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Introduction

“Again?! Not another gender swap! Take me back to my body!”
This is an illustrated long gender swap romance with over 130,000 words, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I had everything a man could want.

Money. Fame. A Santa Monica mansion. A retired football legend’s body. Women who still looked at me like I was the prize.

Then my fiancée said no.

Her reason was simple: I did not love women. I loved being admired by them.

Drunk, furious, and humiliated, I screamed at the ocean, demanding to know what the universe wanted from me.

Then I crashed my Lamborghini.

When I woke up, I was no longer Grey Watkins.

First, I became Tara Hereford, the stunning Manhattan PR queen who had once been the shy high school girl I humiliated for her body.

Then I became Bea Warsaw, the exhausted woman whose heart I had broken with a goodbye written on the back of a pizza receipt.

And then I woke up as Gretchen Winters.

Gretchen was not glamorous. She was not powerful. She was a forty-two-year-old transgender woman six months into transition, living in a small Chicago apartment with sage green curtains, scrapbooks, hormone reminders, and a quiet job at a dental clinic.

There was no robot voice this time.

No deadline.

No explanation.

Just Gretchen’s life.

And Dr. Martin Forks, the kind, patient dentist who already knew Gretchen as a friend… and might have been the first man to love her exactly as she was becoming.

I wanted my old life back.

At least, I thought I did.

But the more I lived as Gretchen, the more I learned that womanhood was not punishment. It was not beauty, suffering, or being wanted by men.

Sometimes, it was a cardigan. A name. A slow kiss. A hand held with care.

And sometimes, the miracle was not changing back.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: Not Another Gender Swap is Lilly Lustwood’s debut gender swap long romance with over 130,000 words. It revolves around ego, redemption, transgender becoming, and true love.

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 Not Another Gender Swap.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

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

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

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

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

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

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

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

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

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1
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I WOKE UP to the Pacific throwing diamonds at my bedroom ceiling. That was the thing about living in Santa Monica with a house built mostly out of glass. The ocean did half the decorating for you. Morning light came in blue and gold, bounced off the water, climbed the walls, and made every surface look expensive even before the staff polished it. Not that my surfaces needed help.

Marble floors. Walnut panels. Italian sheets. Floor-to-ceiling windows that opened toward the kind of view people put on vision boards when they still believed vision boards worked.

Mine had worked.

That was the difference between me and most people.

I had not manifested my life. I had taken it.

Grey Watkins did not wait for doors to open. Grey Watkins lowered his shoulder and ran straight through them.

At least, that was what the documentary said.

The remote lay somewhere under the sheets. I slapped around for it, found it near my hip, and pressed a button. The blackout curtains slid open the rest of the way with a soft mechanical hum. Below my bedroom terrace, the infinity pool gleamed like a blade. Beyond that, the ocean rolled on, indifferent and beautiful.

I stared at it for a few seconds and waited for the usual feeling to arrive.

Satisfaction.

Victory.

The clean, bright knowledge that I had won.

Nothing came.

I turned my head and saw my own framed jersey across the room.

WATKINS.

Number 11.

Los Angeles Vipers.

The white and silver home jersey hung in a museum-grade case with the MVP season patch on the shoulder. Beside it were three more jerseys: rookie year, championship year, final game. My helmets sat underneath them in glass cubes. My trophies had their own wall because one shelf would have been insulting.

League MVP.

Offensive Player of the Year.

Championship MVP.

Nine league all-star selections.

Fastest receiver to hit ten thousand career yards.

The Vipers had retired my number two years after I retired my body from football, and eighty thousand people had screamed my name like I was a saint in cleats.

Grey.

Grey.

Grey.

I had heard women scream it too, in hotel rooms, club bathrooms, private cabanas, penthouse elevators, and once in the owner’s suite after a playoff win, which was still one of my favorite memories, mostly because I was not supposed to be there.

I smiled at that.

Or I tried to.

The smile did not quite hold.

My eyes shifted to the other side of the bedroom, where an empty champagne bottle sat on the low table near the fireplace. Not from last night. From three months ago. I did not know why I had kept it there. Maybe because no one in my house moved anything unless I told them to. Maybe because I liked leaving evidence of disasters out in the open until I could make them look like victories.

The bottle was from the proposal.

Dom Pérignon Rosé. Custom label. Her name and mine in gold.

CELESTE & GREY.

I had imagined her keeping that bottle forever.

Women loved that sentimental stuff. The bottle, the flowers, the skyline, the violinist pretending not to watch, the photographer hidden behind the lemon trees, the diamond so bright it could have guided ships through fog.

I had done it perfectly.

That was the part I still could not get over.

I had done every single thing right.

And Celeste had still said no.

I sat up, the sheets sliding down my chest. I was forty-one, retired, and still in better shape than half the boys currently playing. That was not ego. That was discipline. I had abs, shoulders, a jawline people paid surgeons to chase, and a face that had sold underwear, watches, bourbon, cologne, gym equipment, and one extremely embarrassing protein cereal that still paid me quarterly.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand.

For one stupid second, I thought it might be her.

It was not.

It was a notification from an account that tracked former athletes’ net worths. Someone had posted a clip from my MVP season with the caption:

Grey Watkins in his prime was DIFFERENT.

I watched it with the sound off.

There I was at twenty-nine, cutting across the field like gravity had signed a contract with me and not the other team. Two defenders missed. A third grabbed air. I caught the ball one-handed in the end zone and landed like I had choreographed it. The stadium went rabid.

I remembered that catch.

I remembered the woman I took home that night too.

Not her name, obviously.

But I remembered the dress.

Red.

I tossed the phone aside and got out of bed.

The bedroom mirror caught me as I walked past. Six foot three. Broad chest. Brown skin warmed by California sun. Dark cropped hair with just enough silver at the temples to make women call it distinguished. I looked like a man aging in the one acceptable way: richer, sharper, more expensive.

Celeste had once said I looked like trouble that had hired a stylist.

I had liked that.

I still liked it.

I walked into my closet, which was bigger than my first apartment and better lit than most department stores. Rows of suits, leather jackets, sneakers, watches, sunglasses. Luxury arranged by category. Winning made organization easier. You just had more beautiful things to organize.

I chose a black T-shirt that fit exactly how it needed to fit and a pair of grey drawstring trousers that cost more than most people’s rent. Casual. Effortless. The kind of outfit that said I had nothing to prove because my bank account and my biceps were already arguing on my behalf.

Downstairs, my housekeeper had left coffee on the kitchen island. My chef had left a covered breakfast I did not uncover. Egg whites, smoked salmon, avocado, probably something green and joyless.

I drank the coffee standing up and looked out at the ocean.

Three months.

Ninety-two days since Celeste Sterling had looked at a ten-carat ring, a private rooftop, a view of Los Angeles glittering below us, and me on one knee, and decided I was not enough.

Me.

Grey Watkins.

I laughed once, but there was no humor in it.

The sound bounced around the kitchen and died.

The rooftop had been mine for the night.

Not reserved.

Mine.

That was what happened when you knew the owner, the chef, two investors, and the mayor’s cousin. You did not book a table. You acquired the sky.

The restaurant sat above West Hollywood, all glass rails, fire pits, olive trees, and people pretending not to be impressed by celebrities. I had picked it because Celeste liked “clean romance,” whatever that meant. She hated anything too obvious. Too tacky. Too male.

So I had kept it elegant.

White roses, not red.

A string quartet hidden behind greenery, not some violinist stalking us between courses.

Her favorite Sancerre.

No public crowd, no scoreboard proposal, no jumbotron nonsense. I was not an amateur. I knew Celeste. She was classy. Old money adjacent, though not as rich as she acted. Gallery board member. Philanthropy face. Perfect posture. Perfect blonde bob. Perfect habit of making me feel like I had to earn her smile even though half the planet would have traded a limb to be sitting across from me.

That was part of the appeal, if I was being honest.

Celeste did not chase me.

Women had chased me since I was seventeen. Cheerleaders, models, actresses, married women with charity foundations and dangerous husbands. They smiled too fast. Touched my arm too often. Laughed before I finished the joke. Celeste did not do that. Celeste made me work.

So I worked.

For eight months, I gave her the better version of myself.

The version who remembered dinner reservations. The version who sent flowers when she had stressful meetings. The version who did not publicly flirt with waitresses unless the waitress was being really obvious. The version who told women in DMs, “I’m seeing someone,” even when the women in question were very much worth seeing.

I had been good.

Better than good.

I had been basically heroic.

That night, she wore a black silk dress that left her shoulders bare and made her look like money had learned to breathe. Her diamond earrings caught the candlelight every time she turned her head. She was telling me a story about a museum donor who had tried to pay for influence instead of art, and I was half listening, half watching the photographer shift behind an olive tree.

Timing mattered.

I had planned it for after dessert, before the champagne toast. Not at the beginning, because that was desperate. Not at the very end, because then you had nowhere to go emotionally. You needed the proposal to become the climax, not the exit.

When the waiter cleared the plates, I reached into my jacket pocket.

Celeste stopped talking.

Her eyes dropped to my hand.

For the first time all night, she looked surprised.

Good, I thought.

Finally.

I stood, moved around the table, and lowered myself onto one knee.

I had taken hits from linebackers that felt less dramatic than that silence.

“Celeste,” I said, and my voice came out smooth because pressure had always been my favorite room. “You came into my life and made me want to be better. Not louder. Not richer. Not more famous. Better.”

Her mouth parted slightly.

The photographer leaned out.

The quartet softened.

I opened the box.

The ring looked insane. In the best way. Oval diamond, platinum band, custom setting. Ten carats. Not subtle, but Celeste could pretend it was because the design was tasteful.

“I know I’m not perfect,” I said.

That line had felt important. Humble, but not weak.

“But I know what I want. And I want you beside me for the rest of my life.” I smiled up at her. “Marry me.”

For half a second, I saw the future exactly as I had arranged it.

Her hands flying to her mouth.

Her eyes filling.

Her saying yes, of course yes, yes, Grey.

The photos going everywhere by morning.

Sports media eating it up.

Lifestyle magazines calling us iconic.

Celeste Sterling becoming Mrs. Watkins in a dress so expensive it needed its own insurance policy.

For half a second, I had it.

Then she looked at me with the saddest face I had ever seen from a woman who had not been dumped yet.

“Oh, Grey,” she said.

Two words.

That was all it took for the night to turn.

I kept smiling because I was trained by cameras, crowds, and pain.

“What?” I asked softly, still on one knee.

She looked at the ring again, then at me. Her eyes were wet, but she was not smiling.

“I can’t.”

My hand tightened around the box.

The quartet faltered. Just one note, but I heard it.

“You can’t what?” I asked, because apparently my brain had decided to become stupid.

“I can’t marry you.”

I stared at her.

She did not reach for the ring. She did not laugh. She did not say she was overwhelmed. She did not say, “Ask me again tomorrow.” She just sat there looking heartbroken on my behalf, which was the most insulting part.

I stood slowly.

Behind the tree, the photographer lowered the camera.

I shut the ring box with a snap.

“Celeste,” I said, keeping my voice calm, “this is not a joke.”

“No,” she said. “It isn’t.”

I glanced toward the waiter, the quartet, the entire production. “Then what exactly is happening right now?”

She inhaled. “The truth.”

I laughed under my breath. “The truth.”

“You don’t love me, Grey.”

That one landed wrong.

I leaned back, almost smiling now because the accusation was so absurd it had to be challenged. “I’m on one knee with a ring that cost more than most houses.”

“Yes,” she said. “You are.”

“I rented out the whole rooftop.”

“I know.”

“I changed for you.”

Her face softened, but not in the way I wanted. “You performed change for me.”

I stared at her.

She folded her hands in her lap, like she was trying to keep them from shaking. “You love the idea of being the kind of man who marries a woman like me. You love how I look beside you. You love that I don’t chase you. You love winning me.”

“That is ridiculous.”

“Is it?”

“Yes.”

“Then tell me something you love about me that has nothing to do with how I make you feel about yourself.”

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came out.

Not because there was nothing. Obviously there were things. Celeste was intelligent. Elegant. Connected. Funny when she stopped acting like laughter cost money. She had good taste. She challenged me. She looked exceptional in black.

But my pause was too long.

Her tears finally fell.

“That,” she whispered. “That is why I can’t.”

I felt heat crawl up my neck. Not sadness first. Anger. Embarrassment. The old instinct to stiff-arm whatever tried to tackle me.

“You’re making a mistake,” I said.

“Maybe.”

“No.” I laughed once, cold. “Not maybe. Definitely.”

She looked down at the table.

I gestured around us. “Do you know how many women would kill for this?”

The second I said it, something changed in her face.

A door closed.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “I think you do.”

I should have stopped.

I did not.

“That came out wrong.”

“No, Grey.” She stood. “It came out perfectly.”

I reached for her arm. She stepped back before I touched her.

That tiny movement humiliated me more than the no.

“I wish you well,” she said.

It was such a clean sentence. Such a final, polished knife.

“Celeste.”

She picked up her clutch.

“You don’t love women,” she said. “You love being admired by them.”

Then she walked away from the table, from the roses, from the skyline, from the ring, from me.

And because the universe had a sick sense of timing, the quartet finished the song anyway.

In the kitchen, my coffee had gone cold.

I drank it anyway.

It tasted bitter, which felt appropriate and also annoying because I paid too much for my beans to be taught symbolism by a beverage.

My phone buzzed again.

This time, it was a DM.

saw your old Vipers highlights. still the hottest man to ever touch a football field 😍

I clicked on her profile.

Twenty-six. Yoga body. Bikini shots. Blue check. Not famous, but trying hard enough to be interesting.

I did not respond.

Not because I was above it.

Because I wanted to see how many more there were.

I took my coffee to the living room and dropped onto the white sectional Celeste had once called “aggressively masculine for something so pale.” My phone unlocked with my face, because even my technology knew who the prize was.

Instagram first.

Then private messages.

Then texts.

Then the dating app I had downloaded two weeks after the proposal disaster and deleted after twelve hours because it depressed me how easy it was.

I reinstalled it.

The matches were still there.

Of course they were.

Women did not disappear from a Grey Watkins orbit. They circled until invited closer or burned out.

You were my first crush.

Are you really single?

My dad hates the Vipers but I’d risk Thanksgiving for you.

I know you probably won’t see this but you’re literally my dream man.

Grey, I met you at the Malibu charity thing last year. You told me I had dangerous eyes. Still true?

I remembered that one.

Redhead. Green dress. Good laugh. Too eager.

I scrolled.

The attention soothed something ugly in me.

There it was, the world correcting itself.

Celeste had said no, but Celeste was one woman. One woman with a control issue and a talent for making emotional speeches sound like court rulings. She had convinced herself that wanting a man to be a man was somehow shallow when she was the one who liked expensive wine and men with status.

I had not loved women?

Please.

I loved women.

I loved the way they smelled after a shower. I loved their legs in heels. I loved the softness of their mouths and the hard little games they played before giving in. I loved buying them dresses and seeing them turn in the mirror. I loved the way they looked at me when they realized the private room was mine, the car was mine, the view was mine, the night was mine, and for a little while, so were they.

That was not nothing.

Maybe it was not Celeste’s museum-board version of love, with handwritten notes and emotional nakedness and whatever else she wanted me to perform. But it was real enough.

I tapped into my messages and opened a thread with a woman named Lila. Actress. Thirty. Curves, sarcasm, one minor streaming role, and the kind of mouth that made men forgive bad conversation.

Her last message from a week ago was:

You alive, superstar?

I typed:

Barely. You free tonight?

Then I erased it.

Too obvious.

I typed again:

Charity event later. Might need someone beautiful to make it less boring.

I looked at it.

Better.

Then I deleted that too.

I threw the phone beside me and rubbed both hands over my face.

The truth was, I did not want Lila.

I did not want the yoga girl or the redhead or the dangerous eyes woman.

I wanted Celeste to call and say she had panicked.

I wanted her to admit that the ring scared her because forever scared everyone eventually, and of course she loved me, and of course she wanted the life I had offered.

I wanted her to say she was sorry.

That was the part that made me angriest.

Not that she had hurt me.

That she had not regretted it.

Three months, and not one crack. Not one late-night “are you awake?” Not one accidental like. Not one mutual friend reporting that she looked miserable.

She had simply gone on with her life.

Clean.

Elegant.

Unbothered.

As if rejecting me had been a difficult but correct decision.

I stood too fast, restless now, and walked through the living room. My house was open-plan because rich people apparently hated walls. Ocean on one side, art on the other, a floating staircase, a fireplace long enough to roast a horse.

There were photos of me everywhere, but tastefully. Magazine covers. Framed campaign shots. A black-and-white portrait from my retirement ceremony. Me holding the championship trophy above my head while confetti fell like heaven had decided to sponsor us.

I stopped in front of that one.

I remembered the noise from that night. The whole stadium chanting my name. My body destroyed, my hands shaking, blood in my mouth, ankle screaming, shoulder numb, and still I had felt immortal.

After the game, Coach Ramirez had grabbed my helmet and pressed his forehead to mine.

“You’re not human,” he’d said.

I had believed him.

Maybe that was the problem.

Maybe I had spent too long being rewarded for refusing to feel pain.

My phone buzzed again.

This time, it was my manager, Blake.

Car comes at 5. Don’t be late. Smile tonight. Donors matter. Also avoid Celeste questions.

I stared at the message.

Then I typed:

I know how to smile.

Blake responded immediately.

That’s what worries me.

I tossed the phone onto the sofa.

Everyone worried too much.

That was the thing about people who had never performed in front of eighty thousand fans with two seconds on the clock. They thought feelings were events. They thought heartbreak was a reason to stop functioning. They did not understand that the world did not care if your chest hurt.

You showed up.

You smiled.

You won the room.

That was what I did.

That was who I was.

And if Celeste Sterling had forgotten that, tonight I would remind everyone else.

The charity event was held at a private sports club in Brentwood, the kind of place with valet attendants who recognized cars before people and members who called themselves low-key while wearing watches that could fund public schools.

The foundation was mine, technically. The Watkins Youth Athletic Initiative. We built fields, funded equipment, sent kids to summer camps, put my face on banners, and gave wealthy people a clean place to put guilt.

I cared about it.

I did.

Maybe not in the teary way people expected, but I knew what football had done for me. It had taken a cocky kid with too much speed and not enough patience and turned him into a brand, a bank account, a legend. Giving some of that back looked good, yes, but it also made sense.

The moment I stepped out of the car, cameras flashed.

There he is.

Grey Watkins.

Still him.

I put on the smile.

Not the real one. The good one.

The one I had used after losses, surgeries, cheating rumors I had mostly not deserved, and one awkward interview where an anchor asked if my dating history made me a bad role model.

“Grey! Over here!”

“Grey, one more!”

“Grey, how’s the shoulder?”

“Grey, are the Vipers making the playoffs this year?”

I laughed and pointed at one reporter. “Don’t ask me that unless you want me fined by a league I don’t even play in anymore.”

They laughed because I had allowed them to.

Inside, the ballroom glittered with money and self-congratulation. Signed helmets in acrylic cases. Silent auction tables. Photos of kids on fields my foundation had funded. A giant screen looping my highlights because apparently philanthropy went down smoother with footage of me embarrassing defensive backs.

I moved through the room like I owned gravity.

Handshakes. Hugs. Backslaps. Air kisses. Donor wives touching my forearm. Former teammates calling me old. Young athletes looking at me like I had descended from a mountain with commandments and a shoe deal.

This was easy.

This was language I spoke fluently.

“Grey Watkins,” a woman in emerald silk said, stepping into my path. “You get more handsome every year. It’s actually rude.”

I smiled down at her. “I’ve been trying to age badly, but my body refuses to cooperate.”

She laughed, touched my arm, and introduced me to her husband, who immediately asked about golf. I gave him forty seconds of attention, which was generous, then moved on.

Blake found me near the auction display.

“You’re doing good,” he murmured.

“I always do good.”

“You always do well.”

“Don’t start grammar-policing a Hall of Famer.”

“You’re not in the Hall yet.”

“I will be.”

He sighed. “That’s the Grey I know and tolerate.”

I picked up a champagne flute from a passing tray. “Relax. I’m charming the wallets.”

“Just stay away from anything that looks like a lifestyle reporter.”

“Why?”

“Because they don’t care about fields for underprivileged kids. They care about Celeste.”

At the sound of her name, my fingers tightened around the glass.

Barely.

Not enough for anyone normal to notice.

Unfortunately, Blake was paid to notice.

“There,” he said. “That. Don’t do that.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You looked like someone stepped on your grave.”

“Poetic. New meds?”

“Grey.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine, but you’re functional. Tonight I only need functional.”

I gave him the smile I gave defensive backs before ruining their evening. “Blake, I was born functional.”

He opened his mouth, probably to annoy me further, but a board member appeared and dragged me toward a cluster of donors. I gave a short speech about opportunity, teamwork, and the importance of building safe spaces for young athletes to grow. It was a good speech. I knew because I had given variations of it for eight years.

People clapped.

Some stood.

A retired quarterback cried, though to be fair, he cried at most open bars.

Afterward, I posed with kids from one of the funded programs. A boy around eleven stared at me like I was the answer to a prayer.

“You were the best receiver ever,” he said.

I crouched beside him. My knees objected, but I ignored them.

“Were?” I said. “Past tense hurts, little man.”

He grinned. “My dad says you’d still beat half the league.”

“Your dad’s smart.”

“He says you were cocky too.”

“Your dad’s honest.”

The kid laughed, and for a second, something in me loosened. Not happiness exactly. Something less polished. I signed his football and told him to keep his grades clean if he wanted coaches to take him seriously.

Then a woman’s voice cut in from my left.

“Grey, can we get a quick comment?”

I turned automatically.

Reporter. Lifestyle site. Perfect blowout. Too-bright smile. Microphone already angled like a weapon.

Blake was across the room, blocked by donors.

Rookie mistake.

“Sure,” I said, because refusing made bigger headlines than answering.

She asked two safe questions first. Foundation impact. Youth sports. Retirement life. I answered smoothly. I could have done it under anesthesia.

Then her smile sharpened.

“On a personal note, a lot of people have been wondering about you and Celeste Sterling. Is there any update there?”

The room did not stop.

No dramatic silence. No music cutting out. No heads turning all at once.

Real life rarely gave you that much respect.

But I felt something inside me go still.

My smile stayed on my face.

It had years of training.

“Celeste is a wonderful woman,” I said.

Good. Respectful. Controlled.

“Are the two of you still in contact?”

The smile pulled tighter.

“Tonight is about the kids.”

“Of course. But after such a public relationship, people are curious whether wedding plans are officially off.”

Wedding plans.

As if there had been plans.

As if there had not been one perfect plan, one perfect ring, one perfect night that ended with me standing alone under string lights while a waiter asked if he should still pour the champagne.

My jaw flexed.

I felt it happen.

The reporter saw it too.

Her eyes brightened.

Predator recognizing blood.

I leaned slightly closer to the microphone.

“People are curious about a lot of things,” I said, still smiling. “Most of them are none of their business.”

Not terrible.

Not ideal.

Her brows lifted.

“So no comment?”

I held her gaze.

For one second too long, the mask slipped.

Not all the way. I was too good for that.

But enough.

Enough for her to see the humiliation under the charm.

Enough for me to feel it.

Celeste saying, You love being admired by them.

The ring snapping shut.

The quartet finishing the song.

The empty champagne bottle in my bedroom.

I straightened, turned away from the microphone, and lifted my glass toward the nearest donor like nothing had happened.

“Excuse me,” I said. “I see someone rich enough to bother.”

The donor laughed.

The reporter did not.

Across the ballroom, Blake had gone pale with professional exhaustion.

I smiled wider.

Let them look.

Let them whisper.

Let them wonder if Grey Watkins was heartbroken.

By tomorrow, there would be photos of me laughing, shaking hands, charming women in silk dresses, raising money for children, looking every inch the man I had always been.

A champion.

A legend.

A winner.

And if my chest felt hollow under the tailored black suit, no one needed to know.

Not the donors.

Not the reporters.

Not Celeste.

Especially not Celeste.


Chapter 2
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I SHOULD HAVE gone home after the charity event. That was the smart version of the story. The responsible version. The version Blake would have approved, if Blake’s approval had ever been something I arranged my life around. I could have gone back to my glass mansion, taken a shower, ignored the internet, slept badly in expensive sheets, and woken up with a hangover that belonged to a man of my tax bracket.

Instead, I told my driver to stop three blocks from the pier and let me out.

He looked at me through the rearview mirror.

“Mr. Watkins?”

“Here’s good.”

“It’s late.”

“I can read clocks.”

He hesitated, which annoyed me. People who worked for me were paid very well to hesitate less.

“You want me to wait?”

“No.”

“Sir—”

“I said no.”

He shut up.

That was better.

I stepped out into the night, adjusted my jacket, and felt the ocean air hit my face with cold fingers. The charity had gone fine. Better than fine. We had raised obscene money. The donors had clapped. The kids had smiled. The photos would look clean and generous by morning.

Grey Watkins Saves Youth Sports.

Grey Watkins Still Has It.

Grey Watkins Unbothered After Split.

That last one would depend on which reporter got her little clip out first. Maybe the headline would be uglier.

Grey Watkins Snaps at Celeste Question.

No, not snaps. They always chose dramatic verbs for men they wanted to humble.

Grey Watkins Bristles.

Grey Watkins Dodges.

Grey Watkins Gets Defensive.

I laughed once and walked toward the lights.

Defensive. That was funny. I had spent twelve seasons making defenders regret being born. Nobody got to call me defensive because some lifestyle reporter with a blowout and a cheap microphone asked about a woman who had humiliated me in front of a string quartet.

My phone buzzed in my pocket.

Blake, probably.

Or some woman.

Either way, not important enough.

The Santa Monica Pier glowed ahead of me, all neon and noise, like the city had decided to build a carnival over dark water and pretend that was not insane. Even at night, people were everywhere. Couples walking hand in hand. Tourists taking bad photos. Teenagers shouting over each other. Men carrying stuffed animals won from games rigged by people with no shame. Women laughing like the world had never once disappointed them.

I hated every single one of them.

Not personally.

I was not a monster.

I just hated the whole performance.

The softness. The cheap joy. The way people leaned into each other like love was something you could trust with your body weight.

A girl in a denim jacket squealed as her boyfriend lifted her off her feet near one of the game booths. He spun her once, almost dropped her, and she smacked his chest while laughing.

He was skinny. Bad haircut. Shoes that had never seen a luxury store from the inside. Probably drove something with cloth seats. And there she was, looking at him like he had hung the moon instead of winning her a stuffed banana with eyes.

I stared too long.

The boyfriend noticed.

For half a second, he looked annoyed.

Then he recognized me.

His face changed instantly.

That always happened. Men went from threatened to impressed in one breath. Women did too, only with more interesting eyes.

“Yo,” he said, uncertain. “Are you Grey Watkins?”

The girl turned.

Her mouth fell open.

There it was.

That tiny electric shift.

The world remembering who I was.

I gave them a small smile, the low-effort kind that still made people feel chosen. “Depends who’s asking.”

“Oh my God,” the girl said. “My dad loves you.”

There was no dignified answer to that.

“Tell your dad he has excellent taste,” I said.

The boyfriend laughed too loudly. “Bro, you were insane in the 2018 championship. That catch? Insane.”

“I remember.”

Of course I remembered. I remembered everything that mattered, and most things that made me look good.

“Can we get a picture?”

I should have said no.

I said yes.

Because of course I did.

The girl came close, smelling like vanilla body spray and fried sugar. The boyfriend held up the phone. I put on the smile. Click. Done. She thanked me like I had blessed a child.

They walked away whispering.

I heard my name twice.

That should have helped.

It did, for about five seconds.

Then the pier swallowed them, and I was alone again.

I kept walking.

I had already had too much to drink at the event. Not sloppy, not embarrassing. I was not some retired lineman getting red-faced at a casino opening. I held alcohol well. My body was built by trainers, nutritionists, and years of ignoring pain. But I had been drinking steadily since the reporter asked about Celeste, and the buzz had shifted from warm to mean.

Mean was not always bad.

Mean got things done.

Mean ran routes across the middle when safeties wanted to take your head off.

Mean smiled at cameras when your shoulder was hanging by prayer and tape.

Mean looked heartbreak in the face and called it a scheduling issue.

I stopped at a vendor and bought a plastic cup of beer I absolutely did not need. The man selling it did a double take when he saw me.

“Grey Watkins?”

“Yes.”

“Man, I used to watch you with my brother. You’re a legend.”

“Used to?”

He froze. “No, I mean—”

“I’m messing with you.”

He laughed, relieved. Everyone was always relieved when I gave them permission to laugh.

He tried to refuse my money.

I paid anyway.

Not because I was humble. Because refusing free things was one of the luxuries of being rich.

I took the beer and walked toward the end of the pier, away from the loudest games and brightest crowds. The ocean opened wider there. Black water under a black sky, cut by silver reflections from the lights. The Ferris wheel turned slowly behind me, bright and stupid and romantic in the way cities sold to people who did not know better.

A couple stood by the railing a few yards away.

The man had his arms around the woman from behind. She leaned back against him, and they looked out at the water like they were in a movie trailer for feelings.

I drank from the cup.

The beer tasted like regret and wet cardboard.

The woman laughed softly at something he whispered.

I looked away.

Then I looked back because apparently I liked punishing myself.

Celeste would have hated the pier.

Too loud. Too touristy. Too sticky. She would have worn the wrong shoes and pretended not to care until she cared very much. She would have smiled politely at the vendors and then told me later that everything smelled like fryer oil and desperation.

I could hear her voice in my head with perfect clarity.

That made me furious.

Not sad.

Furious.

Because she had no right to still be that present.

A woman should not get to leave and stay at the same time.

That was greedy.

I gripped the railing and stared down at the water. Beneath the pier, the waves moved with dark, muscular patience. They came and went, came and went, like they had all night, all year, all my life. Before my first touchdown. Before my MVP speech. Before Celeste. Before the no. The water did not care who I was.

I hated that too.

My whole life, I had made the world react.

Crowds rose when I entered the field. Defenders shifted coverage because of me. Coaches built game plans around me. Brands paid me to wear watches and drink bourbon and stand shirtless under tasteful lighting. Women turned when I walked into rooms. Men straightened.

The world moved.

For me.

Because of me.

But the ocean just kept throwing itself at the shore like it had not been informed.

I finished the beer and crushed the plastic cup in one hand.

A group of girls walked past, laughing, one of them glancing at me twice. Pretty. Early thirties. Tight dress under a leather jacket. The kind of woman who wanted to be noticed but wanted plausible deniability if caught.

I could have smiled.

She would have stopped.

I knew that with the bone-deep certainty of a man who had lived his adult life inside female attention. There were few things in the world more reliable than a woman’s curiosity when Grey Watkins made eye contact.

But I did not smile.

I let her walk away.

That irritated me most of all.

My own lack of appetite.

Celeste had not just rejected me. She had made me boring to myself.

I pulled out my phone.

Blake had texted six times.

Where are you?

Driver said you got out near the pier.

Grey, do not talk to press.

Please tell me you are not drinking in public.

I swear to God if you get photographed messy after tonight—

Answer your phone.

I ignored him.

There were other notifications too. Tags from the event. A few women reacting to my appearance. One sports account had posted a clip from my speech. The comments were already predictable.

GOAT.

Still fine as hell.

Vipers need him back.

My mom said he was her hall pass and honestly same.

I scrolled until the words blurred.

Then, because I was drunk and apparently stupid enough to touch fire, I opened my old thread with Celeste.

The last message was from her.

Three months ago.

The morning after the proposal.

I had not answered it.

Not because I did not have an answer. Because answering would have given her the satisfaction of knowing I had read it more than once.

I had read it sixty-seven times.

Maybe more.

There was no read receipt because I was not an idiot.

But I knew every word.

Grey, I am sorry for hurting you last night. I know you planned something beautiful, and I know my answer humiliated you. That was not my intention. But I meant what I said. You don’t know how to love someone without making it about you. Until you learn that, marriage will only give you someone permanent to disappoint. I hope someday you become as good as the world already thinks you are.

There were worse things she could have said.

Crueler things.

Shorter things.

But nothing would have cut like that last line.

I hope someday you become as good as the world already thinks you are.

I stared at the screen until the letters seemed to lift off it.

Then I locked the phone and shoved it back into my pocket.

No.

Absolutely not.

I was not standing on a public pier at night, drunk, reading a breakup sermon from a woman who thought emotional intelligence was a personality.

I pushed away from the railing and walked farther toward the end.

The crowd thinned.

The music from the rides grew distant, warped by wind and water. The boards creaked under my shoes. The air smelled like salt, metal, beer, sugar, and the faint rotten breath of the ocean.

I stopped where the railing curved and the water stretched out with nothing beyond it but darkness.

There was no one close enough to bother me now.

Good.

Finally.

I gripped the rail with both hands.

My knuckles tightened.

For a while, I said nothing.

I just breathed, hard and uneven, watching black waves fold over themselves.

Then something in me split.

“What do you want from me?” I said.

The wind took the words.

I laughed, because apparently I had started talking to water like a lunatic.

Then I said it again, louder.

“What do you want from me?”

No answer.

Of course there was no answer.

The universe had a long history of letting people embarrass themselves.

I looked up at the sky.

“You want humility? Is that it?”

My voice sounded rougher than I expected.

I hated that.

“I did humble. I did the charity. I did the speeches. I signed the footballs. I smiled at every bored rich bastard in that room so their wives would tell them to write bigger checks.”

A wave crashed somewhere below.

“Oh, that’s not enough?” I spread my arms. “Fine. What else? Discipline? You want discipline? I gave my body to the game for twenty years. Do you know what it feels like to wake up every morning and count which parts hurt first?”

I tapped my chest, too hard.

“I worked. I won. I became the best. Not good. Not popular. The best.”

My voice rose.

“I have money. I have fame. I have looks. I have discipline. I have a house people slow down to photograph. I have kids wearing my number who weren’t even alive when I got drafted. I have men who hate me admitting I changed the game.”

I swallowed.

The next part came out before I could make it sound better.

“I asked one woman to marry me.”

The words hung there.

Weak.

Too naked.

I hated them immediately.

I grabbed the railing again.

“One woman,” I said, louder, angrier, covering the crack. “One. And she looked at me like I was some project she decided not to finish.”

The wind shoved at my jacket.

I shoved back against nothing.

“What did I do that was so terrible?” I shouted. “I dated women? I liked women? I enjoyed my life? I gave them good nights, good dinners, good stories. I never promised forever unless I meant it.”

Liar, something in me whispered.

I ignored it.

“I was honest enough.”

Another lie.

That one tasted worse.

I shut my eyes, and faces came anyway.

Not all of them.

Just flashes.

A girl from college crying beside a dorm bed.

A woman in Miami throwing a heel at my door.

A model in Paris asking why I had stopped answering when I had just seen her naked the night before.

Celeste at the rooftop saying, You love being admired by them.

I opened my eyes.

The water was still there.

Dark.

Unimpressed.

“What else was I supposed to give?” I demanded. “My blood? My knees? My shoulder? My youth? My privacy? My whole damn life has been people wanting pieces of me.”

I pointed at the sky.

“And when I finally want something back, I’m the villain?”

The word villain echoed strangely.

Or maybe that was the pier.

Maybe that was the beer.

Maybe that was the part of me that knew better and had been shoved into a basement years ago because champions did not have time for self-awareness.

My throat burned.

I leaned over the railing and shouted into the dark.

“What do you want from me?”

This time, the words did not feel like anger.

They felt like a dare.

For one second, nothing happened.

Then the pier went quiet.

Not quieter.

Quiet.

The kind of quiet that did not belong anywhere near a carnival by the sea.

The music from the rides vanished. The voices behind me cut off. The wind stopped touching my face. Even the ocean seemed to hold its breath beneath the boards.

I froze.

The lights along the pier flickered once.

Then again.

The Ferris wheel, bright behind me, stuttered in its slow circle. Neon signs blinked out and back on. A game booth bell rang once by itself, thin and metallic, then went silent.

I turned my head.

People were still there in the distance, but they looked wrong for a moment. Not frozen exactly. More like the world had been placed behind glass. A couple moved too slowly. A child’s balloon bobbed in the air without wind. A vendor’s hand hovered above a counter.

My pulse thudded hard.

“What the hell?”

Static crackled near my ear.

I spun around.

No one.

The sound came again.

Soft, electric, almost like an old radio trying to find a station.

I checked my phone.

Black screen.

No call.

No notification.

The static grew sharper.

For a breath, I thought I heard something inside it.

Not words.

Not exactly.

More like the idea of words.

A pressure.

A presence.

My stomach tightened.

Then the world snapped back.

Noise rushed in so violently I flinched.

Music. Laughter. Waves. Footsteps. Bells. Someone shouting about funnel cake. The Ferris wheel lights steadied. Wind hit my face again, cold and wet. The couple in the distance moved normally. A girl shrieked with laughter behind me.

I stood there gripping my phone like it had betrayed me.

Then I laughed.

It came out too loud.

A man passing with his girlfriend glanced at me, then quickly looked away.

“Yeah,” I muttered. “Keep walking.”

The girlfriend whispered something.

I ignored them.

I looked back at the water, but the strange silence was gone. The ocean moved like nothing had happened. The pier glowed. The world resumed its usual commitment to denying me clean answers.

I rubbed a hand over my mouth.

“Get it together,” I said to myself.

I was drunk.

That was all.

Drunk, angry, underfed, overexposed, and stupid enough to scream at the sky after a charity event. The flickering lights were probably bad wiring. The static was probably some speaker issue. The silence was probably my brain taking a timeout after months of Celeste poisoning the part of me that usually worked.

Simple.

Explainable.

Not supernatural.

I was a man who believed in contracts, training, leverage, timing, and physical therapy. Not signs.

Definitely not signs.

My phone buzzed again.

This time, I answered without looking.

“What?”

Blake’s voice came through sharp and furious. “Where the hell are you?”

“Enjoying local culture.”

“Are you at the pier?”

“No, I’m in Milan.”

“Grey.”

“What?”

“Your driver called me. He said you dismissed him.”

“He’s dramatic.”

“He said you were drunk.”

“He’s observant.”

A pause.

“Tell me exactly where you are.”

“Near water.”

“Do not make me track your phone like a parent.”

“I’m forty-one.”

“Then act like it.”

That landed harder than it should have.

My jaw clenched.

“You done?”

“No. I’m sending the driver back.”

“I don’t need a babysitter.”

“You need a ride.”

“I have a car.”

Another pause, colder this time.

“Tell me you are not talking about the Lamborghini.”

I smiled despite myself.

Blake knew me too well. It was one of his least attractive qualities.

“Goodnight, Blake.”

“Grey. Listen to me. Do not drive. I mean it. You have had too much to drink and too much press attention, and if you so much as scratch that car tonight, every outlet in the country will—”

I hung up.

The phone immediately rang again.

I declined.

Again.

Declined.

Again.

I turned it on silent.

There.

Peace.

I started walking back.

The pier seemed louder now, uglier. Too bright. Too full of people who had not been personally rejected by the universe in the last fiscal quarter. I passed the girl and boyfriend from earlier. They did not see me this time. He had his arm around her shoulders, and she carried the stuffed banana.

Good for them.

I hoped it popped.

The parking lot was a few blocks away, private and discreet enough that no one had bothered my car. The Lamborghini sat under a streetlight like a weapon someone had polished for display. Matte black. Low. Wide. Absurd. Beautiful.

My favorite kind of unnecessary.

A man could say what he wanted about emotional maturity. No one had ever felt spiritually inadequate inside a Lamborghini.

That was just science.

I unlocked it, and the headlights blinked awake.

For one second, I stood outside the driver’s door with the key in my hand.

Blake’s voice echoed.

Do not drive.

Celeste’s voice followed.

You don’t know how to love someone without making it about you.

I opened the door.

The interior smelled like leather, money, and bad decisions I could afford to make. I slid behind the wheel, shut the door, and the outside world became muffled and distant. Good. I liked distance. Distance made everything easier to manage.

The engine started with a growl that vibrated through my ribs.

There he was.

There was the man I recognized.

Not the idiot shouting at water. Not the rejected fiancé. Not the charity puppet. Not the guy reading old texts like a teenager with a cracked heart.

The driver.

The winner.

The one in control.

My phone lit up on the passenger seat.

Not a call this time.

A message.

For a second, I thought it was Blake.

It was worse.

The screen had opened somehow to Celeste’s old text. Maybe I had not locked it properly. Maybe my thumb had done it. Maybe the universe had jokes.

The words glowed in the dark car.

You don’t know how to love someone without making it about you.

I stared at the message.

The engine rumbled.

My hands tightened on the wheel.

“Wrong,” I said.

The phone sat there, bright and accusing.

I picked it up and threw it hard toward the passenger footwell. It hit something plastic and disappeared into the dark.

“Wrong,” I said again, louder.

Then I pulled out of the lot.

The tires caught the road beautifully.

Clean response. Immediate power. A machine that understood commands.

Finally, something did.

I turned onto the street harder than necessary, the rear shifting for half a second before the car straightened. Adrenaline cut through the alcohol in a sharp, bright line. The city opened ahead of me in streaks of white and red and gold.

I should have slowed down.

I knew that.

Some sober, boring, deeply unwelcome part of me knew that.

Instead, I pressed harder.

The Lamborghini surged forward.

Santa Monica blurred around me.

Behind me, the pier lights shrank in the mirror, still glittering over the black water like nothing had answered.

But somewhere under the engine, under the tires, under the blood pounding in my ears, I thought I heard static again.

Just for a second.

Then I drove faster.


Chapter 3
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POWER HAD a language. Most men never learned it fluently. They rented it for weekends, faked it in bars, borrowed it from clothes and watches and proximity to women who made them look richer than they were. I had earned mine. Every yard. Every catch. Every hit I took and got up from. Every defender who thought he could press me at the line and learned, two seconds later, that wanting to stop Grey Watkins was not the same as being able to.

I knew speed.

I knew control.

That was what Blake never understood. That was what Celeste never understood either. They acted like recklessness and mastery were opposites. They weren’t. Not for men like me.

For average men, sure.

Average men got drunk and wrapped their cars around trees.

I got drunk and still knew exactly how much pressure to put on the pedal, exactly how late to brake, exactly when to let the rear flirt with danger before bringing it back.

The city opened ahead of me.

I pressed harder.

The engine answered, low and vicious.

“There we go,” I muttered.

Finally.

No reporters. No donors. No women asking me to become some softer, smaller, emotionally housebroken version of myself. Just road, machine, and my hands on the wheel.

My phone was still somewhere in the passenger footwell, probably cracked, hopefully humbled.

Good.

I did not need Celeste glowing at me from the dark like some blonde prophet of my defects.

You don’t know how to love someone without making it about you.

I saw the words anyway.

They floated in front of me, pale against the windshield.

I blinked hard.

“Get out of my head.”

The light turned yellow.

I made it through before red.

Barely.

A horn screamed from somewhere to my left.

I laughed.

“Relax.”

The word came out rough.

The alcohol had gone strange in my blood. Not warm anymore. Not fun. It had sharpened into something metallic, bright at the edges. I felt awake and unreal, like the night had been built for me but had forgotten to install consequences.

Another light.

Another stretch of road.

Another clean burst of speed.

The city thinned in pieces. Storefronts. Palms. Dark houses tucked behind gates. The ocean somewhere off to the right, invisible but present, breathing black salt into the air.

Celeste’s face came back first.

Not the rooftop face. Not the polished no.

The morning after.

I had not seen her in person that morning, but I had imagined her writing that message with a cup of coffee beside her, robe tied perfectly, hair already smooth, no mascara under her eyes because Celeste probably cried in a way that respected fabric.

I hope someday you become as good as the world already thinks you are.

I tightened my grip on the wheel.

“Saint Celeste,” I said. “Patron of dramatic exits.”

A laugh tried to leave my throat, but it got caught.

Because behind Celeste came others.

Faces I had not invited.

A brunette in a hotel room in Miami, sitting on the edge of the bed with one heel in her hand, asking why I was already dressed. I could not remember her name. I remembered the heel because she threw it well enough to chip the door.

A woman in Paris with red lipstick and wet eyes, telling me she felt stupid. I had kissed her forehead, which was my preferred way of ending difficult conversations with tenderness I did not have to explain.

A sportscaster in Denver who had believed me when I said I would call after the road trip. She had looked serious when she said she hated games. I had said, “Me too,” and then won one on Sunday.

A trainer’s assistant from my second year in the league. Sweet. Too young for the room she thought she understood. I had let her think she was special because she had wanted so badly to be special, and because I had been twenty-four and addicted to being wanted by women who knew better but did not care.

The road seemed to narrow.

I blinked again.

“Enough.”

But my mind did not listen.

A girl in college, sitting cross-legged on a dorm bed, laughing with a slice of pizza folded in half. Dark hair, full cheeks, bright eyes. Bea.

I frowned.

That name landed with more weight than the others.

Bea Warsaw.

God, I had not thought about Bea in years.

No, that was not true.

I had thought about her once. Maybe twice. Randomly. The way a man thought about a song he used to like before changing stations.

She had loved me before the scouts loved me. Before boosters whispered. Before coaches started taking my calls faster. Before women learned what my name might become.

Bea had been there when I was just fast, hungry, and convinced the world owed me a bigger stage.

She had believed in me.

That was her mistake.

I saw the dorm room.

The pizza box.

The cheap lamp.

The receipt.

My stomach tightened, and I changed lanes too fast.

A car honked.

I honked back, though I had no idea who had done what.

“Move,” I snapped.

The Lamborghini surged again.

Another face.

Tara Hereford.

That one came from much further back. High school. Lockers. A hallway that smelled like old books, gym sweat, and cafeteria fries.

Tara had been soft. Not ugly. Not exactly. Just soft in the ways teenage boys treated like a public offense. Round cheeks. Nervous smile. A body she tried to hide under cardigans even in California heat.

I had called her Cow.

Once.

No.

More than once.

I could hear it now.

“Moo.”

My teammates laughing.

Her face closing like a door.

I shifted in the seat.

“That was high school,” I said out loud. “Everyone was an asshole in high school.”

The words should have ended it.

They did not.

The static from the pier whispered under the engine.

Soft at first.

Then sharper.

I turned the music on, hard and loud, without caring what played. Bass slammed through the cabin. Some rapper bragging about money, women, enemies, legacy. Normal male medicine.

Better.

I drove faster.

The speedometer climbed into numbers Blake would have turned religious over.

The road bent.

I knew this stretch. Of course I knew it. I knew every glamorous, reckless road between Santa Monica and Malibu. Every clean line, every dangerous curve, every place a man could feel like God if he forgot God had a better view.

The ocean flashed black between gaps in buildings.

My headlights cut across a sign.

My hands adjusted.

Perfect.

I was fine.

I was Grey Watkins.

A man did not survive twelve seasons in the league, two major surgeries, one championship run on a torn ligament, and half a dozen scandals that never stuck just to be taken down by some champagne feelings and a woman’s paragraph.

I leaned forward slightly, eyes fixed on the road.

“Everybody wants something,” I said, though no one was there to hear it. “That’s all love is. Wanting something and dressing it up.”

Celeste wanted moral superiority.

Bea had wanted permanence.

Tara had probably wanted attention.

Women said they wanted honesty until honesty did not flatter them.

They said they wanted love, but what they meant was power over a man’s choices. They wanted the right to enter your life and start moving furniture inside your soul. They wanted access, apology, transformation.

And when you said no, suddenly you were cruel.

The static crackled again.

This time, I heard it clearly.

Not from the speakers.

From inside the car.

I turned the music down.

The sound stayed.

A dry electric hiss.

My eyes flicked to the dashboard.

Nothing.

“What?”

The static popped.

For a second, the lights along the road stretched too long, like the night had been smeared wet.

I shook my head.

Alcohol.

Anger.

Bad sleep.

Celeste.

I reached down blindly toward the passenger footwell, trying to find my phone, maybe to call Blake, maybe to prove I could call Blake and choose not to. My fingers brushed the floor mat, then something sharp. Broken glass? No. The edge of the phone case.

I looked down for half a second.

Half a second was plenty.

When I looked up, something stood in the road.

Not a person.

Not clearly.

A shape.

Pale. Still. Wrong.

My body reacted before my mind finished naming it.

I jerked the wheel.

The Lamborghini screamed.

The rear swung out.

For one magnificent, horrifying instant, everything slowed.

The car rotated sideways, and the world beyond the windshield tilted. Streetlights slashed across the glass. The ocean vanished. A guardrail appeared where road should have been. My hands snapped against the wheel, correcting, fighting, demanding obedience.

“No.”

The car did not listen.

That offended me more than fear did.

“No!”

The tires lost their grip completely.

Metal hit something with a shriek so loud it erased thought.

The first impact threw me sideways against the seat belt. Pain detonated across my chest and shoulder. The airbag exploded white in my face, hot and chemical. The car spun or flipped or both. I could not tell. The world became fragments.

Glass.

Light.

A crunch like bones.

The taste of blood.

My own voice, maybe shouting.

Celeste’s message.

Tara’s face.

Bea’s receipt.

The water under the pier, black and patient.

Then the second impact came.

Harder.

Final.

The Lamborghini folded around me like a fist.

Everything went white.

Not black.

White.

So bright it burned through my closed eyes.

I expected pain after that.

Pain was familiar. Pain had rules. Pain told you where the body ended and the world began. I had lived with pain long enough to know its moods: sharp, hot, dull, pulsing, electric, deep.

But there was nothing.

No broken ribs.

No crushed legs.

No blood in my mouth.

No sirens.

No engine ticking itself dead.

No Blake yelling.

No phone.

No road.

No body.

Just white.

Endless, soundless white.

I floated in it.

Or stood.

Or existed.

Hard to tell when there was nothing to compare yourself against.

For a while, I thought I had died.

The thought came calmly, almost with annoyance.

Of course.

That would be the headline.

Retired Vipers Legend Grey Watkins Killed in Lamborghini Crash After Charity Event.

The press would feast.

Blake would be furious and sad in that order.

The league would put together a tribute video by morning. My best catches. My speeches. My number retirement. Men on television saying complicated things about legacy. Women crying online. Fans leaving jerseys and flowers outside the stadium.

Celeste would hear.

That was the thought that cut through the white.

Celeste would hear I was dead.

Would she cry?

Would she regret saying no?

Would she read her own message again and feel cruel?

Would she come to the funeral in black, elegant and devastated, finally understanding that a man like me was not replaceable?

The fact that I wondered that in the afterlife probably proved one of her points.

I hated that.

The white deepened.

Then came the static.

Soft at first, like it had been trapped far away and was moving closer through walls that did not exist.

Crackle.

Hiss.

Pop.

I tried to turn my head.

I had no head.

I tried to speak.

I had no mouth.

Still, something in me formed the words.

Who’s there?

The static sharpened.

A voice emerged from it.

Robotic.

Genderless.

Flat in a way that made every word feel carved rather than spoken.

“You asked what was wanted from you.”

The words passed through me.

Not into my ears.

Through me.

If I had possessed skin, it would have crawled.

What?

The white rippled.

The voice continued.

“You asked what you were meant to give.”

I tried to laugh. Tried to be Grey. Tried to find the angle, the joke, the arrogance that had carried me through hostile stadiums and hostile interviews and hostile women who still ended up in my bed.

Nothing came out.

The voice did not care.

“You have given performance. You have given hunger. You have given victory. You have given desire.”

The static clicked.

“You have not given understanding.”

The white pressed closer.

Understanding?

A strange panic rose in me then. Not the clean panic of the crash. Not the body’s panic. Something deeper. Smaller. Childlike.

No.

No, I was not doing this.

I did not take spiritual evaluations from defective radios in blank rooms.

I was Grey Watkins.

I was—

The voice cut through the thought.

“You broke what you did not bother to know.”

Faces flickered inside the white.

Tara in a hallway.

Bea in a dorm.

Celeste on a rooftop.

Others behind them, blurred and countless.

Women reduced to perfume, hair color, body type, convenience, story.

No names.

Not enough names.

I pushed against the white with everything I had.

Let me wake up.

The voice answered as if I had spoken aloud.

“You will.”

The static became thunder.

The white fractured.

“Wait,” I tried to say.

This time, I felt something like a mouth.

A throat.

A body.

Wrong.

Too light.

Too soft.

Too unfamiliar.

The voice delivered one final sentence, calm as judgment.

“You asked for an answer.”

Then the white collapsed.

I woke up gasping.

Not gently.

Not like movies, with a graceful inhale and meaningful eyes.

I came awake like I had been thrown out of death by someone who did not care where I landed.

The first thing I felt was fabric against my skin.

Not hospital sheets.

Not my bed.

The sheets were cool, expensive, and smelled faintly of lavender. My hands clawed at them. My nails scraped the material, and the sound was wrong. Too light. Too sharp.

I sucked in air.

My chest moved strangely.

Heavy.

Sensitive.

I froze.

The room was dim, but morning light pushed through pale curtains. A bedroom. Not mine. Smaller than mine, though still obviously expensive. Cream walls. Framed abstract art. A velvet bench at the foot of the bed. A vase of white tulips on a side table. Beyond the windows, tall buildings rose in a grey-blue morning haze.

Not Los Angeles.

My heartbeat slammed.

I sat up too fast.

The world tilted.

Hair fell over my face.

Long hair.

Dark, glossy, soft.

I grabbed it with both hands and stared at it.

For several seconds, my brain refused to participate.

Then I looked down.

A silk camisole.

Thin straps.

Bare shoulders that were not broad enough.

A chest that was not mine.

Breasts.

Full, unmistakable breasts pressing against the pale fabric, rising and falling with my panicked breathing.

I made a sound.

High.

Not my voice.

I slapped a hand over my mouth.

My hand was smaller. Slender. Smooth. No calluses from years of catching footballs. No old scars across the knuckles. The wrist wore a delicate gold bracelet.

I threw the sheets off.

Legs.

Long, smooth legs.

Hips.

Soft thighs.

A body curved in ways that belonged to women I used to look at, not inhabit.

“No,” I said.

The word came out in a woman’s voice.

Low for a woman, maybe. Husky. But not mine.

Not even close.

I stumbled out of bed, almost falling because the balance was wrong. Everything was wrong. My center of gravity. The swing of hair against my neck. The weight on my chest. The brush of silk over skin that felt too awake.

There had to be a mirror.

There had to be a hospital.

A nightmare.

A coma.

Drugs.

Something.

I lurched across the room and found a doorway leading to a bathroom larger than some hotel suites. Marble counter. Gold fixtures. Soft lighting. A giant mirror over double sinks.

I stopped before I reached it.

No.

Some instincts were older than courage.

For one second, I stared at the floor.

At bare feet with pale pink toenails.

Then I forced my head up.

A woman stared back at me.

Stunning.

That was my first thought, which made the terror worse.

She was beautiful in a polished, expensive, Manhattan sort of way. Late thirties or early forties maybe, though maintained with the ruthless discipline of someone who had decided aging was a negotiation. High cheekbones. Full lips. Smooth skin. Dark hair falling around her face. Sharp eyes made sharper by yesterday’s mascara smudged faintly beneath them.

She wore a cream silk camisole and matching shorts. Her body was lush, feminine, curated. Not young-girl pretty. Woman pretty. The kind of woman men turned around for and then pretended they had dropped something.

I stepped closer.

She stepped closer.

I lifted my hand.

She lifted hers.

“No.”

The woman’s lips formed it.

My stomach dropped.

I touched my face.

Her face.

My face.

I grabbed the edge of the counter.

The room swam.

“This isn’t real.”

My voice shook. Her voice shook.

I looked down at my chest again, then lower, dread pulling me by the throat.

The shorts sat high on soft hips.

My hands moved before I could stop them, frantic, disbelieving, searching for the one proof that would make the universe apologize and put everything back.

Nothing.

No.

No.

I backed away from the mirror so fast I hit the wall.

My knees almost gave.

The crash came back in flashes. The road. The shape. The impact. The white.

The voice.

You asked for an answer.

I slid down the wall, breathing too fast, silk riding up my thighs, hair sticking to my lips.

Somewhere outside the bathroom, a phone began to ring.

I froze.

The sound was crisp, elegant, unfamiliar.

Not my ringtone.

It rang again.

And again.

I did not move.

The woman in the mirror stared at me from across the bathroom, wide-eyed and terrified.

The phone kept ringing.

I swallowed hard, trying to force Grey Watkins back into the center of whatever body this was. Trying to find the champion, the superstar, the man who had never met a room he could not own.

But my hands were trembling.

My chest was heaving.

My voice, when it finally came, was barely more than a whisper.

“What the hell did you do to me?”


Chapter 4
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THE PHONE kept ringing. That was what finally pulled me off the bathroom floor. Not courage. Not reason. Not the iron will that sports documentaries loved to pretend I possessed at all hours. A phone.

Some elegant, chiming ringtone floating through the apartment like the place had no idea a six-foot-three retired football legend had just woken up trapped inside a woman with silk shorts, breasts, and panic sweat.

I pushed myself up with one shaking hand against the wall.

The movement made my chest shift.

I froze.

“Nope.”

My voice was still wrong. Feminine. Lower than some women, maybe, but still unmistakably not mine. The sound of it made the back of my neck prickle.

The phone rang again.

I stared at the woman in the mirror.

She stared back.

Gorgeous. Terrified. Hair falling wild around her face, lips parted, eyes too wide. If I had seen her across a hotel bar yesterday, I would have known exactly what to do with that fear. Smile slowly. Lower my voice. Make her feel like I was the only calm thing in the room.

Now I was her.

And I had no idea how to handle myself.

“Get up,” I muttered.

The woman said it with me.

I hated her for that.

I stepped away from the bathroom wall carefully, like the floor might change its mind about being solid. Every movement came with information I did not want. The soft brush of silk against skin. The slide of long hair over my shoulders. The weight of breasts under the camisole. The absence between my legs that my brain kept checking for like a missing wallet.

I gripped the bathroom counter and forced myself to look around.

The bathroom was obscene.

Not in the fun way.

Marble walls veined with grey. Heated floors, probably, because the tile felt warm under my feet. Gold fixtures. A freestanding tub near a window with privacy glass. A glass shower big enough for two people and expensive enough to make the realtor say “spa-like” without shame. On the counter: serums, creams, perfume, a ceramic tray of jewelry, two lipsticks, and a toothbrush in a pale green cup.

Everything was feminine, but not girlish.

Tasteful.

Curated.

Controlled.

Whoever this woman was, she had money and taste and probably scared assistants for sport.

Good for her.

Bad for me.

The phone stopped ringing.

I exhaled.

Then it started again.

“Fine.”

I walked out of the bathroom, and the apartment opened around me like a magazine spread.

The bedroom alone was larger than most hotel suites. Cream upholstered bed. Pale grey velvet bench. A rug so soft my feet sank into it. Framed abstract art in muted tones. A built-in wall of closets with brass handles. On one chair, a blazer was draped carefully over the back, black and sharp, the kind of blazer women wore when they wanted men in conference rooms to remember they were not decorative.

Beyond the bedroom doorway, I could see more.

A hallway. Herringbone floors. White walls with expensive art. A large living room washed in morning light. Tall windows overlooking a city that was absolutely not Los Angeles.

I moved toward it slowly, one hand skimming the wall.

The apartment was not just nice.

It was old-money nice trying not to look too pleased with itself.

Three bedrooms, from what I could see. The primary suite I had woken up in. A second room with a desk, shelves, and a printer. A third with a cream sofa, a treadmill, and yoga mats rolled like weapons of discipline. The living room had a curved white couch, two sculptural chairs, a glass coffee table stacked with art books, and a vase of white tulips arranged so casually it must have taken thirty minutes.

The kitchen was open, sleek, all stone and concealed appliances. Nothing on the counters except a bowl of green apples no one had ever intended to eat.

And the view.

I walked to the windows.

Below, Park Avenue ran like a polished vein through Manhattan. Morning traffic slid between rows of elegant buildings. Trees lined the median, green and precise. People moved along the sidewalks in coats and sunglasses, carrying coffee, walking dogs, hurrying toward lives that made sense.

New York.

I was in New York.

Specifically, I was in the kind of New York apartment that belonged to people who said “the city” as if no other cities had filed paperwork to exist.

My reflection hovered in the glass over Park Avenue.

The woman again.

I turned away too fast.

A wave of dizziness hit me, and I grabbed the back of the couch.

“Okay,” I said.

The apartment gave no answer.

“Okay.”

My voice shook less the second time.

That helped.

Not enough, but a little.

I had survived fourth-quarter drives with torn muscles. I had played through pain that made grown men sob into towels. I had handled hostile stadiums where eighty thousand people wanted my knees to fail. Whatever this was—nightmare, coma, drug, cosmic prank—I needed to stop acting like a rookie who had dropped his first pass.

I was Grey Watkins.

Even if the packaging had apparently been changed without consulting legal.

The phone rang again.

This time, I found it.

It sat on the kitchen island, facedown beside a black leather handbag and a set of keys. The phone case was cream with a gold monogram, subtle but expensive. Of course.

I reached for it, then stopped.

My hand looked delicate against the stone countertop. Long fingers, pale nude manicure, one ring on the middle finger. I curled the hand into a fist.

Still not mine.

I snatched up the phone.

The screen showed Unknown Caller.

“No chance.”

I declined.

The phone immediately rang again.

Unknown Caller.

I declined again.

Again, it rang.

I stared at it, breathing hard.

“Persistent little demon.”

I let it ring while I searched for a passcode clue, but Face ID unlocked the phone the moment I looked at it.

Of course it did.

The phone thought this face was mine.

A cold feeling moved through me.

I swiped out of the call before accepting and opened contacts. My thumbs moved wrong. Smaller phone? No. Same size. Different hands. I fumbled anyway.

Search: 911.

Stupid. You did not search contacts for 911.

I opened the keypad.

The phone rang over the screen, interrupting me again.

Unknown Caller.

“Not now.”

I tried to swipe it away.

It answered.

The screen went black except for the call timer.

I held the phone away from my ear.

For one second, there was only silence.

Then static.

My stomach dropped.

Not phone static. Not bad reception. The same dry electric hiss from the pier. From the car. From the white place after the crash.

I brought the phone closer, though every reasonable part of me wanted to throw it through the window.

A voice spoke.

Robotic.

Flat.

Genderless.

“You are awake.”

The phone nearly slipped from my hand.

I clutched it harder.

“Who is this?”

“You asked what was wanted from you.”

I went cold.

The apartment seemed to tilt slightly.

“No,” I said. “No, no, no. I don’t know what this is, but whatever little psycho game you’re running, you picked the wrong man.”

A pause.

The static clicked.

“You are not currently a man.”

My throat tightened.

I looked down at the silk camisole, at the breasts rising and falling under it.

Rage came first because rage was easier than terror.

“Change me back.”

“That is not the answer.”

“Wrong. That is the only answer.”

“You asked what was wanted from you.”

“I was drunk!”

“Yet sincere.”

“I was shouting at water.”

“You were shouting beyond yourself.”

I laughed once, sharp and ugly. “Oh, great. So I’m being lectured by a haunted customer service line.”

The voice did not change.

“You requested an explanation for your loneliness.”

“I requested nothing.”

“You asked why you were rejected.”

I paced across the kitchen, the phone pressed hard to my ear. The movement made my hips sway in a way that infuriated me.

“I was not rejected.”

Silence.

I shut my eyes.

Fine.

Technically.

“I was not rejected by life. I was rejected by one woman with commitment issues and a gift for melodrama.”

“Celeste Sterling refused your proposal because she believed you did not know how to love.”

Hearing Celeste’s name from that voice made something in me recoil.

“Don’t say her name.”

“You asked what was wanted from you.”

“And this is your answer?” I snapped. “Kidnapping? Body theft? New York? Breasts?”

“You will learn by living.”

“Living as who?”

“Someone you broke.”

The words landed harder than I expected.

For a second, the apartment went too quiet again, though not like the pier. This quiet was internal. A sudden locked-room feeling inside my ribs.

Someone you broke.

Faces flickered.

Celeste. No, not her. Celeste had walked away intact, with her perfect posture and moral high ground.

Bea? Maybe.

The woman in Miami. Paris. Denver.

Too many options.

The thought should have made me ashamed.

Instead, I got angry.

“You’re going to need to narrow that down,” I said. “Because apparently every woman who ever didn’t get exactly what she wanted from me is now a victim.”

The static sharpened.

“Begin with the first.”

“The first what?”

“The first girl you taught to hate what men saw when they looked at her.”

I stopped pacing.

Something moved at the edge of memory.

A hallway.

Lockers.

Laughter.

No.

That was ridiculous.

That was not life-breaking. That was high school. Everyone was cruel in high school. It was basically the curriculum.

I swallowed.

“Who is she?”

“You are inside her life.”

I stared toward the windows, but all I saw was the woman’s reflection superimposed over Manhattan. Beautiful. Controlled. Expensive.

“I don’t know her.”

“You will.”

“How long?”

“One week.”

“One week?” My voice rose. “I have a life.”

“You had a life.”

“Had?”

The call crackled.

“What does that mean?”

No answer.

“What does that mean?”

“Learn.”

The call ended.

I looked at the phone.

Call timer gone.

No number.

No record in recent calls.

I stood in the middle of a luxury Manhattan kitchen wearing a woman’s sleepwear, breathing like I had just run wind sprints, trying not to lose my mind.

Then I remembered 911.

I unlocked the phone again and dialed.

My thumb hovered over the call button.

What exactly was I going to say?

Hello, I’m Grey Watkins, former Los Angeles Vipers wide receiver and league MVP, currently trapped in an unknown woman’s body in a Park Avenue apartment by what appears to be a supernatural robot?

Great.

That would go smoothly.

The operator would send police. Police would arrive. They would see this woman. They would ask for ID. They would call a hospital. Someone would sedate me. Someone would leak it. The headline would survive even if I did not.

Unidentified Manhattan Woman Claims to Be Grey Watkins After Breakdown.

No.

Absolutely not.

I did not build a Hall of Fame career to become a psychiatric meme.

I canceled the call.

Think.

That was the move.

Always.

When the play broke down, you did not panic. You found space. You adjusted. You made the defense wrong.

I needed information.

Who was this woman?

Why her?

What did she have to do with me?

I went back to the bedroom and searched like a man who had never respected privacy and saw no reason to start now.

The nightstand held a sleep mask, hand cream, a novel with an elegant cover, and reading glasses. No answers.

The dresser drawers were worse. Lingerie. More lingerie. Folded silk things. Workout clothes. Shapewear, which I held up with two fingers like it might bite me.

“Women are soldiers,” I muttered before I could stop myself.

I dropped it quickly.

In the closet, the scale of the woman’s life became clearer.

She had taste.

Severe taste.

Rows of tailored dresses in black, cream, navy, burgundy. Blazers sharp enough to threaten people. Silk blouses. Heels arranged by height and cruelty. Handbags displayed on shelves. Jewelry in shallow velvet-lined drawers. A whole section of athletic wear that looked more expensive than actual athletic uniforms.

I found a framed certificate on one of the closet shelves.

Tara Hereford

My breath stopped.

No.

No way.

I grabbed the frame.

It was an award from some communications association, honoring Tara Hereford as one of New York’s top public relations strategists.

Tara.

The name thudded once in my head.

Not common enough to dismiss.

Not rare enough to prove anything.

I carried the frame into the bedroom and set it on the bed like evidence at a trial.

“Tara Hereford,” I said aloud.

The woman’s voice said it.

A strange chill ran through me.

I knew that name.

I did not want to know that name.

I searched the bedroom faster now. Drawers. Desk. Handbag. Wallet.

The wallet gave me her driver’s license.

TARA EVELYN HEREFORD

Age: forty-one.

Address: Park Avenue.

The photo showed the same woman from the mirror, composed and intimidating, lips in a faint smile that did not invite conversation.

Forty-one.

My age.

My high school graduating class.

I sat on the edge of the bed, holding the license.

Tara Hereford.

Soft Tara.

Locker Tara.

Cow Tara.

Moo Tara.

“No.”

I said it quietly this time.

Because loud denial had started to feel less convincing.

I remembered her in fragments at first, because that was how memories returned when you had spent decades stepping over them.

A girl standing near the lockers with books held against her chest.

Light brown hair pulled back too tightly.

Round face.

A cardigan with little pearl buttons.

She had been shy in the way that made teenage boys powerful. The kind of shy that announced where the bruise would form before anyone touched it.

Had we had English together? Maybe.

Or biology.

No, history.

Mr. Alvarez’s class.

She sat two rows ahead of me and to the left. She always took notes with different colored pens. She had neat handwriting. She smelled like vanilla lotion.

Why did I remember that?

My stomach tightened.

I stood up too fast and went to the office room.

If this was Tara’s apartment, there would be more proof. People like Tara—the adult version, anyway—kept records. Achievements. Photos. Evidence of becoming.

The office was elegant but more personal than the rest of the apartment. Built-in shelves lined one wall. Books on branding, media strategy, psychology, women in leadership. Awards. Framed press clippings. Photos from industry galas. Tara in a black gown beside powerful-looking people. Tara on a panel. Tara shaking hands with a mayor. Tara laughing with two women over champagne.

The woman in those photos was stunning.

Not pretty.

Stunning.

The kind of woman men online called intimidating because they needed a word for desire mixed with insecurity.

I moved along the shelves, scanning.

Then I saw it.

A yearbook.

Dark blue cover, silver lettering.

Westbridge Preparatory Academy

My high school.

I had not seen one of those in years.

Mine was probably in a storage room somewhere, buried under old cleats and fan mail I had not pretended to read.

I pulled it from the shelf.

The cover creaked when I opened it.

The smell hit first.

Paper. Dust. Old ink.

Memory.

I flipped past faculty, clubs, football team photos I was definitely in, and senior portraits arranged alphabetically.

Watkins would be near the back.

Hereford came earlier.

My fingers slowed before I reached her page.

I knew what I would see.

Still, I was not ready.

Hereford, Tara Evelyn

There she was.

Sixteen or seventeen. Rounder face. Soft cheeks. Hair straightened badly and tucked behind her ears. Nervous smile. Eyes trying to look pleasant while already expecting cruelty.

Under her portrait, her quote read:

“Be kind. Everyone is becoming someone.”

I stared at it.

For some reason, that quote bothered me more than the photo.

Be kind.

Everyone is becoming someone.

I remembered laughing at that.

Not the quote specifically. Maybe I had never read it. But I remembered laughing at the idea of girls like Tara becoming anything worth noticing.

My fingers tightened on the page.

Then something fell from between the yearbook pages and landed on the floor.

A folded piece of paper.

I bent and picked it up.

It was old. Yellowed slightly at the creases. I unfolded it carefully.

A prom flyer.

Westbridge Spring Formal.

Someone had circled the date in pink pen.

On the back, in neat handwriting, was a list.

Ask Mom about dress.
Try not to chicken out.
Maybe ask G.W.?
If he says no, survive it.

G.W.

My throat closed.

I remembered.

Not clearly.

Not all at once.

But enough.

The hallway after practice. Me with my teammates. Sweat-damp hair. Letterman jacket. Tara standing near the trophy case in a blue cardigan, clutching something in her hands. She had said my name so softly I almost walked past.

“Grey?”

I had turned.

My friends had turned too.

That was probably when things went bad.

She had asked if I was going to prom.

No. Not asked.

Started to ask.

“Are you maybe—”

Then someone behind me had made a sound.

A low moo.

Maybe it was Dylan.

Maybe it was me.

No.

I remembered my mouth.

I remembered the laugh before the word.

“Careful, boys,” I had said. “Looks like livestock escaped the cafeteria.”

Laughter.

Her face draining.

I had been popular enough that cruelty became public property as soon as I dropped it. Everyone picked it up. Everyone added to it. Moo. Cow. Big Tara. Dairy Queen. It spread for weeks.

My stomach turned.

I flipped through the yearbook with shaking hands until I found my own senior page.

There I was.

Grey Watkins, seventeen, smiling like the world had already confessed. Broad shoulders for my age. Clear eyes. Football captain. Most likely to go pro. Most likely to become famous. Most likely to break records.

The boy in the photo looked untouchable.

I hated that I still recognized him.

The phone rang again from the bedroom.

I flinched.

Unknown Caller, I knew without looking.

This time, I answered immediately.

“What did I do to her?”

Static.

The robotic voice came through.

“You remember.”

“What did I do?”

“You named her body before she had a chance to know herself.”

My hand clenched around the phone.

“I was a kid.”

“She was a girl.”

The words were flat.

No accusation in the tone.

That made them worse.

I turned toward the bathroom mirror down the hall, where I could see a slice of Tara’s reflection from this angle. Adult Tara. Beautiful Tara. Expensive Tara. A woman who had rebuilt herself so thoroughly that no one meeting her now would ever imagine a girl crying in a school bathroom because boys made animal sounds when she walked by.

“She looks…” I stopped.

The word hot rose automatically.

I hated that it did.

“She looks successful,” I said instead.

“Because she learned the rules you taught her.”

“I didn’t teach her anything.”

“You taught her that men decide a woman’s value by what they want from her body.”

I looked at the yearbook again.

Tara’s quote.

Be kind. Everyone is becoming someone.

The voice continued.

“She became someone men wanted. Then she learned wanting was not respect.”

I sat down slowly in the office chair.

The leather was soft under bare thighs.

I barely noticed.

“What am I supposed to do?”

“Live.”

“For a week.”

“For a week.”

“As Tara.”

“As Tara.”

“And then what?”

“Then you will understand the first answer.”

The call ended.

I lowered the phone.

Outside the windows, Park Avenue moved on with its clean, expensive morning. Cars slid past. People crossed streets. Somewhere below, a woman in a dark coat walked a tiny white dog, and a doorman raised one gloved hand to hail a cab.

The world had not ended.

Mine had.

I went back to the bathroom, though I did not know why. Maybe because mirrors were brutal, and brutal things at least told the truth.

Tara stared back at me.

Tara Hereford.

The girl I had called Cow.

The woman I now wore like judgment.

She was beautiful. Undeniably. Painfully. Her cheekbones looked sculpted. Her mouth was full. Her waist curved under the camisole, and her hair fell in dark waves over one shoulder. She looked like every man’s fantasy of a Manhattan woman with a dangerous job and a better apartment than his.

Yesterday, I would have wanted her.

Yesterday, I would have tried.

Yesterday, I might have stood beside her at a bar, looked her over, and thought, high maintenance but worth the effort.

I touched the mirror.

So did she.

But now, beneath the beauty, I saw the yearbook photo.

The nervous smile.

The prom flyer.

The pink pen.

If he says no, survive it.

I had not just said no.

I had made survival harder.

I stepped back from the mirror, suddenly aware of everything again. The body. The apartment. The city. The week ahead.

A week as a woman I had hurt.

A week as someone men wanted but did not necessarily see.

A week in Park Avenue skin built over a teenage wound I had laughed at and forgotten.

My old instinct rose up, stubborn and stupid.

Fine.

If this was the game, I would play it.

I had learned playbooks thicker than law books. I had read defenses disguised better than whatever haunted algorithm was running my punishment. One week? I could survive one week. I could do rich Manhattan woman for one week.

I had survived worse.

Probably.

I looked at Tara in the mirror and lifted my chin.

The gesture was mine.

The face was hers.

It did not fit.

“Okay, Tara,” I said.

Her voice came out steadier this time.

“Let’s see what kind of life you built out of hating me.”


Chapter 5
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THE YEARBOOK stayed open on Tara’s desk. I could not stop looking at it. That annoyed me. I had never been the kind of man who stared at old things and let them boss him around. Nostalgia was for people who peaked early or failed quietly. I did not do either. My past was not some haunted attic full of regrets. It was a highlight reel, properly edited, properly scored, and occasionally rerun by sports channels when they needed to remind the world what greatness looked like.

But the yearbook did not care about my preferences.

It sat there with Tara Hereford’s senior portrait on one page and mine several pages later, as if the two of us had once belonged to the same simple world of lockers, class bells, cafeteria trays, and teenage cruelty.

I leaned back in Tara’s office chair, arms crossed over a chest that still felt foreign every time it moved.

I had changed out of the silk sleepwear because sitting around in Tara’s body while wearing lingerie-adjacent pajamas was making me feel insane. After twenty minutes of fighting her closet, I had managed to put on black leggings and an oversized cashmere sweater the color of oatmeal. It should have made me feel less exposed.

It did not.

Nothing made me feel less exposed.

The sweater was soft. Too soft. It slid over skin that seemed determined to report every sensation directly to my nervous system. My hair kept falling forward. I had tied it back twice and failed twice, which was humiliating considering I had once learned an entire offensive system in two weeks.

Apparently, ponytails were where my empire ended.

I rubbed my temples and looked back down at Tara’s photo.

Sixteen-year-old Tara had not looked like the woman in the mirror.

That was the first thing my mind kept insisting on, as if the observation excused something.

She had been rounder then. Softer. Slightly chubby in the way some teenage girls were before they grew into themselves, except Tara had never been allowed the privacy to grow. Her cheeks were full. Her chin tucked slightly down. Her smile was careful, almost apologetic. She had light brown hair pulled back too tightly, and she wore a pale blue cardigan over a white blouse buttoned all the way up.

The cardigan was what pulled me backward.

Not the face.

The cardigan.

I remembered those cardigans.

Tara had several, I thought. Blue, cream, lavender, maybe yellow. She wore them even when it was warm, like she wanted fabric between herself and the world. At Westbridge Prep, everybody dressed like their parents had opinions and money, but Tara dressed like she was trying not to be noticed by either.

That was hard to do around boys like us.

We noticed weakness.

Not because we were monsters, I would have said yesterday.

Because we were teenage boys. Because locker rooms rewarded sharpness. Because football rewarded domination. Because Westbridge rewarded beauty, money, confidence, and the ability to make cruelty sound like comedy.

Tara had none of those protections.

She had kindness, maybe.

Good grades.

Neat handwriting.

A nervous smile.

None of that had mattered in a hallway full of boys wearing letterman jackets like armor.

I saw her then, not as a yearbook photo but as a moving thing.

Westbridge’s main hallway after sixth period. Sunlight cutting through high windows. Lockers slamming. Girls in pleated skirts and polished shoes. Guys from the team taking up too much space because we could. I was seventeen, already taller than most teachers, already broad enough that adults called me gifted when they meant dangerous in the right direction.

Tara stood near her locker, books clutched to her chest.

She was watching us.

Not staring exactly. Tara was too careful for staring. But watching. Hoping for the right moment to pass without being seen or maybe, God help her, hoping to be seen kindly.

I had been with Dylan Briggs, Marco Valdez, and two other guys whose names came back to me only as laughter. Dylan had been my favorite audience. Every king had one. The guy who laughed first, loudest, and made everyone else understand what was permitted.

Tara turned slightly, trying to squeeze past us.

I remembered the way she murmured, “Excuse me.”

Polite.

Tiny.

I had looked down at her and smiled.

Not kindly.

I knew that now.

At seventeen, I thought all my smiles were gifts.

“Careful,” I said. “Wide load coming through.”

Dylan barked a laugh.

Tara’s face flushed red so quickly it was almost violent.

That should have been enough.

It was not.

Because laughter had always been a drug, and I had been hooked early.

Someone made a mooing sound.

Maybe Dylan.

Maybe Marco.

Maybe me.

Memory tried to be generous, but I did not trust it. Men like me always remembered ourselves slightly better lit.

Tara dropped one of her books.

The hallway watched.

She bent to pick it up, and her cardigan pulled tight across her back.

Another moo.

Louder this time.

More laughter.

I did not stop it.

That was the cleanest version of the truth.

Whether I started every joke or not, I made the room safe for it. I was Grey Watkins, football star, scholarship bait, future pro if you believed the coaches, which everyone did. My approval turned cruelty into weather. Once I laughed, everybody else could rain.

I stared at the yearbook until the page blurred.

Then I blinked hard and shut it.

“Enough,” I said.

Tara’s voice sounded too soft for the command.

I stood and paced the office, arms folded, trying to pull myself back into the present. The apartment around me was silent and perfect. No high school hallway. No laughter. No dropped books. Just Park Avenue morning light and the muffled hum of a life that had clearly been built with money, discipline, and war-level grooming.

She had done fine.

That was the argument my ego offered.

Tara Hereford had not been destroyed. She had a Park Avenue apartment, awards, designer clothes, probably a seven-figure net worth if this place was any indication. Plenty of people got teased in high school and did not end up with marble bathrooms and skyline views.

Maybe I had toughened her up.

That was such an ugly thought I stopped pacing.

I actually stopped.

The fact that my mind had reached for it told me something I did not want to know.

I went back to the desk and opened the yearbook again, not to Tara’s photo this time but to the candid pages. Spirit week. Debate club. Spring fair. Senior breakfast. Prom committee.

There were tiny versions of old lives everywhere.

I found myself searching for her.

There she was near the edge of a library photo, half hidden behind a taller girl, holding a stack of books. Again in the background of a cafeteria shot, sitting with two girls, smiling at something that had nothing to do with me. Again near a bulletin board, pinning up a flyer.

In most pictures, Tara looked like someone bracing for interruption.

I knew that posture now because I was sitting inside the body that had grown from it.

I turned another page.

Prom.

My jaw tightened before I saw the photo.

There were six pages of prom pictures. Girls in satin and chiffon. Boys in rented tuxedos. Arms around waists. Corsages. Bad hair. Too much confidence. The whole tragic theater of teenage importance.

There I was.

Of course.

Grey Watkins in a black tux, grinning beside a blonde named Summer Elliot, who had worn red and spent most of senior year making sure everyone knew I had chosen her. I remembered Summer. Homecoming court. Cheer captain. Great legs. Mean when bored.

In the photo, my arm was around her waist. Her hand rested on my chest. We looked exactly like the kind of couple a yearbook committee would feature.

Then I saw Tara.

Not at prom.

In the corner of a candid page from the week before, taped under the caption PROMPOSALS & PREP!

She stood beside a decorated locker, watching another girl receive flowers from a boy. Tara’s smile was small but real. Hopeful, almost. Like she still believed romance might be something that happened to people who waited quietly enough.

My stomach turned.

Because the prom cruelty did not come back as a neat flashback.

It came back like a door being kicked open.

Westbridge courtyard. Afternoon. The smell of cut grass and hot pavement. Practice had been canceled because Coach had some meeting, so we were all hanging around with nothing to do, which meant we were dangerous.

Tara approached me near the trophy case outside the gym.

She had changed out of her uniform blazer into one of the cardigans. Cream this time. Her hair was down, brushed smooth. She had lip gloss on. I remembered that detail because I remembered noticing she had tried.

Not for herself.

For the moment.

For me.

That was the part that made my skin go cold.

She held a folded paper in both hands. The prom flyer, maybe. Or a note. Her fingers worried the edges.

“Grey?” she said.

I looked up from my phone.

Dylan stood beside me. Marco sat on the trophy case ledge even though teachers hated that. Summer Elliot was nearby with two cheerleaders, watching everything with the lazy interest of pretty girls who knew when another girl was walking into danger.

“What’s up, Tara?” I asked.

I could hear my own teenage voice now. Casual. Amused already. Like I had smelled vulnerability and was waiting to see what shape it took.

She swallowed.

“I was wondering if maybe you already had plans for prom.”

The courtyard did not go silent.

That would have been kinder.

Instead, it got interested.

Dylan’s head turned.

Marco’s mouth twitched.

Summer’s eyebrows rose.

I remember the feeling that moved through me then. Not surprise. Not even discomfort. It was something worse.

Power.

A girl like Tara asking a guy like me to prom in front of people gave me power, and at seventeen I did not have the character to set it down.

I could have said, “Yeah, I’m going with Summer.”

Simple.

Clean.

Enough.

I could have let her walk away embarrassed but whole.

Instead, I laughed.

Not loud at first.

Just enough to tell the courtyard how to receive the moment.

“Tara,” I said, drawing her name out like I was trying not to be cruel and failing for entertainment. “Come on.”

Her cheeks flushed.

“I just thought—”

“You thought what?”

She looked down.

I stepped closer, and I hated that I remembered enjoying it. The audience. The control. The way everyone waited for my next line.

“You thought I’d take you to prom?”

Someone snorted.

Tara’s eyes shone, but she did not cry yet.

“I just wanted to ask.”

“That’s brave,” I said.

The word almost sounded kind.

