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CHAPTER ONE



My breath catches when I see the handwriting. It's the same tight print and squared off loops that I remember. And it's addressed to Maya Robertson. My hands shake. I haven't seen or thought about that name in years. There's only one other person who knows me as Maya. Already knowing what I'll see, I look up to the return address. Carter Padilla. Fuck.

I toss it onto the chair beside the door. I'll ignore it. Eventually it will reach the point where it's more polite to continue ignoring than to respond. If I don't answer it, he'll assume that he had my address wrong. But if I wait a couple of months only to reply, he'll know I've waited a couple of months to reply. And he'll also know that this is the correct address. So clearly the best move is to just ignore it. Maybe even throw it away and pretend that I never received it. So why am I staring at it as I move around the room?

Would it really hurt to read it? Of course it would. He'll tell me how successful he's been for the last ten years. Then he'll close by asking how I am, wondering what I've been up to. And it will hit me, again, that I'm a failure, so I deserve to feel like one. A 28-year-old grocery store bagger. Not because I love it, but because I've been fired from every other job in town. And oh yeah, I'm still in the same town, surrounded by the same 3500 people who have known me since I was a baby and who are very much aware of every mistake that I've ever made. I pick up the letter anyway.

He's still in Anaheim, but according to the return address, he's on a different street now. He's still using the same Liberty Bell Forever stamps that he used in high school. Did he buy a lifetime supply? I tear open the envelope and pull out the paper. This is different. It's not the same cheap white printer paper that we both used. This is light ivory, and thicker. There's a texture to it. A paper that wants people to know it comes from someone who is trying to show just how well they're doing. I think again about throwing it away before reading it. Nothing good can come from this, but I unfold it anyway. My eyes scan the page. He's using black ink now instead of blue. I run my fingers across the letters to feel the indentation from his writing. Then I hold it to my nose. I smile as I inhale the same orange scent that has always marked his letters.

Hello Maya,

I hope you don't think it's rude for me to contact you like this. It's been such a long time since we've spoken, but that doesn't mean I haven't thought of you. I have. Possibly more than I should have, and more than you've thought of me, I'm sure. First love is usually just a speck for most people. Something to remember fondly, but nothing more. I wish it were that for me. For me, it's been My Moon, outshining everything else around it and illuminating me when things are darkest. And no matter how many stars I've filled my life with, none of them ever compete with Her. With you.

For years, I thought I would find a woman who would make me forget you. Then I just wanted a woman to help me move past you. But no one ever did. For years, I've debated whether or not to contact you. I've wanted to tell you how I feel, but you made your feelings obvious when you stopped replying. Finally, I decided I wouldn't be able to live with myself if I didn't take one last chance with you.

I hope you're happy. I truly do. A husband. A job you love. Children. I still remember our conversations about your dreams. The three children you one day wished for. I hope that dream has come true because I have never had a doubt that you would make an excellent mother. But if your life maybe isn't what you always thought it would be... If the reality and fantasy are as different for you as they are for me, write back.

Love, even after all these years,

Carter

I sit in the chair and let the letter fall to the floor. Maybe I should have seen that coming. It was foolish to think that he would contact me after all this time just to rub my nose in how successful he's become. But this?

I can't contact him. It would be cruel. That's the reason I ghosted him in the first place. His feelings were getting too real. Maybe mine were too, even though I didn't admit it at the time. But nothing could ever come of it. Not then or now.

"Yes, I also have feelings for you. And if I let myself be honest, you probably are the reason none of my relationships have ever lasted more than three months. No one will ever hold a candle to you. And oh by the way, I know you think I'm a girl named Maya, but this whole time I've really been a boy named Max. This all started as some prank that spiraled way out of control. All the best!"

But what if I respond and lie? I can tell him I'm happy. That I'm married and have the kids he and I exchanged countless letters talking about. The kids that I really did dream of having someday. When I stopped writing to him, I swore I would never lie to him again, but this isn't the same. These lies could help him get past me. They could help to make up for all the damage I did to him.


CHAPTER TWO



As soon as my shift is over, I come home and sit at my computer. I still have the red work apron tied around my waist, and I smell like the overripe pineapples that I helped Tami throw out. I should take a shower, but I haven't been able to stop thinking about Carter all day.

I didn't just stop writing to him ten years ago; I cut him completely out of my life. Every time since then that I wanted to see what he was doing—every time I told myself a quick search wouldn't hurt—I stayed firm. He was a rabbit hole I'd been lost down before, and I knew that I could easily fall into it again. But now, I'm finally going to write him back after all this time. And now, there's no way I can keep my curiosity from boiling over.

The top result is a punch to my stomach, though, and I wish I wouldn't have done this. It's an article from an Anaheim newspaper last year. Carter donated $100,000 to a scholarship fund for children from disadvantaged families. And there, beside the headline, is a picture of him. I right click to save the image and then blow it up as large as I can without making it too pixelated. He's still the boy that I remember. The boy whose picture I used to sleep with under my pillow, wishing there could be a way we could be together and hoping that mom never found out. But he's so much more now. His hair is still the same curly mop, but it doesn't make him look child-like. With his dark eyebrows, it makes him look wild. His jaw still has that same bump on the left side, but it's almost hidden behind dark stubble. I blow out a breath, wondering what it would feel like to rub against me.

"I need to stop this," I say to the computer screen. I move the pointer to the close button, but I stop before I click it. His eyes are the only thing that's different about him. They're still the same dark chocolate, but they aren't dancing in this photo. Not the way they did in the picture he mailed me years ago. They look broken, and that shoots a pain through my chest.

I clear a spot on the desk and pull a piece of paper from the printer tray. Unlike Carter, I don't have any fancy papers, and I can't justify spending money to buy some just to send one letter. I twirl the pen in my fingers, not sure what to write. It used to be so easy to write to him, but now I can't even decide whether to start with "Hi Carter" or "Dear Carter." Which does one use for a letter designed to break someone's heart for their own good?

Carter,

It's great to hear from you after all this time.

After ten minutes of staring at this sentence, I slam my pen down and stand up. This shouldn't be that difficult. I just have to pretend that I'm happily married and have children. He already set up the lie for me. I just need to follow his lead. Yes, it will break his heart. Again. But this is what he needs to finally move on and be happy. I groan in frustration and run my hands through my short, blonde hair. I need to stand under the hot jet of a shower and plan this out sentence by sentence.

When I'm done, I toss my clothes into the washer, change into an old t-shirt and shorts that I've worn holes in because I wear them so often, and sit back at the desk. Everything came to me in the shower. I even know the name of my fictional husband and kids. Short and simple. That's all this needs to be. Just enough to let him know I only ever thought of him as a friend.

