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CHAPTER ONE



Even being in the same room with her is tough. She's at the far end of the table, wearing a blue and grey patterned dress that exposes just a bit of her cleavage. My eyes keep moving between that and her legs. The hem of her dress has ridden up to show most of her thigh. When she crosses them, I have to blow out a sigh.

"James?" Somewhere in the back of my head, I'm aware of Mr. Fischer saying something that sounds vaguely like my name, but it's not until Nathan elbows me that I realize he is talking to me.

"Sorry. Zoned out for a second. Can you repeat what you said, please?" I shoot Nathan a quick glare and rub my arm. It's throbbing, and I'm sure he purposely hit me harder than he had to. When he grins, I know it for sure. I make a note to pay him back later when he's not suspecting it.

Mr Fischer shakes his head like a disappointed dad about to launch into an I Expected Better From You speech. "The projections? You know, for the renovation project that this whole meeting is about. Are you willing to share those with the rest of us?"

My face goes red, and I look down at my laptop. The spreadsheet is already pulled up for me, and Nathan flashes me a quick thumbs up under the table. Maybe I won't pay him back quite as viciously as I planned. I stand up and look around the room. I make it halfway, until I get to Emily. She's looking up at me and twirling a pen in her hand. I watch her jewel purple fingernails as she spins it, but then I have to look away. "Um, yeah. So let me put these up on the screen so you can all see them."

I spend the next five minutes walking them through all the revenue and expense projections. I explain that after two years of losing money, it should become very profitable for us. Most of the people around the table nod their heads. Except Emily.

She raises a hand. "I just have a quick question. It looks like you're assuming 90% occupancy starting in month eighteen. What if the economy is still struggling and we don't get to that?"

I anticipated someone might ask about that, so I flip to a different table in my spreadsheet. "Even at 60%, which will be easy in this neighborhood, we start to turn a profit after four years. So even in the worst-case scenario, this still makes sense for us in the long run."

She nods her head, and I force myself to look around the table at the others in case there are more questions. There aren't, so I sit down and Mr. Fischer takes over the rest of the meeting.

It ends a few minutes later, and I go up to Emily while she's shoving her laptop back in its bag. "That was a good question. If you ever have any other concerns about the numbers, let me know. Maybe we can work them out together."

She smiles and says okay and then walks off with everyone else.

"Oh, that was such a brilliant question. Maybe we can work together sometime." Nathan sneaks up behind me to mock me.

I put my hand on my forehead. "Yeah, that was bad, wasn't it?"

He puts his arm around my shoulder and chuckles. "So bad, dude. If she weren't the smartest person in the room, maybe she wouldn't have been able to see through it. But we both know she is, so you just made a fool of yourself."

"Smartest and hottest. What is it about her? I'm infatuated with her. Like stalker-level infatuation. This isn't good."

He holds me back before we get to the door. There's no one else in the room with us now. "Ask her out again. What's the worst that could happen?"

"She gets so mad that she refuses to even work with me in the future. I've already asked her twice. Her answer is always the same."

"Not her type."

"Exactly," I say. "Asking her again is just disrespectful. I won't be one of those men."

Nathan looks around the room. "Have you ever thought of appealing to... the black arts?" he asks with a completely straight face.

I bust out laughing. "Dude, that was great. Perfect delivery. I needed that. Almost makes me forgive you for that unnecessary elbow." I slap him on the shoulder.

"I'm not joking. I know someone. Well, it's a friend of a friend type thing, but this old college buddy of mine swears this chick is the real deal."

I sniff back some snot from laughing so hard. "A witch? Yeah, right."

"Not a witch. She just does herbs and stuff. Scarlett and I got some." He looks around again, like someone might have walked into the room in the last ten seconds. "It's a drink that helps us... it puts us in the mood. Like really in the mood. Like rip each other's clothes off, full romance-novel style in the mood."

I hold up a hand. "Too much, dude. And since when do you read romance novels?"

His face goes red. "I don't. That often. I'm just saying it works. This lady works. I'll text you her info. I'll bet there's something she can do for you."

"Some way to magically make Emily attracted to me? Yeah right. I need to go. Gotta finish a report this afternoon. Lunch tomorrow?" I ask as I walk out the door, ducking to avoid the frame. Forehead injuries are just one of the perks of being so tall that everyone asks if I play basketball.

"Sure. I'm still gonna text you, though. Trust me on this one."

I wave a hand at him as I walk back to my office.


CHAPTER TWO



In my mind, a woman who claims to sell magical potions should have a dark shop with bundles of herbs and dried insects on old, worm-eaten wood shelves. Maybe there should be a black cat who is missing part of her tail, weaving between my feet as I walk through the cramped aisles. This shop is almost the opposite of that in every way. The walls and the floating shelves on them are almost a blinding white. Everything is in identical bottles with pastel, printed labels. There's a light wood table in the center with candles. The store smells like peppermint and vanilla.

"Can I help you find something? For today only, all of our essential oils are buy one, get one free." The blonde woman behind the counter looks like she should be a yoga instructor, but from the description Nathan gave me, this is the woman I need to see.

"My friend told me to come here. I, uh, I'm looking for something specific. Something custom made."

I look around the room, ready to run away if she gives the slightest hint that she doesn't know what I'm talking about, but she nods and hands me an iPad. "This is our list of custom creations. Scroll through and select the ones that you want. Prices are listed on the right." She's as chipper as a teenager working the counter at an ice cream shop. I'm almost surprised she doesn't offer me free samples, so I can see what each custom creation tastes like.

As I swipe through the list, a woman walks into the store. She's wearing leggings and a tank top, and her hair is pulled up into a high ponytail. I step away from the counter, and she walks right up and orders a bottle of sage oil and a bottle of yarrow oil. The woman behind the counter tells her of the sale. Then she gives the customer a look that is normally shared with a friend who is going through a rough spell. "Twice a day, and after a week, you'll be able to feel the negative energy flowing away." The customer returns the smile and nods.

Once she leaves, I take the tablet to the counter and hand it to the woman. She glances at it and then back up at me. "A love compound?"

I bite my lip and nod, embarrassed to be here and to admit what I want. It's been almost a month since Nathan told me about this shop, and even though I dismissed it at first, I couldn't stop thinking about it. Every time I saw Emily at work, the idea drove a little deeper into my mind until it was always there whenever I looked at her. She's my perfect woman. Smart, funny, and gorgeous. I don't want to brainwash her into falling in love. I just want her to give me a chance. Then if it still doesn't work out, I'll know I tried.

"Love is very complicated, you know." She's almost tsk-tsking me with her words. "It's not like the fairy tales. No one can ever be compelled to love someone else. Does this person already have feelings for you?"

"I just want her to have an open mind. That's all. Just to give me a shot. If things don't work out, I'll respect that and leave her alone. But I think we could be good together if she would just try."

She examines me and then reaches under the counter. "Put a drop of this under your nose."

She hands me a dark green glass bottle. The label says F.T.S., and when I unscrew the top, the smell reminds me of being in my grandma's garden when I was a little boy. I dab some on my finger and smear it under my nostrils.

"Is this woman a friend of yours?"

"Coworker."

"And if she still doesn't want to date you after this?"

"Like I said, I'll respect that. I feel something whenever I'm with her, and I know she could feel it too if she would just open herself to it. I truly think she could be the one." Why am I telling her this? I haven't even told Nathan all of this. He just thinks it's a bad crush.

The woman purses her lips and stands motionless for a couple of seconds. "Okay. Come back Tuesday at 6pm to pick it up. You'll need 3 of her hairs with the roots attached. You'll add those to the solution I'll give you and steep it for at least 24 hours. Then you'll each need to take 3 drops. You can add it to any hot or cold liquid. It's very important that you two are looking at each other when you take that first sip. Do you understand?"

I nod. The butterflies in my stomach are close to bursting through. I can't believe I'm doing this.

The woman's smile sweeps back across her face. "We take cash and credit card, but there is an extra 5% fee for all credit card purchases." She spins a screen around to me. It asks how much I want to tip. I select 25%, the highest option. I'm afraid if I do any less, she'll sabotage the potion.
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Getting Emily's hair turns out to be much easier than I expected. She keeps a pink cardigan at work year-round. One day, when I know she's at lunch, I walk into her office to set a report on her desk. While I'm in there, I run a lint roller across her cardigan and her office chair, stick it inside a plastic bag, and then shove that into my pocket. As I leave, I start to whistle, but I stop when I realize I'm giving movie villain vibes.

