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CHAPTER ONE



The sky has just turned from dark navy blue to black, and I take a deep breath. This is the only time I ever love the city. It quiets just enough, and people start to clear off the sidewalks. And for at least a bit, I can fool myself into forgetting that there are 3 million people surrounding me and confining me. This is the one time of day when I can be completely myself without worrying. Well, sort of. There are still some people around, after all.

But tonight, the street is almost abandoned. The stillness catches my attention, and I look around. It makes me smile. Even under the suffocating amber glow of streetlights, I feel free. I spin in the middle of the sidewalk, like some girl on television who just found love. Or who found herself after moving to the city. As soon as I do it, I feel like a dork. But who cares? Who even saw me? Maybe the police surveillance cameras on the lamp posts? Do they even work? I wave at the closest one and keep walking.

I'm halfway down the block, almost home, when everything shatters. A man appears around the corner in front of me, and my first thought is to curse him for intruding into my private universe. There's just enough time for anger to build inside me before I realize that he's running. He's dressed in an all-black suit—a suit? In this neighborhood? At this time of day?—and his feet twist as he looks over his shoulder.

I stop and press myself against the light orange brick wall of the building beside me. I'll give this guy as much space as he needs. The last thing I want is some angry businessman yelling at me because I dared to take up a sliver of space on a sidewalk that he thinks he should own.

When I'm pressed against the wall, I hear it. The rev of an engine. Something I hear hundreds of times a day. But it sounds different now. Maybe because of the running man. Maybe because the street is so quiet. But it's louder. Echoing. And as the tires squeal against the still warm asphalt, my breath catches.

A grey SUV slides around the corner. It doesn't turn. It doesn't steer or veer or swing. It slides. As smooth as a skater on ice. Outside of a car commercial, I've never seen anything like it. It's somehow beautiful, and I can't help but stare.

The running man looks over his shoulder again, and this time when he turns back toward me, I notice how wide his eyes are. A tiny dark dot of pupil and iris surrounded by an enormous ring of white.

Then I see someone stick his head and shoulders out of the rear SUV window. I stare at him, and I start to giggle to myself. He and the running man couldn't be more different. This man's eyes are all black. No whites. Squinting. Glaring. Tracking. He looks exactly how I imagine a lion to look before he pounces onto the shoulders of a zebra.

The gunshots echo through the empty street.

I'm vaguely aware of the running man stumbling. I think for a second that he must have just tripped. But my eyes don't leave the man in the back of the SUV. Some part of my brain screams at me to duck, to run away, to get out of here. But I can't move. I can only stare. Still giggling, because my mind is unsure how to process what it's witnessing. When his eyes turn to me and our gazes catch, a chill runs through me.

But it's gone as soon as it starts. With the same squeal, the SUV skids around the next corner, nothing elegant about it this time. I watch until I'm sure it must be at least a couple of blocks away, and then I turn. And see him lying on the concrete.

He looks peaceful, like there could be a smile on his face if I looked closer. If not for the red puddle oozing away from him, I could think he's just napping. In the middle of the sidewalk. After being chased. After being shot.

The silence is interrupted again by the sound of my heart booming. My vision pulses in time with the beats, and I collapse to the ground. "He's... Oh my God, he's..." I don't know what I'm trying to say. I don't know who I'm saying it to. There's no one.

I have no idea how long it is before someone comes. I see the flash of blue and red lights before I see the car, but once it comes, there are others. Lots of them. And people. Suddenly, the street is filled with vehicles and people. Some in uniforms. A couple in suits. Some in t-shirts and jeans. They all gather in a loose circle around the napping man. All staring at him like they expect him to do something.

Then they look around.

Then they look at me.

My heart stops when one of them walks closer. She's trying to curl her lip up into a smile, but it looks sarcastic on her. "Hey, are you alright?"

Fantastic. I just watched a man get murdered a few steps away from me. Couldn't be better. Ten out of ten. A total five-star experience.

"Sir? Are you hurt?"

I shake my head.

"Did you see what happened?" she asks.

"What happened?" I respond. As if I don't know. As if aliens just dropped me here, and for the life of me, I can't figure out how that body got where it is and why it's leaking so much blood. "I... yes? I saw it?" I'm not sure why I'm asking her.

"You did? Can you describe the guy who did it? White? Brown? Black? Anything?"

I nod and tell her everything that I remember. The running man. The car. The man half standing out the back window. The look in his eyes. The license plate that somehow is branded into my memory. When I'm done, the woman laughs under her breath. "You're better than these shitty cameras that don't even work most of the time." She motions to the same camera I waved at earlier. A lifetime ago.

"Do you know the victim?"

I shake my head.

"Oh boy, you're gonna want to come with me." She puts her hand on my shoulder and guides me toward a parked car. It's not a police car. At least not on the outside. Inside, though, I notice the radio and the computer. She sits me in the front seat.

"That," she motions behind her to the body still lying uncovered on the street, "is Cillian Murphy. You've heard of the Byrne Brothers?" I shake my head again. "The Shamrock Clan?" I've heard of that. On the news.

"Don't ever let one of them hear you call them that," she chuckles. "The other gangs started that nickname as an insult. He's their number two. This wasn't a random killing. And the people who did it aren't gonna be happy that there's a witness."

My chest lifts for a second. A witness? That means someone else saw this too? But then I realize she means me.

"But don't worry. We have a whole task force for witness protection and relocation. We'll make sure you're safe until the trial."

Make sure I'm safe? Does she really think that these people could come for me?

"Hang tight, we'll take you downtown and then our guys will get you all set up." She shuts the door before I can say anything.


CHAPTER TWO



As much as I don't want to, I blink my eyes open. The white room is bright in the morning light. The sheer curtains diffuse the sun instead of blocking it. I sit up and rub my face. It's been almost a week. I should be used to this house by now. But how do I ever get used to being ripped away from everything I know?

Detective Williams didn't really give me a choice about any of this, or at least not a choice any rational person would make. Just by walking along the street when I did, I became the most wanted man in the city. She explained that both of the gangs involved would want to get to me. One to get information from me. The other to keep me from ever telling what I know. And neither of them would hesitate to kill me.

I collapsed into the hard plastic chair when she explained it. "Just because I was at the wrong place at the wrong time?" I asked her.

"Because you didn't look away." She shook her head and left me alone in the cold interrogation room.

I didn't know how long I waited—there was no clock and no windows, and I had no concept of time as I counted and recounted the nicks and chips on the dirty white walls—but eventually someone walked in. He didn't even knock. He just threw the door open and explained that he was with the witness security task force. Then he grinned. Like we were meeting on the street. Like it wasn't just a matter of time before I ended up as dead as the man I saw earlier. He explained the procedure to me, but I could barely hear him over the roaring in my ears. And the words I did hear, didn't make sense to me. Nothing did. It wasn't until he touched my shoulder that I realized he expected me to stand up. I followed him into the hallway and to the elevator. To the parking lot and to a small car. I didn't say a word.

He drove me to my apartment, and I stopped just outside my door. My hands were trembling so badly that I didn't know if I would be able to use my key. I didn't know if I wanted to. I wasn't prepared for a visitor. I hadn't cleaned up. There were things lying around that I didn't want anyone else to see. I needed to come up with some way to keep him from coming inside. "So, I don't know—"

"I'll wait out here to make sure no one comes up. You got exactly ten minutes." He only looked at me for a second before turning to face the elevators.

I blew out a sigh and hurried into my apartment, slamming the door shut behind me before he could change his mind. My eyes immediately went around the room. The dress on the back of the couch. The heels on the floor by the kitchen island. I grabbed them all and dashed into my bedroom. What do I do with this stuff? I hadn't had to hide my things since I graduated from college.

I was in the middle of shoving it under an old blanket in the bottom of my closet when I stopped. I'll be in a new town. He wouldn't tell me where. Just that it was a place no one would ever think to look for me. So that means no one there will know me. Maybe I want to take some of these things with me...

Instead of shoving the dresses and panties and makeup under the blanket, I tossed them into a suitcase, layering them between men's clothes, so he hopefully wouldn't see them even if he looked inside the case. I didn't take everything, obviously, but I took enough.

And they're all in my closet right now. Today is finally the day I let myself be seen.

I hop out of bed and go right to the closet. I know the dress I want. As soon as I open the white painted door, I see it. Mint green. The top has small pink flowers and a giant sheer bow right in front of where my breasts should be. The bottom is all mint green with 3 layers of pleated sheer fabric that whispers when it moves. I can't wait to put it on.

But I force myself away from it and into the bathroom. Brushing my teeth and showering feels like it takes forever, especially since I take extra care to shave my legs this morning. But finally I'm finished. The mirror is fogged, but I don't need to see myself for the first part. I squeeze handfuls of leave-in conditioner and then gel into my hands and run them through my long hair. Then I use the hair dryer to clear a spot, and I lean in. The lighting isn't the best, and the angle is different from what I'm used to at home, but this will be fine. I unzip my makeup bag and go to work. Pink eyeshadows, a bit darker in the corners, and then a bold black line of eyeliner to make my eyes look like perfectly upturned almonds. Mascara to frame it all. And then a light pink lipstick. Not much color, but enough to make me kissable. I giggle as I pucker my lips and lean toward the mirror. Once I'm finished with that, I dry my hair the rest of the way, twisting the brush at the roots and the ends to give a little volume and life.

When I'm done, I pick out a matching set of panties and a bra. Light pink and lace. I haven't worn panties for the whole time I've been here, and it feels wonderful as they stretch and glide across my skin. I pull the bra tight, hook it behind me, and massage my nipples through the cups. I wish I had real breasts to fill this. But I slip my breast forms in and straighten them before looking at myself in the mirror. As I turn to the side, I fantasize what it would be like. I trace a finger across the top of a breast. How would that feel? I close my eyes for a second and then turn around.

I slip the dress over my head and savor every inch of the material rubbing against me. Then I look in the mirror again. Perfect. No one in this town knows me, so I don't have to worry about running into anyone. And there's no way anyone would ever guess my secret.

When I'm done ogling myself in the mirror, I take the cash from my male wallet and put it into the light blue wristlet I brought with me. No ID and no credit card. Nothing to tie me to the name Henry Harris or to the male gender. I step into a pair of white canvas sneakers and check myself one more time. Then I walk out the front door.

When I was first brought here, I assumed a safe house would have cameras all over it. But from what I see, this one doesn't. It worried me at first, but the whole point is for this house to blend into the neighborhood. Securing it like a fortress would make it too obvious. Besides, no one knows I'm here, so other than whatever petty crime happens in small towns like this, there's nothing to worry about.

My steps are light down the concrete driveway and onto the sidewalk. I'm not sure what it is, but the sunlight is different here. Brighter. It feels like it shines into me, and I can't help my smile as I walk down the residential street toward downtown. Each house along the street is different. A different style, a different color, a yard full of plants, or a grassy lawn. Not much is growing yet, but there's no doubt that it's spring. Will I be here long enough to see everything bloom? Longer? I stop my thoughts before they go too far. Maybe someone will come and get me today, and I'll be back in the city tonight. The idea should make me happy, but it doesn't.

It's only a couple of blocks before the wood-sided houses turn into orange brick buildings. The color of the walls is the same as home, but that's the only similarity. These buildings are only two or three stories tall. And they aren't crowded against each other like commuters on a morning train. I can breathe in this downtown.

One more block, and I see the diner. It's on the corner, right across from the courthouse. Pamela's. Large windows line both outside walls, and even though it's 10am, I can see that half the tables are taken. When Detective Williams drove me into town, she told me about this place. The other witnesses who stayed here swear it's the best breakfast they've ever had. I can't imagine anything could ever be better than The General's back home, but after a week of not leaving the house, it's time I find out.

I check both directions and then lope across the road. I hope there isn't some local police officer who takes exception to jaywalkers. Halfway across the street, I smell it. Bacon and fresh-baked bread. It's intoxicating. My stomach growls, and my feet move just a little faster. When I'm on the curb, I stop and take one more deep breath. Then I gasp as I fall backward.

No, this isn't falling. A hand clamps around my mouth and nose. I try to scream, but it's so tight that I can't move any air in or out. My heart thrashes against my ribs, and I flail my arms. But I'm still pulled backward. Into a car. All I can see is the grey frame around the door. The window. I'm almost horizontal now, and I kick out, trying to smash the glass. To hit the door. Anything that would make noise and cause someone to look. I just need one person to see me. But before I connect with anything, I feel a pinch in my neck and the world starts to spin. My legs are somehow both too light and too heavy for me to move, and they fall limp to the asphalt. I'm yanked further inside the car, and they come with me.

"Go! I got him."

The driver pulls away from the curb, but not very quickly. The kidnapper reaches across me to shut the door. I try to look at him, but my eyes are frozen in place. All I can see is the black back of the seat in front of me.

When the door is closed, he runs a finger through my hair. "You be a good girl, and everything's gonna be just fine."

My eyelids close, and the world falls away.


CHAPTER THREE



Someone pounding on my skull wakes me. I try to swat at whoever it is, but moving my arms just makes them do it harder. All I can do is wince and turn my head away, but the pain still follows me. And that's when I realize it's not someone pounding on my head.

I peel my eyes open slowly. It's dark. I look for the white dresser that I'm used to seeing when I wake up, but it's not there. Nothing is. I look around, turning my head slowly because anything more and the pain becomes unbearable.

The walls are brick and concrete, and it's so dark that they're almost the same color as each other. The only light is coming in from under the smooth metal door. There are three heavy-duty hinges mounted on one side. On the other, there's a simple metal half arch screwed into the door to serve as a pull and a lock below it. There's no knob on the lock, just an empty keyhole.

Where am I?

I lower my head back to the pillow and try to remember... anything. I woke up this morning. I remember the sun streaming in through the pointless sheer curtains. Then I got ready. As her. As Jessica. That wasn't just a dream, was it? It's so foggy I can't be sure. Then I remember pulling the door shut behind me. The wind blowing my dress against my legs. Then... What? Where did I go? Here, apparently. But where is this?

Trying to think of anything else makes my head hurt even more. This feels like a hangover, but ten times worse than any I've ever had. No, one hundred times. Did I go out drinking? Not as her. I would never let myself lose control while I was dressed like that. But did I? Oh my God, did I go out, and did someone drug my drink? Why can't I fucking remember?

A small click from the door gets my attention, and I go as still as possible. Not even daring to breathe as there's another click and then a long squeak as the door swings in. The light from the other room is a knife into my retinas, and I have to close my eyes before its pain makes me sick.

"Well, looks like our little sissy's awake already."

I must have gone out as Jessica. Something must have happened and—oh my God, what happened?

"Pussy cat got your tongue?" The foot of the bed sinks under his weight. I scramble to pull my legs up into my chest, and I wrap my arms around them, curling into the tightest ball I can. Like that will protect me.

The man chuckles, and the sound makes me gasp. When I do, I smell him. The scent reminds me of grandma's kitchen at Christmastime—cinnamon and orange and vanilla. I push the memory away. Now is not the time for that. I have to figure out what's going on and find a way to get out of this before something bad happens. "I'm not a sissy."

"Oh?" He slides a finger up my leg. I try to pull back more, but I'm already pressed hard against the wall. "I think your smooth, shaved legs might disagree. Maybe that pretty dress you're wearing might disagree too." His finger moves up to my knee, and my skin erupts in goosebumps. I try to will them down, but I can still feel their prickles all over my body.

"Just a bet." My throat is dry, and my voice is scratchy. "A bet I made with a buddy. That's all. He's probably wondering where I am right now." My lie is obvious, but I need to try something. Anything. Before this man can do... I shudder when I start to think of all the things that he might do to me. I pinch my eyes even tighter to keep the tears from forming.

He pulls his hand away and chuckles again, and a flush of warmth goes through me. "Is this buddy named Tamara Williams? Detective Tamara Williams?"

Oh fuck! "Who are you?"

"My name is Angel."

It takes my drugged brain several seconds to realize he isn't saying "on hill." When I finally do, I can't help but snort. I don't know anything about this man, but I know he's no angel.

"You find it funny? What's your name?"

Should I give him a fake name? I don't want him to know anything more about me than he already does. "Henry." My mouth blurts out the truth before I can stop it, and I bang my head against the wall behind me.

"I already know that, Mr. Henry Harris. I mean what's your real name? When you're dressed like this." He puts his whole hand on my knee this time and doesn't waste any time sliding it under my skirt and up to my panties. I clamp my legs together as tightly as I can, but he's still able to slip a finger between them. I squirm as it traces a slow circle around my dick. "Tell me who you really are," he whispers.

"Jess—Jessica. What... Oh my God, what are you going to do to me?"

The mattress shifts as he leans closer. So close than I can feel his breath against my cheek, but I don't dare open my eyes to see what he's doing. "What do you want me to do to you, Jessica? Do you want more of this?" He presses more firmly against my dick, and it gets hard almost immediately. So hard that it hurts as it struggles to free itself from my tight tuck.

"Maybe you want this?" His lips graze my cheek. I twist my face away, but the blaze of his touch still burns. "Or maybe you want this..."

His fingers close around my throat. Soft at first, but then he squeezes more and more until I can't breathe. My eyes fly open, and I pound at his arms, trying to knock him off of me, but nothing I do works. My heartbeat turns into the pounding boom of high-speed train wheels thudding over a joint in the track. Whop-whop-whop-whop. Panic courses through me, and I know that this is my end.

"This is what my boss wants me to do, but what do you think? Is this what I should do, Jessica?" His voice is calm. Like he's asking a friend where she wants to go for lunch.

I stare at him, but it's so dark I can't see his face. So dark that I don't notice the blackness creeping in from the edges of my vision until it overtakes everything. I feel him let go of my throat, but then I feel nothing.


CHAPTER FOUR



A knock on the hollow steel door startles me awake. I look around and everything floods back into me. The dark room looks like a cell to me now. And that's exactly what it is. And the dark-haired man... What is he? My jailor? My executioner? My shoulders and chest tense, and I ball my hands into fists.

There's another knock. Soft. Almost gentle. But nothing happens when it stops. Whoever it is can't be waiting for permission to enter, can they? "What do you want?" I suppose I should try to be nice. Isn't that always the advice for situations like this? Make yourself seem like a human and not like the enemy? Fuck that. Those people have never been here. They've never felt a man's hand wrapped around their throat and looked into his black eyes as he chokes them to unconsciousness.

The lock clicks, and the door opens slowly. It's him, and I can't fight the flush that runs through my body at seeing him. I should have been beside the door, ready to pounce on him. Ready to run at the first break. Instead, I'm lying in bed under a blanket that I don't remember pulling on myself.

He smiles as he walks toward me, and it makes me hate him more. When he's just a few feet from me, I push myself away. He holds his hands up like he wants to call a truce. Like there could ever be a truce with him. But he looks so kind as he sits on the bed.

Now that my head isn't threatening to split open, I can really see him. The way his eyes twinkle even in the low light. His hair, swept to the side, just long enough that the ends are starting to curl. The dimple on his left cheek when he smiles at me. Because I'm staring at that, I don't notice that his hand is moving toward me until it's too late. As soon as it touches my cheek, I recoil and scoot to the other end of the bed.

"Hey, it's okay. I'm not gonna hurt you." He raises his hands again.

I summon up all the saliva I have and spit it at him. It's nothing like in the movies. It just sprays all over, and he doesn't even flinch. "Fuck you. Do you think I'm stupid? Do you think I'd just forget what you did?"

I don't know what I expect him to do, but he just shrugs. "My boss wants me to kill you." My breathing becomes so forced and loud that I can hear it echoing around the room. "But I want something else."

His eyes burn into mine, and he slides his hand along the mattress. Inch by inch, closer to me. I know I could get to the door before him. Maybe I could even shut it and trap him in here. But I can't move. I can't take my eyes away from him. Even when his hand closes around my ankle, I can't look away. I remember his touch, and I think I have a pretty good idea of what he wants. All I can think about is what I want. To rip his cock from his body the instant he tries to bring it toward me. To shove it down his throat and choke him with it. To watch his eyes water and then close as he realizes that he can't even get one last breath.

"Let me show you." He leans forward, closer to me, and my muscles coil. Just a little closer, and I've got him. But he moves away instead, letting go of me. Turning his back to me as he walks toward the door. He disappears around the corner for just a second and then comes back with a black garment bag. He unzips it, but I can't see what's inside. "Forgive me." He reaches around the corner, and there's a click followed by a flash of light. I look up at the ceiling. There's a round lighting fixture hanging out of reach above me.

When he comes back, I see something sparkling inside the bag, but it's not until he pulls it out that I realize what it is. "You want me to..." It can't be what I'm imagining.

"I want you to wear this. To dinner tonight. With me."

I laugh. I can't help myself. "I was wrong. You don't think I'm stupid, do you? Because you're stupid. You seriously think that I'm going to put on that dress and share a meal with you? At the same table with—" I clamp my lips closed. At the same table with him. With silverware. A fork, maybe a knife. This could be my chance.

"I don't just think that you will. I know you will. You're a smart girl. I can already see the wheels turning in your mind. You know what the alternative is."

He means it as a threat, and I do my best to seem shocked at his words. But my death isn't the alternative that I'm imagining. I pretend to think for several seconds, and then I lower my head as if I'm defeated. "Fine," I mutter.

"Good girl. You keep this up, and we're gonna get along just fine. Now, I'm going to give you this bag, and you're going to get ready. And anytime you start to have any doubts, I want you to remember that you're a good girl, got it? I promise nothing bad will happen as long as you're a good girl."

He sets the bag beside me on the bed, and I nod.

"Say it."

I look up at him, and his face is a smoky brown quartz. Completely unmoving as he watches me, waiting. "I'm a good girl, so nothing bad is going to happen to me."

His smile makes the room even brighter than the light. His teeth are two perfect rows of white. If I didn't know better, I would think he's the son of dentists. But do dentists' children go on to become killers?

I take the bag and look inside. He still has the dress, but there's a bra and a pair of panties, tights, heels, a bag of makeup, a flatiron, and a curling iron. He thought of almost everything. "Can I have a little privacy while I get ready?" I stare and wait for him to leave, but he doesn't move.

"I want to watch you."

I almost choke. He can't mean that. "I... I've never—"

He sits on the bed. The black bag lies between us like a river. "I want to see how you make yourself so gorgeous."

I just stare at him. Two thoughts spiral through my brain and crowd out everything else. He wants to watch? and He thinks I'm gorgeous? I don't move until he flips up the edge of the bag. Right. I stand and dump it all out on the bed. Everything is black to match the dress. Even the makeup. All except the lipstick. Its blood red reminds me of what's at stake, and my hand trembles as I hold it. But I force it still as I slip the tube back into the makeup bag. I can do this.

I look at him one more time before I slip my dress off. One more chance for him to look away, but he doesn't take it. I turn and lift the dress over my head, draping it over the bed and then walking to the tiny bathroom at the side of the bedroom. There's no door separating the two rooms, and this doesn't really deserve to be called a separate room anyway. It's just a toilet and a sink, and I wonder what this was built for. Is this a house or just a corner of an abandoned warehouse that this gang uses for its hostages? It doesn't matter. I'm getting out of here, and this is going to be the last I see of it. One way or another.

The angle of the light casts a giant shadow over the mirror. Obviously this layout was designed by a man. I can't be sure if I have my old makeup washed all the way off, but I keep telling myself over and over that it doesn't matter. None of this does. It's just a means to an end. I blow out a long breath, and take the mini eyeshadow pallet from the bag. Then I jump when I see the shadow in the corner of my vision. Him. He's standing in the entryway now.

"Just pretend I'm not here."

I nod and turn back to the mirror. My hand is shaking again, and this time I can't stop it. But somehow I'm able to get my makeup on. After I run the lipstick across my lips, I pucker them and turn to get a piece of toilet paper to dab off the excess, but his hand on my shoulder stops me.

"Look at me, and do that again." I hold my palms up, clueless about what he means. "That thing you just did with your lips. Face me and do it."

Puckering them? I look at him and do it. He squirms and bites his lower lip.

"Such a good girl. So gorgeous."

My eyes fight to look down at his crotch. I want to see how far his reaction goes, but I stop myself. What does it matter? It's not like I'm going to fuck him. He could have a twelve-inch cock bursting to get at me, and I couldn't care less. I turn back to the mirror to give myself one last look before I face him again. We both stand perfectly still, waiting for the other to do something. Finally, I do. "Um, I can't exactly get around you." Not without brushing my chest against his. He's so muscular he takes up almost the entire door frame.

"Oh. Right." He moves to the side, and I walk past him. Not inhaling his scent as I do. Not thinking about the way his lip is still trapped between his teeth.

I unfold the panties and bra and tights and lay them on the bed. Then I look over my shoulder at Angel. "If you're not going to leave, at least turn your back while I put these on."

"No." The single syllable sounds like a crash into a concrete wall.

He really can't expect me to do even this in front of him, can he? I glare at him, but he doesn't even blink. His eyes just move down my body. Following a line from my neck to my chest. My belly button to my knees. Down to my toes and then back up even more slowly. My cheeks are burning. I can't believe he's making me do this.

I spin back around, my hands behind me, grasping to release the hooks of my bra, but before I can undo it, I feel his body press against me. His hands cover mine. "Allow me." He unhooks the bra and traces a line where the band used to be. His fingers feel like sandpaper on my skin. I gasp and reach around to my front just in time to catch my breast forms before they fall to the floor. His hands follow behind mine and his fingers find my nipples. He sweeps across them and then around them.

"I can't..." I don't have the breath to finish the thought. I don't know what else I would say anyway.

"What can't you do?" He pinches my nipples, and I yelp. "You can't just let yourself go and enjoy this?" His lips press against the side of my neck while he pushes even tighter against me. His cock thrusts against my ass. "What is it about you, Jessica? What do you do to me?"

I swallow hard, hoping it will clear my mind and let me think again. "I can't get dressed with you this close."

"Mmm, I suppose that might be a problem." He sucks on my neck, pulling my tender flesh into his mouth. Then he lets go and takes a step back.

I can't stop myself from turning to face him. Looking up into his eyes. He's so used to getting everything that he wants, that it doesn't even occur to him that I might not want this. That I might not want him. I let my eyes drop this time, and I see that his black pants are bulging so far that the zipper might rip open any minute. What does it look like? Is it the same clay brown as his face? What does it smell like? I close my eyes. What the fuck!

I turn away again and pick up the black bra from the bed. I slam my arms through the straps and hook it behind me so forcefully that it's a wonder the hooks don't rip off. Then I shove my forms into the cups. I don't even take the time to straighten them. I just go right to my panties. Hooking my fingers under the waistband and ripping them down my legs. Angel probably wants to see this part too. He probably wants to see whether I'm as hard as he is. Well, he's not going to get the chance. I slide the black lace up into place before he can. Almost before I can even notice myself. Almost.

When I sit on the bed with the tights in my hand, I glare at him and remember the feeling of his hand around my throat. My cock immediately goes soft. I lift one leg and slip a foot into the black, silky casing. Then the same with the other. Angel watches every move as I slide them up my legs. When I stand to straighten them around my hips, he reaches for me, but I slap his hand away.

"No."

He's not the only one who can wield that word. The look on his face when he hears it makes my heart flutter. Get used to it, Angel.

I step into the dress and reach behind me to zip it, but the zipper is stuck. "Fuck this." I expect to feel his hands again any second, and I steel myself for it. But he just sits on the bed. I cast a quick glance toward him before turning away and yanking at the zipper again. It still doesn't move.

"All you have to do is ask, and I'll help." His voice is so arrogant I wish I could slap him. I'll settle for stabbing him with my salad fork at the restaurant.

"I've got it." I try pulling from the top and pushing from the bottom, but nothing works. I very much don't have it.

Finally, I look at him and huff a breath out of my nose. His eyebrow quirks up and the dimple in his left cheek just starts to show itself.

"Don't you dare," I snarl.

He holds his hands up. "So, you don't need my help?"

I growl. "Just for this. And you'd better not let your hands wonder away from the zipper." I turn my back to him and sweep my hair over my shoulder and out of his way.