Carter,

It's great to hear from you after all this time. I used to love our letters. My stomach would flip every time I'd see one of your envelopes, and the little dot of orange juice you put on the corner to give it an orange scent always made me smile. It still does. I love that you remembered our inside joke.

I'm actually doing very... to tell the truth, life hasn't turned out to be what I expected either. I never made it out of Paoli. And even though I wake up every morning and tell myself that I need more, I go to the same job that I hate and come home to the same empty house that I've lived in for five years. Sometimes I think the only purpose of life is to grind away our dreams and make us feel foolish for ever dreaming them.

But then I got your letter. Unlocking my PO Box and seeing your handwriting on an envelope was the best thing that's happened to me in longer than I want to admit. But it hurt to read that you're also struggling in your own way. I wish I could be more for you. I wish I could tell you that I'm something other than an absolute failure, but I can't.

I'm sorry,

Maya

What the hell was that? I set my pen down and stare at the letter. At my loopy, girly writing. I learned it so I could fool Carter, but I used it so often in our letters, it just became my normal handwriting. And just like the letters I used to write, this one came easy once I started. But none of it is what I planned to say. I pick it up, intending to crumple it, but then stop.

Maybe I don't need to lie to him. Maybe he can see this and realize that the grass is even browner over here. According to the newspaper article, he owns his own business. I barely make enough to stay off food stamps. He'll take one look at this letter and thank his stars and his moon that he never did more than dream about me. If I tell him I'm happy, he'll always think that I'm the one that got away. Once he knows the truth, he'll be glad to take me off the hook and toss me back in.

Instead of wadding up the letter, I fold it and slip it into an envelope. I look through my drawers, but I can't find a stamp. Makes sense since I haven't mailed anything in years. I'll take this to the post office tomorrow and buy one there.


CHAPTER THREE



"Oh, I'm sorry, Max." She reaches out toward me, each finger tipped in a perfect red oval. "I forgot to tell you I want plastic bags this week. That's not a problem, right?"

I look at the cart crammed with groceries in paper bags. Groceries that I just bagged in front of her while she chatted with the cashier about their kids' soccer match this weekend. "That's no problem at all." I twist my lips into a smile. I went to school with Autumn. She was a tattletale then. Now, she's a well-known complainer. She won't hesitate to call the manager over and explain to him how incompetent and rude I am. I can't afford to lose this job, so I just have to act like it's not a big deal.

When I finish re-bagging everything, I make sure to smile at her again just to show how much of a non-problem that was, and then I roll my eyes at Kayla. She stood behind the register the whole time and just watched me instead of helping, so I'm not happy with her either. But I set that aside in favor of a chance to bond with her instead. "Can you believe that? Why wait until I'm done to tell me?"

"Shoulda asked which ones she wanted." She shrugs and walks to the beginning of the checkout lane where she flips through a magazine promising 101 Fat-Burning Recipes That Will Give You The Body Of Your Dreams!

I roll my eyes again. This time at her. Just thirty minutes more, I tell myself.

It's the slowest thirty minutes of my life, but finally I turn the ignition to my car. I've always sworn that this town would kill me if I didn't get away. This job makes me wish that it would hurry up.

On my way home, I go to the post office. It's been two weeks since I mailed the letter to Carter, and I know I want him to never write me back. But I've come here every day since then. Just in case. It's dark inside today. Since it's after 5, only a few lights are on, and the metal cage is locked tight against the counter. Sharon is gone for the day, so that means there's no one here to watch me march to my box, and then to watch me slink back out to my car empty-handed. But today there's something shoved inside the tiny P.O. Box.

My heart races way too fast when I see it. Chances are it's just a bill or a packet of useless coupons for places that are an hour away anyway. My knuckles scrape the metal sides as I reach in for it, and I know it's from him as soon as I touch it. I shouldn't be glad to see this. I didn't want him to write back. I skip like a schoolgirl back to my car.

I make the mistake of setting the letter on the seat beside me. As I drive home, I look at it more than I look at the road. I'm so distracted that I run a stoplight. Luckily there aren't any cars there, but since there are only two traffic lights between the post office and my house, running half of them doesn't say much for my attention. When I pull into my driveway, I bound up the three steps to the back porch and rip open the envelope before I even open the door. Like always, I inhale a lungful of its orange scent before I unfold it.

My Maya,

Finding your reply in my mailbox made me so happy that I shook. It was just like I was a 17-year-old boy once again. No matter what else happened in my life back then—no matter what exams I had to study for or what friends wanted to spend time with me—your letter was more important than any of it. And so it was this time too.

Is it selfish that I smiled just a little when I read that you aren't married? Does the little wave of hope that shot through me make me a horrible person? It probably does, but I can't hide myself from you. I've never been able to.

It hurt me to read that you consider your life to be a failure. I can assure you that it's not. If you have even one-tenth of the effect on the people around you that you have on me, you make their worlds immeasurably better. I can't tell you the times that I've pictured your long blonde hair falling over your shoulders. I've imagined you flipping it back with those slim fingers of yours and smiling at me. But I don't even know if you even have long hair anymore. I don't know if it's still blonde. I'm sure whatever your hair is now, though, it's beautiful because you would make anything beautiful.

Is it wrong that I still hold on to the faint dream of something between us? Maybe that's what truly makes me selfish, but I've always felt that we are fated to be together. And finding out that you're just as lonely as I am makes me even more sure. But you need to know that neither of us is lonely as long as we still have the other. As long as you're my Maya, and I'm your Carter. I hope that is the case, but I will leave that for you to tell me. I don't want to presume more than I already have.

I eagerly await your letter.

With love forever,

Carter

I tuck my hair behind my ears and bite the inside of my mouth to remind me that this is real and to keep me from throwing up. Every feeling that I swore wasn't truly real ten years ago rushes through me. The faucet isn't just opened all the way. The nozzle has fallen off, and there's no stopping it. I run up the stairs and to my bedroom closet, where I still have the shoebox with all of Carter's old letters. There, as I peel away the top, is the picture he sent me. His senior photo. He's wearing a black suit and posing in front of a dark blue background. I slide my fingers around its edges and notice that my fingernails need cut.

Does he still have the picture I sent him? My stomach flops, and an uncomfortable laugh slips from my mouth. It was a half blurred polaroid picture of my only friend's sister. She twisted her head away and put a hand up to block the shot at the last minute, but it was too late. The smile on her face made her look cute and shy. I never told her or Anthony why I wanted that picture. Looking back now, I can imagine all the perverted reasons they probably dreamed up. And I'm not sure the reality was a lot better. I wanted Carter to believe it was me, that I was the cute blonde in the picture. The one with the freckles and the hair that was always falling across her face every time she moved her head.

I lift the box back into the top of my closet and then sit on my bed and look at his picture. After all these years, I still have it memorized. I tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear and blow out a breath. What am I going to do? There's no way I can stop writing to him now. I try to fool myself into thinking that stopping would be too mean to Carter, but I know the truth is that it would be impossible for me to give it up now. Just thinking about it turns my insides to stone.

