hear. “You dance like you’ve been doing this for years. But your eyes give you away. You look like you’d rather run.”
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I wanted to tell him he was right.

That my knees shook, that my lungs burned, that every second felt like a thread about to snap.

But words stayed locked in my throat. Instead I let him guide me through the final turn, my skirts swishing as though they belonged to me.

The song ended. Applause rippled across the room. Alex let go, bowing his head slightly. His hand lingered for a heartbeat longer than it should have.

“You’re different,” he said finally. “Not like the others.”

And then he was gone, swallowed by a cluster of suits and laughter. I stood frozen, clutching my champagne glass again, wondering if he’d seen too much—or not enough.

I drifted back to the edge of the ballroom, the music swelling behind me. My heart still hammered from the dance, though I tried to hide it by sipping champagne. The bubbles fizzed against my lips, but my mind stayed fixed on Alex’s words. You’re different.

Different how?

Different because I hadn’t spoken?

Because I’d looked like a deer caught in headlights while he spun me around?

Or because, for one brief moment, I hadn’t felt like a fraud at all?

I glanced at the tall mirrors lining the walls. The reflection staring back didn’t look nervous. The satin shimmered, the makeup held, the wig looked natural. To anyone else, I was just another debutante. The illusion was working too well. And that scared me.

The guilt pressed heavier than the corset. Every smile I returned, every nod, was a lie. Aunt Eleanor’s words rang in my head—your father would have done it. Maybe he would have, but he wouldn’t have looked in the mirror and thought, maybe this isn’t all pretend.

I was still staring when Alex reappeared at my side. His sudden nearness made me flinch. He tilted his head, amused. “There you are. Hiding already?”

I shook my head quickly.

“Still no words,” he said. His lips curved, not unkindly.

“I suppose silence has its charm.”

He leaned in, close enough that his cologne—spice and something darker—wrapped around me.

“You’re beautiful,” he murmured.

The word shot through me. Beautiful. No one had ever said that to me. My throat tightened, but the voice I wanted wasn’t ready. So I just nodded, smiling faintly, pretending I’d heard such things before.

He studied me another moment, eyes narrowing slightly, like he was trying to place something he couldn’t. Then he stepped back. “You’re different,” he repeated, softer this time, almost to himself.

“I’ll see you around, Charlotte Hayes.”

And just like that, he was gone again, leaving me with the echo of his compliment and the ache of guilt twisting deeper.


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

I WOKE late, sunlight slanting across my dorm room, sharp as glass through the blinds. For a moment I forgot where I’d been the night before. Then the memory rushed back—the chandeliers, the heat of Alex Montgomery’s hand against my back, the word beautiful still floating in my ears.

I sat up slowly, pressing my palms to my face. “It was just one night,” I muttered to myself. Just one dance, one lie, one version of me that didn’t exist outside the marble floor.

But my lips tingled like they’d been branded. I touched them, almost expecting to feel the warmth of his breath still there. I told myself to stop, but my hand kept drifting back as if the memory were physical.

The gown lay folded in a garment bag on the chair. Aunt Eleanor had insisted I bring it home to keep it safe. I should have shoved it in the back of the closet, but instead I left it in plain sight, unable to ignore it. Every time I glanced that way, the beading seemed to catch a flash of morning light, winking at me like it knew a secret.

I tried to distract myself with notes, with the half-finished problem set waiting on my desk. But the equations blurred into nonsense. All I could see was Alex’s face when he’d said, You’re different.

I shut my notebook, shoved it away, and stood. I grabbed the garment bag, meaning to hide it under my bed. But halfway through sliding it into the dark, I froze. My fingers lingered on the cool satin, tracing the pattern of beads.

It was supposed to be a disguise. Nothing more. So why did it feel like leaving a piece of myself in the shadows?

I pulled the bag back out and draped it across the chair again, telling myself it was only because I didn’t want it wrinkled.

That lie was easier than admitting I already missed the girl in the mirror.

By the time I got to Charlotte’s room that evening, she was propped up in bed with her ankle bandaged, a glossy magazine open on her lap. She looked annoyingly comfortable for someone who had nearly totaled her car.

“You’re late,” she said without looking up.

“I had class,” I muttered, dropping into the chair beside her.

“Class,” she repeated, rolling her eyes.

“You’re practically famous now and you’re still worried about stoichiometry.”

I frowned. “Famous?”

She tossed the magazine onto the bed. “Alex Montgomery asked about you.”
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My chest tightened. “What?”

“He thinks you’re me, obviously. He called, said he wants to see me again. Brunch at the St. Regis. Tomorrow.” Her grin was wicked. “You’re going.”

“No,” I said instantly. “Absolutely not. One night was enough.”

She arched a brow. “Do you want me to tell mom you’re backing out? After all the money she poured into your little makeover?”

“That wasn’t my choice.”

Charlotte leaned forward, her tone shifting. “Listen, Will. This is perfect. If the press thinks I’m dating Alex Montgomery, do you have any idea what that does for me? My reputation goes through the roof. Doors open. Invitations multiply. All you have to do is smile at brunch and pretend you like croissants.”

I stared at her, my pulse climbing.

“This is insane. He’ll notice. He’s not stupid.”

“Men only see what they want,” she said breezily.

“And Alex wants me. So you’ll be me.”

I shook my head, but she held up her hand.

“Five thousand. Cash. When this is over.”

I blinked. “You’re kidding.”

“Not kidding. I’ll write you a check right now as a promise. That’ll cover a whole semester of your boring campus life.”

Her words stung, mostly because she was right. Five thousand meant textbooks, rent, maybe even a break from working nights at the café. I chewed my lip, torn between panic and practicality.

“Swear it,” I said finally. “Swear I’ll see the money.”

She smirked. “I swear. Five grand once I can walk in heels again.”

I exhaled slowly, cornered. “Then you have to help me. I can’t just sit there mute. You have to teach me to talk like you.”