When I pick up the solution from the yoga witch, I drop three hairs into it and wait. As of this morning it's been steeping for 38 hours, so that means today is the day. I walk into the break room three different times, but each time there are other people there. Finally, on my fourth try, I'm alone. I hurry to the coffeepot and pour two cups. When I pull the stopper out of the bottle, my hand trembles so much that even the paper cup is too small of a target. I have to use my other hand to hold it steady, and even then I blow out a relieved sigh when I get three drops in each cup. As soon as it's done, I tuck the vial into my pocket and pull out the flavoring packets I made. I've heard Emily talk about how much she loves Mexican style hot chocolate, so last night I mixed sugar, cinnamon, nutmeg, cocoa powder, and a pinch of cayenne. It took a few tries to get the recipe right, but once I did, I thought it was delicious when I added it to coffee. I just have to hope she agrees. I say a quick prayer to anyone who will listen as I take the two cups and walk toward her office.

"Knock, knock." Emily's door is open, and she's typing something on her computer. When she hears me, she looks up and smiles. "Do you have a minute?" I ask.

"Of course." She spins to close whatever she is working on and then turns back. "What's going on?"

I know her words aren't accusatory, but they still startle me. "Nothing," I say, a little too defensively. "I mean, I just wanted your opinion on the Hamilton Park project."

"The one everyone says is cursed?" She flips her hand and then motions me to the chair beside her desk. "Luckily, I don't believe in demons or ghosts or magic. So I think these delays are just a nuisance. Not a foretelling of doom." She chuckles, and I laugh with her.

"Agreed. Hey, you don't happen to like Mexican hot chocolate, do you? I found this coffee creamer at some small shop, and it's delicious."

Her eyes go wide. "Love it! Never thought of having it with coffee though."

I hold out one of the cups for her. My hand shakes so much that a couple drops fall to the carpet, but if she notices, she doesn't say anything.

My heart rises to my throat as she lifts it to her mouth, but just before she takes a drink, she looks at a notification on her phone.

"Wait!" I almost yell. She flinches and looks at me. "I don't want to be rude. Cheers." I hold my cup out.

She taps hers against the lip of mine, and this time she looks at me as we both take our first drinks. "Mmm, this is so delicious!" She takes another sip and then sets the cup down. "What's the name of the store? I'm going to get some of this."

I pretend to think for a second and then shrug. "I can't remember. It's in Smithstown. I'll look it up when I get a chance and let you know." She nods rapidly and then takes another drink. I lean forward and see that half of her coffee is already gone. I gulp the rest of mine and grin. "Hey, I'll let you get back to work. I just wanted to pop in and get your thoughts."

She looks up at me puzzled and then shakes away whatever thought she has. "Anytime. And let me know when you get the name of the shop."

"Sure thing."

As soon as I get into the hallway, I blow out a long breath. My heart is beating so fast and so loud that I wonder if she can hear it even out here. I hurry away just in case. There's no way this will work, I tell myself. No point in getting my hopes up.

But what if it does?

I close my office door and fall into my chair. Every one of my muscles goes limp. Now I just have to wait.


CHAPTER THREE



When I get to the ballpark, Nathan is standing just outside the entrance. He's dressed in green and blue from head to toe. "Hate to break it to you, but that witch of yours is a joke," I say before he has a chance to comment on how late I am.

We flash our ticket codes to the woman working the gate and walk in. "I told you, she's not a witch. I think she calls herself a spiritualist."

"Well, whatever she calls herself, I call her a joke."

Nathan shakes his head and keeps walking. There are still a lot of fans walking through the concourse. Almost all of them wearing at least some green or blue. He expertly weaves through them while I trail behind. First just a step, but then so much that I have to look around people to see him.

"Slow down," I call out when we get to a clearance. "I have to almost jog to keep up with you."

He turns to face me and points to his watch. "First, it's not my fault that you're late. Second, it's also not my fault that you're short and can't keep up."

I flip him off. "It's not my fault either. That's on my mom. She's even shorter than me. I will take the blame for being late, though, but it's not going to hurt to miss another batter at this point." I had everything planned this morning. It takes me exactly 26 minutes to get ready, and the stadium is 47 minutes from my house. I even allowed an extra 30 minutes for game traffic and to search for a spot in the parking garage. But getting ready took a lot longer than usual for some reason. Then, I couldn't decide what to wear. I kept changing between a green Smithstown Squirrels t-shirt and a blue one. When I finally settled on the green, I wasn't sure if it looked better with a hat or without. By the time I left, I was wearing a blue tank top under an unbuttoned number 18 Squirrels jersey that hung halfway down my thighs.

"I'm not worried about missing a batter." Nathan starts walking again once I catch up. His steps are shorter and slower this time. "I'm starving and have been looking forward to this sausage all week."

"You think about sausage way too much for someone who pretends to be straight." I slap his shoulder, and it's his turn to flip me off.

"I'm a happily married man. I'm allowed to think about sausage as much as I want. Especially this one."

The ballpark is famous for its Silly Squirrel. A foot-long sausage topped with chocolate sauce, crumbled cereal, and nuts. It started when one way-too-drunk fan asked a vendor to put chocolate on his sausage. The person beside him filmed it all and put it online. Then other fans started asking for it as a joke. So many that the stadium decided to make it official. They have to be shocked that it's become so popular.

Thankfully, there are only two people in front of us at the concession stand. "See, being late has its perks." Nathan just rolls his eyes when I point this out to him.

When we get to the window, Nathan does a little waggle that I hope only I can see and then, more proudly than any adult should, declares he would love a Silly Squirrel, please. I turn away, hoping that the concession worker won't think that I'm associated with Nathan.

"And for you, Miss?"

I don't think anything of it until I hear Nathan's laugh. Then I turn around and see the concession worker staring straight at me. "Miss?"

The blood drains from my face and my jaw drops open. There's no way she's talking to me, right? Or maybe she has a speech disorder that keeps her from pronouncing the sound "ter," and she's really calling me a mister.

Nathan stops laughing just long enough to say, "she would probably order a salad if you had any." He nudges me as he calls me a she. As if there's any way I could have missed hearing that. "So what is it you want, lady?"

To punch him. That's what I want. The concession worker looks puzzled as her eyes move between us. And above all, I just want to get out of here with at least a little dignity. "Popcorn," I try to say, but the words are so dry they stick in my throat. I try again, but nothing comes out.

"She gets this problem with her throat sometimes." Nathan gives a sympathetic look to the worker, like she's the one who's being insulted. "A popcorn for her, please. And a diet soda too." He pulls out his wallet to pay, and I slink away from the counter, wishing there was a crowd I could melt into. I settle for hiding on the other side of a support column.

A couple of minutes later, he nudges my shoulder with his elbow. "Here, take your stuff. I only have two hands."

"Some gentleman you are." I try to play it off like being misgendered didn't bother me, but we both know better.

"It's just the hair, you know. The way you're wearing it with that hat, it looks... Plus your height. That's all. And she's probably tired and not even really paying attention to customers at this point."

"Yeah. Probably." I take my popcorn and drink and walk toward our seats.

It's the top of the third when we finally settle in. There's no score, so the only things we've missed were a bunch of outs. That streak goes on for the next four innings, and by now there's a murmur in the crowd every time the Squirrels take the field. The pitcher walked the lead-off batter in the fifth, so his chance at a perfect game is gone. But he hasn't given up a hit yet. Every time a batter swings and misses at a pitch, we cheer a bit louder. As he strikes out the last batter of the seventh, we all stand, and I look at Nathan. "Do you think he might—"

He puts his finger over my mouth. "Shh! Don't say it."

"It's the players that can't say it. We're not going to jinx anything."

Nathan pinches his mouth shut tight and shakes his head. The man sitting behind us, who has made up increasingly nonsensical insults for the other team as the game has gone on, leans forward. "Your boyfriend is right about this. You never talk about a... you know what."

I spin around, flabbergasted. "He's not my boyfriend." I point indignantly at Nathan. For a split second, I feel bad about it. Nathan hasn't done anything to me. But then he high fives the guy and thanks him for agreeing with him, and I'm just sorry I didn't do anything worse than point an angry finger. I face the field and drop into my seat.

"You know what we can talk about?" Nathan slings his arm around my shoulder when he sits down. I think about pushing it off, but I'm afraid it will make the man behind us think that I'm just a pouting girlfriend. "Emily."

My stomach tightens. Maybe I shouldn't have had that hot dog. "What about her? There's nothing to talk about."

"Well, you say that little potion isn't working—"

"Because it's clearly not!"

"—but I see the two of you talking to each other quite a bit."

I stare at him, trying to make him see what an idiot he's being. "Yeah, and? We're work friends, so we talk. I don't know if you know this or not, but I kinda want to be more than that with her."

