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CHAPTER ONE



"Are you sure about this?" Logan stops whirling around the kitchen. A cabinet door slams closed behind him as he spins and looks at me.

I pretend to think for a second and then roll my eyes. "Of course I am. Besides, it's a little late now, isn't it?"

"I suppose it is." He smiles, and it makes everything twist inside me just like it does every time. "Anyway, all her off-limits snacks are up here. She's not above helping herself, though, so you have to watch her." He looks past me, toward the living room.

"I can hear you talking about me." She shakes her head but doesn't look up from her phone.

"Good," Logan answers her. "You'd better be on your best behavior the next couple of days. I mean it."

This time, she sets the phone on her lap and looks up at us. "Dad..."

"Rose…"

"I'm always on my best behavior," she says. "Now will you go, please? You're stressing me out. And I can't very well burn the house down with you standing right there."

Logan looks back at me and laughs. "You sure you're sure?"

"I've known her since she was in diapers. I know that she's secretly sweet and pretty all-around great, despite what she pretends to be." I turn and watch Rose for the eye roll I know is coming. It doesn't disappoint. "Now, go, or the driver is going to take off without you. It's only two days. Pretty sure I can handle that."

He smiles and puts his hand on my shoulder, and my intestines coil themselves into a tight ball that leaves most of me hollow. I close my eyes for just a second, imagining a goodbye kiss that will never come.

"Thanks for doing this, bro." He drops his hand from my shoulder, and my insides snap back to their usual cold places. "I'll call when I get in. And text me tonight to let me know if Rose goes to bed on time. I'm going to be 2000 miles away, but I can still ground her." He raises his voice to make sure that she hears him. Her only response is a short huff.

"Logan." I almost reach for his hand to reassure him, but I force my hands still. Another touch right now would do me in. Instead, I take a second to look at his eyes, at the brown rings of his irises. The flecks of cold gray speckled throughout them. Most people are put off when they meet him. He doesn't give away much at first, but once you get to know him, he couldn't be more different. He couldn't be more perfect. "I got this. Now, scoot."

"You two seem awfully eager to get rid of me. I'd better not come home and find out that you went on an arson spree while I was gone."

"Oh my God, Dad. We're going to be robbing gas stations, not setting fires."

"What better clients for the country's best defense attorney than his own daughter and best friend?" This time I can't stop myself. I reach for the lapels of his jacket, almost like I'm going to pull him closer to me, but I just hold them for a second. I let the warmth of his chest radiate into my hands. Then I smooth them out and tap him with my index fingers. "Go knock em dead."

"It's one speech in an afternoon session. It's not like I'm the keynote speaker or anything."

"Yet," Rose and I both say at the same time and start giggling.

Logan sighs and tosses his hands in the air. "Why do I put up with you two?"

"Because you lo—" I snap my mouth shut, and my teeth collide with an audible snap. I can't believe I was really about to say that to him. "Because you know how awesome we are."

Another smile, and another wave of pain that makes me want to retch. "You both really are. Now this time, I'm leaving for real."

Rose looks at him for a second, and apparently decides that he means it because she gets off the chair and hugs him goodbye. I bite the corner of my lip, wishing that I could hug him goodbye too. That I could feel his arms around me while we held tight to each other. Instead, I work my way to the other side of the kitchen island, and regret that I can't put even more space between us.

As soon as the door closes behind him, Rose walks to the other side of the island and lifts herself onto a barstool. "So, when are you going to get the courage to ask my dad out?"

My throat spasms, and I start coughing uncontrollably. I raise one hand to my mouth and the other to my chest, trying to breathe. When I can finally look up, I see Rose staring at me. Smiling. The same smile as her dad. I hurry around her and plop onto the living room sofa. "So, who wants a movie?" I click on the first thing I find and turn the volume up so loud I won't be able to hear Rose, even if she does say anything more.


CHAPTER TWO



By the time I pull into the school parking lot, I'm shaking. I’m not sure if it's fury or shock or fear. Probably all three. I try to calm myself before I walk inside, but it doesn't last. Just pushing through the doors makes my heart rate spike again.

The inside of the building is light. And quiet. I would never guess there are hundreds of students inside these walls. When I look down the hall searching for the associate principal's office, I only see one student. When he rounds the corner, there's no one. But there is a sign for the office.

There's a large counter dividing the room. Behind it, there are three women sitting at computers. Only one of them looks up at me when I walk in. She holds a finger up, and I smile and wait for her.

"Can I help you?"

My hands are hidden by the counter, but I still close them into fists to hide their trembling. "I had a call from, uh... I can't remember the name. I'm so sorry. It's regarding Rose Branford."

The woman purses her lips when I say Rose's name, and I start to hyperventilate. Was it that bad? What are they going to think when they see that it's me and not her father picking her up?

"Oh. She's in Ms. Vanover's office." She points to a door on her right. "They're both waiting for you. Go on in."

The door is mostly open, but I still knock. It's swallowed by the wood and sounds like nothing more than a weak couple of taps. But it's enough to get the associate principal's attention, and she tells me to come in.

She's sitting behind a chrome and grey desk. Her black hair is braided into tight cornrows and gathered at the nape of her neck. She smiles at me as I walk in, but it just makes me more nervous. "Please have a seat, Mr. Branford."

I don't notice her mistake at first. I walk around to a chair and get my first look at Rose's face. She's staring down at her lap, so I can't really see it until I sit beside her. But when I do, I see a long, angry red scratch that runs from her right temple down to her jaw. Her upper lip is swollen, and there's a raw spot in the middle that is just starting to scab over. Her eyes are red and puffy. She's been crying. Recently. She's gripping her hands tight on her lap, but I work my fingers through, pull one of them free, and give it a squeeze. She doesn't look up at me, but she does move her head slightly in my direction. And that's good enough.

"So, what happened—" That's when it hits me. "Oh. I'm not Mr. Branford." I look up just as she looks at her computer screen.

Ms. Vanover's lips curl in for a second. "I'm so sorry. Mr. Thompson?" I nod and then glance back at Rose. "Are you Rose's other father? You're listed as an alternate emergency contact, but we don't have a relationship down for you."

My face goes red, and I hear Rose chuckle under her breath. "No. Just a friend. Rose's dad is out of town."

"Oh, and you're his boyfriend. Got it." She types something, probably updating the record.

This time Rose isn't able to control her laugh. "See? Everyone thinks you and dad need to just date already." She's obviously fine despite the marks on her face.

"Your dad's not even... doesn't matter." I turn back to Ms. Vanover, who is smiling even more broadly at me now. "I'm not the boyfriend either. I'm taking care of Rose while her dad is out of town."

"Like a nanny?" Ms. Vanover tilts her head gently and examines me, and I want to growl.

"Not a nanny. Just a good friend. Now, what happened with Rose?" I'm not here to talk about the real, or fantasy, relationships I have with Logan.

For the next few minutes, the associate principal tells me about a fight between Rose and another girl in her math class. I'm alternately livid with Rose, incensed at the other girl, and relieved that it wasn't worse that it was. Both girls have some scratches. Rose has a bloody lip. And the other girl will probably have a black eye. The principal admits that the other girl started the fight, but since the school has zero tolerance for any violence, they're both suspended for the next three days. It's a policy I wish my middle school had.