Then I ruined it.

“But let’s be real. No man is ever going to ask you to prom unless there’s a buffet situation involved.”

The courtyard exploded.

Laughter.

Real, loud, teenage laughter.

The kind that became a lifelong sound inside the person it hit.

Tara stood there.

For one second, she did not move at all.

Then Dylan mooed.

Marco joined.

Someone else said, “Dairy Queen needs a date.”

Summer covered her mouth, but she was laughing too.

I remembered Tara’s face.

That was the part I had managed to forget for twenty-four years.

Not the joke.

Not the line.

Her face.

It did not crumple dramatically. She did not scream. She did not slap me. She did not give me the satisfaction of a scene.

She simply disappeared while still standing there.

Her eyes went flat. Her shoulders curled inward. Her mouth pressed into a line so tight it looked painful.

Then she turned and walked away.

The folded paper stayed on the ground.

I had stepped over it on my way to practice.

I came back to Tara’s office with my hand pressed against my mouth.

The yearbook lay open on the desk.

My adult heart was beating too fast in her adult body.

No.

Not my heart.

Hers.

That distinction made everything worse.

At the time, it had been a joke.

That was what I wanted to cling to. The old defense. The universal pardon of cruel men everywhere.

It was a joke.

But inside Tara’s body, the memory felt monstrous.

Because I knew now what it had cost to walk through the world in skin other people had already judged. I had only been Tara for a few hours and already I was aware of everything. The way the sweater touched my chest. The shape of my hips. The imagined gaze of strangers even though I had not left the apartment. The weight of a body as a public conversation.

Tara had been sixteen.

I had made her body into a joke in front of everyone.

I sat down slowly.

For a long time, I did not move.

Then I got up and searched the apartment again.

Not wildly this time.

Carefully.

I needed to know what happened after.

Tara had built this life. That much was obvious. But I wanted the map. The trail. The evidence of how a girl in a cardigan became a woman whose mirror made even me lose my breath before the horror caught up.

The office shelves gave me the first clues.

Photo albums.

Not the digital kind. Real printed photos, organized in linen-covered books with tiny labels on the spines.

College.

First NYC Apartment.

Marathon / Fitness.

Career.

Personal.

I pulled down College first.

Tara at eighteen looked smaller somehow, even though she was older. She had lost some weight, but she still dressed defensively. Loose tops. Dark jeans. Arms crossed in photos. Always smiling like she had been asked to provide proof she was okay.

In one picture, she stood outside a dorm building with her parents. Her mother looked proud. Her father had an arm around her shoulders. Tara’s smile was strained.

The next album changed.

First NYC Apartment.

Tara in her twenties. Slimmer now. Hair styled better. Clothes sharper. Intern badge around her neck in one photo. Cheap apartment with exposed brick and a mattress on the floor. She looked tired but determined.

There were sticky notes tucked between pages.

I read one.

No one is coming to save you. Become undeniable.

I stared at that sentence.

Then I turned the page.

Gym selfies began appearing.

At first, hesitant mirror photos in leggings and oversized shirts. Then progress photos. Weight loss. Muscle. Better posture. Clearer skin. The camera rising from shame to documentation.

A printed training schedule was tucked inside the album.

Five days a week.

Cardio. Strength. Pilates. Meal plans. Measurements.

Not vanity.

War.

The next album was worse.

Marathon / Fitness.

Tara at finish lines. Tara holding medals. Tara in workout clothes, leaner and stronger, her smile still careful but brighter. Tara with other women in running groups. Tara at sunrise on bridges. Tara in Central Park, breathless, flushed, alive.

Beauty had not arrived all at once.

It had been built rep by rep, mile by mile, skipped dessert by swallowed hunger, salon appointment by salon appointment, every improvement another brick in a wall.

In the Personal album, the wall grew prettier.

Tara with a new haircut. Tara before and after what looked like dental work. Tara after a makeup lesson, face transformed by contour and lashes. Tara in a fitted black dress, looking startled by her own reflection in a boutique mirror.

Behind one photo, she had written:

First time a man held the door and looked at me like I was visible. I hated that it worked.

I read it twice.

Then again.

I hated that it worked.

There were cosmetic appointment cards in a small box on one shelf. Dermatology. Laser. Skin treatments. One consultation for something I did not fully understand. Another for injectables. Nothing extreme, at least not from the evidence, but deliberate. Expensive. Controlled.

Looksmaxxing.

That was the word the voice had used.

I knew the term vaguely from the internet. Men used it in sad forums when they tried to turn loneliness into a spreadsheet. Jaw exercises. Skincare. Hair transplants. Gym routines. Women used it differently, sometimes joking, sometimes not. Beauty as optimization. Beauty as strategy. Beauty as armor.

Tara had gone to war with her own reflection because I had helped make it an enemy.

I opened the career album.

This version of Tara was the one the world knew now.

Tara in conference rooms. Tara at podiums. Tara shaking hands with CEOs. Tara on red carpets for brand launches. Tara with sleek hair and sharper dresses. Tara looking composed beside men who leaned toward her in photos with the same hungry focus I recognized because I had worn that look myself.

Awards followed.

Rising Star in Communications.

Top Women in PR.

Brand Crisis Strategist of the Year.

A magazine profile printed and framed in a folder.

Tara Hereford Does Not Flinch.

I almost laughed.

Not because it was funny.

Because the title had no idea.

I sat on the office floor surrounded by Tara’s life.

For a while, I only turned pages.

There was one photo that stopped me.

Tara in her late twenties, sitting alone in a restaurant booth, wearing a red dress. Her hair was done. Makeup perfect. She looked beautiful, almost painfully so. But the photo had been taken by herself, reflected in a mirror across the room. On the back, she had written:

He said I was hotter than my pictures, then asked if I had always looked like this. I said no. He said, “Good for you.” I went home before dessert.

I put the photo down carefully.

I understood that man.

That was the problem.

I understood exactly how he had meant it. Compliment, curiosity, little edge of ownership over the transformation story. Good for you. As if her body had finally become socially acceptable and he was generous enough to approve.

I would have said something like that.

Maybe not those words.

Maybe smoother.

But the same rot under better polish.

My phone—Tara’s phone—rang on the desk.

Unknown Caller.

I looked at it for a moment before answering.

Static breathed through the line.

Then the voice.

“You have found the trail.”

I sat back against the shelves, surrounded by Tara’s photos.

“She did all this because of me?”

“No.”

I frowned.

That answer irritated me, mostly because I had expected accusation and received accuracy.

“Then why am I here?”

“You were not her whole wound.”

The static clicked softly.

“You were the first boy who made cruelty sound like consensus.”

I closed my eyes.

That was worse.

Somehow, that was worse than being the whole wound.

Because it meant I had been part of a larger machine and had enjoyed being one of its louder gears.

“She looks incredible now,” I said, then immediately hated how small the sentence was.

“She made herself desirable to survive a world that punished her for not being desired.”

I looked at the photo in the red dress.

“She won.”

“Did she?”

I said nothing.

The apartment around me was evidence of victory. Money. Status. Beauty. Control. If life had a scoreboard, Tara was winning by any reasonable measure.

But there were no messy photos on her walls.

No lover’s hoodie on a chair.

No half-used mug beside another half-used mug.

No evidence of anyone being allowed to leave fingerprints on the clean surfaces of her life.

“She trusts no man,” the voice said.

A defensive reply rose automatically.

“Maybe she just has standards.”

“Standards are doors. Tara built walls.”

I pressed my lips together.

The voice continued, flat and merciless.

“She learned that men rewarded beauty, mocked softness, desired bodies, and dismissed souls. So she made beauty her shield and contempt her lock.”

I wanted to argue.

I looked around for evidence that would help.

There was none.

The closet full of armor. The fitness plans. The photos. The line on the back of the restaurant picture. The apartment so elegant it felt uninhabited by anyone but discipline.

“She thinks men are pigs,” I said.

It came out almost like accusation.

“She thinks men are hunger with manners.”

That one shut me up.

Because I had known men like that.

I had been men like that.

“Then what am I supposed to learn?” I asked, though I already knew I would hate the answer.

“That women are not improved by being wanted.”

Static crackled.

“That beauty does not erase injury.”

Another click.

“And that desire without respect is only another form of cruelty.”

I looked down at Tara’s hands in my lap. Perfect nails. Smooth skin. A ring I had not chosen. Hands that had built a life out of being underestimated and then overvalued for the wrong reasons.

“How long has she been like this?” I asked.

“Since you taught her the first rule.”

“I was seventeen.”

“She was sixteen.”

I inhaled sharply.

There it was again.

Simple.

Unimpressed.

“She focused on beauty because beauty became the language men understood,” the voice said. “Now you will live inside the result.”

“For a week.”

“For a week.”

“And Tara?”

Silence.

My grip tightened on the phone.

“Where is she?”

“Elsewhere.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is the only answer you are prepared to receive.”

My anger flared.

“You don’t know what I’m prepared for.”

“You could not survive one morning in her body without calling yourself kidnapped.”

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

The voice continued.

“You will go to work tomorrow. You will answer as Tara. You will be seen as Tara. You will be wanted as Tara. You will be dismissed as Tara. You will discover what your kind of attention feels like from the other side.”

“My kind of attention?”

Static sharpened until it sounded almost like laughter without emotion.

“You know what you are.”

The call ended.

I sat there on the floor, phone in hand, feeling insulted, exposed, and uncomfortably unable to defend myself.

You know what you are.

Yesterday, I would have had a hundred answers.

Champion.

MVP.

Hall of Fame lock.

Rich.

Handsome.

Disciplined.

Desired.

Winner.

Now, in Tara Hereford’s quiet office, surrounded by proof of what a girl had done to survive being laughed at, the words felt like trophies in a room with no door.

I got up slowly and gathered the photos back into their albums.

Not because I cared about Tara’s organization.

Because I did not want to leave her life scattered on the floor like evidence after a break-in.

That bothered me too.

When I slid the yearbook back into place, the prom flyer fell out again.

I picked it up and read the list one more time.

Ask Mom about dress.
Try not to chicken out.
Maybe ask G.W.?
If he says no, survive it.

My throat tightened.

I wanted to say she had survived.

Look at this apartment. Look at the awards. Look at the woman in the mirror.

But survival was not the same as being unhurt.

I knew that from football, at least.

A man could finish the game, lift the trophy, smile through the confetti, and still feel the injury years later when the weather changed.

Apparently, girls could too.

I went back to the bathroom.

The mirror was waiting.

Tara looked more composed now. Hair tied badly, sweater sliding off one shoulder, eyes tired but sharp. Beautiful even when shaken. Maybe especially then.

I studied her face longer than I wanted to.

Not as a man measuring a woman.

Not entirely.

As someone looking for the girl underneath.

She was there, if I knew where to look.

In the guarded mouth.

In the tension around the eyes.

In the chin lifted half an inch too high, daring the world to try again.

I had thought beauty made women powerful because beautiful women had always had power over me.

That was the first stupid thing.

The second stupid thing was thinking my desire was a gift.

I touched Tara’s cheek.

The mirror copied me.

“You built a fortress,” I whispered.

My voice—her voice—caught slightly.

Then I straightened.

Because remorse or not, I still had a problem.

Tomorrow, I had to become Tara Hereford well enough to survive her life.

And Tara, from everything I had seen, did not look like a woman who survived by trembling in bathrooms.

She looked like a woman who walked into rooms and made people move.

That, at least, I understood.

I wiped under my eyes, lifted my chin, and looked at her like an opponent I intended to study until I could beat the coverage.

“One week,” I said.

Tara stared back.

Beautiful.

Wounded.

Untouchable.

“Let’s learn your playbook.”


Chapter 6
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BY SEVEN the next morning, I had learned three things about Tara Hereford. One, she woke up earlier than most professional athletes I knew. Two, her wardrobe required more strategic thinking than a playoff game plan. Three, being a beautiful woman was not effortless. It was logistics with eyeliner.

I stood in her closet wearing nothing but a black bra, matching underwear, and a level of irritation usually reserved for bad officiating. The closet lights glowed softly over rows of clothes arranged by color, weight, and probably emotional threat level. Black blazers. Cream blouses. Navy trousers. Silk dresses. Pencil skirts. Coats with clean shoulders. Heels lined on shelves like a private army.

I had spent twenty minutes figuring out the bra.

Twenty.

Minutes.

I had once memorized three hundred plays and audibles in a week, but two hooks behind my back almost ended me.

“Ridiculous,” I muttered.

Tara said it in her low, polished voice, and somehow that made me sound less ridiculous than I felt.

Her phone had been aggressively helpful. Calendar alerts. Meeting reminders. Weather. Traffic. A message from someone named Margo:

Big pitch at 10. Please tell me you’re wearing the black McQueen blazer. We need war Tara today.

War Tara.

That, at least, I understood.

I pulled the black blazer from its hanger. It was structured and sharp at the waist, with shoulders that made Tara look like she had walked out of a boardroom and conquered three smaller boardrooms on the way. Under it, I chose a cream silk blouse because it looked expensive and because the fabric seemed less likely to betray me. Then came tailored black trousers that hugged Tara’s hips and fell straight to the ankle.

The heels were the real problem.

I stared at them for a full minute.

Black pointed-toe stilettos. Elegant. Cruel. Glossy enough to reflect my bad decisions.

“No.”

I looked for flats.

There were flats, but none of them looked like “war Tara.” They looked like “weekend Tara buying flowers and pretending she relaxed.” Not useful.

The phone buzzed again.

Margo: Also Theo from Calloway & Rusk will be there. Do not let him talk over you.

I did not know who Theo was, but I hated him on principle.

I put on the heels.

The shift in posture was immediate and insulting. My calves tightened. My hips changed position. Tara’s body seemed to understand the shoes better than I did, but my brain objected to every step. I walked across the closet, wobbled once, caught the edge of a shelf, and glared at the mirror.

The woman looking back was terrifying.

Good.

Sleek black blazer. Cream blouse tucked into high-waisted trousers. Gold hoops, not too large. A thin watch. Hair smoothed into loose waves after a styling battle I was choosing not to discuss. Makeup minimal but effective: even skin, defined brows, mascara, a neutral lip color that made Tara’s mouth look composed instead of panicked.

She looked forty-one in the way wealthy women were allowed to look forty-one: not young, but polished enough to make youth seem underdeveloped.

She looked like she could ruin a man professionally without raising her voice.

I pointed at the mirror.

“Finally,” I said. “Something useful.”

The building had a doorman who greeted me as Ms. Hereford and pretended not to notice that I stared too long at the lobby’s revolving door before using it. Outside, Park Avenue moved with its usual expensive impatience. Black cars. Tailored coats. Women walking dogs smaller than footballs. Men in suits with faces that had never been told no by a banker.

A car was waiting for Tara.

Of course it was.

The driver opened the door. “Good morning, Ms. Hereford.”

“Morning,” I said, and slid inside with only moderate awkwardness.

The ride to the office gave me time to study Tara’s emails, which was both necessary and deeply annoying because the woman’s inbox looked like a battlefield conducted in complete sentences.

Her firm was called Bellweather & Crane, a major advertising and public relations agency with offices in New York, London, and Los Angeles. Tara was Senior Vice President of Crisis and Brand Strategy. Which sounded fake until I read enough emails to understand that companies paid her extraordinary money to keep scandals from becoming funerals.

The big pitch was for ValenTech, a luxury wearable-tech company preparing to launch a health tracker aimed at affluent women over thirty-five. The problem, according to the briefing deck, was that their previous campaign had been called “condescending,” “ageist,” and “designed by men who think women expire at forty.”

I stared at that line.

“Bold strategy.”

Tara’s team wanted to reposition the launch around autonomy, strength, and longevity. No panic about aging. No “get your body back” language. No pink nonsense. Smart, aspirational, elegant.

I understood the broad idea.

People did not buy products.

They bought the story the product let them tell about themselves.

Football had taught me that long before advertising gave it a prettier suit. Fans did not buy my jersey because cotton with a number on it was useful. They bought the belief that greatness could be worn.

By the time the car pulled up outside Bellweather & Crane’s Manhattan office, I had enough of the playbook to fake confidence, which was usually close enough to the real thing.

The building rose in glass and steel near Madison Avenue, all ambition and polished surfaces. Inside, the lobby had a massive digital wall looping campaigns: perfume bottles in desert light, electric cars crossing bridges, actresses laughing into champagne, athletes frozen mid-motion.

One of the athletes was me.

I stopped dead.

There I was, younger, shirt damp, holding a bottle of electrolyte drink under a slogan I vaguely remembered approving because the check had many zeros.

BUILT TO OUTLAST.

Of course.

Even trapped in a woman’s body, I had to walk past my own abs on a wall.

“Still good lighting,” I muttered.

A receptionist looked up. “Ms. Hereford?”

I straightened. “Yes.”

“You have the ValenTech prep in Conference Four. Margo’s already upstairs.”

“Great.”

I walked toward the elevators, pretending I knew where I was going. The heels clicked against the marble floor with a rhythm that sounded more powerful than I felt. Heads turned.

At first, I thought it was because I was doing something wrong.

Then I realized no.

They were looking because Tara Hereford had arrived.

And not in the “celebrity in the lobby” way I was used to. This was sharper. Quieter. People noticed Tara, then arranged their faces. A junior employee standing near reception stepped aside before I reached him. Two women at the elevator bank nodded with respect. A man in a navy suit looked me up and down too quickly, then looked at my face with the expression of someone hoping he had not been caught.

I caught him.

I gave him a look I had previously reserved for defensive backs who tried to talk trash after giving up thirty yards.

He looked away.

Interesting.

Upstairs, Bellweather & Crane was all glass offices, open workstations, framed awards, screens, plants, and the special kind of silence created by people being paid well to appear busy. A woman with a silver bob and red glasses intercepted me before I had to reveal I did not know where Conference Four was.

“Tara,” she said. “Thank God.”

Margo, presumably.

Late forties, sharp face, sharper eyes, wearing a navy dress and white sneakers that looked intentional rather than comfortable. She carried a tablet, a coffee, and the energy of a woman who had eaten lesser executives for breakfast and found them underseasoned.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Fine.”

“You look pale.”

“Bad sleep.”

“Same.” She handed me a folder. “Theo is already being Theo. He thinks we need to soften the language so the client doesn’t feel attacked.”

“The client came to us because the last campaign got attacked,” I said.

Margo stopped.

Then smiled slowly. “There she is.”

That pleased me more than it should have.

Conference Four had glass walls and a long table filled with people who looked important enough to be exhausting. Tara’s team: Margo, a younger strategist named Priya, a copywriter named Ellis, and two account people whose names I lost immediately. On the client side: three executives from ValenTech and a man I knew was Theo before anyone introduced him.

Theo had the look.

Mid-forties. Expensive haircut. Blue suit. No tie because he wanted people to know he was creative, but pocket square because he wanted them to know he was senior. He smiled at me like we shared a private joke.

I disliked him instantly.

“Tara,” he said. “You look lethal.”

“Good morning, Theo.”

“I was just telling the team we may want to avoid sounding too combative today. ValenTech doesn’t want a lecture. They want a campaign.”

I set the folder on the table and sat, crossing Tara’s legs carefully because apparently that was another thing women were expected to do without looking like they were operating equipment.

“Then we should give them a campaign that works.”

He smiled wider. “Of course. But maybe less sharp edge.”

Margo’s eyes flicked to me.

Priya looked down at her notes.

Ah.

So that was the room.

I knew rooms like this. Different uniforms, same sport. A man using reasonable tone as a helmet. A woman expected to be smart but not cutting, firm but not cold, passionate but not emotional, decisive but not difficult.

Yesterday, I would have called this normal business tension.

Today, I could feel the trap.

The meeting began with internal prep before the clients arrived. Theo stood at the screen and talked through the revised opening, which was basically Tara’s team’s strategy with all the teeth filed down.

“Women don’t want to feel targeted by age,” Priya said carefully. “That was the whole problem with the previous campaign.”

“Agreed,” Theo said, in the voice of a man about to disagree. “But we also don’t want to overcorrect into something severe.”

“Severe?” I asked.

He turned to me. “You know what I mean.”

“I don’t.”

A small silence followed.

Good.

Let the silence work.

Theo clasped his hands. “The current deck feels very… intense.”

“Because the market response was intense.”

“Yes, but if we come in too hot, it can read as defensive.”

I leaned back. “Defensive is when a brand apologizes without changing the thinking. We’re changing the thinking.”

He looked amused. “Right, but tone matters.”

“Tone matters when the idea is weak. The idea isn’t weak.”

Margo’s mouth twitched.

Theo’s did not.

“Tara,” he said lightly, “I’m not attacking the work.”

“Then stop trying to remove the work.”

The room went still.

In a locker room, that would have been nothing. Less than nothing. Men said worse before breakfast and called it chemistry. In a boardroom full of male coaches, sponsors, agents, and executives, I had spoken that directly a thousand times. People called me competitive. Focused. A winner.

Here, the temperature changed.

One of the account women looked down.

Ellis’s eyes widened.

Priya went very still.

Theo tilted his head, smile thinning. “Okay. That feels a little aggressive.”

There it was.

Aggressive.

I almost laughed.

Instead, I felt heat climb up my neck.

Not anger only.

Recognition.

A trap closing.

“I’m being clear,” I said.

“I appreciate clarity,” Theo replied, which meant he did not. “But we’re all on the same team.”

“Then pass the ball.”

Margo made a strangled sound that might have been a cough.

Theo blinked. “Excuse me?”

I should have stopped.

I did not.

“You’re standing at the front of the room repackaging work you didn’t build and asking the people who built it to make it smaller so the client feels more comfortable. If we’re on the same team, run the play.”

Silence.

Longer this time.

Theo’s face changed in a way most men tried to hide too late. The smile stayed, but the eyes hardened.

“Tara,” he said, voice gentle now, which somehow felt worse, “this is what I mean. You’re a lot this morning.”

A lot.

I had been called a lot before.

A lot of talent.

A lot of speed.

A lot of ego.

A lot of problem for defensive coordinators.

Never just a lot, as if my presence was a spill someone needed to mop up.

Something in me wanted to stand, point at him, and verbally put him through a wall.

But Tara’s body was sitting in a glass conference room in a company where everyone already had a file on her tone. I could feel it. The history. War Tara. Lethal Tara. Brilliant Tara. Difficult Tara.

One wrong move, and Theo did not have to win the argument.

He only had to make me look unstable.

Margo stepped in. “Let’s reset. Theo, I hear your concern about tone. Tara, your point about strategic integrity is correct. Priya, can you walk us through the audience research again?”

Priya nodded too quickly and began speaking.

I sat back.

My pulse pounded.

For several minutes, I said nothing.

That was rare for me.

Not because I was speechless. Because I was thinking.

Different rules.

The phrase moved through me with quiet irritation.

When I spoke like Grey Watkins, people leaned in. Even when I was arrogant, especially when I was arrogant, they treated it like proof that I knew my worth. Confidence looked good on me because I had worn it in a male body, broad-shouldered, deep-voiced, decorated with trophies.

In Tara’s body, the same confidence became a behavioral problem.

No wonder she wore blazers like armor.

No wonder her closet looked like a war room.

The clients arrived at ten.

ValenTech sent their CEO, a sleek woman named Nadine Cross, their chief marketing officer, Jules Bennett, and a product lead named Owen Pierce who had the exhausted eyes of someone who had been through too many focus groups. Nadine was fifty, Black, elegant, and watchful. Jules was younger, around thirty-eight, with blunt bangs and a tablet full of notes. Owen looked at my chest before he looked at my face.

I noticed immediately.

I hated that I noticed immediately.

Then I hated that I had probably done the same thing to women a thousand times and thought noticing was harmless if I recovered fast enough.

Owen recovered.

Barely.

Theo did the opening.

Of course he did.

He smiled, joked, warmed the room. He was good. I had to give him that. Men like Theo were often good. That was what made them dangerous. He framed the problem cleanly, acknowledged the backlash, and introduced the new strategic direction as a “collaborative evolution” of ValenTech’s positioning.

Collaborative evolution.

Corporate language deserved prison time.

Then Margo introduced me.

“Tara Hereford will take us through the core audience insight and campaign architecture.”

Everyone turned.

For one second, I missed my old body with such force it almost felt physical. Grey Watkins knew stages. Grey Watkins could own a room by standing. Grey Watkins could make strangers chant his name.

Tara Hereford had to walk to the front in heels while a man named Owen pretended he was not looking at the line of her blouse.

I stood.

Buttoned the blazer.

Tara’s hands knew the movement. Smooth. Practiced.

War Tara.

Fine.

Let’s go to war.

“The mistake in the previous campaign,” I began, “was not that it targeted women over thirty-five. The mistake was that it treated women over thirty-five as a problem to solve.”

Nadine’s eyes sharpened.

Good.

“The language implied recovery. Prevention. Loss. It assumed the customer was afraid of aging and needed a product to manage that fear. But our research shows your strongest potential buyers are not afraid of aging. They are tired of being spoken to as if they should be.”

Jules typed something.

Owen looked at the screen this time.

Progress.

I clicked to the next slide. Images appeared: women in motion, not posing. Running a company meeting. Hiking. Laughing after a workout. Checking health data with calm interest, not panic.

“The opportunity is not youth. It’s authority. The campaign should not say, ‘Track yourself so you can stay desirable.’ It should say, ‘Know your body because it belongs to you.’”

The room went quiet.

Not the bad kind.

The listening kind.

I continued, slower now.

Not dominating.

Delivering.

There was a difference, apparently.

Priya’s research came next. My instinct was to take over when she stumbled on the first sentence. Old Grey would have done it. Not to be cruel, necessarily. To win. To keep momentum. To prove the strongest person in the room should carry the ball.

But I remembered the prep meeting. Priya going still. Theo taking up space. Tara’s team looking at me as if they were used to watching her fight.

So I did something I rarely did.

I shut up.

Priya found her footing.

She walked the clients through data showing how women responded negatively to fear-based wellness marketing and positively to language around strength, information, and self-trust. She was good. Really good. Not flashy, but precise. Nadine asked a hard question, and Priya answered it beautifully.

I saw Theo shift, preparing to jump in.

I got there first, but not to take over.

“Priya’s point is the spine of the campaign,” I said. “The creative only works if we respect that emotional reality.”

Priya glanced at me.

Surprised.

Then grateful.

The strange thing was, supporting her did not make me smaller.

The room actually got steadier.

Ellis presented the campaign lines next.

Not Younger. Stronger.

Your Body. Your Data. Your Terms.

Know More. Fear Less.

Some were better than others. I had opinions. Many. Loud ones.

But I let Ellis explain the thinking before adding mine.

When Jules questioned whether “Not Younger. Stronger.” might sound anti-youth, Ellis answered, “It’s less anti-youth than anti-panic. We’re not dismissing younger women. We’re refusing to flatter age anxiety.”

I almost smiled.

Nice.

Owen leaned forward. “Could that alienate male buyers?”

There was a pause.

A stupid one.

Because the product was being launched for women.

Theo opened his mouth.

I spoke before he could, but this time I kept my voice calm.

“Men are not the primary audience for this launch.”

Owen nodded. “Of course, but men buy gifts.”

“Then they can buy a product that speaks respectfully to the woman receiving it.”

Margo looked down at her notes, but I saw the smile.

Nadine did too.

She leaned back slightly, studying me.

“You’re saying we should not soften the campaign for men who might feel excluded?”

“I’m saying women over thirty-five have been softened enough for everyone else’s comfort.”

That sentence was Tara’s.

I felt it as soon as I said it.

Not mine.

Not entirely.

It came from her life, her closet, her photos, her red dress, her prom flyer. It came from every time she had been too big, too much, too sharp, too desirable, too guarded, too late, too old, too ambitious, too intimidating.

The room held the sentence.

Nadine smiled.

Small.

Real.

“Good,” she said. “That’s the campaign.”

Theo’s expression barely changed, but I felt his loss like a turnover.

The rest of the pitch moved with surprising ease after that. The team built on one another. Priya handled research. Ellis handled language. Margo handled budget and rollout. I guided the room but did not swallow it.

That was new.

Annoyingly effective.

When the clients pushed back on the campaign visuals, I almost reverted to brute force. Instead, I asked them what made them uncomfortable. Nadine said the women looked too serious. Jules said she liked that they looked serious. Owen said maybe they needed more warmth.

Of course Owen wanted women to smile.

I took a breath.

Then I turned to Margo. “Show them the second visual direction.”

Margo clicked.

The screen changed.

The new images had warmth, but not submission. Women laughing while sweating after tennis. A woman in her forties stretching on a balcony, strong and peaceful. Friends walking through a city at sunrise. A CEO-type loosening her blazer after a long day, checking the tracker with satisfaction instead of worry.

Nadine nodded slowly.

“There,” she said. “That feels human.”

“Human is better than pretty,” I said.

The words left my mouth before I fully processed them.

Something inside me flinched.

Human is better than pretty.

Yesterday, I would not have said that unless I was trying to sleep with someone who had an art degree.

Today, standing in Tara Hereford’s heels, I meant it.

The pitch ended after ninety minutes.

ValenTech wanted the revised deck by Friday, but the business was essentially won. Nadine shook my hand last.

“You’re direct,” she said.

I braced.

Then she added, “I like direct when it has a brain behind it.”

“I try to bring one when available.”

She laughed.

As the clients left, Owen smiled at me a little too warmly. “Great work, Tara. Really. You made the data feel… sexy.”

There it was again.

I looked at him.

Not dramatically. Not with outrage. Just long enough.

“The data was useful,” I said.

His smile faltered.

“Right. That’s what I meant.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

Margo made another strangled cough.

Owen flushed and left.

The glass door closed behind the clients.

For two seconds, no one spoke.

Then Ellis whispered, “Holy shit.”

Priya laughed first.

Margo exhaled like a woman who had been holding in oxygen since 2009. “Well. That was bracing.”

Theo closed his laptop. “Strong finish.”

I turned to him.

He smiled, all teeth and diplomacy.

“You were very effective,” he said.

“Don’t sound so surprised.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

His smile tightened.

A week ago, I would have enjoyed making him squirm for sport. Maybe part of me still did. But the rest of me was tired in a way I did not understand. Winning as Tara required so much extra calculation. Not just what to say, but how it would be filed in everyone else’s private court.

Too hard and I was aggressive.

Too quiet and I disappeared.

Too polished and I was intimidating.

Too warm and men like Owen thought they were invited.

I looked at Priya, who was gathering her notes with hands that still trembled slightly from adrenaline.

“You were good,” I said.

She looked up. “Me?”

“Yes, you. The research landed because you made it impossible to dismiss.”

Her face changed.

Not dramatically.

But enough.

“Thank you,” she said.

I nodded, uncomfortable with how sincere the moment felt.

Ellis held up the creative deck. “And me?”

“Don’t push it.”

He grinned.

Margo walked me out of the room while Theo stayed behind pretending to check emails.

In the hallway, she lowered her voice. “I don’t know what happened to you overnight, but keep it.”

“What do you mean?”

“You still scared the men, obviously.”

“Obviously.”

“But you let the team breathe.” She studied me through her red glasses. “That’s new.”

I did not know what to say.

Because she was right.

And because I had no idea whether Tara would have done that yesterday. Maybe Tara had been too used to fighting alone. Maybe I was accidentally changing her life while trying to survive it.

Or maybe I was simply learning that not every win required planting a flag in someone else’s chest.

Margo touched my arm briefly. “Good work.”

Then she walked away.

I stood in the hallway, surrounded by glass walls and campaign posters, feeling the afterburn of victory without the usual roar.

No stadium.

No champagne.

No woman waiting to reward me for being impressive.

Just a team that had done good work because I had stopped needing to be the only reason it worked.

That should have felt smaller.

It did not.

My phone buzzed.

For one sick second, I thought it was the voice again.

It was not.

A message from an unknown number with no name attached, probably some man Tara had ignored.

Saw the ValenTech news. Drinks tonight? You owe me a victory smile.

I stared at it.

A victory smile.

Even in text, I could feel the hand at the small of my back. The expectation. The assumption that Tara’s success still needed to be made flirtatious before a man could digest it.

I deleted the message.

Then, before I could overthink it, I opened Tara’s notes app and typed one sentence.

Winning feels different when no one has to lose for me to feel it.

I stared at the line.

It sounded weak.

Soft.

Possibly like something a man would say on a podcast after discovering therapy and linen shirts.

I almost deleted it.

Instead, I locked the phone.

Across the office, a group of junior employees looked toward me and quickly looked away. Respectfully this time. Maybe fearfully. Maybe both.

I lifted my chin and walked back toward Tara’s office, heels clicking cleanly against the floor.

The outfit was armor.

The body was still strange.

The rules were still rigged.

But for the first time since waking up in Park Avenue skin, I felt something other than panic and punishment.

Not comfort.

Not yet.

Competence.

That, at least, I knew how to wear.


Chapter 7
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BY SIX that evening, I had survived a full workday as Tara Hereford and was starting to feel dangerous again. Not comfortable. Never comfortable. But dangerous. There was a difference.

Comfort was waking up in your own body, throwing on a T-shirt, and knowing the world would arrange itself around your shoulders, your voice, your reputation, your history. Danger was learning how to use a body that was not yours, a face that made men stupid, and a wardrobe that could turn silk and tailoring into a loaded weapon.

I was learning.

The ValenTech pitch had gone well enough that Margo sent three messages after work, each less emotionally restrained than the last.

Margo: Nadine loved you.

Then:

Margo: Theo is pretending it was his strategy. Ignore him. We won.

Then:

Margo: Also whatever you did with Priya today, do that more. She needed it.

That last one sat with me longer than I wanted it to.

I did not answer right away.

Instead, I stood in Tara’s bedroom in front of her mirror, still wearing the black McQueen blazer and cream silk blouse from work. The outfit had held up. So had I. The blouse was slightly wrinkled at the waist now, the lipstick had faded, and my feet felt like they had personally been betrayed by the invention of heels, but the mirror still reflected a woman who looked expensive, controlled, and slightly lethal.

War Tara.

I could admit it: she had style.

Not the obvious kind. Not the dress-for-men kind, though men obviously looked. Tara dressed like a woman who knew every room was a negotiation and planned accordingly. Her clothes did not beg. They declared.

That, I respected.

I took off the blazer and hung it carefully because something about tossing it on a chair felt like disrespecting a loaded rifle. Then I unbuttoned the blouse with the grim focus of a man defusing a bomb. Every new task in Tara’s life was secretly harder than it looked. Earrings had backs small enough to qualify as psychological warfare. Lipstick had to be reapplied with more precision than kicking a game-winning field goal. Hair did not simply exist. Hair plotted.

By the time I changed into a fitted black knit dress to see if I could handle evening clothes, Tara’s phone buzzed on the vanity.

A calendar alert.

Dinner — Adrian Smith, 8:00 PM. Le Marais.

I stared at it.

Adrian Smith.

The name meant nothing, but the restaurant did. Le Marais was one of those New York places where rich people ate small portions under dramatic lighting and pretended they were not looking around to see who mattered.

I opened Tara’s messages and searched his name.

Bad idea.

There he was.

Adrian Smith. Finance. Forty-six. Managing partner at some investment firm with a name that sounded like two dead families: Kessler & Wren Capital. His texts were polished, controlled, and confident in the way men were when no one had made them question whether confidence was appropriate.

Looking forward to finally stealing you for dinner.

You’re impossible to schedule, Tara. I respect it.

Le Marais at eight. Wear something devastating.

I made a face.

“Subtle.”

There was no sign Tara had responded warmly. Mostly short replies.

Confirmed.

Eight works.

See you then.

A woman of few words.

Smart.

I should have canceled.

That would have been reasonable. I had already played executive dress-up for ten hours, argued with Theo, won a pitch, navigated stairs in heels, and learned that mascara flakes were more emotionally destabilizing than minor concussions. I did not need dinner with a man who used the phrase “stealing you” like women were luxury cars.

But the robotic voice had been very clear.

Live.

And Tara had scheduled this before I stole her life, or whatever the hell had happened. Canceling might raise suspicion. Also, part of me was curious.

That was the ugly truth.

The old part of me wanted to see what kind of man Tara attracted.

The newer, more irritated part wanted to know what it felt like to be the woman across the table.

Before dinner, though, I found Tara’s dating apps.

Not because I was snooping.

Because I was gathering intelligence.

There were three apps in a folder labeled simply NO.

That made me laugh.

One was for “serious professionals.” One was clearly for beautiful people pretending they hated dating apps. One was private, invitation-only, and full of men whose profile photos looked like they had been taken immediately after acquiring assets.

The numbers were obscene.

Hundreds of likes.

Dozens of messages.

An entire digital crowd of men pressing their faces against the glass of Tara’s life.

At first, I felt something warm and familiar.

Power.

I could not help it.

The first screen I opened showed a grid of men who had liked her. Bankers. Actors. Founders. Doctors. Some model-looking idiot leaning against a boat. A silver-haired CEO type with sleeves rolled up like he had discovered forearms late in life and wanted credit. Men with money. Men with teeth. Men with bios full of skiing, philanthropy, and “looking for someone who can keep up.”

They wanted Tara.

Of course they did.

I looked at her profile.

The photos were deadly.

Tara in a black cocktail dress at a rooftop event, eyes direct, hair glossy over one shoulder.

Tara in a white blouse and wide-leg trousers at what looked like an industry panel, laughing at something off-camera.

Tara in workout clothes after a race, flushed and proud.

Tara in a sage satin slip dress at a restaurant, lit by candles, looking like she knew every secret in the room and had decided to keep the most interesting ones.

Her bio was short.

Brand strategist. Runner. Good wine. Better questions. Not here for boys who need applause.

I stared at the last line.

“Rude,” I said.

Then, after a beat, “Fair.”

I opened the messages.

The power feeling lasted about thirty seconds.

Then it curdled.

You are unreal.

Fine.

Boring but acceptable.

Would love to take you somewhere you don’t have to be in control for once.

I narrowed my eyes.

I bet you’re secretly soft under all that boss energy.

Delete.

You look expensive. I like expensive things.

Gross.

Do women like you ever date normal guys or are you too intimidating?

Pathetic.

I don’t usually go for older women but you are insane.

Older?

Tara was forty-one. Forty-one was not old. I was forty-one. I had not once considered myself older in a tragic way. I was seasoned. Prime. Vintage with abs.

Apparently, Tara was “older.”

Interesting how age arrived faster when it wore lipstick.

Another message:

Are you as high maintenance as you look?

I felt Tara’s jaw tighten before I realized I had clenched it.

Then came worse.

Men who opened with body comments. Men who made guesses about what she liked in bed. Men who praised her confidence like it was a dare. Men who asked if she had always looked like that. Men who wanted to know if she was “natural.” Men who thought calling her “trouble” counted as personality. Men who clearly wanted to be rejected so they could accuse her of being stuck up.

And the strangest part was how familiar they sounded.

Not because men had spoken to me that way.

Because I had spoken from the same country.

Maybe with better grammar. Better timing. Better suits.

But still.

The same hunger with manners.

I threw the phone onto the bed.

Then I picked it up again because apparently I hated peace.

A new message appeared on the private app.

Adrian Smith: Looking forward to tonight. I have a feeling you’re even more interesting in person.

I read it twice.

That was not terrible.

It was almost good.

And still, after scrolling through the others, I could feel the question underneath.

Interesting how?

Like a person?

Or like a challenge?

I went back to Tara’s closet.

If I had to do this, I was not going in underdressed.

Adrian had said wear something devastating, which made me want to arrive in sweatpants out of spite. But Tara would not. Tara understood the game too well. If men were going to turn her into a spectacle, she at least controlled the lighting.

I chose a deep emerald wrap dress first, then rejected it as too soft. A red sheath looked too obvious. A silver satin blouse with trousers felt too much like work. Finally, I found a black off-the-shoulder midi dress that looked simple until I put it on.

Then it became a problem.

The neckline framed Tara’s collarbones and shoulders. The fabric skimmed her waist and hips without looking desperate. The hem hit below the knee, classy but not dull. It was the kind of dress that whispered rather than shouted, which meant men would lean closer to hear it.

I paired it with sheer black stockings because the weather had turned cold, pointed black heels slightly lower than the morning’s instruments of torture, small diamond studs, and a gold cuff on one wrist. The coat was camel wool, long and clean.

The mirror approved.

I tried not to.

The woman looking back at me did not look like a victim of anything. She looked like a woman who walked into restaurants and made every man remember his worst decision.

Powerful.

That was the trap.

Because power and exposure looked too similar from the outside.

I took a car to Le Marais.

The restaurant sat behind a discreet black awning on a quiet side street where the sidewalks looked scrubbed for people with reservations. Inside, the lighting was amber and flattering. Tables spaced far enough apart for secrets. Dark wood. Cream banquettes. White tablecloths. A bar glowing with bottles arranged like stained glass.

A hostess looked up and smiled with professional warmth.

“Ms. Hereford. Mr. Smith is already here.”

Of course he was.

Adrian Smith stood when I approached the table.

Tall. Silver at the temples. Navy suit. Open collar. Good watch, probably Patek. Handsome in that wealthy, maintained, “I play squash with other predators” way. He looked forty-six and pleased about it.

His eyes moved over me once.

Fast.

Practiced.

But not fast enough.

There it was: shoulders, neckline, waist, hips, legs.

Then face.

Always face after inventory.

“Tara,” he said, smiling. “You are worth the scheduling challenge.”

I gave him Tara’s cool half-smile. “That sounds like something you say often.”

“Only when it’s true.”

He pulled out my chair.

I let him, mostly because sitting in this dress required more geometry than I wanted to perform under observation.

As I settled, the waiter appeared with champagne.

“I took the liberty,” Adrian said.

“Confident.”

“Hopeful.”

The correction was smooth.

I almost respected it.

Almost.

The first ten minutes were easy. Adrian knew how to talk. Men like him usually did. He asked about Bellweather & Crane. I gave him a clean version of the ValenTech pitch. He said he admired women who could command rooms.

There it was again.

Admired.

Women.

Command rooms.

Every word had a compliment’s jacket and a leash underneath.

“Do you?” I asked.

“Of course.”

“Some men say that until the woman commands them.”

He laughed. “I enjoy being challenged.”

“No one who enjoys being challenged says it that quickly.”

His smile sharpened. “You’re as advertised.”

“I have advertising concerns about that sentence.”

The waiter poured champagne.

Adrian lifted his glass. “To finally getting you across from me.”

I raised mine but did not drink right away.

“To dinner,” I said.

His eyes warmed, amused by the refusal to make it more.

We ordered. He recommended the scallops. I chose the branzino because Tara had three saved notes about high-protein meals and because I could not risk ordering something that required cutting through bones while in a dress with a neckline acting like a liability.

Adrian talked about his firm.

A lot.

Markets. Acquisitions. A tech exit. A “very complicated” deal in Singapore. Men like Adrian liked to describe power as complexity, as if ordinary people could not understand money unless it arrived with fog machines.

I listened.

At first, because I needed to play Tara.

Then because I realized he did not actually need me to listen.

He only needed me to look like I was listening.

When I asked questions, he answered them briefly before returning to whatever point made him sound most impressive. When I mentioned the ValenTech campaign’s research, his eyes did not quite glaze over, but something in them dimmed.

Not because he was stupid.

Because the conversation had moved away from him.

“So you’re in crisis strategy,” he said after the appetizers. “That explains the armor.”

I looked down at the black dress. “Armor?”

“The whole presentation.” He gestured lightly. “The clothes, the coolness, the impossible-to-read expression. It’s effective.”

“I’m glad my face has a performance review.”

He smiled. “I mean it as a compliment.”

“Most men do.”

That made him laugh again, but softer this time.

He leaned back, studying me. “You know, I wondered if you would be cold.”

“Disappointed?”

“Pleasantly surprised.”

“I haven’t been warm.”

“No, but you’re interesting.”

There was that word.

Interesting.

This time, it sounded closer to honest.

I should have relaxed.

Instead, he added, “Women who look like you usually don’t have to become this sharp.”

The table seemed to still.

I set my glass down.

“What does that mean?”

He lifted one shoulder. “Only that beauty opens doors.”

“Does it?”

“For you? Surely.”

I stared at him.

He did not seem to understand the danger he had created. Or maybe he understood and liked it.

“You think beauty made my life easier,” I said.

“I think it would be dishonest to pretend it didn’t help.”

The disgusting part was, he was not entirely wrong.

Tara’s beauty had helped. Doors opened. Men looked. Rooms noticed. But help was not the same as safety. Attention was not the same as respect. A door opening was not generosity if the man holding it expected access in return.

“That depends on what the door leads to,” I said.

Adrian’s eyes flicked briefly to my mouth.

“Fair.”

I felt tired suddenly.

Not sleepy.

Tired of translation.

Every sentence with him had layers. Compliment, challenge, appraisal, desire, assumption. He praised Tara’s beauty, then her sharpness, then treated both as mysteries arranged for his enjoyment. He did not ask what she had survived. He did not ask what she wanted. He asked what made her so controlled, but only because he wanted to imagine being the man who made her lose control.

I recognized the fantasy because I had sold versions of it to myself.

The powerful woman who secretly wanted to be undone.

The cold woman who warmed for the right man.

The difficult woman who only needed someone strong enough to handle her.

Handle.

That word made my skin crawl now.

Dinner arrived.

Adrian complimented the way the dress looked under the restaurant lighting.

I said thank you because Tara would know how to accept without inviting more.

He complimented my discipline for ordering fish instead of pasta.

I said nothing because Tara would know which comments deserved starvation.

He asked if I ran to “maintain all this,” with a small gesture toward my body that made the branzino taste like paper.

I put down my fork.

“All this has a name.”

His brows rose.

“Tara,” I said.

For the first time all night, he looked genuinely thrown.

Then he recovered, because men like Adrian always had backup charm.

“I deserved that.”

“You did.”

“I’m sorry.”

He sounded sincere enough to pass in a dim room.

I nodded and picked up my fork.

But something had shifted. Not only in him. In me.

The old Grey would have thought Tara was overreacting. He would have said Adrian was clumsy but harmless. He would have told a woman to take the compliment. Men were visual. Men flirted. Men admired. What was the crime?

Now, from inside Tara’s skin, admiration felt less like a spotlight and more like hands.

Invisible hands, but hands all the same.

By dessert, I needed air.

Adrian was describing a yacht trip in Sardinia with two partners from London when I pushed back from the table.

“Excuse me.”

He stood. “Everything all right?”

“Restroom.”

His eyes softened with concern that felt performed for himself. “Of course.”

I walked away before he could say more.

The restroom was down a narrow hallway lined with framed black-and-white photographs of Paris, because expensive restaurants loved reminding people of other places they were not. I pushed through the door and found a quiet, softly lit room with marble sinks, gold mirrors, fresh flowers, and a small velvet bench.

Empty.

Thank God.

I gripped the sink and looked at myself.

Tara looked flawless.

That was the absurd part.

The black dress sat perfectly. The lipstick had faded only slightly. Her hair still fell in glossy waves. Her skin glowed under the warm mirror lights. Nothing in the reflection said panic. Nothing said disgust. Nothing said a man had spent two hours praising the packaging while barely touching the person inside it.

I turned on the faucet and let water run over my hands.

Tara’s hands.

Slim. Manicured. Controlled.

My breathing sounded too loud.

I had been wanted my entire adult life.

Not like this.

Not exactly.

As Grey Watkins, being wanted had always felt like proof. Women wanted me, and that meant I was still powerful, still relevant, still the man in the room who could choose. Desire came toward me, but it rarely trapped me. I could accept it, redirect it, use it, refuse it, leave before morning.

In Tara’s body, desire arrived with expectations already attached.

Smile.

Be flattered.

Be sharp, but not too sharp.

Be beautiful, but grateful.

Be successful, but available to interpretation.

Be forty-one, but do not look forty-one unless a man wants to compliment how well you are fighting it.

I leaned closer to the mirror.

My eyes looked too bright.

“Get it together,” I whispered.

The woman in the mirror did not look convinced.

A stall door opened.

I jumped slightly.

An older woman emerged, maybe late fifties, elegant in a charcoal dress, hair pinned low. She washed her hands beside me without pretending not to notice my state.

“Bad date?” she asked.

I almost laughed.

The accuracy was rude.

“Something like that.”

“Finance?”

I looked at her.

She smiled at the mirror. “They have a smell.”

Despite everything, a laugh escaped me.

Small.

Real.

She dried her hands. “Let me guess. He admires your strength.”

I turned off the faucet.

“And my discipline.”

“Oh, hideous.”

“He took the liberty of ordering champagne.”

“They always take liberties. That is why they call them that.”

I stared at her, and she winked.

Then she left.

The door closed behind her.

For some reason, that tiny exchange nearly undid me.

Not Adrian. Not the messages. Not the dress or the eyes or the constant inventory of Tara’s body.

Kindness from a stranger.

Recognition.

A woman seeing another woman and understanding the whole disaster in three sentences.

I pressed both hands to the sink and lowered my head.

My shoulders shook once.

“No,” I said.

I was not crying in a restaurant bathroom.

Absolutely not.

Grey Watkins did not cry in bathrooms. Grey Watkins did not cry much anywhere. Pain was for ice baths, closed doors, and the occasional championship montage.

But the body did not care what Grey Watkins did.

The feeling rose anyway.

Hot, humiliating, and too full.

It was not only my panic. That was what scared me. Some of it felt older. Tara-old. A residue in the muscles. How many times had she stood in bathrooms like this, pulling herself back together after men mistook hunger for interest? How many times had she looked perfect while feeling reduced to parts?

I stayed there until my breathing steadied.

Then I fixed the lipstick because apparently womanhood required maintenance even during emotional collapse.

When I returned to the table, Adrian stood again.

A gentleman.

Of course.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“You seemed upset earlier.”

I looked at him, really looked.

Not as a rival.

Not as a man I needed to beat.

As a type.

Adrian was not evil. That was the uncomfortable thing. He was not crude like the app messages. Not stupid like Owen. Not openly cruel like boys in a courtyard. He was polished, successful, probably generous when generosity made him feel elegant. He believed he appreciated women.

Maybe he did, in the limited way men appreciated art they wanted to own.

“I’m going to head home,” I said.

His face shifted. “Did I offend you?”

“Yes.”

Direct.

Clean.

Tara would have maybe softened it. Or maybe not. I was still learning.

Adrian’s mouth opened, then closed. “I apologize.”

“Thank you.”

“Can I ask how?”

“You admired me all night without being curious about me.”

That landed.

I saw it.

For one second, his confidence actually broke.

Then he nodded slowly.

“That’s fair.”

Maybe it was. Maybe he meant it. Maybe he would think about it for ten minutes and then decide I was difficult.

Not my problem.

He insisted on paying. I did not fight because I had no idea how Tara handled dating finances and because I wanted out more than I wanted symbolic victory. Outside, the air was cold and clean. My car arrived within minutes.

Adrian walked me to it.

“Tara,” he said before the driver opened the door.

I turned.

“I am sorry. Truly. I would like another chance, if you’re open to it.”

Yesterday, as Grey, I would have admired the recovery.

Tonight, I heard the shape of the request.

Another chance for him.

More emotional labor for her.

“I’m not,” I said.

His face tightened, but he nodded.

“Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

I got into the car and exhaled only when the door shut.

Back at Tara’s apartment, I took off the camel coat and hung it in the closet. The dress came next, carefully, because I had developed a strange respect for her clothes. They had carried her through rooms that wanted to misunderstand her. That counted for something.

I changed into soft grey lounge pants and a white tank top, then removed my makeup with wipes and cleanser according to a routine Tara had saved in a note called NIGHTS WHEN EXHAUSTED.

That note almost made me smile.

Finally bare-faced, I looked younger and more tired. Still beautiful, annoyingly, but less invincible. More like the sixteen-year-old girl was somewhere closer to the surface.

I went to the kitchen, drank water, and considered calling the robotic voice just to tell it its lesson delivery system was sadistic.

Instead, I searched the apartment for the journal.

I knew she had one.

Women like Tara always had some private record. A place where the armor came off and the actual bleeding happened. I found it in the nightstand drawer under a silk eye mask and a small box of old ticket stubs.

Black leather cover.

No lock.

I hesitated for maybe three seconds.

Then I opened it.

The entries were dated irregularly. Some years apart. Some weeks. Tara wrote in clean, controlled handwriting that made even pain look organized.

I flipped near the middle and stopped at an entry from ten years earlier.

I thought becoming beautiful would make men kinder.

I sat on the bed.

The sentence filled the room.

Below it, she had written:

That is the stupidest thing I ever believed.

I read on.

When I was sixteen, I thought the problem was that I was ugly. Too soft. Too big. Too easy to laugh at. Boys made my body feel like public property before anyone had even touched me. Grey Watkins laughed, and everyone else learned the sound. I told myself if I could become beautiful enough, no one would ever make that sound at me again.

My hand tightened on the page.

I was right and wrong.

Men stopped mocking me. They started wanting me. At first, I mistook that for safety. A man holding the door. A man buying the drink. A man saying I was stunning like he had discovered a country. I thought, finally. I finally became the kind of woman they are kind to.

But they were not kinder. They were just hungrier.

I stopped breathing for a moment.

Then forced myself to continue.

The cruelty changed clothes. That was all. Before, they laughed because they did not want me. Now they press closer because they do. Either way, my body is the first thing they discuss with themselves. Either way, I can feel the verdict arriving before I speak.

My throat tightened.

The worst part is that I worked so hard to become this. I did this. I built the body they stare at. I paid for the treatments. I ran the miles. I learned the makeup. I starved, then healed, then disciplined, then refined. I made myself visible because being invisible hurt. Now being visible hurts too, but at least visibility pays better.

I looked up from the journal.

Park Avenue glittered beyond the windows.

Visibility pays better.

God.

Tara’s apartment suddenly looked different. Still beautiful. Still expensive. But not triumphant in the way I had first assumed. It was not just success.

It was compensation.

Proof.

A fortress with a mortgage.

I read the next entry.

Adrian Smith asked me to dinner again. He thinks I am a challenge. Men love calling women challenges because it lets them pretend conquest is admiration. I might go anyway. Sometimes I want to be wrong about them.

I stared at the date.

Two weeks ago.

So Tara had known.

She had known exactly what Adrian was, and she had still scheduled dinner because some part of her wanted to be wrong.

That hurt in a way I did not expect.

I turned the page.

I am so tired of being wanted by men who do not like women.

The journal blurred.

I blinked once.

Hard.

No.

I was not doing that.

I closed the journal and set it on my lap, palm resting on the cover.

In another life—in my life—I would have read Tara’s profile and thought she was hard work. Beautiful, yes. Worth the chase, maybe. But guarded. Complicated. Probably needed a man who could “handle” her.

Now I wondered how much guarding one woman had to do before men stopped mistaking the wall for an invitation to climb.

My phone buzzed on the bed beside me.

Adrian.

I handled tonight badly. You deserved more attention than admiration. I’m sorry.

I looked at the message for a long time.

It was better than I expected.

Not enough.

But better.

I did not reply.

Then another message came through.

This one from Margo.

Hope the date wasn’t terrible. If it was, remember: men are optional, wine is not.

I laughed.

A real laugh this time, tired and small.

I typed back:

Terrible, but educational.

She responded:

That’s just dating over forty in New York.

I nearly wrote, I’m not even supposed to be here.

Instead, I set the phone aside.

I opened Tara’s journal again and returned to the sentence that had gutted me.

I thought becoming beautiful would make men kinder.

The old Grey wanted to defend men. Defend myself. Say not all of us. Say women liked desire when it came from the right man. Say Tara had become cynical. Say Adrian was just a bad date, not evidence.

But the old Grey was quieter tonight.

Not gone.

Never gone.

But quieter.

Because I had seen the messages.

I had worn the dress.

I had sat across from the man.

I had felt admiration slide over Tara’s body and leave the rest of her untouched.

I lay back on the bed, still holding the journal.

The ceiling above me was smooth and white. Somewhere far below, cars moved along Park Avenue. The apartment smelled faintly of cleanser, perfume, and the flowers on the table.

I thought of sixteen-year-old Tara in her cardigan, hoping no one would laugh.

I thought of forty-one-year-old Tara in her black dress, hoping one man might listen.

Then I thought of myself.

Grey Watkins, MVP, legend, expert in being wanted.

For the first time, I wondered how many women had gone home after me and felt hungrier, not happier.

The thought was ugly.

The worst part was that I did not know the number.

I only knew it was not zero.


Chapter 8
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HER HANDS KNEW how to twist her hair into a low knot. Her feet knew which subway grates to avoid in heels. Her face knew how to smile politely while refusing a man. Her spine knew when to straighten before entering a room full of executives who thought direct women were a weather condition.

I had spent almost a week inside her life, and the edges between us had begun to blur.

Not completely.

I was still Grey Watkins. I still woke up angry most mornings, still thought too highly of my own instincts, still missed my shoulders, my voice, my ability to leave the house in three minutes without consulting twelve products. But sometimes Tara’s responses rose through me before mine did.

A glance away from a man’s stare.

A hand automatically covering the neckline of a blouse when bending.

A smile that ended a conversation without inviting argument.

A sudden, old tightness whenever someone called her intimidating.

I did not like it.

I needed it.

That morning, I stood in Tara’s bedroom in a soft ivory wrap blouse, charcoal wide-leg trousers, and nude pointed heels. The outfit was less severe than War Tara, but still polished enough to scare interns. I had gold hoops on, a slim watch, and a camel coat waiting on the chair. Her hair was in a clean low bun because there was a client emergency, and apparently emergencies required cheekbones.

I was about to leave when the phone rang.

The screen said Mom.

I froze.

Tara’s mother had called twice during the week. I had ignored the first call because I had been busy learning how not to die in traffic while wearing ankle boots. I had ignored the second because I did not know what to say to a mother whose daughter was temporarily being operated by a retired football player with a moral crisis.

This time, my thumb hovered over the decline button.

Then something in me—Tara, maybe—would not let me press it.

I answered.

“Hi, Mom.”

The words came out naturally.

Too naturally.

“Sweetheart,” her mother said, and the warmth in that one word nearly knocked me backward. “Finally. I was starting to think I needed to report you missing to your own doorman.”

I swallowed. “It’s been a week.”

“Yes, that is how time works.”

Despite myself, I smiled.

Her voice was older, bright but thin around the edges. Educated. East Coast. A little fussy. I pictured a woman with silvering hair, organized cabinets, and the kind of worry that wore lipstick.

“I’ve been busy,” I said.

“You’re always busy. Busy is your natural climate.”

“That sounds like something you’d put on my tombstone.”

“Don’t joke. I already hate that you live alone in that giant apartment.”

“It’s not giant.”

“Tara.”

“It’s Manhattan giant,” I admitted.

Her mother huffed. “Are you eating?”

“Yes.”

“Real food?”

“Yes.”

“Not almonds and spite?”

I looked at the untouched green smoothie on the vanity.

“I’ve expanded.”

“Good. And sleeping?”

I glanced at the bed, still too neat because Tara apparently slept like she was afraid to inconvenience the sheets.

“Some.”

“That means no.”

“Mom.”

“Tara.”

The way she said the name did something strange to my chest.

Not because it was my name.

Because it was hers.

Because this woman had said it for forty-one years. Through baby teeth, school mornings, birthdays, stomach flus, probably college move-in day, first heartbreaks, career wins, late-night calls. She had said Tara before Tara became the woman men stared at, before Park Avenue, before the body as armor, before I had laughed in a school courtyard and turned a girl’s softness into a public target.

Her mother knew the person under the fortress.

I did not.

Not enough.

“How are you, really?” she asked.

I started to say fine.

That was the automatic answer.

Tara’s answer, maybe.

My answer too.

We were both experts in it.

But something stopped me.

“I’m tired,” I said.

The silence on the other end changed.

“Oh, honey.”

Two words.

Again, almost enough to break something.

I walked to the window and looked down at Park Avenue. Morning moved below, elegant and indifferent.

“It’s just work,” I said quickly.

“No, it isn’t.”

I did not answer.

Her mother sighed. “I’m proud of you. You know that, don’t you?”

“Of course.”

“I mean it, Tara. What you built, this life, your career, all of it. Your father would brag about you to strangers until they looked for exits.”

A memory flickered.

Not mine.

Tara at a hospital bed, holding a man’s hand. Her father’s hand. Older. Veined. Weak. The smell of antiseptic. Her mother crying quietly near the window. Tara wearing a black dress and no makeup. Tara thinking, I finally became impressive, and now Dad is too sick to understand half of it.

I gripped the phone.

“I know,” I whispered.

“But I worry,” her mother continued. “Because you sound less lonely when you’re angry.”

That hit too close.

I actually turned away from the window as if she could see me.

“I’m not lonely.”

“Tara.”

“There are people everywhere.”

“That is not what I asked.”

I hated mothers in that moment.

All mothers.

Their emotional accuracy was invasive.

“I have friends.”

“You have colleagues. You have people who admire you. You have men who take you to expensive dinners and make you call me afterward sounding like you want to join a convent.”

A laugh escaped me before I could stop it.

“Adrian was that obvious?”

“There was an Adrian?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Oh, sweetheart.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, it isn’t. Fine is what you say when you’ve decided your disappointment is too boring to explain.”

I closed my eyes.

Tara’s mother sighed again, softer. “I don’t need you to tell me everything. I know you won’t. You’ve been private since you were a girl. But I wish you’d let someone in.”

The apartment seemed larger around me.

Too clean.

Too quiet.

All at once, I could feel Tara’s life as a shape.

The stunning apartment. The elite job. The wardrobe. The awards. The men. The inbox. The discipline. The body that had become proof and prison.

And inside it, a woman whose own mother had to schedule worry like an appointment.

“I’m trying,” I said.

I did not know if that was Tara or me.

Maybe both.

Her mother’s voice softened. “That’s enough for today.”

The tenderness in that sentence nearly undid me.

After we hung up, I stood by the window for a long time with the phone in my hand.

Proud but worried.

That was the summary of Tara’s life.

Everyone saw the success.

The people who loved her could still hear the loneliness underneath.

I put on the camel coat and left for work.

But in the car, I opened Tara’s voice memos.

I did not know why at first.

Then I did.

I needed to say it.

Not to the robot.

Not to Margo.

Not to Tara’s mother.

To Tara.

Except I could not.

Because I was Tara.

The phone screen showed the red record button.

My thumb hovered.

Then I pressed it.

For three seconds, I said nothing. The car moved through Manhattan traffic, quiet behind tinted glass. My reflection hovered in the window: low bun, gold hoops, ivory blouse, composed face.

I did not look like a man confessing.

That made it easier.

Or harder.

“Tara,” I said.

My voice shook slightly. Her voice shook.

I started again.

“Tara, this is Grey Watkins.”

I laughed once, bitterly.

“Which is insane, obviously, because if you ever hear this, either I’ve lost my mind permanently or the universe has decided to make paperwork impossible.”

I swallowed.

“I remembered what I did.”

The words opened something.

I looked down at Tara’s hands in her lap.

“I remembered the hallway. The courtyard. The prom thing. I remembered calling you Cow. I remembered letting everyone laugh. I remembered stepping over your prom flyer like it was trash.”

My throat tightened.

“At the time, I thought it was nothing. I thought you were just one of those people who got caught in the wrong joke. I thought if everyone laughed, that made it less personal.”

The car stopped at a light.

Outside, a woman in a red coat crossed the street holding coffee and a toddler’s hand.

“I know now it was personal because I made your body public property before you even knew how to live in it. I made you feel like something to be judged, mocked, measured. And then I forgot.”

That was the ugliest part.

Not the cruelty.

The forgetting.

“I forgot because it cost me nothing. You had to carry it because I set it down.”

The light changed.

The car moved.

I wiped under one eye carefully, because mascara had become a logistical concern in my emotional life.

“I don’t know if I deserve to apologize. I don’t know if hearing from me would help you or just reopen something you spent years building over. But I am sorry. Not because I got punished. Not because I woke up as you. I’m sorry because you were a girl and I made the world meaner for you.”

My hand tightened around the phone.

“And you deserved better from every boy in that courtyard. Especially the one powerful enough to stop it.”

I stopped the recording.

The memo saved automatically.

Untitled.

I stared at it.

Then I renamed it:

For Tara — if ever

My thumb hovered over share, though I had no idea where I would send it. To Tara’s own number? Her email? The cloud? The afterlife? Customer support for haunted body swaps?

I could not send it.

Not like this.

It would be Tara’s voice apologizing to Tara for Grey Watkins. It would sound like a breakdown. Worse, it would force Tara to receive something she had not asked for, through her own mouth.

So I left it there.

Proof, maybe.

Or cowardice with a file name.

At the office, Bellweather & Crane was already in controlled chaos.

The ValenTech win had barely settled before another brand set itself on fire.

This time, the client was Aurelia Home, a luxury furniture company with a social media disaster unfolding in real time. Their CEO had been caught on video dismissing customer complaints about defective cribs by saying, “Parents panic too much now.” The clip had gone viral overnight. Mothers were furious. Parenting influencers had declared war. News sites were circling. The brand’s stock was wobbling.

Margo met me at the elevator.

“Emergency,” she said.

“I guessed from the fact your left eye is twitching.”

“My left eye is always twitching. Today it has cause.”

“What’s the situation?”

She handed me a tablet as we walked. “CEO wants to issue a statement saying his words were taken out of context.”

“Were they?”

“No.”

“Then he shouldn’t say that.”

“He is wealthy enough to believe truth is a branding obstacle.”

“Classic.”

We entered the main crisis room, which was already full. Priya had three monitors open with social listening data. Ellis was pacing with a legal pad. Theo was there too, unfortunately, leaning against the wall with a coffee and the expression of a man prepared to contribute tone concerns.

On the central screen, the viral clip played.

A silver-haired CEO in a cashmere sweater laughed lightly and said, “Parents panic too much now. One loose rail and suddenly everyone thinks their child is in danger.”

The clip cut there.

I winced.

Not because I cared about the CEO.

Because I knew losing footage when I saw it.

“Dead man,” I said.

Ellis nodded. “Digitally, yes.”

Margo pointed to the screen. “We have the CEO joining in ten. The board wants a statement within the hour.”

Theo straightened. “We need contrition without admitting liability.”

“We need to not sound like we’re hiding behind legal,” Priya said.

Theo gave her the kind of smile men used when they wanted younger women to stop being correct. “Of course, but we can’t inflame panic.”

I looked at him.

“Parents are not panicking if the crib is defective.”

He spread his hands. “I’m saying we have to avoid validating every accusation before the investigation—”

“A baby product company does not get to make parents feel unreasonable for caring about safety.”

The room stilled.

I heard my own voice.

Firm.

But not performative.

Not trying to win.

Trying to protect the obvious truth before expensive men smothered it.

Margo watched me carefully. “Agreed.”

The CEO joined the call from some office with wood-paneled walls and a painting behind him that probably cost more than several cribs.

His name was Richard Calder, which made me wonder if all rich men were named by the same villain generator.

He opened with, “I’m being taken wildly out of context.”

“No,” I said.

Margo’s eyes flicked to me.

Theo’s eyebrows rose.

Richard blinked at the screen. “Excuse me?”

“You’re being taken in the worst possible context, but not wildly. You said what you said.”

His face reddened. “Who is this?”

“Tara Hereford. Bellweather & Crane.”

“I was told you’re the crisis expert.”

“I am. That’s why I’m not going to lie to you.”

He leaned back. “I don’t appreciate the tone.”

There it was again.

Tone.

Men loved tone when facts were beating them.

Normally, my old instinct would have been to crush him. Make him feel small. Turn the room with a line sharp enough that everyone remembered who had thrown it.

But Tara’s mother’s voice was still in my head.

You sound less lonely when you’re angry.

So I paused.

Then I said, “Mr. Vale, I understand you’re under pressure. But right now, there are parents watching that clip while standing beside cribs they bought from your company. They are not thinking about context. They are thinking about their children.”

His jaw worked.

Good.

Not destroyed.

Reached.

I continued.

“If the first message they hear from you is self-defense, they will believe you care more about reputation than safety. If the first message is concern, action, and accountability, you might still have a company by next week.”

The room changed.

Even Theo shut up.

Richard looked off-screen, probably at a lawyer or board member. “What do you suggest?”

I looked at Priya. “Data.”

She straightened. “We’re seeing three dominant concerns: safety, arrogance, and lack of recall clarity. Parents want to know if their specific product is affected, what action they should take tonight, and whether you understand why they’re angry.”

I nodded. “Ellis?”

He stepped in, flipping his legal pad. “Statement opens with child safety, not brand legacy. No passive voice. No ‘if anyone was offended.’ No ‘taken out of context.’ We announce immediate independent safety review, temporary halt on shipments of the affected line, and a customer hotline.”

Margo added, “We also need a video apology within three hours. Short. No cashmere. No office that looks like a yacht club. Plain background.”

Richard frowned. “A shipment halt sounds expensive.”

“Less expensive than dead trust,” I said.

He flinched.

Maybe too harsh.

But true.

Then something unexpected happened.

A woman’s voice came from off-screen. “She’s right.”

Richard turned. “Elaine—”

A woman stepped into frame. Late fifties, composed, probably board chair or legal. “Richard, stop talking. Listen to them.”

Margo’s mouth twitched.

I loved Elaine immediately.

The call lasted forty minutes. By the end, we had a plan: immediate statement, hotline, shipment pause, third-party review, apology video, direct outreach to parenting influencers with actual safety information rather than charm.

Theo tried twice to soften language around “responsibility.” Both times, I let Priya answer instead of doing it myself.

The first time, she was nervous.

The second time, she was not.

By noon, the statement was live.

By one, the initial rage had not vanished, but it had shifted. People still distrusted the company, deservedly, but the response was being called “surprisingly serious.” Parenting accounts shared the hotline. News sites quoted the shipment pause. The CEO’s apology video was stiff but human enough to avoid further combustion.

It was not a miracle.

It was work.

Good work.

Teamwork.

After the crisis room finally emptied, Priya lingered near the table.

“You didn’t have to let me take the data questions,” she said.

“Were they yours?”

“Yes.”

“Then I did have to.”

She looked at me like that answer meant more than I understood.

Margo came in behind her carrying three coffees and a bag of pastries.

“I brought carbohydrates because no one here has behaved like a complete idiot for two consecutive hours, and that deserves recognition.”

Ellis appeared from nowhere. “I heard pastries.”

“You have the instincts of a raccoon,” Margo said.

“Thank you.”

We gathered around the table, exhausted and oddly cheerful. Margo handed me a coffee. Priya broke a croissant in half and offered me part without making a big deal of it. Ellis complained about the CEO’s sweater. Even one of the account women laughed.

I stood there in Tara’s ivory blouse and charcoal trousers, surrounded by people who knew her, respected her, maybe feared her, and for the first time all week, I felt the warmth she had kept at a distance.

Not romantic.

Not hungry.

Not admiration.

Just warmth.

The kind that did not ask Tara to become softer, smaller, prettier, easier, or less.

It was not loud.

It would never fill a stadium.

Still, it reached places applause had never touched.

Margo nudged my arm. “You’ve been different this week.”

I froze.

“Different how?”

“Less alone in the room.”

I looked at her.

She sipped her coffee. “It’s a compliment, Tara.”

I wanted to correct her.

I almost said, I’m not Tara.

But of course I was.

To them.

To the world.

Maybe, after a week, even slightly to myself in ways I did not want to examine.

That evening, I returned to the apartment before sunset.

I had survived the week.

That should have felt like victory.

Instead, it felt like standing at the end of someone else’s hallway, knowing I had no right to call the house mine but not wanting to leave it messy.

I changed out of work clothes with care. The ivory blouse went into the dry-cleaning bag. The trousers hung properly. The heels returned to their shelf. I chose soft black lounge pants and a sage green cashmere sweater I had avoided all week because it felt too personal, too gentle, not armor at all.

Then I walked through the apartment.

Not searching this time.

Saying goodbye, though I did not let myself use the word.

The office, with Tara’s awards and journals.

The kitchen, where no one left crumbs.

The living room, where the couch had room for guests who rarely stayed.

The bedroom, with its beautiful silence.

I stopped in front of the mirror.

Tara looked back at me.

Bare-faced. Hair loose. Sweater soft at the throat. Less PR queen now. Less Park Avenue weapon.

More woman.

More girl, maybe.

I thought about the first morning and how I had looked at this body like a problem. Then like a temptation. Then like a punishment.

I had been wrong every time.

The phone rang.

Unknown Caller.

My pulse jumped.

I answered.

Static filled the line, familiar now.

Then the voice.

“The week is complete.”

I did not speak.

For once.

“The first answer has been shown.”

I looked at Tara in the mirror.

“Her beauty wasn’t the lesson,” I said quietly.

“No.”

I swallowed.

“I thought it was. At first.”

“You saw what you were trained to see.”

That stung because it was true.

The voice continued.

“Tara Hereford was not a body you mocked, then not a body men desired. She was a person before both judgments. You did not see her then. Men do not see her now.”

My hand tightened around the phone.

“She’s lonely.”

“Yes.”

“Because of me?”

“Because of many things. You were one of the first.”

I closed my eyes.

“One of the first,” I repeated.

That phrase was going to follow me.

“She became beautiful,” the voice said, “but beauty did not return what cruelty took. Desire did not become care. Attention did not become love.”

I looked at the mirror again.

Tara’s eyes shone.

Or mine did.

I could no longer tell.

“The lesson,” the voice said, “was never that beautiful women suffer. The lesson was that women are not made human by whether men want them. They are human before the wanting. Before the rejection. Before the verdict.”

The apartment seemed very still.

I thought of sixteen-year-old Tara’s yearbook quote.

Be kind. Everyone is becoming someone.

“She was becoming someone,” I said.

“Yes.”

“And I laughed.”

“Yes.”

No softening.

No mercy.

Just the truth laid flat.

I nodded once, though the voice could not see me.

“Is she okay?”

The static shifted.

“More than you deserve to know.”

Fair.

I almost smiled.

Almost.

“What happens now?”

“You return.”

The mirror blurred.

Panic hit immediately, sharp and selfish.

“Wait.”

The static deepened.

I did not know why I said it. I had wanted out all week. I had wanted my body, my house, my name, my life. But now that leaving had arrived, it felt violent.

Not because I wanted to be Tara forever.

Because leaving meant Tara had to come back to whatever I had touched.

“What about the voice memo?” I asked. “The things I did at work. The date. Her mother. Does she remember? Did I mess up her life?”

“You were not alone inside it.”

“What does that mean?”

The mirror flickered.

For one second, I saw my own face over Tara’s.

Then hers again.

“Explain,” I demanded.

The voice answered.

“You were an observer and a participant. Her memories guided your body. Her instincts shaped your choices. Your will could move within her life, but not erase her. The thread was shared.”

“That’s not an explanation. That’s a fortune cookie with bad wiring.”

“You understood her because pieces of her remained.”

I gripped the phone harder.

“So when I knew how to walk in heels—”

“Memory.”

“When I knew how to do makeup?”

“Memory.”

“When I felt…” I stopped, anger rising from embarrassment. “When I reacted to men?”

“Tara’s body, Tara’s history, Tara’s nervous system. Your mind translated what it could. The rest, you experienced.”

I felt heat climb my neck.

“So I wasn’t—”

“What you fear?” the voice asked.

I went still.

The robotic flatness made the question worse, not better.

“You were not changed by desire into something false. You were exposed to the conditions under which Tara has lived. Attraction, discomfort, fear, suspicion, recognition, loneliness. These were not commands. They were context.”

I breathed out slowly.

That mattered.

For reasons I was not ready to name.

“And my choices?”

“Yours when you made them. Hers where her life had already carved the path. Shared where understanding required more than observation.”

I thought of Margo saying, less alone in the room.

Priya smiling.

Tara’s mother hearing tiredness.

Adrian receiving a refusal.

The voice memo sitting in the phone.

“Will she know?” I asked.

“She will wake with the week as a dream, a pressure, an intuition. Enough to keep what served her. Not enough to break her.”

That was not the answer I wanted.

It was probably the only one I could live with.

“Delete the memo,” I said suddenly.

Silence.

“She doesn’t need my apology in her own voice. That’s obscene.”

The phone screen lit.

The voice memo disappeared.

My throat tightened.

“Thank you.”

The words came out before I could stop them.

Static softened.

“You are learning the shape of harm.”

“Lucky me.”

There he was.

Old Grey.

Still alive enough to be an ass.

The voice did not respond to the sarcasm.

The apartment lights flickered.

Tara’s reflection trembled.

I stepped closer to the mirror.

For a moment, I wanted to say something important. Something worthy. Something that would make the week neat and meaningful and done.

Instead, I touched the glass.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

Not a performance.

Not a speech.

Not enough.

But true.

The mirror flashed white.

The apartment vanished.

I woke up choking on air.

Real air.

Hospital air.

Sharp with antiseptic, plastic, and the faint metallic scent of machines.

My eyes flew open to a ceiling made of white tiles and fluorescent light. Something beeped near my head. My throat hurt. My chest hurt. My whole body hurt in a way that was so familiar, so male, so mine, that relief hit me like impact.

I was back.

I was back.

I tried to sit up and failed because pain tore across my ribs.

A nurse rushed in. “Mr. Watkins, don’t move.”

Mr. Watkins.

My name.

My name in someone else’s mouth, attached to my body.

I looked down.

Hospital gown. Broad chest under bandages. Large hands. Scar across one knuckle from the 2016 playoff game. Hair on my arms. The heavy, solid geometry of myself.

Myself.

I made a sound I would deny under oath.

The nurse pressed a hand to my shoulder. “You’re okay. You were in an accident. You’re at Saint John’s. You’re very lucky.”

Lucky.

That was one word for it.

My eyes burned.

No.

Absolutely not.

But the tears came anyway, hot and humiliating, sliding toward my temples.

The nurse’s face softened. “It’s all right. People get emotional after trauma.”

Trauma.

If only she knew the staffing situation.

I turned my head away, furious at my own face for leaking.

I had never been so grateful for pain.

My ribs hurt. My shoulder screamed. My mouth was dry. My head throbbed. My leg felt bruised from hip to knee. Every injury announced itself like an old teammate arriving loud and late.

Mine.

Mine.

Mine.

I was still crying when Blake came in.

He looked like hell. Wrinkled shirt. Red eyes. Unshaven jaw. Phone in one hand, coffee in the other. For once, he did not have a lecture ready.

Then he saw I was awake.

His face broke.

“Grey.”

“Don’t,” I rasped.

He stopped beside the bed.

“Don’t what?”

“Make a thing.”

“You almost died.”

“People keep saying that.”

“Because it’s generally considered relevant.”

I tried to smile.

It hurt.

Blake set the coffee down and covered his mouth for a second. He turned away, collected himself, then faced me again with his manager expression only half-repaired.

“You’re an idiot.”

“There it is.”

“A legendary, expensive, uninsured-by-sanity idiot.”

“Car?”

“Destroyed.”

I closed my eyes.

“That was a good car.”

“I will unplug you.”

The laugh hurt so badly I almost regretted it.

Almost.

A doctor came in. Then another nurse. Questions. Tests. Concussion checks. Memory questions.

Name?

Grey Watkins.

Age?

Forty-one.

Location?

Los Angeles.

Current president?

I answered.

They seemed pleased.

No one asked if I had recently spent a week as a forty-one-year-old PR executive named Tara Hereford in Manhattan, which seemed like a gap in their diagnostic process.

Eventually, they left me with water, pain medication, and Blake’s hovering.

“You should sleep,” he said.

“I’ve been asleep.”

“You’ve been unconscious.”

“Still counts.”

He sat in the chair beside the bed and rubbed his face. “Do you remember the crash?”

“Yes.”

“Do you remember why you were driving?”

I looked at him.

He looked back.

For once, I did not have a clever answer.

“Yes,” I said.

Blake’s expression changed.

He waited for more.

I gave him nothing.

Not yet.

Maybe not ever.

My phone was on the bedside table, cracked but alive, plugged into a charger. Blake must have retrieved it. Or the police. Or God’s least efficient assistant.

When he finally stepped out to call someone, the phone lit up.

Unknown Caller.

My blood turned cold.

No.

Not a dream.

Not coma nonsense.

Not trauma hallucination.

The phone rang again.

I picked it up with a hand that shook because of injuries, yes, but not only injuries.

I answered.

Static.

Then the voice.

“Welcome back, Grey Watkins.”

My mouth went dry.

I glanced toward the hospital door.

No one.

I lowered my voice. “It was real.”

“Yes.”

“Tara was real.”

“Yes.”

My throat tightened.

“And she’s back?”

“Yes.”

“What does she remember?”

“A dream. A shift. An unexplained softness where a wall once stood.”

I closed my eyes.

“That’s vague.”

“It is accurate.”

I breathed through the pain in my ribs.

“Why did I do things I didn’t want to do as Tara?”

“Because you wanted to survive.”

“No. I mean—” I struggled, irritated by how hard the question was to form. “Some things felt like her. Not me. The heels. The makeup. Her work. The way I reacted to men. The way I cared about people I don’t know.”

“Shared wiring.”

“You said that.”

“Your consciousness entered her life. You were not placed in an empty body. You were threaded through a person with memory, instinct, habit, fear, skill, and desire. You could choose, but you could not choose without context.”

“So I was half me, half her?”

“Close enough for your current understanding.”

“Thanks. Love being insulted by a fax machine.”

Static crackled.

Maybe amusement.

Maybe judgment.

“Was I controlling her?” I asked.

The question came out quieter.

“No.”

That answer landed with more relief than I expected.

“You were permitted to act where action was necessary. You were guided where her life required continuity. You observed what you were incapable of understanding from outside.”

“Fifty-fifty?”

“At times. At times less. At times more.”

I stared at the ceiling.

The tiles blurred.

“So when I felt lonely…”

“You felt Tara’s loneliness through your own resistance.”

“When I felt sick reading those messages?”

“You felt what she has learned to feel.”

“And when I liked winning differently?”

“That was yours.”

I went silent.

The machines beeped steadily beside me.

My body hurt.

My real body.

My old body.

The body I had thought was the center of the universe until I spent a week inside the cost of someone else’s.

“What now?” I asked.

The static deepened.

“You rest.”

That almost made me laugh.

“That’s it?”

“For now.”

I did not like that.

For now had teeth.

“What does that mean?”

The voice did not answer directly.

Of course.

“I learned the lesson,” I said.

“Did you?”

The question irritated me because I did not know how to prove it.

“Tara is human. Beauty isn’t value. Desire isn’t respect. I get it.”

“Understanding spoken quickly is often only memory.”

“Meaning?”

“Live with it.”

The call ended.

I stared at the phone until the screen went dark.

Then I set it down carefully, like it might explode.

Blake came back in. “Who was that?”

I looked at him.

For a second, I considered telling the truth.

All of it.

Robot voice. Park Avenue. Tara. Body swap. Dating apps. Adrian Smith. The journal. The lesson.

Blake would call a neurologist before I got to the bra hooks.

“No one,” I said.

His eyes narrowed. “You look weird.”

“I was in a crash.”

“You always look weird after doing something stupid. This is different.”

I turned toward the window.

Los Angeles sunlight pushed through the blinds, harsh and golden. Not Park Avenue grey. Not Tara’s polished morning. Mine.

I was back in my world.

My body.

My name.

My consequences.

And somewhere in New York, Tara Hereford was waking up with a dream in her bones and maybe, if the voice had told the truth, a little less loneliness in the room.

I should have felt free.

I did feel free.

But under the relief was something else.

A small, ugly knowledge that freedom had not made me innocent.

Blake sat down again, watching me like he was trying to read an injury report written in a language he hated.

“You scared the hell out of everyone,” he said.

I swallowed.

For once, I did not make the easy joke.

“I know.”

His eyebrows lifted.

Apparently, accountability was more alarming than the crash.

I closed my eyes.

I was Grey Watkins again.

MVP. Superstar. Legend. Idiot.

And, apparently, student.

The worst part was, class had only just started.


Chapter 9
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PAIN WAS underrated. Not by doctors, obviously. Doctors were obsessed with pain. They asked about it constantly, like it was a moody relative staying in the guest room.

On a scale of one to ten, Mr. Watkins?

Where is the pain, Mr. Watkins?

Sharp or dull, Mr. Watkins?

Does it hurt when you breathe, Mr. Watkins?

Yes, it hurt when I breathed. I had crashed a Lamborghini, temporarily died, and spent a week as a Manhattan PR executive with a bra budget that could finance a small war. Breathing was not exactly going to feel like a spa treatment.