Charlotte’s eyes lit up. “Voice training? Oh, this will be fun.” She shifted, wincing at her ankle, and reached for her phone. “Lesson one: pitch. Lesson two: attitude. By tomorrow morning, you’ll sound like me or die trying.”

I groaned, covering my face with my hands. “This is a disaster.”

But even as I said it, a small, guilty thrill stirred inside me. Tomorrow, Alex Montgomery would be looking at me again.

The next morning came too quickly. Charlotte had spent half the night drilling me on vowels, making me repeat lines from her favorite rom-coms until my throat ached. My falsetto cracked, my pitch wobbled, and she laughed until she nearly fell off the bed. Still, by dawn, something about my voice had softened. I hated to admit it, but I could almost hear her when I spoke.

I dressed alone in her spare room, sifting through the clothes she’d loaned me. Nothing as grand as the gown, but still far beyond anything I’d ever worn: a cream blouse with delicate buttons, a pencil skirt that hugged my hips, sheer tights, and a pair of nude pumps only slightly less cruel than the satin ones from the ball. Charlotte had even pressed a pearl necklace into my hand.

“Every Hayes girl needs pearls,” she’d said.

Standing before the mirror, I smoothed the blouse, adjusted the wig, and swallowed hard. The person staring back didn’t look like a mistake anymore. She looked deliberate. And that terrified me.

Moments later, the St. Regis hotel gleamed like it had been carved from marble and gold. Chandeliers hung low in the lobby, though softer, warmer than the ones from the ball. A host greeted me with a practiced smile and guided me into the restaurant, where sunlight spilled through tall windows onto white linen tables. The smell of coffee and butter clung to the air.

Alex was already there, seated near the window. He rose as I approached, pulling out my chair with a courtesy that caught me off guard. No one had ever done that for me before.

“Charlotte,” he said warmly. “You came.”

I forced a smile, praying my voice wouldn’t betray me.

“Of course,” I murmured, keeping it light, careful.

We ordered coffee, pastries, fruit. He spoke easily, as though we’d known each other for years, and I let him carry the conversation. He teased me once for being quiet, but when I managed a short reply in the trained voice Charlotte had drilled into me, his grin widened.

“There it is,” he said.

“I thought maybe you’d lost your voice altogether.”

I laughed, surprised at how natural it sounded. He laughed too, and for a moment, guilt slipped aside, replaced by something softer.

He leaned closer over the table, eyes fixed on mine.

“You really are different, Charlotte. Not just beautiful. Interesting.”

The word hit harder than it should have. I felt my cheeks warm. For a brief moment, I thought that maybe I’m a lady. I nodded, sipping coffee to hide it.

For the rest of the meal, he treated me with a kind of respect I’d never known.

Doors opened.

Chairs pulled out.

Eyes that lingered, not on my flaws, but on me as if I were worth being seen. And that was the trouble. Because the more he looked at me, the more I wanted him to keep looking.

He told stories about his childhood summers in Maine, about fishing with his father and sneaking out to bonfires on the beach. I found myself laughing—actually laughing—in a way I hadn’t around anyone but Charlotte. The sound startled me every time, light and unfamiliar.

“See? You can talk after all,” Alex teased, stirring sugar into his coffee.

I ducked my head. “I’m better at listening,” I said, careful with each word. Charlotte’s drills echoed in my head: soften your consonants, lighten your tone, let sentences float instead of drop.

He leaned on one elbow, studying me. “Then listen closely. I think you’re the only one here who isn’t bored to death by small talk. That makes you dangerous.”

Dangerous. Me. I nearly snorted into my orange juice, but I caught myself. Instead I smiled, trying not to let the guilt eat me alive.

When the check came, he slid his card across before I could reach for anything.

“Don’t argue,” he said smoothly.

“It’s my invitation.”

I nodded, unsure what Charlotte would’ve done, but grateful all the same. The waiter called me Miss Hayes as he handed me my coat, and I flinched only slightly. Miss Hayes. It should have been Charlotte, but the name slid over me like silk, dangerously comfortable.

Outside, the spring air smelled faintly of blossoms and car exhaust. His driver pulled up, a sleek black sedan. Alex opened the door for me again. The gesture, small as it was, twisted something in my chest.

He leaned in as I settled into the seat. “You surprise me,” he said, his voice low enough that only I could hear.

“I’m looking forward to next time.”

Next time. I nodded because words felt too fragile. My hands folded in my lap, trembling against the pearls. I told myself it was just the lie, the performance, the paycheck waiting at the end.

But when the door closed and the car pulled away, I caught my reflection in the tinted glass. The girl looking back wasn’t pretending as hard as she used to.


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

A WEEK slipped by like I’d been breathing through gauze, and then it was Saturday and Aunt Eleanor’s texts stacked on my phone like tiny commands. Come early. Hair first. Bring the nude pumps. The gathering was “casual” on a yacht, which meant nothing about it would be casual at all.

The Hayes house smelled like wood polish and gardenias. I followed the scent to Charlotte’s suite, my shoes silent on the runner. She lounged on the chaise with her ankle propped, flipping through a tablet, the faintest smirk already waiting for me.

“You’re late,” she said without looking up.

“I’m five minutes early.”

“Late,” she repeated, then pointed at the garment rack Marjorie had wheeled in.

“Pick your armor.”

Blouses in cream and blush. A navy silk wrap dress that looked like it could keep a secret. A white linen set Charlotte insisted was effortless, which meant it had taken three people to steam it. I skimmed hangers I had no business touching and stopped at the wrap dress. It had a narrow tie and sleeves that fluttered when I lifted them. It promised shape without asking too much.

“Good,” Charlotte said, approving without enthusiasm. “Hair first.”