I apologize profusely to Ms. Vanover and make Rose apologize to her twice before we leave. Neither of us says a word until we get into the car. But as soon as her seatbelt is fastened, I turn to look at her. "What were you thinking?" Rose's mouth flies open, and I can hear her draw in a sharp breath, so I put my hand on hers to stop her. "You don't have to get defensive with me. You're in trouble regardless. You know how your dad is with rules. But I just want to know why. This isn't like you."

I can tell she's about to launch into whatever story she's been preparing since the principal called me, and I tighten my hand. It takes a second, but I see her relax. "That other girl always makes fun of me, and I just had enough."

"Why does she make fun of you?"

She twists so she's facing out the window, but she laces her fingers with mine. "You have to promise not to say anything."

"I can't. Not until I know what it is."

Her hand quivers, but she doesn't say anything. I reach across my body and stroke her hair with my free hand, just like I used to do when she was upset as a little girl.

"There's someone I like."

I feel like someone punched me. I know she's twelve now, but in my mind, Rose is still a five-year-old girl just starting school. I force myself to laugh for her sake. "Honey, trust me. No boy is worth it. I've learned that the hard way in life."

"You think dad's worth it." She glances at me for a flash before turning away again.

I let my head fall against the headrest. "Your dad is just a really good—No. You're being honest with me, so I'll be honest with you too. Your dad is worth it. Or he would be if he was gay. But he's not. So no matter what I want, he's never going to be interested in me like that."

"Mr. Hernandez gets mad if we say 'never.' He always tells us nothing is impossible."

Maybe I used to think that, but I know better now. Life is years and years of never getting what you want until you finally die alone. The key is to just find tiny pieces of joy when you can. "You're avoiding the subject. What makes this boy so special?"

Rose's forehead hits the window with a thud, and after a couple of seconds, she wipes away a tear. "It's not a boy."

"Oh." Now it feels like the person who punched me not only came back for a second round, but they decided to kick me a few times too. "Being teased for who you like is something I know all about, honey. But you can't hit someone because of that. Not even if they start it."

"I know."

"I mean it, Rose. Anyone who has a problem with you really has a problem with themselves. It's our job to look down on them, not wallow in the mud with them. Then once we're done judging them twice as harshly as they could ever judge us, we quietly destroy them from behind the scenes. We want them to know it was us, but to never have any real proof."

She whips her head around to face me, her jaw hanging open, and I laugh. "Eli!"

I shrug my shoulders. "Who says queer kids can't get the last laugh?"


CHAPTER THREE



At almost the same time, the three of us push our chairs away from the dinner table. Logan lets out a sigh and then looks at Rose. "Tell Eli thank you one more time and then back up to your room."

"Dad, can't I—"

"Not unless you want to be grounded even longer. Do you?"

She looks down at the table. "No. Thank you for dinner, Eli. It was good." She looks up at me, and I flash her a quick smile to let her know I sympathize with her. Then she walks up the stairs. She makes each step last ten seconds, but finally she's upstairs.

When we hear her bedroom door close, Logan turns around and faces me. "Thank you. She's right. This was really good." His hand is sitting right there on the table. Less than an arm's length away. I could rest mine on his. Or I could just brush a finger against it. My arm tingles, begging me to let it touch him. But I can't.

"You're welcome. You know I like spending time with you two." I pause and watch him. He leans back in the chair and smiles at me. The corners of his eyes crease, and I don't think I've ever wanted him more. I have to look away. "Besides, you would have forgotten all about dinner. I know you."

In the corner of my eye, I see him raise a finger as I stand up. "That's not true. Rose would have reminded me eventually."

I don't say a word as I clear the table. I take my plate and then Rose's, and by the time I get to Logan, he's holding it out for me. I take it without looking, without accidentally touching him, even though I know it could have been so easy.

"Thank you, but you made the meal. I should be the one to clean up."

"I'm just throwing them in the dishwasher. It's nothing."

Logan leans against the door frame and watches me as I scrape the dishes and stack them in the off-white racks. I try to act busier than I am, hoping he'll leave. He must have cases that he wants to work on.

"Rose said you picked her up from school the day she was suspended."

"You know it's not all her fault, right? Did she tell you why she did it?" I can't help but look up at him now.

He rubs his hand over his jaw. His bicep flexes under the short grey sleeve of his t-shirt. "Yes, but violence is still wrong. She needs to understand that."

"Bullying is wrong too." I grip the dirty fork in my hand even tighter. "The other girl got what she deserved."

He nods slightly. "She did. Rose said you stayed with her all day yesterday too. Did you call off work?"

My stomach twists. It feels like I'm on the witness stand, and he's cross-examining me. "Basically."

Logan crosses his arms and walks closer to me, leaning against the counter right beside me. I take a step back, but I'm still too close. "Eli? You told me you weren't one of the ones who was laid off."

I turn around and open a cabinet door, pretending to look for something, but there are just paper plates and plastic containers in here. I lift the lid to one of the bowls, and he does the last thing I'd ever suspect. His hand comes down on my forearm, and I gasp like a snake fell onto me from a tree. He forces my hand down, and then he spins me so I have no choice but to look at him.

"Eli, why didn't you tell me?" A lock of hair falls into my face, and before either of us has time to think, he tucks it behind my ear. My entire body is covered by a stampede of ants. "Are you growing out your hair?" he asks.

"No, I..." I reach up to pat my head, and my hand follows my hair down. Suddenly I'm aware of it ticking against my shoulders and the tops of my arms. "I don't know. Maybe? Was it shorter before?"

He looks at me for a second and then reaches for one of my blonde strands. He gently pulls it closer to him and then twists it around a finger before letting it drop back into place. "It seems like it. But it wasn't, was it?"

I press myself backward into the counter to get as far away from him as possible, and I gather my hair back, using the hair tie around my wrist to twist it into a loose bun. "I usually wear it up. Maybe that's it?" I shrug and look at his arms. They're holding on to the counter on either side of me.

There's a noise from upstairs, just Rose sitting on her bed or chair, probably, but it's enough to snap Logan away from whatever he's thinking. His body jerks, and he takes a step back. As soon as there's enough room, I squeeze away and walk to the other side of the kitchen.

"I could hire you. Just until you find something else. You could babysit Rose for me."

I feel my cheeks flare up. "This is why I didn't tell you. I don't need you to feel sorry for me. And Rose is a really mature girl. She can probably stay by herself now."

"This isn't pity. I swear." He holds his hands up, palms out toward me. "And I know Rose can take care of herself, but I think she's more comfortable if she has someone here when she gets home from school. Especially if it's you. She's crazy about you."

"Same."

"See? And you know how much she hates that after-school chess club. With you here, she could just take the bus home right after school. And I wouldn't have to worry about leaving the office early every day for her. We would all benefit from this."

"I'm not sure you'd benefit from working even more than you already do."

He shakes his head, but I bite my lip and stare. He's right that this would be good for all of us. My savings isn't going to last forever, and this would help slow down the rate I'm burning through it. But my pride still wants me to say no. If he would ask me to babysit Rose for free, I would jump at the chance. But getting paid for it feels wrong.

"Say yes. I'd love it if you could spend more time with Rose. She would too. And I'd feel good knowing that I'm helping you for once. You're always there for us. Let me do something for you."