But still, pain was underrated.

Pain meant I was back.

My ribs screamed every time I shifted. My left shoulder felt like someone had tried to remove it with construction equipment. My head pulsed behind the eyes. My right hip carried a deep bruise that turned every attempt to sit up into a negotiation. I had stitches near my hairline, a cut along my cheekbone, and enough medical tape on my torso to make me look like a badly wrapped package.

I loved every injury.

That was not me being dramatic. That was gratitude.

Every ache belonged to my body. My actual body. Male, solid, familiar, battered, and mine.

When I lifted my hand, it was my hand. Big. Scarred. Veined. Strong. The hand that had caught impossible passes, signed jerseys, gripped steering wheels, touched women carelessly, taken applause like oxygen.

My hand.

I flexed my fingers just to watch them move.

The doctor, a serious woman named Dr. Hsiao, stood near the foot of the bed with a tablet. Mid-fifties, neat grey-streaked hair, no-nonsense glasses. She had the particular calm of a person who had seen celebrities almost die and did not find them more biologically interesting than accountants.

“You are extremely fortunate,” she said.

“That’s been mentioned.”

“It will continue to be mentioned because it remains true.”

Blake sat in the chair beside the bed, arms folded, looking like he had aged five years and blamed me for all of them.

Dr. Hsiao continued, “You have two cracked ribs, a concussion, extensive bruising, a dislocated shoulder that was reduced in the ER, and several lacerations. No internal bleeding. No spinal injury. No major fractures. Given the severity of the crash, this is extraordinary.”

“I’ve always been durable.”

Blake made a sound.

Dr. Hsiao did not smile. “Durability is not a medical plan.”

“She’s good,” Blake said. “I like her.”

“I don’t remember hiring a chorus.”

“You don’t hire me. I tolerate you professionally.”

Dr. Hsiao looked between us with the faint expression of a woman regretting sports medicine’s proximity to male ego.

“You will remain under observation,” she said. “No alcohol. No driving. No strenuous activity. No press events. No unsupervised attempts to prove you’re fine.”

I looked at Blake. “She read your diary.”

“I gave her bullet points.”

“I’m serious, Mr. Watkins,” Dr. Hsiao said. “You survived by luck. Not skill. Not conditioning. Luck.”

The word hit differently than it should have.

Luck.

Grey Watkins did not like luck. Luck was what mediocre men cited when they wanted to stand near greatness without admitting the distance. Luck was weather, bounce, timing. Luck was a fumble rolling the wrong way. Luck was a referee swallowing a whistle. Luck was not the foundation of a life like mine.

But in the white place, with no body and no control, luck had not felt like an insult.

It had felt like a hand closing around the back of my neck and dragging me somewhere I had no right to survive.

I looked down at the hospital blanket.

“I understand,” I said.

Silence.

Blake leaned forward slightly. “You do?”

I glanced at him. “Don’t make it weird.”

“It is weird when you understand things.”

Dr. Hsiao’s face softened by maybe half a millimeter. “Good. Then understand this too. The police will want a statement when you’re medically cleared. Your blood alcohol level was elevated.”

Blake closed his eyes.

There it was.

Real life.

Consequences with paperwork.

I nodded once.

No joke came.

I waited for one. My mouth usually supplied arrogance automatically, like a luxury car’s safety feature. Nothing.

“I’ll cooperate,” I said.

Blake’s eyes opened.

He looked genuinely alarmed.

Dr. Hsiao nodded. “Rest. Your body has done enough.”

She left.

For a while, Blake and I sat in the hospital room without speaking. Machines beeped. Somewhere in the hall, nurses moved with quiet efficiency. Morning light pushed through the blinds in pale stripes.

I touched the cut near my cheekbone.

Blake sighed. “Please don’t start worrying about whether the scar makes you look hotter.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were about to.”

“No.” I dropped my hand. “Maybe.”

“There he is.”

But the joke landed weakly.

Blake watched me, suspicious.

“You’re different.”

“I almost died.”

“You’ve almost died before.”

“Not in a Lamborghini.”

“You’ve almost died in two Lamborghinis if we count Miami.”

“That was not almost dying. That was hydroplaning with style.”

He stared at me.

I exhaled, and my ribs punished me.

“I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“That you understand this was bad.”

“I understand this was bad.”

“That you’re not going to turn it into a brand pivot.”

“I won’t.”

“That you’re not going to make one emotional speech, apologize to three people, and then go back to being a charming human natural disaster.”

My mouth opened.

Closed.

Because he had me there.

Not entirely.

But close enough to be annoying.

“I’m tired,” I said.

Blake’s expression shifted. Some of the manager drained out, leaving the friend underneath. We did not show that version often. It made both of us uncomfortable.

“Yeah,” he said. “I bet.”

He stood. “Sleep. I’ll handle calls.”

“I can handle calls.”

“You can handle a cup of ice chips and the consequences of your own mythology. That’s it.”

He took my phone from the table.

“Hey.”

“No.”

“I’m injured, not dead.”

“Exactly. Let’s keep it that way.”

He left the room with my phone.

For five minutes, I felt noble about that.

Then I remembered I was rich enough to have a second phone in my bag.

I was injured, not amateur.

Blake had missed the slim black backup phone tucked into the side pocket of the overnight bag one of my assistants had brought. It took me too long to reach it because my ribs had strong opinions about movement, but eventually I got it, powered it on, and watched the screen glow.

No weird calls.

No static.

No unknown voice.

Just the normal ugliness of modern life.

Notifications. News alerts. Texts. Missed calls. Public concern. Private curiosity. Women with tasteful sympathy. Men with jokes. Reporters pretending to care if I lived.

I searched Tara Hereford before I could talk myself out of it.

The results loaded quickly.

She was real.

Of course she was real.

I knew that already. The call had confirmed it. The memories had confirmed it. The ache in my chest when I thought of her prom flyer had confirmed it.

Still, seeing her on my own phone, in my own body, from a hospital bed in Los Angeles made everything tilt again.

Tara Hereford — Senior Vice President, Crisis and Brand Strategy, Bellweather & Crane

Professional headshot.

Same face.

God.

Same sharp eyes. Same sculpted cheekbones. Same controlled mouth. Hair sleek over one shoulder. Black blazer. Cream background. No smile, not exactly. More like she had considered smiling and decided the viewer had not earned it.

I clicked through articles.

The Women Reshaping Crisis Communications

Tara Hereford on Building Trust After Brand Failure

Bellweather & Crane Lands ValenTech Relaunch

The ValenTech announcement had been posted that morning. There she was in a group photo with Nadine Cross, Margo, Priya, Ellis, and, unfortunately, Theo. Tara stood near the center in the black blazer I had worn. Or she had worn. Or we had worn.

My stomach tightened.

Had that happened?

Yes.

Had I done it?

Partly.

Had Tara?

Also partly.

Shared wiring.

I hated that phrase because it sounded like something said by a robot who had never paid for therapy.

I zoomed in on Tara’s face in the photo.

She looked composed. Distant. Powerful.

But I knew what she looked like barefoot in the bathroom mirror. I knew what her mother sounded like when she worried. I knew how her journal felt in my lap. I knew the line she had written because I could still see it when I closed my eyes.

I thought becoming beautiful would make men kinder.

I opened her company bio.

There were no personal details beyond running, board memberships, and speaking engagements. No partner listed anywhere, obviously. No children. No messy warmth. Nothing easy to touch.

I searched images.

Mistake.

There were event photos. Tara at galas. Tara at panels. Tara leaving a restaurant in a red dress. Tara in a black gown with a slit, looking like the kind of woman men wrote bad poetry about after being rejected. Tara laughing with two female executives. Tara shaking hands with a mayor. Tara alone, always somehow alone even in crowded images.

Then I saw an older photo.

A scanned yearbook image someone had uploaded to a reunion site.

Westbridge Preparatory Academy.

Tara at sixteen.

My chest tightened.

The hospital room went quiet around me.

There she was again in the cardigan, soft and shy, trying to look pleasant for a camera that did not know what boys were about to do to her year.

I put the phone down on my chest and stared at the ceiling.

My ribs hurt under the weight of it.

Good.

Let them.

I picked the phone back up and opened a blank message.

I did not have Tara’s personal number, obviously. But her work email was easy to find.

t.hereford@bellweathercrane.com

I typed it in.

Subject: Apology

Then I stared.

What did a forty-one-year-old man say to a forty-one-year-old woman he had humiliated when they were teenagers?

Hey Tara, long time. Remember when I called you Cow and made the courtyard laugh while you were trying to ask me to prom? My bad.

No.

Obviously no.

I began typing.

Tara, you may not remember me fondly, and you have every right not to. We went to Westbridge together. I have been thinking about the way I treated you in high school, especially around prom.

I stopped.

The phrasing was cowardly.

The way I treated you.

Around prom.

Like I had mishandled scheduling.

Delete.

Start again.

Tara, I called you cruel names in high school. I mocked your body and humiliated you when you were trying to ask me to prom. I let other people laugh because I liked the power of being the one they laughed with instead of at. I am sorry. You deserved kindness, and I made your life harder. I do not expect forgiveness or a response.

I read it.

It was better.

Not enough.

Maybe nothing would be.

My thumb hovered over send.

Then the old instinct rose.

Not arrogance this time.

Fear wearing a reasonable suit.

What if she read it and laughed? What if she posted it? What if it became a story? Former Vipers MVP admits to bullying PR executive in high school. What if she did not want to hear from me? What if I was reopening a wound for my own relief? What if apologizing was just another way of making Tara’s pain about Grey Watkins?

That last one stopped me.

Because it sounded like Celeste.

Because it sounded true.

I saved the message as a draft and closed the phone.

Coward.

Maybe.

Or maybe restraint.

The problem with learning morality late was that every option looked suspicious.

Blake returned before I could decide and immediately spotted the backup phone.

“You are unbelievable.”

“I’m resourceful.”

“You have a concussion.”

“I have Wi-Fi.”

He snatched the phone from my hand.

“I was doing something important.”

“You were searching yourself.”

“Tara Hereford.”

That name changed the room.

Blake paused. “Who?”

I looked at him.

No.

Not yet.

“No one.”

He stared. “You said it like it was someone.”

“Everyone is someone.”

His eyes narrowed. “Did the crash make you philosophical? Because I’m not equipped.”

“Neither am I.”

He put the backup phone in his pocket. “Rest.”

This time, I let him win.

For the rest of the day, I behaved.

Mostly.

I answered the police questions with my lawyer present. I admitted I had been drinking. I did not dramatize. I did not charm. I did not say the car got away from me, because that made it sound like the car had a drinking problem and an ego.

I said, “I made a reckless choice.”

My lawyer looked like he wanted to sedate me.

Blake looked like he might start a religion.

Reporters gathered outside the hospital by noon. My publicist drafted a statement.

Grey Watkins is grateful to be alive and deeply sorry for his irresponsible decision to drive after drinking. He is cooperating fully and taking time to recover privately.

Normally, I would have edited it.

Made it stronger. Less weak. More controlled.

This time, I only changed one line.

Irresponsible decision became dangerous and selfish decision.

My publicist called Blake to ask if I was under medical influence.

I was, but not the kind she meant.

By evening, the statement went out.

The response was ugly, then sympathetic, then ugly again, then divided, because the internet had the emotional regulation of a raccoon in a mirror maze.

Some fans defended me.

He made a mistake. Thank God he’s alive.

Some crucified me.

Rich athlete almost kills people and wants sympathy.

Some women posted old thirst edits of me with captions like:

I can fix him.

I stared at one until Blake took the phone away again.

“I need fewer devices in this room,” he said.

“I’m being punished enough.”

“Not nearly.”

But for one day, I believed I could change.

It was not performative. That was the part I still argue with myself about.

For one day, lying in that hospital bed, sore and sober and haunted by Tara’s life, I believed the old Grey had finally been hit hard enough to stay down.

I would apologize where it helped.

I would stop using attention as pain medication.

I would not flirt just because silence made me nervous.

I would not treat women like mirrors angled toward my best side.

I would not drive drunk.

That one seemed especially achievable, given the medical tape.

When nurses came in, I said thank you and meant it. When Blake lectured, I listened more than I argued. When my mother called crying from Dallas, I did not soothe her by making jokes. I let her be scared. I told her I was sorry.

That was harder than it sounded.

My mother had always loved me with volume. She cried, prayed, scolded, blessed every doctor, and called me by my full name three times, which meant I had almost died enough to become twelve again.

“Grey Alexander Watkins, do you understand what you did to yourself?”

“Yes, Ma.”

“And to everyone who loves you?”

That one took longer.

“Yes.”

“Don’t you yes me like you’re answering a reporter.”

I closed my eyes.

“I scared you.”

“You broke my heart for twelve hours.”

“I’m sorry.”

She went quiet.

Then she cried harder.

So did I, a little, but I blamed the ribs and no one challenged me because I was injured and surrounded by cowards.

That night, after the hospital settled and Blake finally went home under protest, I lay awake under the weak blue glow of machines.

I thought of Tara’s mother.

I thought of mine.

I thought of how strange it was that mothers could see through bodies better than men who claimed to desire them.

For one day, I believed.

The next morning, they discharged me.

That was when the trouble started.

Hospitals had a way of making humility easier. Gowns did half the work. No man felt like a god with his ass one bad tie away from public record. But clothes changed things.

My assistant brought options because apparently even near-death required styling.

I rejected the first outfit immediately.

Grey sweatpants and a hoodie.

“I look like I’m fleeing a scandal.”

“You are fleeing a scandal,” Blake said.

“I don’t have to dress like it.”

The second option was worse.

Loose jeans, white T-shirt, baseball cap.

“I’m not a youth pastor.”

“You’re injured.”

“I can be injured with structure.”

Blake stared at the ceiling. “Lord, give me strength or a tranquilizer.”

In the end, I chose black joggers, a fitted white T-shirt, a charcoal cashmere zip hoodie, and clean white sneakers. Casual, but not defeated. The hoodie hid the shoulder brace without making me look frail. Sunglasses handled the cut near my face. A black Vipers cap, worn low, gave the photographers enough of a shot without giving them everything.

As I dressed, slowly and painfully, I caught myself in the bathroom mirror.

Grey Watkins stared back.

Bruised.

Cut.

Still handsome.

Maybe more handsome, annoyingly. Damage worked on me. A little danger around the edges, a visible reminder that the body had survived impact. Men like me could turn almost anything into aesthetic.

I hated that I noticed.

Then I noticed again.

My shoulders were still broad. My jaw still cut clean. The hoodie sat right across my chest. Even tired, even hurt, I looked like a man cameras would forgive.

And that old warmth returned.

Not fully.

But enough.

The world liked me in this body.

It understood what to do with me.

Outside the hospital, photographers shouted.

“Grey! How are you feeling?”

“Do you regret drinking?”

“Grey, are you entering rehab?”

“Grey, did Celeste call?”

Celeste.

Of course.

My jaw tightened, but the sunglasses helped. Blake walked beside me, one hand hovering like he wanted to physically stop me from answering any question ever again.

I did not answer.

Good.

That was growth.

Then a female photographer near the curb called out, “Still looking good, Grey!”

A few people laughed.

I should have ignored it.

I almost did.

Then my mouth moved.

“Don’t sound surprised.”

The crowd reacted.

Small laugh.

A few shutters.

Blake made a noise beside me like he had just watched a dog learn arson.

It was nothing.

A harmless line.

A reflex.

But I felt it.

The old circuitry lighting up.

Attention in, charm out.

The car door opened. I slid in carefully, ribs protesting. Blake got in beside me and shut the door.

“Really?” he said.

“What?”

“Don’t sound surprised?”

“It was a joke.”

“You’re two hours out of a hospital bed.”

“I can be injured and accurate.”

He covered his face.

I looked out the window as the car pulled away.

The photographers shrank behind us.

My reflection appeared faintly in the glass.

Sunglasses. Cap. Bruised jaw. Famous mouth.

Still him.

Still me.

Back at my Santa Monica house, everything looked the same and wrong.

The ocean was still there, throwing light like nothing had happened. The marble floors shone. The trophies waited. My jerseys hung behind glass. The empty champagne bottle from the proposal had finally been removed, probably by my housekeeper or Blake during some mercy-cleaning rampage.

Good.

I did not need the reminder.

Except its absence reminded me anyway.

Blake insisted on staying while I got settled. My assistant stocked the kitchen with doctor-approved food. My publicist sent media updates. My lawyer sent legal updates. My mother sent prayers, voice notes, and a photo of a candle she had lit, as if God worked better with visuals.

By late afternoon, the house emptied.

Blake stood in the doorway of the living room, keys in hand.

“You sure you’re okay alone?”

“No.”

He blinked.

I hated that I had answered honestly.

I corrected. “I mean, yes. I’ll be fine.”

“Grey.”

“I’m not going anywhere. I can barely sit down without negotiating with my ribs.”

“No alcohol.”

“I know.”

“No driving.”

“I know.”

“No inviting anyone over.”

I looked at him. “You’re adding rules now?”

“I know you.”

That shut me up for half a second.

Blake’s face softened. “Just rest. Please.”

The please did more than the rules.

I nodded. “I will.”

When the door closed behind him, silence moved into the house like it had been waiting outside with luggage.

At first, I welcomed it.

No nurses. No machines. No photographers. No Blake. No questions.

Just me, my house, my view, my body.

I lowered myself onto the living room couch with extreme care and stared at the ocean through the glass.

For ten minutes, I felt peaceful.

Then the silence changed.

It got bigger.

The house was too large for one wounded man.

Every room seemed to have an opinion about my emptiness. The kitchen island with three untouched stools. The dining table for ten. The pool terrace built for parties. The hallway lined with photos of a life that looked full because photographers had cropped out all the spaces after people left.

I checked my phone.

Blake had returned both devices but threatened violence if I abused the privilege.

There were messages from former teammates.

Glad you’re alive, idiot.

You scared us, bro.

Heal up. Also your car looked like modern art.

There were messages from women too.

Of course there were.

Lila had texted:

Jesus, Grey. Are you okay?

Then:

I know you probably have people around, but if you need anything…

Three dots of possibility disguised as concern.

Another woman, Serena, wrote:

I saw the news. I can come by with soup and very little judgment.

A third, someone saved only as Nina Malibu, sent:

You’re impossible. Don’t die before I get another chance to regret you.

I stared at that one longer than necessary.

The old Grey stirred.

There it was.

The medicine.

Not alcohol.

Not exactly sex.

Attention.

Proof of life delivered in feminine concern.

Women wanted to care for me. Wanted to come over. Wanted to be chosen as the one allowed near the wounded champion. It was practically charitable to let one of them feel special.

I heard Tara’s journal.

They were not kinder. They were just hungrier.

I locked the phone.

Set it down.

Picked it up thirty seconds later.

I searched Tara again.

Not because I needed to.

Because I wanted to punish the impulse with memory.

Her professional headshot appeared. Tara Hereford, distant and untouchable, looking like she had never once waited for a man to text back even if her journal told a more complicated story.

I opened the apology draft.

Read it.

My thumb hovered over send again.

This time, loneliness argued from a new direction.

Maybe sending it would help. Maybe apologizing was exactly the kind of man I was becoming. Maybe Tara deserved to hear that I knew. Maybe I needed to do one real thing before the old habits came back.

Or maybe I wanted her response.

Maybe I wanted proof that even my remorse could reach a woman and move her.

I closed the draft.

“Not yet,” I said.

The house did not answer.

Evening fell slowly over the ocean. The sky turned gold, then bruised pink, then deep blue. My chef had left dinner in the fridge with instructions. I ignored it and ate crackers because effort felt personal. Pain medication sat on the counter. I took it exactly as prescribed, then felt smug about basic compliance.

By nine, the loneliness had teeth.

I turned on the television. Sports commentary. My crash. My statement. A former teammate defending me. A legal analyst discussing possible charges. A gossip segment replaying old footage of Celeste and me at a gala, her hand on my arm, both of us looking like we had been designed by a marketing department.

I turned it off.

The silence came back worse.

My phone buzzed.

Lila again.

I’m serious. I can come by. No pressure.

No pressure.

There was always pressure.

Sometimes from them.

Usually from me.

I typed:

I’m okay. Thank you.

Then I stared at the message.

Responsible.

Clean.

Lonely.

I sent it.

A minute later, she replied:

Proud of you for surviving. And for not making a dirty joke out of that. Growth?

I smiled.

That was harmless.

So I typed:

Don’t challenge me. I’m medically fragile.

She sent a laughing emoji.

Then:

Still charming from the ICU. Annoying.

I should have stopped.

I knew that.

The knowledge was there, clear as a whistle.

But charm was easier than quiet.

I wrote:

Technically no longer ICU. So I’m even more dangerous.

Her reply came fast.

Good to know.

The room felt less empty.

Just like that.

Pathetic, maybe.

Human, definitely.

I leaned back, phone in hand, ribs aching, ocean dark beyond the glass.

I told myself it was only texting.

No harm.

No invitation.

No woman being used.

Just words.

Just a little proof that I was still Grey Watkins, still wanted, still able to make a woman smile from across the city.

The problem was, I could feel the slope under my feet.

Gentle.

Familiar.

Easy.

I thought of Tara, of her phone full of men who wanted a piece of her attention and called it admiration.

Then I looked at my own screen and saw myself from a distance.

A man reaching for a woman’s attention not because he loved her, not because he intended anything honest, but because the silence hurt and she was available.

I locked the phone again.

Set it facedown.

This time, I left it there.

For almost four minutes.

Then it buzzed once more.

I looked.

Lila had sent a photo of a bowl of soup with the caption:

Last chance. I’m domestic for approximately 12 minutes.

I laughed despite myself.

And just like that, the old Grey smiled in the dark.


Chapter 10
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TWO MONTHS after the crash, I learned something disappointing about personal growth. It did not photograph well. That was a problem, because my life photographed beautifully.

The first month after the accident had been all recovery, apologies, legal meetings, physical therapy, public statements, and supervised humility. I wore soft clothes. I drank water. I obeyed doctors. I took walks on the beach instead of driving. I deleted three women’s numbers and did not replace them immediately, which Blake called progress and I called a hostage situation.

I did not drink.

I did not party.

I did not message Tara.

I did not message Celeste.

I did not send the apology draft.

I kept telling myself restraint counted as change.

Maybe it did.

For a while.

Then my ribs healed enough that breathing stopped feeling like a legal dispute. My shoulder regained range. The cut near my cheek became a thin line that made me look rugged instead of irresponsible, which was unfair but useful. The legal situation settled into fines, mandatory programs, and a storm of public embarrassment I deserved and still resented. The media found newer blood. Fans returned to posting old highlights. Women returned to saying things like so glad you’re alive with punctuation that made their intentions flexible.

The world began forgiving me in stages.

That was dangerous.

Because I had always performed best for forgiving crowds.

By the eighth week, Blake invited me to a “quiet dinner” with a few former Vipers teammates.

Quiet.

That was adorable.

The dinner became drinks. Drinks became a private table at Saint Nocturne, a club in West Hollywood where the lighting was low, the music was surgical, and the women looked like they had been assembled by algorithms trained on temptation.

I told myself I would go for one hour.

Just to prove I could be social without being stupid.

The lie fit well because it was tailored.

I dressed like a man returning to his kingdom after exile.

Black trousers, slim but not tight. A black silk shirt open at the throat. Charcoal suede jacket. Gold watch. No chain because I was forty-one, not a rookie trying to look rich on a signing bonus. My hair had grown just enough to look deliberately messy, and the scar near my cheekbone caught the bathroom light like punctuation.

I looked good.

That was not arrogance.

That was evidence.

The mirror gave it back cleanly: Grey Watkins, former league MVP, retired Vipers legend, crash survivor, public sinner, still unreasonably handsome.

I should have hated how much that steadied me.

I did not.

I adjusted my cuffs and looked at myself for one second too long.

“Careful,” I said to the mirror.

The man looking back smiled.

Not kindly.

Saint Nocturne had a side entrance for people who did not stand in lines because lines were for democracy and airport security. The bouncer greeted me like a returning war hero.

“Grey Watkins. Man, good to see you vertical.”

“Better than the alternative.”

He laughed too hard and waved me in.

Inside, bass moved through the floor and up my legs. Red light washed over black walls, velvet booths, mirrored columns, bodies in motion. The air smelled like perfume, alcohol, heat, and money trying to become memory. The ceiling glittered with tiny lights like a fake night sky designed by someone who had never been outside sober.

I saw my guys immediately.

Marcus Hale, former linebacker, still built like a bank vault with a beard.

DeShawn Price, quarterback, two years retired and already pretending golf was a personality.

Nico Alvarez, cornerback, divorced twice, smiling always, dangerous mostly to himself.

And Taye Bishop, my former teammate and professional bad influence, wearing a white jacket indoors because subtlety had never survived contact with him.

They rose when they saw me.

“There he is!” Taye shouted.

“Ghost of Malibu!” Nico yelled.

“Too soon,” Blake said from the booth, because of course Blake was there. He had the posture of a chaperone at a school dance hosted by criminals.

Marcus pulled me into a hug that made my ribs complain even though they were mostly healed.

“Thought we lost you, man.”

“For a week, maybe,” I said.

That was funnier to me than to them.

DeShawn clapped my shoulder. “Don’t scare us like that again.”

“I’ll schedule my next crisis with the group chat.”

Blake pointed at me. “Water first.”

“I just arrived.”

“Water. First.”

Taye groaned. “Blake, let the man live. He already almost didn’t.”

Blake gave him a look. “You are exactly why I came.”

I slid into the booth, took the water, and lifted it in salute. “To survival.”

They cheered.

With champagne.

I drank water like a man under surveillance.

For the first hour, I behaved.

Mostly.

We talked football. The current Vipers roster. A rookie receiver with speed but no hands. A coach everyone hated publicly and praised privately. Old games. Old injuries. Old women, though I said less during that part than usual.

Tara had ruined certain jokes.

Not completely.

But enough that some of them caught in my throat like fishbones.

When Nico started telling a story about a woman in Phoenix who had cried because he left before breakfast, the table laughed. I smiled automatically, then stopped.

He noticed.

“What?” Nico said. “You judging me now?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“That’s a yes.”

I leaned back. “Maybe she deserved breakfast.”

The table went quiet for half a beat.

Then Taye exploded laughing. “Oh my God, the crash made him respectful.”

“Temporary condition,” I said.

“Better get him a priest.”

Blake watched me from across the booth, unreadable.

A waitress arrived with another round. She was beautiful in the Saint Nocturne uniform: black satin mini dress, sheer tights, ankle boots, hair pulled high. Maybe twenty-seven. Her eyes moved over me with immediate recognition.

“Grey Watkins,” she said.

I looked up at her and smiled before I remembered to decide whether I should.

“Guilty.”

“Glad you’re okay.”

The words were simple.

The way she said them was not.

Her gaze dropped to the scar near my cheek, then to my mouth, then back to my eyes.

I felt the old room open inside me.

That warm, familiar chamber where being wanted made everything else quieter.

“Me too,” I said.

Her name tag read Sienna.

Sienna lingered half a second longer than necessary before walking away.

Blake saw.

I saw Blake seeing.

“Don’t,” he said.

“I didn’t do anything.”

“That’s usually step one.”

Taye leaned over. “Sienna has been staring at you since you walked in.”

“Good for Sienna,” Blake said. “Sienna has employment and health insurance to consider.”

I took a slow sip of water.

The night went on.

At some point, water became champagne. Not much. Just enough to prove I was not afraid of a glass. Then another, because fearlessness had always been my stupidest form of math.

People came by the table all night.

Former players. Agents. A producer who wanted to talk documentary follow-up. Two influencers with identical cheekbones. A singer I vaguely recognized from a music video filmed mostly in water. Everyone wanted to say they were glad I was alive. Everyone wanted a story. A handshake. A picture. A moment close enough to my survival to feel dramatic.

I gave them what they wanted.

That was the job.

That had always been the job.

And, God help me, it felt good.

Not pure.

Not innocent.

Good.

After months of doctors, lawyers, guilt, and ghost memories from a woman’s life, the attention hit like oxygen. The club lights made everything easier. No one asked about Tara. No one asked whether beauty was a shield. No one asked if desire was cruelty with better shoes.

They wanted Grey.

And I knew how to be Grey.

Around midnight, Sienna returned with a bottle we had not ordered.

“Compliments of the owner,” she said.

Taye whooped. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

I looked at the bottle. Then at Sienna.

“You sure the owner sent it?”

Her smile curved. “Mostly.”

Bold.

I liked bold.

Blake stood. “I’m leaving before I witness evidence.”

“Coward,” Marcus said.

“No, experienced.” Blake pointed at me. “Car is outside when you’re ready. Do not leave with anyone. Do not drive. Do not make me identify you from TMZ footage.”

“Yes, Dad.”

“I hate you.”

“No, you bill me.”

“That too.”

He left.

The leash loosened.

I should have gone with him.

I did not.

Sienna finished her shift at one.

By then, I had let the night soften my better judgment into something decorative. I was not drunk like the pier. Not even close. But I was bright around the edges, warmed by champagne, noise, and the return of my own mythology.

Sienna appeared near the hallway in a long black coat over her work dress, hair down now, lipstick refreshed. Off duty and fully aware of what that meant.

“Leaving already?” I asked.

She smiled. “Are you asking because you care about my schedule?”

“No.”

“Honest.”

“I’m trying it out.”

“And how’s that going?”

“Mixed reviews.”

She laughed.

I liked the sound.

I liked that I could still make it happen.

We stood close enough that I could smell her perfume. Vanilla, amber, maybe something floral. Young but not childish. She was not a girl. She was a woman, probably twenty-eight or twenty-nine, old enough to choose bad decisions and young enough to think they became stories instead of patterns.

“You should go home,” she said.

“I have a car.”

“With a driver?”

“Unfortunately, I’ve been demoted to passenger.”

“Good.”

The word carried more than concern.

I tilted my head. “You worried about me?”

“A little.”

“You know me?”

“Everybody knows you.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

Her eyes searched mine, and for one second I saw the possibility of a real conversation.

That was my exit.

That was the moment where a better man said goodnight and went home with his bruised ribs, his unresolved guilt, and his phone full of women he was learning not to use.

Instead, I smiled.

The old smile.

Low. Certain. Dangerous enough to make silence feel like permission.

“You want to?”

She looked at my mouth.

Then back at my eyes.

“Maybe.”

The driver took us to my house.

On the ride, Sienna asked good questions.

That should have warned me.

She asked if the crash changed the way I saw my life. She asked if fame got quieter after retirement or louder. She asked if I missed football or just missed being undeniable.

That last one was too good.

I almost answered honestly.

Instead, I said, “I’m still undeniable.”

She laughed, but there was a softness underneath it.

“I noticed.”

At the house, she stepped into my living room and went still in the way people did the first time they saw the ocean through glass at night.

“Wow,” she said.

I shrugged like the view had not cost more than most bloodlines.

“It’s a decent window.”

She smiled over her shoulder. “That’s such a rich man thing to say.”

“I prefer accurate man.”

“You would.”

She took off her coat. The black satin dress underneath caught the low light. Slim straps. Soft neckline. Long legs in sheer tights. A little tired now after hours of work, which made her prettier to me. Less polished. More real.

That thought should have made me careful.

It did not.

I poured water for both of us because I was apparently now a man of restraint and hydration. She noticed and smiled.

“No champagne?”

“I’m reformed.”

“Are you?”

“Currently.”

“For how long?”

I walked closer. “Depends on the company.”

That was the old line.

Not literally. I had used versions of it for twenty years. The exact words did not matter. The rhythm did.

Sienna heard it.

She liked it.

Or liked thinking she was the one making me unreformed.

We kissed near the kitchen island first.

Slow at first. Then not.

Her hands slid into my hair carefully, avoiding the healing cut without me telling her. That small kindness almost stopped me. Almost pulled something better out of me.

Then she whispered, “I thought about you all night.”

And the old machine roared awake.

I kissed her harder.

Being wanted made me feel normal again.

Not good.

Normal.

There was no robot voice. No static. No Park Avenue mirror. No journal. No mother saying loneliness lived under anger. No Tara in a black dress learning that admiration was not curiosity.

Only a woman’s mouth under mine, her fingers gripping my shirt, her breath catching when I backed her against the counter.

I knew this play.

I knew every route.

I knew when to slow down, when to tease, when to lift, when to make her laugh, when to make her feel chosen. I knew how to give a woman a night worth remembering without promising a morning worth trusting.

That was my specialty.

In the bedroom, the ocean light moved across the walls.

I did not think about Celeste.

I did not think about Tara.

I thought about my body, finally healed enough to be useful. My hands. My voice. My weight. My ability to make someone say my name like it still meant what it used to mean.

Sienna was warm and eager and more tender than I deserved.

At some point, after, she lay with her head on my chest, careful of my ribs, tracing a slow circle near my shoulder.

“That scar really does make you look unfairly good,” she said.

I smiled into the dark. “I’ve been telling people that.”

“Of course you have.”

We both laughed.

The sound should have been harmless.

For a while, it was.

She asked about the championship season. I gave her the polished version. She asked if I was scared during the crash. I almost gave her another joke, then said, “Yes.”

She lifted her head.

The room shifted.

Realness threatened.

“That must have been awful,” she said.

I looked at the ceiling.

“It was quick.”

That was not true, but it ended the subject.

She sensed it. Maybe she was used to men closing doors quietly. Maybe all women were. She settled back down and did not push.

I should have thanked her for that.

Instead, I fell asleep.

Morning arrived too bright.

The first thing I felt was weight against my side.

For one disoriented second, panic hit.

Not Tara panic.

Not body panic.

Consequence panic.

Then I remembered Sienna.

Her hair was spread across the pillow. Her makeup had mostly come off, leaving her younger-looking and softer in the morning light. The black satin dress lay over a chair. One of her earrings sat on my nightstand. Her phone was charging beside mine, which felt more intimate than anything we had done in bed.

I lay still and watched her sleep.

A better man would have felt tenderness.

I felt trapped.

Then I felt ashamed for feeling trapped.

Then, because shame made me angry, I reached for irritation.

Classic.

She stirred, opened her eyes, and smiled slowly.

“Morning.”

“Morning.”

Her smile deepened. “You look grumpy.”

“I’m healing. It’s part of the brand.”

She laughed softly and stretched, the sheet sliding down her shoulder. “What time is it?”

“Almost eight.”

She looked surprised. “I slept hard.”

“Occupational hazard of my mattress.”

“Of course the mattress gets credit.”

“It’s Italian.”

“You are impossible.”

The banter was fine.

Too fine.

If we kept going, morning would become breakfast. Breakfast would become questions. Questions would become numbers exchanged with weight behind them, expectations forming quietly over coffee and toast.

I could feel the slope.

This time, I did not want comfort.

I wanted escape.

Sienna sat up, holding the sheet to her chest. “Do you have coffee?”

There it was.

The smallest request.

Completely normal.

Human.

Coffee.

The old Grey assessed it instantly and brutally.

Coffee meant she stayed. Staying meant softness. Softness meant she might think last night had mattered beyond the night itself. Maybe it had. Maybe it should have. But I did not want to find out.

I sat up carefully, wincing as my ribs complained.

“I actually have an early appointment.”

The lie came out smooth.

Too smooth.

Sienna blinked.

“Oh.”

That one syllable had weight.

I looked away and reached for my shirt.

“Physical therapy thing. I forgot it got moved.”

It was not even a good lie. My calendar was probably visible on a dozen devices. But she did not challenge it.

Women often did not challenge the first lie.

They simply heard the truth inside it.

She nodded slowly. “Right. Of course.”

The room cooled.

I stood and pulled on sweatpants, suddenly very interested in not meeting her eyes.

“I can have my driver take you wherever you need.”

“That’s okay. I can get a car.”

“No, I insist.”

The insist was worse.

It made me feel generous.

It made the dismissal wear a suit.

She got out of bed, wrapping the sheet around herself for a second before collecting her dress. I turned away, pretending to check my phone while she dressed. As if modesty now meant something after I had already taken what I wanted and withdrawn the moment she asked for coffee.

Tara’s journal stirred somewhere in my mind.

I am so tired of being wanted by men who do not like women.

I pushed it down.

Not now.

Sienna came out of the bathroom ten minutes later with her hair smoothed and lipstick reapplied. She looked like the waitress from last night again, only quieter. The off-duty softness had been packed away.

That should have hurt me.

It did, slightly.

Not enough.

At the bedroom door, she paused.

“I had a nice time,” she said.

I smiled because that was what the script required. “Me too.”

Her eyes searched my face.

Maybe for sincerity.

Maybe for the man from the car who had almost answered honestly.

Maybe for a reason not to feel foolish.

I gave her charm.

Charm was easier to hand out than truth.

“I’ll text you,” I said.

The second lie landed between us.

She heard it.

I saw her hear it.

A flush rose faintly in her cheeks, not desire this time. Embarrassment.

For one second, I thought she might call me out.

Say, Don’t bother.

Say, You’re exactly what people say you are.

Say, I should have known better.

Instead, she smiled with too much dignity.

“Sure.”

My driver took her home.

I watched the car pull down the driveway from the living room window, shirt open, hair messy, body still holding the memory of her warmth.

The house was quiet again.

Exactly what I had wanted.

So why did it feel worse?

I told myself I had done nothing wrong.

We were adults. She had wanted to come over. I had not promised love. I had not promised breakfast. I had arranged transportation. I had been polite. That counted. Plenty of men would have been crueler.

That defense felt familiar.

Too familiar.

I walked into the kitchen and poured coffee with hands that were steadier than they deserved to be.

The first sip tasted bitter.

My phone buzzed on the island.

For half a second, I thought it might be Sienna.

It was Blake.

Please tell me you went home alone.

I stared at the message.

Then typed:

Good morning to you too.

He replied immediately.

Grey.

I did not answer.

Another message came in.

From Sienna.

Thank you for the ride.

That was all.

No heart. No joke. No “last night was fun.” No invitation to soften the exit.

Just thank you for the ride.

Elegant.

Final.

I put the phone facedown.

Then picked it up and typed:

Of course. Take care.

I stared at the words.

They were clean.

They were also disgusting.

Take care.

The official phrase of men who had already left emotionally and wanted credit for closing the door gently.

I sent it anyway.

The moment the message disappeared, the kitchen lights flickered.

I went still.

No.

The coffee cup warmed my hand.

The ocean glittered beyond the glass.

The lights flickered again.

Then came the static.

Not from the phone.

From everywhere.

A dry, electric hiss threading through the walls, the ceiling, the expensive speakers, the air behind my ears.

My stomach dropped.

“No.”

The phone rang.

Unknown Caller.

I did not touch it.

It rang again.

I backed away from the island.

“No. I learned it. I learned the lesson.”

The phone rang a third time.

Static crawled under my skin.

I grabbed the phone and answered, more angry than afraid because anger had always been my fastest armor.

“What?”

The voice came through, flat and merciless.

“You understood beauty.”

My grip tightened.

“No.”

“You understood being wanted.”

“I know what this is.”

“You do not.”

“I made a mistake.”

“Again.”

That word cut through the kitchen.

Again.

I looked toward the driveway where Sienna had disappeared.

“She knew what this was,” I said.

“Did she?”

“She came here.”

“Yes.”

“She wanted me.”

“Yes.”

“I didn’t force anything.”

“No.”

“Then what do you want?”

The static sharpened.

“You have not understood disposability.”

My mouth went dry.

I looked down at the coffee.

At the phone.

At my own large hand gripping it too hard.

“Sienna isn’t—”

“This is not about Sienna alone.”

The room tilted slightly.

Old faces moved at the edges of thought.

Women leaving hotel rooms. Women waiting for calls. Women laughing too loudly to cover disappointment. Women handed car service and careful phrases. Women turned into stories I told other men. Women made temporary by my convenience.

“You make people temporary,” the voice said.

I swallowed.

“That’s not fair.”

“No.”

Relief flickered.

Then the voice continued.

“It is incomplete.”

The static deepened until it vibrated in my teeth.

I stepped back, but my knee hit a barstool. Pain flashed through my still-healing ribs.

“Stop.”

“You learned that women are not ornaments.”

The kitchen lights dimmed.

“You did not learn that women are not disposable.”

My vision blurred at the edges.

Not white this time.

Darker.

Greyer.

I gripped the island.

“No. Not again.”

The phone remained cold against my ear.

“You left hearts like receipts.”

My breath stopped.

Receipts.

A dorm room.

Pizza.

Bea.

“No,” I whispered.

The world lurched.

The coffee cup slipped from my hand and shattered on the marble floor.

Brown liquid spread at my feet like a stain.

The last thing I heard before my knees gave out was the voice, calm as judgment.

“Begin again.”


Chapter 11
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I WOKE UP to the smell of old frying oil. Not fresh food. Not breakfast. Not anything warm enough to be comforting. Old oil. Grease soaked into fabric, hair, curtains, walls. The kind of smell that did not enter a room so much as claim tenancy. It sat in the air heavy and stale, as if the apartment itself had spent years working a shift and never made it to the shower.

For several seconds, I did not open my eyes.

I knew.

Some primitive, exhausted part of me knew before sight confirmed anything.

Not again.

My body knew too, though it was not my body.

That was the first difference.

With Tara, I had woken into softness and luxury. Silk sheets. Lavender. Park Avenue light. Panic wrapped in money.

This time, I woke into weight.

Not only physical weight, though that was there immediately. A heaviness across my chest, belly, hips, thighs. A body that felt older than it should have, not ancient, not broken, but tired all the way through. My limbs seemed reluctant to receive orders. My lower back ached before I moved. My knees complained like they had already been awake for hours. My feet throbbed under the blanket.

I opened my eyes.

A cracked ceiling stared back.

No recessed lighting. No ocean glare. No Manhattan morning through expensive curtains. Just a popcorn ceiling with a brown water stain near one corner and a slow-turning fan that clicked every fourth rotation.

Click.

Click.

Click.

Click-wrong.

I lay on a sagging mattress pushed against a wall. The sheets were clean but faded, printed with blue flowers almost worn into ghosts. A thin blanket twisted around my legs. The pillow smelled faintly of shampoo, sweat, and grease.

I turned my head.

Small room.

Beige walls that had given up. A dresser with mismatched knobs. A laundry basket overflowing with uniforms and dark clothes. A plastic storage drawer with makeup scattered on top, most of it drugstore, some of it expired or close enough. A pair of black nonslip shoes sat by the door, battered and shiny at the toes from use.

The window had cheap blinds, two slats broken. Grey morning seeped through them.

Wherever I was, it was not Los Angeles luxury.

It was not Park Avenue.

It was somewhere life had narrowed.

I pushed myself up on one elbow.

The body came with me slowly.

My breath caught, partly from effort, partly from shock.

I looked down.

A faded oversized T-shirt stretched over a heavy chest and soft stomach. The shirt had a cartoon pizza on it, cracked from too many washes. Beneath the blanket, thick thighs shifted awkwardly as I tried to sit. My hands were smaller than Grey’s but rougher than Tara’s, nails short and unpainted, cuticles dry, a faint burn mark near one knuckle.

I knew this now.

The wrongness.

The borrowed body.

The panic.

But familiarity did not make it easier. It made it worse because now I knew the universe had a system.

And I was still enrolled.

“No,” I said.

The voice that came out was female, lower than Tara’s, huskier, tired at the edges. Not polished. Not controlled. Not a voice trained to cut through glass conference rooms. This voice sounded like it apologized to rude customers and then swallowed the apology whole.

I sat fully upright, and the room swayed.

My head hurt. Not concussion hurt. Life hurt. Poor sleep hurt. Too much sodium, too little water, too many shifts under fluorescent lights hurt.

A phone alarm blared from somewhere on the floor.

I flinched.

The sound was loud, cheap, merciless.

I leaned over too fast to grab it and nearly rolled off the mattress. My body did not obey the way I expected. The balance was different again, but not in Tara’s elegant, high-heeled way. This body’s weight pulled downward, grounded and stiff, every movement carrying a history of fatigue.

I found the phone under a hoodie.

The screen read: 5:45 AM.

Alarm label: DON’T BE LATE AGAIN.

That was not promising.

I shut it off.

Silence returned, except for the fan.

Click.

Click.

Click.

Click-wrong.

I sat on the edge of the bed and tried to breathe.

The apartment beyond the bedroom was visible through an open door. A narrow living room. Old couch with a blanket over one arm. Small television. Stacks of mail on a coffee table. A kitchenette with two plates in the sink and a kettle on the stove. No art except a calendar from a local pharmacy and one framed print of sunflowers faded by time.

Everything was clean enough not to be alarming, but nothing felt chosen.

That was the first word that came to me.

Unchosen.

Tara’s apartment had been curated within an inch of its life. Every vase, blazer, and journal looked like part of a campaign called I Will Not Be Humiliated Again.

This place looked like someone had stopped making arguments.

Not filthy.

Not hopeless in a dramatic way.

Just tired.

A life set down gently and never picked up.

I stood.

My knees objected.

“Great,” I muttered. “Even standing has terms and conditions.”

I took one step, then another.

The floor was cheap laminate, lifting slightly near the doorway. The air smelled stronger in the hall: old oil, laundry soap, instant coffee, and something sweetly stale from the trash.

On the back of a chair outside the bedroom hung a red-and-black uniform shirt.

The logo hit me first.

KFC.

My stomach dropped before I saw the name tag.

I walked toward it slowly.

The shirt was short-sleeved, polyester, slightly faded from washing but still aggressively red. Black pants were folded over the chair beneath it. A black cap sat on top. A plastic name tag had been clipped near the collar.

BEA

For a few seconds, the room seemed to pull away from me.

No.

Not Bea.

Not her.

I reached for the name tag with shaking fingers.

BEA

Three letters.

Small enough to fit on a uniform. Heavy enough to drag twenty years into the room.

Bea Warsaw.

The name did not arrive as a lightning strike. It arrived like a door opening in a house I had pretended was empty.

College.

Pizza.

A dorm bed.

A girl with dark hair and soft arms wrapped around my waist from behind while I studied plays. A girl who smelled like vanilla lotion and garlic bread because she worked part-time at a campus café. A girl who believed in me before belief became valuable.

Bea.

I had not seen her since I was twenty-one.

I was forty-one now.

Twenty years.

Maybe less by a few months, maybe more depending on calendar details, but spiritually it was an entire lifetime ago. My lifetime, anyway. The one where I became Grey Watkins, MVP, millionaire, headline, brand.

Bea’s life had apparently kept going too.

Into this apartment.

Into this uniform.

Into a 5:45 alarm that said don’t be late again.

I backed away from the chair.

The phone buzzed in my hand.

I looked down.

Calendar alert: Shift 7 AM — close prep / kitchen.

Another alert under it: Rent due Friday.

Another: Call pharmacy.

Another: Maybe apply? Don’t chicken out.

That last one was set for three days ago.

Maybe apply to what?

I did not know.

I did not want to know.

Which meant I probably had to.

The uniform waited on the chair.

I hated it immediately, then hated myself for hating it.

Not because of KFC. Work was work. People did what they had to do. I knew that in a broad, rich-man, charity-speech way.

But the smell of frying oil was already in Bea’s hair, in the shirt, in the apartment. The clothes looked tired. The shoes looked tired. The name tag looked tired. The whole life looked like it had been standing on a rubber mat under fluorescent lights while other people ordered extra sauce and complained.

And my first instinct—my very first, ugly, automatic instinct—was that Bea had fallen.

Fallen from what?

From me?

From the girl she had been?

From the future she once imagined?

The arrogance of that thought made me grip the back of the chair.

I had been back in my own life for two months. I had learned about Tara’s humanity, or at least I had learned enough to say the words convincingly. And still, faced with Bea’s uniform, my mind reached for status like a measuring tape.

Park Avenue meant winning.

KFC meant losing.

God, I was still awful.

I took the uniform into the bedroom because apparently I had a shift.

The closet was small and overfull. Not with armor. With accumulation. Jeans in different sizes. Old sweaters. Work shirts. A black dress in a dry cleaner bag so old the plastic had yellowed slightly. A shoebox full of receipts and folded papers sat on the floor.

I turned away from it.

Not yet.

I changed slowly.

Not because I wanted to preserve Bea’s modesty, though that thought did occur to me in a complicated way. With Tara, everything had been shock and silk and panic. Here, the act of dressing felt heavier. More intimate, almost. This body did not seem like something displayed for the world. It seemed like something hidden from it.

I pulled off the pizza shirt and avoided the mirror.

The uniform pants were tight at the waist but loose in the wrong places, worn shiny at the thighs. The red shirt stretched over Bea’s chest and stomach. I fumbled with the name tag, pricked my finger, cursed, and finally clipped it on. The black cap flattened hair that had been slept on and not yet brushed.

The shoes were the worst.

Black nonslip work shoes, thick-soled, ugly, practical. I slid my feet into them and felt the imprints of long use, the shape of Bea’s labor pressed into foam.

Tara’s heels had hurt like vanity.

Bea’s shoes hurt like necessity.

I stood in the bedroom, fully dressed, and finally made myself look at the mirror mounted to the closet door.

At first, I saw the uniform.

Then I saw the woman.

Bea Warsaw was not old.

That was the first correction I had to force into my brain.

She was around forty. Maybe thirty-nine, maybe forty, close enough to my age but slightly younger. She should not have looked ancient, and she did not. But she looked worn in ways Tara had polished away and I had always been wealthy enough to outsource.

Her face was rounder now than I remembered, cheeks full, jaw softened, eyes shadowed by poor sleep. Her dark hair was tied back in a messy bun under the cap, with frizz escaping around her temples. Her skin was uneven, not bad, just neglected. No expensive serums. No dermatologist. No army of products. Her mouth was pretty in a way that looked like it had forgotten its own argument. Her body was heavy, yes. Stomach, hips, arms, thighs. The uniform did nothing kind for her.

My first thought was cruel.

Not spoken.

Not chosen.

But there.

She let herself go.

The shame followed so fast it almost knocked me backward.

Because there it was.

There I was.

Still sorting women by maintenance level. Still assuming beauty was proof of effort and weight was proof of surrender. Still looking at Bea’s body and making it a verdict before I knew what it had survived.

I gripped the dresser.

“No,” I said aloud.

Bea’s tired voice came out rough.

“No.”

The woman in the mirror looked back at me with guarded eyes.

I forced myself to keep looking.

Not to appraise.

To see.

Bea had dimples. I remembered those. When she laughed, real laugh, those dimples used to appear suddenly, like she had been keeping them secret. There was a faint scar near her chin. I remembered that too. She had tripped on a campus step while carrying two coffees and laughed so hard about it that I kissed the cut and told her it made her look tough.

She had believed me.

Her eyes were still beautiful.

That almost made it worse.

Because the girl I remembered was not gone. She was buried under exhaustion, embarrassment, routine, and maybe years of deciding there was no point making herself visible to a world that had once made her feel disposable.

I stepped closer to the mirror.

The uniform name tag caught the light.

BEA

I thought of Sienna leaving my house with her softness packed away.

I thought of Tara’s journal.

I thought of the voice saying, You left hearts like receipts.

My stomach turned.

“Bea,” I whispered.

Her name sounded different in her own mouth.

Softer.

More dangerous.

The phone rang.

Unknown Caller.

I did not jump this time.

I was too full of dread for surprise.

I answered.

Static.

Then the voice.

“Bea Warsaw.”

I closed my eyes.

“I know who she is.”

“Yes.”

The words came through clean and flat.

No mercy.

No explanation I had not earned.

I sat on the edge of the bed, one hand still holding the phone, the other pressed against Bea’s stomach because the body felt unsteady.

“Why her?”

The static clicked.

“You know why.”

“I was twenty-one.”

“She was twenty.”

Twenty.

God.

That sounded impossibly young now.

At twenty-one, I had already thought of myself as a man. Not a boy. A man with a future, a body built for stadiums, coaches whispering about pro potential, women beginning to look at me differently. I had carried destiny like a second duffel bag.

Bea had carried textbooks, takeout, and belief.

The voice continued.

“She loved you before the world did.”

I opened my eyes.

The apartment blurred slightly.

“Don’t.”

“You were not yet a legend. Not yet wealthy. Not yet untouchable. She saw the man before the myth and gave him tenderness.”

I laughed once, bitter and defensive.

“She was my college girlfriend. We were kids.”

“She planned a life with you.”

I swallowed.

“She shouldn’t have.”

“Because you did not?”

Because I was going somewhere, I almost said.

The thought rose automatically, polished by twenty years of justification.

I had been going somewhere. That was the story. A major pro development program had interest. Scouts were calling. Coaches were advising focus. Everything in my life had started opening, and Bea, sweet Bea, had suddenly seemed like a room I had outgrown.

At twenty-one, that had felt practical.

Now, in her body, in this apartment, wearing her uniform, it sounded obscene.

“I needed to focus on my career,” I said.

The voice was silent for one beat.

Then: “So you wrote goodbye on garbage.”

My fingers went cold.

The shoebox in the closet seemed to call from the floor.

I did not move toward it.

Not yet.

“I didn’t—” I stopped.

Because I did.

I did exactly that.

A Pizza Hut receipt.

Back when campus nights were cheap pizza and cheaper beer. Bea had fallen asleep in her dorm after crying because she knew something was wrong and I kept telling her she was imagining it. I had sat at her little desk with a pen in my hand, trying to write a real letter and hating every sentence because real sentences made me feel guilty.

So I wrote the least I could.

On the back of a receipt.

Bea, I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore. I need to focus on football. You deserve someone who can be there. — Grey

No conversation.

No goodbye.

No looking her in the face.

I left it on her nightstand beside her alarm clock and walked out before morning.

Then I stopped answering.

At the time, I called it clean.

I called it necessary.

I called it sparing us both.

The voice said, “You ghosted her.”

The modern word sounded too small for what I had done.

“I was young.”

“She was younger.”

That again.

Simple.

Brutal.

“She called,” the voice said.

I pressed my eyes shut.

“Stop.”

“She texted. She left messages. She waited outside the athletic building. She asked your roommate if you were alive. You were.”

My throat closed.

I remembered seeing her once across campus after.

She had been near the dining hall, wearing a green sweater and jeans, eyes red. She saw me. I saw her. For one second, I could have crossed the grass and ended the cruelty with an explanation, even a bad one.

Instead, I turned toward a teammate and laughed at something he had not said.

“She believed the note because it was all you left,” the voice said.

I stood abruptly, anger rising because grief had me cornered.

“I didn’t make her life this.”

I gestured around the apartment, at the worn furniture, the work uniform, the broken blinds.

“I broke up with her. People break up. People get hurt. People move on. You don’t get to hang twenty years on one note.”

The static deepened.

“No.”

I froze.

Again, that no.

Not exonerating.

Correcting.

“You did not create every sorrow in Bea Warsaw’s life.”

I breathed out sharply.

“Then why am I here?”

“Because you were the first man who made her feel disposable after she had made herself devoted.”

The apartment seemed to shrink around me.

“She did not lose everything because of you,” the voice said. “But when later losses came, they found the door you left open.”

I sat down again.

Hard.

The mattress creaked under Bea’s weight.

“She stopped trusting herself,” the voice continued. “She had believed your promises. She had defended your distance. She had mistaken your ambition for shared destiny. When you vanished, she decided her heart had made her foolish.”

I looked toward the kitchen.

The sink.

The mail.

The uniform chair.

The life on pause.

“She tried after you,” the voice said. “School. Work. Other men. Her mother’s illness. Debt. Exhaustion. Each disappointment confirmed what you had taught badly: that love can leave without warning, and the person left behind must pretend the abandonment was reasonable.”

My hand trembled around the phone.

“That’s not fair,” I whispered.

“To whom?”

I had no answer.

The voice continued.

“You treated Bea as a chapter you were allowed to end alone.”

I thought of Sienna.

Coffee?

I have an early appointment.

The same shape.

Cleaner clothes. Older man. Better house.

Same exit.

“You understood beauty,” the voice said. “You did not understand what happens to the women you use for warmth, then leave in the cold.”

My jaw clenched.

“I didn’t use Bea.”

“Did you love her?”

I opened my mouth.

Memory answered before pride could.

Yes.

In the way twenty-one-year-old men loved. Greedily. Honestly while it was convenient. With the full force of a future I had not yet had to choose between.

“I did,” I said.

“Then you used love too.”

That landed deep.

I looked down at Bea’s uniform.

At the name tag.

At the body I had judged thirty seconds after seeing it.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Live.”

“Of course.”

“You will work. You will feel the body you judged. You will carry the exhaustion you dismissed. You will learn what remains after someone is treated as temporary.”

I laughed without humor. “A week?”

“Yes.”

“And Bea?”

“Elsewhere.”

“Is she aware?”

“Enough.”

I hated these answers. I hated the vagueness. I hated the ethics of this entire haunted exchange.

Mostly I hated that I was relieved Bea was not fully trapped watching me bumble through her pain.

The phone alarm buzzed again.

LEAVE NOW OR YOU’RE LATE.

I looked at it.

The KFC shift.

Kitchen.

Closing prep.

Whatever that meant.

“I can’t do this,” I said.

The voice did not soften.

“Bea has done it for years.”

The line went dead.

I sat there, listening to the fan click and the phone alarm vibrate, feeling something worse than fear.

Dread had a body now.

And I was in it.

I forced myself up.

The apartment had one small bathroom with harsh overhead light, a plastic shower curtain patterned with blue waves, and a sink crowded with half-used products. I splashed water on Bea’s face. Cold. Shocking. I found a brush and dragged it through her hair before stuffing it back under the cap. No makeup. No time. Maybe she had stopped wearing it to work years ago, or maybe it melted off in the kitchen and she had stopped pretending.

I brushed her teeth with mint toothpaste that burned.

In the mirror, the KFC uniform looked worse under bathroom light.

So did the judgment in my eyes.

I pointed at my reflection.

“You don’t get to do that,” I said.

The woman in the mirror looked unconvinced.

I grabbed the keys, phone, and a worn black purse from the kitchen counter. Inside were a wallet, a bus card, receipts, lip balm, pain reliever, and a folded grocery list with three items crossed out and four rewritten cheaper.

Eggs.

Bread.

Chicken thighs if sale.

Instant coffee.

Pay electric.

I shoved the list back into the purse like it had burned me.

At the door, I stopped.

The shoebox in the closet seemed to pulse in my mind.

Pizza Hut receipt.

Not yet.

If I looked now, I might not leave.

And Bea, apparently, could not be late again.

I stepped into the hallway.

The apartment building smelled like damp carpet, old paint, and someone else’s breakfast. A baby cried behind one door. A television murmured behind another. Downstairs, the lobby had cracked tile and a row of mailboxes with peeling labels.

Outside, the morning was pale and cold.

Not California cold. Not New York elegant cold. Real working morning cold. The kind that touched your face and asked what you had done with your gloves.

I pulled Bea’s thin jacket tighter around the uniform and walked toward the bus stop.

Each step hurt a little.

Feet. Knees. Back.

The shoes squeaked faintly on the sidewalk.

Cars passed without slowing.

No one recognized me.

No one stared because I was famous.

No one moved aside because I was beautiful.

No one knew Grey Watkins existed inside this tired woman walking to an early shift that smelled like frying oil.

For the first time in my life, the world did not react to me at all.

And somehow, that felt like part of the punishment too.


Chapter 12
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THE BUS RIDE to KFC took thirty-seven minutes and felt longer than most cross-country flights. At least on flights people offered you drinks and pretended your discomfort mattered. Here, nobody cared.

The bus was half-full with morning people: students with earbuds, a nurse in blue scrubs, an old man holding a plastic grocery bag, two construction workers speaking quietly in Spanish, a mother with a sleeping child folded against her chest. Everyone looked tired in different ways. Not tragic. Not cinematic. Just tired. The kind of tired that did not make speeches because it had another shift after this one.

I stood for the first ten minutes because no seats were open. Bea’s knees hated that. Her lower back hated it more. One hand gripped the metal pole, the other held her worn black purse against her body. The KFC uniform scratched slightly under the thin jacket. The black cap sat low over my forehead, making my reflection in the bus window look even smaller.

No one looked twice.

That was still strange.

As Grey Watkins, I had never been invisible. Even before fame, I had been seen. Tall kid. Fast kid. Handsome kid. Football kid. The world noticed me early and kept noticing until attention felt less like a gift than a climate.

As Bea, the world slid over me.

Not cruelly. Worse.

Normally.

I watched the city pass in flat morning colors and tried not to think about the shoebox in her closet.

Pizza Hut receipt.

The voice had said it like a sentence.

You wrote goodbye on garbage.

I had.

I knew I had.

But memory was slippery when a man needed it to be. For twenty years, I had filed Bea under college heartbreak, necessary ending, young love, wrong timing. A soft chapter, maybe. A sad one. But not a crime.

That was how men like me survived our own histories. We retitled them.

The bus jolted to a stop. A seat opened, and I lowered Bea’s body into it with more relief than pride. Across the aisle, the sleeping child shifted on his mother’s lap. The mother kissed the top of his head without waking him.

That small gesture did something to me.

Not a dramatic wound.

Just a pressure.

Because Bea had wanted children once.

I remembered that suddenly, without warning.

Not as a fact I had stored. As a scene.

Her dorm room.

Pizza boxes.

A cheap lamp with a crooked shade.

Her body curled against mine on a narrow bed that squeaked every time either of us moved.

We had been twenty and twenty-one, broke in the way college students were broke when they still believed being broke was temporary and maybe even romantic. I had a meal plan, a partial scholarship, a secondhand truck, and cleats I cleaned like sacred objects. Bea had textbooks stacked on the floor, a drawer full of instant noodles, and a laugh that made every bad day feel like it had lost an argument.

She lived in Waverly Hall, third floor, room 312. I remembered that now.

	


I had knocked on that door so many nights after practice that my knuckles knew the rhythm.

Two taps, pause, one tap.

Bea would open it wearing some soft thing: an old college sweatshirt, pajama shorts, fuzzy socks, hair in a messy bun. She was not glamorous. Not in the Tara way. Not in the Celeste way. Bea had been warm. That was the word. Warm face, warm hands, warm body, warm belief.

At twenty, she was a little soft around the middle, with full cheeks and dark eyes that always looked as if they were ready to forgive the world before it apologized. She had dimples when she laughed and a tiny scar on her chin from the campus step incident. She wore lip balm that tasted like strawberry and owned three cardigans she called “respectable” because her mother said every young woman needed layers.

I had loved those cardigans then.

Or I thought I had.

Maybe I had loved how easy they were to remove.

That thought made me close my eyes on the bus.

The memory pulled harder.

Friday night.

Rain tapping against the dorm window.

Pizza Hut because there had been a deal: two medium pizzas, breadsticks, and a bottle of soda for less than twenty dollars. Bea had insisted on paying half even though she had counted coins from a mug to do it. I had eaten most of the pepperoni while she complained and then gave me the last slice anyway.

“You’re a machine,” she said, lying on her stomach on the bed, chin in her hands.

“I’m an athlete.”

“You’re a garbage disposal with shoulders.”

“Future professional garbage disposal.”

She smiled. God, that smile. Full, unguarded, bright enough to make the ugly dorm lighting look kind.

“You really think it’ll happen?” she asked.

“Think?” I leaned back against the wall, pizza box balanced on my lap. “Baby, thinking is for people with options. I know.”

She rolled her eyes, but she loved it. I could tell. Bea loved my arrogance then because it had not yet curdled into entitlement. At twenty-one, my confidence still looked like survival. Like hunger. Like a boy from nothing refusing to ask permission from the future.

She crawled across the bed and took the pizza box off my lap, setting it on her desk.

“Careful,” she said. “One day you’re going to be famous, and I’m going to have to tell reporters you used to wipe grease on your practice shorts.”

“I will deny everything.”

“I’ll have evidence.”

“You saving my grease crimes?”

“I’m saving everything.”

She said it lightly.

I did not hear the warning.

She settled against my side, warm and soft, her cheek on my chest. My arm went around her automatically. I liked the weight of her there. I liked coming to that room after practice and feeling the world shrink to cheap pizza, rain, and a girl who believed my body was not only useful when it was winning.

“You’ll be amazing,” she said.

“I already am.”

She pinched my side.

I laughed.

“No, I mean it,” she said, propping herself up to look at me. “You’re going to get out. You’re going to be on TV. Little kids are going to wear your jersey. Announcers are going to say your name like it matters.”

“It already matters.”

“To me,” she said.

The room changed after that.

I remembered it now with painful clarity.

Her hair falling forward. Her eyes serious. The rain. The smell of pizza and her strawberry lip balm. The cheap string lights she had taped around the window because she said overhead dorm lights made everyone look like they were waiting for a diagnosis.

I kissed her because I did not know what to do with being loved that plainly.

Later, after, we lay tangled under her thin blanket, the pizza box on the floor, the receipt stuck to the side of the desk with a grease stain in one corner. Bea traced shapes on my chest.

“When you go pro,” she said, “I’m going to finish school, and then maybe we’ll live somewhere warm.”

“We already live somewhere warm.”

“Warmer. With palm trees.”

“California?”

“Maybe.”

“I’m from California.”

“I know, superstar. I’ve met your ego.”

I smiled into her hair.

She continued, softer, “I could teach. Or maybe open a little café. You could come in after practice and pretend not to eat all my inventory.”

“I’d be your best customer.”

“You’d be banned.”

“You’d never ban me.”

“No,” she said. “Probably not.”

Then, after a pause, “Do you think about stuff like that?”

“What stuff?”

“After. Us. The future.”

I should have told the truth.

The truth was: sometimes.

The truth was: when I was with her, yes.

The truth was: when I was away from her, the future became stadium lights, money, speed, names on draft boards, coaches calling, women looking, men respecting me, my mother crying in a house I bought her.

Bea was in the future when the future was quiet.

She disappeared when it got loud.

But I did not say that.

I kissed her forehead and said, “Of course.”

She believed me.

That was the part I hated most now.

Not that I lied.

That she had been so ready to trust the lie because she loved me.

The bus screeched near my stop, throwing me forward slightly. Bea’s hand caught the seat in front of me. My heart hammered.

The memory released its grip, leaving me in the present with grease in the air and a uniform on my body.

My stop came.

I got off.

The KFC sat on a busy road between a pawnshop and a discount pharmacy. The red sign glowed even in morning light. A few cars idled near the drive-thru. The windows reflected a woman in a red uniform and black cap walking toward work with a tired gait.

Bea.

Me.

Us.

The first half of the shift passed in a blur of heat, noise, and instructions I barely managed because Bea’s muscle memory did more than I deserved. Batter. Fryer baskets. Timers. Gloves. Tongs. Boxes. Labels. Oil. Chicken. Repeat. The kitchen was a metal world under fluorescent lights. Everything beeped. Everything burned. Everyone moved because slowing down meant orders backed up and someone shouted.

By break, my feet throbbed.

By noon, my back hurt enough that I stopped resenting Bea’s body and started resenting gravity.

By three, I understood that the smell of frying oil did not merely cling to clothes. It colonized hope.

Still, the work kept me from thinking.

That was useful.

Because when my shift ended and I returned to Bea’s apartment just after four, the shoebox was waiting.

I showered first.

I had to.

I stripped off the uniform in the bathroom, and the smell rose from it like a second person. My skin felt coated. My hair, once freed from the cap, fell limp and greasy around my face. The shower was small, the water pressure weak, the plastic curtain clinging to my leg with the persistence of a creditor.

I washed Bea’s body carefully.

Not with disgust.

That mattered.

I noticed the heaviness. The softness. The places where skin folded, where the uniform had rubbed, where the bra straps had left marks. I noticed the ache in her feet, the red line at her waist, the faint rash near one thigh from heat and movement.

A body that worked.

A body that carried.

A body I had judged before knowing what a single day inside it cost.

After the shower, I found clean clothes in the dresser: black leggings, an oversized faded university sweatshirt, thick socks. The sweatshirt had the name of our college on it.

BRIARCREST STATE

I stared at the logo.

Of course she had kept it.

Or maybe she bought it later.

No. The cuffs were worn, the fabric soft with years. It was old.

I pulled it over my head.

It smelled faintly of detergent and the past.

In the mirror, Bea looked less like a fast-food worker and more like a tired woman at home. Hair damp around her face. Skin bare. Eyes shadowed. Still soft. Still sad.

Still someone.

I made instant coffee because the apartment had no good coffee and because I did not deserve good coffee anyway. Then I went to the bedroom closet and pulled out the shoebox.

It was an old sneaker box, the cardboard softened at the corners. On the lid, in faded marker, Bea had written:

OLD STUFF — DO NOT OPEN WHEN SAD

That almost broke me.

I sat cross-legged on the bed, the box in my lap.

The fan clicked overhead.

Click.

Click.

Click.

Click-wrong.

I lifted the lid.

Inside were pieces of a life that had once reached for more.

Movie ticket stubs. A campus ID. A photo booth strip. Birthday cards. A dried flower pressed between tissue. A keychain shaped like a football helmet. A folded program from one of my college games. A newspaper clipping with my name circled in pink highlighter.

Watkins Leads Briarcrest to Comeback Win

In the margin, Bea had written:

I knew he could.

I set the clipping down because my hands had started shaking.

There were photos too.

Us.

Young.

The first one showed me in practice gear, arm slung around Bea’s shoulders. I was grinning at the camera like an idiot who had not yet met consequence. Bea leaned into me, cheeks flushed, eyes bright. She wore jeans, sneakers, and a yellow cardigan over a white tank top. Her body was soft and lovely and alive with happiness.

Another photo: Bea sitting on my lap at a party, laughing so hard her eyes were closed. I was looking at her, not the camera.

That detail hurt.

Because I had loved her.

I could see it.

Whatever else I became, whatever cowardice came later, the boy in that photo loved the girl on his lap.

Not enough, maybe.

Not well.

But truly enough to make the betrayal worse.

The opportunity came in the next layer of memories.

Senior year for me, junior year for Bea.

I had become serious business.

Not just campus-good. Not just conference-good. National eyes had started turning. A major training program invited me to a development camp. Agents began circling through people who knew people. Coaches took calls behind closed doors and then looked at me differently when I walked into rooms.

The Los Angeles Vipers had not drafted me yet. That glory was still ahead. But the path had appeared.

And once the path appeared, I started treating everything not on it like clutter.

Including Bea.

At first, I told myself I was busy.

More practice. More film. More training. More meetings. More pressure. My phone filled with numbers that mattered. Scouts. Consultants. A performance coach. A nutrition guy who told me pizza was sabotage and looked personally offended by joy.

Bea tried to adjust.

She brought healthier food to my apartment. Chicken breast and rice in plastic containers. She quizzed me on plays. She sat quietly while I watched game footage, even though I knew she was bored. She massaged my shoulder after practice until her hands cramped. She believed supporting me was a way of being included.

I let her.

Then I resented her for needing anything back.

That was the ugliest truth.

The more my future expanded, the more Bea’s love felt like a demand. Not because she asked for too much. Because I wanted to give less and still be worshipped.

She asked for dinner.

I had training.

She asked if we could spend Sunday together.

I had film.

She asked why I had not introduced her to the new people around me.

I said she was being insecure.

She cried once in my truck outside the athletic building.

“I feel like you’re leaving and just haven’t told me yet,” she said.

I remember gripping the steering wheel, irritated not because she was wrong, but because she had said it before I had found a noble version of the truth.

“Bea, I’m under pressure,” I said.

“I know.”

“Then stop making it harder.”

The second I said it, she went quiet.

I should have apologized.

Instead, I let the silence stand because it worked.

After that, she became careful with me.

Careful Bea was worse than crying Bea.

Careful Bea asked fewer questions. Smiled faster. Pretended not to notice when I checked my phone. Said she understood when I canceled. Made herself smaller so my future had more room.

And still, I felt trapped.

Not by her.

By guilt.

By the knowledge that she had loved a version of me I was preparing to abandon.

The camp invitation arrived on a Wednesday.

National development. Elite prospects. Media exposure. The kind of opportunity that turned possibility into momentum. My coach clapped my shoulder and said, “This is it, Watkins. Time to focus. No distractions.”

He did not say Bea.

He did not have to.

That night, Bea ordered Pizza Hut because she said we should celebrate.

I came to her dorm late. Too late. My mind already half gone. She had put on a green cardigan and lip gloss. There were paper plates on her desk, soda in plastic cups, breadsticks still warm.

She hugged me when I walked in.

“I’m so proud of you,” she said into my chest.

I stood there with my arms around her and felt nothing simple.

Pride. Fear. Hunger. Guilt. Annoyance. Love, yes, but love under pressure becomes revealing. Mine revealed itself as selfish.

She wanted to talk about the camp, plans, schedules, how we would make it work.

We.

That word sat between us like a suitcase I did not want to carry.

“Bea,” I said.

She looked up.

Maybe she knew then.

Maybe women always knew before men found the courage to be cruel.

“What?” she asked.

I almost did it.

I almost broke up with her properly.

But she looked so hopeful and frightened, and I was twenty-one and cowardly in the particular way ambitious men call focus.

So I kissed her instead.

We ate pizza.

She talked.

I nodded.

Later, she fell asleep in my shirt, curled on her side, one hand under her cheek. The room smelled like pizza, rain, and her strawberry lip balm. The receipt lay on the desk beside the empty box.

I sat there for a long time.

A decent man would have woken her.

A brave man would have stayed until morning.

I was neither.

I found a pen.

At first, I searched for notebook paper. I genuinely did. Her desk was cluttered with textbooks, highlighters, index cards, a mug full of pens, but no blank sheet within reach. The receipt was right there. Long, white, thin, already curling at the bottom.

I picked it up.

Pizza Hut.

Two medium pizzas.

Breadsticks.

Soda.

Total: $18.47.

Paid half cash, half card because Bea had insisted we split it.

I turned it over.

My hand hesitated.

Then I wrote.

Bea,

Too formal.

I crossed it out.

Started lower.

I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore. I need to focus on football. You deserve someone who can be there for you.

I stopped.

That sentence made me feel noble.

That should have warned me.

I added:

Please don’t hate me.

Then I stared at it and realized that was asking too much. So I crossed it out hard enough to tear the paper slightly.

At the bottom, I wrote:

— Grey

No explanation beyond career.

No real apology.

No promise to call.

No acknowledgment that she would wake up alone and find the end of us on the back of a receipt for food she had bought to celebrate my future.

I folded it once.

Then unfolded it because maybe if it lay flat, it looked more intentional.

I placed it on her nightstand beside her phone.

For one second, I stood over her.

Bea slept with her mouth slightly open, one hand tucked under her cheek. Her hair spilled across the pillow. She looked young. Younger than twenty. Younger than anyone should look when being abandoned.

I touched her shoulder.

Just barely.

She stirred, and I froze.

If she woke, I would have to become a man.

She did not wake.

So I left.

In the dorm hallway, I heard someone laughing behind a closed door. Music somewhere. A shower running. Ordinary college life continuing while I slipped away with my future intact and my conscience filed under necessary.

Bea called the next morning.

I did not answer.

She texted.

I did not answer.

By noon, she had left a voicemail.

“Grey, I don’t understand. Can you please just talk to me?”

I deleted it after listening once.

Not because I did not care.

Because I did.

Caring was the problem. If I talked to her, I might go back. If I went back, I might choose comfort over greatness. And I had already decided that greatness was the only love I could afford.

So I ghosted her.

I turned a person into a closed tab.

The shoebox in Bea’s present-day bedroom blurred in my lap.

My hand had found the receipt before my mind was ready.

It was inside a small envelope, folded carefully, almost ceremonially. The envelope had no label. Just old paper, soft from being opened and closed.

I knew before I unfolded it.

Still, my breath stopped when I saw my handwriting.

Younger. Messier. Confident in its own importance.

The ink had faded slightly, but the words remained clear.

I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore. I need to focus on football. You deserve someone who can be there for you.

Then the torn place where I had crossed out:

Please don’t hate me.

Then:

— Grey

On the front, the Pizza Hut total.

$18.47.

That was the cost of the last night she thought we were celebrating.

I held it like it might turn to ash.

Twenty years.

She had kept it for twenty years.

Not in a trash bag. Not lost in some drawer. Kept. Folded. Protected. Stored with photos, clippings, proof of a life before the pause.

Proof of how little she had meant to me.

No.

That was not precise.

Proof of how little courage I had when she meant too much to discard honestly.

The distinction did not save me.

I looked around Bea’s bedroom.

The cracked ceiling. The worn dresser. The laundry basket. The uniform waiting for another shift. The faded Briarcrest sweatshirt on her body. The shoebox full of old hope.

I imagined her at twenty waking up.

Reaching for me.

Finding paper.

Reading it once.

Not understanding.

Reading it again.

Calling.

Texting.

Waiting.

Going to class with the receipt folded in her pocket because maybe if she carried it, the ending would become less impossible.

Maybe showing no one.

Maybe showing her roommate.

Maybe crying in a bathroom stall.

Maybe deciding that if love could leave that quietly, then trusting herself had been the stupid part.

I pressed the receipt to my forehead.

The gesture surprised me.

It felt too humble for me.

Good.

I stayed like that until my arm hurt.

Then I lowered it carefully and put the receipt back in its envelope.

I did not put the envelope back in the box yet.

Instead, I found the photo of us at the party, the one where I was looking at Bea while she laughed.

I placed it beside the receipt on the bed.

There we were.

The boy who loved her.

The note he left.

The woman who kept both.

My phone rang.

Unknown Caller.

I answered without looking away from the photo.

Static filled my ear.

The voice said nothing at first.

For once, I spoke.

“She kept it.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“She needed proof.”

“Proof of what?”

“That it happened. That she had not imagined the love before it. That the cruelty was real.”

My throat hurt.

“I loved her.”

“Yes.”

That answer broke something small and sharp inside me.

The voice continued.

“You loved her when she warmed you. You left when she required courage.”

I closed my eyes.

No defense came.

None that would survive contact with the receipt.

“She believed in me,” I said.

“Yes.”

“Before anyone.”

“Yes.”

“And I made that belief look stupid.”

Static crackled softly.

“You made her tenderness feel unsafe.”

I looked at Bea’s hands, rough and tired, resting near the old photo.

“I didn’t know it would do this.”

“No one ever knows the full future of harm.”

The voice paused.

“But many know when they are choosing cowardice.”

That one landed clean.

Because I had known.

On some level, even at twenty-one, I had known exactly what kind of man leaves a breakup on a receipt.

I had simply decided becoming great mattered more than being decent.

The line went quiet.

I thought the call had ended, but then the voice spoke again.

“Tomorrow, you will return to work.”

I almost laughed.

Of course.

No dramatic absolution. No lightning. No emotional exemption from the schedule.

Bea still had rent due Friday.

Bea still had a shift.

Bea still had feet that hurt.

Life did not pause for revelations.

It only paused when people gave up.

I looked at the box lid.

DO NOT OPEN WHEN SAD

Too late, Bea.

Too late for both of us.

I put the receipt and photo back exactly where I found them. Then I closed the shoebox and returned it to the closet, not because the past belonged hidden, but because it belonged to Bea.

Not me.

I sat on the edge of the bed in her old Briarcrest sweatshirt, hands hanging between my knees, breathing through the smell of frying oil that still seemed to live under my skin no matter how hard I scrubbed.

At twenty-one, I had walked out before morning because I could not bear to see her wake up hurt.

Twenty years later, I was finally inside the morning I left behind.

And there was nowhere to run.


Chapter 13
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THE NEXT MORNING, I woke before the alarm. That was new. Not because Bea’s body was rested. It was not. Bea’s body seemed to treat sleep like a rumor other people had confirmed but she had never personally experienced. My back hurt. My feet still throbbed from the previous shift. My right wrist ached from lifting fryer baskets, and there was a dull pressure behind my eyes that felt like the body had been tired for so long it no longer expected an apology.

But I woke anyway, staring at the cracked ceiling while the fan clicked overhead.

Click.

Click.

Click.

Click-wrong.

The receipt was in the closet.

I knew exactly where.

Inside the shoebox. Inside the envelope. Folded with the photo of us laughing before I became a man who could leave a woman with paper and silence.

I had dreamed about it.

Not a nightmare exactly. Worse. A memory that refused to exaggerate. Bea asleep in the dorm bed. Me sitting at her desk with a pen. The receipt under my hand. The rain at the window. My own younger face reflected in the dark glass, handsome and frightened and still convinced cowardice became strategy if you said “career” loudly enough.

I rolled onto my side and checked Bea’s phone.

5:12 AM.

The alarm was set for 5:45 again, but I was already awake. Bea’s body had learned not to trust time. That realization bothered me. So did the calendar notification waiting below the alarm.

Shift 7 AM — kitchen / prep / close assist

A second notification:

Pack lunch. Don’t buy.

That one hurt in a different way.

I got out of bed carefully, because moving fast in Bea’s body had become a comedy written by joint pain. In the bathroom, I splashed water on her face and stared at the mirror under the harsh overhead light.

The woman looking back was puffy from sleep. Damp hair frizzed around her face. Dark circles under her eyes. Soft jaw. The faded Briarcrest sweatshirt hung loose over her chest and stomach.

She looked like someone who had been bracing for years.

My first instinct was to fix her.

That made me pause with the toothbrush halfway to my mouth.

Fix her.

There it was again. The old reflex, only wearing a nicer coat.

Tara had made beauty into armor, and I had learned enough to understand the cost of that. But Bea’s body still triggered something ugly and managerial in me. A rich man’s improvement fantasy. Better haircut. Better skincare. Better clothes. Gym routine. Meal plan. New job. Life overhaul. Before I had even finished brushing her teeth, my mind had assembled a comeback montage.

Disgusting.

Not because those things were bad.

Because my first response to a woman’s pain was still aesthetics and productivity.

I brushed my teeth, hard.

“You don’t get to make her a project,” I told the mirror.

Bea stared back, unimpressed.

Fair.

I found clean underwear, a plain black bra, black work pants, the red KFC shirt, and the battered nonslip shoes. There was no glamorous dressing scene here. No silk blouse. No McQueen blazer. No off-the-shoulder dress turning a restaurant into a battlefield.

But clothing was still story.

Bea’s uniform told one.

The black pants had a small tear near the pocket that had been stitched by hand with thread slightly too light. The red shirt was washed thin at the seams. The black cap had an oil stain near the brim. Her jacket was brown, practical, and not warm enough. Her socks did not match, but both were clean.

I dressed slowly.

The bra straps dug into my shoulders. The waistband pressed into Bea’s stomach. The shoes swallowed my feet with their old indentations, as if reminding me who had done this walk long before I arrived.

In the kitchen, I packed lunch because Bea’s phone had told me to.

Rice in a plastic container.

Two pieces of leftover chicken.

A small bag of crackers.

I opened the fridge again, looking for something green, then felt ridiculous. There was half a cabbage, wilted at the edges, and a bottle of hot sauce. I added the cabbage to nothing because I did not know what to do with it and time was moving.

On the counter sat a small tin of instant coffee. I made some and drank it standing up. It tasted burnt and watery.

I missed my espresso machine with a grief I did not respect.

Then I thought of Bea counting grocery items and decided not to complain, at least not out loud.

The bus was crowded again. The morning cold had teeth. By the time I reached the KFC, my mood had gone from dread to irritation, which was more comfortable because irritation still sounded like me.

The restaurant manager was a compact woman named Rosa with a tight ponytail, sharp eyes, and a voice that could cut through fryer alarms.

“You’re on time,” she said when I came through the back entrance.

It was not praise.

It was surprise with a clipboard.

“I own clocks,” I said.

Rosa looked at me.

I remembered, too late, that Bea probably did not answer like that.

“Sorry,” I added.

Rosa’s eyes narrowed slightly, but she moved on. “Prep. Then fry station. We’re short because Jalen called out.”

Of course Jalen called out.

I did not know Jalen, but I hated him.

The kitchen hit me like a wall.

Heat first.

Then smell.

Fresh oil, old oil, raw chicken, flour, seasoning, sanitizer, steam, cardboard boxes, sweat. Metal counters. Rubber mats. Timers. Beeping machines. Plastic tubs. Gloves. Tongs. Baskets. Labels. The air felt thick enough to chew.

I had played games in brutal heat. Training camp under August sun. Stadium turf hot enough to radiate through cleats. I had sweated through two-a-days until my vision spotted.

This was different.

Football heat had glory attached. Cameras, coaches, teammates, purpose, future. People cheered the suffering after. They called it dedication.