"I'm just saying I don't remember you two being this close before the drink."

"Well, you weren't paying attention then, because we've always talked like we do. I'm telling you, this potion hasn't done a thing. If I wouldn't feel like a fool, I'd go back and ask for a refund."

Just then, the people around us start to scream and cheer. I look around and wonder if some celebrity snuck into our section, but then the man behind us puts his hand on my shoulder. "Come on! Do it!" I look at him, and he's got an enormous grin and is pointing at the centerfield scoreboard. Nathan and I are in the center of it with a pulsating pink heart around us.

"Oh for the love of God." I toss my hands up. It takes Nathan a second to realize what's going on—we're on the stadium kiss cam—but once he does, he starts laughing so hard that I worry he might not be able to breathe.

He points to his cheek, and at first I think he means he's laughing so hard he's in tears. But then I realize he's telling me to kiss him on the cheek. By now, even the stadium's announcer is in on it and chanting for us to kiss. I close my eyes and give him the quickest peck possible. The crowd around us stands and cheers. The camera moves on to other people, and I can't decide if I want to hide forever in a utility closet or go to the bathroom to wash my mouth.
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"So you actually kissed him?" Emily covers her mouth. Her eyes are wide, and I decide for the 300th time today that she is the most beautiful person in the world. "I mean, Nathan is cute, if that's what you're into." She shrugs a single shoulder.

"He is absolutely not what I'm into. He's been my best friend forever, so I know what he's really like. And no thanks." Ever since the game last night, I've been looking forward to telling Emily all about this.

She tilts her head, and her blonde hair falls over her shoulder. "So what are you into?"

I look around her office, trying to find the truck that just ran over me. "I, uh..." She has an entire wall full of pictures of her with family and friends. I scan through each one, trying to find something innocent that I can pretend to like. Something like skiing, or chess, or raising orphaned goats. Something I can say before my mouth utters, "I'm into you."

The wall of photos is a bust, so I search for something else. There's a potted plant in the window. Could I claim to be into gardening? What if she asks what my favorite plant is? That won't work. Shit! "Oh, those earrings are pretty!" My face is even redder now. The best I can come up with is an obvious change of subject?

"Thanks! I love them too. So sparkly."

I blow out a breath as I lean closer to look at them. I can't believe it actually worked. "They really are." She shakes her head a little, and a rainbow sparkles in the earrings. "That makes me wish my ears were pierced."

She gasps and reaches to brush my hair back. "Oh my God, they aren't! How have you gone this long without getting them pierced? Come on. It's almost time for lunch." She pulls me up out of the chair and leads me out to her car in the parking lot.

"You can't be serious," I protest as I sit in the passenger seat, but I think I would do almost anything to spend time with her. Even this.

"So serious." She backs out the spot and drives us to the mall. I try not to make it obvious, but I study her the whole time. Each time we come toward a red light, her jaw tenses for just a moment, but when we stop, she relaxes back into her seat and lets her hands slip a little lower on the steering wheel. After she looks over her shoulder to change lanes, she flicks her head to settle her hair back into place. When the radio plays a song she recognizes, she drums her fingers silently against the steering wheel and moves her mouth to the words.

When we're parked, she turns to me, and I pretend that I haven't been watching her the entire time. "You ready to do this?" When I nod, she rubs her hands together like we're about to unleash our sinister plot on an unsuspecting town and pushes open her door.

At the entrance, she takes my hand in hers. We both look down at our intertwined fingers, but neither of us says a word as she guides me inside and into a store filled with a rainbow of cheap plastic jewelry. "This is where I got my ears pierced when I was a little girl." We go up to the counter, my hand still in hers. The teen girl standing there looks up from her phone and raises an eyebrow. "My friend is here for the ear piercing."

The girl's face lights up, and I wonder if maybe she only took this job so she could inflict pain on people. "You can use any of the studs in this case here." She points to the left side of the display. "Is this your first set of holes?"

I nod, and I swear she wants to cackle. "Can I just get simple ones, like those?" I point to a plain silver ball that's just barely bigger than its post.

"No," Emily and the girl say at the same time. "You need something nicer than that," Emily continues.

"Something pretty like this one?" The girl shows us a set of pink gemstones, but I shake my head right away. Too girly.

"How about the fake diamonds, then?" Emily asks. She and the girl both look at me like this is an obvious choice, so I agree.

The girl walks me to a chair next to the counter. "Do you want Mr. Fluffins?" she asks.

"Yes!" Emily shouts. "I love Mr. Fluffins!"

The girl takes out a stuffed rabbit that looks older than all of us put together. I hold it while she loads the gun, and then when she squeezes the trigger on my first ear, I understand why they give people a stuffed animal for this. I hold it tight as she shoots the stud in my other earlobe. The flash of pain quickly fades to a throbbing that mirrors my heart beats.

"All set." The girl tells me as I pay. "Be sure to use the aftercare and keep those clean."

Emily takes my hand again, and my earlobes throb even harder. "My mom took me for ice cream after I got my ears pierced. It's only fair that I take you too."

The food court is mostly empty, but there's still a line at the ice cream shop. That gives us time to look over the list of flavors. Emily knows right away that she wants the black forest sundae, but I can't decide between that and the raspberry lemon sorbet. I finally settle on the sorbet, but as we sit at our table, I see her sundae and regret not getting it.

"Do you want to trade?"

I shake my head and look down at my dessert. "Mine is pretty, at least." The pink and yellow is swirled into a pinwheel. I almost feel bad about digging a spoon through, but I do it anyway. "Mmm, this is actually good."

"Here." She twists her spoon through her sundae, getting ice cream, chocolate sauce, and whipped cream. "At least try mine." She holds the spoon across the table.

I watch her for a couple of seconds. I'm not sure if I'm supposed to take the spoon from her or if she's holding it out so I can take a bite. I finally decide that she's holding it for me, so I pull my hair back and lean forward. My heart is racing as I wrap my lips around the spoon. She drags it against my lips as soon as I close down on it, and the chocolate and cream explode in my mouth.

"Oh my God, Emily, this is incredible. You're right. We should trade." I pretend to swap her cup for mine.

"Hey!" She slaps my arm and then laughs.

"Do you want to try mine?"

She nods, so I hold my spoon out for her. My hand is shaking as she puts her lips around it. "Yeah, mine is way better," she says and sticks her tongue out at me. "But that's good."

I sigh dramatically. "Settling for Good Enough should be the name of my autobiography."

"Better that than the title of your sex tape." We both explode into laughter that echoes around the mostly empty space.

Emily takes a bite of her ice cream and then looks up at me. "So, this might be too forward..." She looks down, and her cheeks are light pink. And I decide that this really has to be her at her most beautiful. "But are you into girls?" Her eyes shoot up to mine for just a flash before she looks back at the table. "Because I'm really attracted to you, and would love to go on a date."

My heart stops. "Emily." I should look around for a defibrillator. Someone who knows CPR. I should call 911. But I'm frozen.

"Sorry." She buries her head in her hands. "Sorry, sorry, so sorry. Please, can we forget that I said anything? I just made things super awkward, didn't I?"

"Yes... I mean, yes, I'm into girls. And yes to the date. I would love to do that."

Her grin is so broad it makes my jaw hurt in empathy, and she reaches for my hand across the table. "You would? That's amazing! Oh my God, I was so nervous. Maybe this weekend? Saturday?"

"Saturday would be great." I squeeze her hand, and she squeals. Or I do. I think we both do. And it takes everything I have to not run around the mall shouting that I'm going on a date with Emily Reed.


CHAPTER FOUR



The outside of the building takes my breath away, and I'm sure that was the architect's intent. Stone walls dotted with carvings and stained glass windows soar above my head. I recognize some of the stories from my childhood Sunday school classes, but the others are a mystery of angels and men frozen in their tales for eternity. The spire towers up what seems like 200 feet. At the top, I can see at least four bells. They're not ringing now, but I imagine they fill the entire block with sound when they toll.

"This is your church?" I ask Emily as she gets out of her car.

"Well, technically, I suppose it's God's, but it's the one I come to sometimes. You look nice." She takes my hand and gives me a quick kiss on my cheek and goosebumps ripple through me.

I'm just wearing a pair of skinny jeans and a light blue t-shirt that I picked because it's almost the same color as her eyes, but it still feels good to hear her compliment me. "Thanks. It's the earrings."

"Best decision you ever made, right?"

Since it's the decision that led to the mall and then spoon-feeding each other ice cream before she asked me out, yes. It is the best decision I ever made.