I know from the look on his face that I'm not going to be able to talk him out of this, so I toss my hands up. "Minimum wage. That's it."

Logan smiles. As usual, he wins. "The girl I hire when I need someone gets $20 an hour. Let's do that."

My eyes light up. There's no way my parents would have ever paid someone that much to watch me. That's probably why I spent so much time on my own. "$15. And you have to be home by nine each night."

"I'm not going to make you stay here all night. Don't worry."

My face burns at the thought of spending the night here, under the same roof as him. "I'm not worried about that. This is so you can still say goodnight to Rose each night. Otherwise, you'd stay at the office until two in the morning."

"Sometimes I'm the only person my clients have. They need me too. But that's fair. Rose comes first. Always. And you." The side of his mouth curls up. My breath catches as he looks away. "Speaking of that, I have some motions I need to submit in the morning, so..."

I want to tell him that he's the best person I've ever known. That his dedication is one of the reasons I love him. "Yeah, um, I..."

"Right..." He keeps his head down, but he glances up at me. The look starts a fire inside me that's going to take more vodka to extinguish than I have at home. "Start Monday? You could pick her up at school if you want."

We stare at each other for a moment before I finally nod and turn to walk out the door.


CHAPTER FOUR



I'm not even watching the TV at this point. It's nothing more than a series of flashing lights in the corner of my vision as I stare at the clock. 9:57pm. The colon blinks the seconds. Blink, blink, blink, blink. Then the 7 becomes an 8, and the anger takes on a mass inside me now. A spinning ball, gathering more and more speed and weight with every blink, and its throbbing energy moves through me. I try to hold it back. Maybe there's a good reason. Maybe there was an emergency. But it doesn't help. I know better.

When I finally hear the garage door open, it's 10:13pm, and I want to march to the garage and tip the rack of half-used paint cans onto the hood of his black car. Imagining his face as I do it makes me feel a little better, but I'm still so hot it's a wonder the air conditioner hasn't turned on. I stand just as the door between the house and garage opens. Glowering.

"Hey." Logan flashes me a quick smile and then turns around to shut the door behind him. "I'm so sorry. This won't happen again." When he looks back at me, his face is twisted down, and he's holding a hand to his chest.

"This is day one, and you're—"

"I know." He walks to me and rests his hands on the tops of my arms. His head is tilted, and his eyes look sad. "You don't even have to say it. I'm sorry."

He grips my arms and waits for me to say something, but I can't. Of all the ways I imagined this happening—me yelling at him, him yelling back, me storming off in anger—I never pictured this. I never thought he would touch me and that everything inside me would come undone when he did.

"Is she still awake?"

I shake my head to clear away all the inappropriate thoughts that swam in, and his face falls even more. "Yeah, yes. At least I think so. I heard her moving around a few minutes ago. Go say goodnight to her. And apologize to her. She's the one who needs to hear it. Then when you come back down, we're going to set up some rules."

"Way ahead of you. That's all I thought about on the drive home. Well, there might have been some other things I thought about too, I suppose." He winks at me and then bounds up the stairs like a puppy chasing after a toy.

Why does he have to be like this? Why can't he let me stay mad at him for at least the night? Twelve hours should not be too much to ask. Instead of storming out and fuming at him for the rest of the evening, I walk to his liquor cabinet and pull out the bottles of whiskey and vermouth. No bitters. He doesn't like them.

I mix the liquors, pour them over a couple of ice cubes in a cocktail glass, and take a sip. My face puckers so tight that my eyes close, and I wish I could gag up the tiny bit I drank. I'll never understand how a person can like whiskey. They have to be faking it to get the attention. I take the glass over to the coffee table and set it next to my soda.

It's a few more minutes before he comes down, and this time, he looks exhausted. A lump automatically forms in my throat, and I'm upset with myself for being angry at him earlier.

"Everything okay?" I ask as he drops onto the sofa next to me. His leg brushes against mine. I wait for him to pull it away, but he doesn't.

He reaches for the drink, but I can't take my eyes away from his leg against mine. His black pants slide against the bare skin below my shorts, but the pressure between us doesn't let up. In fact, it feels like it builds, and in just a few seconds, it's more than should be possible just from two people sitting next to each other.

"Hey, earth to Eli." He snaps his fingers in front of my face, and it makes me jump. When I do, my leg moves away from his, and I feel like I've tumbled down into a well. "Is this drink for me?"

I look down at it. Not because I'm confused, but because my mouth can't form the words. The glass is just starting to sweat. Little beads of moisture are building until they grow too heavy to resist gravity any longer, and then they'll roll helplessly down the side. I can relate. "Yeah, that's, uh. Yeah."

He lifts the glass to his lips and his face relaxes as he takes a sip. "Man, I could get used to having a nanny." He chuckles and then tips his glass to salute me.

I know he doesn't mean anything by it, but my cheeks still flush. "I'm not a nanny."

"That's a shame. Nannies can be sexy."

I look from his hand to his face, and he's staring directly at me. My cheeks that were inflamed before are so hot they could spit embers now. He's not talking about me. There's no way. But his eyes... I look away, but that's not enough. I can still feel him. I slide to the other end of the sofa. The back of my thighs sticks to the leather, trying to keep me from moving away, but I force them. When I'm practically hanging over the armrest, I turn back to Logan. His leg is bent and resting on the cushion between us. His crotch wide open to me. A trap that my eyes fall right into.

"So, uh, Rose." I don't know what I'm trying to say. I just need something to make me stop thinking about him this way. There's nothing but hurt for me down this path. I've been there before, and I know it well.

"She said she had fun tonight. Let me see your hands."

I hold them up for him and wiggle my fingers. After dinner, Rose and I gave each other manicures, so my fingernails are now pink and purple and yellow and blue. "Do you like them?" I ask, grateful for the chance to think about anything other than what I want to do to him. What I want these fingers to do.

But the reprieve doesn't even last a second. He scoots closer to me, practically gliding over the same cushion that stuck to me like it was bonded, and he takes my hand. "Very pretty. Just like you." He massages both of his thumbs along the back of my hand and then slides them down my fingers.

I gulp, and my mouth opens and closes like a fish's. And I'm just as clueless as a fish would be. Everything I was sure of—the orbit of the earth around the sun, the circling of our solar system around the center of the Milky Way—has just been ripped away from me. "What are you doing?"

"I never noticed before," he says. "How could I have not?"

Each breath burns my mouth as I exhale it. "Noticed what?"

His thumbs stop, and he looks up at me. The eyes are the same as they've always been. The same ones I fell in love with when I first met him all those years ago. But they're completely different. "You. It's like I've never seen you before."

"Th-that's silly." I force out a chuckle, even though I know exactly what he's talking about.

"Is it?" He moves even closer. His right knee presses against my hip. Before I can move any further away from him, he hooks his left leg around mine. It holds me in place, and it forces my legs open for him. "This is what you want, isn't it?"

I exhale a shivering, stuttering breath. "Logan."

"Eli." He traces his middle finger up the center of my thigh to the hem of my shorts, and then he follows the material to the inside of my leg. My leg twitches. "You shaved for me."

I didn't know why I did it. This morning, while I was in the shower, I spread shaving gel over my legs and shaved away all the hair. It just felt right as soon as I did it. But now I know why I did. For him. For this feeling. Goosebumps ripple along my skin.