"You're even hotter when you're angry."

"Angel, just the zipper." If I could kill him with words, I would do it.

He chuckles, and I feel the zipper rise right away under his touch. That mother fucking thing. I'm going to rip it out of this dress at the first chance I get. When the zipper is at the top, he brushes my hair back into place. "Should I drop to my knees and help you with your shoes too."

I shake my head, but when I turn, he is on his knees. Seeing him in front of me like that sets my belly on fire, and I can't respond. He takes my silence for consent. With his left hand, he reaches blindly for one of the shoes on the bed. His right hand traces up my leg, starting at the bone on the inside of my ankle and up to my knee.

I want to kick his hand away. I want to kick his mouth. But I don't. Why don't I? He leans forward and kisses my knee through the sheer black tights. "So beautiful." Then he holds the shoe in front of me. I look down as his hands wrap around my left ankle, lifting it just a little off the floor. Giving me plenty of time to get my balance as he does. Once I'm ready, he slips the shoe over my foot. Then he does the same with my other, kissing that ankle too before he stands.

Even with the heels on, I'm shorter than him. Not because I'm short, but because he's so tall. My eyes are the same height as his nose and I try to stare at it because if I don't, I'll look at either his lips or his eyes. And nothing good would come of either.

"We should go." His words are mostly breath.

I nod. "We should."


CHAPTER FIVE



Neither of us says a word on the drive to the restaurant, but I feel the heat of his gaze several times. Each time it makes me clench my fists, and every time I know he's looking away, I stare out my side window. Could I open the door and jump out? Can people actually do that in real life without breaking half the bones in their bodies? I decide against it each time, but the regret of missed opportunities builds up inside me.

When he turns onto 55th St, my chest pounds harder. "You're not taking me to Comien, are you?"

Angel smiles and flicks his eyes toward me. "You've heard of it?"

Who hasn't heard of it? It just opened two months ago, but it's booked for the next year. Even the B-list celebrities can't get in there yet. "How?"

"I'm friends with the chef. I scratch her back. She scratches mine. She owed me for a—"

"Stop." I hold my hand out between us. "I don't want to know any more than I have to."

He chuckles. "It wasn't anything bad. I promise. But that's a good attitude to have. Especially if you're going to spend any more time with me."

I cringe at the thought and hope that he doesn't notice out of the corner of his eye. I am not going to spend more time than necessary with him. I'm running at the first chance I get. This has already been too much. "Comien is a very... public restaurant. Are you sure it's a good idea to take me there?"

"Why? Are you planning to make a scene?" We stop at a traffic light and he stares at me.

I force myself to hold his eyes. "Of course not. But there are going to be lots of people there. Lots of people who will see you with me."

"Ah." He nods his head like he just solved some riddle. "You're shy. But I'm not. I want people to see the beauty on my arm tonight."

My face goes red. That's not at all what I was thinking. I'm worried that a crowded restaurant will mean more witnesses to see me stab him and run away. This might take more planning than I anticipated.

The valet comes right to my door as soon as we pull in front of the restaurant, but Angel keeps the doors locked and turns to face me. The smile is broad on his face, but I already know that this is his public smile, for the benefit of the valet. "I want us to have fun tonight—just two people on a date—but in case you had other plans, I wanna point out a couple things to you. First, the chef isn't the only friend I have inside this restaurant. And second, you see that burly man standing right beside the front door?"

I turn to look, smiling at the valet as I do. Just a couple of feet away from the door, there's a man who looks almost as big around as he is tall. He's dressed in all black. His hair cropped so close I can't tell what color it is. I nod my head.

"He's with me. There's another one just like him at the back door. And they both know exactly what you look like. And," he pauses until I look at him, "they know exactly what to do if they see you leaving this restaurant without your arm wrapped in mine. Got it?"

My shoulders slump as I turn to look at the man again. He's noticed us now, and when he sees me look at him, he gives me a little finger wave that looks out of place on a man his size. Fuck. "Yeah. I got it."

"Remember..." His finger grazes softly across the back of my hand. "Nothing bad happens as long as you're a good girl."

I close my eyes and sigh as he unlocks the doors. As soon as he does, the young man who looks no older than a college freshman opens my door. When I look up, he's offering his hand to me. I take it. Then when Angel circles around the car, I put my arm in his, and we walk inside.

The inside of the restaurant is bright and colorful and loud. And packed. I look past the maitre d, and I don't see an empty table anywhere. But that doesn't stop him. As soon as he sees us, he smiles at Angel and extends his hand. The two of them shake hands quickly and then the maitre d turns and walks into the heart of the restaurant.

My heels click as we follow him, and even though I wasn't worried about people seeing me dressed like this before, I am now. I scan each table, watching everyone's eyes for the slightest movement in my direction. Ready to dart behind Angel or hurry my pace at any sign that they might be looking at me. But no one does. They're too caught up in their own food and their own company.

I relax just a little when I see the table that he's led us to. In the back corner of the dining room, just by the kitchen doors, and dark. Angel pulls out a seat for me, and I smooth my dress under my legs as I sit. I stare at him as he takes the seat opposite me. "Do you always do that?" I ask him.

"Do what? Hold chairs for the gorgeous women I go on dates with?" There's that dimple again, and I want to do anything but stare at it.

"Sit with your back to the wall. Look around a room before you sit down." Maybe I've seen too many movies.

Angel takes a sip of his water and waits. His eyes are fixed over my left shoulder. Finally he smiles, and someone moves into the side of my vision. A server. She takes our drink orders—as much as I protest, Angel insists we will share a bottle of Zinfandel—then she's gone and Angel's face relaxes. He almost looks like he could be an ordinary man sitting across the table from me. "I guess over the years, I've just learned to always keep an eye out. You never know when you might find something worth looking at." His eyes bore into me, and as much as I don't want to, I have to look away.

"Why are you being like this?" I look up just long enough to see a flash of confusion spread across his face. "Nice to me. Treating me like..." A woman. Someone he might be interested in. Someone who isn't just a hostage.

He reaches across the table for my hand, but I pull it away before we can touch. I need to stay focused, and I can't do that when he touches me. He doesn't take the hint, though. He slides his chair around the table until he's beside me. Now when he reaches for my hand, I can't jerk it away without causing a scene that I don't want. "I treat you the way you deserve."

"You tried to choke me to death." I spit the words under my breath. Does he really think I forgot about that?

His face flushes. "If I tried that, you wouldn't be sitting here right now. I simply wanted to prove a point, but…" He pauses and looks down. "I shouldn't have done it. I'm sorry."

"You're sorry? Like that makes up for it?"

"I'm not a good person, Jessica." He shrugs. "But you need to know that once I care about someone, I'd do anything to look after them."

"And you're saying—"

"What do you want me to say?" He squeezes my hand, and it pumps blood through the rest of my body. I'm just about to admit something that I'll forever regret when the server comes back with the bottle of wine. She presents it to us and then removes the cork, setting it in front of Angel. He ignores it and watches her pour into the glasses. And this is my chance. As slowly as I can, I raise my free hand to the edge of the table and slide the dinner knife toward me. I yank it down, and twist it in the skirt of my dress. I'm not sure how I can sneak it out of here. I'm not sure if it's even sharp enough to do anything. But it's better than nothing. I look up at Angel, and he's smiling at the server now.

When she leaves, he takes his wine glass and holds it up in front of him, waiting for me to take mine. When I do, he clicks the rims together gently. "To potential." We both take a drink.

[image: ]


Before we leave the restaurant, I tell Angel I need to use the restroom. He just nods as I leave his side and walk down the short hallway. My stomach is so tight that I have to hold everything down inside lest the delicious squab taco and its incredibly soft sourdough tortilla rise back up. Normally, it would be the thought of going into the ladies restroom that would make me sick. But tonight, that thought barely registers. The only thing I'm thinking about now is hiding this knife somewhere that Angel won't find it and somewhere that I can get to it easily.

I don't uncurl my fingers from it until I'm locked into a stall. Then I quickly unfurl it from my dress and tuck it into the back waistband of my tights. It's not ideal, but it's the only place I can think of. I sit on the toilet to pee, but nothing will come out. I'm too nervous. So I just go to the mirror, check my makeup, and walk out the door. Angel is waiting for me only a couple of steps away, and I jump when I see him, sure that he knows. But he doesn't say a word, just slips his hand along the small of my back and escorts me outside.

We're only a couple of blocks from the restaurant when I lean closer to him. I run my hand down his arm and make sure to breathe toward his face so he can smell the alcohol. I want him to think that I've had too much to drink. "So, about that potential." I move my hand to his thigh. Down to his knee and then back up the inside. Slowly. I stare at him the whole time. His eyes move back and forth between my hand and the road. Attaboy, just follow my lead.

"Maybe we, uh, should wait till we get back to, um, explore this more."

I unbuckle my seatbelt and lean into him. My cheek is just inches away from his face. "Maybe I don't want to wait." I lower my head and take in a noisy breath, just for show. Just to make him think I find him irresistible, but that scent. Why does he have to smell like that? My cock stirs as soon as it hits the back of my nose, and maybe this doesn't have to be all pretend after all. As I unfasten his pants, I feel the car shimmy side-to-side like he's having a hard time keeping it straight. Then my body rocks slightly forward and back, my cheek moving against his warm, rock hard belly, as he pulls over and shifts the car into park.

"Jessica, you need to—"

"Shh." I tug on the waistband of his pants. They don't budge at first, but then he raises himself off the seat and I can pull them down. I gasp when I do. There's not much light sneaking in through the car windows, but I don't need much light to see that. Incredible is the only word that comes to my mind. I've never seen a cock so massive. So intimidating, yet so incredibly welcoming. I kiss the tip of it. He already has a salty bead of pre-cum. Somehow it tastes exactly like I expected him to taste, and I moan. Focus! I close my eyes and blow out a warm breath, and it makes him squirm. Knowing just my breath has that power over him sets my body on fire. Maybe just a little taste more. I open my mouth and lower myself on him. I'm not even halfway down his length when he smashes against the back of my throat. I raise up and lower myself again. Sucking as I do.

"Jessica?"

Don't tell me he's a talker. Why can't he just sit back and take it? "Mmm?" I ask, with my lips still around the tip of his cock. Just a couple more and then I'll have him where I want him.

His hands wrap tightly around my wrists, not hurting me, but letting me know that he very easily could if he wants to. I look up. His face is curled into a lopsided grin. "You don't know how bad I want this. But first we need to take care of that knife you stole from the restaurant. Where did you put it?"

My whole body deflates, and I collapse into his lap. My mouth just inches from the cock that I want inside me so badly and the cock that I was planning to lop from his body.

Angel doesn't wait for me to tell him. He releases one of my hands and slides the other around my waist until he feels the knife. "Ah ah. This isn't being a good girl."


CHAPTER SIX



When I wake up the next morning, I'm still confused for a few seconds, but it doesn't take me long to remember where I am. And when I do, my stomach sinks. I tell myself my empty feeling has nothing to do with the fact that the bed is cold and barren next to me, but that doesn't stop me from reaching out and sliding my hand across the sheets. It doesn't stop me from wondering what I would have done last night if I hadn't snuck the knife from the restaurant. Nothing. I was just doing it so I could escape. That's the only reason.

Once he pulled the knife from my waistband, Angel didn't say a word. By the time we pulled up outside the decrepit brick building, I was shaking so much, I'm sure he could feel it on the other side of the car. He looked at me, but I stared at my feet. "What happens now?" I asked.

"We go inside."

"And?"

"And you spend the night. We'll discuss things in the morning."

I roll over onto my back and sigh as I stare up at the ceiling. What if that was the only chance I have to get out of here? Would it have worked if I didn't try to suck his dick first? I let out another sigh as I think about him, half naked and driving. My head between the steering wheel and his cock. My mouth waters when I think about the taste.

"Want me to join you?"

I jump so much it makes the bed bounce, and then I whip my head to the right. Angel is sitting in a chair beside the door. He's still wearing the same suit he wore last night, but the jacket is folded over the back of the chair and the top three buttons of his shirt are undone. The stubble makes his face look dark and rough, and I have to shake away the thought of running my hand across it.

"You're... watching me?" I ask.

He just shrugs his shoulders. And suddenly, I remember I'm not wearing clothes, and I jerk the blanket up to my neck. His head tilts back as he laughs. Then he turns his inky eyes back to me. There's a fire burning in them as he stares. "I like seeing you naked."

My cheeks get hot enough to melt iron. "You... How long have you been here?"

"In this building? All night. But I've only been here in this room for a few hours."

A few hours? Watching me? I shiver, thinking about him standing over me while I'm sleeping nude. The things he could have done to me. The things I want him to do to me—shut up! It's just Stockholm Syndrome. That's all.

He stands and walks to the edge of the bed. When I scoot backward, he sits, and my breaths double. "You know, if you wouldn't stick random things in your panties, maybe I could trust you to wear clothes." He leans closer to me, and all I can think is that he somehow smells the same as he did last night. I breathe through my nose so he doesn't have to smell my morning breath. "I want to be the one who sticks things down there." He rubs his cheek against my chin, and I whimper. Then I curse myself for being so weak around him.

"What's going to happen?" I ask.

Angel tugs at the blanket, and I don't resist as he pulls it down to my waist. He glides a hand along my chest, and I've never felt as inadequate as I do right now. I wish I had real breasts for him. For me. Not this flat male chest. "You were a bad girl last night." Before I can say anything, he whips his leg over mine so he's straddling me. I can't do anything but watch as his mouth goes to my nipple.

"Oh, fuck." My head rolls back, and I'm so stupid for letting my body react like this to him. He's just manipulating me. Just using me for whatever this is. And when he's done—I'm not going to think about that. Thinking that won't get me out of here.

"Do you know how incredible you taste?" he asks. Does he know how incredible his tongue feels? "I wish we had all day to explore, but we don't." He leans back. After a few seconds, I look to see what he's doing. He's just staring at me. His cheek dimpled. But then the smile falls from his face, and he climbs off of me. "My boss wants to see you."

I can't breathe. His boss? Does he mean the one in charge of all this? The one who wants me dead. "No." My eyes turn up to him, pleading, but he's not even looking at me now. "Angel, I'm sorry about last night. I didn't... Well, I mean—"

"I've got clothes for you to wear today. Get cleaned up as good as you can in the sink, and I'll set them out for you."

"Angel, please. Please!"

He walks out of the room and shuts the door behind him without saying a word.


CHAPTER SEVEN



I can barely get the red floral dress over my head. My entire body is shuddering.

As Angel pulled the door shut, he hesitated for just a second. His face looked heavy. I remember learning in high school chemistry that osmium is the densest naturally occurring element on earth. Angel's look transformed every organ in my body into osmium, and they all collapsed to the ground in that instant. It's a wonder it didn't crush the concrete floor beneath me. I wish it did.

Angel doesn't look at me when I walk out of the tiny room. He doesn't look as we walk to the car. Each time he avoids looking, it adds more weight pressing on me until I finally can't take it anymore. "Angel." He's staring straight ahead, both hands on the steering wheel, and I rest my fingers over his right hand. He flinches at my touch but still doesn't look at me. "What's going to happen?"

His head falls back against the headrest with a thud that shakes the back of his seat and he closes his eyes. "I don't know. He wouldn't tell me."

"That's..." My chest is so tight that I can't get the sentence out without stopping to pull in more air. "... not good, is it? I mean you're his—"

"Yeah. I don't know what it means." He opens his eyes, but he still doesn't look at me. I need his gaze. Just for a split second. Just so I can have a tiny broken fragment of hope that it's all going to be alright. But he doesn't even give me that.

I open my mouth to beg him, but when nothing comes out, I realize that I'm crying. And now I can feel the warmth rolling down my cheeks and the tight ring closing off my throat. It takes all of my attention to force the breaths into my lungs, but with each one, I wonder what the point is. Angel is the number two in this organization. So if his boss won't tell even him what his plans are for me, that can't be good.

We sit in silence for a moment—Angel is nothing but a smudge of light and colors to me now—but then he slips his hand away from mine, and I hear the engine start. I try to blink away the tears so I can see him as we drive away from the building, but they come back faster than I can clear them. I don't dare close my eyes, though. Every flash of light that makes it through the blurry veil could be one of my last.

When I feel the car turn, everything is green. Every heart beat is an eruption in my chest, and all I can hear is a whooshing roar. We stop, and I feel Angel take my hand. His skin is so warm compared to mine. He squeezes my hand, and I dissolve. I fling myself across the car and wrap my free arm around his neck. Sobbing. The steering wheel presses into my back.

"Shh." His hand runs down my back and then back up to my shoulders. Over and over. "This is my favorite place in all the world."

I snort and spittle flies from my mouth to his shirt. Somehow I can see it, and I fixate on the tiny dark spots that bloom on the grey shirt. Is he so devoted that this is his favorite place?

"Take a deep breath." He kisses my forehead and then holds my chin up, forcing me to look at him. "I want you to see it. I want you to love it as much as I do. Breathe."

"This?"

He rubs his thumb under my eyes one at a time, and I blink until I can finally see him. There's that same stupid dimple, and it makes my heart sink seeing it. The tears threaten at the corner of my eyes again, but he shakes his head and I fight them back. "Look around, Jess."

I do, and I understand why everything was green. We're in a gravel parking lot surrounded by trees. "Your boss wants to meet me here?"

Angel chuckles, and the sounds are tiny little punches. How can he laugh about that? "No. I've decided I'm not taking you to him. Not until he promises your safety. I want you to see this instead. Come on." He opens his door and stares at me until I let go of him. When I do, he slides out of the car and smiles at me.

I don't move at first, but then I open my door. I have to put both of my hands on the door frame to pull myself up. Every muscle in my body is slack. But then Angel is at my side. His arm circles my waist, and he guides me away from the car. I hear the door close behind me, and I know it had to have been from him because I didn't have the strength to close it.

We walk from the parking lot into the woods. The gravel crunches under my sandals, and then it turns to dirt and then grass, and then there's a field in front of us. It's speckled with purples and whites and pinks and a few dots of yellow like twinkling stars in the daylight.

"This is what I wanted you to see."

"It's..." I don't know what to say.

"Beautiful." I look up at him, and his eyes are fixed on me. "This used to be a factory. My dad worked here. But before I was even born, they went out. Moved to a different country without a word to the workers, and the building sat abandoned for years. As a kid, I was never allowed to come near it. Mom always said it was full of drugs and criminals. But then, the city took it over and made a park. These are all native plants. And look back there."

I follow his hand toward the other side of the field.

"Just over that hill, you can still see part of the factory wall that hasn't collapsed yet." As I stare at it, he takes my hand and pulls me into the meadow. "It's still too early for most of the flowers. When I bring you back this summer, you'll see. It's breathtaking."

I stop and pull him back to me with all my strength. It's not enough to stop him, but he turns toward me. His head is tilted, and the reflected colors of the flowers dance in his eyes. "This summer? Do you really think your boss will—"

"You're not going to cooperate with the investigation." There's no doubt that it's not a question. And there's no doubt that he's right. "In fact, right now the police are opening a missing person investigation into Henry Harris. But they're never going to find him, are they?"

My body goes cold, and I wonder if there's another reason he brought me here. A reason I don't want to imagine. "What are you saying?"

"I'm saying..." He takes my other hand in his and pulls me against him. His chest burns my skin like standing too close to a fire, but I still want more. I press against him. He moves my hands behind me. A police officer putting my hands into handcuffs. But then he lets go and palms my ass. I feel his breath against my ear as he whispers, "Henry Harris doesn't exist. There's only Jessica. After a week or two, they'll assume the worst and stop looking for Henry. We have people inside who will make sure that investigation goes nowhere."

"But what—"

"Don't worry about my boss. He wants to make sure you don't talk, and I have ways to make sure of that." He bites my earlobe. Hard. I wince and squirm against him. Then I moan as he slowly releases. "He might disagree at first, but he's a reasonable man. And above all, he trusts me. I wish you would too. Maybe in time, you will." He tugs me forward, and we resume our walk through the flowers.

The thick green stems slap against my legs as we rustle through them. I try to take careful steps—the high-heeled sandals I'm wearing aren't meant for this—but Angel pulls me forward at his pace. We crest the small hill and then descend the other side. The brick walls are taller with each step until finally they tower above us. The corners of a building that was once at least two-stories tall.

"Angel, you're talking like there's a chance for something between us."

He stops at the base of the wall and swings to face me. A grin spreads across his face, and the corners of his eyes wrinkle. "More than a chance, mi espada bonita—my beautiful blade." He drags a fingernail like a knife across the palm of my hand. I bite my lip and look away as I'm reminded of what I tried to do to him. "You're mine now. Mine to take care of." He pulls my hand to his mouth and kisses the line he just drew across it. "Mine to enjoy. Mine to love."

I shake my head and open my mouth to protest, but he leans in and kisses me before I can say anything. When his lips press against mine, the heat pours into me, and I forget any objection that I could have made. I'm sure there are plenty. Hundreds of reasons why we could never work. Why this is a terrible idea for both of us. But right now, my toes are curling as they try to find some hold in the ground, and I throw my arms around his neck.

He spins us and slams my back against the wall. He's not trying to be gentle, and I could never want him to be. He lifts the bottom of my dress and hooks his fingers in the waistband of my panties. There's no pause before he rips them down. I feel the slinky material drop around my ankles. Then he pushes me. I grunt as my ass hits the cold earth, but neither of us takes our lips off the other. I straighten my legs. Fall back. Then wrap them around his waist. Clutching him against me. His hard cock presses against mine, and I wriggle my hips.

"Such a naughty girl. What should I do with you?"

My mind fills with a list of all the things I want him to do with me, but before I can tell him anything, he flips me onto my stomach. His weight pressing down on me takes away my breath as his cock explores the crack of my ass. Feeling that cock inside me shoots to the top of the list, and then it erases everything below it.

When Angel lifts off me with a frustrated growl and I hear his zipper ripping open, I know he must feel the same. I feel his weight shift from the left to the right, but then he's back on me. Pressing. Parting.

"Oh my God." I have to bite my tongue to keep from screaming as he pushes into me. He doesn't wait for me to relax. He just thrusts into me, forcing my asshole to spread. Forcing my insides to take him. They sting and then burn, but then I buck my hips up against him to take even more. I want all of him right now.

"You're mine." His lips are just inches away from my ear, and it sounds like his voice is coming from inside my head. "Say it." He thrusts and then pulls back and thrusts again.

I can only moan as the pain blends with the pleasure of feeling him inside me. I squeeze the muscles of my ass around his dick, and his body tightens. He licks the side of my neck, and I roll my head.

"Say it." He pulls out of me but doesn't push back in. My body feels empty without him inside it. "Tell me that you're mine."

"Angel, please." I'm whining. I need him back inside me.

He presses down on my shoulder, and I feel his weight shift. He's sitting up. "Do you want me?" I nod my head. The damp ground smears on my cheek. "Then say it."

"I'm yours." I raise my ass, trying to find his cock, to take it back inside me, but he pushes it down.

"You're my girl, mi novia."

"Mmm, I'm your girl. Yours. Now Angel, please. Please." If I don't have him inside me soon, I'm going to melt away into this field.

"It's so fucking hot when you beg." He slams his cock back into me, and I realize that I barely had half of it before. I shriek. I have no thought about being in a park. In a field. I have no thoughts at all. Just the knowledge that I need this. I need him. And that I am somehow his.

He slams into me over and over, and each time I scream and each time something inside me breaks. As he pulls out, it rebuilds, only to break again as soon as his dick fills me. Until at last, it's completely shattered and lying in a heap beneath me. I scream out his name over and over. Then I feel him tense. His cock pulses. And I know he's filling me. I squeeze myself around him. Milking him. I want every inch of my insides to be filled with his cum. And it seems like he's more than willing to oblige me. His cock spasms again and again. But at last, he blows out a long deep breath and then collapses on top of me. His body shakes once. Then he rolls to the side.

He twists his head, and his black eyes burn through me. "Me perteneces, Jessica. Siempre." He's panting so hard I can barely make out his words. "You belong to me. Forever."

I nod. "Siempre." My lips find his, and I move so our bodies are touching. This is exactly how I want to spend forever.


EPILOGUE


Angel drives us up to the line in front of the door. There are 3 cars in front, and I watch the overworked valet's scurry to open doors and take keys.

"Are you sure about this? It seems... risky."

He pulls my hand to his mouth and kisses the back of it. "Taking risks has brought me some of the best rewards in my life." His eyes move to mine and we both freeze like that for a second. "Like this car. Can you believe I'd never owned an Aston Martin?"

I roll my eyes and pretend to pull my hand away, knowing that he would tighten his grip and never let me go.

"And then there's you. The best risk I've ever taken."

He closes his eyes and moves closer to me. I wait until I feel his breath against my cheek, then I take a deep inhale of his warm vanilla scent. Even two years later, just smelling it makes my toes curl up in my thousand dollar pumps. When I can't take any more, I lean forward just a few inches. Just enough that our lips touch. My body tingles as the wave of electricity rolls through it. It sweeps all other thoughts and sensations away until there's only us. It's just like our first time in that field.

Without a thought, my hands press against his chest. I can feel his heartbeat in my palm. The thump-thump speeds up as I drop one hand to his stomach. Down toward his cock that I know is burning for me right now. Just like I'm burning. "What if we skip this? No one would ever know."

"You think Matteo De Carillo, the man who notices everything, wouldn't notice that his underboss didn't show up?" He bites my lip and tugs at it until I slap him away. He's going to ruin my lipstick. "Or that his underboss's beautiful wife didn't show up? That's what he would really notice because every single man in that room is going to notice as soon as you walk in. Some of the women too." He cups my breasts and even through the sequined bodice, I feel his heat move into me. I squirm against the back of my seat.

"But that's the problem. I don't know if it's such a good idea for me to be noticed."

"Matteo says it's fine, and he would never—" A knock makes me jump and makes Angel freeze in the middle of his sentence. The valet. My eyes dart out the windshield. The cars in front of us are gone. It makes me smile to think that the valet got so tired of waiting that he knocked on my window. "Trust me, mi espada."

I nod and open my door. Angel is at my side before I even get out of the car. There are ten steps into the museum. My heart beats harder and louder with each one. When we get to the top, I squeeze Angel's hand, and he comes to a stop beside me. We just look at each other. My face conveying my doubts and his look assuring me that it's all going to be fine.

It's a look I've gotten used to over the years. One that I've counted on over and over. The first time he took me to meet his boss. Laying in the pre-op area waiting for my surgery to begin. As I held his hands at the altar in front of all those people. Each time, it just took one look from him to know that everything was going to be fine. I blow out a deep breath and my pulse slows. I can face anything as long as he's beside me. We walk hand in hand through the wide doors.

The lobby takes my breath away. Marble walls that seem to rise to nothing but are really holding up a glass ceiling. I can see the light of stars pin-pricking the ceiling, mixed with tiny twinkling white lights. Manmade mixed with the natural, blending almost perfectly.

I look down when I feel Angel pull just a little on my hand. He's staring at me. His eyes asking if I'm ready. I smile, and we walk toward a group of people huddled near a door to our left.

As we make our way around the room, our hands never leave each other's. And I come to rely on his firm grip telling me that everything is going to be fine. But even with my hand in his, my breath catches and my body goes rigid when I see Detective Williams.

I almost don't recognize her at first. She looks so different in a red gown instead of the dark shirt and black pants she was wearing the last time I saw her. She's wearing makeup today too. Without it, she looks so plain, but tonight she's pretty enough to catch eyes. And she catches mine.

I'm not sure if I'm walking in her direction or if she's walking in mine. I just know that somehow we're getting closer. My eyes are stuck in place. I can't even blink. This is exactly what I was worried about.

It's fine that Matteo wanted to host this fundraiser for police charities. I understand that it's his way of flexing his muscles, showing the police that he is not only untouchable but that they will bend over backward to accept even a few drops from his cup. But to specifically invite me? He obviously knows my history, and I know he would never willingly put me in any danger. But I can't help the feeling that I'm just another one of the pieces he's showing off tonight to let everyone know how powerful he is. And with each step closer, it's about to blow up.