Marjorie worked with quiet efficiency, parting the wig and teasing it until it floated. She smoothed it into a soft wave that grazed my collarbone. “Shine spray,” she murmured. “Turn your head—no, slower.” Her bracelets chimed as she pinned a section behind my ear. “And shoulders down. Don’t wear your ears like earrings.”

Aunt Eleanor appeared with pearls in her hand like a magician finishing a trick. “These,” she said.

“They’re subtle. You’ll be on water. Light bounces differently out there.”

Her confidence steadied me and unnerved me all at once. She’d been born to these rooms, to the way decisions became outfits and outfits became outcomes. I had been born to a kitchen in Iowa where my mom stretched casseroles across three days and letters from Uncle Richard arrived with checks that felt like reprieves.

“Moisturizer,” Marjorie said. “Don’t fight me.” She dotted cream along my cheekbones and worked it in with the gentleness of someone frosting a cake.

“You’re lucky. You take product well.”

“I take product well,” I echoed, dry, and Charlotte snorted.

“Makeup,” Marjorie said. “We’ll keep it quiet.” A skim of foundation, a hint of contour, a whisper of blush. She brushed a tawny color across my eyelids and drew a soft line at the lashes. Mascara made my eyes look like they knew secrets. Lipstick came last—rose, then gloss.

When I looked up, the mirror didn’t show a boy playing dress-up. It showed someone who could step onto a dock and not flinch when people turned. My stomach tightened, but it didn’t topple me. Not yet.

“Dress,” Aunt Eleanor said. She helped guide the wrap over my shoulders, cinched it at my waist, and smoothed the skirt. The fabric cooled my skin in a way that made me stand taller. I slid into the nude pumps. They weren’t kind, but they were less cruel with practice. A clutch appeared in my hand, already packed: blotting papers, a tiny comb, emergency tape, a compact, and a mint tin that rattled like nerves.

“Posture,” Charlotte said, tilting her head. “Don’t march. Float. And listen—tonight is simple. Smile. Don’t overshare. If anyone asks about me, you’re on a low-inflammation diet and a strict sleep schedule because, you know, wellness. If Alex kisses your hand, don’t faint.”

“He’s not going to kiss my hand,” I said, heat climbing my neck.

“He will if he’s bored,” she said. “And he’s always bored.”

“That is unkind,” Aunt Eleanor said, but her mouth tipped, just barely.

Downstairs, Uncle Richard waited by the door, his hands in his pockets. For a second, he looked like he might say something fatherly, something about being careful, about leaving if I felt unsafe. Instead he held my gaze and nodded. It said the same thing.

The drive to the marina skimmed along the river. The sky was one of those clear evenings that pretends nothing bad ever happens on water. The driver pulled through gates and deposited us by a private dock that unfurled like a runway. The yacht bobbed at the end, white and smug, its name scripted in navy on the side: The Valerian.

“Of course it has a name,” I whispered, and Aunt Eleanor squeezed my arm.

“You’ll be fine,” she said. “Remember who you are.”

That sentence had become a coin we kept flipping. Which side was going to land up tonight?

The dock planks felt springy under my heels. I took each step like a test. The wrap dress fluttered at my calves. Conversations drifted over the water, bright and careless. Laughter carried. Glasses clinked. A string of warm bulbs traced the railing like pearls.

Then Alex appeared at the top of the gangway, and my breath misfired.

He wore a navy blazer, open at the throat, the kind of casual that lives on magazine covers. The evening light cut across his cheekbones. When he saw me, his smile sharpened and warmed at once, like he’d been waiting and didn’t plan to apologize for it.
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“Charlotte,” he called down, voice low and sure. “You made it.”

I tried the smile Charlotte had taught me—soft corners, eyes involved. “Wouldn’t miss it,” I said, careful with the lift at the end.

He came down to meet me and offered his hand. I took it. Heat traveled up my arm, inconvenient and immediate.

“Careful,” he said. “Docks have a way of testing balance.”

“I noticed,” I said, and my voice behaved, rounded and light.

He laughed, brief and real. “Come on.”

A crewman with sunburned cheeks greeted us, ushering us aboard. The deck spread like a polished stage: low couches with navy cushions, a bar set with sliced citrus and gold picks, a table dressed in white linen weighted with little silver shells. The river breathed around us, steady and cool.

Friends waited near the bow—four men, two women, all glossy and at ease. Names came fast. Miles, who worked at a fund that moved numbers like weather. Jonah, a lanky guy with a soft drawl and a watch that cost more than my car back home. Priya, whose smile could light the bridge over us. Elise, whose earrings looked like small moons.

“Miss Hayes,” Jonah said, offering me a glass of something that smelled like summer.

“We’ve heard only dangerous things.”

“I’m not dangerous,” I said, and caught Alex’s look: aren’t you?

They made room for me on a bench. The linen at my knees fluttered, a little flag that said you belong here if you can pretend well enough. I could feel the river through the soles of my shoes, a soft push, a steady pull. I folded my hands in my lap to hide the tremor.

Conversation lifted and fell. They joked about a regatta I’d never heard of, about a senator who’d worn boat shoes to a hearing, about a chef who’d tried to serve scallops to a table with two shellfish allergies because he assumed rules bent for the rich.

I listened, smiled, timed small replies. When at last the yacht eased away from the dock, I looked back without meaning to. The shore slid past like a life I could still swim to if I jumped.

“First time?” Priya asked gently.

“On a boat like this,” I admitted.

“You’re doing fine,” she said, and I believed her for three breaths.

A waiter in a white jacket circulated with a tray of oysters dressed in pink mignonette. He moved with the balance of someone who’d learned to carry fragile things through unpredictable rooms. When he reached us, our eyes snagged.

Will?

The name didn’t come out of his mouth, but I felt it form there, the tiniest glitch crossing his face. I knew him. Intro chem, row behind me. We’d shared a lab sink once when the faucets broke on the other bench. Evan. I remembered because he’d drawn a smiley face on his goggles and said safety didn’t have to be boring.