"Tell me you want this, Eli."

More than I want my next breath. "Of course I do, but you don't."

Logan's eyes flash from my thigh to my face and back, and the right side of his lip curls up. "It sure feels like I do."

"But you're not—"

He slides his hand up and hooks two fingers under my waistband, tugging just enough to drive every other thought from my mind. "I want to see what you're wearing under these."

My body leans back automatically, like he uttered some magical passphrase, and my hands move to undo my shorts. As I unfasten them, he lifts himself up to his knees. Then he swings his left leg over me, straddling me. My hands freeze for a second. They want to move to him. To unfasten his pants and release the cock inside that I've spent so many tortured years fantasizing about.

As if he can sense what I'm thinking, he cups his hands over mine. His palms blistering my knuckles. "Show me." He doesn't wait for me to move. He unzips the shorts and tugs them down, blowing out two quick breaths hot against my face. "Oh, Eli."

First, he just glides his fingertips along the smooth material of my panties, but then he cups his palm against me and slides down onto the floor. His head is between my legs, just inches away from my dick, and I'm grateful that I picked out the hot pink satin and lace panties this morning instead of the white cotton underwear I normally wear. "This is magical," he says, and before I can respond, he buries his head between my thighs.

My body arches into him as he sucks on the sensitive skin of my scrotum. Even through the panties, I can feel the outline of his lips. His teeth. His tongue as he swirls it around and around. "Logan, what are you..." I can't say any more. I don't have enough air inside me. I press my head back against the cushion and make a noise that I'm sure has never existed in the world before now. A growl and a moan and a whimper and a squeal. And it makes him pull me into him even harder. He moves up, closer to my dick, and there's not a vacuum that has more power than what he has right now. "Logan..."

He tries to answer me. It just comes out as a grunt, but I know exactly what it means. And then I feel him move to my cock. I know the thin fabric of the panties still separates me from him, but my dick is just as hot as if his lips were wrapped around it. As hot and hard as I've dreamed of making his cock.

That's it. Fuck! "Logan." I put my hands on his cheeks, and it takes all my strength to push him away.

"I thought you wanted this?" His eyes are pleading, hurt.

"We can't. I do. But you—we just can't." I stand up and squeeze past him. My shorts are dangling to my knees. I catch them in one hand but don't pull them up. "You're not gay." I feel stupid saying it. I shouldn't have to tell him that, but here we are.

He looks up at me. His eyebrows raised in confusion. "No, not at all. Did you think I was?"

"But you were just... That."

"You're so beautiful, Eli."

Beautiful? That's not something you call a guy. That's not something a man calls his male best friend. "I need to go." I don't wait for him to answer because I'm afraid I'll be forever frozen in place if I hear another syllable come from his lips. I grab my keys from the counter and dash outside, my shorts still circling my thighs, hanging from my hand.


CHAPTER FIVE



I knock on Rose's bedroom door. "Hustle, or we're going to be late."

I hear scurrying on the other side of the door and then an exasperated sigh. "I don't have anything to wear." The whine is so thick that I can almost see her slumped shoulders and drooped head.

"You've got a closet full of things to wear. Twice as many clothes as I have. I'm coming in." I give her a few seconds to object before I turn the knob and slowly open the door. Tonight is her first middle school orchestra concert. She insisted that made her practically an adult, and as such, she would pick her outfit without any help from me, thank you very much. And I agreed. She is 12, so it's not like I had to worry about her coming down the stairs with mismatched shoes. But when you have a gay almost-uncle, it's like having your very own fashion consultant, and it's not always wise to turn down their help.

When I see her, she looks more despondent than I imagined. The manifestation of a wet towel flung into the corner of the bathroom. I just shake my head and walk to her closet. "What about this?" I pull out a white dress with tiny pink flowers all over it. I just bought it for her a couple of months ago, and she loved it.

"That's too babyish."

"Oh." Well, okay then. "How about this?" I hold out a purple dress with white polka dots.

She collapses onto her bed with such force that her sixteen throw pillows, each a different shade of pink, scatter away from her like they're caught in a pressure wave. "You're not helping. I want to look cute, but middle school cute. Not elementary school cute."

I hang the dress back up and then look at her. She's staring at the ceiling with wide and pleading eyes. It's a look I know very well. "So this mystery girl you won't talk about is in the orchestra with you? Can I know her name yet?"

She looks startled for a second, but then smiles and goes back to watching the blades of the ceiling fan. "Madeline, and she's super smart. Like, she knows the answer to everything the teachers ask. But she's not a nerd, though, you know?"

"I know exactly what you mean." I don't dare say it to her—it's the last thing any girl wants to hear, especially about her first crush—but Madeline sounds an awful lot like Rose's dad. And I know the way he makes me feel, even without a flood of teenage hormones roaring through my body, so I can imagine the way this girl makes her feel. "Well, then we need to find something special for this Madeline." I take her hand and pull her to my side in front of the closet.

We swipe through a few dresses together, but then our hands tighten. "That one." We say it at the same time and then start giggling. It's a black dress with a ruched neckline and thin straps that tie at the shoulder. I hold it against her. It falls just above her knees.

"You know liking someone is about so much more than appearances, but if this doesn't at least get her attention, then she doesn't deserve you. But you're still wearing this with it." I hand her a cropped sweater that will cover her shoulders. She rolls her eyes and starts to object, but I stop her before she can say a word. "No arguments, young lady. And you know your dad would agree with me."

"He's probably not even going to show."

"Hey." I try to make her look at me, but she pulls away and stares at the far side of her room where the pink wall meets the hardwood. "You know he's going to be there. He promised. He just had to make sure some form was submitted before 6. But he's meeting us at the school, so he'll be there to see you in this fabulous dress." As much as I complain about Logan sometimes putting his work ahead of his family, when he gives his word, you can count on him.

"It would be fabulous if I didn't have to wear that." She snatches the loose knit shrug from my hands and looks up just enough that I can see the playful curl of her lip.

"It's still going to be fabulous. Now, I'm going to finish doing my hair. You've got ten minutes until we leave."

I head across the hall, through Logan's bedroom, and into the bathroom that I've taken over for the evening. My curling iron is plugged in on the vanity, and it should be ripping hot at this point. I clip my long hair up and start working one section at a time. Rolling the hot metal dangerously close to my scalp, but stopping just before it can burn me. A skill bought by years of experience and more burns than I want to remember. When I'm done, I shake my fingers through my hair to loosen the curls and then spray it all with hair spray. I twist in front of the mirror, checking it from all angles. Perfect.

For just a second, I close my eyes and imagine Logan. Getting out of his car as Rose and I walk up toward the school. He smiles and gives her a hug, but then freezes when he sees me. Wow, he mouths, and my entire body shivers like the leaves of a willow tree buffeted by a gust of wind. But then I open my eyes. It's stupid. I'm stupid to even think it. It's not going to happen that way.

And it doesn't. As Rose and I walk up to the school, I see Logan's car, but it's empty and there's no sign of him. "See?" I put my arm around Rose and tug her close. "I told you your dad would be here." But while I say it, my stomach sinks.

I still have my arm around her when we walk through the double doors into the school. Logan is standing to the side, waiting for us, and Rose's face lights up as soon as she sees him. "You came."