"Ahh, Detective Williams, you look fantastic in that dress." Angel smiles at her as his hand tightens around mine. He circles a finger around one of my knuckles, and I focus on that as I try to clear my mind and face.

"Mr. Garcia. Your boss really knows how to throw a party." She gives a cursory glance around the room before she looks back at him.

Angel smiles. "The key is to surround yourself with beautiful things. As an art dealer, there's never any shortage of those."

Her eyes turn to me, and she looks me up and down. I hope she doesn't notice my trembling or the much too rapid beating of my heart. "Speaking of beautiful things, I don't believe we've met." She extends her hand toward me, but I just stare at it until Angel squeezes my hand.

"This is my wife, Jessica. In my opinion, the most beautiful thing in the room."

I take her hand and give it a brief shake, needing to get away from her touch as soon as possible. I try to reassure myself. There's no way she could ever know. It's been two years, and she's only seen me twice. I'm practically a different person. No, after the breast implants and vaginoplasty and facial feminization surgeries, I am a different person. I'm finally me for the first time in my life, and she's never met me before.

Her eyebrows quirk up. "As much as it pains me to admit, Mr. Garcia, I think I might actually agree with you. Jessica, you are stunning. It's a pleasure to meet you."

I form my lips up into something that I hope is a smile. "Thank you." I don't know if the words are even audible, but I'm grateful I can get them out at all.

The detective's eyes hold on mine, and I force myself to hold her gaze. Despite the fear rising in my belly—the certainty that she recognizes me and is going to arrest me for faking my own death—I stare back at her. I blink away the tears that threaten me. I won't look away.

But finally, she does. When she looks back at Angel, the 1000 degree spotlight goes away. A chill runs through me in its absence.

"If you two will excuse me," she says, "I promised my boss that I would put in an appearance and make the rounds. Then I'm out of here. This isn't exactly a crowd I want to associate with. I look forward to seeing you again under very different circumstances, Mr. Garcia."

Angel's lip curls up. "Be very careful what you wish for, detective." He winks and turns to me. As soon as his eyes lock onto mine, everything else goes away. I'm only vaguely aware of Detective Williams leaving us alone in the middle of the room. "I told you everything would be fine."

He's smiling now. His real smile, and I get lost in that dimple. My body is still shaking, and I need to cry just to release all the tension. But I know I can't. Instead, I throw my arms around him and pull him as tight as I can.

"That case is over and done with. They aren't even looking for Henry anymore, let alone a beautiful woman who bears only the slightest resemblance to him. Besides, you're mine, and I would never let anything bad happen to my girl."

I purr into his chest. "Say that again."

He lifts my chin with a finger until I'm looking into his black eyes. "You are my girl."


TEACHING THE PROFESSOR

RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION




CHAPTER ONE



"Anyone?"

I turn away from the screen and look out over the room. It's bright and warm today. The silver sunlight bounces wildly off the off-white walls, and the warm breeze ruffles my papers across the old wood desk every few minutes. The day fills me with energy, but it looks like I'm the only one. Half the students have their heads down on their desks, the others are staring blankly out the windows. The swinging green buds on the trees that scratch against the side of the brick building must be more interesting than one of the most foundational economic theories of modern life.

"We've already got three of the four. Exports, business investment, government spending. Just one more." Even the normally reliable front row has abandoned me, and that's what makes me the most angry. There's an implicit contract between professor and front-row student. When everyone else in the class abandons us, we can count on you. You'll raise your hand even when no one else does. Is there a termination clause that voids that contract if the temperature rises above 75 in early spring? "It's the easy one. Oh, what must Keynes be thinking?" I try to be over-the-top dramatic in the way I ask it, but there's not even a snicker.

I growl under my breath. I think about taking the stack of textbooks from my desk and dropping it on the floor in front of a sleeping student, just to see them jump at the slap it makes against the dark wood floors. But before I have time to pick a victim, I see her.

She's sitting toward the back of the classroom, but in the exact center. Her blonde hair hangs like a curtain on either side of her face. It's tucked behind her ear on the left side. She isn't wearing much makeup—just eyeliner and a light pink lip gloss—but the fact that she's wearing any makeup at all sets her apart from most of the other students. She’s also set apart because she’s actually looking at me, actually paying attention. My throat catches mid swallow when I see her eyes on mine.

I walk across the front of the room, leaving the comfort of the ancient oak desk behind as I move toward the windows. Once there, I look across the room again, but not to see if there are any raised hands. I know there won't be. I just want to see if she's still looking at me. And she is, so I pace to the other side and look again. Again, her eyes lock onto mine as soon as I look up. I feel my face go red, and I look away before she can see it.

"Household consumption is the fourth leg that makes up Keynes' idea of aggregate demand," I finally give in and answer to my own question. "It's the easy one. The one you all participate in each and every day. When you're awake, that is."

I walk back behind the desk and shuffle my papers around meaninglessly. I just need to focus on something other than her. If I think about her, then I'm going to look up at her. And if I look up at her, I don't know what I'm going to do. Nothing, Richard. You're going to do nothing because she's ten years younger than you, and there's no way she would ever be interested in anything you're thinking of.

I grunt in disgust. I remember those professors from my years in college. The ones who thought that every female student was in love with them. They were all at least 60 years old, though. I'm just 32. Too young to think like this.

"So let's just end for today. The nice weather has obviously gotten to all of us. See you back here Tuesday."

I want to laugh at the sudden clamor that erupts. How can the students who doze through the actual lecture suddenly hear every word so clearly when I say that I'm letting them out early? I smile as I look across the room. I hope it reads as friendly and not disgusted, even though it's much more the latter.

But it drops from my face entirely when I see her. I expected her to be bent over sideways and shoving textbooks into her bag like everyone else, but she's still staring at me. And when she sees that I notice her, she drags her tongue across her lower lip. It has to be a coincidence. It has to be. I turn my back to her and throw my own books and papers into my bag. I need to get out of here now.


CHAPTER TWO



I look around the white and light blue room and force myself to take deep breaths. If there was a fireplace in here, I would toss these papers into it.

I know it's an intro-level class. I keep repeating that over and over to myself. But I don't understand how so many students can misunderstand the basic premise of the text. It's right there in the chapter's name: Supply-Side Economic Theories. They just have to take one extra step to figure out what could stimulate the supply in an economy. If they would have paid attention in class last week, I even hinted at some of them during our discussion of demand-side economics.

A growl forms in the back of my throat, and I set my red pen on the desk. There has to be something I can do to get through to this group. Maybe Jason would have some ideas. He's been doing this longer than I have. Just as I pick up my phone to ask for advice and to whine to him, again, there's a knock at my door.

A wave of frustration passes through me. I'm not in the mood to deal with another person face-to-face at the moment. But these are my office hours. Maybe it's a student from Intro who has questions. Yeah right. Is there anyone in there who would actually visit me to ask for help?

"Come in." I say it loud enough that they can hear me, knowing that it probably sounds like I'm shouting.

The patinated bronze door knob squeaks just a little as whoever is outside turns it. Then they push the door open. For a second, I can't believe my eyes. I have to be imagining it. It's not until my cock goes hard that I realize it really is her. The girl from last week's class.

Her hair is tied back in a ponytail today, and she's wearing more makeup. Including a deep red lipstick that causes me to fantasize about her lips and the things that she could do with them. Her grey t-shirt stretches tight across her breasts and does nothing to hide her nipples underneath. Her red skirt might as well be a bandage, as small as it is.

"Professor?"

I draw in a sharp breath at her word. Even her voice sends a wave through me. Stop this! "Yeah, come in. Have a seat." I point to the two chairs that are immediately across from me. Normally, I would stand and walk around the desk to greet a student, but that would be a quick way to lose my job right now. And I'm not sure I could stand even if I wanted to.

She flashes a quick smile as she walks to one of the chairs. Her hips swing side to side with each step, way more than with a normal walk, and a chill rushes through me. Does she know? Is she just teasing me, tormenting me? There's a small stack of papers in the chair. She turns away from me and bends over to move them out of the way. She arches her ass up as high as it can go, and there's no doubt in my mind that she's doing this on purpose now.

I clear my throat and look away. It takes me a few seconds before I have enough saliva to open my mouth without making a sticky, sucking sound. "So, what is it that I can do for you, Miss... I'm sorry. I don't believe I even know your name."

"Sophia." She purrs out the name, and I can't help my sigh.

"So what can I do for you, Sophia?" I make the mistake of looking at her, and as soon as I do, my eyes freeze. Her legs are spread just enough to draw my eyes between them, under her skirt, and I wonder if she's wearing panties. She opens her legs just a little more, just enough that I think I'm going to get a glimpse, but then she clamps them shut. The sudden motion forces me to look up at her face.

"Tsk, tsk, Dr. Ashton."

"I... uh, I wasn't... I mean, it's not that. I just, um..."

Her sensual red lips curl up, and my cock tries to rip through my pants. "You're so cute when you're flustered. Then again, you're cute all the time, aren't you?" She leans forward and rests her forearms on my desk. She's so close I can smell her strawberry shampoo.

I push myself back from the desk, and my chair ends up sliding halfway across the room. I must look like a fool, but maybe the extra space is exactly what I need. Or maybe not. She can see all of me now. I hurry to cross my legs, but when I hear her giggle, I know it's too late.

"Looks like you feel the same way about me that I feel about you."

"No. Not at all. Just a leg spasm. It happens sometimes."

"A leg spasm?" She stands and walks around to my side of the desk. My heart has to be hammering out 200 beats per minute, and if she comes any closer, it's going to explode. I move back as far as I can, until the wall stops me, but she hops up on the corner of my desk. She makes no effort to keep her legs closed, and despite knowing better, I make no effort to look anywhere else.

"Is there something I can do for you?" I ask. My voice is dry and grating. "I mean about the class. Do you have a question about something to do with the class?"

She slides a hand up her leg, and I watch as it moves closer and closer to where I wish I could go. She stops just inches away and circles her middle finger against her inner thigh. "We're both adults. Adults should be free to act on their desires." She says it like that settles anything, like this isn't wrong no matter our ages.

"You're my student. There's still..." I have to stop and force myself to breathe. "There's still a power imbalance between us. You need to go to the other side of the desk now. Please."

She stands, and I think for a second that she understands how inappropriate this is. But when she steps closer to me, I whimper. She trails a hand across my cheek and then kneels in front of me. Her eyes turn up to mine. They're enormous and a blue I've never seen outside of a tropical ocean. And I want to throw myself into them and let the current take me wherever it will. "What if I wasn't your student? What would you do to me then?" She pulls my crossed leg down and spreads my thighs apart. Her hands slide up closer and closer, and I can't breathe, let alone answer her.

"I graduate in a couple of months," she says.

I shake my head. It doesn't matter. Until then, she's my student. Until then, she's untouchable.

"And I don't need your class to graduate. If I drop it, I wouldn't be your student anymore, would I?" Her left palm cups my balls, and I squirm against the leather seat. "What could we do then? There are lots of things I'd like to do to a special man like you." She kisses just inside my knee, but her eyes stay focused on mine the whole time.

"A special man like me?" Each word sticks in my throat and comes out as a garble of incoherent syllables.

"I'm going to drop this class right now. In the morning, I won't be your student anymore. So that means Friday evening should be perfect."

"Perfect?"

"I'll text you where I want us to meet. It'll be out of town, don't worry. Someplace where no one will know you." She kisses my thigh and then walks toward the door. When she gets to it, she looks back and her lip curls up.

I need to stop her. To tell her no. But I can't make a sound as I watch her turn her back to me and flounce out the door, leaving it open so I can watch her move all the way down the hall.


CHAPTER THREE



What the fuck am I doing? I ask myself the question for what has to be the hundredth time since I've pulled into the parking lot. And every time it has the same answer. I don't know what I'm doing. I close my eyes and blow out a long breath. It fogs up the window.

Sophia really did drop my class. I got a notification from the registrar's office the next morning. So this isn't technically violating any ethics code at the university. But just because it doesn't violate an official policy doesn't mean that my peers would approve. It doesn't make this right.

But I haven't been able to stop thinking about her since she came into my office. All week. Every time I saw a student on campus, every flash of blonde hair, I would turn my head. Is it her? But it never was. And even though I knew she'd dropped my class, I kept waiting for her at the lecture yesterday. Maybe she would come in anyhow. But she didn't. I had just about convinced myself that it was all in my imagination when I got the text.

Unknown: Rodger's Inn in Fairbrooke. I have reservations for two at 7:30pm tomorrow. I look forward to getting to know the real you.

She closed the text with a smiling, winking emoji, and I don't know how many times I stared at that yellow cartoon face.

It's 7:25pm now. I've been sitting here ten minutes with no sign of her, and I debate whether I should go inside. Maybe she's already here. But when a red Honda pulls into the lot, I just know that has to be her. I don't take my eyes from the driver’s door, and there she is.

She's curled her hair into loose waves today, and they fall around the shoulders of the beige wool coat she's wearing. I can't see anything else other than her legs—God, they seem to go on forever—and the strappy black heels on her feet. She has to be freezing, but she stands beside her car scanning the parking lot. I slap my cheeks twice and push open my door.

"Sophia," I call out to her when I'm just a few parking spaces away. Snowflakes dance in the air between us.

She whips her head around, and the way her hair flies out into a wider circle and then settles back into place mesmerizes me. Her smile takes up her entire face. "Dr. Ashton, I was afraid you'd be too scared to come."

I spin around, looking for anyone who might have overheard her. There's no one, but that doesn't stop my heart from racing. "Don't call me that!" The words are more brusque than I intend, so I make sure to smile. "Please. Just call me Richard."

She runs a hand down my arm. "I suppose that will work for now, Richard." It looks like she winks as her fingers find mine, and she squeezes. "Shall we?"

"I'm not sure this is a good idea."

"Richard, it's fine. I'm not your student anymore, so there's nothing anyone can say."

That is certainly not true, but it's not what I mean. "It's the weather. We're supposed to have a snowstorm." I look up at the low clouds like they might reveal their secrets to me.

"It's spring."

"It's spring in the Midwest. Winter always has one last dying gasp for us."

She just shrugs her shoulders and tugs me toward the restaurant. It's a white colonial style building with dark green shutters on the windows. The doors are the same green with shiny brass knobs that seem original. She pulls one open and then steps to the side, giving me room to go through. I blush at the idea of anyone, let alone her holding a door open for me. She's at least 6 inches shorter and 50 pounds lighter than me. But I go through anyway.

"We should at least hurry," I say as I walk toward the server's station.

Sophia ignores me as she walks beside me and smiles at the woman behind the wood stand. "Williams," she tells her, and the woman gives a slight nod and leads us into the restaurant.

She takes us to a table along an inside wall. When we get there, I wonder if I should pull Sophia's chair out for her. Is that something people do these days? Is that something people still did even when I was her age? Is this that kind of date? But before I can answer any of the questions, she's already sitting and looking up at me. I slide my chair out and drop onto it. As soon as I do, I feel her foot slide against my calf. I freeze and stare at her.

"I don't care about the weather," she says. "We're not hurrying. I am going to enjoy every second of tonight without a thought of anything else. And I think you want to do the same."

I ball my hands into fists and look down at them. I shouldn't be here, I tell myself. But I am. I take a deep breath and force myself to smile across the table at her. "Are you sure about this?"

"Does it seem like I'm not sure?" She scoots down in her seat, but I only wonder why for a few seconds. Then I gasp as her foot slides between my legs to my cock.

"Sophia..."

"Richard." When she curls her toes, I realize that she's slipped off her shoe. "I'm not blind. I know how much you want me. I can feel how much you want me." Her big toe circles around the head of my erect dick, and I have to close my eyes.

A quiet cough to my left causes me to sit up. "Are you two ready, or do you need a minute?"

"We'll start with the oysters and a sauvignon blanc, please." Sophia answers her without taking her eyes from me. Without taking her foot from me. "Then the prime rib for both of us. Medium rare?" She arches her eyebrow, asking me if that's okay. I just nod. "Yes, medium rare, and a bottle of malbec with that."

I stare across the table until the server leaves. "Ordering for me?"

Her lip quirks up. "I like taking charge. And I've always wanted to try oysters. To see if what people say about them is true."

I feel the heat rise to my cheeks, and I clamp my legs together. I intend it to shut her out, but it does the opposite. It traps her foot against me, and she wriggles her toes, sending me writhing against the back of my chair. "We can't." I pant out the words. "Just dinner. That's all."

She whines, but when I loosen my legs, she lets her foot drop. I watch under the table as she slides it back into her shoe. "That's all for now. No promises about what happens after dinner." She lifts her leg and fastens the strap across her ankle. My gaze follows up between her thighs. It's hidden behind the tabletop, but I wonder what I would see if it weren't.
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I'm barely aware of the dinner. My mind can't process anything other than the stunning woman sitting across from me. I know the server brings the oysters. I know Sophia looks up at me through her thick, black eyelashes as she slurps the first one down. Her hand slides under the table, and I assume she's reaching for her napkin. But when her breaths turn shallow after a few seconds, I know she was reaching for something else. She smiles when she sees the look on my face and brings her hand back to the table. Sliding it across the white tablecloth, she runs a finger across my knuckles. My jaw drops open, and she winks.

I gape at her until the server sets the plates of prime rib in front of us. Without a thought, I lift my knife and fork and cut across the tender beef. Each stroke of my knife draws out more moisture until there's a pink pool puddled under the meat. I run a finger through it and bring it to my lips, staring at Sophia. Her face turns red as I suck the juices from my fingertip. With a final kiss, I look down and take up my fork again. Her foot finds my leg again, and I look at her. "Just dinner," I remind her.

She shakes her head and stands up, sauntering to my side of the table, where she takes my hand. "I'm done with dinner."

I look at our plates. Neither of us has eaten even half the food. But when she jerks on my hand, I stand up. With my free hand, I reach behind me for my wallet. I let go of her just long enough to take out several bills and toss them on the table. Then I let her lead me to the entrance.

Just before we head outside, I stop to put my coat on. "Sophia, we shouldn't do this."

"Why do you care so much about what we should or shouldn't do?"

"It's just not right."

She huffs, but before I know what to do, she presses against me and her lips find mine. I don't know how long I stand there frozen, but then I wrap my arms around her and pull her even tighter. My cock presses into her belly, and I should be embarrassed. But I'm not. All I can think about is how much I want this girl.

When she takes a step back, my hand finds hers, and we walk outside. I'm so surprised by the lack of snow that I don't notice the sheen covering everything. I spin to face Sophia and take a backward step into the parking lot. "What do we do now?" I ask. Then the world falls out from under me. My feet slide straight out, and I drop. I let go of her hand just a fraction of a second before my ass hits the cold ground.

It seems like slow motion as her jaw drops and then curves up into a smile. Then she cackles so hard that she has to bend over. I sit still and confused for a few seconds. The cold seeps through my skin and into my core, and I think that it's the only thing that could tame the fire I feel right now. And then I start to laugh too. So hard that tears rise to my eyes.

Ice. There's no snow because it must have fallen as freezing rain instead. I lay back on the frozen asphalt and stare at the sky.

"Come on." She holds her hand in front of my face. "I don't think either of us is going anywhere tonight. We should get a room."

My laughter stops. She can't be serious.


CHAPTER FOUR



"Sophia, we can't."

"It doesn't seem like we have much choice." She taps the keycard against the lock and pushes open the door once it beeps and the light flashes green. "You heard the man. Only one room left."

"I could sleep in my car. Or I'll sleep on the floor in here. We can't share a bed."

She turns on me and then shoves me against the wall. She's surprisingly strong for her size. Or I'm surprisingly weak for mine. Maybe both. The door slams just as her body slams against mine. "Stop overthinking this and just enjoy it."

"You sound like my ex." I chuckle coldly. She would say almost those exact words to me. Until I went with my instincts and showed her a side of me I'd kept hidden. She never said that again after that. She'd filed for divorce instead.

"I have a surprise for you." She spins away from me and tosses her backpack onto the bed. It bounces on the pink and green floral blanket.

I swallow and walk beside her as she unzips the bag.

"Sit down and close your eyes."

I stare at her for a minute, but she doesn't even flinch. So I sit on the edge of the bed and close my eyes. As soon as I do, she rests her hand on my right shoulder and then pushes me down on the bed. Between the blackness and the sudden sensation of falling backward, my head spins.

I suck in a breath as I feel her weight on my stomach. Then she lies on top of me. Her breasts press against my chest, and I want more than anything to cup them in my hands. Just as I raise my arms to take them, I feel something smooth slide across my cheek.

"Do you like that?" she asks.

I start to open my eyes, but she quickly slaps her hand over them.

"Oh no. Eyes closed until I say. Now, answer me. Does this feel good?" She rubs the fabric against my cheek again, and it feels like all the blood in my body rushes to my penis. Like she can sense it, she scoots down on my body, just far enough that she can rub against my cock. "I'd say you do, but I want to hear it from you."

"I do. I like it."

"Good boy. Now keep your eyes closed and take off your pants."

"We shouldn't."

She clicks her tongue. "It's too late for that. We're both adults, and we both want the same thing. If you don't take those pants off of you, I will."

I nod. "No one can know."

"Don't worry. I'm very good at keeping secrets." She giggles and then rolls off me.

I keep my eyes closed and grasp at my zipper. The wine from dinner has already worn off, even though part of me wishes it hadn't. I could use the courage right now. But I want to be completely sober so I can remember every moment of this. I take just a couple of seconds to unfasten my belt and pants. Then I slide them down my legs. As I do, I feel her yank my shoes off and then my socks. When I push my pants and my briefs to my knees, she takes over and rips them down my legs.

"Such a good boy. Keep them closed." She slips something over my feet and up to my ankles. The same material she was rubbing against my cheek. My cock throbs as she moves it up my legs. But when she gets to my thighs, I gasp and throw my eyes open.

I take both of her hands in mine and look down. "What are you doing?" I stare at the black panties around my thighs.

"You told me you liked it."

"That was before I knew what it was. I can't wear those!" I try to pull them down, but she pushes against my shoulders and pins me to the mattress.

"You don't have to pretend with me. I know."

My heart stops, and I'm sure I'm going to pass out any second. There's no way. She can't know. "There's... Nothing to know. I don't like... I don't dress up."

"When I saw you walking across campus last fall, I knew. But I signed up for your class, so I could see you up close. Just to be sure. And there was no doubt once I did."

That's not possible. She can't tell just by seeing me. Rebecca would have never known if I hadn't told her. And I wish I hadn't. It only took her three months to file for divorce. Irreconcilable differences, aka who would ever want to be married to a sissy? "I don't know what you think you know, but I promise you, it's not this."

"Richard—you really need to tell me your other name if we're going to do this—you don't have to pretend with me. Do you know how hot this makes me?"

I shake my head. There's no way this could ever turn on a beautiful woman like her. Disgust? Yes. Repulse? Sure. But turn on? No. This has to be something more. A joke. Or blackmail. Is Rebecca using her for this? Is there a camera somewhere recording everything? I lift my head and search the room, but I don't see anything. "You're mistaken. I don't like wearing panties. I'm not some pervert who gets off on that."

"Hey!" Her voice is so loud that it forces me to look at her. "This does not make you a pervert. You like wearing women's clothes, so what? You know who else does? At least half the world's population. And even lots of men if they'd let themselves admit it." She reaches between her legs and takes my dick in her hand. "And don't try to tell me you don't like this. Not when I can feel the truth."

She pumps her hand up and down its length twice, and then she shimmies lower on me. This is my chance to get away from her, but I don't take it. I just watch as she pulls the panties up to my ass. When she looks up at me, I lift my lower body from the bed so she can pull them the rest of the way. I'm so ashamed of myself for giving in to her, but the material feels so wonderful around my cock.

"Those aren't the only things I brought for you. I want you to go all the way for me."

"Sophia."

She snorts. "You're a broken record. You're going to do exactly what I say tonight. Stop questioning everything and just let yourself go."

She kisses my dick through the silky material and slides off the bed. I watch as she opens her backpack and pulls out a pair of stockings. I can't help the moan that falls from my lips, and she looks at me. Her lips curled and her eyebrows raised. "I knew you'd like this. Now, lay back."

I let my shoulders fall back to the mattress, but I watch her as she bunches the fabric and then slips it over my toes. I should have shaved. I giggle as soon as the thought pops into my head, and she stops for a second to grin at me before she turns her attention back to my legs. She starts with my left, sliding the material up higher and higher. Past my calf and my knee. Up to the middle of my thigh. And when it's pulled taut, she kisses along its band and then lowers herself to do the other one.

With each inch higher, my cock expands until, at last, it feels like it's going to explode. "Sophia, I think I need—"

"Shh. I know exactly what you need, and I'm going to make sure you get it. Just be a good girl and let me take care of you tonight."

I bite my lower lip so hard that I wouldn't be surprised if I drew blood, and then I let my head fall back onto the blanket. I wiggle my hips just a little, hoping to create enough friction between the panties and my cock to give me the relief that I so desperately need.

But when Sophia notices what I'm doing, she flicks a finger against my penis. "Bad girl. You'll come when I tell you. Not a second before. Do you understand me?" I just whine, so she reaches under the waistband of the panties and wraps her hand around my cock. At first, I think she's going to jack me off, but then she squeezes. Hard. And I bolt up. Her blue eyes are dancing with flames. "You will control yourself, young lady. Do you understand? Answer me."

She squeezes even harder, and I wince. All thought of coming is wiped from my mind now. "Yes, I understand."

"Good girl." She smiles as she lets go, and I blow out the breath that I didn't realize I was holding. "Now that I know your secret, I think it's only fair that you know mine." She scoots off the foot of the bed. Her eyes stay locked on mine as she stands and then reaches for the bottom of her skintight black dress. It's so short that she doesn't have to reach far. She teases it up her body, showing me first the red lace panties that she's wearing. Then the inward curve from her hips to her waist. Then her bra, red lace just like her panties and holding the most wonderful breasts that I've ever seen. My mouth waters as I think about sucking on the delicious nipples hidden in those cups.

When her dress is off, she flings it against the wall and reaches behind her to unhook her bra. Her breasts bounce a little as they come free, and my cock is just as hard and pleading as it was when she was on top of me. I start to rub myself through the panties, but then I remember her words, and I stop.

Like she can read my mind, she smiles and then turns her back to me. She slowly lowers the panties down her legs. An inch at a time. I moan when I see her firm, round ass cheeks, and I follow the red material down her thighs, all the way to her ankles. When she lets the panties fall pooled on the floor, she steps out of them. I watch her shoulders rise as she takes a deep breath. "Are you ready?"

Fuck, I've never been more ready in my entire life. "Yes. Yes, yes, yes." If I don't have her now, my cock is going to spray its cum all over these panties, whether I want it to or not.

She turns slowly, and my body tingles as I imagine the wet pussy that is soon going to be cradling my dick. But when she faces me, my jaw drops open.

"See? We're not really so different," she purrs as she lowers a hand to the massive cock hanging between her legs.


CHAPTER FIVE



It seems like everything except Sophia is frozen as she walks toward me, her cock bouncing with each step. I couldn't take my eyes off it if I wanted to. How has that been hidden in her panties this whole time? 

By the time she gets to the bed, I realize I've been moving too. I'm on my hands and knees. My head is hanging over the side to get as close as possible. She stops just inches away, and I slowly reach out a hand. Is it even real? I touch it gently at first, with just the barest tip of a finger, like even a slight bump might cause it to explode. But then I wrap my entire hand around it. The warmth flows into my palm. I squeeze it and look up into Sophia's eyes. "How?"

She laughs, and it makes me laugh too. "Sometimes girls are born with a little something extra."

There's nothing little about this extra. "I know. I didn't mean it like that."

"Then what did you mean?"

That's the question. What did I mean? How does she keep it tucked in her panties? How can someone be so gorgeous and still have this between their legs? How can I take it? I open my hand and move away at that last thought. No. I don't want that. Do I? I've never done anything like that before. Never thought about it. I'm not gay.