He blinked hard, then softened his mouth into service smile.

“Oysters?” he asked, to the group, not to me.

I found a laugh I didn’t feel.

“None for me,” I said, looking at the shells instead of his eyes.

He leaned slightly closer as Priya reached for a plate. “Do I—” he began, hushed, and I felt my spine threaten to splinter.

Alex’s hand touched the small of my back. “She’ll have the salmon later,” he said to Evan, not unkind, but firm. Heat shot through me, gratitude and dread braided tight. Evan colored, lifted the tray, and moved on with a clipped nod.

I kept my eyes on the river, breath small. My chest felt like a drawer jammed on something you couldn’t see. I’d wanted proof the disguise worked until the minute it worked on the wrong person.

“You okay?” Alex asked under the noise.

“I’m fine,” I said, and the lie didn’t even need heels to stand.

“Good,” he said softly, almost amused.

“Because dinner’s about to get loud.”

He was right. Plates appeared. Laughter swelled. Someone told a story about a chase boat and a bottle of rosé and a congressman who couldn’t swim. I laughed when everyone laughed. I asked Priya where she’d gotten her dress and listened to a tale about a tailor in Georgetown who sewed with a cigarette between his teeth and a vendetta against zippers.

And still, through it all, the near-recognition sat under my tongue. Evan had seen something, and I didn’t know which part of me it had been.

The sky slipped into evening, the bridge lights blooming one by one like someone flicking switches in a high window. A breeze lifted hair at my neck. Alex watched me watch the city as if watching me was its own activity.

“You like the water,” he observed.

“It’s honest,” I said before I could stop myself.

He smiled a little. “Honest water. I’ll put that on a campaign slogan.”

“Please don’t,” I said, and he laughed.

Course after course passed. I kept up until I didn’t. The guilt started as a thread and thickened. The more they laughed with me, the more my body remembered what it was holding up. The compliment Priya gave me about my clip-on earrings. The way Jonah asked if I’d tried the chef’s new lemon tart and waited for my answer like it mattered. The way Alex tipped his head to catch my expression when someone teased him. Every kindness pressed on the lie that made me worthy of it.

“Excuse me,” I said at last, rising. “Ladies room.”

I asked a crewman, who pointed me down polished stairs to a hallway that smelled like cedar and lemon cleaner. The mirror in the tiny bathroom showed me flushed and too bright. I braced my hands on the sink and closed my eyes until the boat’s motion steadied me instead of rolling me.

When I opened the door, she was there. She leaned against the wall with the grace of someone who didn’t get in line; lines made room for her.

“You,” she said, cool and pleased at once. “Of all places.”

I blinked. “Sorry?”

“Don’t,” she said. “We both know you know me.”

I didn’t. I would have remembered her. She was glassy and golden, a razor wrapped in ribbon. Dark hair in a low twist. A dress the color of melted coins. Diamonds like frost at her ears. Her mouth skimmed a smile that wasn’t friendliness.

“You must mistake me for—”

“It’s Veronica,” she said when I didn’t answer fast enough. “You were glued to Alex at the ball. I was bored watching it.”

“Oh,” I said, a useless syllable. “I didn’t—”

Her eyes slid over me, faintly amused. “Don’t work so hard. It’s only a yacht, not Olympus.” She tilted her head. “Charlotte, isn’t it? Except your voice is wrong tonight. Thinner. And your posture is better than it used to be. I’d be proud if I thought you’d finally learned.”

I fought the urge to touch my throat.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

She laughed softly. “Of course you don’t.” She stepped closer, not quite invading, but letting me know she could. “He always picks the odd ones,” she went on, conversational as gossip. “Girls who look like they might say no when everyone else only says yes. It keeps him entertained. The pity is that he’s wasting the phase on a Hayes.”

My name in her mouth made me feel like a knockoff.

“Is that supposed to be an insult?”

“Well,” she said lightly, examining her nails, “your people aren’t even top four hundred on Forbes. It’s almost quaint. If he’s going to play at slumming, he could at least choose something interesting.”

Something cold uncoiled behind my ribs. I thought of my mom rolling coins for rent once when the co-op work dried up. I thought of Uncle Richard’s checks and the way they arrived with notes that never mentioned pride or sacrifice, only weather and “how’s your mother.” I thought of the kids at Northside and the way their shoes squeaked on the polished library floor.

“Money isn’t everything,” I said, and the words sounded trite and true all at once.

“For people who don’t have it,” she agreed pleasantly.

“For the rest of us, it’s a language. You don’t speak it yet.” Her gaze flicked to my pearls, to the wrap dress, to the way I held my clutch.
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“And your accent is… inconsistent.”

I swallowed, heat buzzing in my ears. “Excuse me,” I said, because I couldn’t think of anything smarter.

She sidestepped, still blocking just enough space that I had to brush past. “Do try not to fall,” she added, voice silvery. “It’s difficult to drag dead weight off teak.”

I walked away without looking back. My heels clicked too loudly down the hall. At the top of the stairs, I paused. The river air met me like a balm. Laughter swelled from the bow. Alex turned when he felt me there, a small furrow appearing between his brows.

“Everything okay?” he asked quietly.

“Fine, I just had too much juice…” I lied, finding the shape of the word and holding it steady. He nodded once, then inclined his head toward the rail. “Come on,” he said. “The city’s better from this angle.”

I went, because I always did when he asked. The breeze lifted the hair at my neck. The bridge lights lined up like a path. For a minute, with the water black and honest under us, I felt like I could keep my balance.

I followed Alex back toward the table, though my chest still thudded from the encounter with Veronica. She’d slotted herself into my mind like a shard of glass, sharp and impossible to ignore. Her words kept replaying—your accent is inconsistent—like she’d recorded them in the lining of my ear.