He kisses her forehead. "I promised you I would."

"I know." She stretches the two syllables out for what seems like forever. "That's what Eli said."

Logan looks at me and grins. "I don't know what we would do without Eli. That's a very pretty dress. I don't think I've seen that one before."

I turn away before Logan can see the color rushing into my cheeks. When I do, I nearly spin into a woman standing way too close behind me. She's wearing all black. Black dress hugging her curves. Opaque black tights. Black heels on her feet. Her long brown hair is pulled back in a ponytail. She's wearing some makeup, but not much. She smiles at me, but then looks at Rose. "You'd better head back with the others, sweetie. I'll be back for warmups in just a few minutes."

"Yes, Miss Reyes." Rose grins at her dad and then me before she whirls down the hallway and around a corner that takes her out of our sight.

"You must be Rose's mother. She's such a lovely girl. I'm Miss Reyes, the orchestra teacher." She holds out her hand to shake mine, but I just stare at her, my mouth hanging open.

"Uh..."

Her smile goes wider as she waits for me to say something. I look around, hoping for someone to interrupt us. Hoping to see something on the off-white walls that will give me an answer. But nothing comes. "I'm not, um, not her mother?" I'm not sure why I say it like a question. Now, I have two reasons to wish the earth would swallow me.

"This is Eli," Logan says. I turn to face him as he steps beside me. Very close beside me. And my cheeks that were on fire are now the center of a volcano. "I guess we don't have an official title, do we?"

The woman's face lights up. "I completely understand. My mistake. Anyway, it was a pleasure to meet you."

She turns away, and I gasp because Logan's arm wraps around my waist. "What should I call you? Certainly not a nanny since you object so strenuously to that. Besides, you're more than that, aren't you?"

I try to joke and say that he can call me anything he wants, but my tongue doesn't work. The only thing that comes out is a whimper I hope he can't hear.

"That dress is lovely on you, by the way." His whispered words are somehow more than just a simple compliment, and my body erupts at their sound.

I force myself to look down, to focus on my dress, because I'm not sure what I would do if I let my mind go anywhere else. It's a simple, sleeveless sheath dress, white at the shoulders before moving through a gradient to become navy blue along the last few inches. "Thanks." The single syllable takes so much out of me that I have to pause for a breath before I can continue. "But it's just something I found this morning." Literally. It was in my closet. I don't remember ever seeing it before, and I definitely don't remember buying it. But when I saw it, I knew it would be perfect for Rose's recital tonight.

Logan's hand slides down my back to my ass and cups my left cheek. "And you're even more lovely in it."

He takes a step so he's in front of me, his hand still melting through the flesh of my rear, and I watch helplessly as his face moves closer to mine. I think I'm going to faint. I'm sure I would collapse to the floor if his hand weren't supporting me. Even with it, I nearly topple when I feel his warm breath on my nose.

"We can't—"

His lips press against mine before I can say any more, and the sound of middle school violinists warming up is suddenly beautiful. Beethoven and Bartok and Boulanger all at once in the most wonderful harmony that has ever existed. So sweet and powerful that my chest opens and my heart lifts away. I don't need it anymore. I just need this. Now and forever.

"Girlfriend." His mouth is just millimeters from my tingling, swollen lips, but it's too far. I need to feel them pressed against mine again. I need to feel his tongue slip inside. "I'd like to call you my girlfriend."

A bright red light in the back of my mind flashes at that word. An alarm bell rings. But they're weak and quickly drowned out by the bright overhead lights and the sound of the orchestra tuning to the A above middle C. Girlfriend, I repeat to myself. Girlfriend.

Logan takes a step backward and holds his hand out for me. I watch my hand reach out and take it, and I'm not inside my body anymore. I'm floating half an inch behind myself. Half a beat behind. As we walk hand-in-hand into the auditorium, I'm able to watch us. The slight tick of my ballet flats reaching my ears a quarter of a second after I see them touch the ground, and I wonder that there's any noise at all because surely I'm floating.


CHAPTER SIX



The only thing I want to be aware of as I walk into the room is Logan's hand around mine. It's everything mine isn't—large, warm, firm—and I try to focus on it. I try to block out all the ghosts moving around us. Their faces twist into looks of empathy as they look at me. They all tilt their heads in the same direction and at the same angle. They all curl their lips up into what they think is an understanding smile. Their eyes are soft and wide, some of them twinkling behind a layer of tears, and it's too much. All of this is too much.

The room is large, half the size of a gymnasium, but instead of smelling like sweat and spectators and stale popcorn, it smells of dust and mildew. The scents of loss. On either side, there are rows of tables. Old and dark with brown metal legs. I pull Logan to the left. There are people sitting at the first two tables, and their faces perk up a little as we walk toward them. I try to smile, but I'm grateful when I hear Logan's voice. I don't know what he tells them, but it means I don't have to pretend for them. I can keep steering us away, toward the back, to the empty table.

When we get there, I finally blow out the breath that I've been holding and drop into a chair, not bothering to smooth my dress under me. The freezing steel sends a jolt through my thin layer of tights and panties and makes me gasp. I grip Logan's hand even tighter. He's barely left my side for the last three days. Since my mom called to tell me that Aunt Jenny had passed.

I didn't believe her at first. Mom's always telling humorless jokes with overly complicated setups. I thought it was going to be another one of those. But then I heard the sadness in her voice, and I stopped her. "Wait. You're serious? I just talked to her last week." When she said yes, I counted the days since I last spoke with Jenny. Six. It was Tuesday evening.

Did she sound different? I replayed our conversation. She'd asked how I was. Asked how things were with Logan. And when I told her that he called me his girlfriend, she squealed, and I knew if I was with her, she would wrap me into one of her hugs that always left me sore afterward. I told her about Rose's concert. How she was clearly the best seventh-chair violinist in the history of middle school orchestras. Then we talked about the vacation we always said we would take together. A weeklong girls' trip to Philadelphia. Aunt Jenny wanted to walk the same streets that Ben Franklin had walked. To stop at the same pubs and churches and to see the walls and bricks and stones that he saw. And even though I didn't care about any of that, I wanted to be with her when she finally saw it. It seems like she'd talked about it all the time since I was a little girl.

"Ellie?" Logan calls my name and shakes my hand under the table just enough to get my attention, and I turn to look at him. His eyes move from me to a woman standing on the other side of the table. My cousin Alyssa. She's dressed like everyone else. We might as well be wearing black uniforms. In fact, her dress could be the same as the one I have on.

"I asked how you're doing." She smiles at me, and I decide that's the worst part of all of this. The fake smiles we all have to perform for everyone else. A person died. She's gone forever, and we'll never see her again. As the years go on, our memories of her will fade. Her face won't be as clear to us. We won't quite remember if she pronounced her r's this way or that. I don't want to sit around and pretend that I'm going to be okay. I want to sear every bit of Jenny that I can into my memory. I want to make sure I'll never lose her echo.

"I know how close you two were." Alyssa sits across from us, and I want to storm away. "Every time I talked to her, she would always end up going on about you somehow. Telling me about your job. She was so proud you went into IT just like her. Or your dating life." She chuckles. "And remember that one family reunion? You were probably around seven—"

"Five." I cut her off, and only afterward do I worry that I sound rude.