She sits on the bed, so close to the edge it's a wonder she doesn't slide off, and takes my hand. "Tell me what you're thinking."

"I can't do this. I'm not... that way."

"That way?" She sneers. "But it's okay. I don't expect you to do anything with me. I just wanted to show you that I understand, even if we are different. Now, I want you on your back for me." It's amazing how quickly her voice goes from cloud soft to steel in just one breath.

She releases my hand, and I scoot back and roll over. As I do, I stare at the enormous erection sticking straight out from her crotch. It sends a shiver through me. There's no way I could ever take that inside me. Never.

"That's my girl." She thrusts my legs apart and climbs between them. Rocking back on her heels, she stares up at me, and the look on her face makes all the moisture in my mouth evaporate. She tickles a finger along the inside of my right calf. Then my left. 

The feeling reminds me of my own cock. I was nearly blinded to it in the light of her revelation, but now all of my attention turns back to it. "Sophia, I need—"

"Shh, I know exactly what you need." She circles a finger around my stocking-clad kneecap, and I think to myself that she obviously doesn't know. But then she lowers herself to me. With one firm yank, she pulls my panties to the side, and my cock leaps free. Her lips fall on it. Kissing the tip. Then she swirls her tongue around the head. Over and over. 

I arch my back and bury my head into the pillows as she finally opens and takes me into her warm and wet mouth. I feel a thin bead of saliva run down the side of my dick, and just that is nearly enough to put me over the edge. "I don't know how long I can hold out." I try to squeeze my pelvic muscles. To hold the wave back. But the breakwater is crumbling with each movement of her tongue.

"Don't hold back. Come for me. Fill me." She moves up and down faster than I would have thought possible. Sucking each time she pulls back, flicking her tongue along my underside as she lowers herself onto me.

And it's just a couple of seconds later when my entire body tenses. Every muscle spasms at the same time, and I coil the blanket so tight in my fists that I know housekeeping will never be able to iron out the wrinkles. My cock bursts, and she slurps down every single drop that I can give her until we both lie on the bed exhausted.

"Oh my God, Sophia."

"You've never come like that before." She knows without me having to tell her.

When she slides up against my side, I assume that she wants to cuddle, so I wrap an arm around her. But then she raises her head and looks down at me. "I want you to know what you taste like."

"What—"

She wipes a finger under her lower lip and then slides it into my mouth. The saltiness batters me right away, and I turn my head. But she doesn't pull out. "Suck my finger clean."

I wince but then think that it isn't so bad. The initial revulsion passes over me, and I turn to face her. Her finger still hangs from my mouth as I close my lips around it. I suck so hard that it caves in my cheeks, and she pulls out with a pop.

"Such a good girl. Is that your first time?"

I nod.

"You'll get used to the taste." She settles back on the bed and pulls my arm tighter around her.

"Sophia, there's nothing to get used to. This isn't... I'm not going to..."

She purrs as she nuzzles her cheek against my side. "I know, girl." She rests her hand on my belly and takes a deep breath. I do the same, and it's not long before I fall asleep.


CHAPTER SIX



When I wake up, Sophia is still asleep and curled up on the other side of the bed. As soon as I see her, I remember what I'm wearing and a wave of nausea blasts through my stomach. What the fuck did I do? I sneak off the bed, hoping I don't wake her, and rip the clothes off. I barely even get my shoes on before I'm out the door. I look back once. Her lips are parted just a little, her lipstick smeared around them, but her eyes are still closed. I watch her chest rise and fall a couple of times and then close the door with barely a sound.

The parking lot is still shiny, but after a few tentative steps, I realize it's just wet. I hurry to my car and drive home.
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Sophia: Are you really ghosting me after what we did? After what I showed you?

I set my phone face down. It's the third message from her in the last two days. I don't mean to ignore them, but I don't know what to say. No, that's not true. I know exactly what to say. I'm sorry, but I'm a professor, and you're a student. We can never act on our desires. But saying it seems like burning a bridge that my body desperately wants to cross again and again and again. But I can't let it. I have to stay on my shore.

I do my best to throw myself into my work. I have three papers I'm in the process of writing, plus a full load of courses to teach. But she's always there in the back of my mind through it all. Every time I close my eyes at night, I see her, taking off her panties and turning. Showing me what she has hidden away from the world. For just a flash, there was a vulnerability on her face. I didn't notice it then. And maybe I'm even imagining it now. But there was a look of pleading, begging me to accept her as she is, before she wiped it away and walked confidently toward me. And now, I'm living up to her worst expectations.

Thursday, I'm in the middle of a class discussion about Federal Reserve policy. This is a 300-level class, and it always amazes me the difference in discourse between this and my intro classes. Maharani is playing the role of devil's advocate and arguing for the continuance of low intra-bank interest rates even as the price of consumer goods is soaring when something at the door catches my eye. I glance up but then turn right away. It's her.

I try to hold my back to her, but there's something magnetic about her presence. My body rotates on its own until I'm facing her again. I nod at Maharani while I flick my eyes up to the door. And in just that split second, I see enough to make my entire body go stiff. Her left arm is extended above her head, and she's holding a pair of pink panties. They dangle from her fingers like she could let them drop at any second. I swallow so hard that two students in the front row look up at me. Oh fuck! What if someone else sees her?

"So that's, uh, that's always the fine line that members of the Reserve Board have to, um... have to weigh." I scan the room as I speak, praying that no one else is looking. But Holly is. I freeze in place as I watch her turn from Sophia toward me. Then she shrugs her shoulders and shakes her head before looking back at the book spread on the table in front of her. I blow out a breath and look toward the door. Sophia is gone.

As soon as I get back to my office, I take the phone from my pocket. I'm so furious I'm shaking.

Me: What the hell were you thinking?

I hit send and see the three dots bubble up and then disappear. This happens twice, and I don't take my eyes off the screen until her message pops up.

Sophia: It got your attention, didn't it? Meet me tonight at my apartment. My roommate is staying with her boyfriend for the weekend, so it'll just be me. All lonely and needing my girl to keep me company.

I grip my phone so hard it's a wonder it doesn't snap. She can't honestly expect me to go to her apartment. A professor visiting a student on a Thursday evening? There are so many ways that could go wrong that I shouldn't have to explain them to her. And I don't. I slam the phone down on the stack of ungraded essays. The soft thud isn't nearly as satisfying as I wish it would be.

My last class ends at 4pm, and I walk directly to my car. Anyone watching would think that there's an emergency. Or that I'm running from someone. And I guess I am. I don't know her schedule—I don't know where she might be—so I have to get off campus as soon as possible.

I blow out a long relieved breath as soon as I pull into my garage, but even here, I don't take any chances. I close the door behind me before I get out of the car. When I'm inside, I toss my bag onto the sofa and let my body collapse next to it. I know she'll text me. She might even try to call. So I turn off my phone. She has to learn that this is inappropriate. This isn't what I want.

That evening I try to grade essays. I try to finish the literature review for the draft paper I'm presenting this summer at the conference in San Francisco. I try to just watch a movie with a bowl of popcorn nestled in my lap. But nothing can distract me from her. I glance at the clock every ten minutes. And each time, I wonder what she's doing. What she's wearing. What I would wear if I were at her apartment. Each time I force my eyes closed and shake my head side to side so hard that it gives me a headache. But I can't stop the thoughts.

Not even sleep can still my mind. I just lie in bed and think of her. And in the quiet dark of my bedroom, on my back, there's nothing to stop my hand from wandering underneath the satin nightie I'm wearing. Nothing to stop it from stroking against my hard dick encased in the silky black panties I slipped into. There isn't anything to stop my mind from picturing her cock and wondering what it might taste like when I press my lips to it and suck in the drop of pre-cum that's threatening to spill to the floor if I don't take it first. My body tenses, and I release my cum into my panties, disgusted that I let myself make such a mess. Sickened that I let myself fantasize about her. I roll over onto my stomach without cleaning myself.

The next morning, I get to my office at 8:30am. My office hours don't start for another hour-and-a-half, but I need to look through a book that I forgot to take home with me last night. And this will give me a chance to load up on coffee so I can be awake on the off-chance that a student actually shows up.

I'm only there for 15 minutes, barely enough time to start my second cup, when there's a knock at my door. I roll my eyes. It has to be Jerome reminding me of the department potluck on Sunday. If I weren't up for tenure next year, there's no way I'd go to it. I don't care if he is the department chair. But for the next 12 months, I have to do everything I can to kiss his ass.

The door swings open before I say a word and then slams closed. It's her.

"Since you didn't come to my place last night, I thought maybe I could help you come here." She tosses something at me. Without thinking, I reach for it. The same pink panties she was holding outside my classroom door yesterday.

"Sophia, no. This is too much. I hoped that you could take the hint. I really don't want to hurt you."

"You don't want to hurt me? Then how about you don't ignore me all week long until I force you to pay attention to me by showing up at your class?"

"And that," I say, "was extremely inappropriate. Do you know how many people could have seen you there? How many people could have gotten suspicious because of that? I don't want to see you again. I'm sorry."

She walks around the desk, but I force myself to hold my ground as she rounds the corner and stares at me. "Are you sure you don't want to? I think you do. I think you're just scared."

Yes, I'm scared. I had sex with a student. While I was wearing panties and stockings. And here she is in my office with another pair for me. Who wouldn't be scared of what might happen if someone finds out? "Sophia, you're a lovely woman. You really are, and any man would be lucky to have you. But—"

"Jesus Christ, are you kidding me? You're that much of a coward that you would turn this down when I'm practically begging you?" She runs a hand down her breasts and to her waist, and my cock stirs against my will. "I thought you were different. That we could have something special together. Tell me I was wrong, and I'll leave and never contact you again."

The grey collar of my button-down shirt is suddenly too tight no matter how much I tug at it. I shake my head.

"Say the words. Say that I was wrong about us. Wrong about you."

I bite the side of my tongue. "You were wrong." I spin my chair toward my computer. If I look at her, my eyes would give away my lie.

"Unbelievable. You spineless shit." Each of her steps thunders as she stomps to the door and slams it behind her. I sit still, unable to even breathe until I'm sure she's gone. Then I spin around to where she was. I just want to take in one last whiff of her strawberry scent. And that's when I see the pink bag lying on the floor.


CHAPTER SEVEN



The pink bag sits on my dining room table, staring at me every day for over a week. Whenever I walk by, a part of me wants to open it, and that part of me grows bigger each day until today. Today, I can't stand it anymore.

My heart pounds as I turn the bag sideways and let the contents slip out onto the polished wood. A red negligee, white floral tights and the pink panties that she tormented me with. I pick them up, and without even thinking, I rub them against my cheek. The smooth fabric catches against my week-old stubble. What is wrong with me? My legs buckle, and I tumble onto the dining room chair. Isn't it enough that I ruined my marriage with this? Now I want to ruin my career too?

I toss the panties down, but I can't stop looking at the collection of fabrics on my table. I can't stop the thrumming inside that insists I try them on. Just to see what they feel like. There's no harm in that. I've already ended things with Sophia. I made a mistake one night, but I rectified it. This can be a sort of reward for doing the right thing, as hard as it was.

I wad the clothes up tight in my fist and take them up the stairs to my bedroom, where I set them on the bed and walk around, making sure the blinds are drawn tight on both windows. Once they are, I strip out of the men's sweats and t-shirt I'm wearing, and I pick up the panties. The fabric glides effortlessly up my legs and into place around my cock. I whimper and fight the temptation to look in the mirror. Not yet. I only want to see the final product.

The tights feel like a cool, northern breeze against my skin as I pull them on. The hairs on my arms stand up, and a tingle spreads across my shoulders and winds through to my belly. I can't help running my hands up and down my legs, closing my eyes as I feel the slippery nylon. I could be happy like this. I don't need anyone else. Just me. Just this.

I force myself to stand so I can slip the negligee over my head. The neckline plunges to show cleavage I don't have, and the lace trim is delicate against my flat chest. This feels more luxurious than anything I've ever worn, and I wonder where she got it and how much it cost. It wouldn't surprise me to see that it's real silk. I sweep my arms along my sides as I walk to the mirror. When I see myself, my breath catches. This outfit is so pretty. I'm so pretty in it. And I have no one to show it off to.

That's not true. The voice comes awake before I can stop it. There is one person who I can allow to see this side of me. But she's one person who I can never have. I walk to the bed and lay down, settling into a position where I can see myself in the mirror, and I reach between my legs. As hard as my cock is, this won't take long. I move my hand up and down its length. Through the fabric of the panties at first, then under it. But no matter what I do, relief never comes. I press harder. I try squeezing, but there's nothing. And every time I close my eyes, I think of her. I wonder what she would say if she saw me dressed like this. Would one more time hurt? I take my phone from the nightstand and text her.
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The next evening, I'm sitting in the parking lot of Rodger's Inn. Two weeks ago, I was sitting in almost the same parking spot. My heart was thumping just as hard then as it is now. And seeing Sophia pull into the lot does the same things to my body that it did that night. The only difference is that the weather is clear and warm now. And I already made a reservation at the hotel for after dinner.

"Hello beautiful," she says to me as she walks up to my car door, and I chuckle under my breath. I'm wearing black pants and a dark red button-down. Nothing beautiful about it. Not unless she can see the white tights that I'm wearing under it all.

"Hey, yourself."

"What do you think are the odds of getting the same table with the same server this week?" Her smile sends a bolt of electricity through my spine.

I stare at her. Looking out over the choppy ocean from the cliff I'm about to dive from. "I'm not really that hungry. What do you think about skipping dinner altogether?"

Sophia's eyes go wide, then her grin spreads to match. "Are you sure? Just a week ago, you were adamant about—"

"I've thought a lot about it since then. You graduate in a little over a month. Once you do, we're just two adults who like to spend time together, right?"

She takes the two steps toward me and puts her hands on my chest. I'm sure that she can feel my heart beating through its walls. "Right. And until then, we can keep things quiet. Meet out of town just like we are tonight. No one has to know."

"No one will ever know," I say. "Not until we're ready to tell them."

She nods her head, and I take her hand, lacing my fingers through hers and guiding her to the hotel entrance. The same man is working behind the counter, but if he remembers us, he gives no sign. He barely even acknowledges us as he slides the keycard across the counter.

With each step closer to the room, more adrenaline courses through my system, and by the time we get to the door, I'm shaking so badly that I can't get the keycard to work.

"You don't have to be nervous." Sophia puts her hand on mine and holds it steady against the reader.

"I'm not nervous. Just craving this so incredibly much. I haven't been able to stop thinking about you since our first night. Every time I closed my eyes, you would be right there."

She lifts my hand to her mouth and kisses each of my fingers. "Well, you've got the real thing tonight. So you can keep your eyes open and take me all in." Her words are almost a growl, and just a few days ago, they would have been intimidating to me.

"Oh, I plan on it." I push the door open and pull her in with me.

The room is different, but there are no real differences. It's the same furniture. The same bed. The same blanket. She walks to it and sits on the edge.

"I don't know what, but I can tell you're wearing a surprise for me under those yucky boy clothes. Let me see." She spreads her legs and slides a hand under her dress while she stares at me.

My cheeks flush as I unbutton my shirt. I get through the top four buttons without a problem, but then the next one seems to be stuck. I try over and over to slip it through the hole, but it won't budge. "Fuck it." Too impatient to wait, I rip it off. And I do the same with the buttons below it. I don't even try to unfasten them. I don't want a single unnecessary second to pass before Sophia can see me. Before I can touch her.

I drop the dark red shirt to the floor and then lift the white undershirt above my head. As I do, Sophia purrs. I look at her just as she runs her tongue along her painted pink lips, and my mouth curls up. Just wait until she sees it all.

I kick off my shoes and rip my pants and socks off in just a couple of movements. Sophia gasps as I stand in front of her. I'm wearing the white tights that she bought for me, but over those, I have on a pink teddy that I bought 3 years ago. I hoped that I could wear it for Rebecca one day, that maybe she could wear one that matched it. But that dream shattered when I told her about me, and this teddy has sat unused in the back of my bottom dresser drawer since then.

"I'm not calling you Richard when you're dressed like that. What name do you use?"

I take a step closer to her, but then I stop. I've never used any name. Every time I dress, it's always just me. There's never been a need for a name.

She must see my hesitation. "Oh, you don't have one? This is perfect. What do you think about Raven?"

"Raven? For my name?"

Sophia closes the distance between us and runs her fingers through my hair. "More of a nickname. It's what your black hair reminds me of. And last time you were like a raven with all the nevermores you kept saying."

I blush and look away, but she pushes her palm against my cheek and forces me to look at her again. "I thought it was cute," she says. "A little annoying, but cute. But we're past that now, aren't we?"

I don't try to stop the smile on my lips. "Yes, nevermore will I be the nevermore girl."

Sophia rolls her eyes. "And nevermore with the cheesy dad jokes."

She kisses me before I can promise her no more cheesy jokes, and her lips are like holding a live wire to my skull. The entire room buzzes around me, and I'm so lightheaded I have to move to the bed before I fall down. When I do, she presses on top of me, and slides a finger along the elastic band running between my legs.

"You look so gorgeous, but I think this is going to be a problem."

I put my hands on the outside of her shoulders and flip her on to the bed. "It might be later, but for now, it's fine." I lift up her skirt and hook my fingers on the waistband of her panties.

Before I can pull them down, she puts her hands on mine and stops me. "Are you sure? Last time you didn't seem so—"

"Last time, I was confused. I've had a lot of time to think about this since then. To fantasize about it."

She nods and lifts her hands from mine. As soon as she does, I yank the black panties down and lean closer. It's more beautiful than I remember. Bigger. And when I take a deep breath, I notice that it's the same strawberry scent as the rest of her, and I can't wait to have it. I press my lips tentatively to its tip. Then I lick it. It tastes almost exactly like she smells, and it makes my eyes roll back in my head. "You're delicious."

She doesn't say anything. She just weaves her fingers through the hair on the back of my head and pulls me down tight against her. I take the hint and lower myself further. Before I get too deep, I start to gag. She senses it and lets me up just as I do, but I'm determined to do this. I don't think I can take her all, but I want to take every inch that I can. So I move back down her. Slower this time, and now I know what's coming. I still gag. My eyes water, but I hold it there and relax my throat. Then move another inch and do the same. The whole time, I swipe my tongue left and right along her underside.

Once I have every bit of her cock that I can take, I lift up and plunge back down. Over and over. And after a few times, a salty taste sweeps across the back of my tongue. Her pre-cum. It makes me smile to know that I did that to her. I move faster now. I want her to come, and I want it to be in my mouth. I want to take her the same way that she took me.

And it doesn't take long before her body tenses under me. I have just a few seconds’ warning, but it's enough time for her to yank back on my hair. I fight to keep her dick in my mouth, and as soon as she starts spurting, she relaxes both of her hands. With each pulse of her cock, she moans out my name. Raven. And I swell as I hear it, breathy and seductive, leaving her lips. But I don't make a noise as I thirstily drink down everything that she gives me. Her salty taste mixes with the fruity smell of her skin, and I can't imagine anything more wonderful.

When her dick finally goes slack, I let it fall from my mouth, and I run a finger around my lips and lick off the little cum that escaped my initial efforts. "Until I met you," I say, "I would have never imagined doing that."

"That was your first?" She props up on her elbows to look at me, and I nod. "You're a natural."


EPILOGUE


"Am I ever going to get used to this?" I ask as she presses me facedown into the mattress. She teases her cock along my stockinged legs before sliding it between my ass cheeks.

She pauses there. "Get used to what? Having a hotter wife than all the other Econ professors?"

I twist my head to face her. "You haven't met Shana yet. Her wife is pretty hot."

Sophia slaps my shoulder. "Is that any way to talk to the woman who's about to ram her dick up your ass? But if it makes you feel better, I'll say you have the hottest wife of all the tenured faculty. Better?"

I reach behind me and tease a finger down the side of her dick. "You were right the first time. My wife is way hotter than any other professor's wife in that whole school, no matter the department."

"Damn right she is."

Sophia and I spent only 3 months dating before she asked me to marry her. Most of my colleagues didn't even know I was seeing anyone before it happened. And when they found out she was a former student who had just graduated at the end of the spring semester, none of them approved.

We were married in October. The campus closed for a two-day Fall Break, and it was all the time we needed. I invited the people I thought were my friends, but only a handful came. One of them was Jerome. As I looked out across the small room and saw him standing there in a navy suit, I knew everything would be fine. If the chair of the department could look past the fact that Sophia was a former student, then the others would come around. And they did. Slowly, but enough that I was tenured the following year. Of course, I never fully forgave them for not accepting us from the beginning, but it doesn't matter now. Not when I wake up every morning next to the most perfect wife I could ever imagine.

The sound of her squirting lube into her hand snaps my thoughts back to the present. "I do have class in an hour, remember?" I tease.

The sensation of her cock spreading my asshole and slipping inside makes me gasp and stops my taunting. No matter how many times I feel her inside me, it always takes my breath away, and it always sends my heart racing. Today is no different.

She starts out slowly enough, but then she pumps faster. Her body slaps against mine as she spears all the way to my stomach. I time the rhythm of her pumps and thrust my hips backward just as she pushes into me. Then I squeeze down on my muscles. She groans and pushes harder.

"Such a bad girl," she moans.

"You love it when I'm bad."

She doesn't say anything. She just leans over me and bites my neck. I flinch as the jolt shoots through me. There's no way I'm going to be able to hide the mark that she just left, but I would never dream of hiding it even if I could. I would wear her brand with pride.

Sophia reaches around to my front and starts stroking my cock. And almost at the same time, we gasp and tense. My cum sprays onto the sheet below as she pulses and fills my insides.

I reach behind me and try to find her breast, but I'm not able to until she pulls out of me and lies beside me. When she does, I scoot down and wrap my lips around her nipple. Her head rolls back.

"I thought you needed to hurry." Her words are half whispers. "What happened?"

"I had to make sure there was time for me to fuck you too." I give her nipple one last suck and then I straddle her legs and reach for the bottle of lube.

"Mmm," she purrs into the pillow. "Let’s make sure there's always time for that."
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CHAPTER ONE



The flight attendant stops in the aisle beside us. She's wearing a yellow blouse that is brighter than anything I've ever seen in nature and a tight black skirt that ends a few inches above her knees. I wonder if that meets her uniform requirements. Below it, her legs are clad in black tights that could be leggings as opaque as they are, and she wears the same sensible and incredibly unsexy shoes that all female flight attendants wear. She turns to look at the group across from us, her blonde hair fluttering as she shakes her head, and then she looks back and hands us our drinks. A whiskey soda for Gio and a bloody mary for me.

"To a beautiful life filled with joy." I hold my cup out and Gio taps the plastic lip of his cup against mine as he rolls his eyes.

"I'm getting married, not winning the lottery."

I reach across my body to slap his shoulder. "I won't tell Haley you said that."

As I twist back into my seat, I look at the others. I don't know how many edibles they took before the flight, and I'm sure I don't want to know. The two men I'd never met before are at the ends. One in the window seat and the other on the aisle. I try to remember their names as they both drum on the seats in front of them. Between them, though, is Braden, and I do know him. Unfortunately.

"This is a mistake." I stare at him. He's just as high as the others, but he's wearing earbuds. If his head didn't bob from side to side in rhythm, I would think that he's asleep. He has the same coffee brown hair that he had in high school, but it's longer now. Almost down to his chin. The chin that's covered in several days’ worth of dark stubble. His mouth twitches, and it makes my entire body tense. All the memories that never really went away swell up inside me, and I have to turn away.

"Aren't you the one who just told me last night that she's perfect for me?" Gio asks.

It takes a couple of seconds before I can move my eyes from the faded navy blue vinyl of the seatback in front of me. When I look toward Gio, I make sure to blink my eyes closed just as they pass by Braden. "I don't mean that. I mean that." I dip my head to the other part of our group. The three groomsmen.

Gio waves a dismissive hand in the air. "They're harmless. And not usually like this, I swear. Thom is just terrified of flying, so they all took the edibles together for his sake."

"Which one is Thom—actually, never mind. I'll never be able to tell them apart anyway. But that's not what I'm talking about, and you know it."

Gio rests his hand on my arm and sweeps his thumb across my skin. The combination of that and the cold air of the plane give me goosebumps. "Abbi, you don't have to worry about Braden. He's changed since high school. Trust me."

"He's not the only one." I look down at my body, at the blue and white sundress covering my breasts—breasts I didn't have the last time Braden saw me. My changes are the reason why I'm so uncomfortable around him.

"It's going to be fine." In the corner of my vision, I see Gio give me a smile that's meant to reassure me. "He's different. Really. I wouldn't have him here otherwise. It's been almost ten years, you know."

Ten years full of reminders of him. Seeing my old tennis racket in storage and remembering the times he and I used to play. Hearing his favorite song on the radio. Even seeing a peanut butter and jelly pizza at a restaurant over a thousand miles away from our hometown. And each reminder rips the scab off a wound that will never heal.

"I'll just stay away from him, and it'll be good."

Gio laces his fingers through mine. "Abbi, you're my best woman, and he's one of my groomsmen. You can't stay away from him."

"You know what I mean. I'll stay as far away as possible." Without wanting to, my eyes flick up toward the other side of the plane. Braden's eyes are open now, and I can see a hint of green ringing his pupils. It makes my stomach drop worse than the turbulence we ran into an hour ago.


CHAPTER TWO



I look over myself in the mirror one more time. The white button-down shirt is stretched tight over my large breasts. The thin black necktie drops over them and falls to the waist of a grey pencil skirt that barely covers half my thighs. I teeter on my sky-high black heels as I lean closer to the mirror to apply my deep pink lipstick. The same color as my nails, which will match the dress I'll be wearing in just under 48 hours as I stand next to Gio on the beach while he and Haley say their vows.

Over the last few months of planning, I've enjoyed seeing people's reaction as they find out that not only am I in the groom's party rather than the bride's, but that I'm the groom's best woman and will stand beside him through the entire process. And that means tonight too. One last hurrah for Gio, and a night full of God knows what for the guys.

I slip my arms into the grey suit jacket and walk out of my room, heading to the elevators. When the door opens, there's a cute older couple already inside. They're wearing matching aqua blue t-shirts and khaki shorts. The man has a wide-brimmed straw hat. The woman's grey hair is short and curled to perfection around her head. They keep their hands clasped tightly together as they slide against a wall and make room for me. I smile at them. "Honeymoon?" I ask.

They both laugh, and it's the woman who answers me. "50th anniversary. The honeymoon we never had." She beams. "What about you?"

"My best friend's getting married here in two days. Tonight we're going out to... experience the island, if you know what I mean."

The man chuckles and nods. The doors slide open, and I motion for them to go in front of me. As they do, the woman looks at me one last time, "I hope you girls have fun tonight."

I smile and watch her walk toward the door that leads to the beach. This girl won't be having much fun. Not as the chaperone for a bunch of drunk guys. I'm the one who has to make sure no one gets arrested. Or worse.

The others are already lined up outside in their identical grey suits when I push through the doors and pull my sunglasses down. Idiot 1 and Idiot 2—I've decided I won't even bother trying to learn their names—ogle me as I walk toward them with my heels clacking on the concrete sidewalk. Gio is dressed in all black: suit, shirt, tie, and shoes. He hugs me when I stand next to him. "I worried you wouldn't come," he whispers so the others can't hear.

I smile and look behind him. The limo is already here. The Idiots high-five each other and climb into the back seat. From the outside, the interior looks dark except for the glow of red lights ringing the roof. "You know I wouldn't do that to you." Braden watches as I let go of Gio. His eyes trail down to my feet, and then he turns to get into the limo. Gio holds the door for me, and I crawl in.

There are two black bench seats that undulate along either side of the limo. Their curves are supposed to mimic the waves of the ocean, I'm sure. The ceiling is mirrored. Light from the red LEDs reflects off it and casts the whole interior in its glow. The two idiots are already at the minibar, opening bottles of vodka. Braden sits on the bench closest to the door. My knees brush his as I walk around him to the far end and sit in the corner where I can keep an eye on all of them.