The group welcomed us back with a cheer as though nothing had shifted. Plates arrived, lamb in some reduction I couldn’t pronounce, vegetables stacked like architecture. Jonah launched into a story about crashing a Vespa in Florence, complete with hand motions and sound effects that made Priya nearly choke on her wine. Everyone laughed, including me, though my smile came half a second too late.

Alex noticed. He always noticed. He leaned in as the laughter settled.

“You sure you’re alright?”

I forced my lips into a curve. “Fine. Just tired.”

He studied me for a beat longer than was polite, then cut into his lamb without comment. The silence between us wasn’t heavy, but it pressed just enough to make me want to fill it. Instead I lifted my fork, nodded along to Miles’s tangent about market corrections, and let the food sit on my tongue without tasting it.

The guilt swelled as the courses went on. Every toast clinked, every smile directed my way, built another layer over the truth I was hiding. They looked at me like I belonged, like I was worth their attention. The illusion wrapped tighter with each laugh, each glass poured.

At one point, Elise leaned across the table.

“Your dress is divine, Charlotte. Who’s your tailor?”

My mind went blank. I almost said Target. Alex saved me, sliding his hand lightly over mine on the tablecloth, answering for me.

“She won’t tell. Trade secret.”

The group chuckled, moving on, but his touch lingered. My skin buzzed beneath it. It felt too good, too right, and that only deepened the guilt.

I excused myself again, this time without waiting for directions. The ladies’ room was cooler, tucked below deck with polished mirrors that reflected me in endless angles. I stared at the girl staring back. Her lipstick still intact, her curls still shining, her necklace still in place.

But her eyes… her eyes looked scared.

I leaned on the sink, whispering to no one. “What are you doing?”

My voice wobbled on the higher pitch Charlotte had taught me, breaking on the last word. I cleared my throat, tried again, lower this time, but even that didn’t sound like me anymore.

The door creaked, and I straightened too fast, heart pounding. It wasn’t Veronica this time, just another guest checking her makeup. Still, the relief was thin. Because I knew Veronica was still somewhere on this boat, waiting to slice me open with that smile.


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

THE DAY AFTER the yacht, I found Charlotte in her room with her ankle perched on a mountain of pillows and her phone plugged into a charger that looked gold on purpose. She was scrolling through photos like she was directing traffic.

“You look like a corpse,” she said without glancing up.

“Thanks,” I said, dropping into the chair by her vanity.

“I saw Veronica.”

That got her attention. Her head snapped up. “That bitch.”

“She cornered me downstairs. Called me names. Said we weren’t even top four hundred on Forbes.” I tried to make it a joke, but my voice thinned out.

Charlotte’s mouth curved into something bright and mean. “She’s rich, sure—mostly in mileage, if you know what I mean.”

I snorted. “That’s awful.”

“It’s accurate.” She tossed her phone aside. “Don’t let her get to you. She collects men like handbags and puts them away when the strap creases. She doesn’t matter.”

“She matters to Alex,” I said.

“They all do. He knows them. He belongs with them.”

“And he invited you,” she shot back. “Which brings me to this.” She lifted an embossed card from her nightstand like a magician’s reveal. “Animal Welfare Council Gala. The Montgomerys are paying for three new shelters. He wants you there.”

I stared at the card. The ink shimmered a little, the kind of stationery that assumes the person holding it has never spilled anything. “I can’t,” I said, too fast. “After what Veronica said—”

“Just go,” Charlotte said, cutting in. “Go and look better than every last one of them.”

“Char—”

She leveled a look at me that could stop a motorcade.

“What happened out there besides Veronica’s mouth?”

I swallowed. “Alex introduced me to his friends. He—he was kind. Protective. And I…” The words bunched up. “I think I’m losing it.”

“Spell it out.”

“I’m confused,” I said, closing my eyes. “I’m falling for him, and it’s wrong. He doesn’t even know who I am. I’m not—” I gestured at the vanity, the wigs, the dress bag in the corner. “I’m not even a girl.”

Charlotte went quiet in a way I wasn’t used to. When she spoke, her voice had softened. “Will, you’ve always looked more like me than any of the boys in our family. You move different. You look at mirrors like they’re giving you instructions. That night in the living room when you first put on the gown—do you really think I didn’t see it? You stood up straighter because it felt good.”

Heat climbed my neck. “That’s not the same as being—”

“It can be the beginning,” she said gently. “Or it can be nothing more than a way to get through a bad month, save a program, and collect a check I fully intend to write. Either way, you’re not wrong for liking how you feel.”

My throat tightened. “He called me different,” I said, the memory landing in my chest like a stone. “And for a second I liked that he saw me. Then I remembered he wasn’t seeing me. Not really.”

She reached for my hand, squeezed. “He’s seeing you more than you think. The part that glows when you walk out the door? That’s not mine. That’s yours.”

“That glow is lipstick and contour,” I muttered.

“It’s an amplifier,” she said. “Not a mask.” Then, lighter, because she couldn’t help herself: “Also, Veronica’s a climate event in heels. Don’t give her power.”

I laughed, and it broke a little. “I don’t know what I’m doing, Char.”

“You’re doing what everyone else here does,” she said. “Surviving. Trying on versions until one fits. You don’t owe anybody a final answer right now.”

“I owe Alex the truth,” I whispered.

“Not during the gala,” she said quickly. “Not if it puts you in danger. There are ways to tell the right story at the right time. Until then, you keep yourself safe, you keep your head high, and if anyone asks why you’re glowing, you tell them your facialist is French.”

I wiped at my eyes with the heel of my hand, careful of mascara I hadn’t even put on yet. “He asked me to be there, Char. His family is going to be there. Do you hear how insane that is?”

She grinned. “It’s also perfect for my brand, so yes, please go.”

I let my head fall back and laughed up at the ceiling. “You’re impossible.”