"Five? But anyway," she stops looking at me and looks at Logan, "our families rented a barn at the edge of the woods. I was only a teenager, so I was bored out of my mind. But then out of the blue, we all hear these screaming sobs from outside. Everyone jumped up, and that's when Jenny shrieked 'Ellie' and bolted out the door."

I look up at Logan. His eyes are glued to Alyssa's, his mouth hanging open just a little, and I want him to hold me. To squeeze me as tight as he can, cocooning me away from this story that I've heard hundreds of times. Away from all the people here. Away from the knowledge that these stories are all that's left of a woman who was closer to me than my own mother.

"All of us run behind her," she continues, "and the screaming is getting close now. And then I see that it is Ellie, and her face is redder than I thought possible. You know those cinnamon candies? Redder than that. And Jenny heaves her into her arms and runs back into the barn with her." Logan looks horrified at this point of the story, but Alyssa just laughs. "Turns out Ellie watched too many cartoons, so when she saw a beehive in the crotch of a tree, she thought she could just scoop out some honey. She didn't realize the bees might have a problem with that."

"You poor thing." Logan puts his hand around my shoulder and pulls me tight to him, and maybe hearing one of my relatives tell this story again isn't so bad after all.

"Luckily, she was only stung three times—"

"Four."

"Four, but other than the swollen knots on her arm, she was fine. Jenny, though, was smeared with honey and wax and whatever else beehives are made of by the time she finally got Ellie to let go of her. She said it took a week to wash it all out of her hair." Alyssa has to stop here because she's laughing so hard she can't speak.

Logan puts his other arm around me, and I can't help my smile. A real one. "That sounds horrible," he says. "It must have been so traumatic."

"Nah, Ellie was fine. Ruined her dress, but that was it."

And the smile falls from my face like a glass crock full of baked beans knocked off the counter. My dress? I try to remember what I was wearing. At this point, I've heard the story so many times that other people's tellings are more clear than my memories, but I close my eyes and try to picture it. When I do, there isn't a dress. There are shorts and a blue t-shirt with some sports logo on it. A baseball team, maybe? And it wasn't Aunt Jenny. It was my mom. Scolding me. Telling me how stupid I was to think I could just reach into a hive like that. But no. That's not how it happened. Is it?

I stand up and hold my hands to my head. The chair screeches across the tile floor under me as my legs force it back. Aunt Jenny was there. She was the one I ran to. The one who ran to me. Wasn't she? And the dress... I was wearing a... what was it? Why do I only see the same t-shirt? I was a boy? No. Obviously, just no. That's not—I pinch my eyes closed and force myself to imagine every detail I can. And Aunt Jenny disappears. The dress never comes. I was a boy. How? "I need to go to the bathroom." I shrug away from Logan's embrace and scan the room until I see the tiny black placard on a wood-paneled door. "Ladies." I dash toward it, not paying attention to anyone on the way.

The mirror above the only sink is small and pockmarked, but it still lets me see myself from the waist up. The top of the black dress. My blonde hair falling around my shoulders in waves. My simple makeup—just a pink lip and light eye makeup for today. "It's fine," I say aloud to myself. It's all fine, right?

I stare at myself longer. It's the same face I saw in the mirror this morning. The same one I saw yesterday morning and the morning before that and every morning before every other morning. It's me. Ellie. Eleanor. I reach out and touch the mirror as I mouth my name. French manicured nails trace the reflection of my pink lips, and something isn't right.

"Eli." The name springs out and for a few seconds, I don't know what it means. But then I take a step backward. The boy in that memory. His name was Eli. My name... no.

The back of my throat swells, and tears pour out of my eyes until everything is a blurred haze. "I don't want to be a boy." The words echo around the small room, bouncing off the oak paneling and the light pink toilet set in the corner. "I don't. Please don't make me." I fall to my knees and the shock rattles my body, freeing a new wave of tears.

I'm not sure how long I sit slumped on the cold, grey tile. I'm not sure of anything until I hear the soft knock on the hollow door. "Ellie?" It's Logan, and his voice makes me go stiff. "Are you alright?"

"Yeah." Great. My voice sounds the exact opposite of alright. "Um, I just..." I stand up and look at myself in the mirror. My mascara has run almost down to my mouth and my lipstick is half smeared off. I look around for my purse and realize that I left it at the table. "I just need a minute."

There's a small window that I could barely fit through, and for a moment I think about shimmying through it. But it's too high off the floor. I'd never reach it. And I can't just run away. I have to figure this out. So I pull a handful of paper towels from the dispenser and run them under the water. It's cold, and I don't wait for it to warm up. I clean my face the best I can, replacing the black streaks and pink smears with the red of rubbed skin, and then I turn to face the door.

I picture Logan standing outside, and I want to yank open the door and throw myself into his arms. What's going to happen to us if I become a boy? It's a silly thought, and I stop myself as soon as I think it. I'm not becoming a boy. That memory is just... I don't know what it is, but it doesn't mean anything. I can't let it.

I reach for the doorknob but I pause and lift my hand when I think I see a dark hair on the back of my knuckle. "No, no, no, no." There are two. I pinch them between my fingernails and rip them out. The minuscule stings threaten to unravel something inside me, but I force myself to hold it together.

"Are you okay, babe?"

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I'm going to be okay. I won't let myself be anything else.

Logan is standing right outside the door. So close that his face had to have been pressed against it when it was closed. When I swing it open, his eyes sweep down my body, widening as he takes in the mess of me. He takes a step toward me, but I hold out my hand to stop him. There is nothing in the entire world that I want more than to feel his warmth against me right now, and that's why I can't let myself have it. "I need to go out to the car for a second. Can I have the keys?"

His face softens as it moves from shock to concern. "What do you need? I have your purse here." He swings it to make sure I see it. "And I can run to the car for anything else you need."

I take the purse from him and make myself smile. "Girl stuff. I'll be right back."

Logan doesn't even question me as he drops the keys into my outstretched hand. "Are you sure you're okay?"

I want to laugh at him. I'm pretty sure that I've never been further from okay. "Of course. I love you so much." I look into his eyes as I say it, and I don't see anything wrong in them. There's no puzzlement, no wondering at who I am or who I'm becoming. Just the same brown eyes, speckled with grey, that I look into every morning. I have to leave before that changes.

I put my head down and march outside into the lying sunshine and to our car. I don't even bother adjusting the seat before I back out of the parking space.


CHAPTER SEVEN



The quiet drone of the tires on the asphalt becomes a rumbling roar as I turn onto the gravel driveway. Some stones ping against the underside until the car slows. The entrance is almost exactly the same as I remember. And when I drive up over a hill, I see that the barn is too. It's still the stereotypical burnt red with white trim outlining the sides and the large doors. The parking lot beside it is empty.

When I get out of the car, I have to look around. I remember running toward the open barn door, but I can't remember which one. I close my eyes to focus on every little detail in the memory. The memories. Both are so similar, but so completely different. There's the barn. The crushed stone path that has worn bare in spots, leaving mud puddles. The trees. So much green from the mid-summer leaves. Then there's the trunk. I remember the rough brown-grey bark. When I started into the woods, I ran my little hands over it. The crevices caught and clawed at my fingertips. I can almost feel it now as I look toward the woods.