As soon as I sit, I take out my phone and text Mia.

Me: All loaded. Drinking has already started. Kill me now?

Mia: You could have joined me and the other girls. You had your chance.

I don't need the reminder. Mia tried to talk me into going with the girls for the bachelorette party tonight, but I didn't feel right abandoning Gio. I'm his best woman, so I need to spend time with him, not with the maid of honor and the rest of the bridal party. But when I look up and see Braden's green eyes flash at me before he turns to say something to Gio, I regret my decision.

I pretend to be engrossed in my phone for the next ten minutes, and it works. The others leave me alone as they go through more alcohol than should be possible in such a short amount of time. But then the bench seat bounces as someone plops next to me. I don't look up until a bottle of tequila swings dangerously close to my face.

"Hey."

God damn it. I'd done so well at avoiding him so far, never letting myself get into a position where I had to speak to him without at least one of the others involved in the conversation too. "Hey." I don't look up from the screen.

"Do you want some?" He swishes the bottle just a couple of inches away from my nose, and I'm not sure if the alcohol I smell is from that or his breath. "I can fix you a drink. Just let me know what you want in it."

The car hits a bump, one of a hundred on streets that are worse than unpaved roads back home, and Braden bounces against me. I gasp at the touch and then slide away from him before I finish drawing in the breath. "No. I'm the babysitter tonight, so no drinking for me."

"Not even one?" He pulls the bottle to his lips and takes a swig, and I make the mistake of watching as he does. His lips are just as annoying as I remember. Plump pink that contrasts with his olive skin. The right side is slightly higher than the left, and it's always given him a perpetual sneer. I wish he would give me an excuse to slap it. "One couldn't hurt," he says.

"No. Thank you." I add the last part as an afterthought, but I'm not sure why. After the way he treated me when I told him the truth, I have no obligation to ever be nice to him.

I try to look back at my phone, but my eyes are stuck on him, just like they always were in high school. I see his mouth open as he forms a thought, but then the limo jostles us to a stop before he has the chance to say anything. The sudden swaying snaps my senses back into place.

"We must be there already." The trip seemed so long, I wouldn't be surprised if we're on another island altogether. To my left, Gio opens the door. As soon as he does, the early evening sunlight pours into the limo and the thumping bass of the club follows on its tail. Gio and the empty muppets practically leap outside.

"Ladies first." Braden motions me forward but doesn't move otherwise. I wonder how much it hurt him to call me a lady.
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The inside of the club is so loud it makes me wince. Between the music and the strobing rainbow of lights assaulting me, I want to turn right around and go back to the hotel. Instead, I follow the host as he leads us to our reserved table. It's against a wall but still only a few feet away from the dance floor.

I take my jacket off and drape it across the back of a chair as I fan myself. It's so warm that I worry my makeup may melt. I feel bad for the boys who are all wearing full suits without a skirt to at least keep their legs cool. Before any of us have a chance to even plan our next moves, a server comes to the table with a tray full of shot glasses. She's wearing a white bikini that reflects whatever color light is bouncing against it at the moment, currently a repeated sequence of red, yellow, and purple.

When she sets a shot in front of me, I wave her off, but she's already looking away as she moves around the table. I watch as the guys all lift their shot glasses and hold them above the center of the table. Gio takes his and stares at me. His left eyebrow quirks up, asking me to at least do this for him. So I do. I hold my glass with the others, and we all clink and throw them back. The warm licorice burn of whatever this is feels good as it works its way down my throat. I set my glass on the formica table with a clunk, and when I look up, Braden's eyes are fixed on me. My cheeks heat instantly as the alcohol enters my bloodstream, and I stare back until a tug on my hand pulls me away.

"Come on, you're dancing with me," Gio says as he yanks me away from the table.

I look back to see the Idiot twins smiling at each other before heading off in different directions. Braden, though, hasn't moved. His eyes are still glued to me. I face forward before I trip on my heels. "You know I don't dance."

"Not true." Gio's words are slurred just enough to let me know that he's buzzed. "You love to dance, but you only ever do it when you're home alone. My goal this trip is to get you out of your fucking shell."

We work our way to the center of the dance floor. The other dancers part for us and then instantly close shut once we pass through. I look around. We're in the middle of the Caribbean, and somehow everyone here is white. This is apparently not a club that locals go to. "There's also the little matter of your wedding in two days. That should be one of your goals too."

Gio bites his lip, and his gaze drops to the floor. "Yeah, that too. But tonight, we dance!" He throws his hands up triumphantly. Two girls to my left hear and whoop an answer as they move next to him and start grinding into his waist. I just giggle and start to sway my hips back and forth a little.

Gio ignores the two girls and puts his hands on my hips. "You can do better than that," he yells over the music, and he pushes me side-to-side with the beat.

I toss my hands up—what the hell—and let myself go. I bend my knees and work my way down as Gio holds on to me. The music is flowing through me, and it's just like being home alone in my kitchen after a couple of drinks on a Friday night. My shoulders swing and my ass shakes when I rise back up. I toss my curly hair over my shoulder as I press into Gio. His face lights up. He's got three hot girls pressing against him in the middle of a crowded dance floor. It has to be a dream come true for any man, even if he knows that nothing will ever come of it.

We dance like this through two more songs. When the girls realize that Gio isn't going to give them his attention, they move away. At this point, the sweat is pouring off me, and my shirt is stickier than glue. I unbutton the top three buttons and the bottom two. Leaving just the three over my breasts fastened. "I'm about to die. I need something cold," I scream so Gio can hear. When he nods, I leave him alone and work my way to the bar for a cup of ice. I pop one of the cubes into my mouth. It tastes faintly of sulphur, and if I weren't so desperate, I would spit it back into the plastic cup. But on the verge of heat exhaustion, I just continue sucking on it and make my way back to the table so I can cool down.

No sooner do I get there than Braden walks up beside me. I feel sick to my stomach—from the foul tasting ice and his even more foul presence—and I try to move past him, but he pins me between the table, the wall, and his chest.


CHAPTER THREE



"Hey." The smell of alcohol is stronger on his breath than it was on the sticky bar.

"Is that the one line you have?" He tilts his head and looks at me like a confused puppy, so I hold my hands in front of me and flick my wrists at him to signal him to move back. He doesn't. "Look, I need to go check on Tweedledee and Tweedledum, and you're blocking me."

"Who?"

I exhale a hot breath. "I don't know. The other guys, whoever they are." Suddenly the hypocrisy of me not calling someone by their preferred name dawns on me, and I resolve to learn to tell them apart, even if it takes the rest of the week. "So if you'll excuse me..." I cross my arms and wait for him to move.

The movement draws his gaze to my breasts, and I regret it immediately. "I wanted to talk to you."

"Well, you did. Good talk." I pat his shoulder. "Now, step aside, please." I push him to the left, but he doesn't budge.

"Don't you want to know what I have to say?"

It's actually one of the last things I want to know, even lower on the list than knowing how many calories are in each slice of my favorite cheesecake back home. The one I can never eat just one slice of. "Maybe later. When you're sober."

Instead of moving away, he takes a step closer, and I back up, pressed as tight as I can get against the wall. "It doesn't matter if I'm drunk or not. You're gorgeous."

His words turn me to stone as sure as if his head were wreathed in coiling snakes. That is possibly the last thing I ever expected Braden Reynolds to say to me. No, it is certainly the last thing that I ever expected him to say, and I'm sure now that he has had so much to drink, there's a strong chance he could drown in his own vomit before the night is over. His sickly sweet breath warms my face as he moves closer, and I'm unable to move away until the last second when I finally twist my head, and his wet lips press against my ear. I squirm. He groans and falls into my body. His hands go to the wall on either side of me.

I'm so warm now that I'm sure I'll have a heatstroke if I don't get away from him. "Braden, I need to go."

"I almost fell." He says it with a strange pride, and once he steadies himself, he takes a step back. I turn to look at him. As soon as I do, his lips crash onto mine. The shock takes my breath away and forces my lips to part, and that's the signal for his tongue to move into my mouth. I stand dumb, unable to believe this is happening. Thankfully, he pulls away before I have to push him. "I haven't been able to stop thinking about you since I first saw you at the airport. Do you have any idea how hot you are? What you do to me?"

"Braden..." I pause to let my senses come back. "This is clearly some cruel joke, but I'm not falling for it. It needs to stop now."

"S'not a joke." His hands move to my waist, and his touch almost feels real.

I shake my head. "If it's not a joke, then you're the stupidest man on earth to think that I could ever be interested in this after everything that's happened."

The day after we graduated high school, I made the mistake of trusting him. I not only told him that I was transgender, but also that I had feelings for him. My exact words were, "I am in love with you, and it hurts me more than if I were to swallow the burning core of the sun." I don't know how many times I've replayed that moment in my mind. The stupid, immature words. The stupid notion that he could ever feel the same about me. The stupid idea that I could trust him with my most precious secrets. His face transformed from a beautiful 18-year-old boy to a crumpled and hate-filled man with bile rising into his throat at the thought of ever being loved by someone like me.

"You... you..." He kept repeating it, and each time he said it, the word took on new shades of revulsion. "Love?" He looked like he wanted to spit at me. My vision became a blur of burning tears. I dropped to my knees, and my arms crashed down on his thighs. I didn't plan it, but he flew up from the couch like I'd attacked him with a pair of scissors. "I'm not a faggot!" He yelled so loud that the words bounced around the basement for what seemed like an hour, mixing with his stomping steps as he ran upstairs and out the front door. I never talked to him again. Not until we boarded the plane yesterday.

Braden's hand drops from my waist to my ass and between that and the memory of that day ten years ago, I'm filled with fury. I push into his chest, and he tumbles backward. His arms flail and he falls across the table. "You don't ever get to touch me again. You don't even get to look at me. Got it? I hate you more than you could ever imagine, Braden Reynolds." I watch him wilt under the poison of my tone, unable to respond, and then I storm away, my heart thundering in my ears.
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I spend the rest of the evening sitting at a picnic table behind the club. It's where the workers go for breaks, and at first they try to shoo me away. But I must look as pathetic as I feel because before long they're taking turns sitting with me and holding my hand as I recount the story. By the time I've told them all, I feel better, and I've gained an army of servers, bartenders, and cooks who would gladly take Braden out on a tiny fishing boat and make sure he could never bother me again.

I'm nearly finished with a slice of black cake—a phenomenal rum-soaked fruit cake that Darion gave to me from his own lunch when he found out that I hadn't eaten all night—when I get the notification that the limo is 10 minutes away. My eyes go wide, and I bolt up from the picnic table. "I have to go." Crumbs fly out of my mouth, and I shove the last bite in to replace them. I had no idea it was this late.

I dash back into the club to round up the guys. Gio is the easiest. He's sitting at our table, slouched against the wall and sleeping. The wall where Braden kissed me. A very drunk asshole Braden. I force the thought out of my head as I shake Gio. He doesn't wake at first, and when he does, a wave of panic rushes across his face.

"Just me." I squeeze his hand. "Our ride is going to be here in a few minutes. We need to go."

He smiles when he sees that it's me and tries to throw his free hand around me to pull me into a hug. Luckily, I know how he is when he's drunk, so I'm ready and twist away as I yank him up from the chair. He almost falls forward with the sudden change in position, but I hold him upright until he's ready.

"He feels really bad," he slurs as I tug him toward the front door. My eyes scan the room for any sign of the others, and I spot the Idiot Twins—no, the two men whose names I am definitely going to learn before the wedding—half slumped over the bar. When I don't answer Gio, he stops. "Abbi, he does. Braden does."

I'm only half paying attention until I hear that name. The last person I want to be hunting down at 3am. Since we're stopped, I give another look around the room. No sign of him at all. So he really is going to be the last person I hunt down at 3am. "Come on, big guy. Just a few more steps." I pull on Gio's arm until he starts shuffling his feet again. Once we're outside, I lead him to an empty bench and make him promise to stay there until I come back. When his eyes close and his head rolls, I know I've got time to get the others.

The two men who definitely have names that I will commit to memory within 24 hours are easy. They're still in place. Still draped over the bar with their sad faces. They perk up when I call to them. Then are both disappointed when they see it's me. But they follow me outside to the bench without an objection. Then I turn my attention to Braden.

The club is much less crowded now, so when I finish a lap around it, I'm sure that he's not there. I spot Aury wiping down tables, so I get her attention. First, she's angry when I tell her that I'm looking for Braden. She mutters something that I don't understand in her accent, but the look on her face and the spitting on the floor tells me everything I need to know.

"No, no. I just need to get him back to the hotel. That's all."

She squints her eyes and grabs me by the shoulders. "Girl, you promise me that is all. Nothing with that bumbohole, you promise."

I smile. Bumbohole is one of several new words I learned from the workers outside. "I promise nothing will ever happen between me and that asshole. You never have to worry about that."

Aury nods and lets go of me. "I saw him go out there about half an hour ago." She points to one of the club's backdoors.

"Is he still out there? Never mind. I'll find him. And I'll come back to see you again before I leave the island. Promise!"

I check my phone as I hurry through the door. Two minutes. Shit. I stop to text the limo driver, telling him where I left the other three and that I'll be there with Braden in just a few minutes. If he's not out here, I should just go to the limo and leave him out all night. Gio would be disappointed, but could he really expect me to spend all night hunting for Braden, of all people?

When there's no sign of him in the small grassy area, my entire body burns with anger. I call him, sure that he's not going to answer, but at least I'll be satisfied. On the second ring, I notice the sound coming from the other side of the bushes. It's faint, but it could be a ringtone. And it stops when I hang up. Did he pass out on the neighbor's lawn?

There's no way through the wall of bushes that won't leave me scratched from head to toe, so I run back through the club and out the front door. The limo is there, and I see the driver helping Gio and the others into the back. I'll have to be sure we give him an extra tip. But I don't stop. I sprint down the sidewalk to the neighbor's yard. Only it's not a yard. It's a gravel lot in front of a shack that's been through too many hurricanes. There's a sign on the shack advertising conch fritters, but the paint is so faded it's hard to read even up close. I'm just about to walk behind the clearly abandoned building when I hear Braden. I stop for a second to get a sense of where he is, and that's when I notice that he's talking to another man. Not talking, he's arguing. Damn it.

I dart to the other side of the building, dreading the idea of breaking up a fight between two drunk men, but resigned to the fact that I'll have to do just that. When I see him though, my body goes stiff. He's not just arguing with another man. He's arguing with a police officer.

"You stupid motherfucker..." I could kill him right now if there wasn't a cop standing two feet away from the potential crime scene. "Officer! He's with me. I'm very sorry about whatever it is he's done."

Both men turn to me, and Braden's face comes to life. "See?" He's almost screaming. "There she is! I told you. Isn't she so pretty?" He points at the officer, but they're so close his index finger comes within inches of hitting the cop on the chest.

As soon as I get to them, I wrap my arms around Braden to keep him from doing anything like that again. "What's the problem, officer? And what can I do to make it right?"

"The problem, young lady, is that your boyfriend destroyed city property."

The hair on the back of my neck rises when he calls Braden my boyfriend. "Hold on, he is definitely not my boyfriend. Not even close."

I swear I hear Braden mumble "not yet" as he buries his face in the crook of my neck and lists to one side like a boat taking on water. I wrap my arms even tighter to hopefully keep him upright because if he goes over, I know he'll take me with him.

"What did he do?" I picture him stumbling drunk down the street and throwing rocks through windows. I look around my feet, but there are no rocks, just sand.

"I was just picking flowers for you." His breath tickles my skin.

"He destroyed a flowerbed in front of City Hall." The officer points across the street at something that looks like it's been ravaged by an angry horde of moles.

"Why on earth—it doesn't matter. Can I just pay you for any damage and take him with me? Please? Our ride is waiting." I shift Braden around so I can get to my purse.

The officer waves me off as I pull out my wallet. "Ma'am, no need to pay. Just take your boyfriend and get out of here."

I want to stress again that he's not my boyfriend, but I don't want to push my luck. "Thank you so much." I give the officer the biggest smile I can. "I'm taking him right back to our hotel. Have a great night."

Before the officer can change his mind, I drag Braden to the sidewalk and back toward the club. It's like running a three-legged race with a coma patient, but finally I make it back to the front door. Where the limo should be. "God damn it!"

"I needed to get flowers for you." Braden's head sways as I set him on the now empty bench where the others were just a few minutes ago.

"We're past that point. I know you're wasted, but try to keep up."

"I needed to apologize," he says. "I'm an asshole."

"You certainly are. Now sit still like a good boy while I hail a cab." I have no idea how the taxi system works here, and I can only imagine what they’ll charge two tourists outside a club.

"I really am." Braden sounds like he's going to start crying. Don't even tell me he's that kind of drunk. "I'm a terrible person, Abbi. You don't even know."

I snort. If anyone knows what a terrible person he is, it's me. "No argument here. But I need you to stand up now." I lower my arm as the taxi pulls up to the curb. Braden doesn't make an effort to move. "Braden. We're getting in this car. Now."

He sniffs back some snot, and I can't help rolling my eyes. "Are you getting in too?"

"Yes. I did use the word 'we.' But you have to get up. I can't lift you."

He looks at me and nods. "If you're going, then I am too." He says it so resolutely, like he's making some heroic gesture. Whatever it takes to get him in the car and back to the hotel.

I shove him into the backseat, and when he doesn't slide over to give me room, I walk to the other side. As soon as I sit down, he smiles at me. "Hey."

Oh my God, that again? I tell the driver where we're headed and almost before we pull away from the curb, Braden's head falls against my shoulder, pinning me against the wall.


CHAPTER FOUR



"Get. In here. Now." I've tried pulling and being friendly and begging, and nothing has worked. So now I'm scolding him like a puppy who just pissed on the floor. And it works. Braden finally follows me into the hotel room, and I flip on the lights. His room is a mirror image of mine. A large king-sized bed against one wall, a sofa next to it. On the other side is an oversized television and an undersized mini-fridge. There's a large sliding glass door on the far wall that leads to a balcony that probably has two outdoor chairs and a small table identical to mine.

I press Braden up against a wall and trust him to stay there and stay upright while l get the bed ready for him. I pull down the blanket on one side and then root through my purse for my bottle of ibuprofen, pouring several into my hand and setting them on the nightstand. Beside them, I put two bottles of water. Then I take the trash can from the bathroom and place it beside the bed. I think it's at the perfect distance and angle to catch anything that Braden might hurl into it tonight, but that's too unpredictable to be sure. I can only hope that he'll see the trash can and aim the best he can should he need it.

"Everything is ready to go." I watch his eyes snap open at my words. "Be sure you drink this water. You need to have both bottles empty before you get out of bed in the morning. And if you feel sick, use this." I hold the garbage can up and make sure that he sees me set it beside the bed. "You got it? You think you can handle getting in bed by yourself?" I snicker. I wouldn't care if he's paralyzed from the neck down, I'm not helping him get into bed.

Braden takes a step and then holds out both arms to balance himself. "Don't leave me."

"Sorry bud, I have to get back to my room." I walk past him, and he tries to grab my arm as I do. He mostly misses, but his fingertips brush against my skin, and it's enough to send a wave of pinpricks through my body.

He tries to look at me, but I'm not sure he's successful. His eyes are so unfocused now it's a wonder they aren't crossed. "Abbi... I said I was sorry."

Only approximately 600 times from the second we exited the taxi until I got him up to his 15th floor room. When he apologized again as I pushed the door open, I finally had to tell him that I forgave him. I don't. Not close. But I needed him to shut up. "Yep, sure did. Anyway, I'm going to go. I'll see you tomorrow. I suppose."

I don't look back as I walk to the door and out into the hallway. It's only when I'm a few steps away that I realize I didn't hear the latch click closed. I spin, and there he is. Those green eyes. Even behind the curtain of way too much alcohol, they still manage to twinkle. "Braden, what the fuck?"

"Stay with me. Please."

Everything is in slow motion as I watch him move toward me. Slips of flesh showing through his half-buttoned shirt. And despite everything, there's a tiny part of my brain that imagines him coming to claim me. My core tightens as I fantasize it. But then I see the door closing behind him, and I practically leap the distance, cramming my hand between the door and the jamb just in time to keep it from closing. "Did you bring your keycard?"

"What? I don't know." He pats the pants pockets that I know don't hold the keycard because I had to take it from them earlier. "Why?"

"Why?" I push the door open and toss my hands in the air. "Let's go. Get inside." We're right back where we were twenty minutes ago.

He takes two steps and then looks at me. "You have to promise that you'll stay with me."

"I don't have to promise anything. But fine." His face lights up like he just got the Christmas present he's been dreaming of. "But I get the bed. You're sleeping on the couch."

We're both in the doorway now, and I can smell his breath, the disgusting smell of stale mixed drinks. He stops and I turn my head so I don't have to smell it. I jump when his fingers trail down my arm. "We could share the bed."

The words I want to say—no, fuck no, no fucking way will that ever happen under any circumstances—catch in my throat. All I can do is shake my head no, but he's not looking at me. He's staring at the spot where his fingertips connect to my arm, just below my elbow, and I wonder if there's a visible spark that he's looking at. It certainly feels like there's electricity moving between us, and if I don't get away from it, it's going to move too far inside me.

"Couch." I take a step back and gulp in some air. "Not up for debate." I point toward the sofa, and he marches toward it, his head slung low on his shoulders.

When he gets to the couch, he lifts his shirt over his head and tosses it aside, and I lose all my breath again. The lines of muscles arc across his back, and they tense and release as he lowers himself to the sofa. Once he's lying down, he props his head on his elbow and gazes at me. I quickly look away and take a pillow from the bed and grab the extra blanket from the closet. I give him both and watch from the corner of my eye as he tucks himself in. As soon as his head touches the pillow, he closes his eyes, and it's only a few seconds later that I hear his soft snores.

I kick off my heels and go to the bathroom to take my makeup off the best I can without makeup remover. It takes a lot of scrubbing and some stains on the white washcloths that I'm sure will never come out, but finally I don't look like I'm cosplaying a raccoon.

Instead of going straight to bed, I walk up to Braden. He's still sleeping, so I take a chance to really look at him for the first time since that day I came out to him. He looks the same, but older. His body is filled out. He's not just skin wrapped tight around slender bones anymore. And the facial hair gives him a rugged fullness that is... sexy. I curse away the word as soon as it forms. Sexiness is more than just looks. It sure as hell isn't calling your friend a faggot and storming off after she just ripped open her chest so you could see everything inside her.

I turn my back to him, sure that I never want to look at him again. Maybe I could sneak away without him noticing? I feel guilty even thinking about it, so I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at my feet. It'll be just like sleepovers when we were in school. I managed those mostly fine, so I can do this too.

I blow out a breath and stand up. I have to take my shirt off to get out of this bra because there's no way I'm sleeping in it. Glancing over my shoulder, I make sure Braden is still asleep. There's no point in going into the bathroom just to take it off, especially not when my feet are killing me from an entire night in heels that are way too tall for me, even if they are sexy as hell. I turn toward the front door and unbutton my top. I moan a little when I unfasten the bra. It feels so good to be free of it. I slip my shirt back on, unfasten my skirt, and let it drop to the floor.

When I scoop it up, I notice Braden's white shirt just a couple of steps away. At first, I only pick it up to fold it. I don't want it to wrinkle. But when I hold it up, I smell him. Not the sugar syrup and alcohol of tonight, but his woodsy, soapy scent. When we were friends, I could never get enough of that smell. I would sit next to him any chance I could get just to breathe it in. I'm glad it hasn't changed even if everything else has.

Without a thought, I slip my shirt off and pull his over my head. It falls over my panties, the perfect length for a nightshirt, and it's not like Braden is going to need it tonight. I button enough of it so my breasts won't come free in the middle of the night, and crawl onto the bed.
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The room is bright when my eyes flutter open and stare at the blank coral pink wall just a couple of feet away from my face. The blanket is twisted tight around my waist. I raise my body to release its tension, but it's still too tight. So I sweep my hand across it to push it down, and I scream when I discover that it's an arm.

I scoot so far away that I have to catch myself to keep from tumbling off the side of the bed. Braden smiles at me and purrs. A literal purr. "Good morning, beautiful."

"Nope! We're not doing that. You're not going to pretend that any part of this is okay. What the hell are you doing, Braden? We agreed that you would sleep on the couch."

"We did?" He sits up and crosses his legs so he can face me. He's naked from the waist up. There's nothing to stop my eyes from tracing his skin. His incredibly gorgeous dark complected skin dotted with black hairs.

"Braden, you know we did. That's the only reason I agreed to stay with you."

His lip curls up. The sneer that I used to think was so handsome. "Is that the only reason?"

"Of course it is." I yank the blanket free of its tuck and even though I'm completely covered by a shirt, I still pull it up over my shoulders. Braden slides closer to me, and I can't take it. I hop out of bed.

"This bed is enormous," he says. "Plenty of room for us both. This way we both got a good night's sleep, and you can't tell me I disturbed you. You didn't even know I was there."

I wrap the blanket tight around me. "I woke up with your arm around me. That's pretty fucking disturbing."

He crawls to my side of the bed and then stands up. Every part of me is screaming to get away, but my pride refuses to give an inch. I'm not going to let him bully me. "You're being very loud." His voice is just a whisper, but he's so close I can hear it clearly.

"Oh, and is that making your head hurt?" I say it as loud as I can without yelling. "I'm supposed to be quiet because poor little Braden has a hangover? Well, fuck you! I don't care about you!" Now I am yelling the words, but he doesn't even flinch.

"I don't get hangovers," he chuckles, "so you can be as loud as you want with me. I was just thinking about the neighbors. It is still early."

I throw up my hands and spin away. I don't care what my pride says. I don't want to be any closer to him than I have to be.

"Do you know how sexy you are when you're angry?"

"Braden, what the fuck has gotten into you? Where is this—"

"Do you know how sexy you are when you're wearing my shirt?" He drags his tongue across his lower lip, and my face heats instantly.

I look down at my chest. I know I have the blanket wrapped around me, but the way he's staring makes it seem like he can see right through it. "You're obviously still drunk. But it doesn't matter. I'm going back to my room. I just need to get my things." I walk around the end of the bed. My skirt and blouse are folded neatly next to my purse, and my shoes are on the floor in front of them.

But Braden is quicker than me, and he blocks my way. "You don't have to leave." He teases a finger along my cheek. "I can see that you're just as turned on as I am. And we're both adults. Let yourself have a little fun."

The words are like ice water dumped over my head. "A little fun?" I push him in the center of his chest. He's not expecting it, so he stumbles back. I move closer to get in his face. In my purse, my phone starts to vibrate, but whatever it is can wait. "Is that all this is? Just a little fun?"

"You make it sound like it's a bad thing. I'm setting boundaries right from the start. This way, neither of us gets hurt."

Tears of rage well up in my eyes. "Don't you think it's a little too late to worry about one of us getting hurt? Been there, done that, and it didn't just hurt. It shattered me." My phone goes silent for a couple of seconds and then the vibrating starts again. "Do you know how long it took for me to be whole again? Of course you don't because you weren't there. And because it hasn't happened yet. I'm still not whole."

"Whoa." He holds his hands up and then rests them on my shoulders. "That's why I'm being up front with you. My heart belongs to someone else, but that doesn't mean we can't enjoy ourselves while we're here. No expectations. No strings."

"Jesus Christ." I'm shrieking. If I'm not careful, one of the neighbors will call security. "So not only do you expect me to just pretend the past never happened, but you're admitting that you want to use me to cheat on someone? Are you married? Or just dating and think that makes it okay for you to step out anytime you want?"

He shakes his head and looks toward my purse as the phone starts again. "It's complicated. We're not together right now, but—"

"I don't even want to hear it." I yank my purse toward me and grab my phone. Without even looking at the name, I answer. "This had better be a fucking emergency, or I'm going to cut your tongue off and shove it up your ass."