“I’m generous,” she corrected. “And I’m serious. Wear the silver gown. Hair up. The drop earrings. You’ll look like money old enough to vote.”

I breathed in, out. The idea of the gown hit my stomach like a wave that didn’t topple me, just carried me a few steps. “Okay.”

“Say it like you mean it.”

“Okay,” I said again, stronger. “I’ll go.”

She relaxed, satisfied. “Good. Now come here. We need to take our makeovers more seriously.” She squeezed my hand once more, eyes bright. “And Will?”

“Yeah?”

“No matter what happens—you’re allowed to want what you want.”

The night finally came and the silver gown waited in a garment bag like it knew what was coming. Marjorie had steamed it until the fabric gleamed as though it had been poured from liquid light. It draped across my body in soft folds, cinched at the waist with a narrow belt that glittered under the lamp. My hair was pinned up, a few strands falling loose against my neck the way Charlotte insisted looked “effortless.” Drop earrings brushed my jaw when I moved.

By the time I slipped into the heels, my breath came shallow, like I’d run a sprint without moving an inch. Aunt Eleanor appeared in the doorway, her gaze sweeping over me. “Perfect,” she said simply.

“Don’t fidget. Own it.”

In the car, I pressed my knees together and clutched my silver clutch so tightly my knuckles whitened. The city lights streaked past, neon and gold, each one another reminder I couldn’t escape. Aunt Eleanor smoothed the folds of her own gown and glanced at me.

“Nervous?”

“Terrified,” I admitted.

“Good,” she said, her smile faint. “Means you’ll be careful. Walk in, shoulders back, chin level. You belong there as much as anyone else.”

The gala venue loomed ahead—a glass atrium glittering like a jewel box on the riverfront. Cars idled in a slow crawl toward the valet. My stomach knotted tighter with every inch.

When our car stopped, the valet opened my door, and the night air hit me cold and sharp. I forced my legs to work, heels tapping against stone, the hem of my gown brushing my ankles. Flashbulbs burst near the entrance where photographers clustered. I tried not to flinch.
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And then I saw him.

Alex stood at the base of the steps, talking with a congressman I recognized from the news. He wore black tie like it had been invented for him, his jacket sharp, his smile easy. When his eyes landed on me, the conversation paused. He excused himself and crossed the space in confident strides.

“Charlotte,” he said, voice warm but low enough to feel private.

“You look incredible.”

Heat rose in my chest. I dipped my head in thanks, unwilling to risk words yet.

He offered his arm. I took it, and the strength under his sleeve grounded me more than the marble beneath my heels.

Inside, the atrium blazed with chandeliers and chatter. Politicians, donors, and their jeweled spouses turned as Alex guided me through. “Charlotte Hayes, my girlfriend—”. Girlfriend. At that very moment, I felt a lump form in my throat. But he said it again and again, introducing me with pride, his girlfriend, his date. Every time the word left his mouth, my heart stumbled. Girlfriend.

People shook my hand, smiled, asked where I’d grown up, what causes mattered most to me. I smiled, answered carefully, kept my voice light and trained. Each nod of approval both thrilled and gutted me.

For a moment, I let myself drift on it—the illusion of belonging, the euphoria of being desired, chosen, displayed proudly by Alex Montgomery. But guilt lurked under every laugh, coiling tighter, waiting.

The night spun like champagne in a glass. Speeches were made, applause scattered like confetti, and Alex kept me close at his side, his hand grazing my back whenever the crowd pressed too near. Each time someone leaned in to greet us, he introduced me with pride—my girlfriend, Charlotte Hayes—and my body flushed with equal parts delight and dread.

I laughed when he did, answered politely when spoken to, and tried not to notice the flash of cameras at the edges of the room. For a while, I even forgot Veronica.

Until she appeared.

She drifted toward us in a gown the color of old wine, her smile polished sharp. “Alex,” she purred, laying a hand on his sleeve. “Lovely to see you again. And Charlotte.” She said my borrowed name like it was something sour.

Before I could react, she slipped a hand into her clutch. Out came a glossy print—too glossy, too deliberate. She held it up between two fingers. A photograph of Charlotte in her hospital bed, ankle in a cast, grin wide, timestamped last week.

Gasps spread like ripples.

“I couldn’t help noticing,” Veronica went on sweetly, “how miraculous her recovery has been.” She let her gaze slide to me, then down to my clutch. With a flick of her wrist, something else appeared—my student ID, the one I thought I’d hidden deep. She must have lifted it when we brushed past each other below deck.

The room stilled. Eyes turned. Murmurs swelled.

Alex froze, the warmth gone from his hand on my back. He looked at the photo, then at me, his jaw tightening. “What is this?” His voice wasn’t loud, but it cut deeper than shouting.

I opened my mouth, but nothing came. Words scattered before they reached my tongue.

“You made a fool of me,” he said, louder this time, his face flushed with anger.

“All of this—everything tonight—it was a lie.”

I reached for him, desperate, but he stepped back. Cameras clicked, catching the space between us as if it were the whole story.

“I don’t even know who you are,” he said, and then he turned, pushing through the crowd.

The spotlight burned. Whispers clawed at me from every side. I stumbled off the floor, clutching my gown to keep from tripping, and found the service door near the catering tables.

Outside, the air was damp and sour. I ran until the marble gave way to concrete, until the glitter of the atrium dimmed behind me. I collapsed beside a dumpster, the satin pooling around me in silver waves that mocked the glamour I’d worn minutes before.

Tears blurred my vision, hot and relentless. Shame pressed me down, grief tightening until I couldn’t breathe. My hands shook as I pressed them to my face, smearing makeup I didn’t deserve to wear.

Alone in the alley, I let the sobs come. Up until Aunt Eleanor rescued me and took me back to the car.