There's only one tree it can be. The base is so large there's no way I could wrap my arms around it. From a distance, it almost looks like a single trunk, but as I get closer, I can see the split. Dueling trunks that have grown together in the years since I was last here, but that made the perfect little V for a group of bees to build a hive twenty-five years ago. When I'm just a few feet away, I stop. My legs can’t move. They can't even hold me up, and I collapse to the ground. I was a boy. I remember it so clearly now.

I pawed at the hive like a clumsy dog, and before I knew what happened, there were four sharp explosions and then instant fire sweeping through my left arm. I screamed and ran back to the barn, but Aunt Jenny wasn't waiting to scoop me into her arms. No one was. I can see their faces all scrunched as I ran toward them. Inconvenienced. Even five-year-old me realized that they all saw me as an inconvenience. Looking back now, I can see Jenny standing behind the others. She looked concerned, but didn't do anything before my mother pushed her way to the front and spit out a laugh at me, calling me a fool before she even looked at my arm. I was a boy.

The ground should be warm under me, but it feels like I've fallen into a snowbank as I force my mind through the rest of my life. I tried out for the high school football team but was cut before the end of the first day. I still pretended to go every day for the next two weeks, just so I wouldn't have to listen to mom tell me what a failure I was. Then there was my senior year. I was the only out gay boy in the entire school, so that meant I went to prom with a group of girls who couldn't find dates. We sat in a corner drinking from a flask one of us snuck in while we complained about what terrible wastes boys were when you really thought about it.

Then there was college. There were plenty of guys for me to date there, and I was convinced that I would find The One. But by my last year, none of those relationships had ever turned into anything real, and I was desperate. I thought it was my last chance. If I didn't find someone before graduation, I would die alone. I almost skipped the ceremony because I was too depressed. My life was doomed, so what good was a degree? But then I moved back home afterward and, just three months later, I met Logan.

I sigh and let my shoulders fall backward, not caring about the dirt and grass getting on my dress or in my hair. If I'm really a boy, why should I care about either? The sky is so bright and cloudless the blue almost becomes white overhead. It stings my eyes to stare too long into it, but I hold them open anyway. I need the pain right now. It's the pins through my wings, holding me here.

Logan. No one else had ever made me feel the way that he did. Weightless, I could do anything with him beside me. I could be anyone. I wasn't trapped as a failure who was pulled back into the gravity of his hometown. It didn't even feel like the same town when I was with him. But even then, there was always a black cloud at the edge of my sky. His wife. Rose's mother. It wasn't that I felt threatened by her. I didn't. Logan never loved her, and she never loved Rose. I will never understand how that's possible. Even when I first met him, I knew their relationship was doomed. But that doomed relationship was still an insurmountable hurdle. No matter what I felt about Logan, he could never feel the same about me.

I kissed him once. Rose was only a baby, and we'd just gotten her to finally fall asleep after what seemed like hours of trying. We walked out to the living room, him in front of me. His shoulders were so slumped I didn't know if he would make it to the couch, but he did. Barely. And I dropped next to him. Too close, but I was too worn down to move. And when he looked at me, his lips were so close I thought the universe might be sending me a sign. I leaned closer until our mouths touched, expecting the same shock that I felt every time we accidentally touched, but there was nothing. He didn't pull away at first. He didn't react at all. It was like kissing a reheated cadaver. And I was sure that part of me died then. What clearer signal could I get? We both pulled back, and I apologized. He didn't say a word as he watched me leave his apartment. Then the next day he texted me without mentioning it at all. He wiped it from our shared history, and any hope I ever had that I might not die alone was wiped away with it.

Lying on the path, I finally let my eyes close. I have everything I always wanted. A husband who is as mad for me as I am for him. A step-daughter who is more perfect than any I could ever dream up. And none of it is real. I'm Cinderella, waiting for the clock to chime. I should be grateful I had this flash of what could have been. A glimpse of the life I deserve. But I'm not. As a boy, I was numb. Now the weight of everything I'll soon be missing crushes me until I'm sure I'll be turned to gravel under its pressure. "I don't want to be a boy. I don't know who there is to hear me, but please. I can't go back to that. I'll die." And as soon as I say the words, I know they're true. I can't live as a man, not after this.

"I'm not going to let you die."

I gasp and leap to my knees at the sudden shadow across my closed eyelids and the unexpected voice. Even though I recognize the voice and the silhouetted outline as soon as I see it, my heart still pounds. "Logan, what are you... Are you really here?"

He laughs and drops beside me with a soft thump, pulling me against him as he does. "I knew you were close to your aunt, but I guess I didn't realize how close. I'm sorry I didn't do better for you."

"You shouldn't be here." I wedge an arm between us and try to push him away, but he doesn't budge. "I don't want you to see this."

"Ellie, this is exactly where I should be. I'm not going anywhere." As if he's trying to prove the point, he weaves his fingers into my hair.

My heart tries to pulverize my ribs as I squirm in his arms. If I can't get him to leave, I want to make sure he's not looking at me when the change happens. And I'm sure that it's going to happen at any second. Now that I've realized the truth and remembered who I was, the delusion will surely slip away. We'll both go back to the way we were. Friends with no hope of anything more.

I feel like the sand from the hourglass has run into my lungs. Each breath becomes more difficult than the last until I can hear myself gasping. Everything will be gone. No, not everything. Not Rose. I won't be her step-mother, but I'll be her... her... A sudden pain explodes behind my left eye, and I can't think anymore.

"Ellie, I'm right here. Ellie?"

It feels like Logan brushes his thumb under my eyes, but I can't be sure. His hand may stroke the side of my cheek. All I know is the throbbing in my skull, so much faster than my heartbeat. Or is my heart really racing that quickly now?

"I love you, and I'm right here." Logan covers my eyes with the palms of his hands, so softly that I don't even notice his touch. But when his lips meet mine, all my attention snaps to that. His rough bottom lip presses against mine. I open for him, but he doesn't take anymore of me. He stays still, his mouth on mine, his hands covering my eyes. "Do you think you can get to the car?" He breathes the words into me and I'm finally able to inhale.

"You don't want me like this. I'm a—"

"Shh, don't talk. Of course I want you. Come on, let's get you to the car before this migraine gets worse." He takes his hands away from my eyes, and it's like someone replaced them with white-hot coals. I can't help my whimper. "I know, baby. Just do the best you can until I can get you there, okay? We'll lay you down and get your eye mask on. Just focus your breaths."

I pinch my eyes shut as tight as I can and try to imagine the air moving in and out of my lungs. It doesn't help with the pain, but it gives me something else to think about.

Logan lifts me to my feet, and I blindly latch on to him. "Small steps. Come on. Almost there." Our arms never leave each other as we shuffle along the crushed stones. Then he stops us, and I hear a car door open. Logan spins me and lowers me to the seat. As soon as I'm sitting, he reclines the back and puts something over my eyes. A mask that we keep in the glovebox for my—migraines? I sometimes have migraines? I remember now. Since I was...

"Oh my God, Logan?" I reach out for him, hoping to feel any part of him, but my hand comes back empty.

"Over here." His voice comes from my left. The driver’s side. And he takes my hand in his.

I squeeze it like I'm drowning in the middle of the ocean. "Am I..." I don't even know how to say it. "Who am I?"

He chuckles, but doesn't answer.

"Logan, please. I need to hear it."