Kitchen heat had no witnesses.

Only orders.

“Bea, flour up,” Rosa called.

Bea’s hands moved before I fully understood. Muscle memory again. Gloves on. Chicken into flour. Press. Turn. Shake. Tray. Repeat. There was a rhythm, and Bea’s body knew it. My mind lagged behind, but the body kept me from humiliating us both.

Mostly.

I dropped one piece.

“Not that one,” Rosa snapped. “Trash. Move.”

“I know.”

“Then move like you know.”

My jaw clenched.

As Grey, no one had spoken to me like that unless they were a coach or suicidal.

As Bea, I was another uniform in the line.

No special treatment.

No awe.

No room for ego unless ego could keep up with lunch rush.

The first orders came steadily, then all at once. Drive-thru. Counter. Delivery apps. Family buckets. Sandwich combos. Extra gravy. No thighs. All dark meat. Spicy. Original. Crispy. More biscuits. Sauce missing. Customer waiting. Timer screaming.

The kitchen became a system designed to expose weakness.

I reached for a basket too quickly and caught heat through the glove. Pain flashed.

I hissed.

Rosa barked, “Watch your hands.”

“Got it.”

A younger guy at the sandwich station glanced over. “You good, Bea?”

I nodded.

No idea who he was.

Name tag: Andre.

Andre gave me a sympathetic half-smile and went back to wrapping sandwiches so fast his hands blurred.

Within an hour, sweat ran down my back. The cap trapped heat against my scalp. The uniform stuck under Bea’s arms. My feet ached inside the nonslip shoes. The fryer oil popped, and every pop made me flinch until the body stopped wasting energy on surprise.

Thankless.

That was the word.

Not because customers were all rude. Some said please. Some smiled. Some probably had their own jobs that made them tired and underseen.

But the work itself did not return anything.

You moved, lifted, fried, packed, wiped, repeated, and the result disappeared into paper bags. Nobody clapped for a correctly packed bucket. Nobody replayed footage of a woman working through back pain to make sure a stranger got hot fries. Nobody called it discipline when Bea showed up on time with sore feet.

They called it a job.

At ten-thirty, the rush broke for eight minutes.

I leaned against a metal counter, breathing hard.

Rosa pointed without looking. “Don’t lean there.”

I straightened.

“Sorry.”

She turned. Studied me again. “You sick?”

“No.”

“You’re moving weird.”

“I slept wrong.”

“You always sleep wrong.”

I had no answer to that.

Then a voice behind me said, “She’s probably just tired because she’s human, Rosa.”

Rosa snorted. “Humans still need to keep chicken moving.”

I turned.

A woman stood near the prep sink, tying on an apron. Late thirties maybe, Filipina or Latina or something mixed, with warm brown skin, dark hair in a bun, and tired eyes that still had humor in them. Her name tag read MINA.

She wore the same uniform, but somehow on her it looked less defeated. Maybe because she had added small gold hoops and a berry-tinted lip balm. Maybe because she stood like the world was annoying but not victorious.

“Mina,” I said, because that was all I had.

Her brows lifted. “Wow. Full name. Serious.”

I panicked for half a second.

Then Bea’s memory supplied warmth.

Mina.

Coworker. Friend, maybe. The person who covered shifts when Bea’s mother had appointments. The person who texted check-ins that Bea often ignored. The person who brought soup once and left it outside the apartment when Bea did not answer the door.

Kindness.

Persistent, unwelcome kindness.

“You know me,” I said.

Mina smiled. “Unfortunately.”

Rosa clapped her hands. “Break later. Prep now.”

Mina rolled her eyes when Rosa turned away and moved beside me.

“You okay?” she asked under the noise.

“Everyone keeps asking that.”

“Because you look like your soul is trying to clock out.”

“That obvious?”

“Bea, baby, you’ve looked like that since 2019. Today it’s just louder.”

Baby.

The word should have annoyed me.

Instead, it warmed something Bea-shaped in my chest.

“I’m fine,” I said.

Mina gave me a look.

It was not Tara’s mother’s look, but it lived in the same emotional neighborhood.

“Uh-huh.”

“I am.”

“Okay. Then I won’t tell you I brought you that ointment for your wrist again.”

“My wrist?”

She pointed. “You keep rubbing it. And you said last week it burns after fryer station.”

I looked down.

Bea’s right wrist did ache. I had barely noticed over the louder pain.

Mina reached into her apron pocket and pulled out a small tube. “Here. Use it before bed. Not at work unless you want your hands smelling like a eucalyptus funeral.”

I took it.

“Thanks.”

“You say that like I handed you a court summons.”

“I’m not good at receiving things.”

Mina’s face softened.

“I know.”

That quiet answer bothered me.

Because it meant this was not new.

Bea had been offered kindness before. She had been offered small tubes of ointment, soup, rides, texts, invitations, maybe laughter, maybe help. And she had been too tired or ashamed or defended to receive it properly.

Not unloved.

That was the thing.

Bea was not entirely unloved.

She had simply stopped believing love could stay useful.

Mina bumped my shoulder gently. “After shift, I’m going to the discount place. Need anything?”

“No.”

“You didn’t even think.”

“I’m efficient.”

“You’re stubborn. Different spelling.”

“I’m good.”

“You’re not, but okay.”

Rosa called Mina to the register, and she left me standing there with the ointment in one hand and a discomfort I did not know where to put.

By noon, the lunch rush arrived like an attack.

This time, I moved better. Not well. Better. Bea’s body knew the stations, and my athlete brain understood repetition under pressure. Keep the rhythm. Don’t watch the whole battlefield. Find the next task. Execute. Basket up. Drain. Box. Wipe. Turn. Listen. Move.

For a while, I almost respected myself.

Then I remembered Bea had been doing this for years without needing applause for basic competence.

That took the shine off.

Around one-thirty, Rosa sent me to the front to help with backed-up orders because Andre had spilled a tub of coleslaw and Mina was handling drive-thru. I did not want to go to the counter. The kitchen was brutal, but at least it was behind the scenes. The front meant customers could look directly at Bea.

I straightened my cap, wiped my hands, and stepped up.

“Order seventy-two?”

A man approached the counter, staring at his receipt.

“Yeah, that’s me.”

I handed him the bag.

He looked up.

His eyes lingered on my face.

Then narrowed.

I knew that look.

Recognition trying to crawl out from under time.

“Bea?”

My stomach dropped.

He smiled slowly. “Bea Warsaw?”

For one second, Bea’s body went cold.

I did not know him.

Then memory filled in reluctantly.

Caleb Dorsey.

Briarcrest State. Business major. Friend of a friend. Always wore baseball caps backward. Had once tried to flirt with Bea at a party before realizing she was with me and then turned overly friendly because attaching himself to athletes was his real major.

Now he stood at the counter wearing a fleece vest over a button-down, wedding ring on one hand, hair thinning slightly, body thick in the comfortable way of men who called it “dad bod” and expected affection for it. He looked forty-one or forty-two. Well-fed. Fine. Unremarkable in the protected way men were allowed to become.

“Caleb,” I said.

His smile widened. “Wow. I thought that was you. Man, it’s been forever.”

“Yeah.”

He glanced at my uniform.

Not subtly.

Not cruelly enough to be challenged.

Just enough.

“You’re working here?”

There were a hundred answers.

Most of them bad.

I gave the simplest. “Yes.”

“Wow,” he said again.

There it was.

The small word that held a whole verdict.

Wow.

Not curiosity.

Not kindness.

Comparison.

He looked at my face, then body, then name tag, as if all the evidence had to be checked before he could reconcile the girl from Briarcrest with the woman handing him fried chicken.

“How have you been?” he asked.

“Busy.”

“Yeah, same. Same. I’m in logistics now. Married. Two kids. We live out in Naperville.” He laughed. “Life, right?”

“Right.”

The line behind him grew.

He did not notice, or pretended not to.

“You know, I think I still have a photo of you from one of those Briarcrest parties. You and, uh…” His face lit with memory. “Grey Watkins! Right? You dated Grey Watkins.”

My hand tightened around the counter edge.

Mina looked over from drive-thru.

Caleb continued, excited now. “Crazy what happened with him, huh? The crash and everything. Guy became huge. You must have stories.”

Yes.

I had stories.

One of them was in a shoebox on the floor of my closet.

“We were young,” I said.

“Yeah, yeah. Weren’t we all?” His eyes moved over me again, and he laughed awkwardly. “Time comes for everybody, huh?”

The sentence landed softly.

A careless pillow over the face.

Not brutal enough to make a scene.

Not kind enough to ignore.

I felt Bea’s shame rise so fast it was physical. Heat in the cheeks. Stomach dropping. Shoulders wanting to round. The old instinct to make herself smaller before someone else did it for her.

Time comes for everybody.

From a man with thinning hair, a soft belly, and the confidence of someone who had never been taught his body was a public failure.

My mouth opened.

Old Grey arrived with a knife.

I could have destroyed him.

I could have smiled and said, You too, Caleb. Looks like time brought seconds.

I could have made the cashier laugh, made Mina snort, made him flush.

The line was right there.

Perfect.

Mean.

Easy.

I almost took it.

Then I remembered Tara.

The courtyard.

The laughter.

The way cruelty became weather when someone powerful started it.

I closed my mouth.

Caleb shifted, still smiling, unaware how close he had come to receiving twenty years of my self-disgust sharpened into one sentence.

“Your order’s ready,” I said.

He lifted the bag. “Right. Good seeing you, Bea.”

“You too.”

He walked away.

At the door, he turned back once more, like he wanted another look at the story he would tell someone later.

Guess who I saw working at KFC?

I stood there until the next customer cleared her throat.

“Can I get my drink?”

“Yes,” I said.

My voice sounded distant.

I got the drink.

The rest of the shift blurred.

Mina found me near the storage shelves fifteen minutes later.

“Hey.”

“I’m fine.”

“You are about to make the flour nervous.”

I looked down.

I had been gripping a bag of flour so hard my knuckles hurt.

Mina leaned against the shelf. “Caleb’s an ass.”

“You know him?”

“No. I know the type.”

I laughed once.

It came out ugly.

“He didn’t say anything that bad.”

“That’s how they get away with it.”

I looked at her.

She shrugged. “Little comments. Tiny knives. Then you feel stupid for bleeding.”

That sentence was too good.

Too true.

Too casually delivered.

Mina continued, “You don’t owe old classmates a life report, Bea.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

I looked away.

Bea’s shame sat inside me like a stone.

“I used to be different,” I said.

Mina’s expression softened. “We all did.”

“No. I mean…” I stopped.

What could I say?

I used to be loved by Grey Watkins before he became a superstar and discarded me on a receipt, and now I am him inside her body, learning that time did not only pass, it collected interest?

Probably not.

Mina touched my arm lightly. “You’re still here.”

The words did not sound like praise.

They sounded like evidence.

Somehow, that was better.

Rosa shouted for both of us, and the day swallowed us again.

By break, I wanted to sit down so badly I could have proposed to a chair.

The break room was a narrow rectangle behind the kitchen with a small table, two plastic chairs, lockers, a microwave, a vending machine, and a bulletin board covered in schedules, safety notices, and a faded flyer for employee assistance benefits no one had time to read.

Mina’s break was later. Andre was outside smoking. Rosa was in the office yelling at inventory numbers.

So I ate alone.

Bea’s packed lunch sat in front of me: rice, leftover chicken, crackers. The plastic container had a warped lid. I peeled it off and stared at the food.

I was hungry.

Actually hungry.

The kind of hunger that came after hours of physical labor, not the curated appetite of an athlete managing macros or a rich man choosing restraint because dinner reservations waited. This hunger was practical and demanding. Fuel, now.

I took a bite.

Cold rice.

Dry chicken.

Hot sauce from a packet I found near the microwave.

It should have been nothing.

Instead, shame rose immediately.

Not mine.

Hers.

Or shared.

Hard to tell now.

The body wanted food, but the mind flinched from being seen eating. Even alone, Bea’s shoulders rounded slightly over the container. Her hand moved quickly, as if the meal had to be finished before someone came in and witnessed proof that her body needed nourishment.

I hated that.

Then I realized I recognized it from the other side.

I had seen women eat like that around me.

Picking at salads. Laughing about being “bad” for ordering fries. Apologizing for bread. Pretending hunger was a cute flaw. Looking to me, to men like me, to see whether appetite made them less desirable.

I had joked about it.

“Damn, you can eat.”

“Careful, I like a woman with discipline.”

“You sure you want dessert?”

Not always mean.

Sometimes teasing.

Sometimes flirtatious.

Tiny knives.

I set down the fork.

The break room hummed.

A refrigerator kicked on.

From the kitchen came the muffled sounds of timers and voices.

I looked down at Bea’s body in the red uniform. Stomach pressing against the waistband. Thighs spread slightly on the plastic chair because sitting with them tightly together would hurt. Arms soft and tired. Hands rough from heat and sanitizer.

This body had carried shame for years.

Not because it deserved shame.

Because the world offered shame in bulk and Bea kept accepting delivery.

Some of that shame had my handwriting on it.

Not all.

The voice had been clear about that, and I hated its fairness. I did not ruin every part of Bea’s life. I did not cause every pound, every debt, every disappointment, every shift. Her mother’s illness, the economy, bad bosses, other men, exhaustion, depression, bad luck, time. Life had many hands.

But I had opened the first door.

I had taught her that devotion could end in disposal.

And after that, maybe every rejection confirmed the lesson. Every job that did not call back. Every man who said he wanted something serious and vanished after getting what he wanted. Every family emergency that pulled her away from school. Every month where the dream got postponed until postponement became identity.

I picked up the fork again.

Slowly, deliberately, I took another bite.

Then another.

No apology.

No joke.

No bargaining.

Just eating because the body had worked and the body needed food.

The door opened.

I stiffened.

Mina stepped in, carrying a paper cup and a vending machine bag of chips.

She glanced at my container. “Finally, you packed lunch.”

I looked down like I had been caught.

She frowned. “Hey.”

“What?”

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Disappear.”

I held the fork too tightly.

“I’m sitting right here.”

“Your body is. The rest of you does that thing.”

“What thing?”

She sat across from me. “Like you’re apologizing for taking up the chair.”

The words hit harder than they should have.

I looked at her.

Mina opened her chips. “Sorry. Too much?”

“No.”

“Good, because I’m tired and my filter is on a smoke break.”

A laugh escaped me.

She smiled.

For a minute, we ate in silence. Mina with her chips, me with Bea’s rice and chicken. She did not comment on the food. Did not encourage. Did not monitor. Just sat there, making the room less lonely without making a performance out of it.

That was kindness too.

Not soup at the door.

Not ointment.

Presence.

I understood suddenly that Mina had probably done this many times. Sat near Bea. Offered company without demanding confession. Made jokes. Tried to keep the door open.

And Bea, unreachable for years, had probably given her very little back.

“Mina,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“Why are you nice to me?”

She blinked. “That’s a weird-ass question.”

“I know.”

She leaned back, studying me. “Because I like you.”

I waited for more.

There was no more.

That was the whole answer.

I looked down at the container.

“I’m not very… available.”

Mina snorted. “Understatement.”

“I mean emotionally.”

“I got that, Professor.”

“I don’t know why you keep trying.”

This time, her face softened in a way that made her look more tired.

“My sister was like that,” she said. “Different reasons. Same wall. Sometimes people behind walls still need someone to knock. Even if they don’t open.”

I swallowed.

“What happened to your sister?”

“She moved to Arizona and married a mechanic with anger issues, so my wisdom has limits.”

I laughed again, and Mina smiled, pleased with herself.

Then she added, quieter, “You opened sometimes.”

Bea’s chest tightened.

“When?”

“Little stuff. You remembered my daughter’s birthday. You covered my shift when my landlord was being a demon. You brought me cough drops when I had that ugly flu last winter.” She shrugged. “You act like you’re dead inside, but you’re not. Just dramatic.”

I stared at her.

Bea had done those things.

Quietly. Without turning them into identity. Without apparently believing they proved she deserved care back.

Another piece of her, hidden under the uniform.

Not failed.

Not only wounded.

Still kind.

My throat tightened.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

Mina squinted. “For what?”

“For being hard to reach.”

She tilted her head. “Okay. That was alarmingly sincere. Are you dying?”

“Maybe spiritually.”

“Very KFC of you.”

The laugh that came out of me was ugly and real.

Then the break ended because life had no respect for emotional pacing.

The rest of the shift was worse physically but easier somehow. I moved slower, but with less hatred. Mina worked near me for part of it, humming off-key. Andre made jokes. Rosa snapped at everyone equally. Customers came and went. Some were polite. Some were rude. One man argued over gravy for three minutes with the intensity of a Supreme Court case.

By the time I clocked out, my entire body felt like it had been breaded and fried.

Outside, dusk had settled. The sky over the parking lot was lavender-grey. Cars moved along the road. The KFC sign glowed red behind me.

Mina came out a minute later, pulling on a denim jacket over her uniform.

“Bus?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“I’ll walk with you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know. That’s what makes it friendship, genius.”

We walked toward the stop together.

Her presence changed the sidewalk.

Not dramatically.

But enough.

At the bus shelter, she glanced at me. “Caleb shook you up.”

“I hate that he did.”

“Of course. You want to be above it. Nobody’s above it.”

“He said time comes for everybody.”

Mina rolled her eyes so hard it looked athletic. “Men age like abandoned couches and still think women need performance reviews.”

I barked a laugh.

A bus approached in the distance.

Mina nudged my arm. “You know, you’re allowed to want more than this.”

The words made my stomach tighten.

“What?”

“This.” She gestured vaguely, but not cruelly. The uniform. The tiredness. The routine. “You talk sometimes like life already decided.”

I looked at the bus.

“Maybe it did.”

“No, babe. Life suggests. Poverty insists. Depression lies. Men waste time. But decided? Not yet.”

The bus pulled up before I could answer.

Mina squeezed my arm and stepped back.

“Use the ointment. And eat something when you get home that isn’t crackers.”

“Yes, coach.”

“Don’t get cute. I bite.”

The doors opened.

I climbed on, found a seat near the back, and watched Mina shrink through the window as the bus pulled away.

For the first time since waking as Bea, the apartment waiting for me felt less like a sentence and more like a question.

A hard one.

Maybe unfair.

Maybe years late.

But not entirely closed.

I looked down at Bea’s hands in my lap, rough and tired, still smelling faintly of sanitizer no matter how much I washed them.

That day, I had been invisible.

Judged.

Recognized for the wrong reasons.

Ashamed of hunger.

Grateful for kindness.

Exhausted by work no one applauded.

It was only one shift.

One.

Bea had lived years of them.

And the most uncomfortable thing was not that she had fallen so far from the girl in the yellow cardigan.

It was that, even here, even tired, even guarded, even surrounded by grease and fluorescent light, she had not become nothing.

I had called her life paused.

Maybe that was wrong.

Maybe life had kept asking her to move, and she had kept moving in the only ways she could.

Tiny ways.

Rice in a container.

A shift clocked.

A coworker’s birthday remembered.

A receipt kept.

A body fed.

I leaned my head against the bus window and closed my eyes.

For once, I did not think about Grey Watkins.

Not the MVP.

Not the house.

Not the women.

Not the applause.

I thought about Bea eating alone in that break room, trying to take up as little space as possible.

And I hated that a woman who had once believed in me so fiercely had spent so many years apologizing to the world for needing a chair.


Chapter 14
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I DID USE the ointment. That felt worth noting. Not because applying wrist ointment was an act of heroism, but because two days earlier I would have dismissed it, forgotten it, or made some private joke about smelling like an herbal grandmother.

Instead, after another shift that left Bea’s body aching from the neck down, I sat on the edge of her bed, squeezed a small amount onto my fingers, and rubbed it into her right wrist like the body deserved care even when no one was watching.

It smelled exactly like Mina had warned.

A eucalyptus funeral.

I almost laughed.

Then I kept massaging.

Bea’s wrist was tender under my thumb. Not injured in a dramatic way. No torn ligament. No cast. No surgery scar. Just strain layered on strain, days built on days, work accumulating in a joint the way disappointment accumulated in a life.

In football, pain had been recorded.

Charted.

Managed.

There were trainers, specialists, scans, ice baths, compression sleeves, recovery schedules, men with clipboards asking where it hurt and how badly. My body had been an asset, which meant people were paid to keep it useful.

Bea’s body was also useful.

That was the part nobody said.

Useful to the restaurant. Useful to customers who wanted food hot and fast. Useful to schedules. Useful to rent. Useful to survival.

But nobody built a recovery program around the woman who worked the fryer.

She got ointment from Mina.

She got a bus ride.

She got another alarm.

I rubbed until the ointment warmed against her skin, then capped the tube and placed it on the nightstand where I would not forget it. That small decision made me feel absurdly responsible, which only proved how little responsibility I had taken for anyone else’s comfort in my original life.

The apartment was quiet.

The fan clicked.

Click.

Click.

Click.

Click-wrong.

I had eaten actual dinner this time: rice, egg, and cabbage fried together badly but acceptably. I had showered. I had put on Bea’s old Briarcrest sweatshirt again with black leggings and thick socks. The outfit was not glamorous, but the sweatshirt had started to feel important, like wearing the last surviving piece of a girl who once thought the future would be kind.

I should have slept.

Instead, I opened the closet.

The shoebox was still there.

I did not touch it.

Not tonight.

Above it, on the shelf, were three notebooks stacked under a plastic folder. They had been pushed toward the back, not hidden exactly, but stored with the care people used for things they were not ready to throw away and not strong enough to look at.

I pulled them down.

The first notebook had a faded floral cover. On the front, Bea had written in purple ink:

IDEAS / MAYBE SOMEDAY

The words were rounded and hopeful, probably written years ago. The ink had smudged slightly where her hand had dragged over it.

I sat on the floor by the closet and opened it.

The first pages were lists.

Not sad lists.

Excited ones.

Small café ideas:
Fresh coffee
Chicken sandwiches but better
Soup days
Homemade biscuits
Student discounts
Book exchange shelf
Yellow walls? Maybe too much
Name ideas: Bea’s Table / Warsaw Kitchen / The Warm Plate / Second Helping

I stared at The Warm Plate for a long time.

That sounded like Bea.

Not the woman in the KFC uniform who apologized to chairs.

The girl in the dorm room who gave me the last slice and said she was saving everything.

The next pages had rough sketches of a small café layout. Counter near the door. Two round tables by the window. A little chalkboard menu. A shelf labeled free books / take one leave one. There were menu tests too: breakfast rice bowls, fried chicken sliders, tomato soup, honey butter biscuits, iced coffee, banana pudding.

The recipes were practical, not fancy. Comfort food. Affordable food. Food for people who needed warmth more than elegance.

I turned the page and found a different dream.

Teaching?

Underlined twice.

Bea had listed requirements for a community college early childhood education certificate. Tuition estimates. Application deadlines. Notes about financial aid. There was a page titled:

Why I think I could be good with kids

	I’m patient. 

	I don’t mind repeating things. 

	I remember what it feels like when adults don’t explain. 

	I like watching people understand. 

	Mom says I make scared people feel normal. 



Number five hit hard.

I thought of Mina saying Bea had remembered her daughter’s birthday. Bea bringing cough drops. Bea covering shifts. Bea being kind in tiny ways she did not count because she had stopped counting herself.

The second notebook was newer.

Less hopeful.

More numbers.

Budgets. Rent. Utilities. Debt payments. Medication costs from her mother’s illness. Notes about shifts, hours, missed appointments, application fees circled and then crossed out.

There were job listings printed and folded between pages.

Receptionist.

Cafeteria lead.

Assistant teacher.

Bakery counter supervisor.

Dental office front desk.

Culinary trainee program.

Some had notes beside them.

Need certificate.

Pays less at first. Can’t risk.

Bus route bad.

Call?

Maybe when Mom stable.

Maybe after holidays.

Maybe next month.

Maybe.

Maybe appeared everywhere.

Maybe had become Bea’s favorite way to grieve without admitting she was grieving.

The plastic folder contained a dream board.

Not the glittery social media kind. This was old-school, cut from magazines and printed webpages, taped onto poster board that had been folded in half.

I opened it carefully.

A cozy café window with plants.

A woman in an apron smiling behind a counter.

A classroom with colorful bins and tiny chairs.

A yellow kitchen.

A quote in cursive: Start where you are.

A photo of a beach, maybe because college Bea had wanted palm trees.

And in one corner, nearly hidden under a recipe clipping, a printed photo of me.

Young me.

Briarcrest uniform. Helmet under one arm. Grinning after a game.

I stared at it.

The urge to rip it off came fast.

Not anger at Bea.

Anger at myself being there, still on her dream board like an old ghost refusing eviction.

But I did not touch it.

That board belonged to Bea. Her dreams. Her delays. Her contradictions.

Maybe she had kept my photo because once, before I became the proof of abandonment, I had also been proof that big dreams could happen. Maybe she hated me. Maybe she loved the boy I had been. Maybe both things fit in the same torn corner.

I set the dream board on the bed and looked around the apartment again.

The same worn room.

The same cracked ceiling.

The same laundry basket.

But now there were other lives layered over it.

Bea’s café.

Bea’s classroom.

Bea’s yellow walls.

Bea standing behind a counter called The Warm Plate, handing soup to people who needed something gentle.

The life was not empty.

It was paused.

Not because Bea lacked dreams.

Because dreams cost money, energy, risk, and the ability to believe disappointment would not kill you.

I was still sitting on the floor with the notebooks spread around me when someone knocked.

Three quick taps, then one slower one.

I froze.

A second later, my phone buzzed.

Mina: Open up. I know you’re home. Also one bag is heavy and I’m not becoming tragic in your hallway.

I looked down at myself: Briarcrest sweatshirt, leggings, damp hair, no bra, eucalyptus wrist, emotional crime scene of notebooks everywhere.

“Great,” I muttered.

I stood too quickly, winced, then went to the door.

Mina stood in the hallway wearing jeans, white sneakers, a mustard-yellow sweater under a denim jacket, and the expression of a woman who had not asked permission from life that morning. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, and she held two grocery bags.

She looked smaller out of uniform.

No, not smaller.

More herself.

“Hi,” she said, pushing one bag gently into my arms before I could protest. “I brought food because if you keep eating crackers for dinner, I’m going to call someone.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know. The cracker police. Let me in.”

I stepped aside.

She walked into the apartment like she had been there before, which she had. Bea’s memory supplied flashes: Mina on the couch with soup; Mina fixing a loose cabinet handle; Mina sitting at the table while Bea cried silently into tea and refused to explain why.

Kindness with receipts of its own.

Mina set the bags on the kitchen counter and started unpacking.

Eggs.

Rice.

Canned tomatoes.

Bananas.

Chicken thighs.

A small bag of coffee that was not instant.

A loaf of bread.

Peanut butter.

“Before you start,” she said, pointing a banana at me, “the chicken was on sale, the coffee was selfish because your instant coffee tastes like punishment, and you can pay me back by not being weird.”

“I’m always weird.”

“Yes, but there are levels.”

I stood near the counter, unsure what to do with the sudden abundance.

“This is too much.”

“It’s groceries, not a kidney.”

“Mina—”

She turned and looked at me.

“Bea.”

The name stopped me.

Not because it was sharp.

Because it was gentle.

She placed the banana down. “Let me be your friend for five minutes without making me wrestle your pride on the kitchen floor.”

I had nothing clever to say to that.

So I said the hard thing.

“Thank you.”

Mina’s expression flickered with surprise.

Then she nodded once. “There she is.”

I helped put the food away, clumsy at first because I did not know Bea’s kitchen patterns. Mina noticed but did not comment, which I appreciated more than I could say. She moved around the small space with comfortable familiarity, opening cabinets, stacking cans, checking the fridge, muttering insults at the wilted cabbage.

“Were you planning to cook this or bury it?” she asked.

“I had ambitions.”

“The cabbage disagreed.”

I laughed.

The sound felt strange in Bea’s apartment.

Almost intrusive.

Mina looked toward the bedroom doorway and saw the notebooks spread across the bed.

Her face softened.

“Oh.”

I followed her gaze.

“I was just looking.”

“I haven’t seen those in a while.”

“You knew about them?”

“Some.” She leaned against the counter. “You showed me the café one once. Then acted like you’d confessed to murder.”

“That tracks.”

“You had a good idea.”

“The Warm Plate?”

Her eyes warmed. “That was my favorite.”

I looked away.

“It’s a lot.”

“What is?”

“Changing things.”

Mina snorted. “Understatement queen.”

“I mean, applications, money, schedules, experience. I can’t just decide to open a café.”

“No one said tomorrow you need to sign a lease and start yelling at suppliers.”

“Then what?”

“Maybe a class. Maybe a weekend food stall. Maybe applying for the trainee program you keep pretending you forgot.”

I looked at her.

“What trainee program?”

Mina’s brows lifted. “The culinary workforce thing? You bookmarked it like twelve times. I texted you the link. You said maybe after your mom’s appointments. Then maybe after Christmas. Then maybe when your hours stabilized. Then maybe when Mercury stopped bullying your bank account. It’s always maybe.”

Maybe.

There it was again.

I rubbed Bea’s wrist.

Mina noticed. “You used the ointment.”

“Yes.”

“Miracles.”

“Don’t get emotional.”

“Too late. I’m fainting.”

I smiled despite myself.

Then her expression turned serious.

“Bea, I’m not saying it’s easy. I know it’s not. But you talk like trying is embarrassing.”

My defenses rose automatically.

“Trying and failing is embarrassing.”

“No. Trying and failing is information. Giving up and pretending you’re above wanting things? That’s embarrassing.”

The line was so sharp I almost admired it as an opponent.

“I didn’t give up.”

Mina looked around the apartment.

Not cruelly.

Honestly.

“I know,” she said.

That surprised me.

She pushed off the counter and lowered her voice. “I know you didn’t completely. You show up. You work. You pay what you can. You took care of your mom. You help people more than you admit. You’re still here.”

The same words as yesterday.

You’re still here.

“But this?” she gestured toward the bedroom, toward the notebooks. “Those dreams didn’t die, Bea. You just keep them on life support and call that practical.”

My throat tightened.

Bea’s throat.

Mine.

Both.

“I don’t know if I believe in any of it anymore.”

Mina’s face softened with something like grief.

“That’s the thing,” she said. “I don’t think you lack kindness around you. I think you lack belief that kindness is allowed to change anything.”

I looked down at the kitchen floor.

Cheap tile.

A little cracked near the fridge.

She was right.

Bea had not lacked kindness.

Mina had been here, knocking. Her mother had loved her. Coworkers had offered tiny lifelines. Maybe others too. Bea had not been abandoned by every living person.

But after me, after the receipt, after years of other disappointments, kindness had become something she could appreciate but not trust. Like a warm room she refused to take her coat off in.

Mina reached into one grocery bag and pulled out a flyer folded in half.

“I brought this too.”

I took it.

Community Culinary Bridge Program
Evening and weekend training
Kitchen fundamentals
Food safety certification
Small business basics
Scholarship assistance available

The next intake deadline was in ten days.

My pulse picked up.

“Ten days,” I said.

“Yep.”

“That’s soon.”

“Time does that.”

“I have shifts.”

“They have evening sessions.”

“I don’t know if I’d get in.”

“You definitely won’t if you keep using your application as a coaster.”

I looked at her.

She shrugged. “I am inspirational but practical.”

My hands tightened around the flyer.

A strange, fierce feeling rose in me.

Not Grey’s usual hunger. Not conquest. Not I will win because I am me.

Something smaller and scarier.

Maybe Bea could try.

Not transform overnight. Not become a café owner by chapter break. Not magically undo twenty years.

Try.

The word felt almost dangerous.

“I’ll think about it,” I said.

Mina stared.

“What?”

“Bea.”

“What?”

“If you say ‘I’ll think about it’ in that voice, it means you plan to put it under a pile of mail and rediscover it when we’re all dead.”

A laugh escaped me.

Then, before fear could stop me, I said, “I’ll fill it out.”

Mina froze.

Then she pointed at me. “Do not play with me.”

“I’m not.”

“You’ll fill it out?”

“Yes.”

“Tonight?”

I hesitated.

She narrowed her eyes.

“Yes,” I said.

Her face changed so quickly it almost hurt to watch. Relief, pride, fear of pushing too hard.

“Okay,” she said, too casually. “Cool. Normal. Not a big deal.”

“You’re glowing.”

“I am not.”

“You are.”

“Shut up and make us coffee with the good beans.”

We made coffee.

Badly, because Bea’s cheap coffee maker protested quality ingredients like they were trespassers. But the result was better than instant. Mina sat at the small kitchen table while I pulled the application up on Bea’s phone and then on the old laptop that took six full minutes to start, as if waking from a coma of its own.

The application was not huge.

Name.

Address.

Employment.

Education.

Short essay: Why are you interested in this program?

That box stopped me.

Mina watched me from across the table.

“Don’t overthink.”

“That’s terrible advice.”

“Write why.”

I stared at the blinking cursor.

Why?

Because Bea had once wanted to open a café called The Warm Plate.

Because she loved feeding people.

Because she had been stuck so long that stuck had begun to feel like identity.

Because a man left her on a receipt and she kept living like wanting permanence had been the foolish part.

Because she was still here.

I typed carefully.

I am interested in this program because I have worked in food service for years and want to build skills that can lead to more stable work. I have always loved the idea of making food that gives people comfort. I lost confidence for a long time, but I am trying to start again.

I stopped.

Mina was quiet.

I did not look at her.

“That sounds stupid,” I said.

“It sounds honest.”

“Same risk.”

“Submit it.”

“Now?”

“No, in seven years. Yes, now.”

I filled the rest. Saved. Uploaded what I could. There were documents missing, but the application could be started and completed later. A tiny confirmation appeared.

Application initiated.

Not submitted.

Not accepted.

Not life changed.

Initiated.

Still, Mina clapped once.

“Look at you.”

“It’s barely anything.”

“Everything starts as barely anything.”

That sounded like a quote from a mug, but I let it pass.

After Mina left, the apartment felt different.

Not transformed.

No violin music. No sudden glow. The blinds were still broken. The laundry still existed. The rent was still due Friday. Bea’s wrist still ached. KFC still waited.

But there was food in the fridge.

A flyer on the table.

An application started.

A maybe that had moved one inch toward yes.

I cleaned the kitchen slowly, then carried the notebooks back to the bedroom. When I lifted the floral one, a smaller device slid from beneath it and landed on the bed.

An old phone.

Not ancient, but several generations old. A cracked corner. Pink case, faded and yellowing. It had probably been Bea’s before her current phone. I pressed the power button out of reflex, expecting nothing.

The screen lit.

Low battery.

No passcode.

Of course not. Old life. Old device. Forgotten privacy.

I should not have opened it.

That had not stopped me yet.

Most of the apps were useless without Wi-Fi, but the voice memos worked.

There were only a handful.

Grocery reminders.

A note about a doctor appointment.

A recording labeled:

Mom — save

I tapped it.

A woman’s voice filled the small bedroom.

Warm. Raspy. Bright in the way some women stayed bright even after life had sanded them down.

“Bea, honey, I don’t know if this thing is recording. It says red, so I guess that means yes. If not, then I am talking to myself, which your aunt says I do anyway.”

A laugh.

My chest tightened.

Bea’s mother.

I sat on the bed slowly.

The recording continued.

“I know you said not to make a fuss about your birthday, but I am your mother, and making a fuss is in the contract. Forty is not old. Don’t make that face. I can feel you making that face through the phone.”

Forty.

So Bea had turned forty recently.

A year younger than Grey.

The voice went on.

“I want you to know I am proud of you. Not because you have everything figured out. Who does? If they say they do, they are lying or selling something. I am proud because you keep going even when you think nobody notices.”

I pressed a hand to Bea’s mouth.

The recording crackled slightly.

“You were such a funny little girl. Do you remember? You used to put on those kitchen shows for me with the plastic bowls. ‘Welcome to Bea’s Big Delicious Restaurant,’ you’d say, and then serve me cereal with raisins and charge me five dollars.”

Her mother laughed softly.

I could see it.

A little girl with dark hair and dimples, serious over a plastic bowl.

“You always wanted to feed people. Even when you were small. If someone cried, you brought them crackers. If I had a headache, you made tea with cold water because you weren’t allowed to use the kettle yet. You have always thought comfort was something you could put on a plate.”

The room blurred.

I blinked hard.

The voice grew quieter.

“I know life did not turn out the way you imagined. I know you have been disappointed. By men. By work. By me being sick, maybe, though you would never say that because you are too good and too stubborn.”

A pause.

A breath.

“But, Bea, honey, you are not finished. Do you hear me? You are not finished.”

I bowed my head.

The phone trembled in my hand.

“You are allowed to want things again. You are allowed to be happy even if the first life you pictured didn’t happen. You are allowed to be loved by people who stay. And you are allowed to love yourself in the body you have now, not the body you think you need to earn first.”

My eyes closed.

Too late.

The tears came.

Not dramatic.

Not sobbing yet.

Just hot and silent down Bea’s cheeks.

“Also, please stop wearing that one grey bra with the stretched strap. Throw it away. I am sick, not blind.”

A laugh broke out of me, wet and ugly.

Her mother laughed too in the recording, like she had known exactly where to place the knife and the bandage.

“I love you, my Beatrice. My funny girl. My good girl. My big-hearted girl. Call me when you get this, unless I am asleep, in which case call anyway because I like complaining about being woken up.”

The recording ended.

The silence afterward was enormous.

I stared at the old phone.

Beatrice.

Funny girl.

Good girl.

Big-hearted girl.

Not disposable.

Never disposable.

The sob came from somewhere deeper than my borrowed lungs.

I bent forward, one arm wrapped around Bea’s stomach, the old phone clutched in my other hand, and finally broke.

Not gracefully.

There was nothing poetic about it.

I cried with Bea’s face in Bea’s room wearing Bea’s old college sweatshirt while her mother’s voice still seemed to vibrate in the cheap walls. I cried for the girl in the yellow cardigan who had believed in me. I cried for the woman in the KFC uniform who apologized to chairs. I cried for the mother who had seen her daughter clearly when I had seen only warmth I could use and leave.

And I cried because I finally understood that I had not just ended a relationship.

I had helped teach a woman how to abandon herself.

Not all at once.

Not alone.

But first.

I had been one of the first hands that took her tenderness and made it feel unsafe. I had taken love from a woman who had almost nothing but love to give, then left her to conclude the giving was the mistake.

The receipt was not just a breakup note.

It was a verdict I wrote and made her carry.

You are temporary.

You are not worth a conversation.

You are easy to leave.

You are a thing I can put down when my real life begins.

I had not meant all of that.

That no longer mattered the way I wanted it to.

The body understands what the coward refuses to say.

Bea had understood.

Twenty years later, her life still had rooms organized around that understanding.

I thought of Sienna asking for coffee.

The way her face changed when I lied.

The way I had told myself she knew what it was.

Maybe she did.

Maybe that was not enough.

Maybe women knowing men could be careless did not make carelessness honest.

I wiped Bea’s cheeks with the sleeve of her sweatshirt.

The fabric came away wet.

I looked around the apartment again.

Small.

Tired.

But no longer empty.

There were notebooks. Groceries. A culinary application. Mina’s ointment. A mother’s voice. A woman who had kept going.

I stood unsteadily and went to the closet.

This time, I took out the shoebox and opened it without flinching.

The receipt waited in its envelope.

I removed it carefully.

Then I placed it on the bed beside the old phone.

The proof of cruelty beside the proof of love.

For a long time, I looked at both.

Then I whispered, “I’m sorry.”

No robot call.

No static.

No cosmic witness.

Just me.

Grey Watkins, finally saying the words in a room where no applause could reach, inside the body of the woman who should have heard them twenty years ago.

“I’m so sorry, Bea.”

The apology did not fix anything.

It did not pay the rent.

It did not heal the wrist.

It did not give her back the years.

It did not make me noble.

But it was true.

And for the first time, I understood that truth was not supposed to make me feel better.

Sometimes truth was just the floor you hit after the fall.

I folded the receipt and returned it to the envelope.

Then I put it back in the shoebox, along with the photo of us laughing, and closed the lid.

Not to bury it.

To keep it safe until Bea decided what it meant now.

On the table, the culinary program flyer waited.

I picked up the old phone and replayed the last part of her mother’s message.

You are not finished.

The words filled the room again.

This time, I did not cry.

I listened.

Then I opened Bea’s current phone, found the culinary application, and began gathering the missing documents.

Not because I could fix her.

Not because I could turn her life into a redemption project and hand it back polished.

Because maybe, for once, I could leave something behind that did not make a woman feel smaller.

Maybe I could move one thing forward.

Just one.

The laptop hummed on the kitchen table.

The fridge held groceries.

The fan clicked overhead.

Click.

Click.

Click.

Click-wrong.

And under all of it, barely there but real, was the smallest sound of a life unpausing.


Chapter 15

[image: ]

THE NEXT MORNING, I dressed Bea with more care than I had on the first day. Not glamour. Care. There was a difference, and apparently I had needed to be trapped in two women’s lives to begin learning it.

The KFC uniform was still the KFC uniform. Red shirt, black pants, black cap, nonslip shoes that looked like they had survived a small war and expected another. No dress could make that glamorous. No styling trick could turn fryer duty into a magazine spread.

But I ironed the shirt.

Badly, at first. Then less badly.

I found a lint roller under the bathroom sink and used it on the black pants. I brushed Bea’s hair properly before tying it back, smoothing the frizz with a little leave-in cream I found behind three bottles of cheap lotion. I put on lip balm, not lipstick, because the kitchen would eat anything more ambitious. I used a tiny bit of concealer under her eyes, enough to make her look less defeated but not enough for Rosa to ask if I had joined a cult.

In the mirror, Bea looked tired.

Still heavy. Still soft. Still forty. Still working class. Still carrying life in the shape of her shoulders.

But cleaner around the edges.

Present.

I stared at her reflection and waited for the old reflex.

It came, because apparently my worst instincts had excellent attendance.

A thought about how much better she could look with money, a trainer, a dermatologist, a real haircut.

Then, behind it, another thought.

She deserves to look cared for now.

Not after she becomes thinner.

Not after she gets a better job.

Not after she proves anything.

Now.

I adjusted the name tag on her uniform.

BEA

“There,” I said.

The woman in the mirror looked back with wary eyes.

“Not bad.”

That sounded like old Grey, and for once I let him stay. Cockiness was not always cruelty. Sometimes it was just armor looking for better employment.

In the kitchen, I made coffee with the good beans Mina had brought. It still came out mediocre because Bea’s coffee maker had no ambition, but it was better than the instant punishment. I packed rice, chicken, and an actual banana. Then I opened the laptop and checked the culinary program application again.

Still incomplete.

Missing proof of employment, a short statement of availability, and one uploaded ID.

The deadline was in nine days.

The old Grey would have pushed. Win now. Finish it. Dominate the task. Turn Bea’s life around in one montage and accept applause from the universe.

But Bea had a shift.

Rent was due.

Life did not care about my preferred pacing.

I saved the application tab and left for work.

The bus was cold and crowded, but I got a seat this time. Across from me, a young guy in scrubs fell asleep with his head against the window. A woman in office clothes applied mascara using her phone camera while the bus lurched over potholes. An old man read a newspaper, the actual paper kind, which made him look like he had escaped from a kinder century.

Nobody looked at me twice.

That invisibility still stung, but less than before.

At KFC, Mina spotted me immediately.

She was at the front counter, wearing her uniform with gold hoops and berry lip balm again, somehow making the red shirt look like a choice rather than a sentence.

She looked me up and down.

“Okay, Bea,” she said.

“What?”

“You ironed.”

“Barely.”

“Barely counts. This is a workplace of modest miracles.”

Rosa passed behind her carrying a clipboard. “If the miracle clocks in on time, I support it.”

“I’m on time,” I said.

Rosa checked the wall clock like she did not trust me or clocks. “So far.”

Mina leaned closer. “Application?”

“Started. Need documents.”

“Good. We’ll finish after shift.”

“We?”

“Yes, we. You are slippery.”

“I am not slippery.”

“You are emotionally made of wet soap.”

I did not have a comeback ready, which was embarrassing.

The morning rush began before I could repair my dignity.

By now, the kitchen had become less alien. Still brutal, but less mysterious. I knew where gloves were. I knew which timer screamed for what. I knew how to lower fryer baskets without flinching like a haunted aristocrat. Bea’s body moved through the work with exhausted competence, and I followed her rhythm instead of fighting it.

That was another lesson I resented.

Not every body needed to be conquered.

Some needed to be listened to.

At eleven, Rosa moved me to the front counter for twenty minutes while Mina handled a delivery issue. I hated the counter less now, but only slightly. The front was where customers became real and therefore more dangerous. In the kitchen, orders were numbers. At the counter, people had eyes.

The lunch crowd had not fully arrived yet. A construction worker ordered a bucket meal. Two teenagers argued over fries. A woman with a stroller asked for extra napkins and thanked me like I had handed her medicine. Then a man came in wearing a navy work jacket and holding a folded newspaper under one arm.

I recognized him as a regular before memory supplied anything else.

His name was Tomás.

Maybe early forties. Filipino, I thought, or Filipino mixed with something else, with warm brown skin, broad hands, and a little silver at his temples. He worked nearby at a print shop or repair place. He came in twice a week, sometimes more, always ordered the same thing: two-piece meal, original recipe, mashed potatoes, no soda, water cup. He said please. He waited without complaining. He cleaned his own table.

A decent man, according to Bea’s memory.

Which immediately made me suspicious.

“Hi, Bea,” he said.

The way he said her name was different from most customers.

Not familiar in a creepy way.

Careful.

Like he knew the name belonged to a person, not a uniform.

“Hi,” I said.

“Busy today?”

“Getting there.”

“Then I’ll order before the storm.” He smiled. “Two-piece original, mashed potatoes, water.”

“I know.”

His smile widened slightly. “I know you know. I like saying it anyway. Makes me feel consistent.”

I put in the order.

He watched me, but not the way Caleb had. Not inventory. Not comparison. Not pity wearing a hat.

Just attention.

That made me nervous.

Ridiculous, considering the lives I had lived and the women I had dated and the stadiums I had owned. But Bea’s body registered male attention differently, especially kind attention. Kindness felt more dangerous than hunger. Hunger could be refused. Kindness asked some part of her to hope.

“Your hair looks nice today,” Tomás said.

My shoulders tightened.

There it was.

Compliment.

Possible trap.

Possible tiny knife.

I waited for the second part.

For the joke.

The weight comment.

The “you should wear it like that more often.”

The “you clean up nice.”

He added nothing.

Just stood there with his newspaper under his arm and a patient expression.

“Thanks,” I said.

It came out too stiff.

If he noticed, he did not punish me for it.

His order number printed. I handed him the receipt.

Our fingers almost touched.

I pulled back first.

He saw that too.

Again, he did not punish me.

He stepped aside to wait. I helped the next customer. Then another. When Tomás’s order came up, I packed it myself and set it on the counter.

“Here you go.”

“Thank you.”

He picked up the tray but did not leave.

Instead, he cleared his throat.

Not theatrically.

Honestly nervous.

“Bea, can I ask you something?”

Every system in the borrowed body went alert.

No.

Not now.

Not here.

Not where Rosa could hear, where Mina could see, where the fryer alarms screamed and customers shifted and my feet hurt and I was wearing a fast-food uniform with a name tag that felt suddenly too bright.

“What?” I asked.

He glanced down at his tray, then back up.

“I was wondering if you’d like to have coffee sometime. Not here.” A small smile. “Unless you really love the ambiance.”

My brain went blank.

Bea’s body did not.

Panic hit like cold water.

Not because Tomás seemed cruel.

Because he seemed sincere.

Cruel would have been easier.

If he had smirked, if he had looked at her body with that appraising little flick, if he had turned the invitation into a joke before she could reject him, I could have handled it. Old Grey would have stepped forward with a blade. Bea’s defenses would have known the dance.

But Tomás stood there, nervous and kind, asking for coffee like the answer mattered but he would survive either way.

That was terrifying.

Men leave.

The thought rose before I could stop it.

Men lie.

Men start warm and end cold.

Men say coffee and mean access.

Men say they admire you and then inventory your body.

Men say forever and leave receipts.

A line formed behind him. A woman with sunglasses sighed audibly.

Tomás noticed and stepped slightly aside, lowering his voice. “No pressure. I shouldn’t have asked while you’re working. That was unfair.”

Unfair.

He had recognized that himself.

That somehow made the panic worse.

“I—” I started.

Bea’s throat tightened.

I could feel her fear, layered and old. Not dramatic. Not one event. A whole archive of disappointments. Grey’s receipt. Other men after him. Dates that turned into apologies. Promises that became silence. Compliments that curdled. Maybe one man who had liked her softness until he realized softness came with need. Maybe one who had told her she would be prettier if she tried. Maybe one who treated her body like evidence she should be grateful for any attention.

I did not know all their names.

I knew the pattern.

Because I had been part of the pattern.

Tomás waited.

Not pushing.

Not rescuing me from the answer.

That was new too.

“I don’t know,” I said.

The words were honest.

His face softened, not with pity. With respect for the answer as an answer.

“That’s okay.”

The woman behind him sighed again.

He ignored her.

“I like talking to you,” he said. “When you feel like talking. And if coffee sounds too much, we can just keep saying hi over chicken.”

That almost made me laugh.

A small one escaped.

He smiled.

There were lines around his eyes. Kind lines. Tired lines. He had his own life. His own aches. His own reasons for eating lunch alone under fluorescent lights.

I felt something in Bea loosen.

Not open.

Loosen.

“Maybe,” I said.

His smile did not turn victorious.

Thank God.

“I can work with maybe,” he said. Then, after a beat, “Only if maybe becomes yes because you want it to. Not because I stood here awkwardly with mashed potatoes.”

This time, I did laugh.

Mina’s head turned from drive-thru.

Rosa yelled, “Bea, line.”

“Right.” I looked at Tomás. “I have to—”

“Of course.” He picked up his tray. “Have a good shift.”

He walked to a table near the window.

He did not look back to see whether I watched.

I did anyway.

Mina appeared beside me twenty seconds later, eyes bright.

“Tomás asked you out.”

“Don’t.”

“I said four words.”

“They were loud words.”

“They were normal-volume words with emotional fireworks.”

I wiped the counter too aggressively. “He asked for coffee.”

“That is usually how it begins unless people are allergic to caffeine and joy.”

“I said maybe.”

Mina stared at me.

“What?”

“You said maybe?”

“Yes.”

“Not no?”

“No.”

“Not ‘I’m busy until the heat death of the universe’?”

“No.”

Her smile began slowly.

“Stop looking like that,” I said.

“Like what?”

“Like a Disney side character with rent problems.”

She laughed. “I am proud of you.”

“Nothing happened.”

“Exactly. A nice man asked for coffee, and you did not treat it like an incoming missile.”

Bea’s body still felt like it had treated it like a missile.

But I understood what Mina meant.

“I almost did.”

“Almost is not doing.”

That sentence stayed with me through the rest of the shift.

Almost is not doing.

Old Grey had lived in the opposite direction. Almost faithful. Almost kind. Almost honest. Almost brave. Then acted as if almost counted when the damage came due.

Maybe restraint counted only when it changed what happened next.

By the time my break came, Tomás had left. On his table, he had stacked his tray neatly and left a folded napkin under the water cup.

I knew before opening it that it was for Bea.

I should not have opened it at the counter, but I did.

Written in blue pen:

No pressure. Coffee if you ever want.
Tomás — 312-555-0184

Underneath, smaller:

You looked happy for half a second when you laughed. That was nice to see.

My throat tightened.

Not because it was romantic.

Because it was observant without being hungry.

He had not written you looked beautiful.

He had not written I’ve always wanted you.

He had noticed a laugh.

I folded the napkin carefully and put it in Bea’s purse.

During break, I did not eat alone.

Mina sat across from me with vending machine pretzels and an expression that suggested she would explode if she did not discuss Tomás in the next three seconds.

I pointed my fork at her. “No.”

She pointed a pretzel back. “Yes.”

“I don’t even know if Bea likes him.”

Mina blinked.

I froze.

Shit.

“I mean, I don’t know if I like him,” I corrected.

Mina narrowed her eyes slightly but let it pass.

“You like that he’s kind.”

“That’s not the same.”

“No, but it’s not nothing.”

I looked down at my rice and chicken.

My appetite was there, but the earlier panic sat on top of it. Coffee. Man. Risk. Hope. The entire ridiculous machine.

“I don’t trust it,” I said.

“Because of Tomás?”

“No.”

Mina’s teasing faded.

“Because of men,” she said.

I did not answer.

She nodded, slower now. “Fair.”

I looked up.

“You’re not going to tell me not all men?”

“Ew. No. I have met men.”

A laugh broke out of me, sudden and grateful.

Mina smiled but stayed gentle.

“Tomás seems decent. That doesn’t mean you owe him anything. It also doesn’t mean you have to punish yourself by assuming every door hides a trap.”

“Sometimes it does.”

“Yep.” She shrugged. “So open slowly. Or don’t. But don’t keep sitting in a locked room calling that safety.”

I hated how many people in Bea’s life had excellent lines.

Maybe she collected them because she could not yet believe them.

After the shift, Mina came home with me again, which she announced rather than requested.

“We are finishing the application,” she said at the bus stop.

“I’m tired.”

“Perfect. You’ll overthink less.”

“That is not how I work.”

“That is exactly how you work. Your brain gets fancy when rested.”

She was right, unfortunately.

At the apartment, I changed out of the KFC uniform immediately. The smell was in my hair again, but less shocking now. Or maybe I had stopped expecting life not to leave residue.

I showered quickly and dressed in black leggings and a soft olive-green tunic sweater from the back of Bea’s closet. It surprised me. The sweater was nicer than most of her clothes, slightly oversized, with a draped neckline that softened her face. I added thick socks and, after hesitation, a little lip balm.

Mina noticed when I came out.

“Cute sweater.”

“I found it.”

“In your own closet. Groundbreaking.”

“It was hiding.”

“No, you were hiding from it.”

I ignored that because it was probably true.

We set up at the kitchen table with the old laptop, the culinary program flyer, Bea’s documents, Mina’s coffee, and a level of determination that felt disproportionate to an online form.

The application portal loaded slowly.

Of course.

Mina tapped her fingers. “This computer runs like it has secrets.”

“It’s trying.”

“It is buffering emotionally.”

We uploaded proof of employment: a photo of Bea’s pay stub, which made me feel weirdly exposed. Low wages. Hours. Deductions. Numbers that did not care about dreams. We scanned Bea’s ID using her phone. We filled in availability.

Then came the personal statement again.

The one I had started.

Mina read it with permission, which I gave after threatening her with spiritual consequences if she got sentimental.

She got sentimental anyway.

“I like this,” she said.

“It’s short.”

“It’s honest.”

“I already used that defense.”

“Because it’s true.”

I looked at the last line.

I lost confidence for a long time, but I am trying to start again.

Trying.

That word still scared Bea’s body.

It scared me too, but for different reasons.

Trying as Grey had always meant charging toward something I already believed I could conquer. Trying as Bea meant risking proof that hope could fail.

There was more courage in the second one.

I hated that I knew that now.

Mina looked at me. “Ready?”

My hand hovered over the submit button.

Not the start button this time.

Submit.

One small click. No guarantee. No transformation. No music swell.

Just an application sent into a system that might say no.

Bea’s heart pounded.

Men leave.

Applications reject.

Dreams cost.

Hope humiliates.

My hand trembled.

Mina did not touch me. Did not take over. Did not say a speech.

She simply sat there, present.

Knocking at the wall.

I clicked.

The page loaded.

Slowly.

Then the confirmation appeared.

Application submitted.

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

Then Mina inhaled so sharply I thought she might cry.

“Don’t,” I warned.

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

“I’m emotionally hydrated.”

I laughed, then covered Bea’s face with both hands because the feeling was too much.

Not happiness exactly.

Not relief.

Something smaller.

A hinge moving after years of rust.

Mina came around the table and hugged me from the side.

I stiffened first.

Then let the body lean.

The hug was warm, firm, ordinary.

No hunger.

No demand.

Just someone pleased that Bea had moved one step.

“I’m proud of you,” Mina said.

The words entered slowly.

Like the body did not know where to store them.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

After Mina left, the apartment was quiet again, but not the same quiet.

The application confirmation remained on the laptop screen. I took a photo of it with Bea’s phone. Then, after thinking for a long time, I opened her messages.

Tomás’s number was on the napkin beside the laptop.

I typed it into a new message.

Then stopped.

This was not mine to choose.

That thought mattered.

Bea would wake with this week as dream, pressure, intuition. Maybe she would find the application submitted. Maybe she would remember Mina’s groceries as something she had accepted. Maybe she would see the napkin. Maybe she would choose.

I could move one thing forward, the way the voice had allowed. But I could not spend Bea’s heart on a coffee she had not consented to.

So I did not text him.

Instead, I saved the number under Tomás — coffee maybe.

Maybe.

But this time, maybe did not feel like a grave.

It felt like a door left unlocked.

The phone rang just after midnight.

Unknown Caller.

I was sitting at the kitchen table in Bea’s olive sweater, staring at the application confirmation and the napkin with Tomás’s number. The apartment smelled faintly of coffee and laundry soap. My wrist ached less because of Mina’s ointment. My feet still hurt. My back still hated me. The fan still clicked.

I answered.

Static filled the line.

Then the voice.

“The second answer is complete.”

I closed my eyes.

“No, it isn’t.”

Silence.

I looked around Bea’s apartment.

“The application might reject her. Tomás might be a decent guy or might not. Rent is still due. Her wrist still hurts. She still works at KFC. This isn’t complete.”

The static crackled.

“No life is repaired by a lesson.”

I swallowed.

That felt too true to argue with.

“Then why make me do it?”

“To understand what you called temporary.”

I gripped the phone.

“I didn’t ruin her whole life.”

“No.”

The answer came as before.

Flat.

Fair.

Worse than accusation.

“Bea Warsaw was not ruined by one breakup,” the voice said. “People are not so simple, and neither is pain.”

I looked at the shoebox across the room.

“Then what did I do?”

“You wounded her by treating her heart as if it had no cost.”

The words entered quietly.

No thunder.

No dramatic lights.

Just fact.

“You accepted devotion as comfort. You returned abandonment as efficiency. You left without witnessing the wound, then used not seeing it as proof it was small.”

I pressed my lips together.

The voice continued.

“She loved you before fame, before money, before the world gave your ego architecture. She was not an obstacle to your future. She was a person inside it, until you decided alone that she did not belong there.”

I thought of the dorm room.

The receipt.

The crossed-out please don’t hate me.

“I thought leaving clean was kinder,” I said.

“No. You thought leaving unseen was easier.”

My breath caught.

There it was.

The whole truth.

“I was scared,” I whispered.

“Yes.”

“I loved her.”

“Yes.”

“I still left.”

“Yes.”

Each answer landed like a stone.

I bowed my head.

The voice softened in no human way, but the static dimmed.

“You have discarded many women without believing yourself cruel because you did not stay to see what disposal made of them.”

Sienna’s face in the morning.

Tara’s journal.

Bea’s receipt.

Names and not-names.

Women turned into evenings, lessons, stories, jokes, exits.

“How many?” I asked.

The question came before I knew I was asking it.

“How many did I hurt like this?”

“Enough.”

The answer was merciless because it refused to become math.

I looked at Bea’s hands.

Her rough fingers.

Her short nails.

Her wrist with ointment still faintly shining at the skin.

“She deserved a conversation,” I said.

“Yes.”

“She deserved to wake up with me there.”

“Yes.”

“She deserved to know love wasn’t stupid just because I was cowardly.”

The static held.

“Yes.”

My throat tightened.

“And now?”

“You return.”

Panic rose.

Not because I wanted to stay as Bea.

This body was exhausted, and the life was hard, and every selfish part of me wanted my own bed, my own money, my own shoulders, my own world.

But returning felt like abandonment again.

That was the trap.

Or the lesson.

Maybe both.

“What happens to her?”

“She wakes with a dream of motion.”

“That’s vague.”

“It is accurate.”

I almost smiled despite everything.

The voice continued.

“The application will remain. The groceries will remain. Mina’s kindness will remain. Tomás’s number will remain. The choice will be hers.”

“Good.”

That word came out fast.

Fierce.

Because I meant it.

The choice had to be Bea’s.

Not mine.

Not Grey Watkins arriving late to her life with a borrowed body and a hero complex.

Hers.

The kitchen lights flickered once.

I stood, suddenly needing to do one last thing.

“Wait.”

The voice did not answer, but the line stayed open.

I went to the bedroom, pulled out the shoebox, and removed the receipt in its envelope. For a moment, I held it.

Then I took the old phone with her mother’s saved voicemail and placed it on top of the shoebox.

Beside both, I set the culinary program flyer and the application confirmation I had printed from the ancient printer after three attempts and one threat.

Not a shrine.

A choice.

The past. The love. The next step.

I looked at the arrangement and then removed the receipt again.

No.

The receipt had lived on top of everything too long.

I put it back inside the box, under the photos, under the clippings, under the proof that Bea had been loved and had loved before the wound.

Then I placed her mother’s phone and the application confirmation on top.

Let the first thing she saw be not the abandonment.

Let it be the voice saying she was not finished.

The phone in my hand crackled.

“Grey Watkins.”

I lifted it to my ear.

“Yes?”

“You are beginning to understand sequence.”

That sounded like a compliment from a machine that hated adjectives.

“I still think you’re terrible at explaining things.”

“You still think explanations are owed before obedience.”

“Because I’m not a dog.”

“No,” the voice said. “Dogs learn faster.”

I laughed.

It came out through tears I had not noticed starting.

The apartment began to blur at the edges.

The fan clicked slower.

Click.

Click.

Click.

Then no wrong click.

Just silence.

I looked at Bea’s reflection in the dark bedroom window.

Olive sweater. Soft body. Tired eyes. Damp cheeks. A woman I had once loved and then made carry the cost of my ambition like it was her foolishness.

“I’m sorry,” I told her.

The reflection trembled.

This time, I did not ask if she would forgive me.

That was not the point.

“I hope you say yes to something,” I whispered. “Even if it isn’t coffee.”

The static rose.

The room whitened.

Not as violently as before.

More like light filling water.

The last thing I saw was Bea’s name tag on the dresser from the uniform I had folded for morning.

BEA

Not temporary.

Not disposable.

A person.

The white took her.

I woke up screaming.

My own voice.

Male.

Ragged.

Too loud in my Santa Monica bedroom.

I sat upright and immediately regretted it because my ribs, though mostly healed, reminded me that bodies did not care about spiritual transformation. Pain flashed across my side. My shoulder seized. Sweat soaked the back of my T-shirt.

My T-shirt.

My chest.

My arms.

My hands.

I grabbed at myself like an idiot.

Broad shoulders. Flat chest. Stubble rough along my jaw. Old scars. My body. Grey Watkins, returned again to the scene of his crimes with all limbs accounted for and no idea what to do with the man attached to them.

The bedroom was dark except for moonlight off the ocean.

My room.

My massive bed.

My glass walls.

My trophies across the way, silver and gold ghosts in their cases.

For one wild second, I wanted to run back.

Not because Bea’s life was easier. It was not. God, it was not.

But because being Grey again felt unbearable.

The luxury hit me like accusation.

Italian sheets. Ocean view. Watch on the nightstand worth more than Bea’s rent for a year. Shoes in the closet that cost more than her monthly groceries. A house so large silence had rooms of its own.

I stumbled out of bed and nearly fell.

The floor was cold under my feet.

No nonslip shoes.

No bus schedule.

No oil smell.

Just polished wood and the faint scent of expensive laundry.

I made it to the bathroom and gripped the counter.

Grey stared back at me.

Forty-one. Handsome. Bruised scar healed into something attractive. Body still strong, still admired, still carrying power like a tailored jacket.

I looked at him and felt no triumph.

Only grief.

I turned on the faucet and splashed water on my face.

Once.

Twice.

Then I sank onto the closed toilet seat, elbows on knees, hands over my mouth.

My phone rang in the bedroom.

Unknown Caller.

Of course.

I did not want to answer.

I did.

Static.

Then the voice.

“Welcome back.”

I closed my eyes.

“Don’t.”

“You are devastated.”

“Congratulations. Your haunted internship works.”

“You have seen what you left.”

I swallowed hard.

“I saw some of it.”

“Yes.”

That correction mattered.

Some of it.

Not all.

Never all.

A week inside Bea did not make me owner of her pain. It only made me witness enough to stop pretending there had been no wound.

“Will she be okay?” I asked.

The static shifted.

“She may be.”

It was the most honest answer I had ever hated.

“She deserves more than may be.”

“Yes.”

My throat tightened.

“What am I supposed to do with that?”

“Live differently.”

I laughed once, broken and sharp.

“You keep making that sound simple.”

“It is simple.”

“No, it’s not.”

“No,” the voice said. “It is not easy. Simple and easy are not the same.”

I had no answer.

From the bedroom, the trophies glinted.

MVP.

Champion.

Winner.

Words that once held me together. Now they looked like labels on a locked cabinet full of someone else’s valuables.

“What happens now?” I asked.

The line went quiet for so long I thought the call had ended.

Then the voice said, “You continue.”

“Continue what?”

“Being answered.”

The static cut.

The call ended.

I sat in the bathroom with the dead phone in my hand and understood, with a dread that went deeper than fear, that it was not over.

Tara had been the first answer. Bea had been the second. And whatever came next, whatever the universe or God or that robotic nightmare wanted from me, I had no swagger left big enough to pretend I was ready.

For once, Grey Watkins had nothing clever to say.

So I lowered my head and cried for a woman who had once given me the last slice of pizza, believed in my future, and deserved a man brave enough to stay until morning.


Chapter 16
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I WAITED THREE days before writing Tara. Not because I was being thoughtful. That was what I told myself at first, because men like me could turn hesitation into a virtue if we found the right lighting. I was giving her space. I was making sure the apology was not impulsive. I was considering whether contact would help her or only serve me. I was, in short, being mature.

Maybe some of that was true.

Mostly, I was afraid.

That was less flattering, so naturally it took me longer to admit.

Fear had always been useful when I could convert it into motion. Fourth quarter. Bad shoulder. Double coverage. Crowd noise loud enough to shake teeth. Fear became focus. Focus became execution. Execution became another highlight people used to describe me as fearless.

But this was not that.

There was no route to run. No defender to beat. No ball in the air. Just a message box, a woman I had hurt twenty-four years ago, and the terrible possibility that the most meaningful thing I could do was write something honest and receive nothing back.

No applause.

No absolution.

No clean ending.

I sat in my home office at six in the morning because sleep had become unreliable since Bea. The ocean was pale beyond the windows, the sky not yet fully blue. My mansion looked its best at that hour. Quiet. Expensive. Soft around the edges. The kind of place people would call peaceful if they did not have to live alone inside it.

My laptop was open.

Tara’s work email sat in the address bar.

I had found it weeks ago. I had drafted and deleted an apology half a dozen times since waking in the hospital. Every version had failed in a different way.

Some sounded too polished.

Some sounded too ashamed of itself.

Some explained too much.

Some explained not enough.

One version had included the phrase “I’ve done a lot of reflecting,” and I deleted it so violently I nearly cracked the key. Nobody wanted a reflective man with a publicist vocabulary.

I leaned back, rubbed a hand over my jaw, and looked at the blank message again.

Subject line.

That alone took ten minutes.

Apology felt too small.

From Grey Watkins felt too self-important.

Westbridge felt like a threat.

Finally, I typed:

I owe you an apology

Not elegant.

Good.

I started the email.

Tara,

Then stopped.

My fingers hovered over the keyboard.

I remembered her as I had first seen her in the mirror: stunning, controlled, furious in ways even her silence understood. I remembered her yearbook photo. Her prom flyer. The note on the back.

If he says no, survive it.

I exhaled.

Then I wrote.

We went to Westbridge together. I was Grey Watkins. I do not know if you want to hear from me, and I understand if you don’t. I am writing because I owe you a direct apology, not because I expect forgiveness or a response.

I paused.

That part was important.

No hook.

No request.

No way to make her comfort me.

I continued.

In high school, I mocked your body. I called you cruel names. I called you Cow. I made mooing jokes and let other boys join in because I liked being the one powerful enough to decide what everyone laughed at.

My stomach tightened.

Seeing it written was different.

Inside my head, memory still had fog around it. On the screen, it became evidence.

I forced myself to keep going.

When you tried to ask me about prom, I humiliated you in front of other people. I said no man would ever ask you unless there was a buffet involved. I remember the courtyard now. I remember people laughing. I remember that I did not stop it because I started it.

My fingers stopped again.

Outside, a gull cut across the morning sky.

For a second, I wanted to add: I was young.

I did not.

She knew how old we had been.

The age did not need to become a shield.

At the time, I treated it like a joke. It was not a joke. It was cruelty. I made your body feel like public property. I made you feel unsafe being seen. I did that when you were a girl, and I carried on with my life because the cost landed on you, not me.

My throat felt tight.

I hated that a typed apology could make me sweat more than a playoff drive.

I am sorry, Tara. You deserved kindness. You deserved privacy. You deserved to become yourself without boys like me turning your softness into a target.

That was the cleanest sentence.

Maybe too clean.

But true.

I wrote the ending slowly.

I am not asking you to tell me it’s okay. I know it was not. I only wanted to name what I did without minimizing it. I hope your life is full of people who see you completely, not just people who admire what you became.

I almost signed Grey.

Then changed it.

Grey Watkins

Let the name carry the weight.

I read the whole email three times.

My ego hated it.

That was how I knew I should send it.

Still, my finger hovered over the button.

The old instincts assembled like lawyers.

What if she forwarded it?

What if someone leaked it?

What if the headline became about me?

What if she thought I was pathetic?

What if she had genuinely moved on and my apology only dragged mud across her clean floor?

I waited for the voice to call and tell me what to do.

It did not.

No static.

No flickering lights.

No divine customer service.

Just me.

That was worse.

I clicked send.

The message disappeared.

For a few seconds, nothing happened.

No thunder. No white light. No mechanical approval.

Just the ocean, the office, and a sent email I could not take back.

I sat very still.

Then, because I was still me, I checked my inbox thirty seconds later.

Nothing.

Of course.

I laughed once, low and humorless.

“Congratulations, Grey. You apologized and immediately wanted a reward.”

At least I caught it.

That had to count for something.

Or maybe catching it only proved the disease remained active.

I closed the laptop and went downstairs.

The house was too quiet at breakfast. My chef had left food covered on the counter: egg-white omelet, fruit, oatmeal, green juice. The kind of meal a rehabilitated man ate while thinking responsible thoughts.

I stood there and missed frying oil.

Not because I liked it.

Because Bea’s life had noise in it. Weight. Bus brakes. Mina’s voice. Rosa snapping. Customers complaining. The fan clicking. The terrible coffee maker coughing itself into action.

My mansion had silence so polished it reflected me back too clearly.

I ate half the omelet.

It tasted like discipline and nothing.

Tara replied at 11:17 AM.

I know because I was looking at my phone when the notification appeared.

Not waiting.

Obviously not waiting.

Just looking. Coincidentally. For two and a half hours.

The subject line was unchanged.

Re: I owe you an apology

For several seconds, I did not open it.

My hand went cold.

That annoyed me. I had caught passes with three defenders trying to separate my soul from my spine. I had faced hostile stadiums without blinking. I had seen my own car fold around me. But an email from Tara Hereford made my thumb hesitate like a rookie.

I opened it.

Her reply was short.

Grey,

Already, I heard her voice.

Not the voice from the body. Not exactly.

Her.

I remember.

Two words, and the room lost oxygen.

I sat down.

The email continued.

I remember the hallway, the courtyard, and the prom comment. I remember what people called me afterward. I remember teachers pretending not to hear it and girls who were relieved it wasn’t them.

I closed my eyes.

Teachers pretending not to hear.

Girls relieved it wasn’t them.

The cruelty had been bigger than me, yes.

That did not make me smaller inside it.

I read on.

I appreciate that you named what you did without asking me to soothe you. That is more than I expected from the boy I knew.

That line cut and healed at once.

The boy I knew.

Not man.

Boy.

Fair.

I stopped needing your apology a long time ago. I do not say that to be unkind. I say it because I had to build a life that did not depend on whether the people who hurt me ever understood it.

I swallowed hard.

There she was.

Tara.

Wall and truth.

But I accept that you are sorry.

The breath left me.

I did not deserve the relief.

It came anyway.

I will not tell you it is all right. It shaped me in ways I am still untangling. I became very good at being untouchable. It paid well. It did not always make me happy.

I stared at that sentence until the screen blurred slightly.

I hope, if you mean this, you do something useful with it. Teach other men not to become you. Stop laughing first. Stop making rooms unsafe for the person with the least power in them.

My mouth tightened.

Stop laughing first.

God.

That would matter more than anything you can say to me now.

Then the final line.

I hope you become better than the world already thinks you are.

No.

My chest locked.

Celeste had written almost the same thing.

Different woman.

Same verdict.

I read the email again from the beginning.

Then a third time.

Blake had once told me I treated criticism like game footage: replaying it until I found either the mistake or someone else to blame. This time, there was no one else.

Tara had not forgiven me in the soft way.

She had not absolved me.

She had not destroyed me.

She had accepted the apology without giving me the ending I wanted.

That was probably mercy.

It just did not feel like the kind I could spend.

I set the phone down and stood.

Then sat back down because my legs had apparently developed opinions.

Teach other men not to become you.

I laughed once.

A broken sound.

I had spent years teaching boys how to run routes, handle pressure, improve hands, stay hungry, lift smart, read coverage, build a brand, never let critics define them. I had taught ambition like gospel.

Had I ever taught tenderness?

Had any man taught it to me in language I respected before women got hurt?

My phone buzzed again.

For half a second, I hoped it was the voice.

It was Blake.

Sponsor call moved to 3. Also therapy intake tomorrow. Do not argue.

I stared at the message.

Therapy.

Before Tara and Bea, the word had felt like something agents arranged after scandals so men could learn better press phrases.

Now, it felt like a room where I might have to stop being impressive.

Disgusting.

Necessary.

I typed back:

Fine.

Blake responded:

Who are you and what have you done with my idiot?

I almost wrote something clever.

Instead, I sent:

Still here. Unfortunately.

He replied with a thumbs-up and then:

Good. Keep him supervised.

I put the phone away.

Then I opened my laptop again.

Bea.

Her email was harder to find.

Tara had a polished professional presence. Bea had almost no digital footprint. A few old college mentions. A public record address. Social media accounts mostly inactive. One old Facebook profile with a picture of sunflowers instead of her face. Her current phone had been in my hands for a week, but that number was not mine to use now. Neither was Tomás’s. Neither was Mina.

Eventually, I found an email connected to a job application site, one she had used recently. It might be active. It might not.

I stared at the blank message for longer than I had stared at Tara’s.

Tara’s apology had been ugly, but clear.

Bea’s was messier.

Because I had loved her.

Because she had loved me.

Because the harm had been private enough that no public apology shape fit it.

Because part of me wanted, desperately, to know if the culinary application remained, if Mina had come over, if Bea had seen her mother’s old phone on top of the box, if Tomás became coffee or just a napkin in a drawer.

I could not ask any of that.

It was not mine.

I typed.

Bea,

Stopped.

The name alone had weight.

I tried again.

I do not know if this email still reaches you. I also do not know if you want to hear from me, and I understand if you don’t.

Too similar to Tara.

But maybe that was fine. It was the truth both times.

I have owed you an apology for twenty years. Not a vague one. Not “sorry things ended badly.” I owe you an apology for the specific cowardice of how I left.

My fingers slowed.

I could see the receipt.

I wrote a breakup on the back of a Pizza Hut receipt and left it beside you while you slept. Then I disappeared. I ignored your calls and messages because I was afraid that if I heard your voice, I would have to face what I was doing.

My jaw clenched.

There it was.

I told myself I needed to focus on football. That was true, but it was not the whole truth. The whole truth is that I wanted my future without the burden of being honest with the person who had loved me through the beginning of it.

I sat back.

This one hurt differently.

Tara’s apology had made me feel monstrous.

Bea’s made me feel small.

You believed in me before there was anything impressive to believe in. You gave me comfort, loyalty, and tenderness when I had not earned the way you trusted me. I accepted all of it. Then when leaving required courage, I chose efficiency. I made your heart feel like something I could set down and walk away from.

I stopped typing.

The house was silent around me.

I could hear my own breathing.

I am sorry, Bea. You deserved a conversation. You deserved a goodbye spoken to your face. You deserved to wake up with the truth, not a receipt. You deserved to know that loving me was not stupid just because I was too selfish and afraid to honor it properly.

The next sentence came before I could stop it.

I loved you.

I stared at it.

Then continued.

I did love you. That is not an excuse. It makes what I did worse.

My throat tightened.

I do not expect forgiveness. I do not even know if sending this would help you. Maybe it would only drag something old into your day. Maybe it would be another case of me using your pain to make myself feel cleaner. I am trying not to do that.

There.

There was the problem.

I read the line again.

My thumb hovered over the trackpad.

With Tara, sending had felt necessary because the harm was public and she had built a public life beyond it. Even that was debatable, but I had done it.

With Bea, the apology felt more invasive.

A man who left her on a receipt appearing twenty years later in her inbox like a ghost with good sentence structure. What was she supposed to do with that? Comfort me? Hate me? Ignore me? Spend an afternoon shaking because I needed to become better out loud?

I thought of the voice.

The choice will be hers.

That had been about Tomás.

It applied here too.

Bea deserved choice.

But choice required receiving the letter.

Or did it?

I hated this.

I hated that decency had no scoreboard.

I saved the email as a draft.

Did not send.

Not yet.

I opened a separate document and copied the letter there. Then I printed it.

The printer in my office purred softly and produced two pages on thick paper because even my remorse had access to luxury stationery. That disgusted me enough that I almost laughed.

I folded the pages and placed them in an envelope.

On the front, I wrote:

Bea Warsaw

No address.

No decision.

Just her name.

I set it on my desk.

A letter waiting for courage.

Or restraint.

I could not tell which.

The rest of the day moved around me without touching much.

Sponsor call at three. I attended by video from the office. The company wanted reassurance I remained “aligned with wellness, accountability, and elite recovery.” I told them I understood the concern and would step back from campaign appearances until legal and personal matters were resolved.

The executive looked relieved.

My agent looked shocked.

Blake texted during the call:

This is either growth or head trauma.

I replied:

Both can be useful.

After the call, I wandered the house.

That was what I did now.

Wandered.

The mansion had once felt like a trophy large enough to live inside. Now it felt like evidence.

In the entry hall, a framed magazine cover showed me at thirty-two, shirtless under stadium lights, headline declaring:

GREY WATKINS: BUILT TO WIN

I stood in front of it for a while.

The man in the photo looked carved. Untouchable. Certain. Every muscle lit like a promise. I remembered that shoot. The photographer kept calling me a machine, and I liked it. Machines did not apologize. Machines did not wake up in women’s bodies to learn empathy from fast-food shifts and dating app messages. Machines did not cry in bathrooms.

Lucky machines.

In the trophy room, glass cases gleamed.

Championship ring.

MVP trophy.

Game balls.

Cleats from record-breaking games.

A whole wall of proof that I had been extraordinary at something.

I used to come in here when I felt restless. The room steadied me. It reminded me that whatever else happened, I had done what few men ever did. I had reached the summit. I had made my name permanent in a sport that forgot bodies as soon as they slowed.

Now the trophies looked different.

Not meaningless.

I would not pretend that. They mattered. I had earned them. I had bled for them. I had worked harder than people who hated me wanted to admit.

But they did not defend me from myself.

That was the problem.

I had built a life out of public victories and private evasion. The world kept rewarding the parts of me that could catch, charm, sell, and survive impact. No one had known what I cost in small rooms, after parties, dorm beds, restaurant tables, morning exits.

Or maybe some had known.

Women had known.

They had simply lacked microphones the world cared about.

I walked into the garage.

The Lamborghini was gone, obviously. Destroyed, taken, processed, replaced by an empty space on the polished concrete floor. Three other cars remained: a black Range Rover, a vintage Porsche, and a silver Mercedes I barely drove. Ridiculous collection. Beautiful machines. Symbols of control.

I stood where the Lamborghini used to be.

The empty space looked more honest than the cars.

I went back inside.

The kitchen was spotless. Too spotless. My chef had prepped dinner and left it labeled. Salmon, vegetables, quinoa. The kind of meal that said a team of people intended to keep Grey Watkins alive whether he participated emotionally or not.

I did not eat.

I opened the fridge, closed it, opened it again, then shut it harder than necessary.

The house echoed.

That was what finally got me.

The echo.

In Tara’s apartment, silence had been curated.

In Bea’s, silence had been tired.

In mine, silence was architectural.

It traveled. Up staircases, down hallways, across marble, through rooms no one used unless I paid them to clean them. A mansion designed for parties, women, agents, teammates, donors, photographers, family visits, brand meetings, and proof.

But at night, it was just me.

Me and framed jerseys.

Me and views.

Me and an envelope with Bea’s name on it.

Me and the knowledge that I had won publicly in every way a boy from my old life could have dreamed, and still failed privately in ways that did not fit on a trophy.

I walked into the living room and stopped before the wall of windows.

The Pacific was dark now. The same ocean I had screamed at before the crash. The same black water that had listened without answering until the answer came wearing Tara’s face, then Bea’s.

“What do you want from me?” I had shouted.

I almost laughed.

The arrogance of the question.

As if the universe had been withholding a checklist.

As if loneliness was a mystery imposed on me rather than a structure I had built with my own choices.

My phone buzzed.

For one wild second, I thought it might be Tara again.

It was not.

Celeste.

My entire body went still.

Her name on the screen looked unreal after everything.

Celeste: I heard about the crash and wanted to say I’m glad you survived. I hope you’re taking care of yourself.

That was all.

Clean.

Kind.

Distant.

No opening big enough to crawl through. No apology. No regret. No confession that rejecting me had broken her too.

I stared at the message until the screen dimmed.

The old Grey wanted to use it.

A clever reply. A vulnerable reply. A line that reminded her what she had lost. A controlled crack in the armor. Something.

The man I was becoming, or being forced to become, saw the trap.

She had offered concern, not access.

I typed:

Thank you. I’m trying to. I hope you’re well.

I read it twice.

No hook.

No performance.

No wound disguised as charm.

Sent.

The silence afterward felt awful.

And clean.

I sat on the couch, facing the ocean.

No television.

No music.

No phone in my hand.

Just the house breathing around me.

A museum of a man who had won publicly and failed privately.

That was the sentence that came to me, and once it arrived, it would not leave.

A museum.

The jerseys were exhibits.

The trophies were exhibits.

The watches, cars, magazine covers, ocean view, designer furniture, charity plaques, brand photos, all of it.

A curated tour through the greatness of Grey Watkins, with every room carefully avoiding the women who had paid unseen admission.

I thought of Tara’s email.

Stop laughing first.

I thought of Bea’s mother.

You are not finished.

I thought of Sienna asking for coffee.

I thought of Celeste saying no under rooftop lights.

I thought of myself, forty-one years old, rich, desired, famous, sitting alone in a house too large for the man I had become.

For the first time, I did not reach for a woman to quiet the room.

I did not pour a drink.

I did not text Blake.

I did not search my name.

I just sat there and let the emptiness be accurate.

Eventually, my phone rang.

Unknown Caller.

The sound did not surprise me.

I answered and lifted it to my ear.

Static.

Then silence.

I waited.

The voice did not speak.

For once, maybe I understood.

This was not a lesson.

Not yet.

Only witness.

So I spoke into the static.

“I sent Tara’s apology.”

No answer.

“I wrote Bea’s. I didn’t send it.”

Static breathed.

“I don’t know if that’s courage or cowardice.”

Still nothing.

“I don’t know what I’m doing.”

That was the truest thing I had said all day.

The static clicked once. Then the call ended. I lowered the phone.

Outside, the ocean kept moving in the dark.

I used to think winning meant never being left without an answer.

Now I wondered if becoming decent began when a man stopped demanding one long enough to hear the damage he had already done.


Chapter 17
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I LEFT BEFORE sunrise because cowards loved dramatic timing too. That was not the reason I gave myself, obviously. I told myself I needed air. Distance. A road with no reporters, no trophies, no ocean asking questions I had already regretted shouting into it. I told myself I was not running away. I was creating space. That was the kind of phrase a man used when he had too much money, too much guilt, and access to cars with tinted windows.