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

BY MONDAY, I tried to glue my life back together with jeans and a hoodie. I pulled the hood up, kept my head down, and let the campus swallow me whole. In lecture I hid in the back and copied notes I didn’t understand. The words on the slides slid off my brain like rain off glass. People laughed in the hallway. Someone dropped a water bottle and chased it. A girl in a pink beanie asked to borrow a pen, and I gave her mine and forgot to ask for it back.

Between classes I cut across the science quad and stared anywhere but at my reflection. It still found me—window glass, a metal door, the shine of a vending machine. Each time I caught a glimpse, my chest tightened. I didn’t look wrong, exactly. I just looked unfinished, like a draft of someone I no longer wanted to be.

In the dorm bathroom I stood under the slow fluorescent light and looked into the mirror until my eyes stung. The hoodie hung off my shoulders like a borrowed past. My hair stuck out where the wig used to sit smooth. My mouth looked bare. I lifted a hand to my cheek, half expecting to feel the sweep of blush, the curve a brush can make out of skin.

Nothing.

Just me.

“I don’t see myself anymore,” I said, very quiet. Saying it out loud made the room tilt. I grabbed the sink and kept breathing until the floor stopped moving.

I put the hood back up and went to my shift at the café. I burned my fingers pulling a tray and didn’t curse. A customer called me bro and I said, “No problem,” and the words tasted like when you bite your tongue by accident. I wiped tables, counted tips, rang up muffins, and imagined pearls rattling in a tin.

When I finally got back to my room, I sat on the bed without turning on the light. In the dark, the silver gown existed only as a memory of weight and glow and the way my body had learned to stand because of it. I lay down and didn’t sleep.

Two days later, I skipped lunch and wandered through the campus park instead. The grass was wet from last night’s rain, and the benches still carried beads of water like tiny warnings. I sat anyway, pulling my hood up again, pretending I could disappear if I hunched enough. Students streamed by with their backpacks, earbuds in, lives intact. I felt like I was watching from behind a pane of glass.

“Will,” a voice called.

I looked up. Charlotte limped toward me, crutches clicking against the path, her ankle still strapped tight in a brace. Her hair was loose, and she wore oversized sunglasses like the sun was personally out to get her. She stopped in front of me, breathing hard, but her smirk didn’t falter.

“You look like a hacker in that hoodie,” she said.

I almost laughed. “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be resting.”

“I was bored. And you weren’t answering my texts.” She lowered herself onto the bench beside me, crutches balanced against the armrest. From her bag she pulled out an envelope and slapped it onto my lap.

“Five thousand. You earned it.”

I stared at the envelope. The edges caught in my fingers, but I didn’t open it. “I can’t take this.”

“You can, and you will,” she said. “Deal’s a deal.”

I shook my head. “I didn’t do it for the money. I did it because you couldn’t, and someone had to. You’re family.”

Her sunglasses slid down her nose enough for me to see her eyes, softer than I expected. “Exactly. Which is why you should take it. But fine, don’t. I’ll use it for spa treatments.”

I set the envelope beside me on the bench. “Charlotte…” I hesitated, the words too heavy. “I’m confused. What happened with Alex—it’s a mess. He hates me. And I can’t blame him. I lied. I made him look like an idiot.”

“This isn’t about him,” she said quickly.

“Forget Alex for a second. What about you? How are you?”

I pulled my knees closer, the hoodie bunched at my chin. “I don’t know who I am anymore. When I look in the mirror, I don’t see… me. Not the way I used to. And it scares me.”

She reached out and poked my shoulder with one manicured finger. “You didn’t just play my role. You found yours. And it suits you better than you want to admit.”

My throat tightened. “I’m not—”

“Yes, you are,” she interrupted, her voice sharp then gentle.

“You’re not Will. You’re Willa. And you’ve been walking around pretending otherwise.”

The name hit like a stone in a pond, rippling outward, unsettling and right at the same time.

I swallowed. “Willa,” I whispered, testing the sound.

Charlotte leaned back, satisfied. “See? Fits better than that hoodie ever will.”

I blinked hard, my eyes burning. “What if I can’t do it? What if I ruin everything again?”

“You already survived Veronica,” she said.

“You already survived Alex walking out. If you can do that, you can survive finding out who you really are.”

We sat in silence then, students flowing past like we were part of a still photograph. Charlotte’s crutches clinked as she adjusted them, her voice lighter when she spoke again.

“Also, Veronica probably cries when her Wi-Fi cuts out. Remember that when you’re scared.”

I laughed, shaky but real. The sound stayed with me long after she left.
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By Thursday I couldn’t keep hiding in hoodies and shadows. The world outside felt blurred, but inside my chest everything pressed too loud. I skipped lunch again, drifted through the motions of class, my notes trailing into scribbles that made no sense.

Every time I looked at the board, I saw Alex’s face instead—angry, hurt—and underneath that, the reflection of the girl who had stood beside him, glittering like she belonged.

When the final lecture ended, I packed my bag slowly, stalling. My hands trembled around the zipper. I walked across campus with my eyes fixed on the pavement, as if each crack were a step I had to earn.

My stomach flipped when I reached the admin building. The sign for Counseling and Psychological Services glared down at me, too kind and too sharp at once.

I stood outside the office door, clutching the strap of my bag so tightly my knuckles ached. Students passed, laughing, slamming lockers, their noise bouncing off the walls. I closed my eyes. For a moment, I heard Charlotte’s voice again—you didn’t just play my role, you found yours. Then softer: you’re Willa.

I took a breath that rattled, let it fill me all the way down. My hand rose before I could second-guess. I pushed the door open.

The air inside was quiet, softer than the hallway. A receptionist looked up from a computer, smiling like she’d been expecting me. I froze in the doorway, caught between the person I’d been and the one I wasn’t ready to name.

But my feet moved.

One step, then another.

The door clicked shut behind me.