My body goes rigid when I hear sobbing in the background. Then Mia's voice. "There's a problem, and we need you."


CHAPTER FIVE



I know my hair is a mess as I march into Haley's bridal suite, and the leftover makeup I couldn't scrub off last night is probably smeared all over my face. But I don't care about any of that right now. The room is trashed. There are empty bottles of water and soda and liquor scattered all over the floor. At the foot of the chaise lounge, there are rolling papers and grassy green crumbs. Candy and cupcake wrappers dot the floor throughout the living room. Jealousy flashes through me. This is what I missed by insisting that I chaperone the boys last night?

Mia's eyes go wide as I pass by, and they don't leave me as I walk to the sofa. There are more bed pillows piled on here than I have on my bed. I clutch one to my chest as I sit. "So what's going on?"

Mia finally looks away from me, but it's only to look at Braden. Despite making my feelings very well known, he insisted on following me down the hall to Haley's corner suite and then inside once Mia opened the door for us. I want to glare at him, but he's not worth even that effort. "Yeah, we definitely need to talk about what's going on." Mia's gaze darts between the two of us before she turns back to Haley.

Haley is crumpled in a chair, her body folded in ways that seem unnatural. "What's going on is that he left me." Her voice is clear just long enough to say that, and then she's racked by sobs that shake her and her chair and she pulls herself into an even tighter ball.

"That's not what happened." Mia stands behind Haley and puts her hand on her cheek. Haley is shaking so much that I'm not sure she even notices the touch. "Gio isn't answering our phone calls or texts."

My shoulders droop as all the nervousness leaves me. On the phone, Mia made it sound so much worse. "It's only 9:30am, and he did have a lot to drink last night. He's probably still in bed. He never likes to get up early after a night out."

Mia shakes her head. "He's not in his room. Haley convinced the front desk to give her a key, and we checked. The bed hasn't been slept in, so we don't think he went back there last night."

I look at Braden. Before I can stop it, a growl forms in the back of my throat. This is all his fault. If he hadn't torn up an entire bed of flowers just so he could have a meaningless one-night stand with me, I would have gotten into the limo with Gio, and I would have made sure he made it back to his suite. Maybe I could have come here and gotten post-party cupcakes. "You called him, right?"

"His phone just goes straight to voicemail," Mia answers. "Thomlan and Henry said Gio made sure they got to their rooms last night, but they don't know what he did after that. They assumed he was going to sleep too."

I start to ask her who Thomlan and Henry are, but then I realize. I really need to learn their names. Once we find Gio and reassure Haley that her life isn't crashing around her.

Braden picks up the pillow next to me and takes its place on the couch. It's too close, and I can feel his heat on my hip. "As the person here who has known Gio the longest, I'm not worried."

"Excuse me?" I twist so I can better glower at him. And so our bodies aren't so close. I've known Gio longer than he has, whether or not he wants to admit that.

"Last night was the stereotypical last night of freedom, right?" Braden goes on like I didn't interrupt him. "So he probably just wanted to keep it going a little longer. That's all."

"No, that's not it at all, and if you really did know him, you would know that's not something he would do." I roll my eyes and look at Mia. She looks like she swallowed something sour and is forcing it down.

Braden has the nerve to smile at me when all I want to do is rip the skin from his body. "Of course, I'm not as close to him recently as some others are. So I defer to our best woman on this. If she says that's not the case, then I'm sure she's right."

I know Braden well enough to know that he's not being sarcastic, but I can't tell if he's being sincere or ingratiating because he still thinks there's a chance to hookup with me. "Have you called the limo company?" I ask. "He was dropped off here, but maybe he mentioned something to the driver. Or even had the driver come back to pick him up."

Mia shakes her head, and Haley sits motionless.

"Okay. I'll call them. Mia, you call the police and see if they picked up a drunk American tourist last night. I know for a fact they have experience dealing with them." I cut a glance at Braden, who seems unfazed. Haley, though, lets loose another sob when I mention the police.

The two phone calls lead us nowhere, and I sink my head in my hands, trying to think of some place that Gio could have gone. When I look up again, Mia is staring at me and signals me to the side. I stand and follow her toward the door, but I stop when I feel Braden right behind me. "Listen, I know you're nothing more than a pathetic little puppy, but you're going to stop following me around like one. Got it? Now march back to that couch while the grownups have a conversation."

He holds both of his hands up. "Yes ma'am. Just trying to help."

Braden gives such a sad look that I start to feel bad for being mean. But then I tell myself that he apparently doesn't feel bad for the way he's been treating me, so why should I feel any guilt for this?

As soon as we're in the hall, Mia tugs me close. "What is going on here?"

"What do you mean? I really don't know anymore than you do. Thanks to someone," I motion over my shoulder," I didn't get to take the limo home with the others last night."

Mia's eyes go wider than I thought possible. "That's what I mean. You and Braden?" She looks at my chest. "That's obviously his shirt you're wearing, and you just happened to come with him on your tail this morning?"

"I was in his room when you called. It's a long story."

"Girl! Obviously! So what happened? Things must have gone really well last night. And he definitely looks smitten with you. But you seem like you want to stab him with a reusable straw. Should I be on Team Braden or Team anti-Braden?"

I snort. "Team anti-Braden. Always and forever. All that happened last night is that he showed me he's still the same asshole he was when we were 18. That's it."

"But the shirt? You know what, later. If you say nothing happened, I'm not going to doubt you. At least not until we find Gio. Then this is fair game, and I want to hear it all."

I draw in a sharp breath. "Shit. I think I know where he is."


CHAPTER SIX



When I go back into the room, and tell Haley that I might know where Gio is, her face lights up, and worry pools inside me. What if I'm wrong and I get her hopes up for nothing? But where else could he be? If not the hospital or jail, it has to be there. When he was researching this island, he kept telling me about this spot. He wanted to take Haley there as a surprise once they were married.

"I'll go with you." Mia shuffles through the empty wrappers on the counter to grab her room key, but I stop her.

"I think it's better if I go alone." I don't know what Gio is thinking, and I don't know how he'll respond to a crowd. Not well, usually. "But let me have that before I go." I point to the counter.

"A half-eaten mango cupcake?" Mia asks. Her eyebrows raise as she looks at me.

"No. The hair tie next to it."

She looks relieved as she hands it to me. I quickly tug and yank my hair back, smoothing it the best I can, but a cursory glance at my reflection in the window shows me that my hair is still a frizzy, tangled mess. It's going to have to wait, though. "On second thought, let me have that cupcake too." I'm hungry enough to have no shame.

When I walk toward the door, Braden follows me. "What are you doing?" I ask.

"Coming with you."

I look past him at Mia and Haley, who are sitting on the couch. Haley is still pulled into a tight ball, but at least she's letting Mia hold her now. Mia squints her eyes slightly. "No, you're not," I tell him. "If I won't let Mia go with me, what makes you think I'll let you? I actually like her."

"I'm a man. I could come in handy in ways that she can't." He spins to face them. "No offense, I just mean—"

I huff out a breath. "You are absolutely unbelievable. What way do you think you might remotely come in handy? Am I going to have to fight a bear to get to Gio? Piss on a magic rock that can only be hit by some long and tight stream? Is there going to be a troll who will only let us pass once one of us proves what a total cactus-licking jackass we are? You would pass that test with flying colors, by the way." I don't wait for him to answer before I leave the room, tugging the door shut behind me before he has a chance to follow.

Thankfully, there are close to a million taxis parked in front of the hotel when I rush through the lobby. I slip into the backseat of the nearest one and hope that he'll know the place I want to go. I don't know an address. Just a description. When I tell him, he swears he knows, and we drive off.

Thirty minutes later, my neck and back are killing me from all the potholes on the road, and the driver comes to a stop in an empty parking lot along a beach. "This?" I ask him, and my heart pounds. This seems like the kind of place a rapist taxi driver would take a naïve tourist.

But the man doesn't even turn to face me. He just points to an outcropping of rocks that rise from the abandoned beach a few hundred feet away. I tip him and hurry out of his car, just in case. As soon as I'm out the door, I hear the ticking sputter of his engine turn into a roar as the driver leaves. I'm sure he's heading back to the tourists' side of the island where the money is. As he pulls away, cold sweeps through my gut. I should have asked him to stay. What if Gio isn't even here?

The rock outcropping gets taller as I get closer to it. And rougher. From a distance it seemed to be entirely smooth, but now that I'm just a few feet away, I can see all the craggy crevices and cracks that give a space for algae to take hold. "Gio?" There's no answer, so I walk toward the water. To where I hope the entrance is.

As soon as I turn the corner, I lose my breath. The sandy floor slopes down into a cavernous room inside the rock. It's big enough to be a cathedral. I want to stop and take it all in, but my attention is focused on the tiny-looking man sitting against the far wall.

"What is wrong with you?" I ask as I get closer.

He tosses a small pebble into the pool of impossibly clear water just feet away from him. The tiny splash echoes around the space, and he looks up at me. "I wish I knew." He looks like he's about to burst into tears, so I sit and wrap my arms around him. "She's perfect, and I love her."

I feel sick when he says it. I can't imagine any good conversation starting this way. "She is. And you do. So talk to me."

"I just... I wanted to text her when I got back to the hotel last night. I knew she would have been asleep, but I wanted my text to be the first thing she saw when she woke up. And then I thought about waking up next to her every day for the rest of our lives, and it was like someone pushed me from a plane."

"You don't want that?" I ask.

"No, I do. So much that it's scary. The idea that all I want for the rest of my life is to wake up next to the same person every morning—for the next 60 or 70 years—is terrifying."

"I think it's sweet and romantic."

He wraps his arm around me, and I lean into him. "Of course you do. And I know you still think about him that way all the time. I have hope that it's going to happen for you."

The back of my throat tightens. "You can let go of that hope. After last night, I have."

"What did he do?" Gio's voice tiptoes through the words like a wrong step could cause them to detonate.

"He told me I was beautiful, and he wanted to have sex with me."

"That seems very… not awful."

"But he said it would only ever be a one-night stand because he's in love with someone else."

Gio's hand slides along my back. "He said that?"

I nod, afraid that if I speak, I won't be able to hold back the tears that are already looking for any crack to rush through.

"Who? You're sure you heard right? As far as I know, he's not even dating anyone."

"He obviously is." My words are pinched.

"He's never really dated anyone. I mean, ever. Not seriously. And now there's some mystery woman he doesn't even tell me about? That doesn't sound like him."

I pull him tight against me. "Maybe you don't know him the way you think you do."

He doesn't say anything. Neither of us does. We just sit there holding each other, beyond the point where my ass goes numb. Every once in a while, Gio tosses another stone into the pond, and the water glumps as it swallows it. The only sound in the perfect stillness.

"We should get back," Gio says, and I nod. I've been watching the rivulets streaming from the entrance down into the pond. They've been growing larger, and I assume that means high tide is moving in.

"I do have to get my nails done at 3pm. And I suppose there's also the matter of your fiancee missing you."

He stands and then takes my arms to pull me up. "And me missing her. Come on. Let's get me married off, and then I can focus on finding you a man who actually deserves what you're going to give him."

I roll my eyes and laugh as I take his hand and we walk out of the grotto.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Even though we're outside, the bass still thumps against my chest. I look out over the dance floor. Gio and Haley are in the center. Mia and, I believe, Thomlan are right next to them. They all have well-deserved smiles plastered over their faces. The wedding was perfect. The altar was set just above the tideline on the beach. Behind it was a white arch with pink and white plumeria woven through the metal structure. And just as Gio and Haley said their I dos, the sun kissed the surface of the ocean and cast everything in a burning, glowing orange.

After all the pictures, we walked down the beach to the reception area with its tables all forming perfectly parallel lines. Mia and I sat on either side of Gio and Haley, and after the dinner—roast pork, black beans, and plantains, but nothing nearly as good as what I had behind the club two nights ago—Mia and I gave our speeches. She made it through hers without a tear. I barely got through mine without breaking down and sobbing. But that's all past. Mr. and Mrs. Hutchens danced their first dance, and the floor is now a free-for-all. And the spirits are so high that I catch myself swaying my shoulders side to side while I sit and watch everyone dancing.

"Hey." My body goes as stiff as the table even before he takes my hand. "May I have this dance?"

I don't bother looking up at Braden. I made it through almost the entire day without having to see him, remarkable since we were no more than twenty feet apart the whole time, so I don't want to give in now. "I don't dance."

"You danced with Gio the other night." Instead of letting go of my hand, he lifts it. Not enough to pull me, but enough to take it from my lap.

"Yeah, he's not you. I don't want to be anywhere near you, so if you'll excuse me..." I tug, but his grip is tight.

"Please, just one. I'm not going to let go of you until you say yes." He must see me scan the room. "You don't want to cause a scene and ruin Gio's wedding, do you?"

No, but I also don't want to be in even the same time zone as Braden. "Do you promise to leave me alone after one dance?" I finally look up at him, and he nods. "I mean forever. Not just for tonight."

He swallows but eventually nods his head. I stand and let him lead me away from the table. We don't go to the dance floor, though. Instead, he takes us to a corner formed by the walls of the resort. "I want someplace quiet, so we can talk."

I shrug. "I have nothing to say to you."

"That's fair. Someplace quiet, so I can talk then." He tries to wrap his arms around my back, but I pull away and he has to settle for resting his hands on my hips. "I do have a lot to say. Starting with, I'm sorry. And a confession that's going to make you think I'm the biggest fool in the world."

"Too late for that."

He cracks a little smile, but his eyes are trepidatious. "Until yesterday, I didn't know who you were."

I stand stock still and stare at him. I hope my look burns him. "You must think I'm the fool if you expect me to believe that."

"I mean it. Last I knew, you were going by Marie. I never knew your name was Abbi."

"Bullshit." I want to walk away from him. I promised him a dance. Not this.

I start to turn, but he holds me in place. "After what happened, Gio would still tell me what was going on in your life. But every update he gave me, every new step you took, felt like someone was tearing off my fingernails. Finally, I asked him to stop, and we haven't talked about you since. When I saw you at the airport, I never put two and two together."

"How could you not?"

His laugh makes my cheeks go red. "Abbi, you look... amazing. And nothing like when I last saw you."

"So all the talk about wanting me the other night?"

"I was flirting with a gorgeous woman who I thought I had never met before."

It can't be true. There's no way that he didn't recognize me, or that Gio didn't tell him about me. Am I supposed to believe there was a giant black hole that swallowed the past few years when it came to me? "Even if that's true, it doesn't matter. You're involved with someone else and still trying to fuck some woman that you don't even know. Once an asshole, always an asshole."

He takes a step back like I slapped him. "I'm not involved with anyone."

So that was another lie? "But you said—"

"I said I'm in love with someone else. Someone I thought was back in the States. But it turns out, she's not. She's the one I'm talking to right now." He leans forward and presses his lips to mine. It's the second time we've kissed—something I spent so much time fantasizing about—but this time he's kissing the real me, knowingly, and it feels completely different. It's like he's doused me in alcohol and struck a match. My entire body is engulfed in the clear flames.

At some point, my back crashes against a stucco wall. At some point, Braden cups one hand on my breast and slides the other along my thigh, searching for the hem of my dress. But these are things, like far off novas, that barely register to me. My mind is so completely blinded by his mouth on mine.

"I want to take you upstairs right now." He must have given up trying to work his hand under my dress because he moves it to my ass.

"I... How did you find out yesterday that I'm me?" The thought snaps into my mind. He says he didn't know until then, but we barely saw each other yesterday.

His lips slide down my jaw to my neck, and a tsunami roars in my ears. "Does it matter? The point is I know now, and I have a lot of time to make up for. If you'll let me."

My erect nipples and burning core scream that, of course, I'll let him. Most of my mind screams that too. I slide my hand down his front until I feel his cock. So hard and hot even through his pants. He gasps when I touch it and then again when I squeeze my fingers around it. "Tell me first."

He twists his head away and blows out a breath. "It's not bad, but promise you won't be angry?"

I tilt my head back against the wall and look up at him. I'm not making that promise, so I just watch him silently.

His eyes dart from me to the ground and back again, and his adams apple bobs up and down. "I followed you yesterday. To that cave with Gio."

I tense and drop my hands to my sides.

"It was just to make sure you stayed safe, I swear. And... it was impossible to not overhear what you two said. That cave is like an amplifier. When I heard, it took everything I had to not storm in and tell you how wrong you were about me."

"But you didn't."

He shakes his head. "I didn't think it was the right time. That was about you and Gio, so I just left and called a taxi back to the hotel."

"Last night when you left the rehearsal dinner just as the server set out the appetizers?"

"I was sitting right across from you. It was too much."

I run my hand down his cheek to his chin and tilt his head up toward me. "You should have said something."

"I'm saying it now."

"Tell me again what you're saying." I take his lower lip between my teeth and bite it, just a little. Then I pull back and do the same to mine.

His body quivers. "I'm saying if I don't get you upstairs into my room in the next three minutes, I'm going to leave a serious wet stain on the front of these pants. And then I'll have to die of a sad combination of embarrassment and unfulfilled lust."

"It is tempting to make you squirm after all these years... But let's go." I take his hand and pull him toward the glass door leading inside the hotel.
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It seems like the elevator takes forever to get to the fifteenth floor, and there are people with us the whole time. So we just spend the time staring at each other, my hands in his. I look for any sign that he might be insincere. That this might be a game. Or that he's changed his mind, but there's none.

When we finally get to our floor, a family with two children gets off with us. They take their time as they drag their suitcases out onto the floor. The wheels are a slow clunk-clonk on the tiles, and I swear the children make a game to see who can move the slowest. Just as I'm about to scream, they turn down a short hallway, and we're able to speed around them.

As we cross the threshold into Braden's room, I turn to him, and the look on his face isn't human. He takes my arms and walks me backward until the backs of my legs collide with the side of his bed. My breath catches. It was just yesterday morning that I woke up here with his arm around me, and it made me so angry I could have stabbed him. A fire roils through my belly this time too as he guides me down onto the mattress, but it couldn't be more different.

"You don't know how often I thought of this," he says. "But it was never anything like this."

I bunch my dress up around my waist, but pause there. "What was it like?"

"Like looking at a projection instead of the real thing. Let me see you. All of you."

"But do you even know what I have—"

"No. But it doesn't matter." Apparently tired of waiting, he jerks the dress up and hooks his fingers under the waistband of my panties. "Can I?"

I can't speak, so I just nod my head and lift myself off the bed. He lowers them slowly, letting the backs of his fingers trail their fire across my skin. Before he gets too far, I put my hands on his and stop him. "What do you want to see?"

His lip curls up into that perfect adorable and annoying sneer. "You. Whatever that is. I just want to see you."

I close my eyes and fall back onto the bed. Unlike him, I haven't allowed myself to imagine this in the last ten years. But before that, it was nothing like this. When he gasps, I scrunch my face and wait. The only sensation is the cool night air meeting the steaming heat of my pussy. Just when I'm about to open an eye a tiny sliver so I can peek through, I feel the bed shift under his weight.

"It's as beautiful as you. Can I touch it?"

What a silly question. I want him to. More than anything, I want him to touch it and then fuck it. But I hesitate. I can't just pretend the last decade didn't exist. "What happened with us? With you?"

He blows out a breath and drops to his knees. The bed rises without the weight of his upper body pressing down on it. "The short answer? I was scared. You told me how you felt, and I knew I felt the same. But I was a different person then. I thought feeling that made me gay."

"It doesn't. But so what if it did?" I prop myself up and look at him.

"I know. Now. But back then, this was all new to me. And you know how I was raised." His family was active in local politics and in their extremely conservative church. They scared the fuck out of me, so I did everything I could to avoid them, even before I was out of the closet.

"That's no excuse to treat me the way you did."

His face goes pale, and his eyes drop to the bedspread. "I know. And I'll spend every day of the rest of my life apologizing to you if you'll let me."

"Braden."

"I didn't know it until that day, but I've aways loved you Abbi. I—"

"Stop. Don't say that."

"But it's true." He looks up at me. His green eyes dance, and I want to scream that I love him too. But I can't.

"I don't want to hear it. We're not there yet."

His lips curl up, and the corners of his eyes wrinkle. "Yet?"

I take his hand and hold it against my pussy. "Yet." The heat is overwhelming, and I moan even though he's doing nothing. But that sound awakens him, and before I know it, his body is on mine, and he's fumbling with his pants. His belt jingles as he unfastens it, and then it thuds against the wall when he tosses it over his shoulder.

"Abbi, is this what you want?" He pulls his dick free as he says it, and I'm not sure if he's referring to it or to himself. But it doesn't matter. The answer is yes.

"Mmm-hmm." I circle a finger around my clit as the tip of his dick bounces against my labia. "I need my purse."

"Condom, right. That's a good idea." He takes the small white clutch from the corner of the bed and hands it to me.

I snap it open and hand him the package. I watch as he tears the foil and hurriedly rolls the condom down his length. "And this." He looks up, and I hand him the bottle.

"Lube?"

I feel my cheeks go red. "I don't—"

"I know. I've researched it over the years." He pops the cap and squirts it into his hand. Then rubs it up and down his dick. I writhe as I watch his hand do what I wish mine was doing instead.

"Do you aways carry this in your purse?" he asks.

I shrug. "A girl never knows when she might need it."

The sound of his chuckle makes me smile. "If I have anything to say about it, we're going to need to buy cases of this stuff."

I can't think of a response, and I don't have time for one anyway. He presses forward, and his dick glides inside me. Filling me. He moves his hips in a tiny circle as he pushes in further, and I groan. I've been with men before, but none of them felt like this inside me. None of them drove every single thought from my brain.

He pushes and pulls out. And again. The sound of his lubricated dick mixes with our panting. "Do you like this?"

I tighten myself around him—the only answer I can give—and he purrs and presses in even further. I don't know how I stretch so much to take him, but I do. Over and over. The friction builds with each thrust until finally we're both glowing, The slightest touch—his finger on my clit as he presses into me, my fingernails digging into his back as my body tenses—and we both explode. The bed bucks under us, and the headboard slams again and again into the wall. The percussion to my screams and his grunts. A song I've waited almost half my life to hear, and it's greater than I ever imagined.

When we're both spent, he falls on me. My breathing, already labored, becomes shallow and forced as he compresses my lungs, but I don't want it any other way. I make no effort to move or to move him. "That was more than I thought it could be." I huff out the words. He just nods while he catches his breath, his stubble sandpaper rough against my chest.

"But it's still not enough," he says once he's recovered. He shifts, and his mouth clamps over one of my nipples. His tongue swirls around it, and it's instantly hard. My breath becomes just as ragged as it was two minutes ago. "No, definitely not enough." He bites down, and a jolt runs straight to my pussy. I kick my legs up and around him, holding him in place. Sure that I'm never going to let him go.


EPILOGUE


My lungs burn as I force in air and then collapse into Braden's arms. "That was—" I have to stop talking so I can breathe. "Oh my God."

"It was incredible." He kisses my forehead, and I go limp. Our sweat makes us so slick that I slip right through his arms. Both of my legs cramp as I crumple at his feet. He crouches, cradling my head. "You're fucking amazing. Just breathe."

"I want to die."

His lip curls up, and he's lucky I'm incapable of moving my body right now. "You don't want to die."

"No, you're right. I think I already did."

"Gio?" Braden calls over his shoulder.

As if he was summoned from the air, Gio appears over his shoulder and holds out a plastic bottle. "Already on it," he says. "Abbi, you did great."

Braden takes the bottle from him and holds it to my lips. I moan when it hits my tongue. It's salty and sweet and the most wonderful thing in the world. "Mile 18," I tell them. "At that store with the red awning. That's when it happened. There weren't any angels. But I'm sure it happened there."

Gio and Braden both laugh. "That's called bonking, babe," Braden says. "Lots of runners do it. And lots of them quit. But you didn't, and I'm so proud of you for that." He lets go of me, and I think we're both a little surprised that I'm able to hold my head up on my own. My eyes fixate on the numbers on his bib: 5477.

"How did you do?"

He shrugs, and I know he's trying to be humble. "I did pretty well."

"3:17," Gio answers for him. "Knocked ten minutes off his personal best. I was 3:31."

"That's amazing baby!" I try to will my arms up and around his neck so I can pull him into a kiss, but I can only manage a slight flex of one finger. "But that means you've been waiting over an hour for me." My cheeks would go red if my heart were still working.

"Eh, we had time to take a nap, so it wasn't all bad." Gio lets out a fake yawn, and I twitch my middle finger, hoping it's enough to give him the hint.

"Women's divisions are almost always slower, and this was your first time, so I expected to wait a lot longer. We both did, regardless of what he says." Braden lifts me up like I weigh nothing more than a ripe watermelon. "You need to move a little or your whole body is going to cramp."

I wince as I take baby steps. "Too late." My calves are pulled tight, and I have to force my heel to the ground with each tiny stride. I've never been so sore and exhausted in my entire life. "I was stupid to let you talk me into this."

"It was your idea."

"Running was my idea. Not whatever form of torture this is." Braden is an avid runner, and last year, I told him I wanted to start working out with him to get in shape for our wedding this summer. It started as a few runs each week. Then it became a morning ritual for us, but before too long, he got the idea that I could run this marathon with him. And I was so impressed with the improvements I saw in my body week after week that I believed him when he told me I could do it. So we trained together. But nothing we did prepared me for this. I'd rather crawl on my belly across molten glass than to ever put myself through this again.

"Just wait. You hate it now, but once you get some food in you, your energy will come back. Then the brain fog will clear, and you'll be hooked."

"Not gonna happen."

Braden stops us. Gio doesn't notice, and he keeps going. "There might be other perks to finishing a marathon too," Braden says. He sweeps his eyes left and right and then cups my breast in his hand. His thumb makes a slow circle around my nipple. I thought my body was already as tight as it could get, but I was wrong. "I think you've earned one of my special massages when we get home."

"Mmm, depending on just how special this massage is, it might make this all worthwhile."

"Have I ever told you how much I love you?" He kisses me, and my legs want to collapse onto the dirty asphalt again.

It takes all my strength, but I reach up and twist his hair around my fist. "You've maybe said it a few times. It will never be as much as I love you, though. But right now, I want to hear more about this massage."

"I wouldn't want to spoil it, but let's just say there's going to be heat and vibration and lots of pressure to work out all of your kinks. Even the ones coiled deep inside you."

"Can we skip the food and just go right to that?"

"Mia and Haley are waiting to congratulate you."

I close my eyes. "Fine. They get five seconds, and I'll eat an energy bar. But then we're going home so you can tend to me properly."

"Oh, I am going to tend to you all night." He bites my neck and then wraps his hand around my waist and leads me to where Gio is waiting.
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CHAPTER ONE



From the instant he steps onto the stage, I can't take my eyes away from him. I barely pay attention to his speech. All my effort is spent in trying to slow down my heart and force myself to take steady breaths.

When he finishes, I spring from my seat before he even waves a hand to the crowd. A few people look at me, and I'm sure they wonder if I'm starting a standing ovation. When I don't clap my hands, they scrunch their faces in confusion. A few stand and applaud anyway, and that spreads through the crowd. Still, I don't do anything except stare at him as he walks to the right. When he goes behind the red curtain, I lose sight of him, and I push my way through the crowd.

Almost everyone here is dressed in business suits. The men in dark greys and blacks. Most of the women too. I snake my way through the forest of dullness, trying to get to the stage door before it's too late. After what seems an eternity, I make it and walk up the few steps of the dark staircase that leads me to the stage. He's still there, talking to a couple of men dressed the same as everyone else here.

He doesn't notice me until I'm just a few feet away from him. When he does, he smiles. "Miss?" He extends his hand, and I shake it.

I give him a few seconds before I say anything. A few seconds to examine me. For the neurons in his brain to fire and illuminate the pathways that have laid unused and dusty for almost 20 years now. I don't take my eyes away from his as I wait for that sudden twitch of recognition, but it doesn't come. Of course he doesn't recognize me. Not when I'm dressed like this.