But when I stood in my closet at four-thirty in the morning, choosing clothes with the slow precision of a man dressing for either escape or execution, I knew better.

I chose dark jeans, a black thermal shirt, a charcoal jacket, and boots. Simple. No celebrity polish. No silk. No gold watch. No sunglasses meant to turn injury into aesthetic. Just clothes warm enough for desert morning and plain enough that maybe no one would recognize me if they were kind or sleepy.

I packed nothing except my wallet, phone, keys, and Bea’s unsent letter.

That last part was stupid.

I knew it was stupid.

The envelope sat on my desk with her name written across it, and I stood there for a long time before taking it. It felt wrong to leave it behind. It felt wrong to bring it. Everything felt wrong now, which made decision-making simpler in the worst possible way.

I did not drive the Lamborghini.

There was no Lamborghini left to drive.

Instead, I took the black Range Rover, the responsible choice for a man doing an irresponsible thing. The keys felt heavy in my hand. I had not driven much since the crash. Doctors, lawyers, Blake, my mother, and the entire internet had all agreed that Grey Watkins behind a wheel was not a comforting image.

They were not wrong.

But this time I was sober.

That mattered to me.

Maybe because I needed to prove the emptiness was not alcohol. Not impulse. Not a bad night. Not Celeste. Not the press. Not pain medication or club lights or champagne or humiliation.

Just me.

The roads were still dark when I left Santa Monica. The house disappeared behind the gate without drama. No staff saw me. No Blake. No driver. No one to say, Where are you going? No one to take the keys from my hand. No one to supervise the man who had apparently survived impact only to become more dangerous in silence.

The freeway opened east.

Los Angeles thinned behind me in pieces: sleeping neighborhoods, gas stations, warehouses, billboards, palm trees cut into black shapes against a slowly paling sky. I drove carefully. Both hands on the wheel. Speed limit. Turn signals. The kind of driving that would have made Blake suspicious because it looked too much like a hostage video.

I passed a billboard with my face on it outside the city.

Old campaign.

I had forgotten it was still up.

There I was, larger than life, holding a bottle of sports drink, shoulders gleaming, eyes sharp, jaw set like determination had hired a sculptor.

BUILT TO OUTLAST.

I almost laughed.

Built to outlast what?

A car crash, apparently.

A woman’s rejection.

A week in Tara’s body.

A week in Bea’s.

Public shame.

Private memory.

But not myself.

That was the problem.

I could outlast everything except being Grey Watkins.

The thought came quietly, then stayed.

Grey Watkins was the wound.

Not the man with wounds.

The wound itself.

That sounded dramatic enough to be embarrassing, but the more desert opened around me, the truer it felt. Grey Watkins was not just my name. He was the system I had built to survive and win. Charm before honesty. Exit before accountability. Desire before respect. Applause before intimacy. Power before tenderness. Victory before decency.

A man could recover from injury.

How did he recover from being the instrument?

The sun rose while I crossed into the long, dry stretches of Arizona. Light spilled across the land in bands of gold and rust. Gas stations came and went. Trucks roared past. Families in SUVs headed somewhere ordinary and alive. I stopped once for coffee and stood in line behind a father buying juice for two little girls in matching pink hoodies. One of them dropped a stuffed rabbit. He picked it up, brushed it off, and handed it back like the rabbit mattered.

Small gentleness.

Everywhere now.

Or maybe it had always been everywhere, and I had trained myself to see only the things that reflected me.

At the counter, the cashier recognized me.

His eyes widened.

“Are you—”

“No,” I said.

Not harshly.

Just tired.

He blinked, then looked away. “Okay.”

I paid cash and left before he could decide whether disbelief was worth pursuing.

Back in the car, I sat with the coffee untouched in the cup holder and Bea’s envelope on the passenger seat.

Bea Warsaw

Her name in my handwriting.

Not the young handwriting from the receipt. Older. Cleaner. More expensive pen. Same man.

I picked it up at a red light and held it against the steering wheel.

“I don’t know what to do with you,” I said.

The envelope did not answer.

No one did.

That was becoming a theme.

The Grand Canyon was not subtle.

That was the first ridiculous thought I had when I arrived.

Some places eased into grandeur. The ocean teased you from streets away, showed flashes between buildings, announced itself with smell and weather. New York built upward by argument. Stadiums revealed their scale as crowds thickened.

The canyon simply existed.

Too vast to negotiate with.

I parked, sat for several minutes, and watched tourists move through the lot with backpacks, cameras, hats, children, snacks, and the casual confidence of people visiting wonder without being personally accused by it.

I should have turned around.

There were so many chances.

At the house.

At the first freeway exit.

At the gas station.

At the park entrance.

Even now.

I could call Blake. I could call my mother. I could call the therapist whose intake appointment I had attended exactly once before deciding that being asked how I felt made me feel homicidal and exposed. I could text Tara nothing, because she deserved silence. I could mail Bea’s letter or burn it or put it back on the desk. I could go home.

Instead, I got out.

The air was cold enough to sharpen the inside of my lungs. I put on my jacket, slipped Bea’s envelope into the inner pocket, and walked toward the rim.

Each step felt calm.

That scared me less than it should have.

I had expected panic. Tears. A big cinematic unraveling. But the body sometimes protected itself with stillness. Football had taught me that. After bad hits, the loud pain often came later. First came the quiet assessment.

Can I move?

Can I breathe?

Am I still here?

The path curved between low stone walls and pines twisted by wind. Tourists stood at overlooks, taking photos, pointing, speaking in hushed voices that still somehow felt too loud. A child asked if people could fall in. His mother snapped, “Don’t even say that.”

I kept walking.

Farther from the busiest viewing area.

Not somewhere forbidden. Not beyond barriers. I was not climbing fences or making a show. That mattered, though I did not know to whom. Maybe some part of me still had enough decency not to turn strangers into witnesses.

Eventually, I found a quieter stretch where the official path widened near the rim. There were railings in some places, low stone in others, signs warning people not to underestimate distance, footing, heat, cold, themselves.

Good advice.

Late.

I stood a few feet back from the edge.

The canyon opened before me like the earth had been wounded so beautifully people came from everywhere to admire it.

Layers of red, gold, brown, violet shadow. Cliffs dropping into space. Ridges beyond ridges beyond ridges until distance turned them blue. The morning sun touched the upper stone while the depths remained dark. It was too large for ego. Too old for performance. Too indifferent for charm.

I hated it.

Then I loved it.

Then I hated myself for needing something this enormous to make me feel appropriately small.

The wind moved across my face.

I closed my eyes.

For the first time in days, I did not see my trophy room.

I saw Tara’s prom flyer.

If he says no, survive it.

I saw Bea’s receipt.

I can’t do this anymore. I need to focus on football.

I saw Sienna’s face in the morning when she realized coffee had been too much to ask.

I saw Celeste on the rooftop, turning my proposal down with tears in her eyes because she had seen the emptiness under the production before I had.

I saw Tara’s email.

Stop laughing first.

I saw Bea’s mother.

You are not finished.

That line hurt most because it did not feel true for me.

Maybe Bea was not finished.

Maybe Tara had built something beyond the wound.

Maybe even Sienna would roll her eyes, tell the story to a friend, and learn faster than I had.

But Grey Watkins?

What was left for him to become?

A better man?

The phrase sounded cheap now. Every bad man wanted to become better after the invoice arrived. Better was easy to want when the alternative was sitting alone with yourself.

I had spent forty-one years building the wrong house. What did I do now? Renovate? Apologize room by room? Invite people to tour the damage and admire the new paint?

I laughed once.

The sound vanished into the canyon.

No echo.

Even the earth refused to give me my voice back.

I moved closer to the stone barrier and rested one hand on it.

Cold.

Solid.

Real.

My phone buzzed.

I ignored it.

It buzzed again.

Probably Blake.

Maybe my mother.

Maybe a sponsor.

Maybe some woman I had made feel important for twelve minutes and then filed under weather.

The phone kept buzzing until I pulled it out.

Blake.

Of course.

Where are you?

Then:

Your housekeeper says the Range Rover is gone.

Then:

Grey. Answer me.

I stared at the messages.

My thumb hovered.

I could type: I’m fine.

Lie.

I could type: I need help.

Truth.

I could type nothing.

Cowardice.

The three options sat there like a menu.

I locked the phone.

Put it away.

The wind pressed against my jacket.

A couple walked by behind me, speaking softly in German. The woman laughed at something the man said. He tucked her scarf tighter around her neck with a tenderness so ordinary it nearly knocked me down.

I turned away from them.

The shame rose then.

Not guilt. Guilt had shape. Guilt could name actions. I did this. I said that. I left her. I mocked her. I lied.

Shame was larger and less useful.

Shame said: I am the thing.

The thing women healed from.

The thing mothers warned daughters about without naming.

The thing good men tried not to become.

The thing boys admired before they understood the cost.

Grey Watkins, built to outlast, built to win, built to be wanted, built to leave.

I gripped the barrier.

My breathing changed.

Fast, then shallow.

The canyon blurred.

I had thought coming here would make the noise stop. Instead, the silence expanded everything. Every memory had space to stand at full height.

I was tired.

Not Bea tired, though her exhaustion had taught me a new respect for the word.

Not Tara tired, the kind that came from wearing armor so long the body mistook it for skin.

This was older.

A soul-level fatigue I would have mocked in any man at a bar.

I did not want to die exactly.

That was the complicated truth.

I wanted Grey Watkins to stop.

I wanted the system to shut down. The charm. The appetite. The reflex. The endless reaching for women’s attention like a drug and then resenting them for becoming human in my hands. I wanted to be free of the man I had proven myself to be.

But I did not know how to separate the man from the body.

I looked down.

The depth pulled at the eyes in a way that felt almost physical. Not an invitation. Not beautiful now. Just distance. Enough distance to make consequences meaningless for the person who chose it and lifelong for everyone else.

My mother’s face came to me.

That stopped me.

Not fully.

Enough.

She had said I broke her heart for twelve hours after the crash.

What would this do?

I stepped back.

Then forward again.

The movement terrified me because it was not theatrical. It was just movement. One foot. Weight. Rock. Air.

My phone buzzed again.

I took it out and nearly threw it.

Not because I wanted it gone.

Because I wanted someone to stop me without making me ask.

The screen lit.

Unknown Caller.

Everything in me went cold.

I answered.

No voice came.

Only static.

I closed my eyes.

“Say something.”

The static hissed.

Flat, endless, electric.

“Say something,” I snapped, louder.

A tourist looked over from twenty yards away. I turned my back.

The static continued.

No lesson.

No accusation.

No robotic sentence telling me what this meant or what I was supposed to understand. No divine customer service. No cruelly precise summary of my failure.

Just noise.

For some reason, that made me angrier than any speech could have.

“Oh, now you’re quiet?” I said into the phone. “You had plenty to say before.”

Static.

“You throw me into Tara’s life. You throw me into Bea’s. You show me everything I ruined, everything I touched, everything I made worse, and now what? I’m supposed to just live with it?”

The wind rose.

The static did too.

“I don’t know how.”

The words came out smaller.

I hated that.

“I don’t know how to be him anymore.”

No answer.

“Grey Watkins is the problem. You get that, right? You made your point. He’s the wound. So what am I supposed to do, keep walking around in him? Keep wearing him like a suit everyone applauds? Keep pretending I can turn this into growth?”

Static cracked sharply.

I flinched.

Still no voice.

Maybe that was the point.

Maybe the universe had no answer because this was not a question anyone could outsource.

My hand shook around the phone.

“I can’t apologize enough.”

Static.

“I can’t fix them.”

Static.

“I can’t unwrite the receipt.”

Static.

“I can’t make Tara sixteen again before I laughed.”

Static.

“I can’t go back to that morning with Sienna and say yes to coffee like a decent man.”

The canyon waited.

The phone hissed.

No answer.

I laughed, and this time it broke in the middle.

“All this technology and you can’t even give me a script.”

Static.

Then, under it, something shifted.

Not words.

A tone.

Low.

Almost like breathing through a machine.

The air around me seemed to thin.

The canyon colors sharpened unnaturally: red stone, blue shadow, pale sky, dark green scrub clinging to impossible ledges. The edges of things became too clear.

I lowered the phone.

The static continued without it, filling my ears from inside my skull.

A pressure built behind my eyes.

The world tilted slightly.

I grabbed the stone barrier.

“No.”

My voice sounded far away.

The sky flickered.

Not white this time.

Not like Tara.

Not like Bea.

A muted green bled slowly through the blue.

Sage green.

Soft.

Strange.

Wrong.

It spread in delicate veins across the morning sky, as if someone had washed the world in watercolor and forgotten to ask physics for permission. The canyon below shifted under the color, its reds dulling, shadows deepening, everything becoming quieter and less real.

My knees weakened.

I tried to step back from the edge.

Good instinct.

Late, but good.

The static filled everything.

No voice.

No explanation.

No accusation.

Only the sound of a signal being tuned somewhere beyond me.

My phone slipped from my hand and hit the ground.

I heard it crack.

A man’s voice called from behind me. “Hey, are you okay?”

I turned toward the sound.

The path stretched behind me, but it seemed too long now. The tourists were blurred shapes. The German couple had stopped. The man took a step toward me.

I wanted to say yes.

Old reflex.

Always yes.

Fine.

Good.

All under control.

Instead, my mouth opened and nothing came out.

The sage-green sky pulsed once.

My chest tightened.

Not like a heart attack.

Like a door closing.

I thought of Gretchen before I knew her name.

No image.

No face.

Just the color.

Sage green.

Calm and unfamiliar.

I stumbled backward from the barrier.

That mattered.

I need that recorded somewhere by whatever cosmic court was apparently managing my case.

I stepped back. I did not jump. I stepped back. Then my legs gave out. The last thing I saw was the canyon above me where the sky should have been, soft green spreading over the world like a curtain.

The static stopped. Silence took me. And for once, Grey Watkins did not fall forward. He simply disappeared.


Chapter 18
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I WOKE TO green curtains. Not hospital white. Not Park Avenue grey. Not the stained ceiling of Bea’s apartment. Green. Soft, muted, almost dusty in the morning light. Sage green curtains, thin enough that sunshine filtered through them gently instead of invading. They moved slightly with air from a small fan somewhere nearby, breathing in and out like the room itself was trying to stay calm.

For several seconds, I did not move.

I had learned that lesson.

Waking up wrong was a situation that rewarded stillness.

First, identify the room.

Small bedroom. Maybe Chicago, though I did not know that yet. The air felt colder than California and less sharp than New York. The bed was a full size, maybe queen, with a white metal frame and a quilt folded neatly at the foot. Not expensive, but cared for. The sheets were pale cream. The blanket over me was knitted, soft, sage green and white, like someone had chosen comfort over impressing anyone.

On the windowsill sat three plants in mismatched ceramic pots. One was thriving. One was considering death. One was already dead but apparently still emotionally supported.

Against the far wall stood a thrifted wooden dresser painted off-white, the paint slightly chipped at the edges. Above it hung a round mirror with a thin gold frame. Not glamorous. Not cheap either. Chosen.

Beside the dresser, a narrow bookshelf leaned slightly to the left under the weight of books, magazines, and storage boxes. On top of it sat a small stack of scrapbooks tied with ribbon, a tin of colored pens, a pair of scissors, and a glass jar full of washi tape arranged by color. Sage green, cream, dusty pink, navy, gold.

A tennis racket rested against the wall near the closet.

I stared at it.

Tennis.

That was new.

No city skyline. No KFC uniform. No ocean. No trophies. No evidence of wealth or collapse.

This room was modest, but not defeated.

That unsettled me more than I expected.

Tara’s apartment had been a fortress. Bea’s had been a life trying not to disappear. This place felt like someone had built a small nest out of secondhand furniture, careful color choices, and private hope.

The kind of hope that would be embarrassing if mocked.

My chest tightened.

No.

Not chest.

Body.

Different again.

I kept my eyes on the curtains.

Maybe if I did not look down, reality would behave.

A phone sat on the nightstand. Beside it: a pill organizer, lip balm, a small framed photograph of Lake Michigan at sunset, and a coaster with a mug of cold tea. The mug had tiny painted leaves around the rim.

The phone screen was dark.

No alarm.

No ringing.

No unknown caller.

For the first time after waking in someone else’s body, there was no immediate instruction.

That should have comforted me.

It did not.

I slowly lifted one hand from under the blanket.

The hand was not mine.

Of course.

But it was not Tara’s polished hand or Bea’s rough, short-nailed hand either. This hand was broad for a woman’s, maybe, with long fingers, no manicure, nails trimmed neatly and painted with a careful clear gloss that had chipped at one corner. There was a faint tremor in it.

I turned it palm up.

A small silver ring circled the index finger.

My throat went dry.

“Okay,” I whispered.

The voice was wrong again.

But this time, wrong in a way I could not immediately categorize.

It was feminine, but not effortlessly so. Softened, careful, still carrying a low undertone like an old room beneath new paint. There was a breathiness to it, maybe practiced. Maybe nervous. The sound hovered between intention and habit.

I sat up.

Slowly.

No heavy ache like Bea, though there was some stiffness. No Tara-like sleek strangeness either. The body felt softer than mine, smaller than mine in some places, not in others. My shoulders were narrower than Grey’s but not delicate. My chest moved under a loose sleep shirt. My hair brushed my neck and jaw, not long like Tara’s, but long enough to be unfamiliar. Maybe shoulder-length. Fine, slightly wavy, tucked messily behind one ear from sleep.

I looked down.

The sleep shirt was pale green.

Of course it was.

Across the front, in small white letters:

BEGIN AGAIN

Subtle.

“Very funny,” I muttered, though no one had made a joke.

The room stayed quiet.

No static.

No voice.

No mechanical judgment.

I pushed the blanket away and swung my legs over the side of the bed.

The floor was covered by a woven rug in cream and sage. My feet touched it. Toenails bare, shaped, a little uneven. The legs were lightly hairy in a way that suggested someone was still deciding which rituals mattered and which could wait. A soft pair of house slippers sat waiting near the bed, green with white trim.

I did not put them on.

That felt too intimate for some reason.

I stood carefully.

This body had a different center from all the others. Less immediately foreign than Tara’s, less exhausted than Bea’s, but still strange. The hips moved under sleep shorts, but not with Tara’s practiced glide. The chest was there, but modest. The shoulders carried tension. The belly was soft. The arms were strong enough to be noticeable but not trained.

The whole body felt like a sentence still being revised.

I crossed the room toward the mirror.

Halfway there, I stopped.

No.

Not yet.

Then I laughed once, quietly and bitterly.

Because apparently after everything, I still thought I could negotiate with mirrors.

I stepped in front of it.

The woman looking back was forty-two.

I knew that before I knew her name. Not because she looked old. She did not. But she looked adult in a way none of my usual fantasies had ever bothered to imagine. Not Tara’s expensive, weaponized forty-one. Not Bea’s exhausted forty. This woman was somewhere between emergence and worry.

Her face was soft, with high but not sharp cheekbones, a fuller jaw, and eyes that looked like they had spent a long time asking permission from the world. Brown eyes. Warm, cautious, slightly puffy from sleep. Her eyebrows had been shaped recently, not perfectly but carefully. There was the shadow of old beard growth under makeup residue or maybe just skin texture she tried to manage. Her lips were tinted faintly from balm. Her hair was medium brown, shoulder-length, with face-framing layers that looked new and a little unsure of themselves.

She was not a bombshell.

That was my first thought.

And then, immediately:

You absolute bastard.

Because there I was again, scoring a woman’s reflection like a judge who had not been invited.

She was pretty, though. In a tender, unfinished way. Pretty like someone learning to believe pretty might be allowed. Not polished. Not passing perfectly, if that was the word. Not male, not simply female in the effortless way the world liked to demand. Something becoming. Something brave enough to be visible before it felt safe.

That made me uncomfortable.

With Tara, I had panicked because the body was too desirable.

With Bea, I had panicked because the body triggered my worst judgments.

With this woman, I panicked because I could not reduce her quickly enough.

She resisted my categories.

I touched my face.

She touched hers.

Her hand trembled against her cheek.

There was a softness there, but also angles that had not fully surrendered. A womanhood built recently, carefully, on a structure the world had probably argued with. There were tiny signs everywhere: the tentative haircut, the shaped brows, the modest sleep shirt, the careful ring, the clear gloss on nails as if color still felt too loud.

Six months.

The knowledge came later, but somehow the mirror already said it.

Six months into becoming.

Not new enough to be secret.

Not long enough to be easy.

I leaned closer.

“Who are you?”

Her mouth formed the question.

The voice was gentle and low.

My stomach tightened.

A memory did not arrive the way Tara’s or Bea’s had, not yet. No sudden office routes. No KFC motions. Just fragments of sensation. A pharmacy counter. A doctor’s office. A makeup tutorial paused on a laptop. A tennis ball bouncing once, twice. The smell of dental disinfectant. A man’s laugh—warm, older, close but not intimate.

I gripped the dresser.

No.

The mirror image did the same.

I looked down at the dresser top to avoid her face. There was a small tray holding earrings: pearl studs, tiny gold hoops, simple silver drops. A bottle of inexpensive perfume called Soft Rain. A hairbrush with strands caught in it. A printed quote in a thrifted frame:

There is no deadline for becoming yourself.

I stared at that for a long time.

The universe had become offensively on theme.

I backed away from the mirror and turned toward the bathroom door, because panic needed information and, after Tara and Bea, I knew where the hardest information usually lived.

The bathroom was tiny but lovingly arranged. White shower curtain with green fern print. A narrow shelf holding skincare: cleanser, moisturizer, sunscreen, color corrector, foundation, razors, a small electric trimmer, and a makeup sponge stained beige. A sticky note on the mirror read:

Breathe. Blend downward. You’re learning.

I stopped.

You’re learning.

Not You’re beautiful.

Not You’re perfect.

Learning.

The note was written in careful handwriting.

Hers.

Whoever she was.

I lowered my eyes.

There was a laundry hamper, a bath mat, a towel hanging neatly on the door. No luxury. No collapse. Just effort.

I lifted the hem of the sleep shirt.

Then stopped.

My heart slammed.

I did not want to do this.

Which was absurd, because at this point my life had become a revolving door of intimate impossibilities. I had discovered Tara’s body in a marble bathroom. I had seen Bea’s body under fluorescent light, judged it, then learned to care for it. I should have been numb to anatomy by now.

I was not.

This panic had a different flavor.

With Tara, the shock had been loss of maleness and sudden feminine fullness. With Bea, it had been weight, exhaustion, and shame that was not mine but became mine to feel. Here, the fear came with something else.

Intention.

This body had been chosen into change.

Not entirely, maybe. Not magically. Not complete. But chosen.

Gretchen—though I did not know the name yet—had done something I never had. She had looked at the life she had been assigned and said, no, there is another truth.

That made touching her body feel less like discovery and more like trespass.

Still, I needed to know.

I lifted the shirt.

The torso was soft, pale where clothing covered it, with faint marks from waistbands and the ordinary unevenness of a real body. Small breasts sat under the shirt’s fabric, maybe from hormones, maybe padded sleep bra—no, I touched carefully and realized there was a soft bralette underneath. The chest was tender enough that I flinched.

Not large like Tara’s.

Not heavy like Bea’s.

New.

That was the word.

New and sensitive and guarded.

I swallowed.

My hands moved lower, hesitant now.

Not frantic.

That was the difference. With Tara, I had searched in horror for myself. Here, I moved as if the body might hear my disrespect.

The discovery landed anyway.

A penis.

Changed by time and hormones maybe, softened, tucked awkwardly by sleep shorts and underwear, but present.

I stumbled backward into the sink.

“No.”

The word came out too loud in the small bathroom.

Then again, quieter.

“No.”

But even as panic rose, it did not organize itself the same way.

My brain tried to reach for the old lines.

This is wrong.

This is impossible.

Change me back.

But they did not fit.

Because this body was not a simple swap into womanhood the way Tara’s had been. It was not punishment through a body I had once used and discarded like Bea’s.

This was someone’s in-between.

Someone’s courage.

Someone’s private construction site.

A transgender woman.

I knew enough to name it, though not enough to understand it. I had met trans women before, mostly at parties, charity events, once in a fashion campaign meeting, sometimes as fans. I had been polite. Flirted once or twice in the vague way I flirted with anyone who looked at me like I was impressive. I had thought of myself as open-minded, which usually meant I had never been inconvenienced by another person’s truth.

Now I stood in a tiny bathroom inside a body that carried the argument every day.

My hands shook.

The mirror note stared at me.

Breathe. Blend downward. You’re learning.

“Okay,” I said.

Then immediately, “No, not okay.”

I went back into the bedroom and grabbed the phone.

It unlocked with her face.

The home screen had a wallpaper of Lake Michigan under a pale green sky.

For one second, the Grand Canyon came back.

Sage green spreading through the air.

Then the canyon vanished.

No notifications from Unknown Caller.

No missed call.

No static.

The silence felt deliberate.

I opened recent calls.

Nothing unusual.

Contacts.

No robot.

No cosmic tormentor saved as DO NOT ANSWER, which frankly would have been convenient.

I dialed my own number.

Grey Watkins’ number.

The call did not go through.

No service? No. The bars were there.

I tried again.

The call failed.

I tried Blake.

Failed.

I tried 911, then stopped before pressing call.

What was I going to say this time?

Hello, I am Grey Watkins again, currently occupying the body of a forty-two-year-old transgender woman in what appears to be Chicago, no, I do not know why, yes, this has happened before?

Hospitals had enough problems.

I opened the call log again and waited.

Nothing.

The phone did not ring.

The lights did not flicker.

No static crawled through the walls.

For the first time, the voice had not greeted me.

No lesson.

No duration.

No explanation.

No “live for a week.”

No answer.

I sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the phone until my eyes hurt.

“Call,” I said.

Nothing.

I laughed once, short and sharp.

“Of course. Of course now you develop boundaries.”

The apartment stayed gentle and silent.

That was worse than cruelty.

Cruelty gave me something to push against. Tara’s lesson had arrived with accusation. Bea’s with receipts. This silence gave me nothing but the woman’s life and my own inability to interpret it.

I stood and began searching.

Not tearing through things.

Not at first.

After Tara, after Bea, I had developed an unwilling respect for other people’s drawers. It did not stop me, but it slowed me down. I started with the nightstand.

Pill organizer.

Lip balm.

A journal with a green cover.

A library card.

A receipt from a pharmacy.

A small envelope labeled bloodwork 3 mo.

I opened the journal.

First page:

Gretchen Winters

There it was.

Gretchen.

The name landed softly, but it landed.

Gretchen Winters.

Age still unknown. Life unknown. Reason unknown.

I turned to the next page.

Six months today. I thought by now I would feel more certain, but maybe certainty is not the prize. Maybe honesty is.

I closed the journal.

Not because I did not want to know.

Because the sentence deserved more respect than my panic could offer.

I searched the dresser next. Clothes folded neatly but not perfectly. Practical underwear. Soft bras. A few tights. Sweaters in cream, sage, grey, and dusty blue. A drawer of makeup samples, many barely used. A pouch of receipts. A tennis skirt folded under two T-shirts, white with green trim. A simple floral dress, tags still on, hanging in the closet like it was waiting for courage.

I touched the dress.

The fabric was soft, dark green with tiny cream flowers, modest neckline, waist tie. Nothing dramatic. Nothing Tara would have considered armor. Nothing Celeste would have noticed. But I could feel Gretchen’s hope in it somehow. A dress purchased for a day she had not yet trusted herself to have.

The closet held mostly modest clothes: cardigans, blouses, straight-leg jeans, two knee-length skirts, plain work pants, a navy dental scrub top, white sneakers, low ankle boots, and one pair of nude flats that looked barely worn. Nothing screamed. Everything asked politely to be allowed.

On a hook behind the door hung a sage green cardigan with pearl buttons.

I stared at it.

Not Tara’s cardigan.

Not Bea’s.

Gretchen’s.

Three women, three cardigans, and somehow I was the common problem.

I moved to the small living room.

The apartment was one bedroom, maybe six hundred square feet. Humble, yes, but loved. A secondhand beige couch with a green throw blanket. A round coffee table with a small vase of dried flowers. Books stacked under the table. A wall of framed postcards: Chicago skyline, Lake Michigan, botanical prints, tennis players, old movie stills. Plants in windows. A narrow dining table that doubled as a craft station, covered with scrapbooking supplies arranged in labeled boxes.

The sage green curtains appeared here too.

On the fridge were magnets holding reminders.

Dentist office — 8:30 Mon-Fri

Dentist office.

A job.

Meds AM / PM

Tennis Tues 6 PM

Call Aunt Lyd Sunday

Voice practice — 15 min, no excuses

I stared at the voice practice note.

Then glanced toward the bathroom mirror.

The careful voice.

The breathiness.

The low undertone.

Gretchen was practicing herself into sound.

That thought went through me like a blade.

On the kitchen counter sat a lunch bag with her name written on masking tape:

Gretchen W.

Inside: yogurt, apple slices, a container of pasta salad, a small square of dark chocolate wrapped in foil. Balanced. Thoughtful. Cared for.

I opened a cabinet.

Tea. Oatmeal. Canned soup. Pasta. Lentils. Peanut butter. A bag of coffee. A jar labeled tennis snacks with granola bars inside.

Not rich.

Not desperate.

Careful.

The fridge had a few photos tucked under magnets.

Gretchen with an older woman who might be Aunt Lyd, both smiling stiffly at a lakefront picnic.

Gretchen in tennis clothes holding a racket, mid-laugh, face turned away from the camera.

A group photo outside a dental clinic. Staff in scrubs. Gretchen stood near the edge wearing navy scrubs under a beige cardigan, smiling softly. Beside her was a man in a white coat.

I paused.

The man looked mid-forties, dark blond hair touched with grey, kind face, strong nose, solid build. Not movie-star handsome. Better, maybe. Real handsome. Trustworthy handsome. A man who looked like he paid bills on time and listened before answering.

Something in Gretchen’s body responded.

A small warmth.

A flinch.

A hidden door.

I leaned closer to the photo.

There was a label written on the back edge in green pen:

Clinic picnic — Dr. Martin Forks said my pasta salad was “dangerously good.” I pretended not to care for 11 seconds.

Martin Forks.

Dentist.

The name settled somewhere I did not want it to.

“No,” I said, backing away from the fridge.

Not because of him.

Because I recognized that feeling.

A crush.

Gretchen had a crush on her boss.

Or coworker. Dentist. Whatever.

Of course she did.

Of course the universe had dropped me into a life with a man in it, because apparently my emotional education now required coursework in every possible direction.

I waited for sarcasm to save me.

It did not.

Because the warmth I had felt was not mine, not exactly. It was Gretchen’s. Shy, careful, hidden under modest clothes and voice practice notes. A feeling she probably did not know what to do with, or did not believe she was allowed to want.

I shut the fridge.

The phone still had not rung.

I returned to the dining table and opened one of the scrapbooks.

The cover was cream linen with a sage ribbon tied around it.

Inside, Gretchen had made pages like someone trying to prove life was real by arranging pieces of it beautifully. Ticket stubs. Pressed leaves. Photos of Lake Michigan. Magazine clippings of women in soft outfits. Tennis scores written in glitter pen. Quotes about courage that I would have mocked a year ago and maybe last week too.

A page titled:

Things I Like As Gretchen

As Gretchen.

Not things I like.

Things I like as Gretchen.

The list was handwritten:

Sage green
Cardigans with little buttons
Tennis even though I’m terrible
Pasta salad with too much dill
Soft rain smell
Scrapbooking while listening to old love songs
Being called ma’am when it sounds accidental but kind
The way Dr. Forks says “morning, Gretchen” like my name is normal
Clear nail polish
Lake wind
Trying

That last one stopped me.

Trying.

Bea’s word.

Gretchen’s word.

Maybe everyone’s word, once the applause died.

I sat at the small table and read the list again.

The way Dr. Forks says “morning, Gretchen” like my name is normal.

My throat tightened.

I looked around the apartment.

For the first time, I understood the difference.

Tara’s life had been built after cruelty.

Bea’s life had been paused after abandonment.

Gretchen’s life was being built during becoming.

No wonder there had been no robot call.

No voice could summarize this without violating it.

Or maybe the voice had finally learned to stop explaining lives before I had to live them.

I checked the calendar on Gretchen’s phone.

Monday.

8:30 AM: Clinic

It was 7:12.

Work.

Of course.

There was always work.

I opened her notes app, searching for routines. Gretchen, blessedly, had lists.

Morning face — quick work version

	Shave carefully if needed 

	Color correct jaw/chin 

	Light foundation, blend down 

	Brows — soft, not sharp 

	Mascara if not crying lol 

	Lip balm / MLBB tint 

	Hair half-up if frizz bad 

	Earrings 

	Breathe 

	You are allowed to leave the apartment 



I stared at number ten.

You are allowed to leave the apartment.

I suddenly understood that getting dressed as Gretchen was not decoration.

It was a negotiation with the outside world.

With Tara, dressing had been strategy.

With Bea, dignity.

With Gretchen, permission.

I went to the bathroom and followed the list.

Badly.

Then less badly.

Gretchen’s hands helped, but not as smoothly as Tara’s had. Six months of muscle memory, not years. I shaved carefully where I needed to. Used the orange color corrector along the jaw and chin. Blended foundation downward like the sticky note said. The first attempt was too much; I wiped it and tried again. Brows soft. Mascara with only one near-fatal blink. Lip tint subtle, rosy brown. Small pearl studs.

Hair was harder. Shoulder-length, slightly frizzy, with layers that wanted chaos. I tried brushing it down. Too flat. Tried leaving it loose. Too vulnerable. Finally, I clipped half of it back with a tortoiseshell barrette.

In the mirror, Gretchen emerged.

Not transformed.

Not perfect.

But present.

For clothes, I chose navy scrub pants, a soft white long-sleeve top, a navy scrub tunic, and the sage green cardigan with pearl buttons over it. White sneakers. Simple watch. No necklace because the dental clinic probably had hygiene rules, and I did not need to choke someone on symbolism.

The outfit was modest, practical, and painfully sincere.

The cardigan softened everything.

Too much, maybe.

Or just enough.

I stood in front of the full-length mirror in the bedroom.

Gretchen Winters looked back.

Forty-two. Six months into transition. Dental assistant. Scrapbooker. Beginner tennis player. Lover of sage green. Keeper of lists. Woman practicing her voice into existence. Woman with a crush on Dr. Martin Forks because he said her name like it was normal.

No robot call.

No deadline.

No explanation.

Just her life.

And me inside it, suddenly terrified that this time, there was no lesson to finish and no guarantee I would be returned.

My phone remained silent.

I picked it up, held it close, and whispered, “Call me.”

Nothing.

“Tell me what this is.”

Nothing.

“Tell me how long.”

Nothing.

The apartment answered with a refrigerator hum and the faint rustle of sage curtains.

My anger rose, old and comforting.

“Oh, so now I’m supposed to improvise?”

No response.

I almost threw the phone.

Then I thought of Gretchen’s careful scrapbooks, the plants, the dress with tags still on, the sticky note telling her she was allowed to leave the apartment.

I set the phone down gently.

Not because I was noble.

Because I was a guest in a life someone had been brave enough to build from scraps.

I grabbed her lunch bag, keys, purse, and a light beige coat from the hook by the door. Inside the purse were wallet, transit card, lip balm, hand cream, a folded appointment card, and a small notebook labeled:

Things I’m Brave About This Week

I did not open it.

Not yet.

At the door, I stopped.

The apartment behind me glowed softly in the filtered green light. The couch. The scrapbooks. The tennis racket. The floral dress waiting in the closet. The plants trying. The framed quote.

There is no deadline for becoming yourself.

For Tara, I had known the lesson.

For Bea, I had known the wound.

For Gretchen, I knew nothing.

No mission.

No enemy.

No clock.

Only a woman’s morning.

Only a life mid-bloom.

I took a breath the way Gretchen’s sticky note had instructed.

Then I opened the door and stepped into Chicago as someone the universe had not bothered to explain.


Chapter 19
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THE FIRST mistake I made as Gretchen Winters was thinking I had already gotten ready. I had not. I had only completed the part of the morning where panic put on clothes. There was apparently more.

I stood by the apartment door wearing navy scrub pants, a navy scrub tunic, white long-sleeve shirt underneath, white sneakers, and the sage green cardigan with pearl buttons. My hair was clipped half-up. My face was presentable in the sense that I had followed Gretchen’s handwritten list and not injured either eye with mascara.

I had her lunch bag in one hand, purse on my shoulder, keys in the other.

Then I looked back at the kitchen counter and saw the pill organizer.

Small. Plastic. Pale green. Labeled with the days of the week.

My whole body went cold.

Medication.

Of course.

I walked back slowly, like the tiny box might accuse me of negligence. Monday’s compartment was still closed. Inside were two pills and one tiny tablet. Beside the organizer sat a prescription bottle, a glass of water, and a sticky note.

AM meds. Don’t rush. Eat something.

I stared at it.

Don’t rush.

Eat something.

Gretchen had written reminders to care for herself the way people wrote instructions for complicated appliances.

I set the lunch bag down and opened the fridge again. Yogurt. Apple slices. A container of pasta salad. Oat milk. Eggs. A small jar of strawberry jam. Sensible food. Gentle food. Food that did not perform.

I took the yogurt and stood there holding it.

Then, without warning, my eyes filled.

Not dramatic tears.

Not Bea’s deep breaking.

Just a sudden, humiliating swell that came from nowhere and everywhere at once.

“What now?” I whispered.

The yogurt did not answer.

My chest felt tender, my skin too awake, my emotions too close to the surface. I had woken as Tara and panicked. I had woken as Bea and ached. But Gretchen’s body had a different weather. Softer and more volatile. Something inside me seemed to rise and dip without asking my permission.

Hormones, I thought.

Six months.

I knew the broad strokes. Hormone therapy changed skin, fat, tenderness, mood, desire, temperature, the way crying arrived, the way the body stored meaning. I did not know enough. But Gretchen’s body knew what it was undergoing, and my mind was strapped to the ride without a manual.

I laughed once, wiping under one eye carefully to avoid destroying the makeup I had just fought for.

“Great. New feature unlocked.”

That sounded like Grey.

Mean little joke. Quick defense.

It steadied me.

I ate the yogurt standing up, then forced myself to sit because the sticky note had said don’t rush, and for once, I decided not to be the man who thought instructions were for weaker people. The yogurt was strawberry. Sweet, cold, ordinary. I swallowed the pills with water and felt a strange gravity in the act.

This was not like taking painkillers after a crash.

This was maintenance of becoming.

A daily vote.

Gretchen had to choose herself every morning with water and a calendar compartment.

I looked at the pill organizer and, for reasons I hated, felt humbled by plastic.

After the meds, I checked her face again in the bathroom.

Mistake.

The color corrector near the jaw had separated slightly where I had touched my face. The foundation was too heavy in one patch and too thin in another. One eyebrow looked kinder than the other. The mascara was acceptable from a distance, provided the viewer had compassion and mild vision impairment.

The sticky note on the mirror remained:

Breathe. Blend downward. You’re learning.

I exhaled.

“Fine.”

I dampened the makeup sponge and tried again. Blend down. Light taps. Don’t drag. Don’t panic. Gretchen’s hands had some memory, but not enough for autopilot. Every movement felt careful and new, like I was borrowing a skill still under construction. Tara’s body had known makeup as armor, practiced to corporate perfection. Gretchen’s body knew makeup as courage still being negotiated at sink level.

The difference mattered.

Tara’s eyeliner had said, move.

Gretchen’s foundation said, please let me pass through the day.

I hated that.

Not the makeup.

The fact that anyone needed it as defense.

I adjusted the barrette again. Her hair was not long enough to hide behind fully, but long enough to frame her face. Soft brown, slightly wavy, a little frizzy near the temples. The layers seemed like a recent haircut, one that had probably felt huge in the salon and terrifying afterward.

I tried tucking one side behind her ear.

Too severe.

Untucked it.

Too messy.

Half-tucked.

Acceptable.

The cardigan helped.

That was becoming clear.

The sage green softened the scrubs, made Gretchen look less clinical, more like herself. Pearl buttons. Fine knit. Slightly too big in the shoulders. The kind of piece chosen not to seduce, not to impress, but to make the wearer feel like womanhood could be quiet.

I buttoned two buttons, then unbuttoned one.

Too matronly.

Buttoned it again.

Too exposed.

I stared at myself.

“This is insane.”

The woman in the mirror stared back, nervous and pretty in a way that did not trust itself.

I unbuttoned the top button and left it.

Done.

No more committee meetings with knitwear.

Except the closet called to me.

I knew I had to leave, but I went back anyway, because Gretchen’s clothes felt like the first real language I could read.

The closet was small. A sliding door, one side slightly off track. Inside, everything was organized with the tenderness of someone who owned little but cared about each piece. No Tara-level wardrobes. No Bea accumulation. Gretchen’s closet was an argument for modest hope.

Cardigans first.

Sage green with pearl buttons. Cream with small pockets. Dusty blue, soft and worn at the cuffs. A pale lavender one still with tags, maybe bought in bravery and then postponed.

Blouses.

White cotton. Navy with tiny flowers. Cream with a rounded collar. One blush-pink blouse tucked behind darker pieces like it had embarrassed her after purchase.

Dresses.

Simple, knee-length, mostly dark colors. The green floral dress with tags still on. A navy wrap dress. A grey sweater dress, practical and soft. Nothing tight. Nothing designed to stop a room. Gretchen’s femininity was not built for seduction.

That line formed in my head with surprising clarity.

Not built for seduction.

Built for recognition.

There were skirts too. A black A-line skirt. A denim midi skirt. Two tennis skirts folded on a shelf: white with green trim, navy with pleats. I picked up the white one and felt a memory flicker.

A tennis court at dusk.

Gretchen laughing after missing a ball by an embarrassing distance.

A woman’s voice—maybe an instructor—calling, “Again, Gretchen, bend your knees!”

Gretchen bending too late.

A man’s laugh from another court, warm but not mocking.

Martin?

The memory dissolved.

I held the tennis skirt against myself in the mirror.

Immediately, panic rose.

Too short.

Too visible.

Too hopeful.

I folded it again quickly and returned it to the shelf.

On the closet floor sat two pairs of shoes: low boots and white sneakers. A third pair, nude flats, waited in their box, barely worn. Inside the lid, Gretchen had written in pen:

For when I’m brave enough not to wear sneakers.

I sat back on my heels.

God.

Everything in this apartment was a breadcrumb trail of courage.

Not grand courage. Not stadium courage. Not the kind of bravery men like me got praised for because cameras could catch it.

Tiny courage.

Buy the dress.

Take the meds.

Practice the voice.

Try the flats.

Leave the apartment.

Correct someone when they say sir.

Or don’t, if surviving the moment matters more.

I closed the shoebox.

My old life had made courage simple because the stakes were always external. Win the game. Take the hit. Sign the deal. Propose on the rooftop. Drive fast. Be seen. Be wanted.

Gretchen’s courage was private and repetitive.

No wonder I did not know what to do with it.

On the dresser, I found a small tray of accessories. Pearl studs. Gold hoops. A thin bracelet with a tiny leaf charm. Two hair clips. A necklace with a small letter G pendant. I touched it.

G.

Grey.

Gretchen.

The universe had jokes, but this one felt less funny.

I put the necklace on.

The chain was delicate against my throat. The pendant rested above the scrub collar, small enough that most people might not notice.

I noticed.

In the living room, the scrapbooks waited.

I should have left for work.

Instead, I opened one.

That was becoming a pattern: me knowing the responsible thing and doing the emotionally risky thing first. Maybe that meant I was still Grey. Maybe it meant I was finally learning that information was not always on a schedule.

The first scrapbook had a title page.

Gretchen: Evidence of Becoming

The words were written in green ink, surrounded by pressed leaves and tiny gold star stickers.

I stared at the page for a long time.

Evidence.

As if she needed proof.

As if becoming only counted if documented carefully enough to survive doubt.

The first pages were not chronological exactly. They were emotional.

A pressed fern from a walk by Lake Michigan.

A photo of the sage curtains still in their packaging, taped beside a receipt from a discount home store. Under it, Gretchen had written:

First thing I bought because it felt like me, not because it was practical. $18.99. Worth it.

A magazine clipping of a woman in a green cardigan holding a mug.

I want softness that does not apologize.

A photo of her own hand with clear polish.

First manicure, if clear polish counts. It counts.

I smiled despite myself.

“It counts,” I said.

Another page had makeup experiments. Small printed selfies, some crossed out with notes.

Too orange.
Brows attacked me.
Actually okay?
This day I went outside without wiping it off.

There were pressed flowers from a dental clinic bouquet.

Mina from reception said I looked “fresh.” I thought about it for 3 hours.

Mina.

Different Mina, or the universe was getting lazy with names? No, this one worked at the dental clinic. Reception, apparently. The name made me smile anyway.

Then came a page titled:

Things people said that helped

Aunt Lyd: “You don’t owe everyone a TED Talk.”
Dr. Forks: “Take your time.”
Tennis lady: “You’re allowed to be bad before you’re good.”
Pharmacist: “Gretchen? I love that name.”
Me to me: “You survived being scared yesterday.”

I touched the Dr. Forks line.

Take your time.

A dentist’s ordinary kindness had become scrapbook-worthy.

That told me something about both him and Gretchen.

The next scrapbook had tennis pages. Photos of courts. A terrible action shot where Gretchen was swinging way too late, mouth open in concentration. A receipt for a beginner class. A small strip of green athletic tape. A page of tennis goals:

	Make contact more than panic. 

	Stop apologizing to the ball. 

	Buy the skirt maybe. 

	Play one full casual match without quitting. 

	Laugh if terrible. 



Beside goal five, she had written:

I did. Martin heard. Embarrassing but survived.

Martin again.

There were dental clinic memories too.

A group lunch. A staff birthday card. A photo of a tray of cupcakes. A name badge:

Gretchen Winters — Dental Assistant

I picked it up from the plastic sleeve.

Dental assistant.

The job was real.

The life was real.

And I had to go there.

A wave of panic hit so hard I had to sit back on the couch.

Work.

Not KFC this time, though the body remembered that too somehow, as if my soul now carried secondhand grease. Not Tara’s boardroom either. Dental clinic. Patients. Instruments. Sterile trays. People looking directly into Gretchen’s face while she assisted a dentist.

Dr. Martin Forks.

A man Gretchen liked.

A man who said her name like it was normal.

I looked at the clock.

7:44.

Clinic at 8:30.

The commute route was saved in her phone. Twenty-six minutes by bus and walking. If I left by eight, I would not be late.

That gave me sixteen minutes to panic.

Not enough, honestly.

I opened Gretchen’s notebook labeled Things I’m Brave About This Week.

This time, I let myself.

Inside were short entries.

Monday: Ask Dana to stop calling me “buddy.” Maybe.
Tuesday: Tennis even if legs look weird in skirt.
Wednesday: Voice practice before work, not after when tired.
Thursday: Bring pasta salad for staff lunch and don’t apologize for dill.
Friday: Ask Dr. Forks if I can train on impressions again. He said I was improving last time. Believe him maybe.

Dana.

Potential problem.

Staff lunch.

Impressions.

Dental tasks.

I flipped to another page.

Clinic reminders

Sterilization room: labels face out
Room 2 suction sticks in left drawer
Mrs. Alvarez likes blue bibs
Mr. Kanter jokes when nervous; laugh once, then redirect
Dr. Forks hums when concentrating, not mad
Dana misgenders when irritated, don’t cry at work if possible
Mina knows where everything is
Pack extra cardigan, clinic AC cruel

My hand stopped on the Dana line.

Dana misgenders when irritated.

Don’t cry at work if possible.

A cold, clean anger moved through me.

Not the hot ego anger that wanted to dominate rooms.

This was different.

Protective, maybe.

Or borrowed.

Gretchen had written it like a weather note.

Not Dana is cruel.

Not I deserve better.

Just a practical survival instruction.

Don’t cry at work if possible.

I closed the notebook carefully.

I waited for the robot call.

Nothing.

I waited for static.

Nothing.

I checked the phone again like an idiot.

No unknown caller.

No instructions.

No lesson called Understanding Transition Through Dental Scheduling or whatever nightmare title the universe might choose.

For Tara, I had known I had a week.

For Bea, I had known I had a week.

For Gretchen, I knew nothing.

Maybe it was a week.

Maybe a day.

Maybe forever.

The thought landed and did not leave.

Forever.

I looked around the apartment, at the sage curtains and scrapbooks and tennis racket and the green floral dress with tags still waiting in the closet.

What if I did not go back?

The question was not desire.

Not yet.

It was terror with a new shape.

My old body was not noble, but it was familiar. My money. My name. My power. My mother. Blake. The mansion. The ocean. Even my guilt belonged to me there.

Here, I had Gretchen’s life and no map.

And unlike Tara or Bea, this woman had not been someone I clearly hurt.

At least, not that I knew.

So why was I here?

No answer.

Just the clock.

7:51.

I stood too fast, then steadied myself.

“Work,” I said.

The word sounded fragile in Gretchen’s voice.

I packed the scrapbooks away, tucked the brave notebook into her purse because it felt like a lifeline, and checked the lunch bag again. Yogurt. Pasta salad. Apple slices. Chocolate. I added a granola bar from the jar labeled tennis snacks.

Then I went back to the mirror one last time.

The outfit remained the same: navy scrubs, white undershirt, sage cardigan, white sneakers, pearl studs, small G necklace. Makeup decent. Hair clipped. Hands clean. Nails clear. A woman trying.

Gretchen looked scared.

I hated that she looked scared because it made me feel responsible for her.

Or maybe the responsibility was the point.

I practiced her voice once.

“Good morning.”

Too low.

Again.

“Good morning.”

Too breathy.

Again.

“Good morning.”

Better. Soft, not fake. Gretchen’s low undertone remained, but the sound landed where she wanted it more or less.

I tried her name.

“I’m Gretchen.”

My throat tightened.

Again.

“I’m Gretchen.”

A little stronger.

Again.

“I’m Gretchen Winters.”

There.

Not perfect.

But present.

I grabbed her beige coat and stepped into the hallway.

The apartment building smelled like coffee, old wood, and someone’s laundry. The hallway was narrow, painted a tired cream, with a runner rug down the middle and small seasonal wreaths on a few doors. Gretchen’s door had a tiny pressed-flower wreath with sage ribbon.

Of course.

I locked the door carefully.

Each click sounded final.

Downstairs, the building lobby was small but clean, with mailboxes, a bulletin board, and a glass door looking out onto a Chicago street bright with cold morning. Cars passed. A cyclist in a puffer jacket rolled by. A woman walked a dog wearing a sweater more expensive-looking than Bea’s entire coffee setup.

I stood inside the lobby for a few seconds.

Through the glass, the world waited.

That was all it did.

It did not know I was Grey Watkins. It did not know I had been Tara, Bea, or a man at the edge of the Grand Canyon. It did not know Gretchen was six months into becoming and had to leave the apartment wearing courage under foundation.

It only waited.

A man entered from outside before I could move.

Middle-aged, carrying grocery bags.

He held the door open.

I stepped toward it.

His eyes flicked over me.

Face.

Cardigan.

Scrubs.

Back to face.

A fraction too long.

Not hostile.

Not kind.

Assessing.

The look landed in Gretchen’s body like a bruise waiting to form.

“Morning,” he said.

The word was neutral.

But I heard the hesitation before it.

I smiled automatically.

Too fast.

“Morning.”

My practiced voice held.

Mostly.

He moved past me to the mailboxes.

I stepped outside.

Cold air hit my face.

Chicago smelled like wet pavement, coffee, exhaust, and lake wind. The street was lined with brick buildings, bare-limbed trees, parked cars, and little patches of stubborn spring weeds near the curb. Not glamorous. Not tired. Alive.

I walked toward the bus stop.

Every step felt public.

The white sneakers squeaked slightly. The cardigan moved against my arms. The G pendant touched my throat. My purse strap slipped, and I adjusted it. A teenage boy on a scooter passed and looked back once. My heart jumped so hard I almost stopped.

He kept going.

A woman pushing a stroller smiled politely.

A man in a delivery vest looked through me.

At the corner, a construction worker glanced up from his coffee. His eyes paused on my face. Then, mercifully, moved on.

No one shouted.

No one laughed.

No one called me sir.

Still, my body stayed braced.

That was the part I understood immediately: the fear did not require impact. The possibility of impact was enough.

At the bus stop, three people waited. An older woman in a wool coat. A young man in headphones. A nurse in purple scrubs. I stood a few feet away, trying to look normal, which was exhausting because normal had apparently never once tried to define itself clearly.

The bus arrived late.

Of course.

When the doors opened, I climbed on and tapped Gretchen’s transit card.

The driver barely looked up.

“Morning,” she said.

She.

The driver was a woman, older, with silver braids and bright purple glasses.

“Morning,” I answered.

She glanced at me again, not assessing this time.

“Love that cardigan, honey.”

The bus moved under my feet.

I nearly lost balance.

Not from the motion.

From the word.

Honey.

Cardigan.

Love that.

A small, ordinary kindness given in passing, too light to hold but heavy enough to change the morning.

I found a seat near the middle and sat down carefully.

Outside, Chicago slid past in brick, glass, trees, and grey sky.

I touched the pearl button of the cardigan.

For the first time since waking as Gretchen, my breathing eased.

Not fully.

Not safely.

But enough.

I was still terrified of being looked at. Terrified of being judged, misgendered, exposed, corrected by the world before I understood the rules. Terrified of walking into a dental clinic where people knew Gretchen better than I did.

But the bus driver had called the cardigan lovely.

And Gretchen, somewhere threaded through me, had believed her for one small stop.

That did not make the fear vanish.

It gave it company.

I looked down at my hands in my lap, clear-polished nails catching the morning light.

Six months into becoming.

No robot.

No lesson.

No deadline.

Just a bus ride, a cardigan, and a woman’s life opening in front of me without explanation.

I swallowed.

“Okay, Gretchen,” I whispered.

The bus rattled forward.

“Let’s get you to work.”


Chapter 20
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THE DENTAL CLINIC sat between a bakery and a dry cleaner on a neighborhood street that looked like it had learned to survive winter politely. A blue awning hung over the entrance.

FORKS FAMILY DENTAL

Under it, in smaller letters:

General, Preventive & Cosmetic Dentistry

The word family made me pause.

Not because it was dramatic.

Because it was ordinary.

Grey Watkins had lived in spaces with names like Saint Nocturne, Bellweather & Crane, Kessler & Wren Capital, and stadiums sponsored by corporations that sold people things they did not need. This place had a glass door, a potted plant, and a little sticker that said We Love Your Smile!

I hated that it calmed me.

Inside, the waiting room smelled like mint, coffee, paper, and the clean chemical scent that always made people sit up straighter. The walls were painted a warm cream. The chairs were upholstered in soft blue vinyl, not fancy but clean. There were framed photos of Lake Michigan, a small bookshelf of children’s books, a basket of individually wrapped toothbrushes, and a sign reminding patients to update insurance information.

A receptionist looked up.

She was about fifty, with short copper hair, red glasses, and a cardigan printed with tiny lemons. Her name tag read MINA, which made me almost laugh.

Of course.

Not Bea’s Mina. Gretchen’s Mina.

Apparently, the universe believed every woman deserved one.

“Morning, Gretchen,” she said.

The name landed gently.

My practiced voice took a second to arrive.

“Good morning.”

Mina’s eyes narrowed the smallest amount.

Not suspicious.

Concerned.

“You all right, honey?”

There it was again. Honey.

I had been in Gretchen’s life for less than two hours and women had already used more casual tenderness on me than I had earned in my original body in years.

“Just tired,” I said.

“Voice practice too late again?”

“Something like that.”

She smiled like this made sense. “Dr. Forks is in Room Three setting up for Mrs. Alvarez. Dana called to say she’s ten minutes late, which I have decided to interpret as an act of terrorism.”

Dana.

The name from Gretchen’s bravery notebook.

Misgenders when irritated.

Don’t cry at work if possible.

My shoulders tightened under the sage cardigan.

Mina noticed.

Her gaze flicked down, then back to my face.

“She’s in a mood,” she said, lowering her voice. “But Dr. Forks is in his good one, so maybe the universe balances.”

“Great,” I said.

Too dry.

Mina smiled. “There you are.”

That was the second person who had said something like that in two borrowed lives.

There she is.

There you are.

I wondered how many women had entire selves other people had to coax into rooms.

The clinic hallway opened behind the reception desk. I stepped through the staff door after entering a code Gretchen’s fingers remembered. Muscle memory again. Thank God, because if I had gotten locked out of a dental clinic by a keypad, I might have surrendered to the cosmos on principle.

The back of the clinic was practical and warm. Three exam rooms. A sterilization area. A small lab counter. Cabinets labeled with supplies. A break room at the end of the hall. Everything smelled aggressively clean. Not hospital sterile. More intimate. Cotton rolls, gloves, disinfectant, toothpaste, coffee from somewhere nearby.

On the wall near the staff area hung a row of hooks. A beige cardigan, a purple raincoat, a black puffer, and one white lab coat. Gretchen’s hook had a tiny green ribbon tied around it.

I stared.

She had decorated her hook.

Small courage. Again.

I hung my coat there and kept the sage cardigan on because the clinic air had teeth. Gretchen’s navy scrubs looked better in this environment, more official. The G necklace rested just above the scrub collar, small but visible.

There was a mirror near the staff sink.

I checked quickly.

Foundation intact. Hair acceptable. Cardigan lovely according to bus authority. Eyes nervous.

Could be worse.

A tray of dental instruments sat on the counter nearby, wrapped and labeled. My stomach tightened.

Right.

Work.

Actual work.

Not charming donors. Not running a football route. Not giving a crisis strategy line so good the room rearranged itself. Dental assisting.

People’s mouths.

Sharp instruments.

Suction.

Sterilization.

I grabbed Gretchen’s small notebook from my purse and opened to clinic reminders.

Room 2 suction sticks in left drawer.
Mrs. Alvarez likes blue bibs.
Dr. Forks hums when concentrating, not mad.
Dana misgenders when irritated, don’t cry at work if possible.
Mina knows where everything is.

I clung to the notebook like it contained nuclear codes.

Then a man’s voice came from behind me.

“Morning, Gretchen.”

I turned too fast and nearly dropped the notebook.

Dr. Martin Forks stood at the end of the hall wearing navy scrub pants, a white lab coat, and black rectangular glasses. He was forty-five, maybe a little older-looking in the calm way of men who had accepted time without declaring war on it. Dark blond hair threaded with grey. Strong hands. Broad but not athletic in the performative sense. He looked like he carried groceries in one trip but would not brag about it.

His face was kind.

That was the dangerous part.

Not handsome first.

Kind first.

Though he was handsome too, in a quiet, grown-man way that did not shout across rooms. Strong nose, warm hazel eyes, mouth that looked like it smiled more often when no one demanded it.

Gretchen’s body reacted before I could manage mine.

Warmth.

Nerves.

A tiny lift in the chest, like a flower turning toward a window and then panicking about being seen.

Oh, no.

No, no, no.

I had been adored by women, desired by women, rejected by women, haunted by women, transformed into women, and apparently now I had to experience a workplace crush from inside the body of a woman six months into transition.

The universe had no boundaries.

Martin’s smile faded slightly.

Not completely.

Just enough.

“You okay?”

The question was soft, pitched low enough not to carry toward reception.

That mattered.

He did not say it like Mina had, warm and motherly. He did not say it like Blake, suspicious and tired of my nonsense. He said it like someone who had noticed a tremor and chosen not to point at it.

I forced my practiced voice into place.

“Yes. Sorry. Just… morning.”

That was not a sentence. That was a drawer falling down stairs.

Martin tilted his head.

“Morning does have a reputation.”

I almost smiled.

Gretchen almost smiled too.

Or maybe we both did.

He stepped closer, but not too close. That also mattered. He had a way of keeping respectful distance that felt so deliberate it made my throat tighten.

“You looked like you were somewhere else for a second.”

I looked down at the notebook in my hand.

“Bad sleep.”

“Again?”

“Apparently I’m consistent.”

“Consistency has its uses.” He glanced toward the sterilization counter. “Mrs. Alvarez is first, Room Three. But we have a few minutes. Want coffee before we start?”

I blinked.

He already knew the answer.

I could feel it.

Gretchen’s memory supplied it a second later.

Martin’s office. A little coffee maker. Gretchen pretending not to like the cinnamon oat creamer. Martin pretending not to notice she liked it very much. Two mugs: one blue, one green. Her green one had a tiny chip near the handle.

He knew her coffee order.

Not because he wanted points.

Because he had paid attention.

“Oat milk,” I said carefully. “Cinnamon.”

“And half a packet of sugar, even though you keep insisting it doesn’t count as sugar if you don’t use the whole thing.”

I stared at him.

The warmth in Gretchen’s body became almost painful.

“It’s mathematically different.”

“It is morally identical.”

“That sounds like dentist propaganda.”

His smile came fully then.

Not big.

Enough.

“There she is,” he said.

Again.

That phrase.

There she is.

He said it like Gretchen came back to herself in small flashes and he was always quietly glad to witness one.

My chest tightened.

I had received admiration my entire life. I had been called legend, monster, machine, superstar. I had heard women gasp my name like it was something expensive.

But this?

A man noticing the return of a woman’s tiny joke?

It was almost indecent in its gentleness.

I did not know what to do with it.

So I became defensive.

“I can make my own coffee.”

Martin’s brows lifted.

“I know.”

“I mean, I don’t need special—”

“I was making mine.”

“Oh.”

“And I’m terrible at only making one cup.”

“That’s not a real flaw.”

“I work with what I have.”

He turned toward the small office off the hallway, and Gretchen’s body followed before my pride approved.

His office was compact and lived-in. Desk with patient charts stacked neatly. A framed dental degree. A photo of him with two older people who were probably his parents. A Chicago Cubs mug full of pens. One shelf of dental texts and another of novels, which surprised me. A small coffee machine sat on a cabinet beside two mugs.

The green mug waited there.

Gretchen’s mug.

I hated how much that affected me.

Martin prepared coffee with the ease of routine. No question about which creamer. No performance. He handed me the green mug carefully.

“Here you go.”

Our fingers did not touch.

I noticed that they did not touch.

Which meant part of me had expected them to.

Get it together, Watkins.

I took the mug. “Thanks.”

He leaned back against the cabinet, drinking from the blue mug.

“Pickleball today after work?” he asked.

I nearly choked.

“Pickleball?”

He smiled. “That is the correct name of the sport, yes.”

Memory flickered.

A gymnasium court.

A paddle in Gretchen’s hand.

A tennis racket leaning unused against a wall.

Gretchen complaining that tennis had betrayed her because the racket suddenly felt heavier after hormones. Martin saying pickleball counted as tennis’ friendly cousin. Gretchen saying that sounded like something invented by people who lost at tennis. Martin laughing.

Less strength.

That was in the user direction, we include.

Gretchen had loved tennis, or wanted to love it, but her body was changing. Hormones had softened some of the old strength she had relied on. The tennis racket felt more difficult now, her grip less confident, her swing less powerful. Pickleball had become a compromise. A way to keep playing without feeling like her body had betrayed her.

I held the coffee mug tighter.

“I thought we did tennis,” I said.

“We do when you’re feeling heroic.” Martin’s eyes warmed. “Pickleball when you remember wrists are real.”

I looked down at Gretchen’s hands.

Clear polish. Slight tremor.

“You noticed the wrist thing?”

“You told me.”

Had she?

Memory supplied: Gretchen laughing awkwardly after missing a tennis serve, shaking her wrist, saying, “Apparently estrogen stole my forehand.” Martin answering, “Then we’ll negotiate with a smaller racket.” Paddle. Pickleball. Less reach, less strain. More laughter.

I did not like that he remembered.

No.

That was not true.

I liked it too much.

“Maybe,” I said.

He lifted his mug. “That is your favorite no wearing a fake mustache.”

“I have a fake mustache?”

“You have several. Maybe. We’ll see. I’ll think about it. Interesting idea, Martin. All fake mustaches.”

I laughed despite myself.

He looked pleased.

Not victorious.

Pleased.

Then he added, “Unless you’re too afraid to lose to your boss again.”

Ah.

There it was.

A little tease. Friendly, not sharp.

Gretchen’s body knew this rhythm.

I felt the answer rise before I fully chose it.

“I let you win because you sign my checks.”

“Very generous.”

“I’m practically a philanthropist.”

“Then I should thank your foundation.”

“You should.”

The banter felt old.

Not old as in tired.

Old as in already made. A path worn by two people over weeks or months. A gentle friendship with little jokes and coffee rituals and after-work games where Gretchen could be terrible without being judged.

Grey Watkins would have turned that into a seduction strategy.

Martin did not.

That confused me more than if he had flirted openly.

A knock came at the doorframe.

Mina from reception leaned in. “Mrs. Alvarez is here, and she brought cookies, which I’m putting behind the desk because Dana will eat six and say stress made her.”

Martin set down his mug. “Thank you, Mina.”

Mina looked at me. “You ready, honey?”

No.

Absolutely not.

“Yes,” I said.

Martin heard the lie.

His eyes flicked to mine, not calling it out.

“We’ll take it slow,” he said.

Not patronizing.

Not dramatic.

Just a sentence placed under my feet like a step.

Room Three had a reclining dental chair, overhead light, counters, drawers, a computer, suction lines, and enough instruments to make me regret every casual thought I had ever had about healthcare workers. Mrs. Alvarez sat in the chair, a tiny older woman with silver hair, bright eyes, and a cardigan the color of blueberries. She looked at me and smiled.

“Gretchen, mija, you look so nice today. That green is good on you.”

My throat tightened for the second time that morning over a cardigan.

“Thank you.”

“See?” she said to Martin. “I told her green.”

“You have excellent taste, Mrs. Alvarez,” Martin said, putting on gloves.

“I know. That is why my husband always looked good. I dressed him for forty-nine years.”

Martin smiled. “We are doing a filling check today, same tooth we discussed.”

“I remember. You think I don’t remember because I’m old.”

“I think you remember everything and use it selectively.”

She laughed.

I stood near the assistant’s side and tried to remember how to be useful.

Gretchen’s hands knew some of it. Gloves. Mask. Bib. Mrs. Alvarez likes blue bibs.

Blue bib.

I opened the left drawer.

No bibs.

Panic.

Wrong drawer.

I opened the right drawer.

There they were.

I placed the blue bib with hands that only shook a little.

Mrs. Alvarez patted my wrist. “There. Perfect.”

Perfect was generous, but I accepted it because I was not an idiot.

Then came instruments.

The tray had been prepared, but I still had to pass things. Suction. Mirror. Explorer. Air-water syringe. I knew some names from Gretchen’s notes and fragments of memory. Others blurred into shiny metal anxiety.

Martin asked for suction.

I grabbed the wrong tip.

He did not say wrong.

He simply reached past, selected the correct one, and said quietly, “This one today.”

No embarrassment.

No audience.

No tone.

Just correction.

I nodded, cheeks warm under the mask.

Later, he asked for cotton rolls. I froze for half a beat. Gretchen’s memory showed Room Two, left drawer. But we were in Room Three. Where did Room Three keep cotton rolls?

Martin continued talking to Mrs. Alvarez about her grandson’s college applications while opening the correct drawer himself and sliding it slightly toward me with his hip.

Smooth.

Invisible to the patient.

A cover.

He was covering for me.

Not because I was charming. Not because I had earned it. Because Gretchen was off and he had decided to protect her dignity while she found her footing.

That should have made me feel small.

It did.

But not humiliated.

There was a difference.

The procedure lasted thirty minutes and felt like a playoff game conducted inside someone’s mouth. When it ended, Mrs. Alvarez thanked both of us, took a toothbrush from Mina at the front, and left with instructions she promised to follow selectively.

In the hallway, I leaned against the counter and exhaled.

Martin removed his mask and glanced at me.

“Still with us?”

“Barely.”

He did not laugh at me.

He smiled.

“First patient of the week is always a lie detector.”

“I failed?”

“No.” He lowered his voice. “You were nervous. Not failed.”

I looked at him.

The distinction mattered.

He turned to the sterilization area. “You remembered the blue bib.”

“I opened the wrong drawer first.”

“You remembered the bib.”

There it was again.

That way of seeing the effort before the flaw.

Dangerous man.

The rest of the morning tested every system I possessed.

A teenager needed X-rays. I positioned the sensor wrong, and Dana, who had arrived fifteen minutes late with a cold coffee and a bad attitude, muttered, “He—sorry, she—always does that when stressed.”

The correction came too late.

He.

The word hit Gretchen’s body like a slap delivered with plausible deniability.

My spine went rigid.

Old Grey rose instantly, snarling.

I could have crushed Dana.

She was early thirties, blonde ponytail, sharp little mouth, wearing lavender scrubs and the dead-eyed confidence of someone who specialized in small cruelty. I had taken apart men bigger than her in interviews. One line. That was all I needed.

But Gretchen’s body did something else.

It froze.

Heat rose behind the eyes.

Don’t cry at work if possible.

The note flashed in my mind.

Martin looked up from the computer.

His voice remained calm.

“Dana.”

One word.

Not loud.

Enough.

Dana’s face tightened. “I corrected myself.”

“You will correct yourself before speaking next time.”

The room went silent.

The teenager in the chair looked between us, wide-eyed.

Dana flushed. “Fine.”

Martin turned back to the screen. “Thank you.”

No lecture.

No spectacle.

No making Gretchen stand there while everyone discussed whether she deserved basic respect.

Just a boundary.

Set cleanly.

I looked down at the tray because if I looked at him, Gretchen might cry, and I was apparently on a shared mission with a sticky note not to do that.

When the teenager left, Dana avoided my eyes.

Martin did not ask if I was okay in front of her.

He waited until we were in the sterilization room, machines humming around us.

Then he said, quietly, “I’m sorry.”

I kept my gaze on the instruments. “You didn’t say it.”

“No. But it happened here.”

I swallowed.

Gretchen’s voice came softer than I intended. “I’m used to it.”

“I know.”

That answer hurt.

Because he did know.

Not all of it.

But enough.

“And I wish you didn’t have to be.”

The room became very small.

I wanted to say something clever. Something defensive. Something Grey enough to move us out of tenderness before it got dangerous.

Instead, I loaded instruments into the sterilizer with trembling hands.

One pouch slipped.

Martin picked it up and handed it back without comment.

Quiet cover.

Again.

By lunchtime, my nerves were frayed down to wire.

Mina from reception called into the hallway, “Break if you want it. Dana is on phones, pray for the public.”

I started toward the break room, then heard Dana laughing too loudly inside. Another assistant’s voice. The microwave door slamming. The sharp social noise of people who could make a small room feel like a courtroom.

I stopped.

Martin noticed from his office doorway.

“Gretchen.”

I turned.

He held up his lunch container. “I have an extra chair and no Dana.”

I should have refused.

That would have been safer.

Not romantically safer. Emotionally safer. This man was already too kind in ways that made Gretchen’s body lean toward him before I approved the movement.

“I don’t want to intrude.”

“You won’t. I invited you.”

Simple.

Again.

He made boundaries sound like furniture. Solid. Useful. Not dramatic.

So I followed him into his office.

He cleared a stack of folders from the small round table near the window. I took out Gretchen’s lunch bag: pasta salad, apple slices, yogurt, chocolate, granola bar I had stolen from tennis snacks. He had a container of soup and a sandwich wrapped in wax paper.

The office was warmer than the break room, quieter. A small lamp glowed on the desk. Outside the window, a narrow alley caught a slice of pale light. Not scenic. But calm.

We ate for a few minutes without talking.

That alone was shocking.

Men in my old life rarely allowed silence unless they were angry, bored, or asleep. Martin seemed comfortable letting the room breathe.

Finally, he said, “Dill?”

I looked up.

“What?”

He nodded toward my pasta salad. “I smell dill.”

“Oh.” Gretchen’s memory supplied the line before I could choose. “Too much, apparently.”

“According to whom?”

“Me. Last night. Maybe the whole apartment.”

He took a bite from his soup. “I support excessive dill.”

“Bold medical stance.”

“I’m a dentist. We’re known radicals.”

I smiled.

Small.

He saw it, then did not make a big deal of seeing it.

That restraint was becoming unbearable.

After a moment, he said, “You’ve seemed… not bad, but somewhere else today.”

Panic flickered.

“I told you. Bad sleep.”

“I know.”

The way he said it meant he accepted the answer but did not entirely believe it.

He set down his spoon.

“I’m not asking you to explain. I just want to say, if the day feels heavier than usual, you don’t have to carry it perfectly.”

I stared at the pasta salad.

Perfectly.

The word found some hidden bruise.

“I don’t carry anything perfectly.”

“No one does.”

“You seem like you might.”

That slipped out before I could stop it.

Martin looked genuinely amused. “I floss emotionally about twice a week.”

I laughed into my hand.

He smiled. “That laugh was medically necessary.”

“Is that your professional diagnosis?”

“Yes. I’ll bill your insurance.”

The joke was easy.

The kindness underneath was not.

I looked around his office, at the books, the mugs, the photo of his parents, the tidy chaos of someone who worked hard but did not need every surface to prove control.

This was not romance.

Not yet.

That mattered.

There was no candlelight. No dramatic music. No hand grazing mine over a table. No seduction. No conquest.

Just soup.

Pasta salad.

A quiet office.

A man making room for a woman who looked tired without demanding she explain her tiredness.

Safe.

The word arrived softly and scared me more than desire would have.

Safe was dangerous because safe made you want to stay.

I looked down at Gretchen’s hands, clear polish catching the office light.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” I said.

It was too honest.

I meant the dental clinic.

I meant Gretchen’s life.

I meant everything.

Martin did not rush to reassure me falsely.

He took a breath.

“Most of us don’t,” he said. “Some people are just louder about pretending.”

The old Grey inside me winced.

Fair.

He continued, “You’re learning a lot at once.”

I looked at him sharply.

Had he guessed? Impossible. No one guessed haunted identity coursework.

He meant Gretchen.

Transition.

Work.

Voice.

Social survival.

Everything Gretchen had written into lists because living required checkboxes.

“Yeah,” I said.

The word barely came out.

Martin’s voice softened. “Take your time.”

The scrapbook line.

Aunt Lyd had her quote. The pharmacist had hers. Dr. Forks had this one.

Take your time.

Gretchen had saved it because maybe no one had ever said that to her without impatience attached.

I swallowed.

“Thanks.”

He nodded once, then deliberately changed the subject.

“Pickleball at six, if you want. No pressure.”

“You’re really chasing another fake win.”

“I treasure my fake wins.”

“I’m letting you have them because you’re old.”

He placed a hand over his chest. “Forty-five is not old.”

“I’m forty-two and apparently ancient by your standards.”

“I said no such thing.”

“You implied with your knees.”

“My knees are private citizens.”

I laughed again.

More easily this time.

For a moment, Gretchen’s body forgot to brace.

For a moment, I did too.

Lunch ended when Mina knocked and announced that a child patient had arrived early and was already negotiating with the prize box like a tiny lawyer.

Martin stood. “Ready?”

No.

Yes.

Maybe.

I picked up Gretchen’s lunch container and packed it away.

“As I’ll ever be.”

He opened the office door, then paused.

“Gretchen?”

I looked up.

He smiled lightly.

“Green really is your color.”

The compliment was simple.

No inventory.

No hunger.

No condition.

Just cardigan, color, woman.

Gretchen’s heart did something ridiculous.

Mine did not know how to object.

“Thank you,” I said.

My voice held.

Mostly.

Then I followed him back into the hallway, into the clinic, into the rest of Gretchen’s day.

No robot.

No lesson.

No deadline.

Just Dr. Martin Forks knowing her coffee order, covering her mistakes, defending her name, offering lunch without making it charity, and making safety feel like something that could sit across from you with soup.

I had been wanted by women, worshipped by fans, envied by men, and forgiven by crowds.

I had no idea what to do with being gently known.

So I did the only thing I could.

I went back to work and tried not to drop the suction again.


Chapter 21
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BY THREE in the afternoon, I had learned that a dental clinic could be both gentle and violent. Not violent in the obvious way. No one threw punches. No one screamed. No one shoved me into lockers, left notes on receipts, or asked me to prom just so they could laugh.

Forks Family Dental was warm by most standards. Cream walls. Blue chairs. Children’s stickers. Mint-flavored polish. Lake Michigan photos. Mina at the front desk calling people honey while threatening insurance companies with the cheerfulness of a woman who had chosen war and sensible shoes.

Most people were kind.

That was the strange part.

Mina was kind. Martin was kind. Andre, the hygienist, had smiled when I passed him in the hallway and said, “Cute cardigan, Gretchen,” like it was no big event to call me by my name. Mrs. Alvarez had complimented the green. A little boy in the waiting room had waved at me with a toy dinosaur in his hand.

And still, the day had edges.

Mostly named Dana.

Dana moved through the clinic in lavender scrubs, blonde ponytail swinging, mouth polished in a pink so pale it looked like an HR complaint. She was not openly cruel enough for an easy confrontation. That was her gift. She operated in the gray spaces where people could still claim misunderstanding.

A pause before my name.

A too-bright smile after correcting herself.

A glance at my hands.

A “you know how she is” said to Andre when she thought I could not hear, except the hallway carried sound beautifully when it wanted to wound.

By midafternoon, I had discovered that subtle judgment was exhausting because it required constant translation.

Was that look about me?

Was that pause intentional?

Did she mean “ladies” and include me, or did her eyes skip over me first?

Was I imagining it?

Was imagining it also part of surviving it?

As Grey Watkins, I had rarely wondered what people meant by looking. If someone looked, I assumed admiration, envy, or interest. All useful. All manageable. My body had entered rooms as an answer.

Gretchen’s body entered rooms as a question people felt entitled to solve.

That made me furious.

It also made me tired.

In the sterilization room, I stood at the counter sorting instrument packs while Dana leaned in the doorway with a tablet.

“Gretchen,” she said.

The name was correct.

The tone was not.

I looked up. “Yes?”

“Did you restock Room Two?”

Gretchen’s memory flickered. Cotton rolls, suction tips, bibs, gauze. I had done most of it. I thought.

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

I wiped my gloved hands on a towel. “Pretty sure.”

“Pretty sure isn’t stocked.”

There was the knife.

Small.

Clean.

Barely visible.

I wanted to tell her that if she spent less time weaponizing dental supplies and more time arriving on schedule, Room Two might reach paradise by noon. The line formed fully in my head, sharp enough to draw blood.

Old Grey loved it.

Newer Grey, the one who had seen Tara in the courtyard and Bea in the break room, held it back.

Not because Dana deserved kindness.

Because I knew what public humiliation could become when the person delivering it enjoyed the room.

“I’ll check,” I said.

Dana’s mouth curved slightly. “Thanks.”

She turned away.

I followed her into Room Two and found, to my irritation, that the gauze drawer was half-empty. Not empty. Half. Enough for Dana to be technically right and spiritually annoying.

I restocked it.

Dana watched.

“You’ve been a little scattered today,” she said.

I kept my hands busy. “It happens.”

“Sure. I just mean, Dr. Forks is patient, but patients notice things.”

There it was.

Dr. Forks.

She said his name with just enough possession to make Gretchen’s stomach tighten.

Interesting.

I turned. “Have patients complained?”

Dana blinked.

The direct question surprised her. Good.

“No. I’m just saying.”

“Okay.”

I returned to the drawer.

She shifted. “Okay?”

“Yes. I heard you.”

No apology. No softness.

Not aggressive.

Just not bowing.

Her eyes narrowed. For a second, I saw the calculation. If she pushed, she became obvious. If she retreated, I had held ground without giving her anything to report.

She chose retreat.

“Great,” she said.

Then left.

I exhaled slowly.

My hands were trembling.

That irritated me more than the confrontation.

I had faced men twice my size who wanted to crack my ribs. I had walked into stadiums where ninety thousand fans wanted me to fail. But a woman in lavender scrubs with a passive-aggressive gauze complaint had Gretchen’s body shaking like it had survived a car chase.

No.

Not Gretchen’s body.

Her nervous system.

Her history.

Six months of being visible in a world that could turn any room into a test.

I finished stocking Room Two with the focus of a man defusing a bomb and returned to the hallway.

Martin stood near the computer station reviewing charts. He looked up as I passed.

Noticed my hands.

Of course he did.

He did not ask in front of Dana.

Of course he did not.

He only said, “Room One in five. Pediatric exam. Leo Harris. Seven years old. First filling check after a bad experience at his last dentist.”

The shift was clean.

Practical.

A rope tossed without making a spectacle of the person drowning.

I nodded. “Room One.”

“Blue dinosaur in the waiting room,” he added.

“I saw him.”

“He’s nervous.”

A small pause.

Then Martin said, “You’re good with nervous.”

I almost laughed.

Me?

Grey Watkins, patron saint of making women nervous for the wrong reasons?

But he was not speaking to me.

He was speaking to Gretchen.

And Gretchen, apparently, was good with nervous.

Room One was decorated for children without becoming obnoxious. A mural of smiling animals on one wall. Stickers in a plastic drawer. A small screen above the chair. The dental light looked like a spaceship if one were feeling generous and mildly sedated.

Leo Harris sat in the chair clutching a blue dinosaur with one hand and his mother’s sleeve with the other. He had brown curls, a suspicious mouth, and the rigid posture of a person preparing to be betrayed by adults.

His mother looked exhausted and apologetic.

“He had a rough time last year,” she said.

Martin crouched slightly so he was not towering. “I heard. We’re not going to rush him.”

Leo looked at me.

Not at Martin.

At me.

Children did that sometimes, I was learning. Adults scanned Gretchen and formed categories. Children looked and decided based on something closer to weather. Was she safe? Was she loud? Was she going to lie? Did her smile match her eyes?

I did not know how to answer him.

Gretchen did.

Her body softened.

Her shoulders lowered. Her voice, when it came, was lower than perfect but gentle.

“Hi, Leo. I’m Gretchen.”

He stared.

I held up a blue bib. “This is the least scary bib color. Very scientific.”

His eyes flicked to the bib.

“There’s scary bib colors?”

“Yellow tries too hard.”

His mother made a small sound that might have been a laugh.

Leo’s mouth twitched.

“What about green?” he asked.

“Green is brave but not bossy.”

He looked down at my cardigan. “You like green.”

“I do.”

“Because you’re brave?”

The question hit with absurd force.

I felt Martin glance at me.

I kept my eyes on Leo because looking at Martin would have been too much.

“Because I’m practicing,” I said.

Leo considered this with the seriousness of a judge. “Me too.”

“Then we can practice at the same time.”

His grip on the dinosaur loosened by one claw.

Martin moved slowly through the exam. He explained every step before doing it. No surprise tools. No fake cheer. No “big boys don’t cry” nonsense, which I appreciated with the full force of every toxic locker room I had ever survived and contributed to. I stood beside the chair, handing what Martin needed, using suction when required, making exactly two mistakes and recovering from both before anyone except Martin noticed.

Leo watched me more than the instruments.

Every time he tensed, I said something small.

“Still with us?”

“Dinosaur’s doing excellent work.”

“Your tongue is trying to help. Very generous, but we need it to retire for a second.”

At one point, the suction made a loud slurping sound, and Leo jumped.

Before his fear could rise, I widened my eyes and whispered, “That thing is so dramatic.”

He laughed.

A real laugh.

Open mouth. Missing tooth. Blue dinosaur clutched to his chest.

His mother’s eyes filled.

Not fully.

Just enough.

Martin paused for half a second, then continued.

The check took longer than it would have with a calm patient, but no one rushed. By the end, Leo had survived, the tooth looked fine, and he selected two stickers from the prize drawer because Martin said bravery had excellent negotiation rights.

At the front desk, Leo turned back before leaving.

“Bye, Gretchen.”

The name in his little voice landed like a blessing I had no right to receive.

“Bye, Leo.”

He hugged the dinosaur and walked out with his mother.

I stood near the reception desk, suddenly aware of my hands again.

Mina looked at me over her red glasses.

“Don’t cry in my lobby,” she said softly. “I just cleaned the counter.”

I laughed, though my eyes burned.

“I’m not.”

“Lies.”