She rubs her finger over the back of my hand and we walk toward the side door of the church. Even this door is ornate. Made of dark wood that looks over a hundred years old. Carved into each corner of the jamb, there's a gargoyle.

After all of the grandeur outside, the inside is disappointing. The door opens to a hallway that is the same dark color as the door, but there's no art here. Just a row of fluorescent bulbs lining the path. We walk to the right, and as we get closer, I can smell the food. Onions at first. Then fresh baked bread. My stomach growls. "That smells incredible."

"We don't play around here. The best food in the world comes from groups of church ladies like this."

I remember again to my childhood, and I have to agree.

The kitchen is worthy of the building. It's enormous. Huge pots top a gas stove that would make professional chefs jealous. "You do this every Saturday?" I ask.

"Oh no. I'm not that angelic. But I volunteer a few times a year, when I have time. Or when I have someone I want to impress." She winks. "But the church does this every week. A free hot meal for anyone who needs it. No questions asked. Oh, there's Maria. She's the one in charge of all this. Let's go check in.

Emily waves to a woman who is even smaller than me. I'm not sure the industrial-sized pots are much shorter than her. Her straight black hair is tied back in a bun and wrapped in a hairnet. She smiles when she sees Emily. They clearly know each other.

"Maria, this is James. My friend from work."

My stomach drops when she introduces me as her friend. Is that still how she thinks of me? I force myself to smile anyway. "Good to meet you. This is really impressive." I wave a hand at the surrounding kitchen.

"Wonderful to meet you, Jade. I've been telling Emily for years that she needs to get a friend and bring them here." She pauses slightly before the word "friend," but my mind is still stuck on her misspeaking my name. She doesn't seem to have an accent, but it has to be that. Or a simple misunderstanding because of the noise. "You two go over there and see James. He needs help with serving." She pronounce his name perfectly. So much for thinking it's just her accent.

This other James is an older man. Tall and stocky. He has the build of someone who has worked manual jobs his whole life, and his voice is rough like stucco. We tell him that Maria has sent us to help him.

"Perfect. I never turn down the help of two pretty ladies." My cheeks flare, but I don't get a chance to correct him before he puts us to work. "Those chafing dishes over there still need a quick clean to get any dust off. That stack of trays too. Grab some aprons from by the sink and have at it. Only a couple minutes before the doors open, so we need to hustle, girls."

We each take an apron from the hooks. "James is like that with everyone, but he's harmless so don't worry about him," Emily tells me as she wipes the dishes and hands them to me to rinse and dry. "He's ex-military and from a different time."

I shrug. He is older, so maybe he just sees a short person with long hair and assumes they must be a woman. I'm not going to let it bother me, though. I'm here to spend time with Emily, not to worry about what some old man called me.

At exactly 4pm, James walks to the set of double doors and pulls them open. Emily and I are standing behind a counter. Our aprons are on and the serving spoons are in our hands. She's stationed at the mashed potatoes, and I'm manning the gravy. It's the first time I get a sense of the crowd waiting. People stream through the doors, and the line snakes through a hallway for as far as I can see. And what seemed like way too much food a minute ago, now doesn't seem like it could possibly be enough.

After almost two hours of ladling gravy, my arms are so sore I can barely lift them. But finally the last person comes through. When I pour the brown gravy on his mashed potatoes, he smiles at me and says "thank you, ma'am." The first time one of the diners called me that, it was like a record scratch, and I felt an anger well up inside me. But by now it's happened so many times that I barely even notice it.

And it's the same with my name. Twice, Maria called out for James, and I turned around. The first time, she waved me off and said, "James, not Jade." I pretended that cleared things up. The second time, she laughed and told me that I'm too young to need a hearing aid. After that, I started ignoring every call I heard for James.

As we run the last of the dishes through the dishwasher, I want to collapse. I never knew that working in a soup kitchen could be this exhausting. I hunch over the counter and let my tongue loll out so Emily can see how beat I am. She just laughs. Then I bolt upright as I feel a hand on my back. It's James.

"You girls did good today. Are we gonna see you back next week? I'm always trying to get Emily to come around more. She never fails to brighten my day." I want to tell him off, but Emily shoots me a quick look that tells me she's not happy either, but it's not worth saying anything. So I just roll my eyes before I turn around to face him.

"We might," Emily says. "Jade has to check her calendar, though. She's a lot busier than I am. Speaking of that, we really need to go." She wriggles away from his touch, and I take that as my cue to do the same.

James chuckles. "You girls go on, we got it from here. It was good to meet you, Jade."

I sigh. "Yeah, you too, James." I over pronounce the M and the S even though I know it will sail right over his head.

"Come on, we're going to be late." Emily looks at her watch and then takes my hand to pull me out of the kitchen.

When we get outside, she stops, and we both blow out exhausted breaths. "I hope whatever else you have planned doesn't involve my arms, because it might be a few days before I can use them again."

She giggles. "No. What I have planned doesn't require your arms at all." She pulls me to her car.
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Emily's house is just a few minutes away from the church, but it feels like it takes forever to get there. When we finally pull into the driveway of a cute craftsman-style two-story home, I'm sure that my heart is going to give out from exhaustion. The poor thing has been beating faster than a train at full speed since we left the church parking lot. But somehow it goes even faster when Emily opens her garage, and we pull inside.

My first impression of the inside of her house is that she has a kitchen. That's as far as I get before she kisses me, and when she does, I can't see or think about anything other than her. I can barely even do that. She bunches my hair in her fist and pulls it tight while holding me against her. I know I'll have to breathe at some point, but I really don't want to. And suffocation by a kiss from the girl I've had a crush on for years doesn't sound like a terrible way to die. "Do you want..."

"Yes," I answer without a thought to what the question might be. Yes, is always going to be the answer to her.

"Me too." She moves her hands to my front. To my chest, and at first I wonder what she's doing. She massages my flesh like she's trying to coax the tightness from a sore shoulder, but then one of her fingers rubs against my nipple. Then she rubs against the other one. And there are a hundred white spots dancing in my eyes while I stumble backward, saved from falling by the back of her sofa.

I try to tell her how wonderful this is. How every tiny movement of her fingers against my nipples is amplified and reverberates through my entire body. How I never knew they could be this sensitive. But the only thing that comes out of my mouth is an "oh" followed by a slow moan.

"I know, I know," she says, and that's when it hits me that she doesn't really know because I'm not doing anything other than standing here. And I'm not even doing well at that. So even though she promised I wouldn't need to use my arms, I raise them and find her breasts. I knead them, and when I accidentally slide across her nipple, she falls against me. We both giggle without breathing.

After doing this for a couple of minutes, I slide my hands under her shirt—the skin of her belly feels like hot coals—and raise it above her head. When she slips her arms out of it, she reaches behind her to unfasten her bra, and I take it from her. I pull it down her arms and let it drop to the floor while I look at her breasts. The most gorgeous breasts I've ever seen. I could stare at them all evening if there weren't other things I would much rather do to them. "May I?" I twirl a finger around one of her nipples, and I watch as it grows even harder, straining to get to me.

She nods her head, so I lower myself. First, I just kiss her nipple, but then I rub my tongue over it. Slow so she can feel every tiny bump. She moans and puts both of her hands on the back of my head to keep me in place. Like I would go anywhere. I wrap my lips around her nipple and suck. I'm gentle at first, but then I suck harder. I try to pull it into me. And she grinds her core against my thigh. Even through my jeans, through her pants and panties, I can feel her heat, and my dick swells.

"Do you like this?" I ask. She groans and rubs herself against me more violently. She presses so hard that my leg shakes, and I release my suction on her nipple only to suck it again right away, milking it. Her head rolls back, and she roars out a low scream. Just the sound of it makes my body spasm. I feel the wet spot growing across the front of my underwear, and I stop sucking so I can pull air into my burning lungs.

"My turn." She lifts my shirt, and I throw my arms up, forgetting all about the beating ache that was there before we came inside. She doesn't make me wait. She covers me with her mouth and starts pulling in, and I growl. My spent dick comes right back to life and throbs like it hasn't had an erection in months.

"Emily, I've never—"

"Mmm, you taste so amazing." She scrapes her teeth across my nipple, and my vision goes black. "So amazing. Did you get teased a lot at school?" She swirls her tongue around and around my nipple, and my head rolls in sync with it.

"Teased?"

"Mmm-hmm." She bites down. It's just firm enough to send a lightning bolt of pain through me, but right behind it is a crack of pleasure that focuses on my nipples and my dick. And if she doesn't stop this soon, I'm going to make an even bigger mess in my underwear. "Because you're flat." She moves to my other nipple and bites on it, and now I have to hold on to the sofa because just leaning against it isn't enough. "Kids can be so mean."