"Okay. You're Eleanor Marie Branford." His words are as soothing as his thumb stroking the back of my hand. "My insanely attractive wife, and one of the two most important women in the entire world as far as I'm concerned."

I feel lightheaded, and I'm not sure if it's the migraine or the relief of hearing him say that. "We're married? You and me?"

Logan rests a palm against my forehead while he grips my wrist with his other hand. "Should I take you to the hospital? You've never been like this before."

"Home. Just to our home. Please. I'm fine." I'm beyond fine. I'm a cloud floating through the blue sky, and not even the pain matters to me. It's nothing more than an insect, a mosquito buzzing by.


CHAPTER EIGHT



It takes thirty minutes to get home, and by the time we do, my migraine is miraculously gone. I'm still hesitant to lift the eye mask and sit up, but when I do with no consequences, I twist and look at Logan. "Are you sure about me?"

"I've always been sure about you," he chuckles, "but what do you mean?"

I don't say anything. Instead, I get out of the car and look back at him. His eyes are glued to me, concerned that I'm not myself. But I'm more myself than I've ever been. I hook my index finger and motion for him to follow me.

Without looking, I turn away and walk into the house. The tsunami of doubt that was flooding me less than an hour ago is dried and in its place is a confidence I've never felt before. The confidence of being loved and wanted by the person I want most. I'm at the top of the stairs before I look back. Logan is at the base, staring up at me. His eyebrows are still knitted in concern, but his eyes are pure fire. When our gazes meet, he opens his eyes a little wider, questioning me, and I nod. I've never been more sure.

I walk toward our bedroom, but before I get to the door, Logan grabs me from behind. His arms knotting around my belly and pulling me into him. "My mom has Rose until seven," he says. Such mundane words, but they make me growl.

"That only gives us a few hours," I say. "We'd better get started." He presses his cock against me, and I gasp. "Oh, I see you already have."

"Is it bad that all I could think about all day is how fucking hot you are? Even in a black dress. Even surrounded by your family. The only thing I could think about was how I wanted to tear this dress off of you. I know that's disrespectful to your Aunt Jenny, but—"

I reach behind me and cover his mouth. "She would absolutely approve of fucking over mourning any day."

He nibbles on my hand. His teeth tickle my palm, and I pull my hand away so he can move on to other areas. "She was a pragmatist. No wonder I liked her." Before I can respond, he bites the back of my neck between my necklace and the neckline of my dress, and I nearly collapse as lightning moves through my body. "I wasn't lying. And if we don't get to the bed, I'm just going to have to take you right here in the middle of the floor." To emphasize his point, he works his free hand under my dress and starts tugging at my tights.

I hurry the last few steps to the bed and then turn to face him. His eyes are almost glowing. The brown and grey irises are like coal embers. He pinches his lower lip between his teeth as he nudges me backward. Before my back even hits the mattress, he's on top of me, and my heart stops. This is everything I've dreamed of since I met him. "Logan, I—"

"Me too." With a loud rip, he yanks my tights and panties down, and I feel the cool room air against my pussy, but instead of cooling it, it makes it blaze even hotter.

And before I even have time to breathe, he's pressing himself against me. The fabric of his pants is thick and rough—his zipper jagged against my tender folds—but I wrap my legs around him and hold him tight to me. So tight that he has to force his hands between us to unfasten his pants. I can't even let up long enough for that. I need to feel him next to me forever.

But finally he works them loose, and I feel the tip of his cock bounce along my slit while he kicks off his pants. As soon as he's free, he plunges into me without a word, and my world goes white. It's like staring at the sun again, but more intense. Every individual atom in my soul vibrates to the rhythm of his thrusts. Humming a cosmic note that only the gods can hear. This, I repeat to myself over and over. This, this, this. Is all I ever wanted. Is all I need. Is everything. Is me. This is me.

As he drills himself into me, I feel like I slip through the mattress. Through the floor. Plummeting into a pit I'll never climb out of. An abyss I can never escape. And from down here—so far down—I see him pressing into me. I hear him grunting. I hear myself screaming his name over and over. I watch as I dig my fingernails into his back, and I'm sure I leave little holes in his white dress shirt. And I can see his cock so clearly. Swollen and furious and covered in my shining slipperiness. Slipping in and out. My breaths are in time with it. My heartbeat synced to it. And then my body tenses. Almost imperceptible, but I see the tiny flutter of my hamstring. The little tremors moving along my spine. And then it hits me. Even here, it hits me, knocking me backward. A sonic blast shattering me into a thousand pieces. A million. And my screams are incoherent now. Ear-splitting shrieks that don't express even a tenth of the pleasure that I'm feeling. And still he presses into me over and over.

But then his lips curl in. His eyes close. And his head rolls back. And I use my legs to pull him as far into me as I can. I pull so hard my legs cramp, but I don't care. I keep pulling and he erupts into me. Again and again and again until we're both so tired and so sore and so vaporized that there's nothing left of us.

Logan falls on top of me. His breaths are short and jagged. Sweat rolls down his face to his nose, where it gathers, and then drops into my upper lip. I extend my tongue and take it inside me. I want every part of him that I can ever get inside me.

"How does every time feel like the first time with you?" he asks when he's finally able to speak.

"Maybe because this was my first time."

He lifts his head just enough to look at me. "What do you mean?"

I shake away the thought. He would never believe me. I'm not sure I even believe me. "Nothing. Do you think you're up for another round? We still have time." I shove my hand between us and wrap it around his cock. It's slick, but I squeeze tight and start to move my fist up and down its length while I push him onto his back with my other hand.

"I think I'm willing to give it a try."

"Good." I smirk as I slide off the side of the bed and drop to my knees, my head between his legs.
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For years, Carter and Maya exchanged letters. With each one, their feelings grew. But there was a secret that could tear them apart. Maya was really a boy named Max.

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

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

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

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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I'm at rock bottom. I have no job, and I found my girlfriend cheating on me in our own bed. Even after kicking her out, everything in the apartment still reminds me of her, and I swear I'll never make the mistake of falling in love again.

When I find out about the house I've inherited, I don't hesitate to leave everything in the city behind. It's finally my chance to start over. A chance to build a whole new life from scratch.

But Aunt Nora's house isn't as nice as I remember. In fact, it's almost unlivable. But it's all I have, so I'm determined to fix it up. No matter what. As I slowly repair it, though, I notice it isn't the only thing changing. The clothes in my closet, my hair, the way I think about my new next door neighbor. The longer I stay here, the more they change too.

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

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

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

TRANSFORMED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE


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

Click Here to Join

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

ANOTHER CHANCE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE BEST WOMAN: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE CLUB BUNDLE

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

DISCOVERED: 8 BOOK BUNDLE

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

FOREVER MADDIE

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

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

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

HER DRESS

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

HER NEW DAUGHTER

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

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

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

INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE INJECTED SERIES BUNDLE

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

JUST A DRESS: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

JUST PRETEND: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

MOTHER OF THE REVOLUTION

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

NOT A NANNY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

NOT HER TYPE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

ONLY ON WEEKENDS: A TRANSGENDER, CROSSDRESSING STORY

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

PARTNER TRACK: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE PERFECT GIRL

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

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE PSYCHIC: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

RENOVATED

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

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

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

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

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

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

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

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

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

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

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

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

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

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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