I fall back on the mattress and let his picture drop onto my chest. It's not fair to keep leading him on when nothing can ever happen between us. But there's no way I can avoid that now. I hold my hands up, palms toward the ceiling, bracing to hold all the weight that's going to fall onto me. "I guess my nails aren't too bad," I say aloud to myself. "They just need shaped." I sit up and reach for the nail file on my nightstand and file them all to perfect almonds. Then I blow away the dust and brush on a quick light pink nail polish.

When I'm finished, I hold them out in front of me, careful not to smudge them. "Much better. Kinda cute now." I lay back on the bed and fan my hands until the polish dries.


CHAPTER FOUR



Friday night I ring the doorbell at mom's just a few minutes after six. I hear her and Daniel argue over who is going to answer, and when she opens the door, I know that she drew the short straw. "You're late."

She holds her arms out, and I step forward and hug her. "Sorry. Traffic." When she lets go, I look around the living room of my childhood home. It still has the same fake wood paneling that was out of date when I was growing up, but instead of the matching wood end tables on either side of the couch, there are modern glass and steel scaffolds that look so out of place they might have been brought by aliens who have no concept of human aesthetics. Those are from Daniel. The man who insists on calling himself my step-dad even though he and mom only married two years ago, long after the age when I needed a dad.

"You live two houses away. Was Mrs. Fernandez walking her dog a little too slow for your liking?" Mom rolls her eyes and walks toward the kitchen. I follow her.

"No, it was the Lannier's kid. Wouldn't leave me alone until I bought a pack of girl scout cookies." Or maybe I'm late because I couldn't decide what to wear. Friday night dinners are usually just jeans and t-shirt affairs, but I felt like dressing up. I've been in a good mood since I dropped my letter into the mailbox earlier today.

Until I picked up my pen, I didn't know what I should tell Carter. But once I touched its tip to the paper and wrote "My Carter," everything just flowed out of me. It was like I went into a trance and when I came to, the page was filled. I told him how he always knew exactly what to say to brighten my mood. I told him that my hair is cut a little different from the hair in the old picture he thinks is me, but it's basically the same. And I told him that I think I still love him.

My heart stopped when I read over that part, and I wanted to cross it out. I had just started to dash a line through it when I stopped. It's not a lie. Looking back, I realize that I didn't just have a crush on him in high school. I was in love. And even though I tried to push that feeling away, it never left me. Telling him that now, though, is like jumping from a building with no idea what's below me. My pulse doubles just thinking about it. There's probably nothing waiting except hard asphalt. When Carter finds out the truth of who I really am, I'll be crushed against it. Broken and left to die.

"Yoo-hoo? Hey?" I look up and see Daniel waving a hand at me. He's wearing a red apron and a matching oven mitt on his other hand. "Someone's a million miles away. I said you look nice today."

Only 2063 miles away, but it might as well be a million.

"You really do," mom agrees. "That's a pretty top. And I like your hair today."

Without thinking, I stroke a hand down my hair and look down. It's a light blue top with a lacy floral overlay. It's a little short and would show my belly button if I reach for anything above my head. I don't remember where I got it, but it is cute. "It's nothing special. And this is probably just a new conditioner."

"Well, whatever it is, it's working. Your hair is cute, like it used to be in high school. I always liked that look more than… anyway."

I stare at her and blink several times. "I never wore my hair this long in high school."

Mom laughs. "You didn't? I seem to remember some fights between the two of us about it. Remember when Kim Onestasio got that awful buzzcut, and you wanted to do the same? You got so mad at me when I insisted you keep your hair long, but I was right."

The hair on the back of my neck stands up. She's obviously wrong. "That never happened. I always had short hair. I just—"

"Okay, okay. Truce." Daniel laughs. "Dinner is ready. You two head on to the table, and I'll be right behind you. I made vegan lasagna. Just for you. No promises about what it tastes like. I still think this fake cheese stuff is a little sketchy."

I roll my eyes and start to sigh before I catch myself. What is it about being around my mom that makes me revert to my teenage attitudes? It probably doesn't help that my teenage love is suddenly back in the picture. "Vegan cheese is actually pretty good," I tell him as I scoop the three water glasses up from the counter and carry them into the dining room. "A lot better than it used to be."

I take my usual spot at the far side of the room, directly across from Mom at the round table, while Daniel serves us all slices of lasagna from the bright white casserole dish at the center of the table. As soon as he sets mine in front of me, I scoop into it. There's so much steam rising from my forkful that I can barely see across the table, but I can't wait. Daniel and I may not get along on a lot of things—most things—but the man can cook. I close my lips around the fork. "Ow! Hot! Hot!" I open my mouth to pull in cooling air while I keep the hot food moving around so it doesn't sit in one spot long enough to burn me.

"Always rushing into things and getting burned. Maybe that's why you spend Friday nights having dinner with your parents instead of with a partner."

"Mom, do we really have to talk about this again?" It's come up almost every week for the last two years since Josiah and I broke up. He was the only boyfriend that lasted three months, so Mom was convinced that he was the one. I knew better from our first date, though, and as much as I tried to make it work, I never felt that same spark from him that I used to get from Carter.

Daniel smiles at me. "You know, with this new look of yours, I think it might not be long at all before you find someone. Then your mom and I will go back to spending our Fridays all alone. Even better, maybe a nice young lady can join us for these dinners."

"Seriously Daniel?" I set my fork down with a clang. Just as I'm willing myself to look past his many flaws so I can enjoy a peaceful and delicious meal, he has to go back to this topic that we've beaten so thoroughly into the ground not even its dust is left.

"Max is right." Mom reaches for Daniel's hand. "You know the lifestyle he's chosen. All we can do is hope that he'll be happy someday."

Every fiber in my body is bristling as I bolt from my chair. "For the millionth time, I haven't chosen this any more than you chose to be straight. It just is. And not that either of you really cares, but there is someone. And he does make me happy. Happier than I've ever been. So maybe you're right. Maybe you two should go back to spending your Friday nights all alone."

My chair scrapes against the wood floor behind me. I don't look at either of them or wait for them to say anything before I walk out the front door. There's nothing they could say about this that I'd ever want to hear anyway.
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I'm still so angry when I get home that I slam the door shut behind me and stomp up the stairs. Why do I let them get away with this? Daniel is Daniel, but I love my mom. There's no excuse for this now, though. She's known since I was sixteen that I'm gay. Back then, I just accepted that I had to hide this part of me from her and most everyone else. But times have changed since then. I've changed and realized that there's nothing wrong with me. My feelings are just as valid as hers or anyone else's. So why do I feel so small whenever this comes up?