"What do you... what do you mean?"

"I developed... God, I want to taste you forever... I developed early. So the girls and the boys both made fun of me." I open my eyes and look down at her breasts. Everything is blurry, but I can still tell that they are the most beautiful breasts that have ever existed. How could someone have ever made fun of her for having them? They're wonderful.

When my cock spasms again, I put my hands on her cheeks to force her head back. I can't take anymore without causing brain damage. But instead of giving up, she runs her hands along the side of my body and then to the front of my jeans and between my legs.

"I bet you're so wet for me." After two orgasms, my underwear has to be soaked, so I moan in agreement. "Such a naughty girl. I want to feel."

She slips her hand under the waistband of my jeans and briefs before I can object to being called a girl. And I don't want to say a thing to stop her now anyway. I just want to feel her hands on my dick.

"Oh... Oh!" She pulls away and takes a step back, and I roll my head forward so I can look at her. Her mouth is formed into an adorable O, and I can't help but imagine it wrapped around me. "I would have never guessed. Not that it matters, just... wow."

I raise an eyebrow and wait for her to go on, but she doesn't. "What would you not have guessed?"

"That you're trans. That you have a—I don't know what your term for it is. You have boy parts down there."

Trans? Boy parts? I slide a hand down the front of my jeans and feel my familiar bulge. "Is my dick a problem?"

She shakes her head, but I can see a difference in her. And after a second, she nods. "I just don't like… those things. But that doesn't mean we can't have fun in other ways. Okay?"

What did she think I would have between my legs? In my years of fantasizing about this moment, I never once imagined that she would be shocked by the fact that I had a dick. Surprised by how big it was or how well I used it, maybe. But never this. What would a relationship even be like if we just pretended that it didn't exist? My body tingles and my mind fills with the memories of her playing with my nipples, and how I came twice just from that. "That's fine." If it feels like that every time, I don't care if we never use my dick.

"Good." she kisses me. "Let me show you to the shower so you can get cleaned up. You probably don't like that mess down there. Then maybe we can just watch TV together for a while?"

I nod. My body will be grateful for the time to recover.


CHAPTER FIVE



It's been two days since my date with Emily, but I still feel like I'm living in a dream. Like I could touch a wall only to have my hand pass through it. Maybe I could fly. Or like I could wake up. But I've talked to Emily once on the phone since then and seen her this morning at work, and the illusion still hasn't shattered. So there's a tiny part of me that is starting to think it might not be an illusion. And each time she smiles and her eyes sparkle because she sees me, it makes that part of me grow.

Even now, on the way to Mr. Fischer's office, I peek my head through her door just to see her. She's scrolling through her computer and her back is toward me, so it gives me a chance to watch her. Her blonde hair is pulled up into a bun today, but there are three loose tendrils that have snaked free and hang loose. Seeing her neck gives me goosebumps all over again. I remember lying in bed with her all Saturday evening. I think I kissed every part of her body, but her neck is my favorite. The tender skin in her crook that is just a little warmer than the skin around it and that holds her scent just a little more than the rest of her. Imagining it now makes me inhale, and that's when she notices me.

"What are you doing?" She giggles, and I'm sure it's the most wonderful sound I've heard.

"Just wanted to say hi."

"We said hi ten minutes ago."

I shrug. "That was different. That was in my office. This time I wanted to say hi in yours."

She rolls her eyes and walks over to me. I'm not sure if her hips sway a little more than usual or if I'm imagining it. But I do know that she sticks her head into the hallway, looks both directions, and then kisses me when she sees no one is watching. "I missed you too."

I try not to let my smile take over my face, but I can't help it. "Maybe we can say hi to each other again at lunch?" She agrees, and I try to move away from her office. It's simple in theory. I just need to move my legs. Something I've done every day of my life, but neither one of them wants to budge now. It seems like it takes hours to wrest them free, but I finally do and finish my walk to Mr. Fischer's office.

I knock on the open door and take a step inside. "You wanted to see me?"

"Yes, take a seat, Jade. I just had a couple of quick questions about the Andersonville tax abatement. I figured it would be easier to go over it in person."

My head starts spinning as soon as he calls me Jade, and it doesn't stop when I sit down. He's the third person to call me that today. With both of the first two, I decided that I misheard them. That after the incidents at the church, my brain was just being overly sensitive and hearing a D instead of an M. But I know that's not the case now. Mr. Fischer enunciates his words so strongly that we sometimes make fun of him behind his back. He would never mumble his way through my name or accidentally mix up the letters. Did Emily tell them all to call me that as a joke?

I stumble through the conversation without paying attention to it. But when Mr. Fischer nods and thanks me, I know I did well enough. I hurry out of his office and go to the other side of the building to see Nathan.

"Hey, hey! There you are!" He holds his hand up for a high five, and even though I pretend to feel silly doing it, I slap my hand to his as I sit down. "I'm surprised you've got time for me. I figured you'd look for every excuse you could to spend the day with Emily. Oh wait, don't tell me. She's busy, so you had to settle for me?" He wipes a mock tear from his eye.

"Can't a guy want to spend time with his friend?" I don't tell him that he's right about me wanting to spend the day with Emily.

He looks at me strangely for a second, then shakes his head. "Of course I want to spend time with you. I just meant—well, never mind. So, are you here to thank me for making it all possible? If I didn't send you to that spiritualist, you'd still be sitting in your office pining."

"I would not." I try to come across as haughty. "I wasn't pining for her. It was just a normal crush. And I'm still not convinced that lady's potion did anything. I think this was all destiny, and the timing is just a coincidence."

"I saw what I saw. And what I saw was my best friend," he points at me, "constantly moping and feeling sorry for herself because she couldn't get her dream girl. Call that what you want, girl, but I call it pining."

The hair on my neck stands up. "Okay, so that's why I'm here. What's up with that?"

"With what?"

I toss my hands up. "Don't play dumb. Did Emily do this? She told you all, didn't she?" I chuckle. "It is good, and I guess it's funny. But not from my best friend, so can we go back to normal now? I'll tell her that I'm onto her, so the joke is over."

He scrunches his face. "Back way up, because I have no clue what you're talking about."

"The girl stuff. And my name. Everybody calling me Jade today. All that."

"Sooo, people calling you by your name is supposed to be a joke? And what girl stuff are you talking about? Wait, if it's that girl stuff, you know I'm man enough to go buy emergency tampons, but I don't like to know any more than I have to about all that."

I glare at him. "Not funny anymore, so please quit. And just tell me how long this is supposed to go on. Does she want it to be all day?"

"Jade, I am so lost right now. Seriously. I want to quit whatever it is I'm doing, but I don't know what it is. You're not making any sense."

"Okay... okay." I nod my head. "She probably just wants to go until she gets a reaction from me. Well, I'm not above escalating a practical joke. I'll just go along with it and pretend it doesn't even bother me. I'll drive her crazy until she finally confesses." I point at Nathan. "So you go right on ahead calling me Jade and a girl and all that because I'm man enough to take it."

He contorts his mouth the way he does when he's trying to think of something to say, but I just wave him off and march out the door. Two can play this game, and there's no way I'm going to lose. I do have to hand it to her, though. This is a great prank.


CHAPTER SIX



I hold the keys out for Emily, but she shakes her head so hard it makes her hair whip around her face. "Then strap in and buckle up, darlin." I try to give her my best cowboy accent, but it comes out sounding a lot closer to a pre-pubescent kid who has never left the city.

"I still can't believe I let you talk me into this." Her voice is shaky, but I can tell it's more with excitement than nervousness. She pulls her hair up and then yanks the helmet down. The padding puffs her cheeks and manages to make her even more adorable. Just like everything always does for her.

I make sure she secures her four-point harness, and then I climb beside her and do the same. When my helmet is on, I turn the key in the ignition. The engine catches with a roar but quickly settles down into a low growl. Emily yips at the sound, and then looks at me. I can tell she's smiling by the wrinkles at the corner of her eyes. "Ready?" She nods her head up and down just as violently as she said no earlier, and I press the accelerator a little. We inch forward, and the old familiar thrill runs through me.

A few years ago, Nathan and I found this farm just outside of town where people can rent ATVs and UTVs and ride them. There are four different trails. A couple of easy ones and two for more experienced riders. The last time I was here, I made the mistake of letting Nathan take me on one of the harder trails. I should have known better because neither one of us has more than a few hours' experience. He almost flipped us when he tried to drive over a boulder. Even with the harness and helmet and roll cage, I saw my life flash in front of me. I swore I would only stick to beginner trails after that.