"I just had to meet you after that wonderful speech," I say. "I'm Sarah." I release his hand and let my eyes move over the rest of his face. His skin is a little rougher than I remember. There are a few lines around his eyes and the corners of his mouth now. Just a couple of grey hairs mixed in at his temples. But every inch of his face melts me just a little more than the last. Just like it did in college.

"Sarah… Have we met?"

My lungs freeze, and I hope I'm wearing enough makeup to hide the red spreading across my cheeks. "I don't believe so."

He shakes his head and looks down for a moment. "Sorry. Of course not. You just looked familiar for a second. Anyway, I'm Phillip—"

"Phillip Hall. I know because—"

He grins, and his green eyes twinkle in the reflection of the stage lights. "Right, you just saw me get introduced, obviously. So you enjoyed my presentation?"

I smile back and shift my weight slightly, sticking my breasts out just a little for him. He takes the bait and lets his eyes drop before lifting them back up to my face. "Well, I did sneak backstage after hearing it, didn't I?"

Phillip chuckles, and it brings back so many memories. So many fantasies. "And you don't have a pitchfork or a torch, unlike most people who hunt me down after a speech."

"I don't want to scare you away. The opposite, in fact." I look him up and down. My gaze drifts from his lips to his broad chest, filling out the black button-down shirt, to his waist and to his crotch. I make sure he sees me lick my lips as I look there. "I was hoping we could talk more about some of your ideas." I look back at his wide eyes and bite my lip.

"Uh, i-is there something specific you have in mind?"

"There is." I rest my palm against his chest, and I can feel his heart beat. Phillip's lips part as he looks down at my hand. "I have something very specific in mind."

"Oh?" He's so short of breath he can barely utter the single syllable.

"I thought maybe we could go up to my room to discuss things further. If that's—"

"Phillip! You old asshole, there you are!" A man's voice explodes louder than a sonic boom, and Phillip and I both gasp and take a sudden step back. "Remember me?"

I look up at the man as he slaps his hand against Phillip's shoulder. Even through the shirt, it makes a loud smack. The man is taller than either of us. And blonde. His hair is slicked up with too much gel, and his grin is too forced.

"Of course, Roger. How could I forget you?" Phillip smiles at him. It's not at all the same easy smile I remember from years ago. "How long's it been? Five years?"

"Too long, my man. Too long." He raises his hand, and Phillip flinches, but this time he just sets it on his shoulder. Then Roger looks at me. "Oh. I'm sorry. I didn't realize."

Phillip takes a step to his right so Roger's hand falls away from his shoulder. "Roger, this is Sarah. She and I were just, uh… Well, we—"

I want to punch this interloper. Instead, I take the folded conference itinerary from my purse, rip off a corner, and write my number on it. "Call me when you're not busy with empty-headed suits," I glare at Roger, who remains oblivious, "and we can address that, um, opportunity."

Phillip looks down at the slip of paper and folds it before the blonde man next to him can read the number. "Absolutely. I look forward to discussing it further."

I wink and walk back down the stairs toward the stage door. My purple heels clicking with each step.


CHAPTER TWO



I slam the phone down so hard I hear it crack. I'm tempted to throw it against the floor-to-ceiling windows. If I didn't know they were shatterproof, I would. The image of the glass breaking into a million pieces and falling like sharp, frozen drops of rain to the street fifty stories below relaxes me for just a second. Just long enough for me to take a breath and lower my pulse before my heart completely gives out. I wouldn't blame it if it did.

I have to talk to Keyvon about this. Not talk. I have to be sure that he and everyone else understand that failures like this have no place at Telesca. I shoot out of my chair so fast that it crashes into the window behind me. Down on the street below, people are going on like they didn't just potentially lose a billion dollar contract.

I pull as hard as I can on my heavy mahogany door, but it's still slow to open. When we remodeled, the designers almost pleaded with me to use modern light woods and glass like all the other offices in the rest of the building. But I didn't want mine to look like everyone else's. I wanted the stability and heft of the old materials and rich reddish brown tones. More importantly, I wanted to feel closed in at work. The same way the tight collars of my button-down shirts slowly strangle me all day. The way the heavy wool suit jacket pulls me down until I finally take it off when I get home. My home which couldn't be more different from this. My real life which is almost the opposite of this. I need the clear demarcation between the two.

As I turn out of my suite and into the main hallway, I pause for half a step and look up. There are two groups of people standing around and just chatting. As my loafers smack down on the matte white tiles, though, they look up and scurry away before I even come close to them. I've spent the last ten years cultivating this kind of respect among my employees. This isn't the typical tech firm with its open, almost non-existent, office policy.

When I get to his office, Keyvon is sitting behind his desk. I don't bother knocking. I don't need to.

"Mr. Carr." He stands and his eyes drift over to the sofa with his jacket draped across its back. "What can I do for you, sir?"

It stings when someone calls me mister or sir. A tiny paper cut, and I curse myself every time for not being calloused to it. But now, I'm glad. I want to be in a bad mood for this. "You mean you don't know why I'm here?" When he shakes his head, I growl out a sigh. "The DOD contract we bid on? The chipsets that we've already started producing?"

He squints his eyes and cocks his head to the side. "Is there something wrong with the proposal?"

I laugh. "There certainly is. Someone underbid us." Not just someone. AMSP. The company that has been a thorn in our side for the last three years. "How the hell does that happen?"

Keyvon rubs his hand across his jaw, and I can hear the skin brush across his stubble. "How did you find out?"

"How do you think I found out? It doesn't matter. The other bid was exactly ten percent lower than ours. That doesn't happen randomly."

"No." He practically falls back into his seat as I sit across from him. "That's too much of a coincidence. So what are we—"

"We're going to do what we have to do. We can't afford to lose this. Not now. Do you know what the shareholders would do to us if we do? I'll handle that part and make sure we don't lose." I haven't gotten here without having more than a few friends inside the government. "What you're going to do is find out exactly what happened."

"Sir?"

That word again. I squeeze a fist until my knuckles turn white. "Find out who leaked our bid and make sure it doesn't happen again."

Just as he nods, my phone vibrates in my pocket, and I pull it out to see the notification.

Unknown: Sarah, I don't know if you remember me. This is Phillip Hall. We spoke after my speech at the Securing Tomorrow conference. Anyway, you gave me your number and told me to get ahold of you next time I was in town. And here I am lol. I've never done anything like this, so I'll just leave the next step to you. If there is a next step. But I hope there is.

I look up and see Keyvon's lips moving, but I can't hear a word he's saying. I nod as I stand up. "Take care of this. I'm trusting you." I don't even look at him before I turn and walk out of his office, staring at my phone screen.

For the second time in less than ten minutes, my heart is racing. Three beats for every step I take down the hall. And now the contract doesn't seem so important. I'm finally getting my chance to show Phillip what he's missed out on all these years. And I know just the dress I'm going to wear for it.


CHAPTER THREE



I close my eyes and smooth my dress when I get out of the car. Not for any wrinkles—I made sure during the ride there were no creases—but to stop the shaking in my hands. It started when the driver turned onto the street, and now it's almost a full tremble. And it's foolish. I've built my own company from nothing. I negotiate multi-billion dollar contracts. And a date is what finally makes me nervous? It's not like I even care about Phillip. He's nothing to me. Just a chance to prove myself right. That's all.

"Sarah?"

My eyelids spring open. It's him, just a few feet away. My heart stops for several seconds, and my chest feels more hollow with each missed beat. This is nothing, I tell myself. Nothing. "Phillip, hello." He's wearing a dark violet three-piece suit with a black tie. His brown hair is swept to one side, just messy enough that I know it took an effort to make it look that casual. I smile as broadly as I can. It comes easy for some reason.

"Wow." He stops three steps away from me and rubs his palm along his jaw as he looks me up and down. My breath catches as I watch the tip of his index finger slip just a sliver of an inch into his mouth. "You look incredible."

I'm wearing a black dress that's even tighter than my skin. It doesn't just show off every curve that the body shapers and padding have given to me; it screams so loudly about them that there's no way anyone can avoid them. I sweep my curled hair back and expose a shoulder to him as I tilt my head just a little and wait for a count of five so he can fully take in everything that I'm showing him. "Thank you. You look very handsome yourself. That is an interesting color."

"I chose it just for you. You were wearing purple heels when I saw you at the conference."

My stomach tenses as I wish for just a second that I would have worn those shoes again today. But I flick my eyes down at the black sandals I'm wearing—straps criss-crossing my feet, around my ankles, and nearly halfway up my calves. So much sexier than a simple pair of pumps. "I remember." The moment is seared into me. Half his face hidden in the shadows, the other half almost too lit by the lights reflecting from the stage. Nothing at all like his face the day he told me he couldn't room with me the next year because he and his girlfriend decided to live together.

"Shall we?"

He holds his arm out, and I just glare at it for a second as I let the anger roar through me and fizzle away. When I'm sure I won't be tempted to crush his arm, I slip mine through and we walk into the restaurant.

Everything inside is so old. An antique wood podium for the host, vintage yellow floral wallpaper covering the walls. Even the chairs at the table seem straight from the 40s. Phillip holds my seat while I sit. As he walks to the other side of the table, I run a finger down the thick ivory-colored tablecloth. Somehow, the fabric even feels old.

"Have you been here before?" he asks and looks around the dining room.

I shake my head and watch the server walk up to our table. She's wearing a black dress that is drawn in so tight around her waist that I'm not sure how she breathes. When she gets closer, I stare at her breasts. They're shaped like missile cones firing from her chest. Between that unnatural bra and what has to be a painful corset, it's a wonder she can walk. I suppose that's the price she pays for working at a 1940s themed restaurant. I hope the tips are worth it.

There is no menu here. We all have the same ten courses. Modern takes on classics from the height of World War II. Mostly that means lots of root vegetables and chicken and pork, cooked in tiny ramekins to mimic casseroles. And then at the end, some dessert that seems like it's equal parts cherry Jello and marshmallow. Somehow it reminds me of what my grandma used to cook for us all the time while tasting completely different and ten times better than anything she ever dreamed of.

When I set down my fork for the last time, and wonder why I ever had the idea of wearing a dress so tight that Phillip can probably watch the "deconstructed porkloaf" pass through me, he leans across the table and takes my hand. A chill runs through me. "I hope you're not too uncomfortable to go down." I stare as he slowly lowers a finger to point under the table.

My mouth floods and my lips part. "Go down? I..." It's what I wanted, isn't it? What this entire night was leading up to. So why am I hesitating? "I—"

"You know about it, right?" His green eyes fix on me, and just when I can't take any more, the side of his mouth curls up. "The club downstairs? My friend who told me about this place said we have to go there. You do dance, don't you?"

I jerk my hand away from his. I know it's not fair to hold it against him, but I'm offended that he dares to ask me. Of course I dance, and if he recognized me, he would know that. I took dance classes for twenty years. Starting when I was eight, and only stopping once I started Telesca. When I no longer had time. And when I convinced myself that a CEO shouldn't make the time for dance, no matter how much they loved it. "It's been a while, but I do. A little."

His smile grows wider and his eyes take on a life that I haven't seen in so long. "Then I suppose we have no choice." He holds his hand out, holding it above the table, palm up, waiting for me to take it.

"But do you?" I ask. The Phillip I knew in college could, and did, trip over a leaf. There's no way he would have ever danced in public, not even alone in the apartment.

"I'm certainly not going to impress anyone, but I've taken a lesson or two." He stands, still holding out his hand for me. "You look surprised. Don't I seem like the type?"

I shake my head and take his hand as I stand up. I have to stop acting like this before he gets suspicious. He can't know who I am. Not yet. "I'm just amazed. Public speaker extraordinaire, finder of hidden restaurants that I've never heard of, and now you're going to show off the Lindy Hop?"

He laughs. "I doubt it, since I have no clue what that is. But maybe you can teach me." He squeezes my hand and turns us toward the back of the restaurant, toward the restrooms. When we get there, there's a third door. Covered in the same wallpaper as the wall, the only thing that marks it as a door is a brass knob jutting out at hip height. Phillip wraps his hand around it, his warm olive skin matching the patinated metal, and looks at me. "Do you think there's some special knock, or do we just go in?"

His left eyebrow is raised, and it's like being back in college. I can't remember how many times he looked away from his textbook with that eyebrow raised as he asked me if I could explain a concept that was puzzling him. I loved studying with him just for that look. Seeing it again makes every drop of blood in my body rush to my cock. I want to push him against the wall right here, and kiss him until he begs me to let him up for air. I want to drag him into the restroom and throw open a stall door—

"Are you okay?" he asks. "You zoned out, and your face went red."

I have to work my mouth up and down a couple of times before I can find enough saliva to speak. "Uh, yeah. It's just... I'd try the knob."

He stares at me a second longer, something other than concern in his eyes. Then he smiles and pushes open the door. "The lady knows what she's doing. Why do I get the feeling that's not unusual for you?" He winks and lets go of my hand as he starts down the stairs.

The stairway is lit in red. It makes me think of emergency lights, and the heavy steel door at the bottom tells me that impression is intentional. It's supposed to look like a bomb shelter, but on the other side of the door, it's another world. There are small round tables around the side of the room, but most of the space is taken by an enormous wooden dance floor. There have to be almost a hundred people on it, and I wonder how that many people know about this place. On the other side of the floor, a stage rises a couple feet. There's a swing band playing. We walked right into the middle of a trumpet solo.

I stare as the man's cheeks puff and then slowly deflate, his three fingers working faster than a typist's. The trumpet bouncing up and down and up and down, beating out the rhythm of the music. "This is incredible."

I don't think I say the words loud enough for Phillip to hear me, but he presses his body against me. Even through the suit, the heat from him is unbearable, and I feel tiny droplets of sweat dotting my forehead. "So very incredible." He whispers, but his mouth is so close to my ear it makes me jump.

His eyes lock on mine when I spin to look at him. I don't know how long we stand staring at each other. Too long. Not nearly long enough. But then we both blink. "So..." Phillip points his thumb toward the dance floor. "You, uh?"

"Yeah." It takes more energy to turn my eyes from him than it does to light the entire city, but I finally do it.

Our hands meld into each others as we go to the dance floor. The other couples here are covered in sweat. Their hair is wet and slicked back, and none of them even gives us a glimpse as we work our way into an opening between them all. It takes only a second before my body finds its rhythm. My feet automatically move with the swinging 4/4 beat of the band. My shoulders sway, and I hold my other hand out for Phillip to take. He stares at me for a moment, then takes it. It takes him longer to start up, an older engine that hasn't been cranked in a while, and I wonder if he really does know how to dance or if that was all false bravado. But then he steps back with his left foot and crosses his right in front of it as he leads me in a circle, and my instinct takes over. Without even thinking, my body knows every step he's going to make, and I mirror them all. We draw out an ever-expanding circle on the floor, our energy picking up with each revolution until it feels like we're whirring around the entire world and could bust free at any second. Just as I think we might, the song ends, and the band goes immediately into a ballad.

I go still, but Phillip pulls me in tight to him and wraps his right arm around my back. His touch makes my shoulders arch and my belly press tight against him. "You're a brilliant dancer," he says.

"Me? You've had more than just a lesson or two."

He shrugs. "Maybe a tad more. There was someone—a girl—who was very special to me once. She loved dance, so I took lessons, hoping to impress her."

My stomach clenches, and heat sweeps through me. I want to pull away from him. I can't stand to be held by him while I think about him learning to dance to impress some other girl. He would have never even thought about doing something like that for me. This is why I have to do this, I remind myself. I have to expose his hypocrisy.

"Hey, this is okay, right?' he asks. "The slow dance?"

He must have felt me go stiff, so I force myself to relax each of my muscles until I can finally breathe again. "Of course. So, was that girl impressed?" I don't really want to know the answer, so it's a relief when he just shrugs his shoulders without saying anything. "Do you wanna..."

"I was just thinking the same thing," he says. "Maybe back to your place?"

"My place? It's not..." There are hundreds of reasons why we can't go back to my place. Too many clues there to who I really am. "It's being painted, so it's a mess. But you have a hotel room, right? What about there?"

"It's not exactly a suite."

"I don't think we need a suite." I drop my hand to his ass and pinch it.

He jumps. "No, I suppose we don't need much more than a—well, anyway, yeah. My room it is."


CHAPTER FOUR



Phillip holds the door to his hotel room open for me, and I walk in ahead of him. When he flicks on the light switch, I look around. There's not much here. A bed, a chair, a small wet bar with a tiny counter. The door to the closet is partially open, so I peek in. There are five or six things hanging neatly and a suitcase tucked in below them.

"It's not really—"

"It's perfect." I grab the lapels of his suit to pull him closer, and he kisses me. It feels like falling off the summit of a mountain. I tumble over rocky ground as gravity pulls harder and harder, ripping me through wisps of grass and brambly bushes. And each bump and whirl leaves me gasping until I'm a quivering, sighing heap at the bottom. And I want nothing more than to climb the top and fall all over again.

When our lips finally part, Phillip rests his forehead against mine. His breath is hot and smells of after dinner coffee. "You don't know how long I've wanted to do that." His words are nothing more than air.

"Not nearly as long as..." I bite down on my lip before I say more, and I close my eyes.

"Not as long as what?" he asks.

I can't tell him that I've wanted this since college. That there were nights I fell asleep just so I could dream of this very moment. Dreams which weren't a tenth as wonderful as the real thing. That for years afterward, every time I would lie in bed with my eyes closed and my hand drifting down toward my cock, I would see him in my mind. I would inhale deeply and almost smell him lying there next to me. I can't tell him any of this. Not yet. Not until I show him what could have been if he had just been open to the possibility of us.

Before I can even open my mouth to lie and explain away what I started to say, his lips press against the side of my jaw and then move down my neck, starting at the side. Working across my pulse point to my center. For a second, a wave of panic flashes over me. My Adam's apple. I've had hair removal, so there's no stubble. But there's still that. His lips brush across it, but they don't stop. They work lower into the hollow at the base of my throat, and I blow out a breath that's both relief and passion.

Phillip puts his hands on my shoulders and walks me backward. One step. Then he slides his lips to my collarbone. Another step, and his lips are at the crook of my neck. Another step. Now the crook on the other side. Now I feel the bed against my thighs, and I wrap my arms around him to keep from falling backward onto it. "We need to do something about this." He speaks into my shoulder, and for a second I don't know what he's talking about. Then I feel his finger slide along the neckline of my dress. My body reacts like his finger is an ice cube. I gasp. Goosebumps spread over me. And under all the padding, I feel my nipples tighten.

"We will." I can't let him get too carried away, or he'll see what I have on under this dress. Everything I wore to give me the curves that his eyes have been outlining all night. I spin us until he's the one pressed against the side of the bed. "But I have something else in mind first."

Now it's my turn for my lips to trace his skin. I mirror his moves, starting at his jaw. The prickly stubble stabs and scrapes against my tender lips. Before I work my way down, though, I run my tongue against him. His skin is salty. I can taste the soapy, woodsy aftershave mixed with what must be the taste of him. My knees go weak, and I slip down his body until he catches me. Now, my nose is planted firmly against the center of his chest. His arms are encircling me, burning into me. I feel his chest rise and we both sigh at the same time. I could stay like this forever. But I can't.

I slide a hand down his front. His stomach is as hard as a bench. In college, he would go to the gym every day while I stayed in our dorm room studying. For a while, he tried to talk me into going with him. But the only thing that interested me in that gym was him, and there's no way I could spend an hour in there staring without him noticing. Finally, the asking became a raised eyebrow after he had changed into shorts and a tank top. A look that was much more tempting to me, but I shook my head every time until he stopped asking. Now, all these years later, he still works out. For a second I imagine him, covered in sweat. His brown hair with a few grey specks matted down. I picture my hand running through it, collecting his moisture like bare feet in dewy grass, and then moving down his body.

I bite the side of my tongue to force myself to focus on the present. Then I lower my hand past his stomach, over his vest, and down to his waistband. I slide my middle finger along its top as I look up at him. His eyes are glazed over, but when he notices me, he looks down. "I want these off of you," I say.

He doesn't say a word as his hands leave me and grasp his belt. It seems like it takes him forever to work it free from the buckle, but at last I hear the leather whispering through the belt loops as he pulls it free. Then the metal buckle clangs softly as it hits the carpet. When I hear the rip of the zipper, I can't help myself. I groan and push him back onto the bed. He falls with a satisfying thwump. I watch him bounce once, and I want to dive onto him. A lioness tackling the prey that she's stalked for so long. But I want to see him first.

I yank his shoes off and tug his pants down his legs while he slips his fingers under the waistband of his black briefs. They move so slow that I'm sure he's just tormenting me. That after all of this, he's going to pull away from me, and I'll be left empty and alone just like before. But this time I'm not giving him the chance. I reach up and hook my fingers under the elastic. I look at him, giving him only a second to object, and when he doesn't, I rip them down.

I think I drop them to the floor beside me. On top of his crumpled pants. But I don't know. I may throw them against the wall. I may walk them to the window and fling them out into the parking lot below. I don't know. I don't know anything outside the beauty of his cock. The shaft curls up just a little toward his belly, and I follow its pulsing blue veins up to the bulging pink head. I've seen my share of dicks. Men who never meant as much to me as Phillip. I've even seen his in my fantasies. But it was never this. Never this thick. Not this long. And it never quivered when I traced the tip of a fingernail across its underside. The quivering was never connected to a stuttering inhale from his mouth.

I wrap my hand around its base and it's like holding onto a uranium rod. Radioactive particles bombard my palm, searing it, leaving me permanently changed. I try to ring my fingers around it, but they won't close. As I squeeze tighter, his pulse beats into my skin. A drum beat growing faster and faster. Louder. Until I'm sure that I hear it in my ears. My pulse matching his. And I lean forward. I just want to inhale. I want to finally know what he smells like. But my body wants more.

When I get close, my tongue lashes out. His body jerks, and then he groans. It's the groan that does it. The masculine roughness sends a tingle through me. A wave of electricity takes me over. I lick along his length. Tasting his salt and warmth, and lubing him. When I've coated every inch of him, I raise my head just an inch and pump my fist up and down his length. Slowly at first, but each tug is a little faster than the one before. In the side of my eye, I can see him gripping the blanket. His knuckles white and red from the force. That's when I wrap my lips around him.

I'm not sure which of us moans. Maybe it's both of us. But I know that nothing has ever felt like this before and nothing ever will. I twirl my tongue around his head while I suck the tiny drops of pre-cum that he offers to me, and I almost collapse. It's like craving a chocolate milkshake your entire life and then finally tasting it. The sugary cream coating your mouth, and the cocoa exploding across your tastebuds. I want to lie here ruined, but I lower my mouth farther.

His taste changes slightly on the different parts of my tongue. The flavors are all the same, but sometimes the salt is at the forefront. Sometimes there's something that reminds me of vanilla. Other times it's his musk that comes forward. Each taste is exactly what I want. Perfect. Until I take more of him and the taste changes, and that new taste becomes even more perfect. I don't stop until his tip bumps into the back of my throat, and even then I wish I could take more. I wish I could take all of him.

I pump my fist faster and then start moving my head up and down. He moans with every breath now. His blazing cock grows even hotter. And it fuels me. My own cock strains at my panties, ready to explode as soon as someone presses the plunger on its detonator. And I'm moaning now. A chorus. A high to his low. Each time, I try to take more of him into me. Each time, he slams into the back of my throat, and it makes my eyes water.

With each stroke, I imagine the two of us. First lying together on the bed, spent after giving each other everything. Then waking up together. Breakfast in bed. Showering. Heading off to work. But knowing that we would come home to each other. Knowing that we would never again go to bed alone because we would always have the other. And that's when it hits me. My eyes aren't watering. I'm crying.

Every single feeling I've ever had for him is falling around me and soaking me until I'm literally overflowing. I jerk my head away and let go of his cock. The room air is freezing against my burning palm. Tonight wasn't supposed to be like this. Phillip lifts himself to his elbows to look up at me, but I have to turn away. I wanted to suck his dick, give him the best blow job he's ever had. Then I would tell him who I really am. I would spit my name at him and tell him that this is what he could have had if he'd just given me the chance. If he would have just let me tell him my truth. But I wasn't supposed to feel like this. I wasn't supposed to be reminded of how much I love him.

"Sarah?"

I'm sobbing now as I stand up. I look around, unsure for a moment where I am. Unsure where the door is. When I finally find it, I hurry to it and wrap my fingers around the handle. But then I freeze. The simple act of turning a door handle is beyond my abilities.

"Sarah, wait. I'm sorry."

The next couple of sobs sound like laughs to me. Maybe they are. He's sorry? Him? This is all my fault. I finally twist. The door pulls open, and I dart through it into the too bright hallway. Past the lobby. Out into the dark.


CHAPTER FIVE



Everything in my office reminds me of him. The brown of the bookshelves lining the wall is almost the same color as his hair. The green bindings of the books scattered on its shelves are just like his eyes. Even the water bottle sitting on my desk. In college, he used to get so mad at me because I always used disposable water bottles instead of the refillable stainless steel bottles he used. I would crinkle the plastic just to see his passion flare. I loved watching the way his eyes got a little smaller, the way his nostrils opened a little wider. I reach out now and squeeze the bottle. The thin plastic cracks and pops and then snaps back into place when I let go. But there's no one to yell at me here. No one who ever looks at me funny when they see me drinking from it.

I close my eyes and let my head fall back against my leather chair. Kicking to the right, I spin myself in a circle, just like on the dance floor Friday night. I push myself faster with each rotation until my brain is sloshing in a whirlpool of cerebrospinal fluid. I want to make myself sick. I want to pass out. So I keep kicking harder and harder. Until there's a knock.

I blow out a breath, and I can hear it pinwheel away from me as I slow down. When my lungs are empty and burning, I open my eyes and grab the edge of my desk. "Come in." My voice doesn't sound nearly as wobbly as it should, but as I watch Keyvon walk to a chair across from me, my head sways.

"Sir? Are you alright?"

"I was." Before you called me that. Before I went back to Phillip's hotel room. Before I decided to see him at that silly conference. I hold tighter to the desk, and I feel the coffee swelling up in my stomach. Splashing at my esophagus, trying to get out. I part my lips and clench my stomach muscles, but it stays put.

Keyvon stares at me. I can tell he's debating if he should press me more. His jaw relaxes when he decides it's none of his business. "Right. Anyway, I'm sure you've seen my emails from the weekend."

I look at the black computer screen. "I haven't checked email since... What are they about?"

He leans in and rests an elbow on his knee as he examines me again. I should have lied and told him that I saw them. Now he knows there's something wrong. I check messages 24/7, no matter what. "It's the defense contract," he says. "The one that—"

"I obviously know which one. Is there something new?"

He clears his throat and shifts back in his chair. "You thought someone leaked our bid, and they did. It came from the legal department."

"Legal?" I grip the desk even tighter, from rage now, not dizziness.

"Yes, sir. We haven't tracked the exact workstation yet. The person obfuscated their IP address. But it went through a server that only that floor has access to."

"So you will know who did it. And soon." I make clear to him that I'm not asking.

"Yes, sir."

"Good." I turn away to let him know that we're done, unless he has something else to bring up. In the corner of my eye, I see him stand and move toward the door. "Keyvon." He freezes halfway across my office and we both turn to look at each other. "Thank you."

His mouth falls open just enough that I notice it, but he doesn't say anything.

"And please stop calling me 'sir.'"

"Oh. What would you like me to call you then?"

Ma'am. It's on the tip of my tongue. And he would call me that with no hesitation. So would most of the other employees here. But I answer to the shareholders, not to anyone inside this building. "Anything but that. How about—"

My phone screen lights up and vibrates against the wood desktop. The screen just says "P," but it makes everything stop. What would Phillip say if I told him the truth now? What would he call me? I stare at the phone, only partly aware that Keyvon is still standing just a few feet away. "I don't care." I wave my hand in the air, brushing Keyvon away. I repeat it over and over to myself as he walks away. I don't care. As my eyes stay frozen to the screen until it finally goes black. I don't care. If I say it enough, maybe it will become true.