Martin came up behind me with the chart.

“You were excellent,” he said.

Not loud.

Not dramatic.

Just factual.

My body did not know what to do with the praise.

So I tried to make it less.

“He was easy.”

Martin looked at me.

“No, he wasn’t.”

I opened my mouth.

He continued, “And you didn’t make him feel like being scared was a problem. You gave him somewhere to put it.”

That sentence entered quietly and went deep.

Not beautiful.

Not pretty.

Not brave in the abstract.

Patient.

Soft.

Useful.

He was complimenting what Gretchen did for someone, not how she looked doing it.

I had been praised all my life for performance. Speed. Strength. Dominance. Charm. Marketability. The body, always the body. What it could do. How it looked doing it. How much money it could move.

Tara had been admired for beauty sharpened into status.

Bea had been judged for a body that did not serve strangers’ expectations.

Gretchen had just been praised for patience.

Something inside me gave way.

Not broken.

Opened, maybe.

I looked down because the hallway was not a safe place for whatever my face wanted to do.

“Thanks,” I said.

Martin’s voice gentled. “I mean it.”

“I know.”

That was the problem.

Dana walked by with a stack of files and glanced between us. Her smile was quick and thin.

“Cute moment,” she said.

Martin’s expression remained mild, but his eyes cooled. “Patient care usually is.”

Dana’s smile faltered.

Mina coughed into her hand.

I looked away before I laughed and accidentally started a clinic war.

The rest of the afternoon moved with less terror. Not no terror. Gretchen’s day still had tiny cliffs everywhere. A patient stared too long. A supply drawer stuck. Dana made one comment about “some people getting special handling” and Mina told her to try getting special handling from the printer because it hated everyone equally. Martin hummed while writing notes, which Gretchen’s reminder had said meant concentration, not anger.

I began to understand the clinic as a map of small relationships.

Mina at the front desk, protective and nosy.

Andre the hygienist, easygoing, always with gum.

Dana, threatened by something she would never name because naming it would make her the villain.

Martin, steady at the center, not perfect, not saintly, but careful in ways that took discipline.

And Gretchen.

Not an intruder.

Not a spectacle.

A person with a hook decorated in green ribbon, a mug in Martin’s office, patients who knew her name, coworkers who noticed her cardigan, and a notebook full of reminders because some days courage had to be written down.

The life she built was not large.

But it was real.

That frightened me more than punishment.

Because I was starting to care what happened to it.

At five, I clocked out.

Yes, Gretchen clocked out. A dental clinic still had time cards, because apparently every life in this course involved some version of being accountable to a machine.

In the staff bathroom, I changed out of the navy scrub tunic and into a soft cream blouse I had packed without remembering I had packed it. Gretchen’s memory again. The blouse had a rounded collar and tiny pearl buttons. I left the scrub pants on because carrying an entire outfit change had limits, but I swapped the clinic cardigan for the sage one again, refreshed my lip tint, and touched up the foundation around my jaw with trembling care.

The bathroom mirror was unforgiving, but less cruel than the one in the morning.

Gretchen looked tired.

But she looked like she had made it.

That mattered.

I removed the hair clip and brushed her hair loose, then clipped back only one side. Softer. More evening than work. Not seductive. Not Tara’s devastating black dress. Not Bea’s olive sweater of tentative hope. Gretchen’s outfit was modest and slightly mismatched—scrub pants, cream blouse, sage cardigan, white sneakers—but somehow it felt like her.

A woman leaving work.

That was all.

That was huge.

When I stepped into the hallway, Martin was by the coat hooks, putting on a dark wool jacket.

“Heading out?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Pickleball?”

My stomach fluttered.

Not desire exactly.

Fear of being invited into joy.

“I forgot.”

He smiled. “That is another fake mustache.”

“I’m tired.”

“That one I believe.”

He adjusted his scarf. Navy. Simple. Good on him. Annoyingly.

“Rain check?” he asked.

“Maybe.”

He gave me a look.

I sighed. “Fine. Yes. Rain check.”

“Good. My fake winning streak can wait.”

Mina called from the front, “Dr. Forks, if you make her play pickleball after her first Monday back from whatever spiritual fog this is, I will file a complaint with the United Nations.”

Martin raised his hands. “Peacekeeping successful.”

I laughed.

The sound came easier now.

Outside, the evening had turned cold and blue. The clinic windows glowed behind me. For a moment, I stood under the awning and considered taking the bus.

Then Gretchen’s phone showed the walk home was thirty-two minutes.

I chose to walk.

Maybe because I needed air.

Maybe because, after the Grand Canyon, walking away from an edge felt important.

Chicago at dusk was not glamorous, but it had texture. Bakeries closing. Buses sighing at curbs. People hurrying with tote bags and scarves. A dog barking at a bicycle like it had been personally betrayed. The lake wind slipped between buildings and found every gap in the cardigan.

I pulled it tighter.

Underneath the modest layers, I was aware of everything.

The underwear first.

Gretchen’s panties sat differently than anything in my old life had prepared me for. The tuck had not held perfectly through the day. Not disastrously, not visibly as far as I could tell, but enough that I felt exposed with every step. A subtle wrongness. A private adjustment I could not make on a public sidewalk without feeling like the whole city would turn.

The anatomy I had discovered that morning was still there, softened and contained, part of Gretchen’s reality in a way that was neither simple nor easy. In the morning, it had frightened me because it disrupted categories. Now, after a full day, it frightened me because I understood how much management went into being seen as herself while carrying a body the world might use against her.

Walk normally.

Do not adjust.

Do not look down.

Do not let anyone see fear.

The rules ran quietly under every step.

A man passed walking the opposite direction. His eyes flicked over me, paused, moved on. Maybe he read me. Maybe he did not. Maybe it mattered. Maybe it did not. Gretchen’s body braced anyway.

A group of teenagers laughed behind me.

Not at me, probably.

Probably.

The word did no comfort.

My shoulders tensed until I turned a corner and their voices faded.

Then, suddenly, pride arrived.

Small, but real.

I had survived the day.

No robot. No countdown. No instructions.

I had taken Gretchen’s meds. Fixed her makeup badly, then better. Worn the cardigan. Gone to the clinic. Handled Dana without turning into the kind of person who made rooms unsafe. Helped Leo through fear. Accepted Martin’s compliment without weaponizing it. Walked through Chicago as Gretchen Winters and remained upright.

For Grey Watkins, MVP, superstar, man who once needed eighty thousand people to validate a catch, this should have felt pathetic.

It did not.

It felt like a win.

Not a stadium win.

A quiet one.

A green-ribbon-on-a-hook kind of win.

I stopped at a crosswalk and looked at my reflection in a dark shop window.

Gretchen appeared faintly in the glass.

Cream blouse. Sage cardigan. Navy scrub pants. Hair half-loose. Purse strap across one shoulder. Tired face. Soft mouth. Stronger than she looked because every ordinary errand required negotiations men like Grey never imagined.

I lifted my chin.

The reflection did too.

“There you are,” I whispered.

Not loudly enough for anyone else to hear.

The walk home took longer than the phone predicted because I moved slowly and stopped once at a small corner store. I bought tea, a loaf of bread, and a packet of chocolate biscuits Gretchen apparently liked because seeing them made her body warm with recognition.

At the counter, the cashier, a young guy with tired eyes, said, “Have a good night, ma’am,” without hesitation.

Ma’am.

The word should not have mattered as much as it did.

It mattered anyway.

I carried it home like change in my pocket.

In the apartment building lobby, I checked the mail. Two flyers, a bill, and a postcard from Aunt Lyd with a picture of tulips on the front. I did not read it yet. Some things deserved Gretchen, not me rifling through them like a thief.

Inside the apartment, the sage curtains were darker now, the room lit by soft lamplight I turned on immediately. The place smelled faintly of tea, paper, and plants. One of the plants on the windowsill still looked dead. I admired its commitment.

I set down the groceries, hung up the cardigan carefully, then put it back on because the apartment was chilly and because I wanted it.

That admission stopped me.

I wanted the cardigan.

Not as a disguise.

Not as a clue.

As comfort.

I made tea and sat at the small dining table with Gretchen’s phone in front of me.

Waiting.

The first hour passed.

No call.

I checked recent calls.

Nothing.

I opened messages.

A few from Aunt Lyd, one from Mina at the clinic:

Mina: You survived Monday. This is not small. Also Dana’s aura remains beige.

I smiled and replied:

Beige is generous.

The response came fast.

There she is.

Again.

Always that phrase.

I set the phone down and waited.

Nothing.

No flicker.

No static.

No Unknown Caller.

At eight, I ate pasta and tea because apparently Gretchen considered that dinner possible. At nine, I showered, carefully removed makeup, shaved where needed, applied moisturizer, and changed into soft grey sleep pants and the pale green BEGIN AGAIN shirt. I took the evening meds because the organizer told me to. Another daily vote.

At nine-thirty, I sat on the bed with the phone in my lap.

“Call.”

Nothing.

“Seriously.”

Nothing.

My anger rose, but it had nowhere to go.

I stood and paced the small bedroom.

“Is this it?” I demanded of the sage curtains. “No instructions? No rules? No ‘one week’? No smug little lesson title?”

Silence.

I pointed at the phone.

“You were very chatty when you wanted to tell me I was garbage.”

The dead plant remained unmoved.

I checked my own number again.

Call failed.

Blake failed.

My mother failed.

Any attempt to reach Grey Watkins failed like he had never existed.

A cold thought slipped in.

Maybe he did not.

Not here.

Not anymore.

I sat on the edge of the bed.

The fear I had been avoiding all day finally caught up.

What if this was permanent?

Not offered at the end.

Not chosen.

Just done.

Grey Watkins collapsed at the Grand Canyon and never came back. Gretchen Winters woke up with a man inside her life and no one to explain the transfer. What if the silence was not mystery but verdict?

I looked toward the mirror.

Gretchen looked back from across the room.

No makeup now. Hair loose and slightly frizzy. Face softer, more vulnerable. Jaw shadow faint despite shaving. Eyes wide. Shirt green. Necklace still on because I had forgotten to remove it and now did not want to.

I touched the G pendant.

Grey.

Gretchen.

The same letter, no answer.

“I can’t be her,” I whispered.

The sentence sounded cruel the moment it left my mouth.

Not because it was false.

Because it made Gretchen sound like a punishment.

I closed my eyes.

“No. That’s not what I mean.”

The room stayed quiet.

“I don’t know how to be her.”

That was truer.

Maybe the truest thing.

I did not know how to be a woman who had chosen becoming instead of being forced into it. I did not know how to carry a body mid-transition, a job with people who knew her, a crush on a kind dentist, a closet full of modest hope, a life made of notes telling her she was allowed to leave the apartment.

I did not know how to be Grey anymore either.

That was the deeper terror.

The phone did not ring.

The lights did not flicker.

There was no escape hatch.

No authority to argue with.

No cosmic system to insult.

Only Gretchen’s quiet apartment and the possibility that tomorrow would arrive expecting me to keep living.

I lay down carefully.

The bed was smaller than mine. The pillow softer. The green curtains moved slightly in the fan’s breath.

I kept the phone beside me, screen up.

Just in case.

Minutes passed.

Maybe an hour.

No call.

No static.

No answer.

Eventually, I turned onto my side and stared at the tennis racket leaning against the wall.

Pickleball, Martin had said.

Rain check.

A small future.

Terrifying.

Ordinary.

Possible.

I touched the G pendant once more.

For the first time since the Grand Canyon, I prayed.

Not well.

Not with words I would admit to anyone.

But something in me reached into the silence and asked, not to go back, not yet, not exactly.

Just:

Help me not ruin her.


Chapter 22
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A WEEK LATER, I had become moderately competent at being Gretchen Winters. Moderately. I was not giving myself a trophy. Though, to be fair, I owned several trophies in another life for doing less emotionally complicated things than leaving an apartment in eyeliner.

But by the seventh morning, I knew the basics.

I knew which foundation shade worked if I used the orange corrector first and did not panic-blend my jaw into a different climate. I knew how to take the morning meds with food before the hormonal mood swing ambushed me over something stupid, like a coffee commercial or a squirrel looking lonely on a fence. I knew the sage cardigan went with almost everything because Gretchen had apparently built her color palette around emotional survival. I knew Dana’s “accidental” pauses were not worth bleeding over every time. I knew Mina at the clinic hid emergency chocolate in the bottom drawer. I knew Dr. Martin Forks hummed when concentrating, sighed when insurance paperwork appeared, and smiled with only the left side of his mouth when trying not to laugh at his own joke.

I also knew the robotic voice was still gone.

No calls.

No static.

No flickering lights.

No explanation.

Every morning, I woke up in Gretchen’s small Chicago apartment and waited for the phone to ring. Every night, I went to sleep with the phone on the pillow beside me like an idiot waiting for a toxic ex from another dimension.

Nothing.

The silence had stopped feeling like a pause and started feeling like a condition.

Which was why, when Gretchen’s phone chimed at 5:15 on a Tuesday evening, I nearly dropped a mug of tea.

The screen lit up.

Calendar reminder.

Beginner pickleball — 6:00 PM. Don’t skip just because nervous.

I stared at it.

Pickleball.

Of course.

The least intimidating sport ever named by a committee of suburban ghosts, and somehow it made my stomach tighten.

The reminder had a location attached: Maplewood Community Center Courts.

Under the event, Gretchen had added a note to herself:

New paddle in closet. Wear green skirt if brave. Martin said smaller paddle = less wrist strain. Stop mourning tennis like it died in war.

I laughed before I could stop myself.

That was Gretchen.

Soft, terrified, funny when she forgot to hate herself.

The tennis racket still leaned against the wall near the bookshelf, elegant and underused. The newer pickleball paddle was in the closet, still in its packaging, green and white with a little star sticker Gretchen must have added. The paddle looked ridiculous compared to a tennis racket. Small. Friendly. Almost unserious.

I picked it up.

My old body would have judged the sport immediately.

Actually, my current mind judged it immediately.

Pickleball was not football. It was not even tennis. It was a plastic ball, a paddle, a community court, and people named Barb wearing visors. It did not require dominance. It did not create legends. No one built a stadium for pickleball and filled it with eighty thousand screaming fans.

That, apparently, was the point.

I almost skipped.

The reason came quickly: Gretchen had worked all day. Her feet hurt. Her makeup was tired. The weather had turned cold and damp. Dana had made one comment about “some people needing extra emotional support,” and I had swallowed three different comebacks because Martin had been in the room and I refused to turn Gretchen’s workplace into a gladiator pit.

I deserved to stay home.

Gretchen deserved to rest.

We could eat soup, scrapbook, and continue waiting for a call that would not come.

Then I read the reminder again.

Don’t skip just because nervous.

Not tired.

Nervous.

Gretchen knew herself too well to let herself hide under the wrong excuse.

I hated that.

Then I respected it.

Then I opened the closet.

The green skirt was folded on the shelf beneath the tennis clothes. Not the white tennis skirt with green trim, which still felt too exposed. This one was a soft sage athletic skirt with built-in shorts underneath. Modest by athletic standards. Brave by Gretchen’s. I held it up and immediately felt her body tense.

Too short.

Too leg.

Too shape.

Too much invitation for the world to inspect.

I almost put it back.

Then I saw the note tucked beneath it.

A sticky note, of course.

You bought it because you liked it. You don’t have to earn wearing it.

I sat on the edge of the bed holding the skirt.

For a moment, I missed my old body with the kind of resentment that made me feel sick. Grey Watkins had worn anything. Suits, sweats, jerseys, shirtless magazine spreads, ridiculous campaign outfits. My body had been public property too, in a way, but celebrated. Applauded. Monetized. When people stared, it strengthened the myth.

For Gretchen, being seen in a skirt was not myth.

It was risk.

I put the skirt on.

Slowly.

The built-in shorts helped. The hem fell mid-thigh, longer than the white one would have. I paired it with black leggings underneath because Chicago was cold and my bravery had terms. On top, I wore a soft white athletic shirt under a sage zip-up jacket. White sneakers. Clear lip gloss. A little concealer, mascara, and the G necklace because I had stopped taking it off except to shower.

In the mirror, Gretchen looked sporty in a careful way.

Not sexy.

Not trying to be.

Just a woman going to a community court in a green skirt she had bought for herself.

My throat tightened.

“Fine,” I told the mirror. “You win.”

Gretchen’s reflection looked unconvinced but present.

That counted.

The community center was twenty minutes away by bus, then a five-minute walk past a park where the trees were just beginning to show spring green. The building was brick, low, and practical, with a gym, multipurpose rooms, and outdoor courts behind a chain-link fence. The sky had turned the color of wet slate. Court lights flickered on as evening settled.

The sound reached me before I saw the players.

Pop.

Pop.

Laughter.

Pop.

A plastic ball hitting paddles. Shoes squeaking. Someone groaning after missing a shot. A woman shouting, “Kitchen! Stay out of the kitchen!” which made no sense until Gretchen’s memory supplied the pickleball rule and I decided the sport had been named by people actively avoiding dignity.

There were four courts. Two filled with older players who moved better than my ego wanted to admit. One with a mixed beginner group. One open for lessons.

A woman in a purple windbreaker waved when she saw me.

“Gretchen! You made it!”

Her name arrived after a second.

Lana.

Beginner instructor. Sixty-ish, silver bob, calves like carved wood, no tolerance for self-pity.

“Barely,” I called back.

The voice came out okay.

Lana grinned. “Barely is attendance. Attendance is progress.”

Everyone in Gretchen’s life had apparently taken a poetry workshop.

I entered the court area, clutching the paddle like it might testify against me. There were six people in the beginner class: a retired couple, a college student, a woman in her thirties who looked like she had come straight from work, a man with knee braces, and me.

Nobody stared for too long.

A few glanced. People did. Gretchen’s body noticed every glance, sorted them, braced for impact. But no one laughed. No one whispered loudly. No one said sir. One older woman smiled at my skirt and said, “That color is lovely.”

I almost cried.

Hormones, I told myself.

Also humanity, maybe.

Lana gathered us for warm-ups. “Wrists loose, knees soft. Gretchen, good, you brought the new paddle.”

“I was bullied by my calendar.”

“Calendars are how adults parent themselves.”

“Mine is strict.”

“As it should be.”

We started with simple grip and bounce drills. I was terrible.

Not charmingly terrible at first.

Just terrible.

The ball bounced wrong. The paddle felt smaller than my instincts wanted. My old athlete brain expected power, angles, control, dominance. Gretchen’s body gave me caution, reduced grip strength, and a deep suspicion of sudden lateral movement.

I missed the first three easy returns.

The fourth hit the paddle edge and flew backward.

The college student ducked.

“Sorry,” I said.

Lana clapped. “Good! Now we know the paddle works in several directions.”

The retired man laughed. Not at me. With the group. The difference mattered.

I tried again.

Pop.

Miss.

Pop.

Awkward return.

Pop.

Better.

A strange thing happened after ten minutes.

I stopped wanting to dominate.

Not entirely. Let’s not get sentimental and pretend I had become a saint with a paddle. My competitive instinct was not dead; it was just confused by the low stakes and people named Lana. But the urgency softened. Nobody expected greatness from Gretchen. Nobody needed her to prove she deserved the court. The point was not to crush, not to be exceptional, not to turn effort into a highlight.

The point was to try.

To move.

To laugh when the ball did something stupid.

Gretchen’s body, awkward and cautious, began to enjoy itself.

At first, I resented the enjoyment because it felt too simple. I had built a life on difficult pleasures: winning, seducing, performing, surviving. This was plastic-ball happiness on a public court with a cold wind sliding under a sage jacket.

Ridiculous.

Then I returned a shot cleanly down the middle, and Lana shouted, “There it is!”

The retired woman clapped her paddle against mine.

“Nice one, Gretchen!”

I smiled so hard it startled me.

Not Grey’s smile. Not the practiced one. Not the one calibrated to work on cameras, donors, or women at bars.

Gretchen’s smile.

Small, disbelieving, and bright.

For one second, I felt her happiness rise through me like warm air.

Not mine, but shared.

Not taken, but borrowed with permission.

It made my chest ache.

Then I missed the next ball so badly it hit the fence.

The court laughed.

So did I.

That was when Martin arrived.

Of course he did.

I heard his voice before I saw him.

“Was that strategic?”

My entire body turned.

Dr. Martin Forks stood outside the fence holding a gym bag and a paddle. He wore dark athletic pants, a navy quarter-zip pullover, and running shoes. No white coat. No scrubs. No clinic authority. Just Martin, forty-five and solid and warm in the fading light, his hair slightly wind-tossed, glasses replaced by contacts or maybe he simply did not wear them for sports.

He looked unfairly good.

Not movie-star good.

Worse.

Comfortable-in-his-own-skin good.

I immediately wanted to fix my hair, which was absurd because it was clipped back and under siege by wind.

“You’re late,” I said.

The line came out before panic could eat it.

He smiled. “I was told beginners start with humility. I wanted to miss that part.”

“I perfected it before you arrived.”

“I saw the fence shot. Very advanced.”

“I was testing the perimeter.”

“Security-minded.”

Lana waved him in. “Martin, you joining or heckling?”

“Multitasking.”

He opened the gate and stepped onto the court. Gretchen’s body became painfully aware of itself: skirt over leggings, white shirt, sage jacket, G necklace under the collar, hair probably frizzing, face probably flushed.

Martin’s eyes moved over me once.

Not like Owen.

Not like Adrian.

Not like Caleb.

He noticed the outfit, yes. He was alive. But the look did not inventory. It warmed.

“You wore the green skirt,” he said.

My throat tightened.

The way he said it made it sound like he understood this was not just clothing.

“Calendar bullied me,” I said.

“Good calendar.”

“Don’t encourage it.”

“It has your best interests at heart.”

“Traitor.”

His smile deepened.

Lana paired us for a drill because the universe was apparently writing with both hands now. Martin stood across from me on the court, paddle ready, relaxed and infuriatingly capable. He did not look like a former athlete, not in the flashy way. But he moved well. Balanced. Patient. The kind of coordination that came from doing things consistently instead of trying to impress everyone nearby.

We started easy.

He served softly.

Too softly.

I narrowed my eyes. “Do not baby me.”

“I’m not.”

“That serve had a bedtime.”

He laughed. “Fine.”

The next one came faster.

I missed.

He lifted his brows.

“Happy?”

“Thrilled,” I said.

We tried again. This time, I returned it, ugly but legal. He sent it back with a slow arc that let me adjust. Not too easy. Not humiliating. A kind challenge.

I knew that kind now.

It was Martin’s specialty.

Give enough support to keep dignity intact. Enough difficulty to make progress real.

After a few rallies, he came around to my side of the net.

“Can I show you something?”

The question was simple, but Gretchen’s body reacted like it had layers.

Can I.

He asked before touching instruction.

I nodded. “Okay.”

He stood beside me, not behind me.

Again, distance.

“You’re gripping too tight,” he said.

“I’m not.”

He looked at my white knuckles.

I looked too.

“Fine. Maybe the paddle owes me money.”

“Try holding it like you’re keeping a bird from leaving, not punishing it for existing.”

I stared at him.

“That is the most dentist thing anyone has ever said.”

“I’m full of gentle metaphors and fluoride.”

“Tragic.”

He laughed softly, then demonstrated with his own paddle. “Loose wrist. Let the paddle do some of the work.”

“The paddle is small and suspicious.”

“The paddle is your friend.”

“My friends don’t have holes in them.”

“Then you’re thinking of Swiss cheese.”

I laughed and adjusted my grip.

The next return cleared the net.

Barely, but it cleared.

“There,” he said.

One word.

No applause.

No fuss.

But the warmth in it made my face heat.

We moved to footwork next. That was worse. Gretchen’s body wanted to move carefully, protecting knees, tuck, balance, dignity, everything. My old athlete brain wanted explosiveness. The result was a strange half-step panic that made Lana call, “Trust your feet, Gretchen!”

Trust your feet.

Sure.

Excellent.

My feet, currently managing a body, a skirt, hidden anatomy, hormone-softened strength, and a man I liked watching me learn, were not accepting new trust accounts.

Martin noticed the hesitation.

“Small steps,” he said. “You don’t have to cover the whole court in one move.”

“That’s inefficient.”

“That’s pickleball.”

“That explains so much.”

“Try again.”

I did.

Missed.

Tried again.

Hit.

Missed.

Laughed.

Hit.

At some point, the fear changed shape. It was still there, but it stopped being a wall and became weather. Present, manageable, not the whole story. The court lights came fully on. The plastic ball flashed pale green-white through the air. The wind lifted the edge of my skirt over the leggings, and I only panicked for three seconds instead of ten.

Progress.

Martin and I moved into a casual doubles game with Lana and the retired woman, whose name was Edie and whose backhand deserved a congressional hearing. Martin was on my team. He was much better than I was and pretended not to be, which I found both charming and morally suspect.

“Stop saving me,” I said after he lunged for a ball I had no chance of reaching.

“I was saving us.”

“Leadership excuse.”

“I’m a dentist. We preserve things.”

“You preserve your winning streak.”

“You caught me.”

Edie served, and I missed again.

Martin put a hand over his heart. “Our empire suffers.”

“Your empire. I am a peaceful citizen.”

“You were trash-talking four minutes ago.”

“That was diplomacy.”

He laughed, and I felt it in my chest.

Chemistry did not arrive like fire.

That surprised me.

With Grey, chemistry had always been heat first. A look, a body, a challenge, a room narrowing around desire. Chemistry meant tension you could spend quickly. It had a direction. Toward a bed, a kiss, a story, an exit.

With Martin, chemistry was quieter and more dangerous.

It lived in him remembering my coffee order.

In him asking before touching.

In him seeing the green skirt and understanding not to overpraise it.

In laughing when I missed easy shots without making me feel like the miss defined me.

Friends first.

The phrase settled into me.

Not consolation. Not delay. Foundation.

Gretchen already had that with him. A friendship built from coffee, clinic jokes, pickleball compromises, small protections, and enough restraint that desire, if it existed, had not been allowed to trample the room.

I did not know how to be inside that.

My old instinct kept looking for the next move.

Escalate.

Charm.

Test.

Win.

Martin kept refusing to make it a game.

After the match, we lost 11–6, which Martin insisted was “statistically promising,” an offensive phrase I threatened to report to Mina.

Lana dismissed the group with homework: ten minutes of grip practice, light stretches, no self-insults.

“No self-insults?” I asked.

She pointed at me. “Especially you.”

“I feel targeted.”

“You are.”

Martin and I collected our bags near the fence. The air had grown colder. My cheeks were flushed from wind and movement. A strand of hair had escaped the clip and stuck to my lip gloss. I tried to brush it away and made it worse.

Martin smiled.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“You have a nothing face.”

“I do not.”

“You do. It’s professionally gentle and personally suspicious.”

His smile widened. “Your hair is staging a rebellion.”

“Oh.”

I turned away, embarrassed, and tried to fix it in the reflection of the dark court window. Hopeless. I pulled the clip out entirely, then regretted it when my hair fell around my face in wind-frizzed layers.

“Great,” I muttered. “Now I look like I fought a leaf blower.”

Martin stepped closer, then stopped.

“May I?”

One question.

Two words.

My body went very still.

May I.

He held out a hand, not touching yet, asking permission for something as small as fixing hair.

The restraint hit me harder than any bold move would have.

I nodded.

“Okay.”

He reached slowly and tucked the escaped strand behind my ear.

His fingers brushed my hair, not my skin.

Barely.

Still, the contact moved through Gretchen’s body like a match struck in a quiet room.

Then he stepped back immediately.

Not because he was repulsed.

Because he was careful.

He had asked.

He had helped.

He had retreated.

The entire moment lasted maybe two seconds.

My throat closed.

Old Grey would have read retreat as weakness. Missed opportunity. Lack of confidence. I had built half my romantic life on pressing into openings before women could decide whether they had meant to create them.

Martin did the opposite.

He gave space back.

And somehow that felt more intimate than taking it.

“Thanks,” I said.

The word came out too soft.

His eyes held mine for a moment.

“You’re welcome.”

The court lights hummed.

Behind us, Edie complained to Lana about her husband’s pickleball shoes. A car door slammed in the parking lot. Someone laughed near the gym entrance. The world continued, rudely normal, while I stood in a sage athletic skirt over leggings, holding a ridiculous paddle, trying to understand why a man stepping back had almost undone me.

Martin looked away first.

Not awkwardly.

Respectfully.

“You walking or bus?”

“Bus.”

“I can walk you to the stop.”

I almost said no.

Not because I wanted to refuse.

Because I wanted to say yes too much.

“That’s okay,” I said.

The words came from habit. Gretchen’s or mine, I could not tell.

Martin nodded. No pressure. No disappointment sharpened into punishment.

“Okay.”

Damn him.

I closed my eyes for half a second.

Then opened them.

“Actually,” I said, hating how brave one word could feel, “you can walk me.”

His smile returned slowly.

“I’d like that.”

We walked side by side toward the bus stop, gym bags over our shoulders. He did not crowd me. He did not make the almost-touch into a joke. He did not ask if I was okay, which was good because I was not and the reasons were above everyone’s pay grade.

The sidewalk was damp from earlier rain. Streetlights reflected in small puddles. My legs felt pleasantly tired under the skirt and leggings. Gretchen’s body was not powerful in the old way I understood power, but it had carried me through the class. It had moved, missed, laughed, tried.

I felt proud of it.

That startled me.

I had been proud of my body as Grey because of what it could dominate.

I was proud of Gretchen’s because of what it dared.

At the bus stop, Martin stood beside me under the shelter while wind moved down the street.

“You did well tonight,” he said.

“You are legally required to encourage beginners.”

“I am morally required to be honest.”

“That sounds exhausting.”

“It can be.”

He looked at me then, and something softened in his face.

“You looked happy out there.”

I swallowed.

“Only because I kept the ball in bounds twice.”

“Three times.”

“Don’t flirt with me using statistics.”

The words left my mouth before I could stop them.

For one terrifying second, silence opened.

Martin’s eyes warmed, but he did not pounce on the line.

“No flirting,” he said lightly. “Only accurate record-keeping.”

That should have embarrassed me more.

Instead, it made me feel safe enough to breathe.

The bus appeared down the road.

Part of me was relieved.

Part of me hated it.

When it pulled up, Martin stepped back.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Gretchen.”

Not Grey.

Not sir.

Not a question.

Gretchen.

Her name in his mouth sounded ordinary and precious at the same time.

“See you tomorrow.”

I climbed onto the bus and tapped the card. As it pulled away, I looked through the window.

Martin was still there, hands in his jacket pockets, watching until the bus moved fully into traffic.

Not possessive.

Not dramatic.

Just there.

I sat down, paddle across my lap, and stared at my reflection in the dark window.

Gretchen looked windblown, flushed, and alive.

The green skirt had survived.

So had I.

For the first time since waking in her apartment, I did not wait for the phone to ring.

I watched Chicago pass by in streaks of light and wondered, with a fear that felt dangerously close to hope, what it would be like to keep showing up for small things.

Pickleball.

Coffee.

Tomorrow.

A man who stepped back.

A woman still becoming.

The thought should have terrified me.

It did.

But underneath the terror, something softer held its ground.

I had spent a lifetime chasing rooms that cheered when I entered them.

Gretchen had spent six months trying to leave her apartment without flinching.

Tonight, on a community court under cheap lights, she had missed easy shots, laughed anyway, and let a kind man walk her to the bus.

It was not a victory anyone would replay.

Still, I held the paddle in both hands like a trophy all the way home.


Chapter 23
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SAGE GREEN was not just Gretchen’s favorite color. By the second week, I understood that. Favorite color was too small. Favorite color was what children said when adults needed easy personality facts. Blue. Pink. Red. Green. Favorite color was a simple answer.

Sage green was not simple.

Sage green was everywhere because Gretchen had needed a place to rest her nervous system.

The curtains in her bedroom and living room. The cardigan with pearl buttons. The athletic skirt from pickleball. The ribbon on her door wreath. The ink she used in scrapbooks. The sticky notes. The pill organizer. The mug in Martin’s office. The washi tape arranged in little rolls on the craft table. The throw blanket over the couch. Even the tiny leaf charm bracelet in her jewelry tray had a pale green stone set into it.

At first, I thought it was aesthetic commitment.

I understood aesthetic commitment. I owned a mansion built mostly around glass, black, white, ocean, and masculine control. I had once spent forty-five minutes choosing between two identical watches because one said retired champion and the other said tragic divorce lawyer. Style mattered.

But Gretchen’s green was different.

It did not announce.

It soothed.

The color sat between grey and garden, between restraint and softness. Not bright enough to demand attention. Not dull enough to disappear. Feminine, but not girlish. Calm, but not dead. It made her apartment feel like a place where a person could breathe before facing a world that kept asking for explanations.

On Saturday morning, I stood in her living room holding a strip of sage washi tape from a scrapbook page and realized I was jealous of a color.

Ridiculous.

Very on brand for my current collapse, but still ridiculous.

The page in front of me was titled:

Colors That Feel Like Permission

Underneath, Gretchen had pasted magazine swatches.

Sage green. Warm cream. Dusty rose. Lake blue. Soft grey.

Beside sage green, she had written:

Quiet woman. Safe woman. Still woman. Not hiding, just not shouting.

I read that three times.

Not hiding, just not shouting.

There were entire stadiums built around the opposite of that sentence.

My life as Grey had been shouting even when I stood silent. My shoulders shouted. My money shouted. My records shouted. My cars shouted. Women saw me coming from across rooms and the world rearranged itself around the noise of me.

Gretchen wanted to exist without having to become a siren.

That felt almost impossible.

I touched the washi tape back into place and smoothed the scrapbook page with two fingers.

On the table, Gretchen’s phone chimed.

A message from Mina at the clinic.

Mina: Fundraiser committee emergency. Dr. Forks says “small planning meeting.” This is a lie. Wear emotional armor Monday.

I stared at the words.

Fundraiser.

Planning meeting.

Emotional armor.

The calendar immediately confirmed the threat.

Monday 10:30 — Bright Smiles Community Fundraiser Prep

Then, a week later:

Bright Smiles Fundraiser — Clinic rep table / donor reception

I opened the event details.

Forks Family Dental was helping sponsor a neighborhood charity fundraiser for low-cost pediatric dental care. There would be local business owners, donors, families, school representatives, and apparently a short reception where clinic staff were expected to mingle and “represent the practice.”

Represent the practice.

That phrase had once meant nothing to me. I had represented teams, brands, foundations, entire masculine fantasies in campaign form. I could walk into donor rooms half-asleep and leave with checks written by men who wanted to feel useful and wives who wanted photos with me. Fundraisers were easy. Smile, handshake, story, gravity.

But as Gretchen, the phrase felt different.

Represent the practice meant being seen.

Not by patients who already knew her as the kind dental assistant in the sage cardigan. Not by Martin, Mina, Andre, or even Dana’s beige aura. Strangers. Donors. Local important people. Parents. Business owners. Men in suits. Women in dresses. People who would look, categorize, and maybe be kind. Maybe not.

I opened Gretchen’s closet.

The green floral dress still hung there with tags on.

It was nice.

Not fundraiser nice.

Not donor reception nice.

I tried to imagine Gretchen wearing it under event lights, standing beside Martin in a suit, holding a stack of brochures while someone’s eyes paused at her jaw, her shoulders, her voice, her body. The dress suddenly looked too casual, too vulnerable, too much like hope without structure.

I checked the other options.

Navy wrap dress. Grey sweater dress. Black skirt. Blouses. Cardigans.

Nothing felt right.

That annoyed me because the old Grey response was easy: buy something.

Problem: solved with money.

But this was Gretchen’s life, not mine. Her bank app showed careful numbers. Rent, meds, groceries, transit, voice lessons once a month, clinic lunch contributions, a small savings account that looked like it had been built one anxious transfer at a time. She could buy a dress, maybe, but not easily. Not without moving other pieces.

For the first time in my life, shopping felt like an ethical problem.

On Monday, the fundraiser meeting proved Mina had understated the danger.

The “small planning meeting” involved Martin, Mina, Dana, Andre, me, two volunteers from a local school, and an event coordinator named Patrice who wore a coral blazer and spoke in bullet points. The clinic break room had been taken over by coffee, printed schedules, donor lists, and a sample table display with toothbrushes, pamphlets, and a ceramic bowl shaped like a smiling tooth.

I hated the bowl.

Dana loved it.

That alone confirmed my instincts.

Gretchen wore navy scrub pants, a cream blouse under the sage cardigan, pearl studs, and the G necklace. Safe. Work-appropriate. Green enough to breathe.

Patrice clapped her hands. “We’ll need everyone polished for the reception. Not formal, but elevated. Think approachable professional. Photos will be used for community press.”

Photos.

Gretchen’s stomach dropped.

I kept my face still.

Mina noticed anyway.

Martin did too.

Of course.

Patrice continued, “Dr. Forks will give a short welcome. Gretchen, you’ll help at the pediatric care table because Dr. Forks says you’re wonderful with anxious children.”

I looked at Martin.

He smiled slightly, as if he had expected me to glare.

I did.

But less than I might have.

“That okay?” he asked quietly.

In front of everyone, but softly enough to make the question feel private.

“Yes,” I said.

Dana’s mouth twitched.

“Gretchen is very calming,” she said. “As long as the room isn’t too stressful.”

Mina’s eyes sharpened.

Andre suddenly became fascinated by his coffee.

There it was again. Dana’s little needle. Not open enough for war, sharp enough to draw blood.

Before I could speak, Martin did.

“Then we’ll make sure the room is organized well. Stress is usually a planning failure.”

Dana’s smile froze.

Patrice nodded enthusiastically. “Exactly! That’s why we have committees.”

Mina mouthed beige aura at me from behind her coffee cup.

I almost laughed.

After the meeting, everyone dispersed except Martin, who stayed behind pretending to stack pamphlets while I gathered extra flyers.

“You went quiet when Patrice mentioned photos,” he said.

I kept my eyes on the pamphlets. “Did I?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe I’m mysterious.”

“You’re many things. Mysterious is one of your fake mustaches.”

I sighed. “You’re really attached to that metaphor.”

“It has range.”

I stacked the pediatric brushing guides too neatly. “I don’t have anything to wear.”

There.

The truth slipped out before I could polish it.

Martin paused.

Not dramatically.

Then he said, “For the fundraiser?”

“Yes.”

“The green dress?”

I looked at him sharply.

He lifted both hands. “Mina mentioned it. In a non-invasive way that was somehow still invasive.”

“That sounds like Mina.”

“She said you bought it and keep not wearing it.”

“It’s too casual.”

“Maybe.”

“And I don’t…” I stopped.

How to explain? That Gretchen needed something that made her feel visible but not exposed? Feminine but not costume? Polished but not like she was begging the world to grade her? That a dress could become a courtroom if the wrong people looked?

Martin waited.

He was infuriatingly good at waiting.

“I don’t know what looks like me at something like that,” I said.

The sentence came out smaller than I intended.

He set down the pamphlets.

“There’s a boutique near my place,” he said. “Small. The owner is a patient. Kind, not pushy. We could stop after work.”

My panic rose instantly.

“We?”

“If you want company.”

“I can shop by myself.”

“I know.”

The same answer as the coffee.

I know.

Not challenge. Not disbelief. Just acknowledgment.

He continued, “You said you didn’t know what looks like you. Sometimes it helps to have someone who knows you look too.”

That landed somewhere soft and inconvenient.

“It’s not a date,” he added quickly.

Too quickly.

Then he looked faintly annoyed with himself.

“I mean, I’m not— I don’t want you to feel pressured.”

The calm Dr. Forks had stumbled.

Interesting.

Old Grey would have pounced. Flirted. Shifted power. Turned his awkwardness into leverage.

Gretchen’s heart did something entirely different.

It warmed.

“It’s not a date,” I said.

“Right.”

“Friends shopping.”

“Exactly.”

“You’re aware friends shopping sounds like a test husbands fail on television.”

“I accept the risk.”

I smiled despite myself.

“Okay.”

Martin smiled back.

“Okay.”

The boutique was called Linden & Rose, tucked into a side street near a row of brick townhouses and a florist with buckets of tulips outside. Warm light spilled through the windows. Inside were racks of dresses, blouses, soft jackets, scarves, shoes, and jewelry arranged by color rather than intimidation level. The whole place smelled faintly of cedar, vanilla, and expensive fabric, though not Tara expensive. Human expensive.

The owner, Clara, was a woman in her sixties with silver hair in a sleek bob and a measuring tape around her neck like ceremonial office. She greeted Martin with a hug.

“Dr. Forks. Still flossing?”

“Under legal advisement.”

“Good.” Her eyes moved to me and softened without pity. “And this must be Gretchen.”

Must be.

Not are you.

Not a pause.

Not a scan.

Just must be.

“Hi,” I said.

“Martin told me you have an event and a fondness for green.”

Martin looked mildly betrayed. “I gave a concise brief.”

Clara smiled. “Men always think that.”

I liked her immediately.

The boutique had a small seating area with a velvet chair where Martin placed himself with exaggerated solemnity.

“I will sit here and offer only useful commentary.”

Clara handed him a bottle of sparkling water from a mini fridge. “You will sit there and not say things like ‘that’s nice’ in the tone of a man afraid of fabric.”

“Understood.”

I leaned toward him. “This may be your toughest clinical procedure.”

“I’ve trained for years.”

Clara guided me toward the racks. “Tell me what you want to feel.”

The question threw me.

Not what size. Not what event. Not what budget. Not what problem are we correcting.

What do you want to feel?

I looked at the dresses.

“I don’t know.”

“Good place to begin.”

I glanced back at Martin.

He had his phone out, but he was not scrolling. He was pretending to read something while obviously giving me privacy.

That moved me more than if he had stared.

Clara pulled three dresses first.

A navy midi dress with a soft waist.

A cream blouse and forest skirt combination.

A pale sage dress with three-quarter sleeves, modest neckline, and a wrap-style waist that looked structured without being severe.

My eyes went to the sage immediately.

Clara noticed.

Of course.

“We’ll start there.”

In the fitting room, I undressed slowly.

Trying on clothes as Gretchen was not simple. Tara had tried on clothing like ammunition. Bea had avoided clothing as judgment. Gretchen faced clothing like a question of permission.

The fitting room mirror was full-length, framed in warm wood, lit kindly but honestly. I stood in underwear and a bra, aware of the tuck, the body, the unevenness, the six-month softness, the places still changing and the places not yet changed. My instinct was to look away.

I did not.

“Okay,” I whispered.

The sage dress slipped over my head with a quiet rustle.

I pulled it down carefully, adjusted the sleeves, tied the waist loosely, then tighter, then loosened it again. The fabric was soft but substantial. It did not cling. It shaped. The neckline framed Gretchen’s throat and the little G pendant. The sleeves skimmed the arms. The skirt fell below the knee, moving when I shifted but not floating dramatically. It was modest, yes, but not apologetic.

I looked in the mirror.

For once, my first thought was not hot.

Not passable.

Not thin.

Not enough.

Not category.

The first thought was a question.

Could this be me?

It was not entirely mine.

It rose from Gretchen like a hand reaching toward light.

Could this be me?

A woman in sage green.

Soft, yes. But not hiding.

Forty-two. Six months into transition. Not perfect. Not polished into Tara’s invulnerability. Not exhausted into Bea’s disappearing act. Still learning. Still afraid. Still visible.

The dress did not erase Gretchen’s body.

It made room for it.

That was why my eyes filled.

“Damn it,” I whispered.

Hormones, I thought automatically.

Then corrected myself.

No.

Meaning.

Clara knocked gently. “How are we doing?”

I cleared my throat. “I don’t know.”

“May I see?”

I hesitated.

Then opened the curtain.

Clara’s face changed first.

Not shock. Not saleswoman delight. Recognition.

“Oh,” she said softly. “That one understands you.”

I looked toward Martin.

He stood from the velvet chair.

Too fast, then tried to make it look casual.

His eyes landed on me and stayed.

Not sweeping down my body.

Not assessing.

Taking in the whole picture.

Gretchen in sage green.

My heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my throat.

“Well?” I asked, because apparently terror made me aggressive.

Martin did not answer immediately.

Good.

A fast answer would have felt cheap.

He walked closer, stopping several feet away.

“That looks like you,” he said.

The sentence broke the room open.

Not beautiful.

Not sexy.

Not stunning.

Not passable.

Not feminine enough.

Not flattering, though it was.

Just:

That looks like you.

I turned back to the mirror because looking at him became impossible.

The woman in the reflection looked back.

Sage green dress. G pendant. Soft hair. Careful makeup. A body still becoming. A face that wanted to believe the compliment without turning it into proof she had finally earned existence.

That looks like you.

I had spent most of my life using clothes to say I had already won.

Gretchen needed a dress that said she had arrived enough to stand there.

My hand touched the waist tie.

“It’s expensive,” I said.

Clara looked at the tag. “It is not nothing.”

Martin stepped in immediately. “I’ll get it.”

“No.”

The word came out sharp.

Both he and Clara paused.

I turned from the mirror. “No. You’re not buying me a dress.”

Martin looked genuinely surprised. “I didn’t mean—”

“I know what you meant.”

And I did.

That was the problem. He did not mean ownership. He did not mean leverage. He did not mean to make Gretchen feel bought. But old instincts, Grey’s and Gretchen’s, both rose at once. Mine hated debt. Hers feared obligation. Together, we were a defensive committee.

Martin held my gaze.

“Okay.”

That was all.

No argument.

No masculine injury.

No “let me do this for you” speech.

Just okay.

The restraint hit me again.

Then he added, carefully, “Could I buy the scarf?”

I blinked.

“What scarf?”

Clara, who had the instincts of a theater director, lifted a cream silk scarf from a nearby display. It had tiny green leaves embroidered along the edges.

Martin said, “A fundraiser requires layers. Also I am trying very hard not to become a television husband failing friends shopping.”

I stared at him.

He looked back, mild and hopeful.

“It would be a gift,” he said. “Not a payment. Not pressure. Not a date. You can say no.”

Every sentence placed a boundary.

Every boundary made the gift safer.

That was the thing about Martin.

He did not make me defend my no before I gave it. He built room for it in advance.

I looked at the scarf.

Cream. Green leaves. Soft enough to make the dress feel more complete without stealing it.

Gretchen wanted it.

I wanted to let her want it.

“Okay,” I said.

Martin smiled, but only gently.

“Okay.”

Then the man lost his mind.

Not immediately.

It began with the scarf.

Then Clara suggested nude flats because the ones in Gretchen’s closet were too casual for the dress and also apparently had no arch support. Martin said those should count as medical. I objected. He said foot health mattered in dentistry and pickleball. Clara agreed with the authority of a woman who sold shoes and had knees.

Then came pearl drop earrings, because the studs were sweet but the dress could handle a little movement.

Then a cream cardigan with tiny covered buttons.

Then a structured beige coat on clearance, which was still not cheap but made Gretchen look like she had stepped out of a quiet novel about women who owned teacups and boundaries.

“I am not letting you buy all this,” I said.

Martin held three hangers and looked more determined than a man in a boutique had any right to be.

“I am not buying all this.”

“Good.”

“I am contributing to a fundraiser wardrobe capsule.”

“That is worse.”

“It sounds organized.”

“It sounds like you learned language from a lifestyle blog.”

Clara nodded. “He’s not entirely wrong about the coat.”

“Do not enable him.”

“I enable good tailoring.”

Martin looked at me, serious now. “Gretchen, listen. You can buy the dress. I hear you. You should. It matters. But the rest? Let me help.”

My throat tightened.

“Why?”

The question came out too raw.

He set the hangers down on a nearby rack.

“Because you spend a lot of time deciding what you’re allowed to want. And sometimes a friend can say, this too.”

This too.

The scarf.

The shoes.

The earrings.

The coat.

Not transformation.

Not rescue.

Permission.

I looked away.

“I don’t like owing people.”

“You won’t owe me.”

“That’s easy to say.”

“I know.” He paused. “Then make it a trade.”

I looked back.

“What trade?”

“You help me stop embarrassing myself at the staff fundraiser silent auction table. I once sold a dental whitening basket to a woman who thought I was asking her to donate her teeth.”

Despite myself, I laughed.

“I cannot help that level of social failure.”

“Then I am doomed. But try.”

I touched the scarf again.

Gretchen’s fingers trembled over the embroidered leaves.

A week earlier, I would have refused everything because accepting kindness felt like opening a tab I could not control.

Now, I thought of Bea accepting groceries.

Tara accepting help from her team.

Gretchen letting Martin walk her to the bus.

Maybe receiving without surrendering was a skill.

Maybe I was terrible at it.

Maybe Gretchen did not have to be.

“The dress is mine,” I said.

Martin nodded. “Absolutely.”

“The scarf can be your gift.”

“Good.”

“The shoes…” I narrowed my eyes. “Medical contribution.”

His mouth twitched. “Obviously.”

“The earrings are excessive.”

Clara said, “They’re twenty-two dollars.”

I sighed. “Fine.”

“The coat?” Martin asked.

I looked at it.

Beige, structured, soft, practical, elegant. The kind of coat that would make the sage dress feel less fragile when Gretchen walked into the fundraiser.

I could feel her wanting it.

I could feel her fear of wanting it.

“Clearance,” Clara said helpfully.

“You’re both dangerous,” I said.

Martin smiled. “We contain multitudes.”

In the end, the dress went on Gretchen’s card.

The rest Martin bought, not with swagger, not making a show, not even with that male satisfaction some men got from purchasing gratitude. He paid quietly while Clara wrapped everything in tissue. I stood beside him holding the dress bag and feeling unsettled by the absence of a trap.

Outside, the evening had softened into blue.

Martin carried one shopping bag. I carried the dress because I had insisted. We walked toward the bus stop together, Linden & Rose glowing behind us.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He gave me a sideways look.

“I’m trying to become a person who says yes when yes is true,” I said.

He smiled.

“That sounds difficult.”

“Terrible so far.”

“You’re doing well.”

“You say that a lot.”

“You often are.”

I did not know how to answer.

So I looked straight ahead and let the compliment walk beside us without killing it.

At the bus stop, Martin handed me the bag with the scarf, shoes, earrings, cardigan, and coat.

“Thank you,” I said.

“You’re welcome.”

No extra meaning.

No lean closer.

No hand on my back.

Just welcome.

The bus arrived.

Before I stepped on, he said, “Gretchen?”

I turned.

He nodded toward the dress bag.

“That really did look like you.”

The words were quieter this time.

Private.

I held the bag tighter.

“Thanks, Martin.”

His face softened at his name.

I climbed onto the bus.

As Chicago moved past the windows, I kept one hand on the dress bag and the other on the bag of gifts. My old life would have called them clothes. Purchases. Nice things.

But Gretchen knew better.

The dress was a question.

The scarf was permission.

The shoes were support.

The coat was courage with buttons.

And sage green, I finally understood, was not Gretchen’s way of hiding from the world.

It was the color she had chosen for entering it gently.


Chapter 24
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BY SIX O’CLOCK on fundraiser night, I had learned that getting ready could be an act of war and prayer at the same time. War, because the bathroom mirror had opinions. Prayer, because every careful step felt like asking the world not to punish Gretchen for wanting to be seen.

The sage green dress hung from the closet door, still in its garment bag from Linden & Rose. I had taken it out twice already just to look at it, then zipped it back up like it might escape. On the bed, I had laid everything else in a neat row: the cream scarf with tiny green leaves embroidered along the edge, the pearl drop earrings, the nude flats with actual arch support, the cream cardigan, and the structured beige coat Martin had insisted was “practical,” which was a lie rich in tailoring.

Gretchen’s apartment glowed with soft lamplight. The sage curtains had been drawn halfway, muting the early evening blue outside. The room smelled like moisturizer, tea, and the faint powdery scent of the dress tissue paper. On the dining table, her makeup was arranged in the order listed in her notes.

I had rewritten the routine twice.

Not because Gretchen’s old list was bad.

Because tonight was bigger.

Fundraiser face — do not spiral

	Shave carefully. 

	Color correct. Less than you think. 

	Foundation. Blend downward. 

	Concealer, but don’t chase every shadow. 

	Soft brows. Sisters, not twins, stop obsessing. 

	Mascara. Breathe first. 

	Cream blush. Tiny amount. You are not frosting a cake. 

	Lip tint, then gloss. 

	Hair: soft waves if possible. If not, half-up. 

	Earrings after dress. 

	You are allowed to look nice. 

	You are allowed to leave. 



I stared at number eleven for a long time.

You are allowed to look nice.

It was such a small sentence.

It should not have had weight.

But Gretchen’s body heard it like permission issued by a court she had been waiting outside for years.

I started with the shower. Warm water, careful shaving, conditioner left in the hair longer than usual because the internet and Gretchen’s notes agreed that moisture was diplomacy. I stepped out wrapped in a towel, skin flushed, heart already beating too fast.

The mirror fogged.

For once, I was grateful.

When it cleared, Gretchen looked back at me bare-faced, damp-haired, vulnerable. Forty-two. Six months into transition. Soft jaw, cautious eyes, shadow that makeup could soften but not erase completely. A body still changing and not changing fast enough. A woman still learning how to look at herself without flinching first.

Old Grey would have looked away.

Not because of disgust, necessarily.

Because vulnerability made him impatient.

I stayed.

“Okay,” I said. “We’ve done worse.”

That was true.

Football injuries. Tara’s mirror. Bea’s receipt. Grand Canyon sky turning sage green like the universe had finally developed interior design preferences.

This was only makeup.

Which was to say, not only makeup at all.

I followed the routine slowly.

The color corrector went on better than usual. Foundation next, blended down the jaw and neck with the damp sponge. I did not erase every shadow. That restraint felt like maturity or defeat. Maybe both. Concealer under the eyes. Powder only where needed. Brows soft, not sharp. Mascara with no casualties. Cream blush on cheeks, a tiny bit across the nose because Gretchen liked the effect but always worried it looked too young.

It did not.

It made her look alive.

The lip tint was rosy brown, close to her natural lip color but warmer. The gloss added just enough softness. Not seductive. Not a bar mouth. Not a Tara mouth. Gretchen’s mouth, only braver.

Hair was the real opponent.

I tried loose waves with a curling wand Gretchen owned and clearly feared. The first curl looked like a legal mistake. The second looked better. By the fifth, I understood the angle. Mostly. I left the hair shoulder-length and softly waved, then pinned one side back with a small pearl clip from the dresser tray.

In the mirror, Gretchen appeared.

Not perfect.

That mattered.

Perfect would have felt like a mask.

She looked nervous, yes. But pretty. Soft. Intentional. Feminine in a way that did not shout, did not apologize, did not ask to be scored.

I walked to the bed and unzipped the garment bag.

The dress slipped out with a quiet rustle.

Sage green, three-quarter sleeves, modest neckline, wrap-style waist, skirt falling below the knee. I stepped into it carefully, pulled it up over my hips, slid my arms into the sleeves, and tied the waist. The fabric settled around Gretchen like it remembered her from the boutique.

I put on the G necklace.

Then the pearl drop earrings.

Then the nude flats.

I added the cream scarf and immediately took it off.

Too much.

Then put it back on, looser.

Better.

The cardigan stayed home. The beige coat would handle the outside. Tonight, the dress needed to be visible.

I stood before the full-length mirror.

For once, I did not think of Grey’s body first.

I did not think of what I had lost.

I looked at Gretchen.

Could this be me?

The question from the boutique returned, quieter now.

Not answered.

But no longer impossible.

I touched the waist tie, then the scarf, then the small G pendant.

A week ago, I had prayed: help me not ruin her.

Tonight, the prayer changed without asking me.

Help me carry her.

I laughed under my breath because apparently I was becoming the kind of person who prayed in dresses.

Then Gretchen’s phone buzzed.

Martin.

I’m downstairs. No rush.

No rush.

Two words and the man had already lowered my blood pressure.

I put on the beige coat, picked up Gretchen’s small cream purse, checked the apartment once, then checked it again because anxiety enjoyed repetition. Keys. Phone. Lip tint. Transit card. Tissues. Fundraiser notes. Small pack of mints.

At the door, I stopped.

The apartment behind me looked soft and safe. Sage curtains. Scrapbooks. Plants. Tennis racket. The life Gretchen had built in careful pieces.

The world outside waited.

People would look.

People would know or not know.

People would decide things.

That was unavoidable.

I took one breath.

Then another.

Then I opened the door.

Martin was outside the building in a dark suit and wool overcoat, standing near the curb with his hands in his pockets. No tie, just a crisp white shirt open at the collar. His hair had been combed but not aggressively. He looked like a man who knew how to be appropriate without making the evening about himself.

When he saw me, he stopped moving.

Not dramatically.

No open-mouthed nonsense.

No exaggerated male performance.

Just stillness.

His eyes softened in a way that made my hands tighten around the purse.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

“You look like you.”

It was unfair that he knew the right words twice.

I looked down because if I held his gaze, I might start crying before we even reached the venue.

“That line worked already,” I said.

“It remains accurate.”

“You can’t build a whole personality on accurate.”

“I’m a dentist. Accuracy is most of the job.”

I smiled despite myself.

He opened the car door for me but did not touch my back, did not guide me by the elbow, did not arrange me like an accessory. Just opened the door and let me enter when I was ready.

The fundraiser was held in a renovated community hall near a school gym, the kind of place that looked ordinary in daylight and surprisingly lovely under string lights. Outside, banners read:

BRIGHT SMILES COMMUNITY FUNDRAISER
Supporting Low-Cost Pediatric Dental Care

Inside, the room glowed with warm lights, white tablecloths, blue and green floral arrangements, raffle baskets, donor displays, and a small stage where a jazz trio played softly. The clinic’s table stood near the center, arranged with brochures, toothbrush kits, floss samples, and the cursed smiling tooth bowl, which Dana had apparently won by persistence.

People were everywhere.

Families. Business owners. Teachers. Local politicians. Donors in suits. Mothers with children in dress shoes. Older couples. Volunteers in matching badges.

And they looked.

Not all at once.

Not dramatically.

But enough.

A woman in a silver jacket smiled kindly, then her eyes paused for half a second too long at my face. A man near the raffle table looked, looked away, then looked back as if verifying something. Two younger women glanced at my dress and whispered; one smiled, one did not. An older man’s gaze dropped to my shoulders, then my hands, then moved on with polite discomfort.

Gretchen’s body registered every look.

Each one a small weather report.

Kind.

Curious.

Confused.

Cruel, maybe.

Not sure.

Brace anyway.

I felt the tuck under the dress, the shoes against my feet, the makeup on my jaw, the earrings moving lightly when I turned my head. Visibility had texture. It lived on the skin.

Martin walked beside me, close but not crowding.

He did not place a hand at my waist.

He did not hover like a bodyguard.

He did not scan the room for threats in a way that would make me feel like one.

He simply stayed near enough that if I turned, he was there.

That was support without ownership.

I had never understood how much skill that required.

Mina spotted us first from the clinic table.

She wore a navy jumpsuit with a lemon-yellow scarf and red lipstick. Her glasses had tiny rhinestones at the corners.

“Oh,” she said when I reached her. “Look at you.”

I braced automatically.

Mina’s eyes softened.

“Gretchen, honey. That dress is perfect.”

Perfect.

Not in the mirror-war way.

In the yes, there she is way.

“Thank you.”

Dana stood behind the table in a lavender wrap dress, looking polished and faintly sour. Her eyes moved over the sage dress, the scarf, the earrings, the shoes. Inventory. Calculation. Then the smile.

“Wow,” she said. “Big night.”

Tiny knife.

I knew the shape now.

The old Grey had a dozen replies loaded. Big enough for one of us, Dana. Or Careful, your insecurity is showing through the lavender. Something elegant, cruel, unforgettable.

But the fundraiser was not a locker room.

And Gretchen’s visibility was not a battlefield I needed to win by drawing blood.

So I smiled.

“Yes,” I said. “It is.”

Nothing else.

Dana blinked, unsatisfied.

Mina’s mouth twitched.

Andre, the hygienist, appeared carrying a box of brochures. He wore a charcoal suit and sneakers, because apparently he believed in chaos.

“Gretchen,” he said, “you are making the rest of us look underfunded.”

“That’s because you wore sneakers to a fundraiser.”

“These are formal sneakers.”

“No such thing.”

“Fashion is evolving.”

“Not around your ankles.”

He laughed, and the ease of it helped.

The first hour was work.

Real work.

Clinic work in a nicer dress.

I stood at the pediatric care table with brochures and toothbrush kits, explaining the program to parents, smiling at children, answering questions I had practiced from Gretchen’s notes. Mina handled donation forms. Andre charmed teenagers into taking floss samples. Dana floated near the raffle baskets, making herself useful whenever Martin or donors were watching.

Martin gave his welcome speech on the small stage.

He was good.

Not flashy. Not polished like a professional speaker. But sincere. He spoke about children avoiding dental pain, parents delaying care because costs frightened them, and the dignity of making preventive health ordinary. He thanked sponsors by name. He thanked the school. He thanked his staff.

When he said, “Our team sees every day that fear gets smaller when someone patient sits beside it,” his eyes briefly found mine.

Not long.

Not enough for anyone else to notice.

Enough for me.

My throat tightened so hard I had to pretend to straighten brochures.

A little girl in a yellow dress came to the table clutching her mother’s hand. She stared at the toothbrush kits like they were traps.

“Do I have to get a shot?” she asked.

I crouched slightly, careful with the dress.

“No shots at this table,” I said. “Only toothbrushes, stickers, and a very suspicious tooth bowl.”

Her eyes moved to the ceramic bowl.

“It has eyes.”

“I know. We’re all being brave about it.”

She giggled.

Her mother smiled in relief.

“Gretchen is our expert in brave toothbrush selection,” Mina said.

“I take the responsibility seriously.”

The girl chose a purple toothbrush and two stickers.

When she left, I stood and found Martin nearby, speaking to a donor but watching with that quiet half-smile.

Not possessive.

Not proud like he owned any part of it.

Just glad.

That was harder to survive than objectification, in its own way.

Because it did not give me anger to stand on.

The room kept looking.

Some kindly.

A school principal shook my hand and said, “So nice to meet you, Gretchen,” without hesitation. A donor’s wife complimented the scarf and asked where I bought it. I told her Linden & Rose, and she said, “Clara has such a good eye.” A man near the bar looked at me with clear curiosity, then turned away when Martin happened to step near the table. I hated that Martin’s presence helped. I appreciated that he did not make me feel weak for appreciating it.

Then there were the other looks.

A woman at the silent auction table whispered to her husband, both glancing toward me. Dana saw it too and pretended not to. A teenage boy smirked, then flushed when his mother nudged him sharply. An older donor asked Mina, while standing two feet from me, “Is your assistant new?” in a tone that suggested assistant meant question.

Mina said, “Gretchen has been with us six months, and she’s excellent.”

Then she turned to me.

“Gretchen, Mr. Powell is interested in sponsoring pediatric cleanings.”

Mr. Powell had to look at me then.

“Wonderful,” I said, voice steady. “We have information on the monthly sponsorship options here.”

My hands did not shake as I passed him the brochure.

Not visibly.

That counted.

Public vulnerability was not one big moment. It was hundreds of small exposures survived in sequence.

A dress.

A name tag.

A voice.

A handshake.

A question.

A look.

A breath taken after the look instead of before it.

By eight-thirty, my feet hurt from the new flats despite their alleged medical value. My cheeks ached from smiling. My voice had dropped slightly from effort, and I kept bringing it back gently instead of panicking. The cream scarf had loosened, the G pendant had shifted, and one curl had escaped near my cheek.

Still, I was standing.

Visible.

Not unharmed.

But standing.

The jazz trio shifted into a softer set after the donor announcements. People began moving tables aside near the small open area by the stage. A few couples danced. Nothing dramatic. Slow, polite dancing. The kind done at community fundraisers by people with sensible shoes and lives that involved school drop-offs.

I stood near the clinic table, sipping water, when Martin approached.

“Your table was the busiest one here,” he said.

“The tooth bowl did most of the work.”

“Terrifying little object.”

“We agree on that.”

He smiled. “You did well.”

“You keep saying that.”

“You keep doing well.”

I looked away.

It was becoming a problem, this man and his accurate compliments.

The music changed again, something slow and familiar enough that people made soft sounds of recognition. Mina immediately grabbed Andre by the wrist and dragged him toward the dance floor. Andre protested that formal sneakers were not dancing shoes, then danced anyway.

Dana was talking to Patrice near the raffle baskets, glancing at Martin out of the corner of her eye.

Martin looked at the dance floor.

Then at me.

My heart kicked.

No.

Absolutely not.

“Gretchen,” he said.

My throat went dry.

“Yes?”

“Would you like to dance?”

The room did not stop.

No spotlight.

No cinematic hush.

Just a question in the middle of a fundraiser.

My first instinct was no.

Not because I did not want to.

Because I wanted to too much.

Dancing meant body. Movement. People watching. Martin’s hand possibly touching mine, maybe my back. It meant being a woman in a dress under lights with a man who knew how to give space but would still be close enough to feel.

I could already hear the old panic.

What if the tuck shifted?

What if I moved wrong?

What if someone stared?

What if Dana watched?

What if Martin noticed something and his face changed?

What if I wanted the dance more than Gretchen was ready to admit?

I looked down at the sage dress.

The fabric moved slightly as I breathed.

Could this be me?

Martin waited.

No pressure.

No wounded male pride waiting behind the question.

Just an invitation with room for refusal.

I thought of Gretchen’s bravery notebook.

You are allowed to leave the apartment.

Maybe another line belonged there now.

You are allowed to say yes.

I looked back at him.

“Yes,” I said.

His smile was small and warm.

He offered his hand.

I took it.

His hand was larger than Gretchen’s, warm, steady, not gripping too tightly. He led me to the edge of the dance floor, not the center. Thoughtful. Of course. He placed one hand lightly at my upper back, high enough to be respectful, low enough to count as dancing. His other hand held mine.

“Is this okay?” he asked.

I almost laughed.

Not because it was funny.

Because it was him.

“Yes.”

“Tell me if it isn’t.”

“I will.”

I hoped that was true.

The dance began awkwardly.

Naturally.

I did not know Gretchen’s dancing history, and my old body had mostly danced in clubs where rhythm mattered less than confidence and alcohol. This was different. Slower. More exposed. Martin guided without dragging. I followed with the concentration of a person defusing romance.

One step.

Another.

My flats slipped slightly on the floor.

He adjusted.

I stepped too close, panicked, pulled back.

He gave me more room.

“You’re good at this,” I said, annoyed.

“At dancing?”

“At making things not terrible.”

He smiled. “Years of dentistry.”

“That cannot be your answer to everything.”

“It has surprising range.”

I laughed, and the laugh loosened my shoulders.

The second half of the song became easier.

Not smooth.

Not perfect.

But easier.

I let myself feel the ordinary things.

His hand warm around mine. The slight pressure of his palm at my back. The sage dress moving around my knees. The music soft. The room blurred at the edges, not because no one was watching, but because watching stopped being the only thing happening.

Martin did not pull me closer.

That restraint kept making space where fear usually stood.

He did not say I looked beautiful while touching me. Did not use the dance to claim intimacy. Did not turn the kindness into momentum I had to manage.

He simply danced with me.

As if Gretchen was allowed to be held respectfully in public.

The thought made my eyes burn.

Martin noticed because of course he did.

“You okay?”

“Yes.”

“You sure?”

“No.”

His face softened.

I smiled quickly. “But not bad no.”

“Okay.”

We kept moving.

Dana was watching. I felt it before I saw her. Near the raffle table, wine glass in hand, expression tight. Her judgment skimmed across us like cold air.

For once, it did not enter.

Not fully.

Martin’s hand remained steady at my back.

I lifted my chin.

Let her look.

The thought surprised me.

Not because it was defiant.

Because it was quiet.

Let her look.

This was not a performance. Not an argument. Not proof that Gretchen was feminine enough, worthy enough, lovable enough. It was only a dance.

Only.

That word had become enormous lately.

When the song ended, Martin let go gradually. No lingering hand. No possessive touch. He stepped back half a pace and gave me a tiny bow that was so dry and ridiculous I snorted.

“Don’t do that,” I said.

“Too much?”

“You looked like you were thanking me for a land treaty.”

He laughed.

Mina appeared beside us with suspiciously shiny eyes. “I saw nothing.”

“You saw everything,” I said.

“I saw nothing officially. Unofficially, I am insufferable with joy.”

Martin covered his mouth like he was hiding a smile.

I pointed at him. “Do not encourage her.”

“I fear she is self-sustaining.”

The rest of the fundraiser passed in a softer blur. More brochures. More polite conversations. One donor who had too much wine and called me “dear” in a tone I did not love. Martin quietly appeared near the table before the man could become more interesting. Not intervening loudly. Just present. The man drifted away.

Support without spectacle.

Again.

At the end of the night, the clinic team cleaned up. I packed toothbrush kits into boxes. Andre carried table displays to Martin’s car. Mina stole the tooth bowl and threatened to leave it on Dana’s desk. Dana said she had an early morning and left before lifting anything heavier than her purse.

Classic.

Martin drove several boxes back to the clinic, then insisted on walking me home because my apartment was only fifteen minutes away and the night had cleared.

“I can get the bus,” I said.

“I know.”

“Stop knowing.”

“I’ll try.”

We walked under streetlights with the fundraiser bag over his shoulder and my beige coat wrapped around the sage dress. The heels—flats, technically—were still more dressed-up than Gretchen’s usual sneakers, and they clicked softly on the sidewalk.

Chicago at night had a different gentleness after surviving a public room. The air smelled like damp pavement and bakery sugar. A few cars passed. Somewhere, music spilled from a bar and disappeared as we turned the corner.

For a while, neither of us spoke.

It was not uncomfortable.

That was new too.

Finally, Martin said, “Thank you for tonight.”

I glanced at him. “You’re thanking me? For attending an event I was expected to attend?”

“For being there the way you were.”

“That sounds vague.”

“It is.” He smiled. “I’m tired.”

“Dangerous admission from a medical professional.”

“Dental professional. We’re allowed one weakness.”

“One?”

“We negotiate for more at conferences.”

I smiled.

Then the silence returned, warmer now.

At my building, we stopped beneath the small awning. The lobby light glowed behind the glass door. My reflection appeared faintly over Martin’s: sage dress under beige coat, pearl earrings, hair softened by the long evening, lips faded to a tint, eyes tired and bright.

Martin stood a careful distance away.

Closer than a colleague.

Not close enough to make escape impossible.

The charged space between us felt alive.

I knew this moment.

Or I thought I did.

Doorway. Night. Event clothes. Soft laughter behind us. Man and woman paused in the little silence where kisses either happened or became ghosts.

Old Grey would have stepped in.

No hesitation.

If the moment charged, you used it. That was the rule. Desire was a ball in the air, and I had never believed in letting it drop.

Martin did not move.

He looked at me, and I could see that he wanted to.

Not arrogantly.

Not hungrily.

Wanted, but choosing.

That choice moved me more than the wanting.

“Gretchen,” he said softly.

My name sounded different at night.

“Yes?”

“I had a good time with you.”

The sentence was simple.

Safe.

Devastating.

“I had a good time too.”

He nodded once, like he was placing the words somewhere important.

“I’m going to say goodnight now,” he said.

My heart twisted.

Not disappointment exactly.

Something more complicated.

Relief and ache in the same breath.

“Okay.”

He smiled gently. “Not because I don’t want to stay.”

My breath caught.

There it was.

The truth, offered without pressure.

“But because,” he continued, “tonight was a lot. And I don’t want to turn a good night into something you have to manage.”

I looked down.

The tears came fast, because of course they did.

Hormones. Meaning. Martin Forks being emotionally competent in a doorway. Take your pick.

I blinked them back.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

He stepped closer only enough to lift his hand, then paused.

“May I?”

The question was barely above a whisper.

I nodded.

He touched my shoulder through the beige coat.

One light squeeze.

Then his hand fell away.

No kiss.

No claim.

No taking more because the moment allowed it.

“I’ll see you Monday,” he said.

“Monday.”

“Goodnight, Gretchen.”

“Goodnight, Martin.”

He waited until I unlocked the lobby door, then turned and walked away down the sidewalk, hands in his coat pockets, unhurried.

I stood inside the lobby watching him go.

Part of me wanted to run after him.

Part of me wanted to lock every door and hide for a week.

Gretchen’s heart felt too big for her ribs.

Mine did too.

Upstairs, I entered the apartment and closed the door quietly behind me.

The sage curtains waited.

The scrapbooks.

The tennis racket.

The plants, including the dead one still committed to its role.

I took off the beige coat and hung it carefully. Removed the scarf. Slipped out of the flats. Stood in the sage green dress in the middle of the room while the apartment held its breath.

No phone rang.

No static.

No voice explained what any of it meant.

I touched the place on my shoulder where Martin’s hand had rested.

The touch had already faded.

The care had not.

For the first time, the silence did not feel like abandonment.

It felt like privacy.

I went to the mirror.

Gretchen looked back at me in the dress.

Visible.

Tired.

Not ruined by being seen.

Not saved by a man.

Not kissed.

Not claimed.

Just home after a good night.

I smiled at her.

Small.

Unsteady.

Real.

“That was a lot,” I whispered.

Then, because the dress deserved it, because Gretchen deserved it, because no one else was watching and no one needed to applaud, I turned once in front of the mirror.

The skirt moved softly around my knees.

Sage green.

Quiet woman.

Safe woman.

Still woman.

Not hiding.

Just not shouting.


Chapter 25
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BY MONDAY morning, I had replayed the doorway scene so many times it had become embarrassing. Not for Gretchen. For me. Grey Watkins, former MVP, professional survivor of impact, a man who had once handled entire rooms of women with half a smile and a loosened tie, was apparently undone by a dentist saying goodnight.

A dentist.

No offense to the profession, but my old ego found that unacceptable.

Then again, Dr. Martin Forks had an unfair skill set. He knew how to stand close without crowding. He knew how to compliment without consuming. He knew how to look at Gretchen in a sage green dress and say the one sentence that could bypass every defense she had built.

That looks like you.

Worse, he knew how to stop.

That was the part I kept returning to.

At the door after the fundraiser, the moment had been there. Anyone with a pulse and a working history of romantic tension would have known it. The quiet. The night air. The dress. The dance still warm in the body. His hand asking permission before resting on Gretchen’s shoulder. His eyes saying yes while his choices said wait.

Old Grey would have kissed her.

Old Grey would have considered restraint cowardice, or worse, lack of desire. If the room tilted toward wanting, you moved. If the woman did not pull away, you took that as answer enough. Desire was an opening. Openings were meant to be used.

Martin had looked at an opening and protected it.

I did not know what to do with that.

At the clinic, Gretchen wore navy scrubs, the cream blouse underneath, and the sage cardigan because the cardigan had become less clothing than emotional infrastructure. I had done her makeup lightly, softer than fundraiser night, and clipped her hair back with the pearl barrette because the memory of the dress still made the ordinary workday feel tender.

The clinic looked the same. Warm cream walls. Mina at the desk. The cursed tooth bowl now back in storage, thank God. Dana in lavender scrubs, pretending she had not watched the dance with the expression of a woman calculating how to turn romance into a policy violation. Andre humming near Room Two.

Martin was in the hallway reviewing charts.

When he saw me, he smiled.

Normal.

Not guilty. Not overeager. Not pretending nothing had happened either.

Just Martin.

“Morning, Gretchen.”

My name in his mouth had become a problem.

“Morning.”

Mina looked up from reception and narrowed her eyes at both of us with the subtlety of a lighthouse. “Interesting weather today.”

“It’s cloudy,” I said.

“Exactly.”

Andre walked by and whispered, “I don’t understand women, but I support them.”

I pointed at him. “Keep walking.”

He kept walking, laughing.

Martin’s mouth twitched, but he said nothing until the first patients were settled. The morning moved normally enough. A cleaning. A cavity check. A nervous teenager. Dana making a comment about “some people having a big weekend,” which Mina ignored so aggressively the silence itself filed a complaint.

Around eleven, Martin asked if I could help restock Room Three.

That was a lie.

Room Three was already stocked.

I knew because I had done it myself and checked twice, partly because Dana’s gauze ambush had changed me as a person.

Still, I followed him.

Inside, he closed the door halfway. Not fully. Careful again. Leaving air. Leaving propriety. Leaving room.

He stood by the counter, hands loosely in the pockets of his lab coat.

“I wanted to talk about Saturday,” he said.

My stomach dropped.

There it was.

The conversation.

The one that came after charged moments. In my old life, I usually avoided it by making the next move before words had a chance to ruin anything. Words complicated desire. Desire was cleaner if you did not ask it too many questions.

Gretchen’s body braced.

“Okay,” I said.

Martin noticed. Of course.

“You’re not in trouble.”

I almost laughed. “I didn’t think I was.”

His eyebrows rose mildly.

“Fine,” I said. “I thought maybe I was.”

That small admission felt like handing over a weapon.

He softened. “You’re not.”

The clinic hummed beyond the half-open door. A patient laughed faintly in another room. A sterilizer beeped down the hall.

Martin took a breath.

“I had a really good time with you.”

My hands tightened around the supply list I had no reason to hold.

“I did too.”

“I’m glad.” He looked at the floor for half a second, then back at me. “And I care about you.”

The words landed quietly.

Not like a confession thrown across a room.

Like something set on a table between us.

My heart kicked hard.

Martin continued before panic could decide the shape of the moment.

“That’s exactly why I don’t want to rush anything.”

Oh.

The body did not know whether to ache or relax.

Maybe both.

He went on, careful but not cold. “Our friendship matters to me. You matter to me. And I know you’re in the middle of a lot. Work, transition, family things, just… life. I don’t want to become another thing you have to manage.”

I stared at him.

Another thing you have to manage.

Had he reached into my skull and taken notes?

Old Grey stirred, offended.

This was the part where desire should assert itself. The man should say, I want you, and that wanting should solve the awkwardness. A declaration. A kiss. Something decisive. Something cinematic. Something I could understand.

Instead, Martin was choosing the unglamorous dignity of not making his feelings Gretchen’s burden.

That was so respectful it hurt.

“You think I can’t decide?” I asked.

There he was.

Old Grey, wearing Gretchen’s voice like a borrowed knife.

Martin did not flinch.

“No.”

“Because it sounds like that.”

“I’m sorry. That’s not what I mean.” He paused. “I think you can decide. I also think decisions made under pressure can feel like traps later, even when nobody intended them that way.”

I looked away.

My throat tightened because that was exactly what old Grey had never cared to understand. Pressure did not need to announce itself. Sometimes pressure was fame. Sometimes it was charm. Sometimes it was a man standing too close at the right moment. Sometimes it was gratitude. Sometimes it was someone being kind when you were lonely.

Martin was trying not to become pressure.

That was the part I could not hate.

“I don’t know what this is,” I admitted.

His expression softened.

“Neither do I.”

That surprised me.

“You don’t?”

“No.” A small smile. “I’m calm, not omniscient.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

“I have a lab coat. It does a lot of narrative work.”

A laugh escaped me.

The tension eased half an inch.

Martin smiled too, then grew serious again. “I like being your friend, Gretchen. I like coffee with you. Pickleball with you. The way you pretend not to care when I say something nice. The way you treat scared patients like fear is something to sit beside instead of something to fix. I like those things as they are. If anything else ever happens, I want it to grow from that. Not replace it.”

If anything else ever happens.

Not when.

If.

Room for choice.

Room for no.

Room for time.

I had never heard romance sound less like conquest and more like stewardship.

It left me defenseless.

“I don’t want to lose the friendship either,” I said.

And then realized I meant it.

Not because I was noble.

Because Gretchen’s friendship with Martin had become one of the safest structures in her life. Coffee. Clinic jokes. Pickleball. Walking to the bus. His steady correction of Dana. His office at lunch. His careful distance at her door.

If I ruined that because I was confused by tenderness, I would never forgive myself.

Martin nodded.

“Then we protect that first.”

Protect.

There it was.

The word settled into me.

We protect that first.

Not win.

Not take.

Not escalate.

Protect.

I swallowed. “Friends first.”

“Friends first,” he said.

The phrase should have disappointed me.

Instead, it made my chest ache in a way that felt dangerously close to relief.

Then, because I was still me and apparently incapable of letting sincere moments stand unchallenged, I said, “You know this is very mature. It’s unsettling.”

He smiled. “I apologize for the emotional infrastructure.”

“You should.”

“I’ll try to be less healthy next time.”

“Thank you.”

We stood there for one second too long, both smiling, both aware of the thing we were not touching.

Then Mina’s voice cut through the hall.

“Dr. Forks, Mr. Bell is here and says he flossed, which I have marked as fiction!”

Martin closed his eyes briefly. “Duty calls.”

“Go fight plaque.”

“It never sleeps.”

He left Room Three first.

I stayed behind, leaned against the counter, and pressed one hand to Gretchen’s chest.

Her heart was racing.

Mine was too.

I was furious.

Not at him.

At the entire situation.

At how confusing respect could be when a person had spent a lifetime mistaking speed for certainty. Martin’s boundary should have felt like rejection. It did not. It felt like care, and care was harder to process because care gave nothing for my ego to punch.

I had been wanted quickly.

That was the language I knew.

A woman laughing at my line in a club. A hand on my arm. A hotel room. A text at midnight. A kiss taken because the pause before it seemed long enough. Desire had always been immediate evidence. If someone wanted me, I existed. If I wanted someone, action followed. Waiting had felt like weakness or strategy, never kindness.

Martin’s restraint made me feel exposed in a new way.

Because if he was not rushing, then the question was not whether Gretchen was desirable enough to seize.

The question was whether she was worth knowing slowly.

That hurt more.

I returned to the hallway and worked the rest of the day in a strange state of tenderness and irritation. A classic combination, apparently, for a retired football player trapped in the life of a transitioning dental assistant with a cardigan problem.

Dana tried once.

Of course she did.

Near the sterilization counter, she said, “So, are you and Dr. Forks like… a thing now?”

The pause before thing was an entire dissertation.

I looked at her.

“No.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “No?”

“No.”

“But the dance looked pretty cozy.”

“It was a dance.”

“I’m just surprised.”

“I can tell.”

She blinked.

I continued sorting instruments. “Did you need something?”

Dana’s mouth tightened. “No.”

“Okay.”

She left, unsatisfied.

That was becoming my favorite result with her.

By the time I got home, my body was tired from more than work.

The apartment welcomed me softly. Sage curtains. Plants. Scrapbooks. The green dress hanging on the closet door because I had not yet found the courage to put it away. It still looked like a question, but less frightening now.

I made tea, changed into soft grey lounge pants and the pale green BEGIN AGAIN shirt, took off my makeup, and sat at the small dining table with Gretchen’s journal.

I had avoided it since the first day.

Not completely. I had read enough to know her name and six-month mark, enough to understand routines. But I had not gone deep. Tara’s journal had gutted me. Bea’s memory box had broken me. Gretchen’s journal felt different. More alive. More current. More dangerous because I was still inside the life it belonged to.

But after Martin said friends first, I needed to know what Gretchen felt before I arrived.

That was the rule I was beginning to form for myself.

Do not spend what you do not understand.

I opened the green cover.

Her handwriting was careful, rounded in some places, sharp in others when emotion got ahead of neatness.

The early entries were about transition.

Not in grand declarations. In details.

Day 12: Skin feels different? Maybe placebo. Cried because Aunt Lyd said my voice sounded lighter. I don’t think it did, but I cried anyway.
Day 29: First time wearing clear polish to work. Dana noticed. Said “cute” like it had teeth. Dr. Forks said nothing, which somehow helped. Later he asked if I wanted coffee. Normal coffee. Normal question. I nearly cried.
Day 41: Bought sage curtains. I think I am allowed to make my apartment look like a woman lives here. Writing that sentence made me shake.
Day 63: Tennis was bad. Grip felt weaker. I got angry at my body, then felt guilty because my body is trying. Martin suggested pickleball. I said absolutely not. I am now googling paddles.

I smiled.

Then I turned a few pages and found Martin’s name more often.

Day 80: Dr. Forks called me Gretchen in front of a patient before I even corrected the patient. Not loudly. Just naturally. “Gretchen will help you with that.” I held it together until the bathroom.

Day 94: I think I have a crush on Martin, which is stupid for at least eight reasons:

	He is my boss. 

	He is kind to everyone. 

	I am newly myself and should not be dramatic. 

	He probably sees me as a brave project or fragile employee. 