We start off very slowly today, partly because I'm still scared from last time and partly because this is Emily's first experience. But when we take the corner around the faded grey barn, I look over at her, and like she's reading my mind, she gives me a thumbs up. I press the accelerator a little more, and we jerk forward. We both let out a scream that would be appropriate if we were going 50mph instead of 15, but even that feels like we're speeding down a runway. It's only a couple of minutes before we get to the edge of the pond. I pull over beside a tall batch of cattails.

"So?" I ask as I take my helmet off. Most of my hair has come out of my bun, so I tuck the loose strands behind my ears.

Somehow, Emily's hair is almost perfect when she takes her helmet off. She drops her jaw and mimes screaming. "All week long I thought you were nuts to want to do this, but this is fun!"

"Right? But you know you could have said something if you didn't want to do this." I unfasten the harness and unstrap our cooler from the back. The ice sloshes around as I carry it to a clear area beside the water.

"I know, but maybe I wanted to get nuts with you?" She winks as spreads out the blanket, and we sit so close our knees are almost touching.

We've barely started eating, and certainly haven't had time to do any of the other things I'd planned for us by the pond, when there's a crack of thunder. No more than 15 seconds later, we hear the first raindrops. Loud plops that fall on the cooler and then the blanket. "Rain?" I ask, and just to underscore how silly the question is, that's the exact moment when the clouds decide to let everything fall on us. Enormous drops that feel like we're standing under a shower of gumballs. We're both drenched before we even have time to move.

"I swear I checked the forecast!" I yell as we both desperately grab everything we can and run to the UTV.

She throws the blanket beside the cooler and straps them down. "Me too! 10% chance this evening. Not this!"

When we pull our helmets on, we get a little respite from the rain. It pings loud against the plastic, but at least it's not beating down on our bare heads. I look over and see her tightening her last strap. "I'm so sorry."

"I'm not," she says. "This gives us a chance to go back to my place and get out of these wet clothes."

"I love how smart you are." I stomp on the gas pedal.

[image: ]


"Wait here, I'll be right back. Go ahead and get those wet clothes off." Emily stops me in the mudroom just off her kitchen, and I understand how appropriately these rooms are named. She slips off her shirt and loosens her hair as she sprints up the stairs.

My shirt sticks to me, but I'm able to yank and pull it off. Then I unfasten my jeans. The weight of the damp denim pulls them right down. I say a quick thanks that I didn't wear skinny jeans today. I may have never gotten out of them.

When Emily comes back, her hair is twisted up into a towel, and there's another one wrapped around her. My dick gets instantly hard at the sight even though I try everything I can to keep it in check.

"Get those off too." She points to my underwear. "Then dry off while I pop our clothes into the washer."

I look down at my underwear. Pale purple shorts that barely cover anything, but right now they're the only thing keeping my erection from being free. "I, uh, wasn't sure if—"

"Stop being silly and take them off. It's not like you have something I haven't seen a thousand times before."

My face goes red, and I really hope she's exaggerating. When I turn my back to her, she clucks, but I don't want her to see how turned on I got just from seeing her in a towel. I'm careful to cover myself with one hand while I hand her my underwear with the other. She rolls her eyes, but doesn't say anything as she hands me my towels.

She's gone slightly longer this time, and it gives me plenty of time to dry off. Only when I'm dry and wrapped in the towels, do I notice how cold I am. My body is shivering. I fold my arms across my chest to trap in as much heat as I can, but it does almost nothing. Even blowing into my hands is pointless.

"So these are probably going to be a little big on you," Emily calls out from upstairs. "That's the price you pay for having a girlfriend who's bigger than you. Hey, are you okay?"

I try to tell her that I'm fine, but my teeth are clacking together so hard that I can't get any other sound out. I can't even nod my head because it's already trembling. All I can do is watch her rush down the stairs and throw her arms around me. Her heat tries to move into me, but the ice inside me freezes it almost immediately.

"Let me help you get these on. Then we'll get you under some blankets." She kneels and holds out a pair of underwear for me to step into, but I hesitate. They're light pink, and I can see lace around the waistband. Panties. "I know they aren't perfect, but it's the best I can do. Now, come on."

I force out a quick, shaky breath and lift my feet. She pulls the panties up into place and even smooths them around my dick. It barely bulges them. It was just last weekend that she told me she couldn't stand to touch or look at a penis, but now she doesn't even hesitate with mine. I want to question her, but I'm too cold to have that conversation. So I decide to wait.

She holds out a pair of sweatpants, the same color as the panties, and we go through the same process. I step into them and she pulls them up. When she pulls the matching sweatshirt over my head, I think my body might be a little warmer, but it's like standing in front of a match when I need a furnace.

Emily puts her arm around me and walks me to the couch. There are two blankets folded over the back. She takes them and spreads them over us and then cuddles against me. I'm still shivering, but I can finally feel some warmth.

"Better?" she asks after a couple of minutes. And I am. I have the blanket pulled up tight, covering my mouth and nose, so I don't try to speak. But I nod my head, and this time it's obvious I'm not just shaking. "That's my girl. You know there are other things we could try to warm you up. If you're interested." She sweeps a finger across my thigh, but I'm suddenly too warm.

I push the blankets off of me. "Will you stop that, please?" She looks shocked and jerks her hand away. "I've put up with it for a week. It was funny. But it's old now. You win. I give up."

"Jade, what are you talking about? I'll gladly stop whatever it is. Just tell me."

"That! All this 'Jade' and 'my girl' shit. It's old, okay?"

She touches my cheek, but as soon as I feel her fingers on my skin, I stand. "Baby, I'm sorry," she says. "That's just what I'm used to calling my girlfriends, but I won't do it from now on. I promise. And if you have a different name you prefer, tell me. I'll use that too."

"Unbelievable." I'm so angry I growl, and the ice that was in me just a few seconds ago is forgotten now. "You know my preferred name. And my real gender. I'm not your girlfriend. Is this why you were single? From the first time I met you, I thought you were perfect. I crushed so hard on you. Is this why you never had a boyfriend in all that time? You're crazy and drive everyone away?"

She's standing now too, and her face is bright red. "You're the one who's acting crazy here! Not me. And the reason I didn't have a boyfriend is because I'm a lesbian, which should be pretty obvious since I'm into you. Or at least I thought I was. Right now, I just think you should leave."

"Gladly." I storm to the kitchen and snatch my keys from the counter. They're still wet, and I'm not wearing any shoes, but I march out to my car anyway. I don't even look as I pull out of her driveway. My tires give a little squeal as I shift into gear and leave her behind.


CHAPTER SEVEN



I'm still shaking by the time I get home, and my thoughts are jumbled. Not from the cold, but from anger mixed with the vanishing of all the adrenaline that was dumped into my body. As soon as I walk through the door, I go to my bedroom, to the full-length mirror hanging on my closet door. I need the reassurance that there's nothing feminine about me.

When I first see myself, I think I may be a bit girly looking. Just because of my long hair and Emily's pink sweats. But when I take them off, and take off her panties, there's nothing at all womanly about me. Nothing. I stare at myself for what feels like an hour. My dick is right there for anyone to see. Well, almost anyone. It's mostly hidden behind the fat of my mons. But it's there. And that's all anyone needs to know that I'm a man. I turn to the side. From this angle, it's almost completely hidden. There's just a tiny nub peeking out. And my ass does stick out more than I thought it did. But all that means is that I've had too many donuts at our office staff meetings. Same with the flare of my hips and upper thighs. It's just fat. Fat that any man could have.

I take a step closer and examine my chest. I'm starting to get a little flab behind my nipples. Maybe more than a little. But that's pizza, not gender. If I just pull my hair down in front of my shoulders, it hides that. But that makes my shoulders look even more narrow than they are. What is happening? I've never looked like a woman. There's no way I do now.

I sit cross-legged on the ground in front of the mirror. My balls are still right there. My sac too. I run my finger along it, and it sends a tingle through my body. Maybe the dark line running along the middle would make it look like labia in dim light, but it's obvious to the touch. And it's obvious to anyone who knows me. I take my phone out and text Nathan.

Me: You don't have a doubt that I'm really a guy, right? I mean, you've never seen what I have down there, but you know. Right??

I watch the three dots appear and disappear and then reappear.

Nathan: Jesus, Jade. This again? Go sleep it off, but be sure to drink lots of water so you don't get a hangover.

Nathan: Better yet, go sleep it off with your girlfriend. Aren't you supposed to be with her tonight? Have her tell you what's between your legs, haha.

Me: I'm not drunk. And she told me she's a lesbian, so all this time and the money on that stupid potion was all for nothing.