I drop onto my bed and take Carter's picture from my nightstand, where I had it propped against my lamp. I wanted his face to be the last thing I saw before I fell asleep. I chuckle to myself as I run a pink tipped nail over the faded picture. I'm a grown adult fantasizing about a picture of a teenager. He's very much a man now, but he's forever frozen as a senior in this photograph. I toss it aside and it flies like a frisbee to the other side of the room. I grab the hair tie beside the half empty bottle of water from last night, and pull my hair up. It's so thick I can only loop the elastic around twice. A few missed strands fall into my face as I stand up and open the laptop on my desk.

It's been weeks, but I still have the newspaper article pulled up. I click on the tab and see his picture. What he looks like now. I print it and take it back to the bed. It takes a few folds, but I'm finally able to get this picture to stand upright against the lamp. I unzip my white pants and shimmy them halfway down my thighs. Then I cup myself through the plain white cotton panties I put on this morning. They're so boring, I'm not sure why I ever chose them.

I twirl my thumb around the tip of my dick. The familiar tingle comes right away, and I wait for it to get hard so I can start working its full length. But it stays limp. I circle around it again and again. The heat from the rest of my body pours into it. My stomach tightens. Still, nothing happens. I blow out a sigh of frustration that makes the printed photo of Carter flutter.

"What's wrong with me?" I slip my hand under the panties and press more firmly against myself. For a second, it feels like it's going to engorge, but then it just stops. It's so hot that it could melt a piece of chocolate. My entire body is on edge. So I don't understand. I close my eyes and imagine that it's Carter's hand on me. His finger sliding up and down my dick, and it starts to work. Just a little. I lick the tip of a finger on my other hand, intending to swirl its slickness around my dick, but that finger goes to my nipple instead. I've never touched them in this way before, but as soon as I do now, I gasp. It's like I clamped a live jumper cable around it. My whole body jolts and my eyes fly to the picture of Carter.

It still has the half-cocked smile, but now, instead of making him look humble, it makes him look seductive. I close my eyes again and swirl that finger around my nipple while I glide my other hand along my dick. It still doesn't harden, but it doesn't need to. The electricity that normally builds in it expands through my entire body instead.

I work both hands in unison, and it's not long before I start to moan. Low, guttural sounds at first, but each following one slides half a note higher than the one before it until they're an operatic soprano. An aria rising higher, growing into an intensity that I've never felt before. When my body quivers, I don't think I can take anymore. I almost pull my hands away, but I keep going. Pressing against myself. My now dry fingertips tug my sensitive skin. A tiny burn bobs to the surface, only to be submerged by a pleasure that is so much greater than anything before. Finally, I spasm. Every muscle tightens and then releases at the same time, and I feel the wet spread from my still limp dick. I pant for air and twist my head so I can look at Carter. The humble then seductive half grin is now pleased. And so am I.


CHAPTER FIVE



Even though I tell myself over and over that I need to be patient, I check my mail every day. Even on Sunday when I know there will be nothing. I'm sending a letter across the country and then Carter is doing the same. It's unreasonable to expect them to come any sooner. Still, I'm practically vibrating with nervousness by Thursday.

Last week, Madi asked me if I could cover her shift because she has a school band concert tonight, so I'm working twelve hours today. And each one of those hours seems like a hundred. All I want to do is go to the post office. I imagine swinging the small steel door open and seeing the letter there. I can't help the smile that crosses my face as I do.

"Max?"

Ugh. I want to go hide in the freezer case until someone finds my blue and frosty body. "Oh, hi Autumn. Paper or plastic today?"

"Paper, of course." She examines me, and I stand frozen, giving her plenty of time to change her mind before I start bagging the five packs of dinosaur nuggets that are rolling down the conveyer belt. "You look different today."

Yeah, it's a little fashion choice I call working a double shift at a job I hate and then having to deal with a woman I've never been able to stand just as I was starting to build a little optimism that I might make it through the day. "Really? I think it's just the same old me."

Autumn stares a second longer. "It's those earrings. Those are new, right?"

"Maybe?" I unconsciously sweep my hair aside to expose my left ear and the gold hoop in it. They're a little bigger than I normally wear, almost big enough to slip my hand through, but then again, I've always had small hands. "They were in my jewelry box this morning, but I can't remember how long I've had them. Maybe I've just never worn them to work before"

"Maybe." She nods her head and smiles. "Anyway, they look really cute on you. Weird how one little thing can change your whole look, isn't it?"

"I suppose so." Autumn is already looking away, so I reach for the closest box of food but stop and look at my hands. I'm wearing a couple of small rings. Just cheap jewelry, but they do make my hands look different. Thinner. And somehow the gold makes my yellow nail polish pop. Overall, they look completely different. Almost like they aren't my hands.

I shake my head. I've obviously been working too long. But only three more hours to go. This will be easy.
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There was nothing easy about it, especially not when I had to spend the last thirty minutes of it restocking spaghetti sauce and ended up breaking a nail on one of the jars. But after it's over, I'm finally able to go to the post office, driving almost 50 on streets with 25mph speed limits. Carter's letter is waiting for me, and this time I don't take it home. I barely make it to the car before I use my snaggy index finger nail to rip open the top.

My Moon,

You don't know what it did to me to read your letter. Maybe we can finally talk? Your mother surely can't object now to you calling a boy on the other side of the country, haha! I've been dying to hear your voice all these years. I know it's as lovely as you.

I love you (it feels so right to say that again),

Carter

My body goes cold as I read the phone number he printed under his name. A call? What if I just text him instead? That would be almost as good, right? Maybe it would be even better. We can text each other when we're too busy to talk, and then we would never have to hear each other's voices. I sink into the seat. I would love to hear his, but there's no way I can ever let him hear mine. Everything would be over the instant I uttered the first syllable.

I take my phone from the back pocket of my jeans and swipe to open up a new contact. I put his number in, but I struggle to come up with a name for him. Carter is fine but boring. And he needs something more than fine. "The Sun" to play off his nickname for me? I type it, but erase it right away. "The Tide" because I make him rise? I start laughing before I even have it typed. It's so awful. There's no one else in the entire parking lot, but I still hold the phone to my chest so no one can see it.

"That's too stupid and embarrassing," I say aloud. "I have to delete that, or I would die each time I saw it."

"Hello?" The voice makes me go still as it reverberates through my chest. "I don't know who this is, but please do delete it. I don't want you to die. Especially not over and over every time you see whatever it is we're talking about."

I grab the phone with one hand and cover my mouth with the other. The top of the screen says "The Tide." Shit, shit, shit! I must have accidentally hit the call button when I set it against my chest. My eyes lock on the red button at the bottom, but I can't move to press it.

"Hello? You're not carrying the head of a gorgon in your purse, are you? If so, please don't look at it. I'm not sure if it would kill you, but it would petrify you. And then you would either be dead or trapped inside a stone body for eternity. But no matter what, it would be very bad, so don't do it."