	I do not know if men like him date women like me. 

	I do not know if I believe I count as “women like me” yet. 

	Dana would be unbearable. 

	I cannot lose the safest friendship I have. 



I stopped breathing somewhere around number five.

I do not know if men like him date women like me.

Women like me.

The phrase held so much fear it made the room feel smaller.

I read on.

Day 103: He remembered cinnamon oat creamer again. This is not romance. This is inventory management. I need to calm down.

A laugh escaped me.

Poor Gretchen.

Poor us.

Day 117: Pickleball. He let me be terrible. Not “let” like permission. Let like he didn’t try to rescue me from being bad. I loved that. I hate that I loved it.

Day 122: He said “take your time” again when I messed up impressions. I know he means the dental task. But sometimes I feel like he says it to all of me.

I closed my eyes.

Take your time.

Martin’s line.

Gretchen had been carrying it long before I heard it.

I turned to the most recent entries before my arrival.

Day 176: Six months. I thought I would feel more like a woman by now. Some days I do. Some days I feel like a man wearing tenderness incorrectly. I hate writing that. I know it’s cruel to myself. But the mirror is not always kind just because I am trying. Still, I took the meds. Still, I went to work. Still, Martin said “morning, Gretchen,” and the day did not collapse.

Day 180: Fundraiser soon. I have nothing to wear. Bought the green dress weeks ago but maybe it’s not enough. Maybe I’m not enough in it. I wish I could ask Martin what he sees when he looks at me. I also never want to know. Both are true.

My hand tightened on the page.

I had stepped into Gretchen’s life at exactly the wrong and right moment.

She already cared for Martin.

Quietly.

Fearfully.

Not as a fantasy man dropped into a story for my lesson.

As a real person in her real life.

A friend she trusted enough to fear losing.

The thought shook me.

Because I had been treating Martin’s tenderness as something happening to me.

But it was happening to Gretchen.

Her crush. Her friendship. Her risk. Her body at the dance. Her door. Her future.

I was the intruder here.

I kept reading.

Day 181: Sometimes I think if Martin ever touched my face, I would either disappear or become real. That sounds like bad poetry. Do not write poetry while hormonal.

I laughed wetly.

Then read the next line and stopped.

If he ever loves me, I hope it is not because he feels kind. I hope it is because he sees me. I don’t want to be someone’s lesson in being good. I want to be wanted by a good man who knows I am a woman, not a moral exercise.

The journal blurred.

There it was.

Gretchen had named the thing I had been too afraid to name.

A moral exercise.

Was that what this was?

Martin as reward. Gretchen as lesson. Me as the student borrowing her heart until the universe decided I had passed.

No.

The rejection rose fast, fierce, almost panicked.

No.

I did not want that.

Not for her.

Not for Martin either.

He was not a prop. She was not a prop. Their friendship was not a classroom staged around my failures.

If Martin ever loved Gretchen, it had to be because of Gretchen. Not because a robot voice arranged tenderness like a final exam. Not because Grey Watkins needed redemption through a man’s kindness. Not because the universe wanted a poetic twist.

Real.

It had to be real.

I closed the journal and pressed both hands over it.

The apartment was silent.

No static.

No call.

For once, I was glad.

Because I did not want the voice involved.

I stood and went to the window. The sage curtains were half-open. Chicago lights glowed beyond the glass, soft and blurred by cold. I could see my reflection faintly: Gretchen in the green sleep shirt, hair loose, face bare, G necklace catching a tiny point of light.

I did not know if I was praying to God, the universe, the voice, or whatever strange force had dragged me from the edge and placed me here.

I only knew the words came from somewhere lower than pride.

“Please,” I whispered.

The room held still.

“Do not make him love her for my lesson.”

My throat tightened.

“Do not use her like that.”

The silence felt enormous, but not empty.

“If this happens,” I said, softer, “let it be real. Let him love her because he sees her. Let her be wanted because she is Gretchen, not because I need to understand something.”

I swallowed hard.

“And if he doesn’t love her that way, don’t make me push. Don’t make me take a friendship she needs and turn it into proof for me.”

My reflection looked scared.

Good.

Maybe a person should be scared when touching someone else’s life.

“I have used enough women,” I said.

That one came out rough.

“I don’t want to use her too.”

No lightning.

No static.

No answer.

For once, that was acceptable.

I returned to the table and opened the journal again, not to read more, but to write.

My hand hovered with Gretchen’s pen.

Was this allowed?

Writing in her journal felt like trespass. But not writing felt like leaving no trace of the vow I needed to keep. I turned to a blank page at the back. Not the next page in sequence. The back, separate.

Then I wrote, slowly:

I will not spend your heart to buy my forgiveness.

I stared at the sentence.

It was not signed.

It did not need to be.

Then, beneath it, I added:

Friends first means protect the friendship first.

I closed the journal.

The decision settled inside me.

Not neatly.

Nothing about this life was neat.

But solidly.

I no longer wanted to win Gretchen’s life.

I wanted to protect it.

From Dana, if necessary.

From the world, when possible.

From my old instincts, most of all.

Because my instincts were still there. I could feel them. The urge to escalate with Martin just to resolve the tension. The hunger for clarity. The desire to be wanted because being wanted made uncertainty quieter. The old habit of treating affection like a door I had earned the right to open.

No.

Gretchen had spent six months building this life: the clinic, the cardigans, the pickleball, the scrapbooks, the cautious friendship, the green dress, the notes that told her she was allowed to leave the apartment. I would not be the man who arrived inside her body and smashed the fragile things because he could not tolerate waiting.

I made dinner.

That sounds abrupt, but life often became practical right after revelation. Gretchen needed food. She had clinic tomorrow. Her meds needed taking. The plants needed water, including the dead one, because at this point I respected commitment.

I made pasta with canned tomatoes and spinach, then packed leftovers for lunch. I washed the dishes. I watered the plants. I laid out clothes for the next morning: navy scrub pants, white top, dusty blue cardigan instead of sage because perhaps emotional growth required branching out. I added pearl studs and the G necklace.

Then I wrote one more note on a sticky pad and placed it on the mirror.

Protect the life before chasing the feeling.

I looked at it.

Very mature.

Deeply annoying.

Martin would probably approve, which made me want to throw it away.

I left it there.

In bed, I did not wait for the phone to ring.

Not exactly.

The possibility still sat nearby, like a shadow in the room. But for the first time, I did not want instructions. Instructions would make this easier, and easier was not necessarily safer.

I turned onto my side and looked at the green dress hanging from the closet door.

The dress had changed everything and nothing.

Martin cared.

Gretchen cared.

I cared too, in a way I did not know how to name without stealing from her.

Maybe that was the hardest part of becoming decent: learning when a feeling was not yours to act on, even if it was yours to feel.

I touched the G pendant at my throat.

Grey.

Gretchen.

Same letter.

Different kinds of danger.

“I’ll protect it,” I whispered into the dark.

Not to the robot.

Not to God.

To her.

“If I can’t give it back yet, I’ll protect it.”

The apartment answered with the soft rustle of sage curtains.

And for once, that was enough.


Chapter 26
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THE WOMAN IN the chair hated me before I introduced myself. I could feel it. That was one of Gretchen’s skills I had not wanted to inherit. She could read a room’s weather before anyone said the storm out loud. Not because she was mystical. Because she had been forced to become observant. When your safety depended on whether a glance was curiosity, confusion, contempt, or danger, you learned fast.

The patient’s name was Mrs. Deirdre Fallon. Sixty-three. New patient. Crown consultation. Referred by another clinic because her previous dentist had retired, according to the chart.

She sat in Room Two wearing a camel coat over a black turtleneck, pearl earrings, and the expression of a woman who had spent her entire morning gathering dissatisfaction. Her purse rested on her lap like a legal document. Her hair was silver-blonde, sprayed into place, and her eyes moved over me once when I entered.

Not quick.

Not accidental.

Inventory.

Face. Jaw. Throat. Hands. Chest. Name badge.

Then back to face.

I wore navy scrub pants, a white long-sleeve undershirt, a soft dusty blue cardigan, pearl studs, and the G necklace. I had chosen the blue cardigan that morning because my sticky note had accused me of hiding inside sage green, and apparently I now took motivational stationery personally.

The blue looked nice.

Soft.

Less safe than sage, but still mine. Gretchen’s. Ours. Whatever the legal ownership of my current existence was.

Mrs. Fallon did not care.

“Good morning,” I said, using Gretchen’s practiced voice. “I’m Gretchen. I’ll get you settled before Dr. Forks comes in.”

Her mouth tightened.

“Gretchen?”

“Yes.”

She looked at my badge again.

“Is there someone else available?”

There it was.

No warm-up.

No tiny knife.

A full utensil drawer thrown at the wall.

Old Grey rose so fast I almost smiled.

There were things I knew how to do. I could cut arrogance into ribbons. I could turn a room with one sentence. I could make powerful men laugh at someone and call it charm. I could make a person regret trying me.

Mrs. Fallon had no idea how lucky she was that she had asked that question inside Gretchen’s body and not across a table from Grey Watkins.

My hand tightened around the chart.

Gretchen’s body, however, did not prepare to attack.

It froze.

A small coldness moved from chest to stomach. The urge to apologize arrived before thought. For what, I did not know. Existing. Entering. Making her uncomfortable by being a person in the room.

I hated that more than the insult.

I smiled politely because Gretchen had trained the muscles.

“If you’re more comfortable with another assistant, I can check the schedule.”

Mrs. Fallon lifted her chin. “I would be more comfortable with a real one.”

Silence landed.

The overhead dental light hummed.

From the hallway came the distant sound of Mina answering a phone.

My heartbeat became enormous.

A real one.

The words were ridiculous. Meaningless, if dissected. Real what? Real assistant? Real woman? Real person? Bigots loved vagueness because it let them stab and deny holding a knife.

Old Grey stepped forward inside me.

Say it.

Say: A real one? Ma’am, your crown is temporary. Let’s not get philosophical.

Say: I’m sorry, did your manners retire with your dentist?

Say: If you want a woman with less patience and more time, I can find Dana.

The lines came fast. Beautifully cruel. Each one would have given me power back.

That was exactly why I did not use them.

Because power was my drug, and Gretchen’s dignity was not the needle I got to stick in someone else.

I took one breath.

Then another.

“I’m going to step out,” I said calmly. “Dr. Forks will be with you shortly.”

Mrs. Fallon blinked, perhaps disappointed I had not given her a scene.

“I didn’t mean—”

I did not stay to hear the lie.

I placed the chart on the counter, turned, and left Room Two.

My legs felt strange in the hallway. Steady enough to move. Unsteady enough that I noticed each step. I closed the exam room door behind me gently.

Not slammed.

Not dramatized.

Closed.

That was Gretchen’s dignity.

Not silence.

Not submission.

Removal.

A boundary with a soft click.

Mina looked up from the front desk. She knew immediately.

Her face changed.

Not surprised. Angry.

“What happened?”

I shook my head once.

If I spoke, I would either cry or turn into Grey, and neither belonged in the hallway.

Martin appeared from Room One, removing gloves.

He looked from my face to Mina’s, then to the closed door of Room Two.

His expression became still.

Not cold.

Still.

“What did she say?”

I swallowed.

The words would not come.

Mina stood. “Gretchen?”

“I’m fine.”

The lie sounded bad even to me.

Martin did not challenge it in front of the front desk, which I appreciated and hated.

He stepped closer, but not too close. “Did Mrs. Fallon say something about you?”

My jaw tightened.

I nodded.

“What?”

The old reflex said, do not repeat it. Repeating it makes it real.

But it was already real.

I looked at the floor.

“She asked for someone else.”

Mina exhaled sharply.

“That alone would be enough,” Martin said, voice even.

I continued because if I stopped now, I might fold. “Then she said she’d be more comfortable with a real one.”

The clinic seemed to go very quiet.

Even the phones, for once, had the decency not to ring.

Martin’s face changed.

Not dramatically.

That was not his way.

But something in his eyes hardened with such clean force that I understood, suddenly, why calm men could be more frightening than loud ones.

Mina said, “Oh, absolutely not.”

Andre had appeared at the hallway corner, holding a packet of floss samples. “Who said that?”

“Room Two,” Mina said.

Andre looked toward the door. “Want me to accidentally drop fluoride varnish on her coat?”

“No,” Martin said.

One word.

No anger in it.

Authority.

He turned to me.

“You did the right thing by stepping out.”

I looked up.

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You protected yourself and the room. That is doing something.”

The sentence entered shakily.

Protected yourself.

Not failed to fight.

Not tolerated it.

Protected.

Martin continued, “You don’t need to go back in there.”

“I can—”

“No.”

Not harsh.

Firm.

“You do not need to provide care to someone who has refused your dignity.”

My throat tightened so fast I looked away.

Mina’s eyes were bright behind her red glasses. “I’ll reschedule her with another clinic.”

Martin shook his head. “I’ll speak with her.”

A terrible instinct rose in me.

Fear, not pride.

“Please don’t make it a thing.”

All three of them looked at me.

I hated how small the sentence sounded.

Martin’s voice softened. “Gretchen.”

“I mean— we have other patients. And reviews. And she’s probably going to complain.”

“She can.”

“She’ll say I was sensitive.”

“She can.”

“She’ll say I made her uncomfortable.”

Martin’s eyes held mine.

“She did not become uncomfortable because of something you did. She became uncomfortable because you existed in a way she wanted permission to disrespect.”

That one nearly broke me in public.

I looked down again.

“Gretchen,” he said, quieter. “You do not have to prove you were hurt for me to take this seriously.”

My hands trembled around nothing.

That was new.

Not the trembling.

The part where no one asked for evidence of the wound.

So many hurts in life required a performance before people believed them. Tears, breakdown, raised voice, visible injury, witnesses, screenshots, bruises. Tara had carried insults no teacher had stopped. Bea had carried a receipt no one saw. Gretchen carried pauses, glances, wrong pronouns, careful exits, the thousand little moments that made people say maybe she was being dramatic.

Martin did not ask for the wound to become theatrical.

He believed the cut from the blade’s description.

“I’m going to speak with her,” he said. “Mina, please stay with Gretchen.”

“I’m right here,” Mina said.

“I don’t need—”

Mina looked at me.

I stopped.

“Okay,” I whispered.

Martin knocked once on Room Two and entered.

The door closed behind him.

Mina came around the desk and stood beside me.

She did not hug me.

Good.

Not yet.

She only said, “Breathe, honey.”

I tried.

It came in broken.

Andre lifted the floss samples. “Still offering varnish sabotage.”

Despite everything, a laugh came out.

Small, wet, ugly.

Mina pointed at him. “Go pretend to work.”

“I was born pretending.”

He left.

From behind the closed door, Martin’s voice was low and steady. I could not hear every word. Some phrases carried.

“Not acceptable…”

“…not a question of comfort…”

“…my staff…”

Then Mrs. Fallon’s voice, higher now. Defensive.

“I only meant—”

Martin again.

“No. You were clear.”

My spine straightened.

You were clear.

No wiggle room. No escape hatch.

I had watched men like old me thrive in ambiguity. We used it constantly. I didn’t mean it like that. You’re taking it wrong. It was a joke. I was just being honest. Don’t make it a big thing.

Martin gave her no fog to hide in.

The door opened after maybe three minutes.

Mrs. Fallon stepped out first, purse clutched hard against her chest, face flushed in offended dignity. She did not look at me. That was fine. I had no desire to become part of her exit scene.

Martin stood behind her.

Mina’s smile was professional enough to count as a weapon.

“Mrs. Fallon,” Martin said, “Mina will provide a referral list.”

Mrs. Fallon turned. “I think this is extremely unprofessional.”

Martin nodded once. “I agree that the interaction became unprofessional.”

She opened her mouth.

He continued, calm as a blade laid flat on a table. “That is why we are ending it.”

Mina slid a printed sheet across the counter. Where she got it so fast, I had no idea. The woman was a sorceress with office supplies.

Mrs. Fallon snatched it. “I will be leaving a review.”

“You’re free to describe the interaction accurately,” Martin said.

That shut her mouth for half a second.

Not long enough to become grace, but long enough to become silence.

She left.

The bell over the clinic door jingled.

The sound felt absurdly cheerful.

No one spoke.

Then Mina muttered, “May her crown fit like a secret.”

Andre’s voice came from somewhere down the hall. “Amen.”

I laughed again.

Then immediately almost cried.

Martin turned to me.

“Gretchen.”

That was all.

My name.

My real borrowed name.

Spoken like something worth protecting.

The room tilted slightly.

“I need a minute,” I said.

“Of course.”

I moved before anyone could offer more kindness and make me dissolve in the hallway. The supply room was at the back, narrow and packed with shelves of gloves, masks, dental bibs, paper cups, sterilization pouches, extra toothbrushes, boxes labeled by size and purpose. It smelled like cardboard, mint, and disinfectant.

I stepped inside and closed the door.

Not locked.

Just closed.

For three seconds, I stood completely still.

Then I broke.

Quietly at first.

One hand over my mouth, the other gripping the metal shelf. Tears slipped fast and hot down Gretchen’s face, under the foundation, into the careful work of the morning. I tried to stop because Gretchen’s notes had trained me well.

Don’t cry at work if possible.

But possible had ended.

The sob came out rough, low, too full.

I sank onto a step stool between boxes of gloves and covered my face.

The worst part was not Mrs. Fallon.

She was one woman with bad manners and a fossilized worldview. I had known worse. Gretchen had known worse. The insult itself was ugly, yes, but almost ordinary in the way repeated pain became ordinary.

The worst part was the way Gretchen’s body believed it.

Not intellectually.

Deeper.

A flinch under the skin that said: she saw through you.

A whisper that said: maybe the dress, the makeup, the name, the cardigan, the careful voice are all fragile because one cruel person can knock them sideways with three words.

A real one.

I pressed my palms against my eyes.

Old Grey tried to come back.

He wanted rage because rage had structure. Rage said we could find Mrs. Fallon online, destroy her business if she had one, make her regret speaking. Rage said being wounded meant someone needed to bleed. Rage was useful, familiar, masculine in the way I had once trusted.

But Gretchen did not need revenge.

She needed to keep existing after being questioned.

That was harder.

A soft knock came at the door.

I froze.

“Gretchen?”

Martin.

Of course.

I wiped my face quickly, which did nothing except smear moisture into already fragile makeup.

“Just a minute.”

“Take your time.”

Those words again.

A fresh wave of tears hit me because apparently I had become vulnerable to basic patience.

I heard him shift outside the door.

“I won’t come in unless you say I can.”

The supply room air seemed to still.

He was asking permission to enter a supply room.

Not my body.

Not a kiss.

Not a grand romantic threshold.

A supply room where I was crying between dental gloves.

And still, he asked.

I lowered my hands.

The instinct to say no was strong. Not because I wanted him gone. Because I did not want him to see Gretchen like this. Mascara-smudged, foundation streaked, breath uneven, shoulders shaking. I did not want him to see the cost of what he had defended. I did not want pity.

But Gretchen’s journal had said something else.

If he ever loves me, I hope it is because he sees me.

This was seeing too.

Not the pretty kind.

Not the sage dress kind.

The supply room kind.

I swallowed.

“You can come in.”

The door opened slowly.

Martin stepped inside and closed it behind him, but not all the way. He left it open a few inches.

Air.

Exit.

Respect.

He stood there for a second in his white lab coat, face soft with concern, hands at his sides like he was deliberately keeping them visible.

I hated how careful he was.

I loved it.

No.

Gretchen loved it.

I was increasingly unsure where the line lived.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

I shook my head. “You already said that.”

“I mean for this part too.”

“This part?”

“The part after.” His voice was quiet. “When everyone else gets to move on because the incident is handled, and you still have to feel it.”

That was unfairly precise.

I looked down.

Tears fell onto the dusty blue cardigan.

“Stop being good at this,” I said.

A small smile moved across his face, sad and brief. “I’m not. I just pay attention.”

Same thing, apparently.

He crouched a little, not fully, careful not to loom. “Is there anything you need right now?”

I laughed once, broken. “A new body? A new planet? A workplace without women named Dana?”

“Dana I can address.”

“Don’t.”

“I have to.”

I looked up fast. “Please don’t make me a project.”

His face changed immediately.

“That’s not what I want.”

“I know. I just—” My voice cracked. I hated it. “I don’t want everyone managing me.”

Martin nodded slowly.

“Okay.”

That was it.

No defense.

No wounded explanation of his good intentions.

Just okay.

He sat on an overturned box across from me, keeping distance.

For a while, neither of us spoke.

The clinic hummed beyond the door. A phone rang once. Mina answered it. Somewhere, Andre laughed softly. Life continuing, because it always did, rude and practical.

I wiped my cheeks with a tissue from my pocket. The tissue came away beige with foundation.

“Great,” I muttered. “Now I look like a melting witness.”

Martin’s mouth twitched.

“That was a very specific image.”

“I’m under stress.”

“Clearly still creative.”

I snorted, then cried again, which was humiliating but apparently allowed.

Martin looked at the shelves, giving me a second of privacy without leaving.

“I hated that I froze,” I said.

“You didn’t freeze.”

“I did.”

“You removed yourself.”

“That sounds better.”

“It is better.”

I shook my head. “I wanted to destroy her.”

That made him look back at me.

I could feel old Grey in the confession. Not fully hidden. Not gentle. The part of me that wanted to use force, language, humiliation. The champion’s instinct to punish disrespect publicly.

Martin did not look horrified.

“Part of me did too,” he said.

That surprised me.

“You?”

“I’m not made of dental floss.”

A laugh broke through the tears.

He smiled faintly.

Then he said, “But destroying people rarely teaches them dignity. It usually just teaches them they lost.”

I stared at him.

That sentence could have been written on the wall of every life I had damaged.

Tara in the courtyard.

Bea with the receipt.

Sienna in the morning.

Every moment I had chosen the win over the person.

“Yeah,” I said, voice rough. “I’m starting to get that.”

Martin’s eyes held mine for a beat, like he heard more in the sentence than I had meant to give.

Then he looked away first.

Respectfully.

Damn him.

Another silence.

I folded the tissue in my hands until it was useless.

“Thank you,” I said.

“For dismissing her?”

“For not making me prove it was bad.”

Martin’s expression softened.

“You shouldn’t have to.”

“People usually want proof.”

“I know.”

“Or they want you to be calm enough that it doesn’t inconvenience them.”

His jaw tightened. “I know.”

“Or upset enough that they believe you.”

He looked down at his hands.

“I’m sorry.”

The words were simple, and he had said them already, but this time I believed he was not apologizing as the clinic owner. He was apologizing as a man who understood he belonged to a world that often asked women like Gretchen to itemize pain before offering basic decency.

I breathed in shakily.

The supply room air smelled like cardboard and mint.

“I don’t want to go back out yet,” I admitted.

“You don’t have to.”

“We have patients.”

“We have enough staff for ten minutes.”

“Dana will say something.”

“Dana can say it to me.”

The firmness in his voice warmed me too much.

Careful, I warned myself.

Careful.

This was Gretchen’s life.

Gretchen’s friendship.

Gretchen’s heart.

Friends first.

Protect the life before chasing the feeling.

The sticky note in my bathroom seemed to appear in my mind.

Martin stood slowly. “I’ll get Mina. She’ll help with makeup if you want.”

“No.”

He stopped.

I looked up.

Not because I did not want Mina.

Because I wanted something else and was terrified to ask.

My voice came very small.

“Can you just… stay for a minute?”

Martin’s face softened in a way that hurt.

“Yes.”

He sat again.

Closer this time, but still not too close.

The tears came quietly now, less like breaking, more like weather passing through. I covered my face again, embarrassed by the sound of my own breathing.

Then Martin said, “Would it help if I sat next to you?”

The question moved through me.

Would it help.

Not can I hold you.

Not come here.

Not don’t cry.

A door offered, not opened.

I nodded before pride could stop me.

“Yes.”

He moved from the box to the step stool beside me. The space was small, knees almost touching. He still did not reach for me.

“Can I put my arm around you?” he asked.

The words made my chest ache.

I nodded again.

He waited until I said it.

“Yes.”

Only then did he move.

His arm came around my shoulders, warm and steady through the dusty blue cardigan. Not pulling me hard. Not turning my body toward his. Just offering structure.

The first contact made me tense.

Of course it did.

Gretchen’s body had learned to brace before being touched. My mind had learned to interpret touch as prelude, conquest, claim, invitation, a transaction waiting to reveal its terms.

This was none of those.

Martin held me like a person holds someone who is hurting.

That was all.

It was almost too much.

I cried harder.

No elegance. No cinematic single tear. Full, uneven, breath-catching sobs that shook Gretchen’s shoulders while Martin sat beside me in a supply room full of gloves and toothbrushes, holding steady without trying to fix the crying.

He did not stroke my hair.

Did not whisper dramatic promises.

Did not tell me I was beautiful.

Did not say she did not matter or don’t let her get to you, which was what people said when they wanted pain to become efficient.

He only said, once, quietly, “I’m here.”

That broke something open.

Not sexual.

Not romantic exactly.

Though romance was nearby, standing respectfully outside the door like Martin had.

This was care.

Pure enough that my old systems did not know how to process it.

Being wanted had always made me feel powerful. Being desired had made me feel confirmed. As Grey, women’s attention told me I existed in the shape I preferred. As Tara, men’s wanting had felt like hands. As Bea, the fear of being wanted and abandoned had lived in the body like a bruise. As Gretchen, I had feared being wanted because wanting could become proof, trap, charity, fetish, mistake.

But being held?

This was different.

No one was taking.

No one was asking.

No one was turning Gretchen’s body into a verdict.

Martin did not hold me because the dress was pretty, or because the cardigan was soft, or because I had become finally acceptable, or because the universe had decided he needed to teach Grey Watkins one more lesson.

He held me because I was crying.

Because a woman had been hurt.

Because care was what he chose when there was nothing to gain from it.

I leaned into him.

Slowly.

Then fully.

His arm tightened a fraction, just enough.

My face rested against his shoulder. His lab coat smelled like soap, coffee, and dental clinic. Not intoxicating. Not seductive.

Safe.

That word again.

But this time, safe did not feel like a room I might ruin by entering.

It felt like a handrail.

Something built because people were meant to need support sometimes.

I thought of my old mansion, all glass and trophies, nowhere soft to fall.

I thought of Tara’s apartment, beautiful and guarded.

Bea’s apartment, tired but beginning to unpause.

Gretchen’s apartment, sage green and brave.

And here, absurdly, between shelves of dental supplies, I realized I had spent my entire life mistaking being wanted for being held.

Wanted was attention moving toward you.

Held was care staying after the performance broke.

I cried until the tears slowed.

Martin did not move first.

When I finally lifted my head, he loosened his arm immediately, giving me space back without making me ask.

My eyes were swollen. Makeup wrecked. Nose probably red. I felt like a disaster wearing pearl studs.

“Sorry,” I said automatically.

He looked at me.

“No.”

Just that.

A whole boundary in one word.

I swallowed. “Habit.”

“I know.”

I laughed weakly. “You know a lot.”

“Occupational hazard of paying attention.”

I wiped under my eyes again. “I probably look awful.”

He reached toward his pocket, then stopped. “May I?”

I looked at his hand. He held a clean handkerchief.

A real handkerchief.

Of course he did.

“You carry a handkerchief?”

“My grandfather did. I stole his better habits.”

I nodded.

He handed it to me rather than wiping my face himself.

Another choice.

Another space.

I took it and dabbed carefully under my eyes.

“This is very old-man charming,” I said.

“Forty-five is not old.”

“That’s what old men say.”

“Cruel, but spirited. I’m taking it as recovery.”

I laughed again, and this time it did not break.

Outside the supply room, Mina’s voice called gently, “No rush, but when you’re ready, I have concealer, powder, and three insults for Mrs. Fallon that I have narrowed down from twelve.”

Martin smiled.

I exhaled.

“Tell her I need two minutes.”

Martin stood. “I’ll tell her five.”

“Bossy.”

“Medically necessary.”

“Dentally unnecessary.”

“Emotionally indicated.”

He opened the door, then paused.

“Gretchen?”

I looked up.

“I meant what I said. You don’t ever have to provide care to someone who refuses your dignity. Not here.”

Not here.

The clinic was not the whole world.

But it was one place.

One place where Gretchen’s dignity was policy because Martin had decided it would be.

That mattered.

“Thank you,” I said.

He nodded.

Then left.

Mina entered thirty seconds later with a small makeup bag, red glasses low on her nose, and the expression of a woman prepared to rebuild both my face and my faith in humanity through force.

“Oh, honey,” she said, taking one look at me. “We can fix the mascara. The patriarchy will take longer.”

I laughed.

She smiled, satisfied, and got to work.

When I returned to the hallway ten minutes later, my face was patched, my eyes still a little red, and my cardigan smelled faintly like Martin’s lab coat where I had leaned against him.

Dana looked up from the computer station.

For once, she said nothing.

Maybe Mina had spoken to her.

Maybe Martin had.

Maybe she had the survival instincts of a woman who knew the clinic’s weather had changed.

I walked past her without shrinking.

In Room One, a patient waited.

Life continued.

Work continued.

Gretchen continued.

And somewhere under the ache, under the fear, under the residue of Mrs. Fallon’s cruelty, a new knowledge settled into me.

Being held did not make Gretchen weak.

It did not make her indebted.

It did not make her less real.

It simply meant that, for a few minutes in a supply room, someone had seen the wound and chosen not to look away.

I had been wanted by crowds.

I had been wanted by women.

I had been wanted by brands, teams, fans, and strangers who liked the shape of my life from a distance.

But Gretchen had been held.

And the difference was so large I could not believe I had spent forty-one years missing it.


Chapter 27
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THE MAKEOVER DID not happen all at once. That was the first thing I would have hated about it in my old life. Old Grey liked transformations with lighting. Before and after. Weakness into dominance. Mess into brand. A body pushed hard enough to become useful. If a man wanted change, he hired the best, trained the hardest, paid the specialist, bought the suit, fixed the teeth, cut the body fat, and walked back into the room so improved that everyone who doubted him could choke on the evidence.

Gretchen’s transformation refused to behave like that.

There was no one grand reveal.

No staircase.

No room gasping.

No dramatic removal of glasses, as if vision correction had been the only thing standing between a woman and destiny.

There was only Thursday morning, a sink full of products, a YouTube tutorial paused on Gretchen’s phone, and me holding a round brush like it had personally betrayed me.

“Absolutely not,” I told the brush.

The brush did not care.

Gretchen had booked a hair appointment two days after the supply room breakdown.

Not because Martin had held her.

Not because Mrs. Fallon had insulted her.

Not because Dana had looked too pleased with herself for half a second afterward.

Because Gretchen’s journal had a list titled:

Things I keep postponing because I’m afraid of being seen trying

Haircut
Bra fitting
Better foundation match
Wear green dress again, not only special occasions
Ask about laser package
Buy jeans that fit now, not after imaginary future body
Practice saying “actually, it’s Gretchen” without apologizing

The list had been written before I arrived.

I had not created the desire.

I had only stopped being cowardly enough to avoid it.

So on Wednesday after work, Gretchen went to a small salon recommended by Mina, where a stylist named Rhea with tattooed arms and mercifully direct energy shaped her hair into soft shoulder-length layers that framed her face instead of hiding it. She added subtle curtain bangs that made Gretchen look less like she was growing her hair out from fear and more like she had chosen a style on purpose.

Rhea had also shown me how to use the round brush.

Which brought us to Thursday morning and my war.

The first attempt made Gretchen look like a news anchor during a weather emergency.

The second attempt burned my thumb.

The third was acceptable.

Mostly.

The hair fell softer around her face now, with gentle movement at the ends. The bangs skimmed her brows. The jaw shadow was still there under careful color correction, but the new foundation matched better. I had gone to a makeup counter after the salon, bracing for humiliation, only to meet a bored twenty-two-year-old beauty associate who said, “Undertone’s neutral-olive, babe,” like she was identifying a weather system, and matched Gretchen in six minutes.

No judgment.

No sermon.

Just neutral-olive.

I had nearly tipped her like she had performed surgery.

The clothes improved too, slowly and without fantasy. Gretchen did not become Tara Hereford in a pencil skirt. She did not become Celeste at a rooftop dinner. She did not become a bombshell designed for a man’s gaze. The point was not to turn Gretchen into a woman old Grey would have wanted across a room.

The point was to make the mirror less frightening.

I kept the sage green, but widened the palette. Dusty blue. Warm cream. Soft taupe. Deep forest. A rose-brown lip tint that made her face look awake without feeling painted. Better bras, after a fitting so emotionally complicated I almost blacked out from politeness. Jeans that actually fit Gretchen’s current body. A cream blouse with small shell buttons. A navy skirt that hit below the knee and moved nicely when she walked.

The first morning I wore the jeans, I stood in front of the mirror for a full minute.

Dark straight-leg jeans. Cream knit top. Sage cardigan, because some emotional infrastructure remained non-negotiable. White sneakers. G necklace. Hair soft, makeup light, brows finally behaving like relatives instead of strangers.

Gretchen looked casual.

Normal.

Pretty, but not arranged for inspection.

Just herself with the volume turned up one notch.

I touched the cardigan button.

“There you are,” I said.

Not as a reveal.

As recognition.

By the time I reached the clinic, I felt steadier.

That did not mean fearless. Let’s not get stupid.

Fear still came with the morning commute, with strangers’ glances, with Dana’s face, with my voice when it dropped unexpectedly, with bathrooms, with paperwork that still carried old legal complications I did not fully understand. But fear no longer drove every movement. Sometimes it sat in the passenger seat and complained while I steered.

At Forks Family Dental, Mina looked up from the desk and stopped mid-sip of coffee.

“Oh,” she said.

I froze. “Bad oh?”

“Good oh.” She set the cup down. “Hair oh.”

I touched the ends. “Too much?”

“Do not insult Rhea in my presence. She has powers.”

Andre leaned over the reception counter. “Very polished. Like a PBS host who could destroy you with floss.”

“Thank you?”

“You’re welcome.”

Dana walked in behind me wearing lavender scrubs and a face that suggested she had recently bitten into a lemon and blamed me. Her eyes skimmed my hair, makeup, cardigan, the slightly improved posture.

“New hair,” she said.

I smiled. “Yes.”

“It’s nice.”

The word sounded painful for her.

I accepted it anyway.

“Thank you.”

No shrinking.

No overexplaining.

No apologizing for the evidence of effort.

Martin appeared from Room Two with a chart in hand.

He saw me and paused.

Only briefly.

Less than a second.

But I had become fluent in his pauses.

His eyes moved to my hair, then my face, then settled on my eyes. Warmth. Recognition. No inventory.

“Morning, Gretchen.”

“Morning.”

His smile deepened slightly.

“The new haircut suits you.”

A compliment.

Plain. Kind. Non-explosive.

I could survive that.

“Thank you.”

Mina, behind him, mouthed suits you like she was tasting wedding cake.

I ignored her.

Mostly.

Work moved differently that day.

Not because hair had magic. It did not. But a woman who felt a little less at war with the mirror had more energy left for the world.

I handled Mrs. Alvarez’s cleaning prep without opening the wrong drawer. I helped a teenager through X-rays by explaining the sensor before placing it. I remembered to ask Mr. Kanter about his grandson’s baseball game, and when he joked nervously, I laughed once, then redirected exactly like Gretchen’s notes said.

With children, the change was strongest.

A little girl named Priya came in for sealants and looked at the dental chair like it had murdered someone she loved. I crouched beside her, careful in my navy skirt and cardigan, and showed her the suction.

“This is the tiny vacuum,” I said. “Very dramatic. Thinks it’s more important than it is.”

Priya stared. “Does it eat teeth?”

“No. It is on a strict no-teeth diet.”

Martin, behind me, turned slightly toward the counter. I could tell he was hiding a smile.

Priya let me show her the sound before using it.

No tears.

No bargaining.

Small win.

A green-ribbon-on-a-hook kind of win.

Afterward, Martin passed me in the hallway and said quietly, “You were good with her.”

“Tiny vacuum did the heavy lifting.”

“Tiny vacuum has terrible bedside manner.”

“I’m training it.”

His eyes warmed. “It’s lucky to have you.”

The compliment almost slid under my ribs.

He kept walking before it became a spectacle.

That was Martin’s particular skill: noticing without pinning the thing down until it died.

Later, I corrected Dana.

Not dramatically. Not in a Grey Watkins verbal knockout. Just corrected her.

She said, “He—” then paused, irritated, while referring to me during a supply conversation with Andre.

I looked up and said, “She.”

One word.

No apology.

No tremble.

Dana’s mouth tightened. “She. Fine.”

“Thank you.”

Andre continued the conversation as if the correction were ordinary.

Maybe because it was.

My hands shook after, but less than before.

Progress was not the absence of fear.

It was needing fewer minutes to come back.

At lunch, Martin did not invite me into his office.

That was good.

I noticed the absence, which told me it was good. Gretchen’s life could not revolve around his safe rooms. Friends first meant friendship, not emotional dependence dressed as romance.

So I ate in the break room with Mina, Andre, and even Dana hovering near the microwave with her beige aura intact. I survived. Mina stole one of my apple slices. Andre told a story about accidentally using children’s toothpaste before a date and tasting bubblegum for six hours. Dana laughed despite herself. The world did not heal, but the room held.

By the end of the day, I felt tired in a clean way.

The kind of tired that came from living, not bracing.

Martin caught me near the coat hooks.

“Walking by the lake today?” he asked.

I looked at him, surprised.

“Was I supposed to?”

“No.” He shrugged lightly. “I am. Thought I’d ask.”

No pressure.

Always no pressure.

The phrase was becoming his native language.

I glanced at the window. The late afternoon was pale and clear, spring sunlight slanting across the street. Cold, probably, but not cruel.

Gretchen’s body wanted to go.

So did I.

That no longer frightened me as much as it had.

“Okay,” I said.

He smiled. “Okay.”

We changed into coats and left together through the clinic’s back exit to avoid Mina’s commentary, which failed because she called after us, “Enjoy your very platonic cardiovascular activity!”

Martin closed his eyes for one second.

I said, “She’s subtle.”

“She has many gifts. Subtlety died young.”

The walk to Lake Michigan took fifteen minutes.

Chicago opened gradually. Brick storefronts gave way to wider streets, then a stretch of parkland where bare trees were beginning to bud. The lake appeared beyond them, enormous and steel-blue under the late-day sky. Wind moved off the water, cold enough to sharpen thought.

We walked along the path with our coats buttoned. Gretchen wore the beige coat from the boutique over her clinic clothes, a sage scarf tucked at the neck. Martin wore a dark wool coat and navy scarf. We looked, from a distance, like two adults doing nothing remarkable.

That felt remarkable.

The lake was not the ocean. The Pacific outside my old mansion was dramatic, endless, always performing. Lake Michigan felt steadier. Wide and cold and practical. A body of water that had work to do and did not need applause.

I liked it.

We walked in companionable silence for a few minutes. Joggers passed. A woman with a golden retriever nodded at us. Two older men sat on a bench arguing about baseball with the intensity of diplomats managing a border dispute.

Martin tucked his hands into his coat pockets.

“Do you ever feel like aging is mostly realizing you were wrong about what would make you happy?”

I looked at him.

“That’s a cheerful opener.”

He smiled faintly. “I was going to start with the weather, but I trust you.”

“Terrible judgment.”

“Consistent with my dating history.”

There it was.

A door.

Not wide open. Not dramatic. But there.

I kept my voice light. “Dangerous topic, Doctor.”

“I know.”

He looked out over the water.

“I used to think peace was what happened after you arranged life correctly. Marriage, house, practice, reputation, savings, plans. If the pieces were in order, peace would arrive.”

I looked at his profile.

“And did it?”

“For a while, I confused quiet with peace.”

That sentence had a history behind it.

I could hear it.

I did not push.

Martin continued anyway.

“I was married for eleven years.”

Gretchen’s body went still.

I knew he had been alone, emotionally closed off maybe. The clinic gossip, Gretchen’s journal, small hints. But hearing him say it out loud changed the air.

“Divorced?” I asked.

“Six years.”

He did not sound bitter.

That made it sadder.

“What happened?”

He took a slow breath.

“Nothing dramatic enough to make a good story. That was part of the problem.”

We walked past a bench. Neither of us sat.

He continued, “Her name was Elise. She was kind, smart, funny. We met in dental school. She became an orthodontist. We built the kind of life people described as solid.”

“Solid can be good.”

“It can.” He nodded. “It can also be a word people use when they mean no one is visibly bleeding.”

That was too accurate.

I stayed quiet.

Martin’s gaze remained on the lake. “We stopped telling each other the truth because neither of us wanted to be the person who ruined a good life. She wanted more adventure. More risk. I wanted calm. Routine. A home that didn’t ask me to prove anything after work.”

“That doesn’t sound wrong.”

“It wasn’t. Neither was she.” His mouth tightened slightly. “That was hard for me to accept. I wanted one of us to be clearly wrong. It would have made the ending cleaner.”

Clean endings.

There was a phrase that had ruined lives.

I thought of Bea’s receipt.

“Endings usually aren’t clean,” I said.

He glanced at me.

“No. They aren’t.”

We walked a little farther.

The wind lifted Gretchen’s hair around her cheeks. The new layers moved softly. I tucked one side behind my ear, then let it fall again.

Martin said, “After the divorce, I became very good at being fine.”

I laughed once. “That disease is going around.”

He smiled.

“I kept the clinic running. Saw friends. Took care of patients. Went to conferences. Built routines. Good routines, mostly. But I stopped letting life surprise me unless it had an appointment.”

That sounded familiar in a way I did not like.

I had been the opposite on the surface. Parties, women, cars, spectacle. But underneath, I had avoided surprise too. Real surprise. The kind that changed you instead of entertaining you.

“What do you like now?” I asked.

The question came from Gretchen more than Grey.

Martin looked thoughtful.

“Small loyal things.”

I smiled despite myself. “That sounds like something embroidered on a pillow.”

“Probably by someone wise.”

“Or someone selling pillows.”

“Also possible.”

He counted on his fingers, eyes still on the path. “Coffee in the same mug. Patients who bring cookies. The first warm day after winter. Books I’ve read before. People who say what they mean, even if they need time. Quiet dinners. Walking without trying to get anywhere.”

“Pickleball fake victories.”

“Those most of all.”

I laughed.

He smiled, but then his expression softened.

“I like peace,” he said. “But I’m learning peace is not the same as avoiding feeling.”

The words moved through me slowly.

Maybe because I had been doing the same thing in reverse. Chasing feeling to avoid peace.

We reached a railing overlooking the water. The lake wind pressed against my coat. Martin stood beside me, close enough for warmth, far enough for choice.

“Do you get lonely?” I asked.

The question was too direct.

Old Grey would have made it sound smoother.

Gretchen’s voice let it be plain.

Martin did not seem offended.

“Yes.”

That answer came without performance.

“Less than I used to. Or maybe I notice it differently now.”

“How?”

He leaned his forearms on the railing.

“When I was younger, loneliness felt like proof that something was missing out there. A person. A plan. A future I was supposed to catch up to. Now it feels more like a room inside me I haven’t fully furnished.”

I stared at him.

“You just walk around saying things like that?”

He laughed. “Only near large bodies of water. Makes me unbearable.”

“It does.”

“Noted.”

I looked at the lake.

A room inside me I haven’t fully furnished.

My mansion in Santa Monica had too much furniture and not enough life. Gretchen’s apartment had thrifted furniture, plants, scrapbooks, and still somehow more room for becoming than my entire glass palace.

“I’m lonely too,” I said.

The words came quietly.

They were Gretchen’s.

They were mine.

That was the problem now. The line between us had grown less like a wall and more like water.

Martin did not rush to comfort.

He let the sentence stand.

Then he said, “I know.”

I looked at him sharply.

He held up a hand slightly. “Not in a presumptuous way.”

“Good.”

“In a paying attention way.”

“That phrase is becoming your legal defense.”

“It has served me well.”

We both smiled.

Then the silence came again.

Not empty.

Full.

I almost told him.

That was the dangerous thing about safety. It made impossible truths rise toward the mouth.

Martin, I’m not who you think I am.

Martin, Gretchen is real, but I am also Grey Watkins.

Martin, I was a man who hurt women and somehow I woke up here and now I’m trying not to destroy the one life I don’t understand.

Martin, when you look at me, I don’t know if you’re seeing her or me or some shared ghost that should not exist.

The words gathered behind my teeth.

My heart pounded.

If I told him, everything would change.

Maybe he would think I was having a breakdown. Maybe he would call a doctor. Maybe he would be kind in the way people were kind to delusions. Maybe he would step back forever. Maybe that would be the honest thing.

But the truth, if spoken, would not only expose me.

It would steal Gretchen’s life from her.

Martin cared about Gretchen. Her coffee, her cardigan, her pickleball disasters, her patience with children, her laugh, her fear, her courage. If I told him about Grey, I would make Gretchen’s becoming compete with my impossibility. I would drag my old identity into the center of her fragile peace and ask Martin to rearrange his care around me.

No.

Protect the life before chasing the feeling.

The sticky note had become scripture, annoyingly.

Martin glanced at me. “You went somewhere.”

“I do that.”

“I’ve noticed.”

I gripped the railing.

“I want to tell you something impossible.”

His face changed.

Not fear.

Attention.

“You can.”

Could I?

Maybe.

Should I?

No.

Not that.

Not now.

Maybe not ever.

I swallowed.

“I’m scared,” I said.

That part was true.

Martin turned slightly toward me.

“Of what?”

I watched the water move under the grey-blue sky.

“I’m scared I’m becoming someone I don’t want to lose.”

The sentence came out before I fully understood it.

Then it hung between us.

Martin did not answer right away.

Thank God.

A fast answer would have ruined it.

He looked at me with such quiet seriousness that my eyes burned.

“That doesn’t sound like something to fear,” he said finally.

I laughed softly, but it broke a little. “Then you’re not listening.”

“I am.” He turned back to the lake. “I just think some fears are evidence that something matters.”

Something matters.

Gretchen mattered.

That was the terrifying part.

Not as a lesson. Not as a borrowed body. Not as punishment. Not as the third answer in a sequence.

Gretchen mattered.

Her hair appointment mattered. Her clinic confidence mattered. Her cardigans and scrapbooks and pickleball paddle mattered. Her crush mattered. Her dignity mattered. Her fear mattered. Her future mattered.

And I was inside it.

I had no idea how not to love the life I was trying to protect.

Martin’s hand rested on the railing near mine.

Not touching.

Near.

A small loyal thing.

I looked at our hands.

His broad, steady, bare against the cold metal.

Gretchen’s with clear gloss, fingers long, a little tense, the G ring catching light.

The space between them remained.

Chosen.

Protected.

I did not close it.

Neither did he.

The sun lowered behind the city, and the lake darkened by degrees.

Eventually, Martin said, “There’s a diner two blocks away with mediocre soup and excellent pie.”

“That is a suspicious combination.”

“The soup keeps expectations low. The pie rescues the brand.”

“Spoken like a man who has thought too much about diner strategy.”

“I contain multitudes.”

I looked at him.

He smiled.

Not pushing.

Not saving.

Just offering a next ordinary thing.

Dinner. Pie. Walking. Continuing.

I thought of Gretchen’s journal.

If he ever loves me, I hope it is because he sees me.

I did not know what Martin saw.

I did not know what I was becoming.

I did not know whether the voice would ever call again, or whether Grey Watkins was lying somewhere in another state, a body abandoned at the edge of a canyon.

I knew only that Gretchen was cold, hungry, and tired from a long day of being brave.

“I want pie,” I said.

Martin’s smile warmed.

“Then pie is the priority.”

We walked away from the railing side by side, hands still not touching, the lake behind us dark and immense.

No grand transformation.

No answer.

No magic.

Just a woman in a beige coat and sage scarf walking beside a kind man toward mediocre soup and excellent pie, trying to become someone she could not bear to lose.


Chapter 28
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BY THE TIME I faced Martin across the pickleball court again, I had accepted three humiliating truths. One, pickleball was a real sport, despite its name sounding like a side dish invented at a church picnic. Two, Gretchen liked it. Three, I liked that she liked it.

That last one was the worst.

A man could survive many indignities. I had survived sacks, scandals, a Lamborghini crash, two supernatural body swaps with women I had harmed, and waking up in Chicago with a skincare routine and a crisis around cardigans. But enjoying pickleball on purpose? That felt like character development with no dignity.

Still, there I was on a Thursday evening at Maplewood Community Center, wearing a forest-green athletic pullover, black leggings, white sneakers, and the sage green athletic skirt that no longer felt like a national security risk. My hair was tied back in a low ponytail with a few loose pieces around my face. Light makeup. Clear gloss. G necklace tucked under the pullover. Pearl studs because Gretchen liked them and because I had stopped pretending I did not.

I looked sporty.

Not Grey Watkins sporty. Not sculpted, sponsored, and lit by stadium gods.

Gretchen sporty.

Which meant careful, modest, slightly flushed, and ready to apologize to a plastic ball if necessary.

Martin stood on the other side of the net in navy athletic pants and a charcoal quarter-zip, paddle loose in one hand. He looked too calm for someone about to lose to a woman who had once hit the fence from six feet away.

“You’re smiling,” he said.

“I’m visualizing your defeat.”

“That would explain the confidence.”

“Careful. I’ve improved.”

“I know.”

He said it without teasing.

I hated that the sincerity warmed me more than trash talk would have.

Lana, our instructor and unofficial commander of community-court morality, clapped from the sideline. “All right, Gretchen. Martin. Friendly game to eleven. And by friendly, I mean nobody gets dramatic unless it’s funny.”

“I can’t promise that,” I said.

Lana pointed her paddle at me. “You’re my problem child with better footwork.”

“That’s the nicest thing anyone has said to me all week.”

Martin lifted his brows. “That seems unlikely.”

“You said my suction technique was improving. Not the same.”

“Professionally, that was high praise.”

“You need better compliments.”

“I’m working on it.”

We started.

Martin served first, smooth and easy. I returned it.

Actually returned it.

Not beautifully. Not with tactical genius. But over the net, inside the court, with enough control that Lana shouted, “Yes!”

The old Grey inside me rose instantly.

Finally.

A rally.

A score.

A thing to win.

Then Gretchen’s body laughed when the next shot bounced too far and I missed by a tragic margin.

The old Grey blinked, offended.

Gretchen did not care.

That was the strange relief of this life now. I could still want to improve without needing to dominate the whole court to justify my existence. I could miss a shot and remain a person. I could be bad, then less bad, then maybe decent. No one booed. No one wrote commentary. No one clipped the mistake and replayed it with my career statistics.

I had spent decades confusing excellence with safety.

Gretchen was teaching me that sometimes safety was being allowed to be mediocre and still welcome.

Martin beat me in the first game, 11–8.

Barely.

I pointed my paddle at him. “Enjoy your temporary empire.”

He smiled. “I treasure all my temporary empires.”

“You got lucky.”

“I believe the record will show I got patient.”

“Fake news.”

Lana, who had been watching from the bench, said, “Martin did get patient. Gretchen got stubborn. Both strategies have merit.”

“I prefer ‘athletically determined,’” I said.

“You may prefer many things.”

Martin laughed, and the sound moved through me in the now-familiar way: soft, warm, dangerous.

Dangerous because it no longer made me want to perform.

It made me want to stay.

We played doubles next with Edie and a man named Carl who took pickleball seriously enough to wear a wristband, which I respected despite myself. Gretchen played better this time. Not great. But better. She moved her feet instead of freezing. She loosened her grip. She trusted the smaller paddle. When the ball came fast, she did not always panic.

Sometimes she panicked with accuracy.

Progress.

Martin and I had rhythm now.

Not only on the court.

Everywhere.

At work, we had returned to normal after the fundraiser, if normal could include the memory of his hand on my shoulder and the supply room hug that lived somewhere under Gretchen’s ribs. Friends first had held. Coffee in his office sometimes, but not every day. Lunch in the break room. Pickleball. Lake walks. A diner with mediocre soup and excellent pie, where he had remembered I liked cherry and I pretended not to be devastated by fruit.

He did not push.

That was the miracle and the torture.

Martin never acted like the hug had bought him closeness. He never used the fundraiser dance as evidence of momentum. He never made me feel guilty for not defining whatever this was. He simply continued being there, which somehow made wanting him worse.

Old Grey would have called that lack of game.

Gretchen knew better.

This was not lack of game.

This was care with discipline.

In the second doubles game, I accidentally scored the winning point when Carl misread my weak return as strategy and lunged the wrong way.

The ball dropped just inside the line.

Everyone stared.

Then Lana yelled, “That counts!”

I lifted both arms. “Genius.”

Martin applauded with solemn dignity. “A masterwork.”

“I planned it.”

“You absolutely did not.”

“History belongs to the winner.”

Edie laughed. “She’s getting cocky.”

Martin looked at me, eyes bright. “She is.”

The word landed strangely.

She.

Not correcting anyone.

Not making a point.

Just me, in the sentence.

She is.

Gretchen’s body warmed from the inside.

Mine did too, wherever mine lived now.

I looked away first, pretending to adjust the grip tape on my paddle.

By seven, the sky had darkened faster than expected. Clouds rolled in over the community center, low and heavy. The spring air sharpened, wind slipping through the chain-link fence and lifting the loose hair around my face.

Lana squinted upward. “We may be done.”

Carl checked his phone. “Rain in ten.”

“Then we have nine minutes of athletic glory,” I said.

Martin glanced at the sky. “That’s a lot of glory for us.”

“Speak for yourself.”

The first fat drop hit the court two minutes later.

Then another.

Then, as if the weather had been waiting for dramatic permission, the rain came down all at once.

Not a mist.

A sheet.

Lana shouted, “Off the courts! Wet surface!”

Everyone scattered.

The plastic ball bounced once, then skidded uselessly. Martin grabbed my paddle bag with one hand and reached toward me with the other, stopping halfway.

“Run?” he asked.

I laughed because he had asked permission to flee rain.

“Yes!”

We ran.

Badly.

Gretchen’s sneakers squeaked on the damp court. The skirt flapped over the leggings. My ponytail came loose in the wind. Martin stayed beside me, not dragging, not rushing ahead. Rain hit my face, cold and shocking, and for some absurd reason I started laughing harder.

Maybe because it was ridiculous.

Maybe because Gretchen was running through rain after pickleball with a dentist she liked, and no cosmic voice had arranged the choreography.

Maybe because for once, I did not feel punished.

Just wet.

We made it under a covered park pavilion near the courts, both breathing hard. Rain hammered the roof. The community center lights blurred through the downpour. A few other players had sprinted toward the parking lot instead, leaving us alone under the shelter except for a trash can, a damp bench, and one extremely judgmental squirrel.

Martin set the paddle bag on the bench. His hair was wet at the edges, his jacket darkened with rain. He looked less composed than usual, which I found offensively attractive.

“You’re laughing,” he said.

“So are you.”

“I’m relieved we survived the athletic portion of the evening.”

“I won.”

“You won one point by accident.”

“The only point that mattered emotionally.”

He smiled, breathing a little hard. “Naturally.”

Rain drummed overhead. I wiped water from my cheek, then realized my makeup was probably staging a quiet collapse.

“Oh no.”

“What?”

“My face.”

Martin looked at me.

Not scanning. Not judging. Just looking.

“Still there.”

“That is not the reassurance you think it is.”

He reached into his gym bag and pulled out a clean towel, handing it to me. “Here.”

“Do you carry supplies for every possible emergency?”

“I’m forty-five. Preparation is how we flirt with mortality.”

I laughed and dabbed carefully under my eyes. “That sentence aged you six years.”

“I’ll recover.”

The towel smelled like laundry soap and faintly like him.

Dangerous towel.

I used it anyway.

When I lowered it, Martin was watching me with an expression I had not seen fully before.

Not the clinic look.

Not the careful friend look.

Not even the almost-kiss doorway look.

This was quieter.

More exposed.

He looked nervous.

Martin Forks, calm dentist, defender of dignity, man who could dismiss a bigot without raising his voice, was nervous under a park pavilion because of me.

Gretchen.

My heart kicked.

“What?” I asked.

He looked down briefly, then out at the rain.

“I should probably wait.”

“That’s a terrible opening.”

He laughed softly, but it faded quickly.

“Yes. It is.”

The rain filled the silence between us.

I held the towel with both hands, suddenly aware of every inch of Gretchen’s body. Damp hair. Cold cheeks. Athletic skirt over leggings. Heart racing. Lip gloss mostly gone. G necklace under the pullover. A woman not dressed for seduction, not arranged for romance, standing under rain shelter with a man who had been careful for weeks.

Martin turned back to me.

“I want to tell you something,” he said. “And I want to say it in a way that doesn’t make you feel responsible for it.”

My breath caught.

There it was.

The door.

This time, he was opening it himself.

Slowly.

With warning.

Of course.

“Okay,” I said.

He nodded once, as if gathering courage from the word.

“I have feelings for you.”

The world did not stop.

Rain kept hammering.

A car passed in the wet street beyond the park.

The squirrel leapt onto a railing like an unpaid witness.

But inside me, something went very still.

Martin continued, voice calm but not smooth. “Not just fondness. Not just friendship, though the friendship matters to me a great deal. I care about you as my friend. I also have feelings that are… more than friendship.”

My mouth went dry.

He looked almost apologetic, which made my chest ache.

“I’m telling you because I think not saying it has started to become its own kind of dishonesty,” he said. “But I need you to understand something.”

I could not speak.

So I nodded.

“You never have to return those feelings to keep my friendship.”

The sentence entered me and found every bruise.

“You don’t have to decide anything tonight,” he continued. “You don’t have to make me feel brave for saying it. You don’t have to explain what you feel. If all you want is exactly what we have now—coffee, clinic jokes, pickleball defeats I generously allow—then that stays. I mean that.”

The old Grey inside me could not understand this man.

A confession without demand.

Desire without pressure.

Wanting without making itself a debt.

Martin’s hands were at his sides. Not reaching. Not pleading. Not performing tragedy. He had placed the truth between us and then stepped back emotionally, the same way he always stepped back physically.

“Why?” I whispered.

His brow softened. “Why what?”

“Why make it so easy for me to say no?”

The question came from somewhere raw.

Martin’s answer was immediate.

“Because I care about you.”

I looked away.

The rain blurred.

That was the whole thing with him. The sentences were never complicated enough for my defenses to fight.

I care about you.

Therefore, your no matters.

I care about you.

Therefore, I will not make my feelings a cage.

I care about you.

Therefore, I can want you and still protect your peace.

I had thought wanting was proven by pursuit.

Martin was showing me that sometimes wanting was proven by restraint.

I wiped at one eye quickly, pretending it was rain.

We were under a roof.

Neither of us commented.

“I don’t know what I feel,” I said.

That was a lie and the truth.

I knew some things.

I knew Gretchen had cared for Martin long before I arrived. I knew her journal had held his name like a secret flame. I knew my own feelings had grown through hers, around hers, with hers, until separating them felt like pulling threads out of skin. I knew I wanted him close. I knew I wanted to protect Gretchen from being turned into anyone’s lesson. I knew I had prayed that if this happened, it would be real.

And here he was.

Real.

Damp from rain.

Nervous.

Not asking for more than I could give.

Martin nodded. “That’s okay.”

“Stop saying everything is okay.”

A small smile touched his mouth. “Noted.”

“It makes it very hard to be dramatic.”

“I’m sorry to interfere with your art.”

I laughed, but it broke a little.

Then silence.

The good kind.

Terrifying.

I looked at him.

Really looked.

The rain had softened his hair. One drop clung to his temple. His jacket collar was slightly crooked. His eyes were warm and serious behind the fading light. He was not a fantasy alpha male. Not a billionaire. Not a stadium god. Not a man who entered rooms as conquest.

He was forty-five, divorced, kind, occasionally terrible at silent auction tables, fond of mediocre soup and excellent pie, and capable of holding a crying woman in a supply room without turning care into claim.

Gretchen loved him.

The knowledge rose gently.

Not thunder.

Not revelation.

More like something that had been waiting for me to stop arguing.

Gretchen loved him, or was close enough to love that the distinction was cowardice.

And I—

I did not know where I ended.

Maybe that should have frightened me.

It did.

But not enough to stop the next step.

I set the towel on the bench.

Martin watched, still giving me room.

I took one step toward him.

He did not move.

That mattered.

I took another.

Close enough now to see the rain on his lashes.

“I’m going to do something,” I said, voice unsteady.

His expression softened, but he stayed still.

“Okay.”

“I need you to let me do it.”

“I will.”

“And if I panic after, don’t make a speech.”

His mouth twitched. “No speeches.”

“Good.”

I lifted one hand, then stopped.

Permission.

Martin had taught me the shape of it so thoroughly that I could not cross the space without offering it back.

“Can I kiss you?” I asked.

His face changed.

Not hunger first.

Wonder.

“Yes,” he said softly.

One word.

Enough.

I kissed him first.

Not because he would not have.

Because he had made sure the choice belonged to me.

The kiss was gentle.

Almost awkward at the beginning.

I had kissed so many women as Grey that technique had become muscle memory, but this was different in every possible way. Gretchen’s body leaned forward carefully. Her hand rested against Martin’s chest, feeling warmth through damp fabric. His mouth met hers softly, no taking, no rush. He let me set the pressure, the angle, the length.

The first second was shock.

The second was fear.

The third was tenderness so sharp it almost hurt.

I felt Gretchen’s body register him: the warmth of his mouth, the scratch of faint stubble, the steadiness of his breath, the careful way he held himself back even while kissing back. His hand lifted, paused near my arm, and only rested there when I did not pull away.

Even then, light.

As if he knew the kiss was not a door he could push through.

My eyes closed.

Rain roared overhead.

Everything else narrowed to the point of contact.

I had been kissed by hunger.

By admiration.

By loneliness.

By women who wanted the myth, women who wanted the man, women who wanted to be chosen by someone other people wanted.

This kiss was none of those.

It was not proof.

Not conquest.

Not escape.

It was a question answered carefully.

Could this be real?

Maybe.

Maybe was no longer a grave.

Maybe had become a beginning.

I pulled back first.

Not far.

Just enough to breathe.

Martin’s eyes opened slowly.

For one second, neither of us said anything.

Then I whispered, “That was terrifying.”

A laugh broke out of him.

Soft, surprised, relieved.

“Yes.”

“You’re supposed to say it was nice.”

“It was also nice.”

“Also?”

“Very nice.”

I laughed too, nervous and breathless, covering my mouth with one hand because Gretchen’s smile felt too large for my face.

Martin looked at me like the smile mattered more than the kiss.

That nearly undid me.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

I considered lying out of habit.

Then did not.

“I think so.”

“Good.”

A pause.

Then he added, “May I hold your hand?”

I looked down.

His hand waited between us.

Not grabbing.

Waiting.

I placed mine in it.

His fingers closed around mine, warm and steady.

The gesture felt more intimate than some nights I had spent naked with people I never truly saw.

We stood under the pavilion, holding hands like teenagers and adults and idiots all at once, rain trapping us in a little pocket of world.

After a minute, I said, “So. Your confession was statistically successful.”

Martin laughed again. “I appreciate your clinical review.”

“I’m known for feedback.”

“I’ll prepare a form.”

“No need. Five stars for consent. Four for timing. You did choose a rainstorm.”

“I’ll discuss with management.”

“Please do.”

He smiled, then grew slightly serious.

“Can I ask something?”

I braced, but less than before.

“Yes.”

“Can I see you again outside work? Intentionally. Not hidden inside clinic schedules or pickleball classes.” He paused. “A date, if you want that word. Or dinner, if the word is too much.”

Date.

The word bloomed and terrified.

A date meant more than coffee. More than friends first. More than almost. It meant choosing the next door.

I thought of Gretchen’s journal.

I thought of the prayer.

I thought of my promise: I will not spend your heart to buy my forgiveness.

Was this spending it?

Or honoring what was already there?

I looked at Martin.

He waited.

No pressure.

No speech.

Just the question.

I checked inside myself for the old hunger. The urge to be wanted. The desire to use his care to prove I was lovable, redeemed, safe. It was there faintly, because I was not magically cured of being myself. But it was not driving.

Something else was.

Gretchen’s want.

My care for her.

Our shared hope.

“I want dinner,” I said.

Martin’s smile came slowly, like sunrise refusing to be dramatic.

“Dinner.”

“And I want the word date.”

His eyes warmed.

“Date.”

“But not somewhere with terrible soup.”

“Understood.”

“Or a tooth-shaped anything.”

“I’ll cancel several reservations.”

I laughed.

Then he leaned slightly closer, still careful.

“Can I kiss you again?”

This time, the answer came easier.

“Yes.”

The second kiss was still gentle, but less awkward. Gretchen’s hand stayed in his. His other hand touched my shoulder, then my upper back, and I leaned closer by choice. The rain softened around us, or maybe I stopped hearing it as loudly.

When we parted, both of us were smiling like people trying not to look foolish and failing with dignity.

“My bus,” I said, seeing headlights through the rain.

Martin looked over. “We missed one already.”

“Your fault.”

“I accept partial responsibility.”

“Generous.”

We gathered our bags and ran through lighter rain toward the bus stop. This time he held my hand while we ran, and I let him.

At the shelter, the bus pulled up with a hiss.

Martin did not get on.

His car was in the lot.

Still, he stood there until the doors opened.

“Text me when you’re home?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Goodnight, Gretchen.”

My name again.

After the kiss, it sounded different.

Not claimed.

Cherished.

“Goodnight, Martin.”

I climbed onto the bus, wet, flushed, ridiculous, happy, terrified.

All of it.

I found a seat near the window and looked out.

Martin stood under the shelter, hair damp, gym bag over one shoulder, hand raised in a small wave.

The bus pulled away.

I touched my mouth.

Gretchen’s mouth.

Still warm.

I should have waited for static.

Some part of me did.

No call came.

No voice explained the kiss as a lesson.

No light flickered overhead.

No cosmic judgment intruded.

Good.

Let the universe stay quiet.

Let the kiss belong to Gretchen.

Let the rain, the paddle, the awkward laugh, the consent, the nervous happiness be real because two people made it real, not because a robotic voice needed me to understand another moral category.

I leaned my head against the cool window and watched Chicago blur by.

For the first time, I did not wonder when I would go back.

I wondered what I would wear to dinner.


Chapter 29
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BY SATURDAY evening, I had changed outfits four times and insulted three cardigans. That was not growth. That was crisis management with knitwear.

The first outfit was the sage green dress from the fundraiser, which I rejected immediately because it had too much meaning and I did not want to bring an entire emotional archive to dinner. The second was dark jeans, cream blouse, and beige coat, which looked nice but too casual, like I was trying to prove I was relaxed by working very hard at it. The third involved a navy skirt and the dusty blue cardigan, but the cardigan had betrayed me under the apartment lighting by looking less soft woman and more substitute librarian with secrets.

The fourth option sat on the bed now.

A forest-green wrap blouse with a modest neckline, black straight-leg trousers, low nude flats, pearl drop earrings, and the G necklace.

Not too dressy.

Not too safe.

Not the fundraiser.

Not work.

Date.

The word still made my body react like someone had opened a window in winter.

Date.

A real one.

With Martin.

Not a club. Not a hotel room. Not a woman coming over after midnight because loneliness had needed a body. Not a rooftop proposal staged so beautifully I had mistaken production value for love.

Dinner.

Conversation.

A man who had asked if he could kiss me.

A man I had kissed first.

A man who knew Gretchen’s coffee order, watched her play terrible pickleball, defended her dignity, held her in a supply room, and still left space around every yes.

The problem was not that I did not want to go.

The problem was that I did.

That made everything worse.

I stood in the bathroom in underwear and a bra, staring at Gretchen’s reflection while the shower steam faded from the mirror. The new haircut framed her face softly. Her skin looked better now that the makeup matched. Her brows were still not twins, but they had at least become cousins who spoke at holidays. Her body was soft under the bathroom light, still in-between in ways that frightened her and confused me.

Grey Watkins did not like men.

That thought arrived flat and defensive.

It had been circling for days, waiting for the first real date to make it impossible to ignore. I had been with women. Desired women. Hurt women. Been adored by women. My entire adult life had been built around a male body moving through female attention like weather he owned.

And now Martin Forks could say my name and make my knees forget management.

I did not know what that made me.

No.

That was not quite true.

I knew what the easy panic wanted to ask.

Did liking Martin mean something about Grey? Was this Gretchen’s body? Gretchen’s feelings? Shared wiring? Was I only along for the ride? Was the man who had once defined himself through women’s desire now becoming someone else entirely? Had I changed, or was I just feeling what Gretchen already felt?

The questions were loud.

They were also, for once, not the most important thing.

Because this was not Grey going on a date with Martin.

This was Gretchen going on a date with Martin, and I was inside her life with enough awareness to know the difference mattered.

Gretchen liked him before I arrived.

Gretchen trusted him before I understood why restraint could be romantic.

Gretchen wrote his name in her journal like a match she was afraid to light.

The feelings were hers.

But I felt them too.

That was the unbearable part.

Not because they were false.

Because they were real enough to change me.

I touched the G necklace on the counter.

“Okay,” I whispered to the mirror. “No stealing the night.”

Meaning me.

Meaning Grey.

Meaning the old habit of walking into any intimate room and making it orbit my hunger.

I did Gretchen’s makeup slowly. Light foundation, careful color correction, soft brown eyeshadow, mascara, cream blush, rose-brown lip tint with gloss. I left her hair down with one side clipped back by a pearl barrette. The result looked gentle and grown. Feminine, not loud. Nervous, but pretty.

The forest-green blouse was the right choice.

The fabric wrapped softly without clinging. The trousers gave structure. The flats made the outfit practical. I added the beige coat Martin had bought—medical contribution, technically—and a cream scarf because the evening had turned cold.

In the mirror, Gretchen looked like a woman going on a date with someone who mattered.

That was terrifying.

That was the point.

Martin texted at 6:55.

Downstairs. No rush.

Always no rush.

This man was going to destroy me with considerate punctuality.

I checked the apartment twice, then once more because anxiety was apparently a project manager. Phone. Keys. Lip tint. Tissues. Wallet. Breath mints. I almost brought the brave notebook, then decided a first date did not need documentation unless it became legally important.

At the door, I paused.

The sage curtains moved softly behind me.

No robot call.

No static.

No instructions.

Good.

“Let it be real,” I whispered.

Then I left.

Martin stood outside wearing dark trousers, a soft grey sweater under a navy coat, and brown leather shoes. No suit. No performance. Just warm, careful, handsome in a way that made my defenses feel overdressed.

When he saw me, his face softened.

Not froze.

Not consumed.

Softened.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

“You look lovely.”

Lovely.

Not hot.

Not stunning.

Not devastating.

Lovely.

It still made my throat tighten.

“Thank you.” I narrowed my eyes. “You look annoyingly appropriate.”

He glanced down at himself. “I was aiming for non-threatening but date-aware.”

“You have achieved dentist on a second coffee interview.”

“Perfect.”

I laughed, and some of the terror loosened.

He offered his arm, then paused like he realized the gesture might be too formal.

“Too much?”

I looked at his arm.

Then at him.

“No.”

I took it.

Not because I needed help.

Because I wanted to.

The restaurant was called Marrow & Thyme, which sounded pretentious but turned out to be modest and warm: brick walls, small wooden tables, low amber lights, dried herbs hanging near an open kitchen, a chalkboard menu, and windows fogged slightly from the cold. It was not flashy. No skyline. No velvet ropes. No hostess trained to recognize power.

Just a quiet neighborhood restaurant where people came to eat good food and speak at reasonable volume.

Martin had chosen well.

Of course he had.

The host greeted us without hesitation.

“Table for two?”

“Yes,” Martin said, then looked at me. “Unless you’ve decided to challenge the soup somewhere else.”

“I’m withholding judgment.”

The host smiled and led us to a small table by the window.

Martin waited for me to choose the seat.

I noticed.

That was the problem now. I noticed everything.

He did not assume the better view. Did not perform chair-pulling theater unless I invited it. Did not order the wine without asking. Did not begin the date by telling a story about himself that lasted through appetizers.

Old Grey had done all of those things, except he called them charm.

We ordered tea first because Gretchen’s body did not love wine lately, and because I did not want alcohol anywhere near this night. Martin ordered roasted chicken with mushrooms. I ordered pumpkin ravioli after changing my mind twice and apologizing once. Martin did not make the apology a joke. He only said, “The menu is doing its job.”

“What does that mean?”

“Giving you options worth considering.”

“You make indecision sound elegant.”

“It often means you care.”

I stared at him.

That was the sort of thing he said casually, like he was not rearranging the furniture inside my brain.

The date began with ordinary topics.

Clinic gossip. Mina’s ongoing feud with the printer. Andre’s formal sneakers. Dana, who had been slightly less awful since Mrs. Fallon, possibly because Martin had quietly adjusted clinic conduct expectations and Mina had become a hallway hawk with red glasses. Pickleball. Lana. Edie’s dangerous backhand. The fundraiser’s final donation total, which had exceeded the goal.

Martin asked questions.

Real ones.

Not interview questions designed to make him look attentive.

Questions that followed answers.

When I said Gretchen liked scrapbooking because it made memories feel held, he asked which page had been hardest to make. When I mentioned voice practice, he did not immediately reassure me. He asked if it felt like work, play, or negotiation. When I said I liked sage green because it calmed me, he smiled and said, “I know,” but not like he owned the knowledge. Like he had been trusted with it.

Halfway through the appetizers, I realized I had been talking for ten minutes.

Me.

On a date.

Talking, not performing.

Old Grey had not listened on dates.

Not really.

I had allowed women to speak, of course. I was not a cartoon villain. I remembered details when details were useful. Favorite drinks. Family stories. Career frustrations. The kinds of things that helped a man seem attentive when he later wanted to be forgiven for leaving early.

But listening like this?

Letting another person’s inner world become the point, not the obstacle between me and the night’s conclusion?

No.

I had not done that.

And if I had ever seemed like I did, it had probably been because the woman across from me was interesting enough to hold my attention temporarily, which I then confused with respect.

Martin listened as if listening was not a tactic.

That made me want to tell him things.

Dangerous things.

Not the impossible truth.

Not yet.

But real things.

By the time the main course came, my nerves had shifted from panic to a hum under the skin.

Martin noticed, naturally.

“You’re somewhere else again.”

“I’m here.”

“I know.” He set down his fork. “I didn’t mean absent. Just thinking.”

“That’s generous. Sometimes thinking is absence wearing glasses.”

He smiled. “Do you want to share?”

I looked down at the ravioli.

Pumpkin, brown butter, sage.

Of course sage.

The restaurant had chosen violence.

“I’m still figuring myself out,” I said.

The words felt too broad, almost obvious. Gretchen’s whole life said that. But saying them to Martin, on a date, made them sharper.

He nodded. “I know.”

“Not just transition.”

He waited.

I took a breath.

“I mean, yes, that. Obviously. Six months is not a long time. Some mornings I feel like I’m finally seeing myself. Other mornings I feel like I’m performing a woman badly in a mirror that knows too much.”

Martin’s face softened, but he did not interrupt.

“I’m figuring out my body. My voice. What clothes feel like me. What kind of attention scares me and what kind I secretly want. I’m figuring out what parts of my fear are real danger and what parts are old habits trying to keep me small.”

My throat tightened.

“And with you…”

The sentence stopped.

Martin stayed still.

“With you,” I continued, “I don’t know what I’m allowed to want.”

His eyes held mine.

“You’re allowed to want whatever is true.”

“That sounds simple.”

“It isn’t.”

“Good. I was worried you’d become smug.”

A smile touched his mouth. “Close call.”

I looked back at the plate, then forced myself to continue because bravery apparently had no respect for digestion.

“I’m scared you’ll see too much and change your mind. I’m scared you won’t see enough and make me into something easier. I’m scared that if this becomes real, I’ll lose the safe version of us. And I’m scared that if I don’t let it become real, I’ll be the one who keeps my life small.”

There.

I had said it.

Not all of it.

Enough.

Martin was quiet for a long moment.

Then he said, “I’m not looking for perfection.”

The sentence was plain.

I hated how much I needed it.

He continued, “I’m not looking for someone finished. I’m forty-five, divorced, and still discovering new ways I avoid difficult conversations by cleaning my kitchen. Finished would be hypocritical.”

I laughed softly.

He smiled, then grew serious again.

“I like the person you are becoming, Gretchen. Not because becoming is neat or inspiring all the time. Sometimes it looks exhausting. Sometimes it looks like you want to throw your phone at the wall because eyeliner exists.”

“I have never done that.”

“Your expression suggests you’ve considered it.”

“Eyeliner knows what it did.”

He laughed, then leaned a little closer, forearms resting on the table.

“I like your patience. Your humor. Your courage when it doesn’t feel like courage to you. I like that you’re gentle with frightened people and surprisingly ruthless about bad soup. I like the way you protect your softness with sarcasm and then get annoyed when someone notices the softness anyway.”

My eyes burned.

“Martin.”

“I’m not done.”

“Oh God.”

“I like that you are still learning yourself. Not as a project. As a person. And I don’t need you to know every answer before I’m allowed to care about you.”

The room blurred at the edges.

I blinked hard.

He softened.

“But I do need you to tell me when something is too much. I can be patient, but I can’t read everything.”

“You read too much already.”

“Occupational hazard.”

“No. That’s your line for paying attention.”

“Then I need a new line.”

“Please. Your brand is suffering.”

He smiled.

The conversation settled after that, not lighter exactly, but less frightening. We ate. We talked about Aunt Lyd, who had apparently sent Gretchen another postcard with tulips and a note asking if Chicago men were still emotionally refrigerated. Martin nearly choked on tea. He told me about his father teaching him to make pancakes and his mother keeping every birthday card he ever wrote. I told him about Gretchen’s scrapbooks, carefully avoiding the more impossible layers of my relationship to memory.

Dessert was shared apple tart with cinnamon cream.

Martin let me have the last bite.

I stared at it.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

“Gretchen.”

I took the bite.

Bea had given me the last slice of pizza twenty years ago.

I had taken it casually.

This time, the sweetness tasted like memory and warning.

After dinner, Martin paid because he had invited me, and I let him because we had discussed it beforehand like adults with boundaries and not like people reenacting gender politics with a check presenter. I left the tip in cash from Gretchen’s purse because I wanted to. He did not argue.

Outside, the air was cold and clean.

We walked toward my apartment instead of calling a car. The sidewalks shone faintly from earlier rain. Streetlights made halos in the damp air. My hand brushed his once, twice, before he stopped walking for half a second.

I looked at him.

He offered his hand.

No words.

No pressure.

I placed mine in his.

His fingers closed around mine.

Warm.

Steady.

Not a claim.

The first time we had held hands, under the pavilion, it felt like aftermath. This felt like choice made in public.

A couple passed us, laughing. A cyclist went by. Someone’s dog barked from across the street. No one stopped. No one pointed. One man glanced, then moved on.

Gretchen’s body braced anyway.

Martin’s thumb moved once over my knuckle.

Not to soothe like I was fragile.

To say, here.

I breathed.

The fear did not vanish.

But it shared space with something else.

Seen.

Not consumed.

That was the difference.

Men had looked at Tara like she was a prize. Caleb had looked at Bea like she was a fallen before-photo. Mrs. Fallon had looked at Gretchen like she was a problem to solve with contempt. Even old Grey had looked at women through need: admiration, desire, comfort, proof.

Martin looked and stayed curious.

Curiosity, I was learning, could be a form of respect when it did not demand ownership.

“You’re quiet,” he said.

“I’m enjoying not being responsible for entertaining you.”

“Good. I’m easily entertained by walking.”

“Small loyal things.”

He smiled. “Exactly.”

We turned onto my street.

The apartment building came into view too soon.

I hated that.

That meant the date had gone well.

Terrible development.

At the door, the night gathered around us in the familiar shape.

Doorway.

Pause.

Possibility.

But this time, everything felt different because we had already kissed. The question was not whether. It was how far, how fast, how carefully.

Martin knew it too.

He stood with my hand still in his, then slowly let go.

“I had a really good time,” he said.

“Even with the emotional monologue over ravioli?”

“Especially with that.”

“You’re strange.”

“I contain multitudes.”

“That line again.”

“It remains useful.”

I smiled.

The lobby light reflected in his eyes. His face looked softer in the dark, less like Dr. Forks, more like Martin. Just Martin. The man who liked quiet dinners, old books, small loyal things, and apparently women who threatened eyeliner.

He looked at my mouth.

Only briefly.

Then back to my eyes.

“Can I kiss you goodnight?” he asked.

My answer came from a place that no longer felt stolen.

“Yes.”

He stepped closer.

Slowly.

I met him halfway.

The kiss was deeper than the first.

Not because he pushed.

Because I did not pull back.

His hand rested lightly at my waist, over the forest-green blouse and beige coat. Mine came up to his chest, then slid to his shoulder. The first kiss under the pavilion had been a question. This one was still a question, but one asked with more trust.

His mouth was warm.

Gentle.

Patient.

The sort of kiss that gave me time to feel each second instead of rushing toward the next. My body reacted with a wave of tenderness and want that scared me, yes, but did not feel like danger. Gretchen’s heart beat hard against my ribs. My hand tightened on his shoulder. He made a soft sound, almost a sigh, and then pulled back just enough to breathe.

He did not step away.

He did not step closer.

He waited.

I kissed him again.

Shorter this time.

Braver.

When it ended, my forehead nearly rested against his chest, but not quite.

I laughed softly because if I did not, I might cry.

“What?” he whispered.

“I’m thinking of all the terrible first dates I survived before this and feeling personally offended.”

His laugh came low and warm. “On behalf of dinner?”

“On behalf of myself.”

“Valid.”

I looked up at him.

His eyes were warm, but not clouded by the kind of desire that stopped seeing. He wanted me. I could feel that now. Gretchen could. But he was still there, still thinking, still careful.

That mattered more than heat.

“I should go in,” I said.

“I know.”

He did not try to change the sentence.

That made it harder to leave.

“Do you want to?” he asked.

I swallowed.

Honest.

That was the rule.

“No.”

His face softened.

“But I think I should.”

He nodded. “Then you should.”

No persuasion.

No disappointment turned into punishment.

No wounded male pride making me manage the yes I had not given.

Just then you should.

I breathed through the ache of it.

“Thank you.”

“Always.”

The word was too much.

I looked down, then back up.

“Goodnight, Martin.”

“Goodnight, Gretchen.”

He waited while I unlocked the lobby door. I stepped inside, then turned back through the glass.

He stood on the sidewalk, hands in his coat pockets now, smiling softly.

Not victorious.

Not frustrated.

Happy.

I went upstairs slowly, every step holding the warmth of his mouth and the strange ache of leaving a good thing before it became too much.

Inside the apartment, I closed the door and leaned against it.

The sage curtains waited.

The plants.

The scrapbooks.

The green dress.

The life.

I touched my lips with two fingers.

No static.

No phone call.

No cosmic interruption.

Good.

I removed my coat, hung it carefully, then stood in front of the mirror in the forest-green blouse and black trousers. My lip gloss was mostly gone. My cheeks were flushed. My hair had loosened around my face.

Gretchen looked like a woman after a real date.

Not conquered.

Not claimed.

Not confused by being consumed.

Seen.

I smiled at her.

Small at first.

Then wider.

“Okay,” I whispered.

It was not an answer.

Not yet.

But it was enough for the night.

I took off the pearl earrings, set them in the tray, and sent Martin one message before I could overthink it.

Home. Thank you for tonight.

His reply came less than a minute later.

Thank you for trusting me with it. Sleep well, Gretchen.

Trusting me with it.

Not coming with me.

Not saying yes.

Not making him feel wanted.

The night.

The time.

The becoming.

The careful truth.

I held the phone to my chest and laughed once, quiet and disbelieving.

Grey Watkins had never understood why a woman might choose a slow man over a thrilling one.

Now, standing barefoot in Gretchen’s apartment after a goodnight kiss that ended at the door, I finally did.

A slow man gave you time to remain yourself.


Chapter 30
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BY THE TIME Martin came over for dinner, I had cleaned the apartment so thoroughly the dead plant looked nervous. It still sat on the windowsill, brown and committed to failure, but now it was failure with a dust-free pot. Progress came in many forms.

I had spent the afternoon preparing like a woman hosting a man she cared about, which was somehow more terrifying than any championship game I had ever played. Games had rules. Dinner had vibes. Vibes were unstable.