Nathan: No shit she's a lesbian. So are you. That's why you two have been dating, dumbass. And you're obviously not drunk. You're high. Don't do anything stupid. And don't bother me unless you end up in the hospital.

What is wrong with him? I set my phone beside me and stare at myself again. We've both joked before about being lesbians trapped in men's bodies, but what man hasn't made that joke? Did he think I was serious? I try to remember any time that we would have changed in the same locker room or used the same shower at a gym, and I don't think we ever have. Has he gone all this time thinking that I'm a woman? That's not possible.

I drop my head in my hands. Think, girl. If it's not some joke by Emily, then what is this? Panic shoots through me. I jump up. My heart beats so hard that I can feel it against my ribcage. I just called myself a girl. That's not... no. Just no. I must be tired. Everyone is getting to me. That's all. I force myself to take deep breaths, but my heart doesn't slow down. My thoughts still race until they land on that potion. Nathan's spiritualist. Everything was fine until I drank that. But it was supposed to be a love potion between me and Emily. Did she mess something up? Was it even real? I pick up my phone and search for her shop. She opens at 9am tomorrow.
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I wait in my car until I see her unlock the door from the inside. As soon as she does, I hurry in. She welcomes me and tells me that all candles are 30% off for today only. I grip both hands on the counter and wait for her to recognize me.

"Is there something specific I can do for you, miss?"

My body temperature rises at the word, and I have to blow out a breath. "I bought something from you a few weeks ago. Something custom?" I look around to make sure no one's come in. It feels like admitting to buying drugs.

The lady's eyes light up, and she examines me for a second. "I'm so sorry. I'm normally good with faces, but things have been hectic recently. What did you buy, and how did it turn out? I hope it was everything you wanted."

"It was nothing that I wanted. It was supposed to help someone fall in love with me. Or at least be open to the possibility."

She screws her face up sympathetically and puts her hand to her chest. "Aww, and it didn't. I'm so sorry. Love is extremely complicated."

"No, it did." I look up at the ceiling. It's the same pure white as everything else, and there are recessed pot lights shining down on the displays. "We've only had a couple of dates, but things are great." I look back at the woman behind the counter, and she looks puzzled. "But it didn't work the way it was supposed to."

"So, you bought a love compound, used it, and now you and this other person are dating each other. But it didn't work?" As she speaks, she goes from looking puzzled to looking like I'm crazy.

"It did, but..." If she's already starting to think I'm crazy, this will make her sure. "You called me a miss, but I'm not. I'm a guy."

"So sorry. I really should be more careful with pronouns and titles. I try to be very supportive of the LGBTQ community, so I should know better."

I want to slap my hands on the counter, mostly in frustration that it's so difficult to say what I want to say. "I'm not... look, I was a regular guy before all this. Then this spell changed that. It made everyone think that I'm a woman. But I'm not. I never have been. And that's not because I'm transgender or anything. It's this spell. It changed the way people see me or something."

"Oh, that's interesting." She walks around the counter toward me and holds a hand to my head. "May I?"

I nod, and she lifts a strand of my hair and lets it fall. Then she leans in so her face is just a couple of inches away from mine and stares into my eyes. I have a hard enough time holding normal eye contact. This makes me want to squint my eyes closed.

"It's not that perceptions about you have changed. It's that you have." She nods and takes a step back. "Which makes a lot more sense. The perceptions have simply changed course the way a stream would wind around a new rock that was dropped into its midst."

"What does that mean, and what can you do about it?"

"I believe it means you were a straight man who shared a love compound with a lesbian woman, and then the love compound did what it was supposed to do."

I shake my head. "It obviously didn't. It wasn't supposed to change me." I have to fight to keep my voice down.

"It did what it had to do to make love possible between you and this other woman. Are you happy with her? And is she happy with you?" she asks.

"What does that have to do with anything?"

"Happiness is at the core of love." She sounds like she could be reading from a fortune cookie. "If you're happy with her and she's happy with you, I think you're ahead of so many people out there. I wouldn't go so far as to call you blessed, but you're doing well."

I toss up my hands, but her words catch a tiny part of me and pull me in. I am happy with Emily. And she seems happy. And are the other parts of my life really that different? No, no, no. I'm not going down this path. "Can you fix this?"

She frowns, but nods. "It would take me a couple of days to make the compound, but you would lose this chance at love."

"Do it." I put my credit card into the card reader. This time I don't leave a tip.
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I don't sleep at all that night. I just lie in bed and stare at the shapes passing headlights make on my bedroom ceiling. When it's light enough that I can no longer see them, I try to talk myself into calling off work. I tell myself that I can't be seen like this. Not when everyone thinks I'm a girl. But the real reason is that Emily will be there. She hasn't texted once since Saturday. Every time I pick up my phone and see the blank screen, it's like picking at skin on a blister. I was able to tell myself at first that it was a good thing. We need this break. I'm just peeling the loose skin to get it out of the way for the new. Then I pluck it because it's annoying me, and besides, it's clearly not meant to be. But then I go too far and start to peel away the healthy skin around the edges. I go until it throbs, but then I go more. If we're not meant to be, why does it feel like we are?

What finally makes me decide to go to work is the realization that I'll have to see her sometime. The longer I put it off, the more red, raw skin I'm going to expose. I force myself out of bed, stiff from not having moved in hours, and go to the bathroom. I may be going to work, but I'm only doing the bare minimum this morning. I brush my teeth and take a quick shower. I don't wash my hair. I'll just wear it in a bun today. And I don't shave. I'll wear pants, so it won't matter.

Emily's car is already in the parking lot when I pull in. I park two rows over, but I still stare at it. I can't believe that it wasn't even two weeks ago when we took that car to get my ears pierced. I run a finger around one of my earrings. My head thumps back against the headrest.

It's not too late to change my mind. I could text Mr. Fischer and tell him that I got sick at the last minute. It's not even a lie. As tight as my stomach is, I could vomit. But I make myself open my car door and go inside.

Normally, I would walk by Emily's office on the way to mine. But today I take the long way. I thought it would be easier, but I didn't realize the number of people I would have to pass going this way. And every single one of them wants to stop and say "Good morning, Jade. How was your weekend?" By the twelfth time I hear that name, I want to tell them how my weekend really was. "My entire life fell apart in the span of two days, and I wish I were never born. How was yours? Did your son win his ballgame?" But I just smile and lie and pretend that everything is fine because what else can I do?

I'm not there for five minutes when Nathan comes and sits at my desk. "Girl, what the hell did you take this weekend? That wasn't just weed."

I shake my head. I wish it was just weed. "You wouldn't believe it. It's a mess."

"You sounded like a mess," he chuckles. "You're doing better, though, right?"

"Not really. Not at all." I study his face. Is he still someone who I can share everything with? Even when he thinks I'm a girl? "It's Emily, we, um—"

"Jade?" My heart falls through my body, and my eyes turn toward the door, even though I really don't want to see her now. "I was coming to see you anyway, and then I heard my name so..."

Nathan stands up and waves her into my office, as if it's his decision. "Hey Emily. I was just checking on our girl, but I'll leave you two ladies alone. Jade, remember, we have the presentation today at 1."

Emily and I watch him leave, and then she turns to me. "I was prepared to ignore you all day. I wanted to make you be the first one to break the silence, but I missed you too much. What happened, Jade? Can we please talk?"

Her eyes are shining and seeing that sends me over the edge. I try at first to stop the tears, but there's no use. I drop my head to my desk, and I feel her arms go around me. She tells me in her own cracking voice that everything is going to be alright. Only it's not. That's the lie that I almost convinced myself of, but now I see how wrong I was. No matter what happens, there is no alright anymore.

"What am I supposed to do?" I cry out.

"Shh," she strokes a hand up and down my back. "What do you want to do?"

I want to turn around and pull her into my lap and go back to the way things were last week, but I obviously can't do that. "Do you want to hear something silly?" I have to pause to sniff and catch my breath. "I think I love you. We've dated for a week, but I've never felt like this about anyone and can't imagine ever feeling it for anyone else. How terrible is that?"

Emily stops running her hand along my back. She spins me, and when I don't look up at her, she drops to her knees in front of me. "Why is that terrible?"

There are so many reasons. So many reasons why we have to stop this now. But I can't put any of them into words.

"I don't think it's terrible, and I don't think it's silly." She takes my hand. "I think I might feel the same way."

I finally look at her. Her lips are curled in. Her eyes are glassy and red, and I can't do this.

"It's scary, but I know I do," she says. "I felt like I couldn't breathe without you this weekend, and I don't know what happened between us Saturday, but I want to fight through whatever it was. I don't ever want to give up on you, Jade."