I can't do anything other than stare at the call timer on the phone. 00:21, 00:22, 00:23.

"Oh no, it's too late, isn't it? You've already been turned to stone."

It's definitely too late, but I can only wish I was turned to stone.


CHAPTER SIX



"Uh." I struggle to find something to say, but I can't do anything other than groan out the single syllable.

"Oh good, it hasn't gotten to your vocal cords yet. Maybe there's still hope. Can you start by telling me your name, so I'm not at such a disadvantage here?"

"It's... what are you talking about?"

"Your name. The thing people call you. You know, when they want your attention." He laughs, and it sounds like the choir mom and I used to listen to when we watched the Vatican's Christmas Eve services every year when I was growing up. "I'm being silly. I'm sorry. Just having a little fun. I don't recognize your number. Did you dial me by mistake? It seems like that's the only way a woman who sounds as beautiful as you would ever call me." His laugh turns sad, and it breaks my heart.

I should say yes. Tell him it's a wrong number and hang up. "Carter?"

"Oh, so you meant to call me? Then I'm really sorry about the way I acted. This is Carter. What can I do for you?"

Help me breathe. Call an ambulance for me so they can rush me to the hospital before I die of this heart attack. "This is... um, it's... oh God." My head falls forward against the steering wheel with a thud that rattles through my body.

"This might sound a little creepy, and forgive me if it does, but I looked up the area code you're calling from. This isn't Maya, is it?" His voice sounds shaky, but it probably just sounds that way because I'm trembling.

I close my eyes and blow out what little air was in my lungs. "Hey."

"Oh my God." This time I'm sure that his voice is shaking. He pulls in several deep breaths. "I don't know what to say. I had everything planned, but now, hearing your voice makes me forget it all. And then I start off like that. Talking about gorgons, and... thank you for not hanging up on me. And... what do people say in situations like this?"

"I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry." My tears choke out my words, and I drop the phone onto the seat beside me and take my head in my hands. My sobs are so forceful that I feel the car move with each convulsion of my body.

"Maya," he speaks so loudly that I could hear him even if I didn't have him on speakerphone. "Are you okay? Talk to me. Are you hurt?"

"Yes!" I wail. My voice bends around my tears. "I never meant to hurt you. Or me. But I have, and there's no excuse for it. And I know sorry will never be enough because you're going to hate me forever, and you should. You should despise me. And I'll never be able to forgive myself for doing this to you. And I really did mean it when I said I love you, but I know that's meaningless to you now, and it might even make things worse, so maybe I shouldn't have said that. And please just don't yell at me, okay? I understand that you're angry, but I feel bad enough. I don't think I can take any more than—"

"Maya, stop!" When he yells, I realize that he's been trying to get my attention for several seconds now. "I don't know what you're talking about, but I'm not angry with you. And there's no way I could ever hate you. The opposite, in fact. You can't know how thrilled I am to finally hear your voice. My heart is scudding in my chest right now. It's not sure if it should beat at 200 beats per minute or if it should just stop. Now, tell me what's wrong."

"It's kind of obvious now, isn't it?" I tuck my hair behind my ears and stare at my hands. There's a hangnail on one of my fingers, and I pick at it until blood pools beside my yellow nail.

"It's not. I'm sorry if it's something I should pick up on. I'm pretty good at reading you when you send me letters, but I must not be very good at hearing the cues in your voice. Just give me time, though, and I promise I'll be better at it."

"That's just it." I put my finger to my mouth and suck away the blood. "It's my voice, isn't it? Not what you expected. And there's nothing I can say other than this is the real me. But so is the Maya in those letters. I meant everything I've ever said to you. Not that it matters now."

Carter pauses so long, I wonder if he's hung up. "What do you mean, it doesn't matter now? Are you really married or dating someone? That's... I mean, that's great for you if you are. And I'll be happy for you and not contact you again. Shit. I should have known. It was stupid of me to ever mail you that letter. I hope it didn't make too many problems for you. If you need me to talk to your husband and explain that you didn't do anything wrong, I will."

"There's no husband. Or boyfriend. Any man I ever dated was doomed because they couldn't live up to you in my mind. The problem is me. The secret is out now. I'm a man." I grip the steering wheel tight and then open my hands. Again and again. My fingers turn from pink to white and back to pink over and over.

Finally, Carter chuckles. "Very funny, Maya. But you need to work on your voice if you're going to pretend to be a man."

I freeze with my fingers splayed out. The yellow fingernails extending past each tip are brighter than I'll ever feel again. "I'm not pretending. And that's why I know you're going to hate me."

"Maya, if this is your way of saying you're not interested in me, then—"

"What? No, I am! More than I have any right to be. This is my way of saying you could never be interested in me. I'm not Maya. Aren't you listening?"

He takes a deep breath. "I am listening, and there's no way your voice could ever belong to a man. So I'm still very, very interested in you. And you say you're interested in me, so I don't understand what the problem is here."

"Carter, you're not—"

"Look, I'm coming to town in a couple of weeks for business. What do you say we meet up then? You name the place. No pressure. Just a chance for us to see each other in person and talk."

I snort despite myself. "What kind of business could you possibly have in Paoli?"

"Technically, I'll be flying to Louisville. I would just be coming to Paoli for pleasure." He pauses like he's waiting for me to say something, but I don't. "For the chance to finally meet you. If that's okay?"

I know this is how people get murdered. An awful person like me catfishes a man for years, and then once he finally sees me, he snaps and stabs me to death. And I think I deserve it. "Are you sure you really want to see me?" And to have your heart broken forever?

"Maya, I've never been more sure of anything."


CHAPTER SEVEN



I treat the morning like it's any other morning. I shave my legs in the shower and then wipe clear a section of mirror so I can do my hair and makeup. Once that's done, I walk into my bedroom, and a shiver ripples through me. Even though it's summer, this room is at least twenty degrees cooler than the steamy bathroom. I hurry and get dressed, deciding at the last minute to pull my hair back into a ponytail rather than letting it hang loose, and then I drive to the store.

I'm scheduled to work from 7am until 3pm. I didn't bother trying to trade shifts because Carter's plane doesn't land in Louisville until ten. He won't tell me what he's doing in Louisville. But whatever it is, I'm sure it will take at least a few hours. So by the time he finishes with that and drives to Paoli, I'll be well off work.

To be honest, I still haven't decided if I'm even going to see him. I want to. More than anything. But I know that this entire illusion I've created will crash down once he lays eyes on me. That tiny voice in the back of my mind that has been telling me there could be a chance between me and Carter will die, and it won't be a peaceful death. And I'll wish that I could die too. Maybe I will. The only man I've ever loved—the one who I've compared everyone else to, the one who set the standard that no one else has ever lived up to—will take one look at me and know exactly who I am. What I am. A monster who has no regard for anyone else's feelings. Those dark eyes that I've spent so long staring into in the pictures of him will be here in person. They'll flare up before icing over. Before he walks away in disgust.