The apartment looked soft under lamplight. Sage curtains drawn halfway. Cream throw folded over the couch. Scrapbooking supplies cleared from the dining table but not hidden, because hiding them felt like lying. The plants arranged by survival status. A candle burning on the coffee table, something called Rain & Fig, which sounded like a spa owned by a poet but smelled genuinely nice.

I had chosen Gretchen’s outfit with unusual restraint.

No fundraiser dress. No obvious seduction uniform. No desperate attempt to look like a woman from someone else’s fantasy.

I wore dark straight-leg jeans, a soft cream camisole under a loose sage green cardigan, and the G necklace. Bare feet. Pearl studs. Hair down in soft waves from the round brush I had stopped threatening and started respecting. Makeup light: foundation, blush, mascara, rose-brown lip tint. Enough to feel pretty. Not enough to feel like I had built a wall.

Gretchen looked like herself at home.

That mattered.

Dinner was supposed to be simple: pasta with tomato sauce, roasted vegetables, salad, and the garlic bread Gretchen had practiced twice because apparently feeding someone you loved made bread emotionally complicated.

Loved.

I did not let myself stay on the word too long.

Not yet.

Martin arrived at seven with flowers and a paper bag from the bakery near the clinic.

Not roses.

Tulips.

Soft cream and pale green, because of course.

I opened the door and immediately forgot how greetings worked.

He stood there wearing dark jeans, a blue button-down under a charcoal sweater, and a navy coat. His hair was slightly wind-tossed. His face warmed when he saw me, the way it always did, like he was not surprised by me but still pleased.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi.”

Very sophisticated.

He held out the flowers. “These looked like your apartment.”

I took them and stared down at the pale green edges of the petals.

“That is a very dangerous compliment.”

“I accept the risk.”

“And the bag?”

“Dessert. The bakery had lemon cake.”

“You brought lemon cake to a woman with a lemon-cardigan receptionist in her life? Bold.”

“Mina recommended it. Aggressively.”

“That tracks.”

He stepped inside when I moved back, and the apartment shifted around him. Not invaded. Not claimed. Just changed by another person’s presence. Martin looked around with the careful attention of someone entering a private place and understanding that the place mattered.

“This is lovely,” he said.

“You say that like you’re not judging the dead plant.”

“I assumed it was an art installation about perseverance.”

I pointed at him. “Correct answer.”

He smiled, took off his coat, and hung it on the hook by the door without being told. That small competence nearly undid me. Men in my old life either made themselves guests or kings. Martin made himself useful.

In the kitchen, I handed him a cutting board.

“You are on vegetables.”

“Excellent. I have extensive training.”

“Dental school?”

“Mostly soup.”

“That does not reassure me.”

He rolled up his sleeves. “Prepare to be moderately impressed.”

Cooking together in Gretchen’s kitchen should have been awkward. The space was small. There was barely enough counter room for two adults and a bowl of chopped vegetables. We bumped elbows twice. I dropped a spoon. Martin opened the wrong drawer looking for a knife, and I informed him that if he could locate a molar canal but not a utensil drawer, his professional credibility was in question.

He accepted the criticism with grace.

Mostly.

“I work in mouths,” he said. “Not kitchens.”

“A drawer is less complicated than a mouth.”

“Depends on the drawer.”

“Do not flirt with me through cabinetry.”

“I would never.”

He absolutely would.

The sauce simmered on the stove. Garlic warmed in butter. The apartment filled with tomato, basil, bread, and candlelight. Outside, rain tapped lightly against the window, the kind of soft spring rain that made the sage curtains feel even more chosen.

We cooked like friends.

That was the safest part and the most dangerous.

No performance. No grand romance. No man taking over. No woman pretending domestic ease she did not feel. Just Martin chopping zucchini too slowly, me stirring sauce too intensely, both of us laughing when I nearly oversalted and he said, “The pasta has suffered enough.”

At dinner, we sat at the small dining table with the tulips in a jar between us because I did not own a vase tall enough for the moment. The food was good. Not restaurant good. Better, maybe, because it had no ambition beyond warmth.

Martin took one bite of the garlic bread and closed his eyes.

“Oh.”

I straightened. “Good oh?”

“Very good oh.”

“I practiced.”

“I can tell.”

“Do not make that sentimental.”

“I would never disrespect garlic bread by underfeeling it.”

I laughed.

The laugh came easily now.

That was becoming the miracle of him. He did not make me feel like I had to earn the next safe breath. Around Martin, Gretchen’s nervous system did not switch off completely, but it lowered its weapons. Around him, I could be funny without performing. Quiet without failing. Pretty without being consumed.

After dinner, we washed dishes together.

Martin washed. I dried. That division happened naturally, then became suspiciously comfortable.

“This is very domestic,” I said.

He glanced at me. “Too much?”

“No.” I took a plate from him. “Just noticing.”

“I like domestic.”

“Of course you do.”

“Small loyal things.”

“There it is.”

He smiled.

I placed the dried plate in the cabinet and felt something in my chest soften painfully.

Small loyal things.

Dinner.

Dishes.

Tulips in a jar.

A man who washed pans without waiting for applause.

I had once thought intimacy was heat.

Now I was beginning to suspect intimacy was someone knowing where the plates went.

After dessert—lemon cake, excellent, Mina annoyingly vindicated—we moved to the couch with tea. The apartment was dim except for the floor lamp and candle. Rain continued softly. Martin sat beside me, close but not pressing. His shoulder almost touched mine. The almost had become its own language.

My scrapbooks sat on the lower shelf of the coffee table.

I noticed him notice them.

Not staring.

Not asking.

Just seeing.

I took a breath.

“Do you want to see one?”

His face turned toward me slowly.

“Only if you want to show me.”

“I asked.”

“I know. I’m still giving you an exit.”

“You are exhausting.”

“So I’ve been told.”

I reached for the cream linen scrapbook with the sage ribbon.

Gretchen: Evidence of Becoming

My hands trembled slightly as I untied it.

This felt more vulnerable than the dress.

The dress showed what Gretchen hoped to become in public. The scrapbook showed the private scaffolding: the attempts, failures, tiny celebrations, and notes written on days when hope needed documentation to survive.

I opened to the first page.

Sage curtains.

First manicure.

Makeup experiments.

Martin leaned slightly closer, but not too close.

He did not laugh at the “Brows attacked me” note, though his mouth twitched.

“You can laugh,” I said.

“I was deciding whether it was allowed.”

“It is.”

He smiled. “Your brows did look frightened in that one.”

“Betrayal.”

“They recovered beautifully.”

We turned pages.

The pressed fern. The first clinic name badge. The tennis goals. The pickleball paddle receipt with Gretchen’s note:

If I become a pickleball person, tell no one.

Martin looked at me. “Too late.”

“I trusted paper.”

“Paper talks.”

We laughed, but the laughter grew quieter when we reached the page titled:

Things I Like As Gretchen

Sage green. Cardigans with little buttons. Tennis even though I’m terrible. Pasta salad with too much dill. Soft rain smell. Scrapbooking while listening to old love songs. Being called ma’am when it sounds accidental but kind. The way Dr. Forks says “morning, Gretchen” like my name is normal. Clear nail polish. Lake wind. Trying.

Martin went very still.

I almost closed the book.

Too much.

Too soon.

Then his hand rested on the couch beside mine, not touching.

“I remember that page,” I said, though he did not know what that meant.

His voice was quiet. “You wrote about me.”

“Yes.”

The word felt like stepping off a curb in the dark.

He looked at the page, then at me.

“I didn’t know.”

“I didn’t want you to.”

“Then why show me now?”

Good question.

I looked down at the list.

Because Gretchen deserves to be seen.

Because I’m tired of guarding every soft thing like it’s evidence for a trial.

Because I want you to know this was real before the kiss, before the date, before tonight.

Because if you care for me, I need you to understand the woman who was trying before she believed anyone noticed.

“I think,” I said slowly, “because I’m trying to stop treating my softness like contraband.”

Martin’s expression changed.

Not pity.

Recognition.

“That’s a good reason.”

I turned the page.

The next one held a photo from tennis class, Gretchen laughing with her face turned away, and another from the clinic picnic. Martin in the background, holding a plate, smiling at something outside the frame. Gretchen had written:

He said the pasta salad was dangerously good. I pretended not to care for 11 seconds.

Martin laughed softly.

“Eleven?”

“I was proud.”

“You should be. That was restraint.”

The pages continued.

Aunt Lyd postcard. Lake photo. Voice practice notes. A little envelope with the first time a stranger called Gretchen ma’am and she wrote the date on the back of a grocery receipt—not because receipts were always wounds, I realized, but because paper could also hold proof of kindness if you let it.

When we reached the page with the sage dress swatch from Linden & Rose, I stopped.

The photo Clara had taken at the boutique was tucked into the corner. Gretchen in the dress, looking at the mirror instead of the camera. Martin in the background, blurred, standing a careful distance away.

Under it, I had written after the fundraiser:

He said it looked like me. I am trying to believe him.

Martin read it.

His breath changed slightly.

I could hear it.

“That was true,” he said.

“I know.”

This time, I did not deflect.

He looked at me.

The room became very quiet.

Rain against glass. Candle flicker. My own heartbeat.

I closed the scrapbook gently but left my hand resting on the cover.

“I was scared to show you,” I said.

“Thank you for doing it anyway.”

“I don’t want to be a mystery you have to solve.”

“I don’t want to solve you.”

That sentence slipped under my skin.

He continued, “I want to know you. There’s a difference.”

I looked at him.

“Is there?”

“Yes.” His voice was steady. “Solving someone means you want the complexity to end. Knowing someone means you’re willing to keep learning.”

My throat tightened.

This man and his reasonable emotional literacy were becoming a public menace.

“Martin.”

He shifted slightly toward me.

No more than that.

“Gretchen, I care for you exactly as you are.”

The words were gentle.

I almost made them smaller out of reflex.

He did not let me.

“Not because you’re finished. Not because you’re always confident. Not because every day is easy or every fear makes sense to me.” His eyes stayed on mine. “I care for you unfinished. Brave. Nervous. Funny. Real.”

The room blurred.

Damn it.

My hormones were not the only culprit. Sometimes a sentence was simply built to ruin mascara.

“I’m not always brave,” I whispered.

“I know.”

“I’m terrified most of the time.”

“I know.”

“I’m still figuring out my body.”

“I know.”

“I can be sharp when I’m scared.”

“I know.”

“That one sounded too fast.”

A smile touched his mouth. “I have evidence.”

I laughed through the tears gathering.

He reached toward the tissue box on the coffee table, then handed it to me. Did not wipe my face. Did not invade.

Always space.

Always choice.

I took a tissue, dabbed under my eyes, and said, “You make it really difficult to be defensive.”

“I apologize.”

“No, you don’t.”

“No. I don’t.”

The honesty made me smile.

Then the smile faded because the moment had changed.

Not abruptly.

Naturally.

The air between us warmed. The scrapbook lay closed under my hand, the private self no longer hidden. Martin sat close enough that I could see the fine lines near his eyes, the small scar at his chin, the way his sweater sleeve had pushed up slightly at one wrist.

I wanted him.

Not as proof.

Not as escape.

Not as Grey’s confusion or Gretchen’s borrowed crush or the universe’s next exam.

I wanted him in the way a body wants closeness after trust has made space for desire.

That realization did not arrive cleanly.

It came with fear.

Of course.

Fear of the body. Fear of being touched and seen. Fear of disappointing him. Fear of wanting too much. Fear of wanting at all. Fear that my anatomy, Gretchen’s anatomy, the complicated reality under the jeans and cardigan, would change his face.

But under the fear was something stronger.

Choice.

I turned toward him.

Martin noticed.

He always noticed.

His voice lowered. “Gretchen?”

“I want to kiss you.”

His eyes softened. “I want that too.”

I moved first.

This time, the kiss did not begin with shock.

It began with memory.

Rain under the pavilion. The doorway. The date. His hand in mine. The supply room hug. The dance. Every moment of restraint had built the trust that made this one possible.

His mouth met mine gently.

Then deeper when I leaned closer.

My hand went to his shoulder. His rested lightly at my side, over the cardigan. He did not pull me down or guide me into his lap or turn the kiss into a plan. He let desire arrive without rushing ahead to claim it.

I shifted closer anyway.

By choice.

His breath caught.

That sound moved through me, warm and startling.

I pulled back just enough to look at him.

“I don’t want to pull away tonight,” I said.

The words trembled.

Martin went still.

Not with hesitation exactly.

With care sharpening into attention.

“Okay,” he said softly.

“I mean…” I swallowed. “I want you. But I need slow. And I need—”

“Tell me.”

That nearly broke me.

Tell me.

Not guess. Not perform. Not endure. Not hope he understood.

Tell me.

“I need to stay here,” I said, pressing a hand to my own chest. “In my body. Not leave myself because I’m scared.”

Martin’s eyes shone in the lamplight.

“Then we stay slow enough for you to stay.”

My breath shook.

“I don’t know what I’ll need.”

“That’s okay.”

“Stop making everything okay.”

He smiled gently. “No.”

I laughed once, nervous and wet-eyed.

Then I kissed him again.

The second kiss carried more heat. It still held tenderness, but desire came forward now, no longer apologizing for itself. Martin’s hand moved to my waist with permission written into the slowness of it. I leaned into him, feeling the warmth of his body through his sweater, the firmness of him, the steadiness.

A man.

Martin.

Gretchen wanted him.

I wanted him through her, with her, as her, in some shared place that no longer felt like theft because I was not trying to take her life away from her. I was present inside her becoming, protecting it as best I could, and for this moment, the wanting was not conquest.

It was trust moving closer.

I touched his face.

He closed his eyes briefly, as if the gesture mattered.

Then his mouth found mine again.

We stayed on the couch for a long time, kissing slowly, stopping often. Laughing once when my cardigan sleeve caught on his watch. Pausing when my breath changed. Starting again when I nodded. Every step asked. Every yes mattered. Every no would have mattered too, which made yes easier to give.

At some point, I stood and took his hand.

The bedroom was small, lit by the bedside lamp and softened by the sage curtains. The bed was neatly made because I had remade it twice in a panic before he arrived. The green dress hung in the closet doorway. The dead plant, visible through the open bedroom door, continued to supervise.

Martin stopped at the threshold.

“Are you sure?”

My heart hammered.

No.

Yes.

Terrified.

Certain enough.

“I’m sure I want to keep choosing,” I said.

“That’s enough.”

Inside the room, we moved like people learning a language without wanting to mispronounce each other.

No performance.

That was the most frightening part.

I had known sex as Grey. I had known how to be impressive, how to guide, how to create reaction, how to make desire feel inevitable. I had known bodies as places where ego could be confirmed and loneliness briefly silenced.

This was different.

There was no script I could dominate.

Gretchen’s body asked me to listen.

To breath. To tension. To where fear sat. To what felt good because it felt safe, not because it looked like it should. To the vulnerability of being touched in a body still becoming, a body I had once panicked to discover and now wanted to inhabit without shame.

Martin followed every change.

When I froze, he stopped.

When I reached for him, he came closer.

When I laughed nervously because a button refused to cooperate, he laughed too, then waited while I handled it myself. When I asked for the lamp to stay on but dimmed, he dimmed it. When I asked him not to look away, he stayed with me. When I asked for a moment, he gave it.

The clothes came off slowly, without drama.

Not like a reveal.

Like trust being folded carefully and set aside.

I will not describe every motion. Not because it was not beautiful. Because the beauty was not in mechanics. It was in permission. In Martin’s hand pausing before touching skin. In my own hand guiding him where fear could become welcome. In the way Gretchen’s breath trembled and then deepened when nothing terrible happened after being seen.

He did not make her body a question.

He did not make it a lesson.

He did not make it strange.

He made it beloved by the way he honored it.

That was the difference.

Desire had frightened me because I thought it always consumed. Old Grey’s desire had consumed. It wanted proof, reaction, surrender, the satisfaction of being wanted back. But Martin’s desire did not erase care. It carried care with it.

When he touched me, it was not to discover whether Gretchen was enough.

It was because she was there.

Because I was there.

Because the body, this unfinished, brave, nervous, real body, was not an obstacle between him and the woman. It was part of her.

The moment that broke me was not the most heated.

It was quieter.

Martin kissed the inside of my wrist.

Just there.

A place no one had ever made symbolic in any of my old life.

Gretchen’s wrist, with the pulse visible under soft skin, clear-polished fingers trembling slightly. He kissed it once, then looked up at me, asking without words if I was still with him.

I was.

Completely.

For the first time since waking in any body, I did not try to escape the feeling by naming it, analyzing it, or measuring what it meant for Grey Watkins.

I stayed.

In the breath.

In the body.

In Gretchen.

With Martin.

When we finally came together fully, it was not perfect.

Thank God.

There was awkwardness. A pause. A whispered question. A laugh against his shoulder. A tear I did not explain because he did not demand an explanation. Desire moved in waves, sometimes confident, sometimes shy, always returning to the same center: choice.

I chose to be touched.

I chose to touch him.

I chose to let wanting exist without punishing myself for it.

I chose to believe, for one night at least, that Gretchen’s body could be a place of tenderness instead of debate.

Martin held my gaze through the most vulnerable moments, not forcing eye contact, only offering it.

I took it when I could.

Looked away when I needed.

Came back when I was ready.

And afterward, when the room went quiet except for rain and our breathing, I realized I had not performed.

Not once.

I had not tried to be impressive.

I had not tried to be easy.

I had not tried to prove Gretchen was desirable enough, feminine enough, brave enough, healed enough, anything enough.

I had simply been present.

The afterglow was not cinematic.

It was better.

The bedside lamp glowed low. The sage curtains moved slightly with the fan. Rain softened the window. The cream camisole lay over a chair. Martin’s sweater had somehow ended up half off the bed. The G necklace rested against my chest, warm from skin.

Martin held me carefully.

Not like I was fragile.

Like I was precious and allowed to have weight.

My head rested against his shoulder. His arm was around me, hand warm at my back. No urgency. No immediate retreat. No posturing. No shift from tenderness to distance now that desire had been answered.

He stayed.

That simple fact undid decades of wrong assumptions.

Old Grey had thought staying was what happened when a woman required management after intimacy. He had thought leaving quickly kept things clean. He had thought distance preserved power, and power kept him safe.

Now I lay in Martin’s arms and understood that staying could be the gentlest form of courage.

I traced one finger lightly over the fabric of the sheet.

Martin kissed my hair.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

I considered the question seriously.

My body felt warm, tired, tender, alive. My emotions were open but not bleeding. Fear had not vanished, but it had quieted to something survivable. Shame, the old automatic kind, searched for an entrance and found no open door.

“Yes,” I said.

The word surprised me by being true.

Martin’s arm tightened slightly.

“Good.”

I lifted my head enough to look at him.

He looked different after intimacy. Softer, yes, but also more vulnerable. The careful man had let himself be seen too. His hair was a mess. His mouth was curved with a small, almost disbelieving smile. He looked happy in a way that did not demand anything from me.

That mattered.

“I don’t feel ashamed,” I said.

His face softened.

“I’m glad.”

“I thought I might.”

“I know.”

“You do know a lot.”

“Still not omniscient.”

“You sure?”

“Very.”

I rested my head back on his shoulder.

For a while, we said nothing.

My old life would have found the silence dangerous. After intimacy, silence could reveal imbalance. Someone wanted more. Someone regretted something. Someone had to make a joke, order a car, find a reason to reset the room.

Here, silence did not accuse.

It held.

Martin’s fingers moved lightly against my back. Not sexual now. Soothing. Present.

I thought of Tara, beautiful and unseen.

Bea, loved and left.

Sienna, dismissed before coffee.

Celeste, wise enough to say no.

And Gretchen, who had written in her journal that if Martin ever loved her, she hoped it was not because he felt kind.

I looked at Martin.

This was not kindness alone.

Kindness had brought soup to offices, defended dignity, asked permission, walked beside her.

This was more.

Care, yes.

Desire, yes.

Respect, yes.

And something larger beginning to gather around all three.

He had not made Gretchen a lesson.

He had made room for Gretchen to choose.

That was why the night felt clean.

Not innocent. We were adults. Desire had been here, real and warm and human. But clean in the sense that nothing had been taken. Nothing had been performed for survival. Nothing had been used to purchase forgiveness.

I had chosen him.

Gretchen had chosen him.

And afterward, she remained.

No shame.

No need to impress.

No need to become a fantasy bombshell or a perfect woman or a grateful project or a moral exercise for a good man.

Just Gretchen in her own bed, held by someone who had learned her slowly and wanted her carefully.

Loved.

The word arrived again.

This time, I let it stay.

Not spoken.

Not yet.

But present.

Martin’s voice came softly in the quiet.

“What are you thinking?”

“That I should have watered the dead plant before you came over.”

His laugh shook gently under my cheek.

“Clearly the evening is ruined.”

“I know. Very embarrassing.”

“We can recover.”

I smiled against his shoulder.

Then, after a moment, I said the truer thing.

“I’m thinking I feel like myself.”

Martin’s hand stilled briefly.

Then moved again, slow and warm.

“I’m happy you do.”

My eyes closed.

Outside, rain kept falling over Chicago, soft against the windows, steady as breath.

The phone on the nightstand stayed silent.

No static.

No voice.

No lesson.

No deadline.

For once, I did not want one.

I did not want anyone to explain this night into usefulness.

I did not want the universe to tell me what category of growth had been achieved. I did not want Grey Watkins to analyze whether this changed him, redeemed him, erased him, complicated him, or made him something he could not name.

I only wanted to remain here, in the quiet after choosing desire without losing myself.

Martin held me.

I let him.

And in Gretchen’s small sage-green room, with no audience and no applause, I finally understood that love was not the roar after winning.

Sometimes love was the person who stayed after the trembling stopped.


Chapter 31
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I WOKE BEFORE dawn with Martin asleep beside me. For a moment, I did not move. I did not even open my eyes all the way. The room existed in layers of grey-blue softness: the low shape of the dresser, the pale square of the window behind the sage curtains, the gentle heap of clothes on the chair, the lamp turned off but still holding the memory of last night’s light. Rain had stopped sometime while we slept. The apartment was quiet except for the small fan, the distant murmur of Chicago waking too early, and Martin’s breathing.

Martin.

In Gretchen’s bed.

One arm resting over my waist with the careful heaviness of sleep. Not holding me down. Not claiming. Just there. His chest warmed my back. His breath touched the hair near my neck. Sometime in the night, the blanket had twisted around both of us, and one of his legs had ended up tangled with mine in a way that should have felt exposing.

It did not.

It felt human.

That was what scared me.

Not the body anymore. Not exactly.

My body was still complicated. Gretchen’s body was still complicated. There were still realities under the blanket that required tenderness, humor, patience, and trust. Last night had not magically solved anatomy or fear or the strange double-consciousness that lived in me now. It had not made me forget Grey Watkins. It had not turned transition into a fairy-tale sparkle sequence.

But I had woken held.

Not after performance.

Not after conquest.

Not after someone took what he wanted and rolled toward the exit, emotionally or otherwise.

Held.

Martin had stayed. He had slept beside me like staying was natural, like the world did not require applause for a man who remained after tenderness. His face, turned slightly toward the pillow, looked younger in sleep. Softer. One hand lay open against the sheet. His hair was a mess. His mouth was relaxed, almost smiling.

Happiness moved through me so quietly I nearly missed it.

That was new too.

My old happiness had been loud. Stadium loud. Champagne loud. Flashbulb loud. A woman laughing at my line from across a private table. A watch clasped around my wrist. A crowd chanting my name after a game-winning catch. My life as Grey had taught me that happiness arrived like impact: big enough that everyone knew it had happened.

This happiness made no announcement.

It simply existed.

Martin asleep beside me.

The sage curtains.

The dead plant on the windowsill still refusing to become a metaphor gracefully.

Gretchen’s G necklace on the nightstand, coiled beside a tube of lip balm and the pill organizer.

The faint smell of rain, skin, and the candle that had burned down too far before we remembered to blow it out.

A small kitchen with dishes from dinner drying in the rack.

A scrapbook on the coffee table, no longer hiding.

Ordinary evidence of a night that had mattered.

My throat tightened.

I was happy.

Not thrilled.

Not high.

Not victorious.

Happy.

And the quietness of it terrified me because quiet happiness seemed easier to lose. There was no crowd to keep it alive, no contract, no headline, no proof except the feeling itself and the man breathing beside me.

I turned very carefully to face him.

Martin stirred but did not wake. His arm shifted from my waist to the sheet between us. I studied him in the dim room, this calm, inconvenient man who had walked into Gretchen’s life long before I did and patiently become the safest thing in it.

His face had lines at the eyes. A small scar near his chin. A faint crease between his brows even in sleep, like part of him was always thinking about someone’s discomfort. He was not a fantasy. Not a reward. Not a cosmic prize wrapped in a white lab coat and emotional maturity.

He was a person.

That had become the most dangerous kind of beauty to me.

I touched his hand lightly, then stopped because I did not want to wake him.

For once, I wanted to protect someone’s rest.

That thought would have embarrassed old Grey so badly he might have bought another car just to recover.

I looked toward the nightstand.

Gretchen’s phone lay face-up beside the necklace.

Dark.

Silent.

For weeks, silence had been my punishment.

Then privacy.

Then almost a gift.

Now, at 5:17 in the morning, the screen lit.

Unknown Caller.

The sound came a second later.

One sharp ring.

My heart stopped.

The room changed.

Not visually. Not yet. The curtains remained curtains. Martin remained asleep. The fan kept moving air. But some pressure entered the space, old and electric, as if the walls had remembered a language I had almost convinced myself was gone.

The phone rang again.

Martin shifted slightly.

No.

No, not now.

Not after this.

Not in this room.

Not beside him.

The third ring cut through the quiet.

I grabbed the phone and silenced it too fast, nearly knocking over the lip balm. Martin breathed in, murmured something I could not understand, then settled again.

Still asleep.

Thank God.

The screen glowed in my hand.

Unknown Caller.

My pulse hammered.

I slipped carefully out of bed, pulling on the pale green BEGIN AGAIN shirt from the chair and a pair of soft grey sleep pants. My body felt tender from last night, not painfully, but with awareness. That tenderness made the moment feel even more invasive, like the universe had walked into the bedroom without knocking.

The phone vibrated in my hand.

I carried it into the living room and closed the bedroom door halfway behind me.

The apartment was dim and blue with pre-dawn light. The sage curtains in the living room were drawn, but a pale line of morning cut between them. The scrapbook lay on the coffee table, ribbon untied. Two tea mugs waited in the sink. Martin’s coat hung by the door beside mine.

The phone rang again.

I answered.

For one second, there was only silence.

Then static filled the room.

Not just the phone.

The room.

It hissed through the air, dry and electric, crawling along the walls, beneath the floor, inside the small quiet life Gretchen had built. The plants seemed too still. The curtain edges trembled though the window was closed. The lamp flickered once.

My throat went dry.

“No,” I whispered.

The static deepened.

Then the voice returned.

“Grey Watkins.”

My old name hit like a thrown stone.

I gripped the phone.

Do not wake him, I thought.

Do not let this touch him.

My voice came out low and shaking. “You don’t get to call me that here.”

Static.

Then: “The lesson is complete.”

The words should have brought relief.

For weeks, I had waited for them. Begged for them, at first. Demanded explanation from silent walls, silent phones, silent curtains. I had feared permanence. Feared being trapped. Feared that Grey Watkins had vanished at the Grand Canyon and Gretchen’s life would be forced to contain him forever without consent or logic.

The lesson is complete.

I should have collapsed with gratitude.

Instead, I looked toward the bedroom door.

Martin slept behind it.

The ache in my chest grew teeth.

“What lesson?” I asked.

“You have learned what you asked.”

I almost laughed.

“What I asked? I screamed at the water drunk.”

“You asked what was wanted from you.”

I closed my eyes.

Santa Monica Pier.

Dark water.

Happy couples.

My own voice tearing through the night.

What do you want from me?

Money. Fame. Looks. Discipline. Everything. What else?

The arrogance of that question still had echoes.

The voice continued.

“You learned that beauty is not humanity. You learned that love is not disposable. You learned that shame is not redemption. You learned that desire without care consumes. You learned that being wanted and being held are not the same.”

My hand tightened around the phone.

I hated hearing it summarized.

Not because it was wrong.

Because a summary made the pain sound organized.

Tara’s journal was not a bullet point. Bea’s receipt was not a module. Gretchen’s body was not a final exam. Martin asleep in the next room was not a case study in tenderness.

“Don’t talk about her like that,” I said.

The static paused.

Then the voice said, “Gretchen Winters?”

“Yes.”

“Clarify.”

That one cold word made anger rise hot and fast.

“Don’t make her part of your lesson plan.”

The static crackled.

“She was never the lesson.”

I went still.

The voice continued.

“She was the answer.”

I swallowed.

The room seemed to tilt around me.

“What does that mean?”

“You asked what was wanted from you. At first, understanding. Then repentance. Then surrender. Then choice.”

Choice.

The word moved through me like a door opening in a dark hallway.

“No,” I said, though I did not know what I was refusing.

“Yes.”

The phone screen glowed against my palm.

The voice said, “You may return.”

Everything in me froze.

“To what?”

“To Grey Watkins.”

The name came without emotion.

A fact.

A file reopened.

“Your original life is available. Your male body. Your mansion. Your wealth. Your fame. Your mother. Blake. Your public name. Your history. Your unfinished apologies. Your power.”

Power.

That word still knew where to find me.

The living room blurred.

The static grew softer, almost like distant surf.

Then I saw it.

Not with my eyes exactly.

With whatever part of me had traveled through white light, Park Avenue glass, frying oil, and sage-green sky.

Grey Watkins’ life waited.

Santa Monica morning through walls of glass. The Pacific glittering beyond the terrace. My mansion vast and clean, polished floors reflecting sunrise. The trophy room glowing gold and silver. MVP. Championship ring. Framed jerseys. Cleats behind glass. Magazines. Watches laid in velvet drawers. Cars. Tailored suits. A body broad and strong, male and unmistakable, moving through rooms with old certainty.

My body.

Mine.

Shoulders that filled doorways.

Hands that had caught impossible passes.

A chest that did not need careful bras, padding, tucking, shaving, color correction, or courage to enter a public bathroom.

A jaw that made strangers forgive too much.

A voice that never had to practice itself into being believed.

I felt it again: physical power.

The clean ease of walking down a street without calculating danger from every glance. The privilege of being seen as the kind of man people moved around, not examined. The hunger of women’s attention. The admiration of men. The camera flash. The restaurant table held without asking. The way a room still changed when Grey Watkins entered.

Luxury came after that.

A chef’s prepared meals. Clothes that fit because someone else made sure they did. Doctors, trainers, drivers, lawyers, assistants. My mother’s voice calling me by my full name, alive with worry and love. Blake rolling his eyes while saving me from myself. The ability to fix problems with money before they could become weather.

Then the women.

Not specific women, not fully. More like the old current. Desire moving toward me. Beautiful faces turning. DMs waiting. Bodies available. The old reassurance: you are wanted, you are powerful, you are still him.

Applause rose.

A stadium chant.

Watkins.

Watkins.

Watkins.

My name multiplied by thousands until it no longer sounded like a name but a force.

For one dizzy moment, longing hit so hard I nearly gasped.

I had missed that body.

God help me, I had.

Not every part of the life. Not the cruelty, not the emptiness, not the museum of trophies at night. But the ease. The strength. The original shape of me. The certainty of looking in a mirror and knowing the face by history, if not by affection.

I saw myself in that mirror: Grey Watkins, forty-one, scar at cheekbone, handsome, rich, damaged but salvageable. A man who could still choose differently. A man who could send Bea’s letter. A man who could call Blake, go to therapy, teach other men not to become him, repair what could be repaired, live with what could not.

That mattered too.

Returning did not have to mean regression.

I could go back and become better.

The thought rose cleanly.

Tempting because it was true.

The voice let the vision stand.

Then the static shifted.

The mansion dissolved.

Chicago returned.

Gretchen’s apartment.

Sage curtains breathing in morning light. The couch with the cream throw. Scrapbooks stacked carefully on the shelf. Plants on the sill, one still alive, one trying, one dead but forgiven. The tennis racket leaning by the wall, the pickleball paddle near it now like a less dignified cousin. The green dress in the closet. The beige coat on the hook. Martin’s coat beside it from last night.

The vision widened.

The dental clinic.

Forks Family Dental under its blue awning. Mina at the front desk in red glasses, insulting the printer. Andre with formal sneakers and terrible jokes. Dana, still sharp-edged but less powerful now that Gretchen had found her voice. Room One, where Leo had clutched the blue dinosaur and laughed at the dramatic suction. Mrs. Alvarez in her blueberry cardigan. The tiny ribbon on Gretchen’s hook.

Martin’s office.

The green mug.

Coffee with cinnamon oat creamer and half a packet of sugar.

Take your time.

Then the pickleball court under cheap lights. Lana shouting footwork corrections like scripture. Edie’s dangerous backhand. Martin across the net, laughing when Gretchen missed. Rain. Pavilion. First kiss. His hand waiting, not taking.

Lake Michigan.

Steel-blue water. Cold wind. Martin saying loneliness was a room inside him he had not fully furnished. Pie at the diner. Soup unworthy of discussion. Small loyal things.

The fundraiser.

Sage dress. Cream scarf. Martin’s hand at my back during the dance. His goodnight at the door, choosing care over hunger.

The supply room.

Cardboard, mint, tears. Martin’s arm around my shoulders. Being held.

The first date.

Pumpkin ravioli with sage. His listening. Walking home hand in hand. A kiss that ended at the door because he believed my should mattered more than his want.

Last night.

Dinner in the small kitchen. Lemon cake. Scrapbook pages spread open under lamplight. Martin saying unfinished, brave, nervous, funny, real. His mouth. His hands asking before touching. Desire that did not consume. The warm quiet after. No shame. No performance. Love like someone staying after the trembling stopped.

Then ordinary mornings that had not happened yet.

I saw Gretchen waking beside Martin, maybe not every day, maybe not quickly, but someday. Making coffee badly and laughing about it. Going to work in a cardigan that matched her mood. Helping frightened children. Correcting Dana without shaking. Playing pickleball badly and improving by inches. Scrapbooking the night of her first real date. Buying another dress because she liked it. Standing by Lake Michigan with her hair in the wind. Calling Aunt Lyd. Taking meds. Practicing her voice. Aging not as a man hiding from himself, but as a woman becoming more herself.

No applause.

No stadium.

No mansion.

No old physical power.

Just a life.

Small, ordinary, brave.

A life that did not roar when she entered rooms, but opened softly when she stayed.

My knees weakened.

I sat on the couch.

The phone remained cold against my ear.

Behind the bedroom door, Martin shifted in sleep.

His presence pulled at me harder than any vision.

Not because he was mine.

Because he was real.

The voice spoke again.

“You may return to what you were.”

I closed my eyes.

Static filled the apartment like distant rain.

“Or remain what you have become.”

My breath stopped.

There it was.

No trick.

No timer.

No stated moral.

Only the question.

“What happens to Gretchen if I go back?” I whispered.

The static thinned.

“She continues.”

“How?”

“As Gretchen Winters.”

“With her memories?”

“With the life that is hers.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only answer.”

Anger flickered, but weakly.

I was tired of demanding clarity from a force that spoke like a malfunctioning oracle with boundary issues.

“What about Martin?”

“He continues.”

“That’s cruel.”

“Choice has cost.”

I flinched.

Choice has cost.

Every woman I had harmed could have told me that. Tara. Bea. Celeste. Sienna. Gretchen too, now. Choice was not meaningful because it erased cost. It was meaningful because you accepted the cost instead of pretending someone else paid it.

I looked toward the bedroom door again.

“What happens if I stay?”

“You remain Gretchen Winters.”

“For good?”

“Yes.”

The word entered quietly.

No thunder.

No sage-green sky.

Just yes.

My hand shook.

Forever.

No Grey Watkins body.

No male ease.

No mansion.

No mother holding her son as he had been.

No Blake calling me an idiot in my own voice.

No walking into rooms with that old authority.

No going back to fix things as Grey.

No public redemption arc with my name attached.

No teaching other men not to become me as Grey Watkins, legend and cautionary tale.

Instead: Gretchen.

Her body. Her transition. Her clinic. Her debts, routines, fears, joys. Her love. Her womanhood. Her ordinary future. Her vulnerability. Her slow man. Her sage curtains.

I pressed my fist against my mouth.

I had thought I knew what the ending was.

Of course I had. Old Grey still loved a comeback story. Man learns lessons, returns home, becomes better. Sends letters. Makes amends. Uses fame for good. Dies eventually beloved and quoted in leadership podcasts.

That ending had structure.

It let me keep my name.

It let me turn suffering into growth with my signature at the bottom.

But Gretchen’s life was not structure.

It was surrender.

Not defeat.

Surrender.

A giving up of the old throne. The old body. The old myth. The right to be the center of the story as Grey Watkins.

The voice waited.

For once, it did not rush me.

I looked at the bedroom door.

Martin had not woken.

He would wake soon, maybe reach for me, maybe find the bed empty and come looking. He would stand in this living room with sleep-mussed hair and ask if I was okay. He would not know that the entire architecture of existence had just offered me a choice between the man I had been and the woman who had become home.

I thought of Tara’s email.

I hope you become better than the world already thinks you are.

I thought of Bea’s mother.

You are not finished.

I thought of my own prayer.

Do not make him love her for my lesson.

The universe had not.

Martin loved Gretchen, or was beginning to, because of Gretchen.

And I loved him because I was Gretchen now.

Not only.

Not simply.

But enough.

The static hummed.

The voice asked the final question.

“Do you wish to return to what you were, or remain what you have become?”

My answer did not come yet.

Not because I did not know.

Because some choices deserved to be felt fully before spoken.

I looked down at Gretchen’s hands: clear-polished nails, G ring, fingers trembling.

I had once used hands like mine to catch impossible passes.

These hands had learned to blend foundation, hold frightened children steady, grip a pickleball paddle, turn scrapbook pages, touch Martin’s face, and choose tenderness without using it as proof.

Outside, morning began to lighten the sage curtains.

Behind the door, Martin breathed softly.

The phone waited.

The old life waited.

The new life waited.

And for the first time, the choice was not about what the universe wanted from me.

It was about what I was finally brave enough to want.


Chapter 32

[image: ]

FOR A LONG time, I did not answer. The phone stayed pressed to my ear. Static breathed through the apartment. Morning gathered slowly behind the sage curtains, turning the room from blue-black to soft grey-green. Behind the half-closed bedroom door, Martin slept in Gretchen’s bed, unaware that the universe had finally returned to collect a decision.

Go back.

Stay.

Two words.

Both enormous.

The old me wanted a third option.

Of course he did.

Grey Watkins had built an entire life out of third options. Keep the woman, keep the freedom. Take the tenderness, avoid the responsibility. Enjoy admiration, reject obligation. Be sorry, but not inconvenienced. Change, but only if the new version still got to keep the trophies.

The voice had offered no third option.

Maybe that was mercy.

Maybe that was justice.

I sat on Gretchen’s couch, phone cold in my hand, and understood with a clarity so quiet it felt like grief: this had never been just another gender swap.

That was the joke in the title, wasn’t it? The lie. The thing a reader might think they were getting. A cocky man gets punished, wakes up hot, learns a lesson, maybe gets turned on by his own reflection, maybe gets humbled, maybe gets restored after sufficient suffering.

But Tara had not been a costume.

Tara had not been my first lesson because she was beautiful. That was the trap. She had become beautiful because boys like me had taught her that beauty was the only language cruel people respected. I had entered her life expecting the body to be the shock: breasts, curves, softness, men staring. But the real shock had been understanding that admiration could still be violence when it refused to see the person under the shape.

Tara taught me women were not decorative prizes.

Not trophies.

Not proof of status.

Not bodies arranged around male hunger.

Her beauty had not existed for me to understand desire from the other side. Her beauty had been a shield, a wound polished until it looked like power. I had called her Cow when she was a girl and then would have called her a queen as a woman, never once asking whether either label let her breathe.

The first answer had been humanity.

Then Bea.

God, Bea.

Bea had not been ruined by me alone. The voice had been fair about that, brutally fair. Life had done its own damage. Illness, debt, work, exhaustion, other men, time. But I had been one of the first hands that taught her tenderness could be accepted and abandoned without warning. I had loved her, then left her proof that love did not guarantee a goodbye.

A Pizza Hut receipt.

A dorm room.

A girl waking up alone.

Bea taught me women were not disposable.

Not chapters men ended privately.

Not emotional shelters for ambitious boys.

Not bodies you warmed yourself against before deciding the future required traveling lighter.

Her life on pause was not my sole creation, but my cowardice had become part of the architecture. And after living in her body, after feeling hunger tangled with shame, work without applause, kindness too hard to receive, I understood the cost of making someone feel easy to leave.

Then Gretchen.

I looked around the apartment.

Sage curtains. Scrapbooks. Tennis racket. Pickleball paddle. Plants in various stages of negotiation with death. The cream throw over the couch. Martin’s coat by the door. Gretchen’s world, humble and careful and alive.

Gretchen had not taught me womanhood as punishment.

That was what I feared at first. That she was the final sentence. The last humiliation for a man who had used women badly. A body mid-transition, vulnerable, complicated, questioned by strangers, watched too long in public, corrected by cruelty, frightened by desire. I had thought maybe the universe had finally stripped away every privilege until I understood pain.

But Gretchen’s life was not a punishment.

It was a life.

That was the lesson.

No, not lesson.

Answer.

A woman did not have to be born in ease, admired by men, polished into beauty, or wounded into tragedy to be real. Womanhood was not the presence or absence of anatomy. It was not the world’s permission. It was not seduction, softness, suffering, or performance. It was not a role given as punishment to a man who needed empathy.

For Gretchen, womanhood was a life she chose every morning.

Medication with water.

Foundation blended downward.

Voice practice.

A cardigan that made the day possible.

A name spoken until it became home.

A body not perfect, not simple, but hers.

A scrapbook page titled Evidence of Becoming because becoming sometimes needed evidence when the mirror was cruel.

I had entered Tara and Bea as a visitor to consequences.

I had entered Gretchen as someone abandoned by the script.

No voice. No deadline. No explanation.

Because Gretchen could not be summarized for me.

She had to be lived.

The phone crackled.

“Grey Watkins,” the voice said.

I closed my eyes.

The name sounded distant now.

Not false.

But far away.

Like a stadium heard from underwater.

“Yes.”

“State your choice.”

My heart pounded.

I looked toward the bedroom again.

Martin shifted behind the door. A soft sound. Then stillness.

If I went back, he would continue. Gretchen would continue. Somehow. The voice had said that. I did not trust the voice, but I believed it did not lie exactly. It withheld. It reframed. It tortured through precision. But it did not lie.

If I went back, Gretchen would wake to her life.

Would she remember Martin’s arms? The dinner? The kiss? Would the night remain hers? Would the scrapbook page feel like something she had written through a fog? Would she know that someone had chosen for her by leaving?

Choice has cost.

If I stayed, Grey Watkins was gone.

Not dead, maybe.

Not erased.

But no longer living forward.

My mother would lose the son she knew, in some unexplainable way. Blake would lose the idiot he had supervised. Tara’s email would remain answered by a man who vanished. Bea’s letter would remain unsent unless Gretchen found another way to make peace with a past she technically had not lived and yet carried in me.

The trophies would become relics without a man to stand under them.

The mansion would become a museum with no curator.

The body I had once worshipped and resented would be surrendered.

Permanent.

The word entered again.

The voice seemed to know because it said, “Remaining is permanent.”

I breathed out.

There it was.

No ambiguity.

No week.

No reversible experiment.

No waking tomorrow in Santa Monica with a dramatic new respect for women and a podcast deal about accountability.

Permanent.

“You will not return to Grey Watkins,” the voice said. “Not as you were.”

“Not as I was,” I repeated.

“Your male body. Your fame. Your wealth. Your public identity. Your prior life. All will pass beyond reach.”

I looked at Gretchen’s hands.

Hands that had blended foundation badly, then better.

Hands that had held Leo’s blue bib.

Hands that had trembled around a pickleball paddle.

Hands that had touched Martin’s face.

Hands that now shook because the choice was real.

Old Grey whispered one final argument.

You could go back and do good.

You could use the fame.

You could teach men.

You could apologize.

You could become better as the man who caused the damage.

It was not a bad argument.

That made it dangerous.

Because I could go back and become better. Maybe. I could spend the rest of Grey’s life trying to repair, teach, restrain, serve, listen. I could do meaningful things. I could become a man who finally understood the cost of his old charm.

But underneath the noble version was the truth I did not want to say.

Part of me wanted to go back because Grey was easier.

Not morally.

Practically.

His body moved through the world with power. His voice did not have to earn belief. His money softened consequence. His name opened doors. Even his redemption would have an audience.

Gretchen had no audience.

Only life.

Work. Rent. Hormones. Fear. Joy. A dentist who loved carefully. A clinic. A bus ride. A wardrobe built around colors that helped her breathe. A future that would not applaud her for surviving every day but would ask her to keep surviving anyway.

And I wanted it.

That was the truth.

Not because it was easier.

Because it was real in a way Grey’s life had never been.

I wanted the small kitchen.

The bad plant.

The green mug in Martin’s office.

Mina’s insults.

Andre’s formal sneakers.

Lana yelling about footwork.

Martin’s hand waiting before it touched.

The quiet after love.

I wanted Gretchen’s life not as an escape from accountability, but as the first life where I did not feel like I had to turn every room into proof.

I pressed the phone tighter to my ear.

“I choose Gretchen.”

The static stopped.

For one perfect second, the apartment went silent.

Then the voice said, “Clarify.”

I almost laughed.

Of course the robot needed paperwork.

“I choose to stay,” I said. “Permanently. As Gretchen Winters.”

The lamp flickered once.

The sage curtains stirred though no wind touched them.

The voice returned, but for the first time there was something strange in it.

A pause.

Not static.

Not calculation.

Confusion.

“You decline Grey Watkins.”

“Yes.”

“You decline male power, fame, wealth, and return.”

I swallowed.

“Yes.”

“You decline restoration.”

“No.”

The word came out stronger than I expected.

I stood.

The living room seemed to steady around me.

“No. That’s where you’re wrong.”

Static clicked.

“Explain.”

“I’m not declining restoration.” My voice trembled, then held. “I’m choosing it.”

The line went silent.

I continued, because the words were coming now, and for once, I did not need them to impress anyone.

“Grey Watkins was not restored by going back. He would have survived, maybe. Improved, maybe. But Gretchen…” I looked down at my hands again. “Gretchen is not a downgrade. She is not punishment. She is not the thing I become because I failed at being a man. She is the first self I have met who knows how to be loved without turning love into applause.”

The static softened until it sounded almost like rain.

“I choose her.”

Another pause.

Longer.

Then the voice said, “Unexpected.”

That time I did laugh, quiet and wet.

“Good.”

“Grey Watkins’ ego was projected to prefer return.”

“Grey Watkins’ ego projected a lot of stupid things.”

“True.”

“Rude.”

“Accurate.”

I wiped at one eye.

The voice continued, and something in its cadence changed. Still mechanical. Still flat. But less like judgment now. More like a locked door opening.

“Final disclosure.”

My breath caught.

“There’s more?”

“Yes.”

“Of course there is.”

The static dimmed.

“Gretchen Winters is not Tara Hereford. Gretchen Winters is not Bea Warsaw. Those were separate lives, borrowed in consequence. Their choices remained partly shielded. You observed, influenced, and learned through memory integration.”

“I know.”

“Gretchen is different.”

I went still.

The apartment seemed to listen with me.

The voice said, “Gretchen Winters is you.”

I could not breathe.

“No.”

“Yes.”

“No, she has a life. A job. Aunt Lyd. The clinic. Martin. Scrapbooks. She transitioned six months ago. She has memories I didn’t—”

“Gretchen Winters is the life that could exist when Grey Watkins’ ego no longer governed the self.”

My hand tightened around the phone.

“What does that mean?”

“Your original self contained multiple possible paths. Grey Watkins was the path reinforced by power, fame, masculinity, conquest, and fear. Gretchen Winters was a buried path: tenderness without performance, desire without conquest, identity without applause.”

My knees weakened.

I sank back onto the couch.

“No. I would have known.”

“You did know.”

The words hit too hard.

I shook my head.

“I wasn’t— I didn’t—”

“Your ego was large. Your fear was larger. You chose the identity that made the world reward you fastest.”

Grey Watkins.

The boy with shoulders.

The athlete.

The man everyone saw and praised.

The shape that made desire easy and vulnerability optional.

The voice continued.

“Gretchen was not created as punishment. She was preserved as possibility.”

My vision blurred.

The scrapbook pages flashed through me. Sage green. Softness. Trying. Being called ma’am when it sounded accidental but kind. The way Martin said her name like it was normal.

Possibility.

“All choices in Tara and Bea were mediated through their lives,” the voice said. “With Gretchen, choices were fully yours and fully hers. A convergence. Fifty-fifty until resolution.”

“Fifty-fifty,” I whispered.

“Gretchen’s memories were real because they were lived by the possible self. Your presence activated integration. Your choices after arrival were not puppet choices. They were yours.”

The room swayed.

“So when I kissed Martin—”

“Your choice.”

“When I stayed with him—”

“Your choice.”

“When I wanted the dress, the clinic, the life—”

“Your choice.”

“And hers?”

“Same.”

Same.

The word broke something open.

Not possession.

Recognition.

Gretchen was not someone I had stolen.

Not exactly.

She was the self I had never allowed to live because Grey’s world had made the other choice so profitable, so loud, so easy to mistake for destiny.

The voice continued.

“Martin did not love you as a lesson. He loved Gretchen Winters as she became visible to him. He loved the self you chose to protect.”

I covered my mouth.

The tears came then, sudden and deep.

Not grief alone.

Relief.

Because I had been so afraid I was using her.

So afraid that every soft thing here belonged to someone else and I was just a trespasser learning moral geometry inside her skin.

But Gretchen was not separate in the way Tara and Bea were.

She was not a victim of my arrival.

She was the hidden truth the universe had forced me to stop outrunning.

The voice said, “Grey Watkins asked what was wanted from him.”

I closed my eyes.

“What was wanted?”

“Not performance. Not apology alone. Not suffering.”

The static thinned to almost nothing.

“Truth.”

A sob moved through me.

I bent forward, phone still in my hand, and cried quietly so I would not wake Martin.

Truth.

Not the truth that erased Grey.

The truth that placed him where he belonged: not as the final form of me, but as the armor I had mistaken for a body.

The voice spoke again.

“Integration will complete upon waking.”

“Waking?”

“Yes.”

“What happens to you?”

“This function ends.”

Function.

Of course.

“Will I remember?”

“Yes.”

“Everything?”

“Yes. But hierarchy will shift.”

“What does that mean?”

“Grey Watkins will feel like a past you survived.”

I looked toward the bedroom.

“And Gretchen?”

“Gretchen Winters will be present tense.”

Present tense.

The words settled into the room.

For once, the robot had said something almost beautiful by accident.

“Will it hurt?”

“Yes.”

I laughed through tears. “Honest.”

“Temporary disorientation. Memory consolidation. Identity settlement. Emotional overflow.”

“Sounds glamorous.”

“No.”

That made me laugh harder, softly, absurdly.

The bedroom door shifted.

Martin murmured something.

I froze.

He did not wake.

The voice said, “Final confirmation.”

I wiped my face.

“Again?”

“Do you remain Gretchen Winters permanently?”

I stood.

This time, I did not look toward the bedroom for courage.

I looked at the sage curtains.

At the scrapbooks.

At the dead plant.

At the body I was in.

At the hands that had stopped shaking.

“Yes,” I said. “I remain Gretchen Winters.”

The phone went silent.

No static.

No click.

No goodbye.

Just silence.

Then light.

Not white like the crash.

Not violent.

Not erasing.

Soft sage-green light spread from the curtains, from the walls, from the plants, from the scrapbook pages, from the tiny G pendant on the nightstand visible through the bedroom door. It filled the apartment gently, like morning arriving with intention.

I did not fall.

I did not collapse.

I simply closed my eyes.

And Gretchen came home.



When I woke again, the room was gold.

Morning had fully arrived.

Real morning. Sunlight through sage curtains, warm across the bed. The fan moved softly. A bird shouted outside with unnecessary confidence. Somewhere in the building, pipes clanked, and someone’s radio played faintly through a wall.

Martin was still asleep beside me.

My phone lay on the nightstand.

No missed calls.

No unknown number.

No evidence.

Only the G necklace, the pill organizer, the lip balm, and the ordinary morning.

For a moment, I stayed still and waited for the old split.

Grey in Gretchen.

Gretchen under Grey.

Borrowed body. Borrowed life.

It did not come.

Instead, memory settled.

Not gently exactly.

More like snow sliding from a roof in heavy sheets.

Grey Watkins existed.

I remembered the mansion. The trophies. The roar of the crowd. My mother’s face. Blake’s sarcasm. Celeste’s no. Tara’s email. Bea’s receipt. The Grand Canyon edge. The Lamborghini. The old body. The old hunger. The old name chanted by thousands.

But Grey felt distant now.

Not gone.

Not fake.

A past.

A life I had survived.

A man I had been when I did not know how much of me was armor.

His memories remained, but they no longer sat behind my eyes as command. They rested behind me like a long road I did not need to walk backward to prove it existed.

Then Gretchen’s memories rose.

Not as fragments.

As mine.

Aunt Lyd teaching me to make soup after my first terrible breakup. The day I bought the sage curtains and cried in the discount store parking lot. The first hormone pill placed on my tongue with shaking hands. The salon mirror when Rhea shaped my hair. My first day at Forks Family Dental, terrified of the name badge and comforted by Martin saying “morning, Gretchen” like the world had not cracked. The first pickleball class. The first time a bus driver called my cardigan lovely. The page titled Things I Like As Gretchen. The fundraiser dress. Martin’s kiss. Martin’s hands. Martin staying.

Both histories lived in me.

But one was past tense.

One was breath.

I lifted my hand.

Clear-polished nails. G ring. Long fingers. Mine.

My chest ached with the kind of tenderness that felt like bruising from the inside.

I whispered, “I’m here.”

Martin stirred.

His eyes opened slowly. For a second, he looked half-dreaming, then he saw me and smiled.

That morning smile almost finished me.

“Hi,” he said, voice rough with sleep.

“Hi.”

His brow softened.

“You’re crying.”

I touched my cheek.

Wet.

Of course.

“I am.”

He shifted onto one elbow, careful, awake now. “Are you okay?”

The old instinct rose: say yes too quickly. Make it easy. Make it charming. Keep the room light.

I let it pass.

“I think so,” I said.

He reached toward me, then paused. Even half-asleep, still asking.

I moved into him before he could ask out loud.

His arms came around me.

Warm.

Real.

I pressed my face against his chest and cried harder.

Not with the breaking from the supply room.

Not with shame.

With arrival.

Martin held me quietly, one hand moving slowly over my back.

“What happened?” he asked.

I could not tell him all of it.

Not like that.

Not with robot voices and alternate lives and Grey Watkins’ body offered like a door I had closed forever. Maybe someday I would find language. Maybe not. Maybe some truths did not need to be told all at once to be honored.

But I could tell him the part that mattered.

I lifted my head.

His face was close. Concerned. Tender. Hair ridiculous from sleep.

“I chose this morning,” I said.

He went still.

Not confused exactly.

Listening.

“What did you choose?”

I swallowed.

“My life.”

The words trembled.

“Myself. This.” I looked around the bedroom. “All of this. Not because I’m not scared. I am. I’m terrified. But I chose it.”

Martin’s eyes softened in a way that made more tears fall.

He touched my cheek with the back of his fingers, slow enough for refusal, close enough for love.

“I’m glad,” he whispered.

That was all.

No demand for more.

No explanation extracted.

No turning my revelation into something he had to solve.

I let out a laugh that broke halfway. “You’re not going to ask for a detailed philosophical breakdown before coffee?”

“I’m tempted.”

“Of course you are.”

“But coffee first.”

I kissed him.

Not dramatically.

Not as a scene-ending climax.

Just because he was there, and I was there, and my mouth knew him now.

He kissed me back softly, then pulled away with a smile.

“Good morning, Gretchen.”

My name.

Present tense.

“Good morning, Martin.”

We got out of bed slowly because life, even transformed, had joints. I took my morning meds with yogurt while he made coffee badly and tried to defend himself by claiming my coffee maker was “temperamental.”

“She has boundaries,” I said.

“She is hostile.”

“She’s underappreciated.”

“She’s leaking.”

“Growth is messy.”

He laughed, and the apartment warmed around the sound.

There was no static.

Not behind the fridge.

Not in the phone.

Not in the walls.

No pressure waiting in the corners.

No call log with Unknown Caller.

No test.

Only coffee, slightly bad. Yogurt. Morning light. Martin in my kitchen wearing yesterday’s sweater. Me in the pale green BEGIN AGAIN shirt, hair a disaster, heart too full for the room.

Later, I dressed for work.

Not as armor.

Not as performance.

As routine.

Navy scrub pants. A soft white top. The sage cardigan with pearl buttons because some things deserved loyalty. Pearl studs. G necklace. Hair half-up. Light makeup. Better blended now because, frankly, I had become competent and wanted credit. Nude lip tint. Comfortable shoes.

In the mirror, Gretchen looked back.

Forty-two.

Transgender.

Six months and forever into becoming.

Soft, nervous, funny, real.

A woman.

Me.

I smiled.

Not wide.

Not for a camera.

For recognition.

“There you are,” I said.

At the clinic, Mina took one look at me and paused.

Then narrowed her eyes.

“What happened?”

I blinked. “Good morning to you too.”

“No. Something happened.”

Andre leaned from behind the front desk. “Did the coffee machine finally unionize?”

“It should,” I said.

Mina studied me.

Then her face softened with an expression that made me nervous.

“Oh,” she said.

“What?”

“There she is.”

I laughed.

This time, the phrase did not feel like someone coaxing me back.

It felt like someone noticing I had arrived.

Martin came in two minutes later, carrying two coffees from the bakery because he respected my coffee maker less than I did. Mina’s eyes went from him to me and back to him with the precision of a woman who knew too much and planned to weaponize it later.

“Interesting,” she said.

Martin handed me the green cup.

“Morning, Gretchen.”

“Morning, Martin.”

Our fingers touched around the cup.

Not accidentally.

Not secretly.

Softly.

Mina made a sound like a kettle achieving consciousness.

Andre whispered, “Formal sneakers predicted this.”

Dana entered then, lavender scrubs, ponytail, usual aura of beige unrest. Her eyes flicked to Martin, then to me, then to the coffees.

I waited for the tiny knife.

It did not come.

Maybe she was tired.

Maybe Mina had threatened her.

Maybe something in my face made the old games less inviting.

Whatever the reason, Dana only said, “Room Two needs bibs.”

I smiled. “I’ll restock them.”

No tremor.

No flinch.

Just work.

The morning unfolded.

A child with a dinosaur sticker. A nervous father who hated drills. Mrs. Alvarez telling me my cardigan was “the good green.” Mina arguing with insurance. Andre asking if floss could be considered a lifestyle. Martin humming while working on a crown prep.

I moved through the clinic with ease that was not perfection.

I still made one mistake. Passed the wrong instrument. Martin corrected me quietly, as always, and I corrected course. No shame spiral. No identity crisis. Just wrong instrument, right instrument, continue.

At lunch, I sat in the break room.

Not Martin’s office.

The break room.

With Mina, Andre, and Dana, who ate yogurt like it had offended her bloodline. Martin joined late with soup. He sat beside me, not too close, not hiding either. Our knees touched under the table once. Neither of us moved immediately.

Mina noticed.

Of course.

She said nothing.

That scared me more.

In the afternoon, Leo came back with his blue dinosaur for a follow-up. He looked at me and said, “Hi, Gretchen. Did the vacuum behave today?”

I crouched beside him.

“We had a serious talk. It’s on probation.”

He nodded solemnly. “Good.”

Martin turned toward the counter, shoulders shaking.

I helped Leo through the exam.

No static interrupted.

No voice summarized my growth.

No lights flickered when I comforted a child.

No cosmic system awarded points when I corrected Dana gently or laughed with Andre or handed Mrs. Alvarez the blue bib she liked.

Just life.

That was the beautiful part.

No more tests.

No more swaps.

No more waking in borrowed mirrors.

Only this body, this name, this clinic, this love, this ordinary sequence of hours asking to be lived honestly.

At the end of the day, I hung my cardigan on the hook with the green ribbon and stood there for a second, hand resting against the soft knit.

Martin came up beside me.

“Tired?”

“Yes.”

“Good tired?”

I thought about it.

My feet hurt a little. My shoulders were tight. My makeup had faded. My hair had escaped the clip. I had a grocery list in my purse, meds to take at home, laundry waiting, a plant to water, and a boyfriend—boyfriend? The word startled me so much I nearly smiled—who had slept in my bed and made bad coffee in my kitchen.

Good tired.

“Yes,” I said.

Martin smiled. “Walk home?”

I looked at him.

Then at the clinic hallway, the rooms, the front desk, the people packing up, the world I had chosen and would keep choosing in tiny ways.

“Walk home,” I said.

Outside, Chicago evening was cool and clear. The streetlights had begun to glow. We walked side by side, not rushing. After half a block, Martin offered his hand.

I took it. No lightning. No static. No voice. Only his fingers around mine.

At the corner, we waited for the light. Cars passed. A cyclist swore at a pothole. Someone laughed outside the bakery. The city did not know a miracle had happened.

That felt right.

The best miracles, I was learning, did not always need witnesses.

Sometimes they looked like a woman in a sage cardigan walking home from work with a kind man, holding groceries in one hand and his hand in the other, while the life she chose waited in a small apartment with green curtains.

Martin glanced at me. “What are you smiling at?”

I looked ahead as the walk signal changed.

“Nothing.”

He gave me a look.

“Fine,” I said. “Everything.”

His hand tightened gently around mine.

We crossed the street together.

And this time, there was no other life calling me back.


Epilogue
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ONE YEAR later, the dead plant was gone. That felt important. Not because I had become a flawless woman of domestic competence. Let’s not damage the truth with fantasy. I still killed basil twice and once overwatered a fern with such confidence it deserved a medical examiner. But the dead plant that had sat on Gretchen Winters’ windowsill like a tragic little witness to perseverance had finally been retired.

Martin gave it a funeral.

Not a real one.

Mostly.

He stood by the kitchen trash holding the brittle brown remains in both hands and said, “She fought bravely.”

“She gave up immediately,” I said.

“She fought privately.”

“She was dead before I met her.”

“Some battles begin before witnesses arrive.”

“You’re making this weird.”

“I’m honoring her.”

“You are avoiding taking out the trash.”

He sighed and dropped the plant into the bag. “She would have wanted me to rest.”

That was Martin.

Forty-six now. Still impossible. Still emotionally literate in ways I considered medically suspicious. Still capable of turning a dead plant into a household ritual if it made me laugh.

My apartment was still small.

That mattered too.

It had not magically become a lakefront condo with marble counters and a closet full of designer dresses. I had known that kind of wealth once. I remembered it the way a person remembered a former climate. Glass walls. Ocean views. Watches in drawers. A trophy room that could not love me back.

This apartment was humbler, warmer, and more mine than any mansion Grey Watkins had ever owned.

The sage green curtains were still there, though I had upgraded the curtain rod to a brushed brass one after Martin watched me nearly lose a fight with the old tension rod and suggested, very gently, that perhaps hardware should not be faith-based. The couch was new—not expensive, but deeper, cream-colored, and soft enough that Mina had once sat down and said, “Oh, this is dangerous. I could forgive my enemies here.”

The coffee table was thrifted but sturdy. The dining table no longer doubled as total scrapbook chaos because Martin had built me a fold-down craft desk along one wall. He claimed it was easy. I watched him measure the same bracket four times, so history will decide.

Framed scrapbook pages hung over the couch now.

Not all of them.

Some pages were still private. Some memories deserved covers.

But a few belonged on the wall: the first sage curtain receipt, my clinic name badge, a pressed fern from the lake path, a photo of the fundraiser dress, a picture of Martin and me at the pickleball court where I was mid-laugh and he was looking at me like he had just discovered a new favorite season.

There were signs of him everywhere now, but not in the invasive way men sometimes colonized women’s spaces one charger and one grooming product at a time.

Martin’s reading glasses on the side table.

His blue mug beside my green one.

A spare navy sweater folded over the chair.

His dental journals stacked under my romance novels because relationships required cultural exchange.

A pair of his running shoes by the door, next to my white sneakers and sage flats.

His presence had entered my home the way he entered every part of my life: carefully at first, then naturally, then so completely I could not imagine the room without the shape of him in it.

I had signs of myself too.

More than before.

A better vanity light over the bathroom mirror. A small tray for lip tints and earrings. Two tennis skirts I actually wore. Three pickleball paddles because apparently I had become the thing I once mocked, and I was woman enough to admit it. A framed note above my mirror:

You are allowed to be seen.

By then, I was eighteen months into transition and one year into choosing Gretchen fully.

My real anniversary.

The one that counted.

One year since the morning I woke as Gretchen and thought I had been abandoned.

One year since I stepped into Chicago without instructions.

One year since I began learning that sometimes no explanation was the only way a life could become your own.

Grey Watkins still existed in memory.

But memory had softened its grip.

He was no longer a ghost pacing the room. He was a past life with a strong jaw, terrible coping skills, and enough ego to power a small city. I could remember him without becoming him. That had taken time. Therapy helped. Yes, I went. Gretchen found a therapist named Dr. Hall, who did not blink when I said, “I feel like I survived a man I used to be,” which either meant she was excellent at her job or Chicago therapists had heard everything.

Both, probably.

I never told Martin the whole impossible story.

Not in the literal way.

I told him truths instead.

That I had spent years feeling split from myself.

That I carried memories of cruelty I did not always know how to explain.

That sometimes I mourned a life I did not want back.

That being Gretchen felt like coming home after living too long in armor.

He listened.

He believed the emotional truth even when the facts wore fog.

And in the end, that was enough.

Not every miracle needed a police report.

On a Sunday morning in late spring, I sat at the dining table with coffee, toast, and the newspaper spread open beside my scrapbook supplies. Real newspaper. Martin still got it delivered because he claimed screens made breakfast “aggressive.” I had teased him for months until I discovered I liked turning pages with buttered fingers like someone’s aunt in a Nancy Meyers movie.

There, in the society section, was Tara Hereford.

Not buried.

Featured.

A full article about a nonprofit media ethics initiative she had launched with her fiancé, Bristol Getty-Peterson, who was apparently Getty-adjacent enough to cause headlines and rich enough to make even old Grey’s watch collection feel like mall jewelry.

Tara looked stunning in the photo, obviously.

But not in the old way that would have made me reduce her to proof of transformation. She stood in a white suit beside Bristol, hair swept back, hand in his. Powerful, polished, unreadable to anyone who had not once looked at the world through her eyes.

The headline read:

Tara Hereford and Bristol Getty-Peterson Announce Engagement and Media Equity Fund

I traced the edge of the paper.

Martin glanced over from the kitchen, where he was making coffee badly on purpose now, I was convinced. “Someone you know?”

“Yes,” I said.

He waited.

Not prying.

Never prying.

“Someone I owed an apology.”

His expression softened. “Did she accept it?”

“In her way.”

Tara had never become my friend.

That was right.

We exchanged two emails after the first apology. No more. She did not offer intimacy she did not want. She did not soften her history to make me comfortable. She told me once that the apology had mattered less than what I did after it, and that if I ever found myself in a room where people were laughing at someone powerless, I should remember who I used to be and choose faster.

I had.

More than once.

Tara was thriving.

Not because of me.

Not despite me in a way that still centered me.

Simply thriving.

Powerful, loved, engaged to a Getty, building something that might protect girls and women from the casual cruelty of rooms that pretended humiliation was humor.

She was no longer defined by the boy who humiliated her.

Thank God.

Martin set a mug beside me. “You okay?”

“Yes.”

And I was.

There was ache, but not the old consuming shame. Shame wanted to make everything about the person feeling it. Gratitude could look outward.

I smiled at Tara’s photo.

“Good for you,” I whispered.

Then I turned the page.

That afternoon, I found Bea by accident.

Or maybe not.

Life loved coincidence when it wanted to show off.

Martin and I had gone to a small street market after brunch. He wanted herbs for dinner. I wanted nothing, which was always a lie near vendors selling handmade things. I wore dark jeans, a cream blouse, sage cardigan, low ankle boots, and a soft beige trench. My hair was loose, the layers longer now, brushing my shoulders. My makeup was light but confident enough that I no longer called it brave every time I left the apartment.

Sometimes I was just leaving the apartment.

Progress.

The cupcake shop sat at the corner of the market street, painted warm yellow with a striped awning.

THE WARM PLATE BAKERY

I stopped so abruptly Martin nearly walked into me.

He looked at the sign. “Cupcakes?”

I could not speak.

The Warm Plate.

Bea’s old notebook. Her café dream. The page with soup days, biscuits, book exchange shelf, yellow walls maybe too much.

Yellow walls.

Maybe too much.

There they were.

Not too much at all.

Inside the window, cupcakes sat under glass domes. Honey butter biscuit cupcakes. Banana pudding cupcakes. Tomato soup lunch special on a chalkboard. A small shelf near the door held used books with a sign:

Take One, Leave One

My eyes blurred.

Martin touched my elbow lightly. “Gretchen?”

“I know this place,” I said.

That was not true.

It was also true enough.

We went inside.

The shop smelled like sugar, butter, coffee, and something savory warming in the back. There were three small tables, yellow walls, plants in mismatched pots, and a chalkboard menu written in purple and white. Behind the counter stood Bea Warsaw.

For a moment, time folded.

Not the Bea from my borrowed week exactly.

This Bea was still Bea: round face, dark eyes, dimples hiding near the corners of her mouth. But she looked lighter in ways that were not only weight, though yes, she had lost some. Her body was still soft, but stronger, less collapsed inward. Her hair had been dyed a rich auburn brown and cut just below her shoulders. She wore a black apron over a green blouse, and on the apron, embroidered in yellow thread:

BEA

No KFC uniform.

No grease-soaked exhaustion.

Her own name on her own terms.

She was speaking to a customer when we entered, laughing as she boxed cupcakes. That laugh hit me so hard I had to grip my purse strap.

The girl in the dorm.

The woman in the break room.

The dream board.

The mother’s voice.

You are not finished.

Bea looked up.

“Hi there,” she said warmly. “First time in?”

My throat closed.

“Yes,” Martin answered gently when I did not. “We saw the sign.”

“Good sign, right?” Bea smiled. “Took me forever to pick the yellow. I thought maybe it was too much.”

“It’s perfect,” I said.

The words came out rougher than I intended.

Bea’s eyes flicked to mine, kind but curious. She did not know me. Of course she did not. Not really. Not as Grey. Not as the week inside her life. Not as the apology letter never sent.

For one wild second, I wanted to tell her.

I was Grey Watkins.

I am sorry.

I saw the receipt.

I submitted the application.

I heard your mother.

Look at you. Look at what you did. Look at what you became.

But that would have been violence dressed as closure.

Bea did not owe Grey Watkins another appearance.

She did not need him to step into her bakery and make her triumph part of his redemption.

So I smiled.

Just Gretchen.

Just a customer.

“Your shop is beautiful,” I said.

Her face lit with pride so open it almost hurt. “Thank you. It’s still new. Four months. We’re surviving, which I have decided counts as thriving on alternate Tuesdays.”

Martin smiled. “A respectable business model.”

“Exactly.”

A bell rang from the kitchen, and a woman called, “Bea, biscuits!”

“Coming!” Bea turned back to us. “First-timer recommendation: honey butter biscuit cupcake if you’re brave, banana pudding if you need comfort, chocolate if you mistrust joy but still want sugar.”

I laughed.

There were the dimples.

Martin ordered honey butter. I ordered banana pudding.

Comfort.

Bea boxed them carefully.

When she handed me the bag, our fingers brushed lightly.

Nothing cosmic happened.

No static.

No vision.

Just contact.

A woman who had moved forward.

A woman who had been a man who hurt her.

A woman who would never tell her.

Maybe that was what peace looked like sometimes: choosing not to make yourself the center of someone else’s healing.

“Good luck with the shop,” I said.

Bea smiled. “Thank you. Come back if you like them.”

“We will,” Martin said.

Outside, I made it half a block before crying.

Martin stopped under a tree, not alarmed anymore by the fact that I sometimes cried after cupcakes. Growth for both of us.

He held the bakery bag in one hand and my hand in the other.

“She matters,” he said.

Not a question.

“Yes.”

“Past life?”

I looked at him.

He used that phrase sometimes. Past life. Not mockingly. Not literally. Gently. A category for the things I could not explain but carried.

“Yes,” I said. “A past life.”

He nodded.

“Was it good to see her?”

I thought of Bea’s apron. The yellow walls. The book shelf. The warmth.

“Yes.” My voice broke. “She opened The Warm Plate.”

Martin squeezed my hand.

“That sounds like a very good thing.”

“It is.”

And it was.

Not because of Grey.

Not because of me.

Because Bea had chosen yes.

Maybe to the culinary program. Maybe to Tomás. Maybe not. Maybe her path had twisted in ways I would never know. But she had moved. She had taken her life off pause. She had built a place called The Warm Plate and stood behind the counter laughing.

That was enough.

More than enough.

That evening, Martin and I ate cupcakes at my dining table, and he declared honey butter biscuit “confusing but important.” I told him banana pudding remained superior because comfort did not need a thesis.

He said I was biased.

I said I was correct.

Our life was like that now.

Not perfect.

Never perfect.

We had arguments. Real ones. Mostly small, a few not small. I still got defensive when scared. Martin still retreated into tidying when emotions became too large, and once I told him if he wiped the same counter again while I was crying, I would make him sleep in the dental chair. He apologized. Then we laughed. Then we talked like adults, which was vile but effective.

We were lovers, yes.

But more than that, we were friends who had survived the dangerous part where desire could have swallowed the friendship if we had let it.

We did not let it.

We built slowly.

Sunday dinners. Clinic days. Lake walks. Pickleball losses, many of them mine but fewer than before. Sleepovers that became toothbrushes in each other’s bathrooms, then drawers, then quiet discussions about whether he should renew his lease when it ended next winter.

Not moving in yet.

Maybe.

A living maybe.

The kind with light in it.

Martin loved me in ordinary ways that made them harder to dismiss as romance performance.

He warmed my side of the bed with his hand before I got in when winter was cruel. He learned which days after hormone adjustments made me emotionally weird and never called me weird unless I did first. He let me be vain about good eyeliner and serious about bad soup. He kissed my jaw on days I hated it and did not kiss it on days I could not bear attention there. He knew when to ask permission and when to simply pass me coffee because mornings were not consent symposiums unless I made them so.

I loved him in ordinary ways too.

I kept cinnamon oat creamer at home even though he pretended not to care. I learned his soup preferences, which were less mature than his personality suggested. I sat through his continuing education webinars when he wanted company, though I drew the line at root canal animations during dinner. I put his grandfather’s handkerchiefs in the wash separately. I learned that Martin was gentle, but not simple. Calm, but not without old wounds. He needed reassurance too. He needed to know staying did not mean being trapped. He needed someone to notice when he was tired before he turned tired into helpfulness.

We noticed each other.

That was romance, I was learning.

Not the whole thing.

But the foundation.

One night, while rain softened the windows and Martin read on the couch, I worked on a new scrapbook page at the fold-down craft desk he had built.

The page had a sage green background, cream paper layered over it, and small gold corners holding three photos: the first was my old green dress from the fundraiser; the second was Martin and me at Lake Michigan, wind in my hair, his arm around my shoulders; the third was a photo of the apartment window at sunrise, curtains glowing.

At the top, in careful lettering, I wrote:

Not Another Gender Swap

Martin looked up from his book.

“That’s dramatic.”

I smiled without turning. “You think?”

“It sounds like a movie title.”

“Maybe it is.”

He came to stand behind me, close enough that I felt his warmth but not touching until I leaned back. When I did, his hands rested lightly on my shoulders.

“What does it mean?” he asked.

I looked at the page.

For a moment, I saw all of it.

Santa Monica Pier. The crash. Tara’s mirror. Bea’s receipt. Grand Canyon sage sky. Gretchen’s apartment. The first time Martin said my name. The phone call after love. The choice. The silence after.

“It means,” I said slowly, “sometimes the miracle is not changing back.”

Martin was quiet.

His hands tightened gently.

“Is that good?” he asked.

I turned in the chair and looked up at him.

His face was soft in the lamplight. Older than when I first met him, because time did rude things even to kind dentists. Beautiful to me in a way that had nothing to do with perfection and everything to do with presence.

“Yes,” I said. “It’s very good.”

He bent and kissed my forehead.

Not the page.

Not the story.

Me.

Later that week, we played pickleball at sunset.

The court lights had not turned on yet. The sky over the community center was streaked with peach, lavender, and soft gold, the kind of evening that made even chain-link fences look sentimental. I wore the sage athletic skirt over black leggings, a cream pullover, white sneakers, and my hair in a high ponytail that still came loose in pieces because some battles remained eternal.

Martin wore navy, as usual, because the man had range within boundaries.

Lana was there, terrorizing beginners. Edie waved from another court. Someone had brought a speaker playing old love songs softly enough not to become a public issue.

I beat Martin 11–9.

Legitimately.

No accidental perimeter testing.

No wind assistance.

No charity.

When the final ball dropped inside the line, I froze.

Martin looked at it.

Then at me.

Then sighed like a man witnessing history.

“Well,” he said. “This is upsetting.”

I lifted my paddle. “Respect greatness.”

“I’m processing.”

“Take your time.”

He pointed at me. “Cruel callback.”

“Accurate callback.”

He walked around the net, smiling despite himself. “I’m proud of you.”

“I know.”

“There’s the cockiness.”

“She’s earned it.”

“She has.”

He kissed me right there on the court, quick and soft, while Lana shouted, “No romance delays! Clear the court!”

I laughed against his mouth.

We cleared the court.

Afterward, instead of taking the bus, we walked toward Lake Michigan as the sun lowered. It was out of the way, but the evening asked nicely, and we were old enough to understand that some invitations should be accepted.

By the water, the wind lifted my ponytail and chilled my cheeks. Martin took my hand. I let our fingers lace together.

A year ago, I had stood at the edge of the Grand Canyon thinking Grey Watkins was the wound.

Maybe he had been.

Maybe wounds were not only things to heal from.

Maybe sometimes they were openings.

The lake stretched before us, darkening blue, calm on the surface and enormous underneath. The city glowed behind us. Martin’s hand was warm in mine. My body stood steady inside the cooling air: not perfect, not finished, not always easy, but mine.

Peace did not arrive like applause.

It arrived like this.

A walk after pickleball.

A man’s hand.

A cardigan in my bag in case the wind turned mean.

A cupcake shop across town with yellow walls.

A woman in the newspaper who no longer needed my apology.

A small apartment with sage curtains waiting for me.

A scrapbook page drying on the desk.

No static.

No voice.

No test.

No other life calling me back.

Martin looked at me. “What are you thinking?”

I smiled at the lake.

“That I finally understand small loyal things.”

He squeezed my hand.

“Told you they mattered.”

“Don’t get smug.”

“I would never.”

“You absolutely would.”

He laughed, and the sound moved through me like home.

We walked along Lake Michigan until the sunset softened into dusk, ordinary and impossible at once.

I held Martin’s hand.

I felt the wind on my face.

I felt peaceful.

I felt loved.

And for the first time in any life, I did not need the world to roar before I believed it.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Not Another Gender Swap? In that case, I hope you can check out my second full-length Transgender Transformation novel, Creating The Lady.
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“My best friend needed a glamorous fake fiancée to sell the power couple fantasy and lure more investors. Neither of us expected me to transform into her for real.”

Creating the Lady is Lilly Lustwood’s second full novel. It’s a glamorous, high-stakes feminization romance about luxury beauty, body transformation, trans awakening, scandal, obsession, surgery, power, and a love story of more than 50,000 words, fierce enough to survive the world finding out the truth.

Read Creating The Lady

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Five deliciously girly transformations.”

Step into a world of glamour, temptation, and irresistible feminization in this illustrated romance collection from Lilly Lustwood. Inside are five standalone feminization stories, each paired with beautiful images and packed with transformation, seduction, and girly fantasy.

No repeats. No cross-additions. These stories are exclusive to this collection and do not appear in Lilly Lustwood’s other collections.

Included in this collection:

His First Skirt

The Pink Mask

Seven Girly Sins

Girly Weekends

Trapping My Boss

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

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

Read Secret Girly Transformations


Hello Lilly

[image: A person holding a phone  Description automatically generated]

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.

[image: A person in a white dress  Description automatically generated]

Added to that, if you’re a Lilly Lustwood reader, you’re quite aware of how colorful my prose is and I do three rounds of edits before I publish. Please understand that masterpieces cannot be rushed.

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

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

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

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

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

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


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

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

We have over 44,000 ACTIVE MEMBERS from around the world!

✓    44 Free Messages Daily

✓    View 44 Profiles/day

✓    Faster PHP system

✓    Support replies in 24–48h

App version in the works!

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

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

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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“Doctor Park, I must catch up with the filters and the AI version of myself. Pump it up!”

I made Hannah Baker to fool the internet.

After getting fired from my ad agency job in Los Angeles, I did what I did best: I built something irresistible. Hannah was supposed to be a perfect brunette fantasy. Sexy. soft. profitable. A fake online bombshell designed to pull in subscribers, empty wallets, and prove that I understood desire better than anyone.

At first, she was just strategy. Then the money got too good. The fans wanted more of her. More body. More reality. More proof. So I started changing myself to match the woman I created—lip filler, curves, breasts, beauty, all of it—telling myself every step was just business.

Until it wasn’t.

Because the more real Hannah became, the more impossible it felt to go back. And then there was Dr. Jackson Park—devastatingly handsome and way too smart to fall for my lies. He was supposed to be just my surgeon. Just another man helping me build the fantasy. Instead, he became the only person who saw through me.

The only one who wanted me as Hanson… and as Hannah. But when I decide I want to go too far, too fast, Jackson is the first man brave enough to tell me no.

Read Internet Girl

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 Not Another Gender Swap.

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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To her surprise, Curtis wasn’t the man
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for him in this tale of |
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Devlin Wylde (Wylde in Bed)






OEBPS/image_rsrcEZ7.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF0M.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZC.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF08.jpg
> ONILY 1 COPY

= A >
COSPLAY INIZAHONWROMANCE

LUSIWOOD






OEBPS/image_rsrcF0A.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF0V.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZE.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF0H.jpg
The Number 1 Femboy Community and Dating Site
N,





OEBPS/font_rsrcEYR.ttf


OEBPS/image_rsrcEZW.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZ5.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZN.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF06.jpg
volighe

METW“E%@





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZ4.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZH.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF0F.jpg
vol:ghe

MﬁTWOOD





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZ2.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF04.jpg
B i AND,

4 LUST






OEBPS/image_rsrcEZJ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZS.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF0S.jpg
Bl LYLUSTWOOD





OEBPS/image_rsrcF0D.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEYW.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZ8.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZZ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZ0.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZA.jpg
g I





OEBPS/image_rsrcF02.jpg
ZANO MORE





OEBPS/image_rsrcF0U.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEYX.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZ9.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZV.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF0K.jpg
~ GIRLY,

Prescription

A GRADUAL FEMINIZATION ROMANCE






OEBPS/image_rsrcEZB.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZM.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF07.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF0B.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZD.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZK.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF09.jpg
AN ILLUS,

LILLYi_ R

< GIRLY

771:@0 fﬁm

ION ROMANCE





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZX.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZT.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF00.jpg
AN ILLUSTRATED FEMINIZATIBN'ROMANCE NOVELLA BUNDLE

LILLY RUSTWOQOD





OEBPS/image_rsrcEYZ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEYU.jpg
BRIEHTLIJIIKYPRESS





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZ6.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF0N.jpg
AN ILLUSTRATED NOVELLA BY.






OEBPS/image_rsrcF05.jpg
LILLY I_USOQD





OEBPS/image_rsrcF0W.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEZF.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcF0G.jpg