I suppose I could get used to hearing that name from her. I could get used to hearing it from everyone if it meant having her. "Do you really mean that? Because if you're not completely committed—"

"I am. I do."

"Jade isn't such a bad name, I suppose." I lean forward and kiss her, and it feels like the first time all over again. The heat and the electricity make me tremble. For a moment, I can't tell which are her lips and which our mine And I'm not sure the difference is ever going to matter to either of us.

"I think it's a very pretty name," she says. "A perfect match for my very pretty girlfriend."


EPILOGUE


Emily and I barely make it into our hotel room before she presses me against the wall. Her skin against mine puts every one of my nerves on edge, and I feel every ridge on her fingers as she runs them over my body.

"Do you even know what you did to me out there in that bikini?" she asks. "I've been sopping wet all afternoon."

I gasp as she slips a finger between my legs. She's not the only one who's wet. "You spent the whole time reading. It was your book that made you hot."

She yanks aside the red fabric covering me and slides her finger inside. The sudden jolt sends me sliding up the wall. "I couldn't read a word. I just held my Kindle up so no one would notice I was leering at my gorgeous wife like a horny man at a strip club."

"Mmm, I love hearing that," I moan. "Say it again."

Emily sticks her finger in deeper and finds that spot that just a year ago I never knew existed. The spot that has become so much more than a myth for me. She leans in, and I can feel her warm breath against my ear as she slips her finger in and out of my pussy. "A horny man at a strip club," she whispers.

I snort out a laugh and push her away. "Not that, you goof. The other part." My sunburned back tingles as I pull it away from the wall.

"Oh, the part about my gorgeous wife?"

I nod and put my hands on her shoulders. She's a couple of inches taller than me and more muscular from the gym trips that she repeatedly tries to get me to join her on, but I'm able to push her backward. Guiding her. To our bedroom. "That's the part. I love it when my gorgeous wife says that about me."

"And I love saying it." She nibbles my ear, and it makes me steer her into a wall. We both stop with a jolt. "Maybe I should stop distracting you."

I move my hands from her shoulders to her breasts and tease them with a gentle squeeze. "You're always a distraction to me."

She lifts one of my hands and takes a finger into her mouth. My eyes roll back as she sucks on it. "I think it's just because we're on our honeymoon. Pretty soon, you'll get tired of me and go after the next pretty thing that catches your eye." She pulls my finger away with a loud pop and then uses it to lead me the rest of the way to the bedroom, where we fall beside each other on the bed.

"I will never be tired of you. And there will never be anything prettier than you." I press her onto her back and straddle her belly, grinding my core against her. After a second, I realize that this might be a mistake, because I'm already dangerously close to the edge. I try to slow down, but her hands are on my hips now. Tugging and pushing. And I'm panting. My heart races, and I can feel my muscles start to tighten. "I can't..."

She slips a hand between us and finds my clit. "You can't what? Silly girl, can't even speak. What am I going to do with you?" She circles her finger around my nub. It's gentle at first, but then she presses tighter, and waves ripple out through the rest of my body.

"Emily, wait." She stops moving her finger, but she doesn't pull her hand away. The heat from it is almost as intense as the pressure. "I'm so close, and you're not even..." I have to suck in a breath. "... not even started yet."

"So wrong. I started a long time ago, and you don't know where my other hand is." She winks and shifts her body under me. Then she bites my nipple through the thin fabric of my bikini top. White light floods across my vision. Then the pleasure comes roaring after, and I want her to bite down even harder. "But this time I want to make my girl come first. I want to watch her as every single muscle in her body tenses, so close to cramping, and then releases as the orgasm sweeps through her body. Do you think she'd like that too?"

"Mmm-hmm," I whimper. "I'm sure she would."

She wriggles her finger against me, and I moan. "Good." Then she presses even harder than before. So hard that it's almost too much. The fabric of my swimsuit chafes my sensitive folds. Her finger almost sends the sensations from my clit over the border from pleasure to pain. But after a year, she knows these lines better than I do, and she toes them better than any tightrope walker. I close my eyes as the energy builds inside me, and it's not long before I start quivering. Her leg bounces under me, and her finger swirls even faster around my clit.

I raise my hands to my breasts and cup them. I knead them at first, but I want more, so I pinch my nipples between my index fingers and thumbs. I roll them at the same time Emily is rolling my body up and down. A boat in the middle of a tsunami. I try to hold on to make sure she's watching me. I try to open my eyes, but I'm not in control of my body anymore. I feel myself buck against her, and I hear myself scream her name over and over.

She's gasping under me. I want to reach one of my hands between her legs to finish her myself, but I still can't move. My entire body flutters, and by the time it's finished, Emily is moaning so loud that I worry the sunbathers on the beach outside might hear us.

She struggles for breath as I slide my hands over her body. I slip her tank top up just enough to expose her breasts, and I take one of her nipples into my mouth. I twirl my tongue around it and then pull it in with a sudden suck, and she shrieks. Her body shakes so much it feels like I'm riding out an earthquake. Then, with a cry, she goes stiff and relaxes right away. Her gasps are almost as loud as her moans as she makes up for all the breaths that she's neglected.

At last, her eyes pop open. "That wasn't fair."

"You should know by now that I don't fuck fair." I lay beside her, and wipe the hairs off her sweat-drenched forehead.

"Can you believe that when I first met you, I thought that you and Nathan were a couple?" She asks as she returns the favor and tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

I laugh. "People always think that. But he's not my type."

"I'm glad I am." She kisses the tip of my nose.

"Me too."


ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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"That's where my talent really lies. I can see who people truly are. Under all the layers of pretend they use to hide themselves."

It's just a silly costume. I have to pretend to be a woman for a few hours at the party. Just a dress and heels. It's definitely a blow to my manly ego, but I'll survive.

But then he comes up to me.

I have no idea who he is, but when he touches me, something changes. And even though I tell him I'm actually a man—that I'm not gay—I wonder if that's really true. Could it be that he knows something about me that I don't even know?

ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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I dream of him night after night. He's dressed in a tuxedo that I'm sure cost more than my first car, while I'm wearing a sparkling black gown. But there are two problems with these dreams. First, I've never seen this man before. And second—I'm a man.

My first day at my new job, I'm stressed. My bills are so far past due that I know the collection agents by name. If this job doesn't work out, my gas and electric will be shut off. So I'm already on edge.

Then I see him. The man from my dreams.

How can this be? How have I dreamed of him when this is my first time meeting him?

Over the next few days, I find myself drawn to him. And I think he's drawn to me too. As we get closer to each other, the line between reality and the dream starts to fade. I find myself changing into the dream version of myself. Into a woman.

FATED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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FIVE BOOKS that have never been published in any other BUNDLE.

5 stories of men who are magically transformed into women. Men who find that their new lives are much more fulfilling than they could have ever imagined.

The collection contains:

The Perfect Girl

Self-Help

Just a Dress

Substitute Teacher

Inheritance

TRUE SELVES: MAGIC 5 BOOK BUNDLE


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

Click Here to Join

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


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

ANOTHER CHANCE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

BECOMING WOMEN: 20 BOOK MEGA BUNDLE

TWENTY of Kenzie's top books.

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

THE BEST WOMAN: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE CLUB BUNDLE

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

CONVERSION THERAPY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

DISCOVERED: 8 BOOK BUNDLE

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

FATED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I dream of him every night. He's dressed in a tuxedo. I'm wearing a sparkling black gown. But there are two problems. First, I've never seen this man before. And second—I'm a man.

FOREVER MADDIE

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

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

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

HER DRESS

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

HER NEW DAUGHTER

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

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

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

INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE INJECTED SERIES BUNDLE

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

JUST A DRESS: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

JUST PRETEND: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

MOTHER OF THE REVOLUTION

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

NOT A NANNY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

NOT HER TYPE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

"That's where my talent really lies. I can see who people truly are. Under all the layers of pretend they use to hide themselves."

ONLY ON WEEKENDS: A TRANSGENDER, CROSSDRESSING STORY

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

PARTNER TRACK: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE PERFECT GIRL

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

PRETTY SECRETS: 5 BOOK BUNDLE

This bundle contains 5 stories of secret transgender women who found that special someone to bring their true beauty to the surface.

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE PSYCHIC: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

RENOVATED

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

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

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

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

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

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

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

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

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

TRUE SELVES: MAGIC 5 BOOK BUNDLE

5 stories of men who are magically transformed into women. Men who find that their new lives are much more fulfilling than they could have ever imagined.

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

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

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

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

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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