I'm not sure how I'll react to that, and I'm not sure how I'll go on afterward. How does a person go on after the only thing they've ever dreamed of is ripped away from them because of a terrible lie that they've fed for years? I lay my head down on the off-white formica top of the break room table. It's sticky from years of spilled drinks that never got totally cleaned up, but I don't care. I cover my head with my arms and sit there and try not to think about how my life will become meaningless in just a few hours.

After a few minutes, I hear Kayla's voice over the intercom paging me to the checkouts. I blow out a breath and sit up. My forehead peels away from the table with the sound of a skin ripping away from an orange, and I look at my watch. Still four minutes left on my break. I'm tempted to ignore her. There can't be anything so important that it can't wait a few minutes. Probably someone like Mrs. Parker, who wants me to help them load groceries into their car. But as I sit and stare at the break room door, I think of Mrs. Parker. Like everyone who grew up in Paoli, I had her for first grade, and even twenty years later, I can't bear the thought of disappointing her. So I stand up with a sigh and stumble my way toward the front of the store. Halfway there, I realize that it sounded like Kayla called Maya, not Max. But I shake away the thought. There is no Maya here, at least not one anyone else knows of.

When I get to the front, I see Kayla standing by herself in the center checkout lane. There's no one with her. "What did you need?" I want to yell at her for interrupting my break for nothing, but I can't do anything that might risk this job.

She doesn't say anything. She just raises an eyebrow and points toward the entrance. There's a man standing there with his back to us both, and for a second I think I recognize his tangled curls of hair. But it can't be. I turn back to Kayla and shrug. She shrugs back. "He said he was looking for you."

My heart goes from normal and healthy to so stressed it could burst in a fraction of a second. It's only a little past eleven. He would have barely had time to get here from the airport, even if he didn't stop anywhere else on the way. And I know he was going to Louisville first. There's no way. But as if he can read my mind, he turns and looks at me. I wince, bracing myself for a string of expletives. Even ready for him to attack me. But he smiles.

"My Moon." He's not smiling, he's beaming. "Is it really you?"

"How did you find me?" Out of all the things I could say to him, that's what my brain and mouth agree on?

He crosses the distance between us so fast, I don't have time to back away. I just flinch. "I only had to ask anyone where I could find the most beautiful woman in southern Indiana, and they told me to come here." Kayla clears her throat behind me. "Okay, the two most beautiful women in southern Indiana. Can we go outside and talk?"

Oh God, this is it. I turn and look at Kayla, hoping that she'll say she needs my help even though there are no customers in the store, but she just smiles and shoos me away. I've never been able to count on her. As soon as she does it, Carter takes my hand, and we both gasp from the electricity that moves between us. My arm tingles up to my elbow from the jolt, and when he shakes his arm, I know he feels it too.

The instant we're outside the doors, Carter turns to look at me and shakes his head. "I can't believe this."

I stare at the worn white sneakers on his feet. "I know. I tried to tell you. I should have tried harder, and—"

"May I?" He lifts my chin, so I'm staring up at him. And I freeze at his perfection. His pink lips are parted just enough to allow a black line to form between them. His nostrils flare almost imperceptibly with each breath, and his left eye twitches just enough to make the eyelashes on his lower lid tremble.

I try to ask what he wants to do, but I can't do anything but stare. And then his face moves closer to mine. I never imagined him as the type of person to headbutt someone, but I suppose we never know what we'll do in the heat of the moment. I close my eyes and wait for his forehead to slam against mine, but it's his lips that crash against me instead.

My mind scrambles to make sense of what he's doing. It takes me much longer than it should to realize that this is a kiss, and when I do, I almost collapse. I have to throw my arms around his neck, not to pull him into me or to press my mouth tighter to his, but simply to keep from ending up in a pile on the asphalt. But he must misinterpret my intentions because he moans and weaves his fingers through my hair. He closes his fist around it, and the sparks of pain on my scalp mix with the fire from his lips and merge into something I've never felt before in my belly, but it's something that I never want to stop feeling.

"Carter?" I try to say his name. With our lips joined, it only comes out as mumbled vowels, but it's enough. He leans back just enough so we can both suck in a desperately needed breath. "What happened to your meeting in Louisville?" I want to stab myself in the thigh for again asking the absolute last thing on my mind.

He rests his forehead against mine. It feels like the final stone being set in place in a temple, and we both sigh. Our breaths mingle, and I can smell the cinnamon of his gum mixing with the aroma of the coffee I drank before I settled in despondency at the break room table. "I lied about having business here. This is the only meeting I had. And I'm glad, because there's no way I could have ever thought of anything else. I could barely follow the GPS directions to get here. And your poor dad had to tell me twice how to get here, even though it's on the same street."

"My dad?" I want to lean back so I can stare at his eyes, but I'm afraid that whatever is happening between us will end the instant we break our contact.

His forehead moves up and down against mine. "I went to your house first. I hope you don't mind, but that was an easy internet search. You weren't home, obviously, but a man mowing the lawn a couple of houses away came down. He said he was your dad."

"Daniel. My stepdad."

"Oh. When I told him I was looking for you, he said you must be at work, and here you are." Carter takes a step back, and it takes all of my willpower to not move with him and put my arms around him to hold him against me. "Did you know I would come to see you here, or do you always wear dresses to work?"

I look down at the white and yellow floral dress I'm wearing with a pair of high top canvas sneakers. Do I normally wear dresses to work? I think the answer is no. I thought I would have time to go home and change before meeting Carter today, if I decided to not stand him up. So why did I pick this dress this morning?

"It doesn't matter. It's pretty on you. But I get the feeling you could make anything pretty. You're so much more than I expected, Maya."

I giggle. "You don't know the half of it. But when you asked Daniel about me, did you call me Maya? And with Kayla inside the store?"

He raises an eyebrow and studies me for a moment. "Of course. What else should I call you?"

"And they both knew who you were talking about?"

"Yes?" He draws the word out. "They both knew right away. Why? Do you usually go by a nickname with the people here?"

I laugh again. "It's complicated—actually it's not. No. I just wasn't expecting you yet. I'm a mess." I run a hand over my head to smooth down my hair, but Carter catches it and pulls me into him. His finger traces up my arm and then down my side to my waist.

"You're great. Just like I expected. Better than I expected. Before you came up, I asked Kayla if she could do without you for the rest of the day, and she said yes. I thought maybe you could give me a tour?"

"Paoli is tiny. That's just going to take a couple of minutes."