Epilogue

∞∞∞

SPRING MELTED into summer, and little by little my body began to change. The pills rattled in their bottle like tiny promises, the syringes in the clinic felt like doorways I stepped through one at a time. My skin softened first. Then my hips began to hold skirts differently. My voice no longer cracked when I practiced—it simply rose and stayed there, unforced.

Every mirror became less of an enemy. Some mornings I stood in front of the bathroom glass and traced the outline of my jaw, thinner now, my cheeks gentler. I saw her staring back at me, and for once I didn’t flinch. I smiled. I touched my throat and whispered, “I’m Willa.” The name no longer felt like something Charlotte had given me—it felt like mine.

Charlotte cheered me on with crutches tucked in the corner, her ankle finally mending. Aunt Eleanor bought me blouses without asking, leaving them folded on my dorm like blessings she wouldn’t admit to. Uncle Richard only nodded, like he’d already known. My mother cried over the phone, not because she was sad, but because she was sorry for not realizing sooner.

But Alex—Alex stayed gone. Weeks stretched into months without a word. I told myself it was better this way. He deserved honesty, not a mask. I’d already hurt him once.

Until one evening in late July, when I was walking home from the library. The air was thick with the smell of grass after rain. I heard my name—my real name—cut through the quiet.

“Willa.”

I froze. Slowly, I turned. He stood at the edge of the path, hands in his pockets, his blazer slung over one shoulder. He looked tired, like he’d been carrying questions for too long.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered before he could speak.

“For lying. For all of it.”

He shook his head. “I was angry. You hurt me. But what hurt most wasn’t that you lied—it was that you thought you had to.”

I felt my throat tighten. “I didn’t know how to tell you. I didn’t even know how to tell myself.”

He stepped closer, his eyes searching mine. “And now?”

Now. My chest rose and fell. I let the words out slowly, steady.
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“I’m Willa. I’m not pretending anymore.”

He looked at me for a long time, and then—careful, like testing water—he reached for my hand. His thumb brushed against the softer skin there, and his mouth curved, not into the grin I remembered from the galas, but something smaller, truer.

“Miss Hayes,” he said, the same words he’d spoken the night of our first dance. Only this time, I believed him. But it didn’t take long before he held me closer—until I could hear his breathing, until he closed his eyes and kissed me.

The cicadas hummed in the trees, the sky still damp with fading light. And for the first time, I wasn’t torn between two selves. I stood on the path, Alex’s hand in mine, the summer air lifting my hair, and thought—it’s not just maybe. I was truly a lady.

~THE END~

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

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

Read The Love Hormone

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge three times more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Eleven fine femboys, feminized by chance, self-discovery, and love.”
This is an illustrated novella collection, it includes beautiful images inside. Enjoy! No cross-additions guaranteed. You won’t find these best-selling stories in any of my other collections.


Story 1 – Secret Girlfriend
I didn’t expect that the price to pay to be walking the hallways with them would entail me, serving the jocks food and drinks every weekend… in his sister’s clothes.


Story 2 – Becoming My Mother
Little did I know, it was the beginning of a new role that I’d never imagined I’d assume to heal my stepfather’s wounded heart.


Story 3 – Female ID
It was only the beginning of something more challenging. Something that would compromise the life I’d gotten so used to living.


Story 4 – In The Navy
I didn’t expect that I’d be asked to slip into something more appropriate for the bedroom and not the ocean. Something that was so out of character and out of my job description. But then again, he was the Captain, it was his ship, and I had to follow his orders...


Story 5 – Cheerleader By Chance
When I met the cheer captain… everything changed. Even my wardrobe!


Story 6 – The Secretary
Being his secretary not only opened me to a world of lingerie, dresses, and scintillating shoes. He also bossed me around to unleash the yearning and absolutely gorgeous woman within me.


Story 7 – Old Maid
When I stumbled upon the chance of discovering my glamorous alter ego and the chance at love, I started questioning if I was still okay with being the male version of an old maid.


Story 8 – Angel Baby
She was beautiful, kind, and had all the answers to my questions. But then, she started telling me to try the shoes of another person, and that pair… had six-inch heels.


Story 9 – My Crazy Girl
One night, I met that drunk girl in the subway station, my crazy girl who showed me how femininely beautiful this world could be and left me questioning if I was ready for it.


Story 10 – Miss Meow
During one of my overtimes, I decided to wear one of my creations—the ones that he deemed were trash. Soon after, night after night, I would prowl the dark streets and discover facets of myself in my tight and glossy leotard—letting everyone know how extraordinarily fun it was to be Miss Meow.


Story 11 – After Midnight
My hands started having a life of their own and clicked the Women’s Shoes category and then the cosmetics section. I thought the mystery ended with girly things. Little did I know, my nights would turn sleepless—prowling and yearning to satiate my novel hunger for… men. 

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

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

Read Femboy Diaries


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

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

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

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

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

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

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

∞∞∞

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

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

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

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

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

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

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


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

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

We have over 30,000 ACTIVE MEMBERS from around the world!

✓    44 Free Messages Daily

✓    View 44 Profiles/day

✓    Faster PHP system

✓    Support replies in 24–48h

App version in the works!

You don’t even need to upgrade to VIP to enjoy most of it.

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

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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“One swipe of lipstick was all it took to turn me into the girl of my best friend’s dreams.”

I never meant to change. A dusty lipstick from a Salem thrift shop should’ve been nothing more than a trinket. But one touch turned me into her—into Bella. Curves, soft skin, hair brushing my shoulders. For the first time, I wasn’t invisible.
And Trevor noticed.

As Bella, he looked at me like I was the only person in the room.

He held my hand under the moonlight. He kissed me. He fell for the girl I became.

But I’m Bill.

And every time the lipstick fades, so does the lie.

Now I’m trapped between who I’ve always been and who I ache to be. Between the fear of losing him and the truth I can’t hide forever.

Read Why Are You So Girly

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

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Maybe I’m a Lady.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

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

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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