"That's not the tour I had in mind. The one I'm thinking of will take much longer than a couple of minutes." He cups my ass, and I squeak.
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The drive to my house is perfect. We leave Carter's rental car in the parking lot, and he sits beside me as I take us to my home. His fingers slide up my leg and flick up the hem of my dress twice, and each time I swat them away. We both know that I want nothing more than to let him keep moving higher. But when I pull into my driveway, reality hits me.

"Lovely," Carter says, but he's looking at me, not my house, which is a few years past any lovely era that it might have had. My cheeks redden, and I lean across the center of the car to kiss him, but it's like the cupholders are a forcefield and stop before I get close to his lips. What am I doing? I'm a man. I lean back and stare up at the green fabric pulled taut over the car's ceiling. Did I really have even myself fooled?

"We can't do this."

The car shakes as Carter spins in his seat to face me. "Why not? Are your parents here? Do you want me to sneak in? I don't have any experience, but I've always wanted to try scaling a trellis to get to my girl's bedroom window."

He flexes his fingers, and I want to laugh. But I just shake my head. "I'm not what you think."

"I agree. So far, you're even better than I thought you could be." He runs a finger down my arm. By the time he gets to my hand, my body is vibrating. "And I can't wait to see even more of you."

I take a long breath to allow me to compose myself. "I don't think you're going to like what you find if you see too much more."

"I think after all this time, you need to have more faith in me than that. There's no chance that I won't love every bit of you. Every. Single. Inch." He traces his finger along my skin to emphasize his words, and I want to believe him. And I would if it weren't for those few inches that are going to become a mile between us. "Now, are you going to unlock that door, or do I really need to find an open window?" He winks and then pushes his door open and stands in the driveway.

He gets halfway to the front door when he stops and turns around. I'm still sitting behind the steering wheel, but when he waves me to join him, I get out. Maybe there's still a chance? What if I promise to get rid of the bits I have? A sex change. I'll do it for him without question. If it means we can be together, I'll chop them off myself without a surgeon.

As I brush past him and walk to the door, my stomach flutters so much that it could fly away on its own. The rest of me isn't much calmer, but I still manage to unlock the door. And Carter manages to let us both walk inside before he spins me around and his lips attack mine. I fall into him and feel his hand slip under my dress. He cups my ass through my panties for just a second, but then he drags his fingers up to my waistband. "I love it," he says.

"You haven't even seen it yet." His eyes have been locked on mine the whole time.

"I don't need to. If it belongs to you, I absolutely love it."

I sigh and try to turn away, but my gaze is just as stuck as his.

"Why do you refuse to believe me?" He slips a finger under the elastic of my panties and slides it along the small of my back. My heart isn't beating now. It's trilling. "I've never lied to you, Maya, and I'm not lying now. Let me see all of you."

His eyes go wide, and I know they're mirroring mine. But while his are filled with desire, mine are wide for a very different reason. I watch him for a few seconds. I watch his eye twitch again, and now his lower lip is trembling. Mouthing an unspoken prayer over and over and at a speed only God can understand. And I nod.

As soon as I do, he yanks my panties down, and I gasp as the cool room air rushes against me. Without meaning to, I grind myself against him. My core to his thigh. The heat immediately returns, and he takes it as an invitation. He slips both hands under me and lifts me. I fight the urge to yip as he pulls me into the air. I throw my arms around his neck and wrap my thighs around him. As I hold myself tight, I feel his cock bulge against me, and I don't just have a heat inside me. I have a wildfire. An entire forest caught in an inferno. And the way he lets his head roll backward, I think he feels it too.

"It's not too late to—"

He silences me with a kiss, and I know that it's too late for both of us. It was too late the minute our schools decided that students in Orange County, Indiana would make perfect pen pals for students in Orange County, California. The second I opened my first letter from him—the instant I made that first stroke with my pen—it was over for both of us. And there's no other way it could have ended than this.

Carter makes it all the way to the kitchen before he hoists me onto the counter with a groan. "I planned to take you to the bedroom, but there are two problems with that." He bites my neck, and it makes me pull him even tighter.

"What's that?"

"First," his lips are still pressed to my skin and I can feel the heat of his words, "is that I don't know where your bedroom is. And second, is that I can't take another step with my dick as hard as it is."

"Oh?" I writhe against him. "Oh."

"I need you now, Maya." He doesn't give me a chance to say anything before he cups his hand over me. Panic floods through me. This is the moment when everything ends. I watch his eyes for that glimmer of recognition before the rush of disgust sweeps through them. But it never comes. The corners of his eyes wrinkle as his lip curls up. "You're so wet for me."

"I'm what—ooh!" He slips a finger inside me—somehow, inside me—and the part of my mind that has been objecting to us all day long goes silent. I'm wet. And his finger is in me. I moan and throw my head back, and it bangs so hard against the cabinet door that Carter pulls his hand out of me and instead cups the back of my head.

"Are you alright?"

I grin, and it turns into a laugh. For a moment he looks at me like I've maybe gotten a concussion and he should rush me to the hospital, but then he joins in. His hand on the back of my head. My arms and legs twisted around him. I shake my head. "I need to feel you inside me again."

"Oh... right." He nods and drops his hand back down to my crotch, but I swipe his arm away.

"Not with your fingers."

Carter stares at me. Either processing the words or giving me a chance to change my mind. But when his jaw drops open just a fraction of an inch and the warm breath that he exhales blows across my cheeks, the window for changing my mind is past. Not that it ever really existed in the first place. I don't understand what is happening—what has happened—but I don't care. I would have given anything to be with Carter, and I'll never question anything that makes that possible.

I look down when I hear his zipper, but our bodies are so close that I can't see anything. When his cock plunges inside me, I don't need to see. My muscles flutter and then tense around him, and he freezes. "Is this hurting you?"

"Hurting me," I repeat. I can't comprehend how he thinks he could ever hurt me.

"Oh shit, Maya. I'm sorry. I'll go slower."

"No you won't." I dig the heels of my sneakers into his ass and force him on like a desperate bandit trying to escape a galloping sheriff.

He chuckles and then presses into me again. "This goes against everything I've ever heard any man say in a porn video, but I need you to loosen up for me."

It takes me more than a few seconds to figure out just how to do that. The muscles are so new to me that I don't know which ones to relax, and I don't know how to relax them. But when I hear him blow out a breath, I know I've got it right. When he thrusts back inside me, I have to fight to keep the muscles relaxed, but I do. And he pumps into me over and over. The counter gets wet under me, either from my sweat or from the liquid leaking out of me, and I make a note that I'll have to sanitize it before I cook again. But I'll soak the entire counter in bleach if it means more of this.

Carter is moving faster now. Grunting and throwing his body weight into me. And I'm sliding on the slick surface. If I weren't holding so tight to him, I would be against the backsplash. Even now, my head bobs against the cabinet. The sore spot bumps against it with every thrust, but the more he moves inside me, the harder it is to feel anything but him. Anything but his cock inside me. My mind still reels at the thought, but then Carter pulls me right back. And now my moans match perfectly with his. A secret chord that will make all other music sound like strings plucked on an out-of-tune guitar.

"I'm going to come." I can't tell which of us says it. But as soon as it's said, we both cry out. A flash of fire shoots through my body, and I can't help but tighten around him now. I want to draw him even further in. I want to never let him go. And I try to hold on as our hips buck. As his cock spasms. As we both gasp for air. But finally I have to let up, and he pulls out of me. He falls toward me, only catching himself against the counter at the last instant.

"Are you sure you're real?" he asks between breaths. The sweat is dripping from his forehead and falling onto my breasts.

"I don't think I was before now." I press my cheek to his. We're so spent that neither of us can move.


EPILOGUE


"I'm going to stab you in your sleep if you try anything funny."

"You know me better than that." Carter cackles, and I expect that he's going to run me into a wall any minute.

Today is the day we're finally moving into our new house. The contractors finished it almost two weeks ago, and even though I helped Carter work with the architect to design it, he's refused to let me see it. He wouldn't even send pictures. Even today when he picked me up at the airport, he refused to tell me anything. And before we pulled into the neighborhood, he stopped and wrapped this pink blindfold over my eyes.

I hold tight to his hand as he walks me up... something. The driveway or a sidewalk, something made of stone or concrete. Then we stop, and he tells me to stand still. I take a deep breath. The smell of new construction is strong. Wood and paint and newly landscaped flowerbeds. I can't help the smile as I inhale. These smells are ours. Our house. Our walls and gardens. Finally together after a year of long-distance dating and, before that, ten years of thinking this was just an impossible fantasy.

I hear a door swing open, and then Carter takes my hand again. "Ready?" His voice is tense with the same excitement I feel.

"Very." As soon as I say it, he puts his free hand around my back and guides me forward. He warns me a small step up. After I take it, I can tell that I'm standing on tile. The sound of my sandals change from a dull thump to a sharp clack. We shuffle forward a few more steps, and then he stops and squeezes my hand.

He loosens my blindfold, but he holds his hand tight over my eyes. "This is it. Our new home. On the count of three. One—"

"Oh my God, just show me!" I can't take anymore, and I pull back, away from his hand. The blindfold slips down around my neck. Carter is standing in front of me. His lips are twisted in a nervous smile as he waits for my reaction. "I love it."

"You haven't even seen it yet. You're just staring at me."

I shrug. "I don't need to. It's ours. Yours and mine. How could I not love it?" As I lean in to kiss him, I take a quick peek around me. To my left, there's a white wall with floor-to-ceiling windows outlined in black trim. It's all I see before I close my eyes, but it's all I need. I told him I need lots of windows to let in the Southern California sun. That plus him, and I'm the happiest woman on earth.

Carter walks me back. My shoulders thud into a wall as he lifts the back of my dress and slips his hands underneath. "I can't believe I was able to wait this long for you." His lips follow a line from my mouth to my ear and down to my shoulder. The heat from his breath lingers in each spot, and my purr grows louder the further down he goes.

"Who was waiting?" I ask and twist my fingers into his hair so he can never pull away. "You were just in Paoli last weekend. And I was out here a couple weeks before that."

For the last year, we've alternated trips and never gone over two weeks without seeing each other. I even spent the entire month of December living with him. Christmas in Anaheim is so very different from Christmas in Indiana. I'll never forget the first time I saw Santa in board shorts and a sleeveless shirt. The weekend we hung our decorations around Carter's house—Carter's old house—it was almost 75 degrees. I wore a bikini top as we strung lights around the trunks of his palm trees.

"It feels like it's been forever. And neither of those places has been ours, so they don't count." He cups his hand around my breast, and I almost melt into the wall. The only part of the house I care about right now is the bedroom, and I wish he would take me there. But he pins me even tighter to the wall instead. His dick presses against me. Its tip searching.

"Okay, you two. You've got the rest of your lives for that. Right now, you can help me and Daniel haul in all these boxes. I swear Maya still has clothes in here from when she was 8."

Carter and I jump apart from each other like a bolt of lightning crashed down between us. Or like two teenagers caught by their parents. "Oh my God, mom, could your timing be any worse? Plus, you're the one who insisted on driving everything clear across the country. Carter offered to pay for a moving company."

She sets the box down just inside the door and walks over to me. Her smile is somehow larger than her face. "I know. But my baby is moving clear across the country to be with her true love. I had to be here for that. And it's a good thing. Lord knows what you two would be up to if I weren't here." She winks, and I roll my eyes. I know exactly what we would be up to right now, and it would be much more fun than standing here talking with my mom.

"Maya and I are glad you're here, even if she refuses to admit it right now," Carter says. "Once we have everything hauled in, I'm taking us to an Argentinian restaurant that just opened a couple of months ago. Does Daniel like steaks? These are mind-blowing."

Mom looks at him and nods. "You know the way to his heart. If they're that good, he'll be talking about them for the rest of his life."

"As long as you two go back to your hotel room right afterward and talk about them there. Carter and I have our own things we'll want to talk about this evening." I put my hand on her shoulder and guide her to the front door just as Daniel walks up. He's carrying a box that's so big he can't see around it.

"Yeah, I'll just bet you do," mom says and shakes her head.
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Everyone knows the house. We all know what happened there.

When Alex and his friends tell me they want to go inside, I stupidly say yes. For a chance to be with him.

But now that I'm here, each step makes my heart pound louder. The air freezes my skin. And when we utter the words to summon the spirit, everything changes.

My whole life I've laughed at the notion of ghosts. But the woman who appears in front of me now is very real. And so are the transformations that occur to my body as she possesses me.

POSSESSED: MAGIC FORCED FEMINIZATION
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"If there's one thing I believe, it's that wishes never come true. The only scary thing is letting yourself believe they might."

As a child, I dreamed of being a witch—just like all the women in my family. Every year for Halloween, I dressed up as one. When I closed my eyes at night, I prayed to become one. But there was always one little problem. I was a boy, and boys couldn't grow up to become witches.

When I finally realized this, my life lost its color. I lost the will to do anything except just get through. I buried myself as far from the world as I could.

But just after my thirty-third birthday, things started happening. Things I couldn't explain. And when my body started to change too, I wondered if maybe wishes do come true.

BE WITCHED: 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.

BE WITCHED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

"If there's one thing I believe, it's that wishes never come true. The only scary thing is letting yourself believe they might."

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.

POSSESSED: MAGIC FORCED FEMINIZATION

My whole life I've laughed at the notion of ghosts. But the woman who appears in front of me now is very real. And so are the transformations that occur to my body as she possesses me.

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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