CHAPTER SIX



The box is at the back of my closet's top shelf, almost high enough that I need a stepladder to reach it. But not quite. I stare at it once it's in my hands. It's the box my first real shoes came in. The pair I bought when I finally lived on my own. Brown leather clogs with a two-inch cork heel. Thinking about them makes me laugh. Even when I could finally wear anything, after 22 years of hiding myself, I picked a boring shoe. Still afraid to stand out even when it was just for me.

I sit on the edge of the bed, the box on my lap. The company name is embossed across the top, and I run my fingers along the letters. There's something calming about the texture difference between the matte box and the shiny letters. I blow out breath after breath before I finally work up the nerve to even slide my finger along the lip of the lid.

"I can't do this," I say to no one and set the box on the bed as I fall back beside it. I hear the papers inside the box shift as the mattress moves, taunting me, but I just stare at the ceiling for what could be hours, mapping every little imperfect bump under the layers of white paint. When I have it all memorized, I reach for my phone. His text is right there, and I read it for the thousandth time even though I know it by heart now. "Please give me just one more chance."

My hands shake as I type out a reply. Something I've done at least one hundred times. And each time, I erase it and vow to block his number. But I never do. This was supposed to be easy. Triumphant even. This was never part of the plan. I stare at the screen until the white light blurs everything else. Everything except the send button. I press it.

Me: When are you in town again?

"Fuck... fuckfuckfuck!" I slam my phone down, disgusted that I'm so weak. That I care so little about myself that I let him in when I know he's going to hurt me all over again.

My heart skips when I hear my phone vibrate. Just one quick buzz that I know lasts less than a quarter of a second, but that seems to last my entire lifetime. Then another life passes before I pick up the phone to look at it.

P: Thank you for answering. I'm not back until next month, though. Maybe we could talk before then? I could call you, if that's okay?

I set the phone right back down. Is that okay? I don't know. My body is quivering at the chance to hear his voice. The deep rumble he makes as he draws out his vowels when he's thinking of what to say next. The tiny little flip at the end of his sentences when he's excited. I want so desperately to hear those again. But I know what happens. I fooled myself before into believing that I didn't still care. But I do. So what happens when he finds out the truth? When he leaves me again? This time I'll know it's real. I never laid myself out for him before, so I could always say that he didn't reject the real me. But this time he would. Last time hurt. This time would break me.

But what if he doesn't?

A tiny prick of optimism pokes me, and I'm instantly infuriated at it. A splinter burrowing deep into my fingertip. I know I have to rip it out now before the skin grows over it. He'll never be interested once he knows the truth, so it's better to cut him out of my life now. A little hurt instead of the agony of having my insides ripped out.

But what if he doesn't?

Me: I don't know. I guess that's okay.

My phone rings before I can even set it down, and my heart beats so fast that I wonder if I should ignore his call and call for an ambulance instead. On the fourth ring, I press the green button and scrunch my face, pinching my eyes as tight as I can. "Hello?"

"Sarah?"

I jerk upright. Was my voice not good? Did it sound too masculine? "Hi." I focus to make sure that the pitch and resonance are perfect.

"Thanks for agreeing to talk to me."

"You're welcome."

We both go silent, and I know that letting him call was a mistake. Neither of us has anything to say to the other.

"I never meant to offend you or hurt you."

He didn't mean to hurt me? No, I suppose not. He's never meant that. It just happened. "It's fine. This was all my fault. It just brought back memories of a breakup that was…" I let my words trail. What was the breakup? One sided. He never even knew it was a breakup.

"Oh. So you're not angry with me for, uh, something I did?"

I can't help my snort. I want to be angry with him. But I'm discovering that he's not really the one I'm furious with. "I thought I was over him."

He sighs. "I know that feeling too well." He pauses, and neither of us is eager to fill the silence. "Maybe next time I can help you get over him."

Next time? I put my phone on speaker and set it down so I can run my fingers through my hair. This is it. The time to tell him the truth. Tell him that he never really knew me back in college. Only the parts of me that I let him know. The air turns thick, like I'm breathing it through a tightly woven cloth. My chest strains with the extra work.

"I didn't scare you away?" The words just come out. I'm so practiced at hiding myself—changing the subject to get people to look the other way before they see too much of me—that I do it without thinking. Even when I need to tell the truth. I want to hold a pillow over my face and scream until I pass out.

"Sarah, you could never scare me away. Not after every—No. No, you didn't." Phillip blows out a breath, and I can't tell if it's relief or something else.

"So, you're not in town again until next month?" I'm already telling myself I have a month to tell him the truth. Plenty of time. There's no need to do it tonight. The rationalizations are as familiar to me as my childhood home, and they leave me just as empty now as they always have.

He chuckles. "The hectic life of a corporate diversity coach. Always in demand. Not always listened to. Most of the companies just use me as a prop so they can pretend they're trying."

"Why do you do it then?"

"Because it's important. And because if just one executive listens to me, then I can maybe make things better for a handful of people. You know, just because I'm not going to be in town for a while doesn't mean we can't enjoy ourselves before then?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, what are you wearing?" He makes his voice so deep that I can't help but giggle. "I knew it was too much. I went for bass when I should have gone for cello."

"I think your normal voice is just fine." I look down at myself. "Do you want the real answer for what I'm wearing, or should I at least try to make it sexy?"

He purrs. "The real you is plenty sexy for me."

I snort again. He wouldn't say that if he knew the truth. "Okay then, I'm wearing pink sweatpants and a lilac t-shirt that doesn't match them at all. And I think there might be a hole in one of the armpits, but I can't find it right now."

"Wow, you're really leaning into the realism, aren't you?"

I grin. "You did say—"

"And I meant it. You could be wearing a potato sack, and I'd think it's hot. I mean the tv show kind, not the mesh kind you get at the grocery store. Those would be like wearing fishnets from head to toe, and you would... mmm." He moans, and it makes my cock twinge. "I want you to touch yourself, Sarah."

A chill runs through me. He can't really mean that, can he?

"Slip your hand under the waistband of those pink sweats. Under those sexy panties I know you're wearing. I want you to run a finger along yourself."

"I..." I stare at the phone. We're not teenagers.

"Are you doing it?"

What the hell. I slide my hand under my waistband. My dick must have been waiting because as soon as I touch it, it jumps. "I'm doing it." I run a finger along its length, from the tip to the base. Just the simple touch feels incredible.

"Good girl. Now I want you to hold your finger on the most sensitive part, whatever that is for you."

I hold my finger against my tip, right over the hole. My finger and my cock both feel like they're made of fire.

"Press against it." He goes silent for a second, and I can hear him breathe. "A little harder. Good. Now make a small circle while you keep pressing in."

I close my eyes while I draw circle after circle. "This feels so good. Are you touching yourself too?" I don't want to be the only one experiencing this.

"I am. And it feels wonderful. The only way this could be better is if you were here doing it to me."

"Mmm. I wish I could be."

"It'll happen. I've waited this long, for you, I can wait a little longer." His voice is distant, like he's talking to himself more than me.

"It hasn't been that long. Not even a full month since the conference."

He doesn't say anything for a moment. I just hear his breaths, short and loud, and I imagine his hand wrapped around his cock, gliding from the root to the tip and back. "It's been longer than that."

His words are less than a whisper, so I'm not sure I hear him correctly. "What?"

"Did you think I could ever forget you, Sarah... Christopher?"

My blood freezes instantly when he calls me that, and my body becomes a solid block.

"I didn't recognize you right away, but when I did, I couldn't believe it. I thought I'd never see you again. I thought I'd never get a chance."

I swallow, and it moves my entire body. "A chance? For what?"

"For this." He groans. "For what we almost had Friday night. For what I've dreamt of for 18 years."

"What are you saying?"

"For a chance to finally be with you after all this time. I thought I would stop wanting you, but I never did."

"You—"

"Sarah, this is our chance. I know you want it too. We can finally be together."

It's what I've always wanted to hear him say, and it melts the ice that formed inside me. But the heat doesn't stop. It keeps growing. Hotter and hotter. Until everything turns to steam. "You... You fucking asshole. You've wanted me all this time?"

"Since college. I thought dating Janelle would get my mind off you, but it—"

"You wanted me since college but you never said anything?" I can't believe this. Everything I've felt for all these years. All the pain each time I searched his name to see what he was doing. The knife-like agony when I thought about what it would be like to touch him in the way I wanted. "And now you think you can just... what? What exactly do you think you can do? Do you expect me to pretend that the last 18 years haven't happened?" I'm screaming now, and I don't know if he can even understand anything I'm saying.

"Sarah, we can work through this. The important thing is—"

"The important thing is that you fucking destroyed me! I forgave you because I didn't think you knew. But you did. You fucking knew and you still fucking did it anyway."

I hang up before he can say anything else. And before he has a chance to call back, I block his number.


CHAPTER SEVEN



"What do you mean, you still don't know?" Spittle flies from my mouth. Some of it lands on Keyvon's face, but he stands there with no reaction. And that makes me even more angry. "We're a goddamned tech company. This jackass is a lawyer. It should be a no-brainer."

"They hid their network traffic through—"

I hurl my cell phone into my framed diploma hanging on the wall. The phone shatters the glass and knocks the diploma to the floor. Shards scatter across it. Keyvon flinches, sucks in a quick breath, and then pinches his lips tight. A reaction at last. "I don't want to hear it." I lower my voice to a whisper, more rage than words. "Do you understand me? You find this fucker by the end of the day, or I'm holding you responsible. Got it?"

His head bobs a little as he swallows. I can hear it move down his esophagus, past his larynx. "Yes, sir."

"Keyvon..."

"Shit. Sorry. Yes... Just yes. I'll get it done."

"I know you will. Now get the fuck out of here!" I sweep my hand across the desk. My laptop goes flying. Its spin is interrupted for just a flash as it tugs on the power cord, but then the cord gives way and the computer spirals to the floor near the wall. "And call someone to come clean this up."

He scrunches his face as he turns and gives a curt nod on his way out the door.

A couple of minutes later, I hear loud voices outside my office and the creak of my door swinging in. Even though the timing is impossible, I expect to see Keyvon hauling the mole into my office. Instead, I see Phillip, with my assistant holding one of his arms, trying to tug him backward. My throat swells closed when I look at him, and I'm so angry even my scalp is tingling.

"Will you please tell your assistant that I'm twice his size? He's not going to be able to wrestle me out of here."

"What are you doing here?" I ask at the same time my assistant lets go, declaring that he's going to call security. "Eric, it's fine. Go get me a bagel for lunch, please." I want to get him away from the office so he won't overhear anything Phillip and I have to say to each other. Eric looks from me to Phillip and back at me. His eyebrows raise, and I nod my head.

I wait until he's gone and the door is closed behind him. Then I walk around the desk and stand toe to toe with Phillip. "What are you doing here?" I take in a deep breath, intending to puff out my chest. When I do, I realize what a mistake it is to stand so close to him. His vanilla and cypress scent swirls in my lungs. My mind is still a white-hot furnace, wanting to burn everything within a thousand yards, but my body goes limp. My shoulders slouch. My eyes fall down to his chest. He's wearing a faded college t-shirt that's been washed so many times the material is half the thickness it once was. His pecs are as clear through the fabric as they would be if he were wearing nothing. I watch, and they flex with his breaths. "I asked what you're doing here." My voice has lost all its edge. I stop my lungs. If I inhale any more of him, I'll collapse into his arms.

I don't know if he senses my weakness, but he puts his hands on my shoulders and squeezes me, holding me upright. "You know why I'm here."

I shake my head and try to move away from him. I try to get my foot to move. Even to just drag backward, but it doesn't budge. I try to form a fist, but my fingers won't give in.

"Sarah." Hearing that name here makes me gasp, and that just brings more of his woodsy smell. And now my head is spinning. "You haven't answered a single one of my texts. All my calls go straight to voicemail. You—"

"You said you weren't back in town until next month. Was that another lie?" I want to spit the words at him, but they're just a whimpering murmur.

"I cancelled everything and took the first flight here this morning." He hooks a finger under my chin and forces my face up.

My eyes meet his. There are a hundred little sparks in his eyes. I'm so lost in watching them that I don't notice him getting closer until his nose touches mine, and then our lips meet. I can feel each exploding flash running across my pink lips now. Pop pop pop pop all over like carbonation bubbles bursting, tickling. And now there's no hope of not collapsing. I fall against him. His chest is so warm, or I'm so cold. Either way, I want to stay like this forever. I want to ignore our past. I want to forgive him. But I don't.

Pressing against him finally returns my strength, and I push myself away. "You think you can just come in here like this? For what, Phillip? We're over. We never even started. There's nothing here."

He strokes a finger down my cheek. For a second, I let him before I turn away. "You know that's not true, Sarah."

"Don't call me that here."

"It's your name, isn't it? I refuse to use that other one. That's not you."

I snuff as I fall back onto the sofa. The leather crinkles under my weight. "Since when do you know me?"

He sits on the sofa beside me. "I'd like to think I've always known you. I was just too afraid to admit it."

I lose my breath as he brushes his hand across my knee and up the inside of my thigh. I close my eyes and try to think of anything except this. Keyvon, the person leaking our information, the lost contract. It's all meaningless to me right now. "You've never known me." I grasp blindly for his hand, and when I find it, I hold it still. "Do you know how many letters I have at home? Shoved in an old shoebox. Letters that I wrote but never had the courage to give you. Starting in college... All the years since..." Tears start to spill from my eyes, and I pinch them tighter.

"Then you understand," he says. "You know the same fear that I felt. The worries that you might not feel the same way about me that I feel about you. The thoughts that told me I was just imagining the way you would smile at me." He runs a finger along the crease of my lips, and it undoes me. "That stupid little crooked tooth of yours made my stomach flip every time I saw it."

"But you never said anything. Not even a hint."

His finger slides down my jaw and across the starched collar of my button-down shirt. "And I've regretted that every day. Every time I lectured someone about embracing diversity in their organization, I pictured your face, and I cursed myself for being a hypocrite." His finger tickles as it sweeps across my neck. "But since I've met you again, I've realized something."

I want to unbutton my shirt to give him a path to my chest. And even further down. "What's that?" The hot breath bounces right back to me as soon as I speak, and I open my eyes to see Phillip's face just inches from mine. I watch as his lips move to the side of my jaw. I stare at the dark mahogany door across from us. How long has it been since Eric left? 5 seconds? 5 hours? What if he comes back while we're—the electricity that flows through me makes it impossible to think more. My back arches, and I let out a soft moan as I involuntarily press my neck against Phillip's mouth.

"I realized..." The vibration of the syllables elevates everything I'm already feeling, and I know there's no hope of stopping it now, "That I can either live in the past or the present. Not both. And if I continue living in the past, I'll never have you. And I want so very, very much to have you." He works his hand free of mine and slides it up to my cock. Through my pants, he coils his hands around it. And I never understood the pain of longing until this very second.

"Someone could walk in."

"I don't care," he says. "I'd welcome it. I want the world to know." He stops and moves away from me. My body screams. "But I'd rather our first time be with you as yourself. Not like this." He slides a hand down my suit jacket, and I have to bite the inside of my cheek to avoid coming right now.

It's only when he pulls his hand away completely, when we aren't touching at all, that I can finally think. "My place?"

He nods.
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As soon as the gate pulls back, I drive us through. There's barely an inch between the matte black steel and the glossy black paint on my car, but I can't wait any longer. Phillip's hands kept finding my body on the 10-minute ride that seemed to take a decade, but I kept pushing them away. When I feel his warmth on me, there's no room for anything else. Not steering wheels or brake pedals or roads. We would have wound up wrapped around a pole or flipped in a ditch. And then we would never have been able to do this.

As soon as I'm in the garage, I slam the car into park. It shudders and throws us both forward. My seatbelt is already off, so I bounce against the steering wheel, but I use the momentum to hurdle the center console and straddle Phillip's lap.

"That looked rehearsed. You must do this with all the guys." He laughs, but it turns into a gasp as I bite his neck.

I pull back until his skin is stretched taut, and then I let go. If this was a cartoon, there would be a loud boing and a snap. "Never. I've been saving it for you."

"What else have you been saving for me?" He opens his car door, and the rush of humid air slaps me in the face. Then he slips his hands under my ass and lifts me as he slides out of the car. I wrap my arms tight around his neck and as soon as I can, I twist my legs around his waist. "I can't wait another second."

"Me either." He carries me to the door, and I bounce with every step. I give him the code before I plunge my mouth back into the crook of his neck. I kiss it gently this time, and I can feel his skin quiver under my lips.

It takes him three attempts, but the lock finally beeps and he pushes the door open. I think he tries to close it behind us. I'm not sure. I don't care. I'm just focused on us and the way too many layers of clothes between us. "Go right. All the way to the end." I tell him as I start to lift his shirt. I can only raise it to his arms, but it's enough for me to slip my hands under. To touch him. His hairs tickle my palms as I run them over him. Then I just hold them pressed to his skin. His muscles flex in a different pattern with each step. Left then right then left again. A rhythm that I want to learn. A beat I want to dance to. But just as I play my fingers across his abs, I feel the mattress sink under my ass.

"What should we, uh..." He looks around the bedroom. There are three walls of floor to ceiling glass that look out on the traditional English-style gardens of the lawn.

"Give me a minute?" I untangle myself from him, and he slides his hands away from my ass. "So I can slip into something less comfortable, but more me?"

He stares at me, and for a moment, I wonder if he's going to say no. It looks like it takes all of his willpower to not attack me right now. I know exactly what he's going through. But then he takes a step backward and looks out one of the windows. "One minute? I don't know if I can hold out any longer than that."

I graze my fingers along the front of his pants as I walk past him to the dresser. He's so hard it has to be uncomfortable. "Maybe two minutes. But no more than that." He lets out a groan that sounds like it could be from a dog who's been hit by a car. "I promise it'll be worth it."

"I have no doubt that you'll be worth it, even if you make me wait a year. But please don't make me wait a year."

"If I'm longer than two minutes, I'm going to dissolve into a pile of no-longer-sentient goo, so don't worry." I slide open the dresser drawer and root around for a second before finding what I want. I look over my shoulder, and even though Phillip isn't watching, I still tuck it tight against me as I sprint toward the bathroom.

As soon as the door closes behind me, I pull my hair out of the tight man bun I wear for work. I try to shake it out the best I can, but no matter what I do, it's a mess. There's no time to style it. So I rip out of my clothes, stripping down just to the black lace panties I wore to work today. I hurry and slip my arms into the straps of the purple bra. The small breasts I have from hormones do little to fill the cups. If I was going out, I would pad them, but I don't want anything unnecessary between my nipples and Phillip today.

When that's on, I sit on the edge of the tub and unfurl the black stockings. I've never worn this pair. They're still balled tightly, just waiting for a special occasion. None could ever be more special than this. My hands are shaking as I pull the silky material over my feet and up my legs. Even with the nervous energy pouring through me, the slippery nylon makes me tingle as I run a hand up my legs. I'll never get used to this feeling.

"It feels like it's been a week." Phillip's voice is shaky and desperate.

It feels so much longer than that. I don't say a word. I just tiptoe to the door. When my hand wraps around the handle, I hold a breath for four counts and then silently blow it out as I twist. He's standing just on the other side. The more the door opens, the wider his eyes grow until at last I'm sure his eyelids can't move any further.

He stares at me with his mouth open and eyes looking like they could pop free. "You... fuck me."

I giggle. "That's the plan." I put my palm against his chest. His heartbeat thumps against my skin as I push him backward to the bed. "Down, boy." He looks confused for a split second, but I don't hesitate. I push him backward onto the mattress. He bounces, and then I'm on top of him, tearing at his jeans. The closer I get to freeing him, the more my cock groans. Just as I get him unzipped, I have to stop and grind myself against him before my dick mutinies. Sated for the minute, I yank his jeans down, and it's my turn to go wide-eyed. "That... that's..." going to go inside me? Without ripping me apart?

He must know what I'm thinking because he chuckles. "You have lube, right?"

I nod. It's in a drawer less than a foot from me, but I can't look away. I can't stop watching his pulsating heart beats in the veins on his dick. I can't stop moving my eyes up and down its length. And without even knowing it, my hand wraps around it, and I move it up and down.

"That lube? Before you rub my skin raw." Phillip puts one hand over the top of mine and the other on the side of my cheek, and it forces me to look up at him. "You are so incredibly beautiful, even with no makeup. I can't wait to make you scream."

A chill runs through me, and I roll to the side to grab the lube. I can't wait either. I squirt some into my palm. Probably too much. But when I look again at his cock, I wonder if there could ever be enough. I breathe on it a couple of times to warm it, but then I lose my patience and slap my palm against him. Rubbing up and down on him makes me as hard as if I was doing it to myself, and a moan escapes my lips.

"Not yet, girl." He reaches between my legs and squeezes me. "You don't get to come yet. Not until I'm inside you." Before I know what he's doing, he puts his hands on my hips and rolls me over to the side. Then I feel him press down on me. His weight pushes my chest into the bed. He spreads my cheeks and holds his cock at my entrance, but then he stops.

I wriggle backward against him, but he still doesn't move. "What are you waiting for?"

He brushes my hair aside and kisses the back of my neck, working his way down my spine. By the time he's to the small of my back, I can't take any more. Every nerve in my body has maxed out and they're ready to pop like overloaded breakers.

"I just wanted to make you squirm," he teases.

"You fucking asshole."

"Yes ma'am."

I gasp as he slips inside me. For the first couple of inches, I just feel incredibly full, but then there are twinges of pain as my ass, already stretched as far as it can, is forced even wider to accept him. "Phillip," I moan his name.

"Does it hurt?"

Yes, but it's the most incredible pain I've ever felt. A braid of pain and pleasure, and if I tried to untwist them, they would both fall apart. But I'm afraid if I tell him any of this, he would pull out and insist that we stop. And there's no way I can ever stop now until we're both so exhausted we can't move. "It feels... I've never... oh my God... never felt anything like it. More?" It comes out as a question, and I realize that I'm asking myself, not him. And the answer is as obvious as the bed under me. "More. Please, Phillip. I need it all."

He growls and pushes further into me. I can feel my intestines rearranging themselves around him. My stomach being pushed aside. My lungs crowded out of all their breath. Or so it seems as I try to suck in air. At last he bottoms out against me, and we lie like that. He lets me acclimate before he pulls out just a little and then rams into me. Then a little more, and rams back. More, and another thrust. And the pain and pleasure aren't braided anymore. They're the same thing. The air and the wind. There isn't one without the other.

Each push inside me feels like it goes deeper than the one before. And each time, I raise my ass to meet him, to take more of him. And my cock presses so hard into the mattress below me that I swear there's going to be a hole when we're done. Just when it's on the brink of exploding, I hear myself. I'm shrieking his name over and over and over. And my throat is scratchy. I probably won't be able to talk tomorrow, but even if I can never talk again, it's worth it.

I close my eyes and let myself release. My hips buck. And just as they do, I feel Phillip's bucking too. He grunts with each thrust now, like each one takes all the energy he has, until finally he falls on top of me, and I feel him slip out of me. A second later, his warm cum rolls down my ass. The sheets are ruined. I'm ruined, and I've never felt this wonderful before.


EPILOGUE


The sand almost burns my feet as I walk to the back of Phillip's chair. He jumps a little when I reach around him and tease a finger across his chest. Then in a movement so quick I don't even have time to brace myself, he yanks me around him, and I find myself on his lap. My back pressed against his chest.

He wraps a hand around me and rolls one of my nipples between his thumb and index finger. "Getting these might just be the best thing that we've ever done." It sends a burning sensation right to my cock, and I grind my ass against him. Somehow he's already hard.

"We?" I twist so I'm straddling him instead of sitting on his lap. The sun heats my back as I move my breasts just inches from his face.

His dark sunglasses hide his eyes, but his lips quirk up into a smile. "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" he asks.

"That I should have gotten even larger implants? I don't think so." I giggle.

He leans forward and kisses me through the thin pink fabric of my bikini top. "These are perfect. I wouldn't change a thing." He sucks on my nipple, and I have to close my mouth to keep from moaning. " I had something else in mind."

I gasp as his hand cups around my tucked dick, and letting him take me right here is suddenly the most tempting thing in the world. A fix for climate change? A forty-seven course dessert tasting menu? I would turn them down to feel him inside me right now. "Aren't you exhausted yet?"

"I could go 24/7 with you."

I giggle and scoot down so our mouths are even. "Me too, but we're in the middle of a beach right now."

"What's the point of owning half the island if we can't fuck anywhere we want?"

I kiss him, replaying the board meeting where I announced my retirement. So many men in dark suits sitting around a glass-top table, and their jaws all dropped at once. The company was my baby, and I wanted to stay with it. But there was something I wanted even more. Two things. I rock my hips back and forth, and Phillip's cock rubs against mine. He groans, and I can't help my smile, knowing the power I have over him.

The board would have never supported me if I told them I wanted to remain CEO while I transitioned. They would have called it a PR disaster, and even though my first instinct is to say "fuck you" to anyone who would have a problem with it, they wouldn't have been wrong. Even in the best of times, the head of a major technology contractor transitioning would have created waves, but in this climate, it would have been a tsunami. Conservative lawmakers probably would have blocked us from ever receiving another government contract. I loved the company too much to ever let that happen. Especially when there was someone just as capable of running it successfully as I had.

It took some arm twisting, but the board finally approved Keyvon as my replacement. It helped when I told them the exaggerated story of how he single-handedly traced a mole in our legal department. But even without that, it was obvious that he's the right man for the job. Just as it was obvious that I'm not.

I scratch a long, lilac nail across Phillip's chest, just hard enough to make his sunburned skin tingle, then I kiss along the line that blooms in my wake. "We have dinner reservations in an hour." I protest, but it’s clear where my heart is.

"You're can't tell me this doesn't sound much more appetizing."

"But Chef Rincon promised us that chocolate cake tonight. The one with the—" I squeal as he leaps up from the lounge chair, lifting me with him.

"We'll have it delivered."

I hang on to his neck while he unties the knots at the side of my hips holding my bikini bottom on. When it falls away, my cock springs up. The cool ocean breeze awakens it at the same time the tropical sun burns into the pale flesh of my ass. "I suppose we could. And I think I could find something else to nibble on in the meantime." I slip my hand under the waistband of his shorts and scrape a nail across his balls. He stiffens so much that he almost drops me. "But inside. Not here."

He carries me into our house, but we only make it as far as the sofa before he sets me down. I can tell from the look on his face that Chef Rincon's cake is going to be the furthest thing from my mind tonight.
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CHAPTER ONE



"Whoa, this is new." As soon as I walk into John's living room, I notice the enormous television. It's so large I could almost stick my fingers into the pores of the actor on the screen.

John sets our beers onto the coffee table and sits on the sofa with a self-satisfied sigh. "This ain't nothing. Gimme that remote."

I hand him a remote that has more buttons than a keyboard and sit on the other end of the sofa. My butt sinks into the leather cushion, and I wiggle to nestle myself even further. It's like being embraced by a plush stuffed animal, and I might never want to leave. "A new sofa too? Did you just get your tax return or something?"

John's eyes dart to me, but he looks away as soon as he sees me staring at him. "Nah, it's—Here, check this out." He presses a button, and the entire room rattles as a bass roar sweeps across it. It makes me feel like I've descended thirty thousand feet to the base of the ocean. My body is compressed, and I almost can't breathe. Then the screen lights up in a yellow and red burst. The entire audible range of sounds kicks me in the center of my chest, and I'm glad for the overstuffed cushions of the sofa.

I look back at John. A grin is taking up the lower half of his face. "You bought a movie theater's sound system too?" I ask.

His laugh is somehow louder than the movie. "Right? My neighbors ain't stopped banging on the walls since I got this. But all I do is turn it louder, and I can't even hear 'em."

"But how?" John works at a grocery store and doesn't even get full-time hours. I've seen his paystubs. He makes a little more than me. Nowhere near enough to afford speakers that would make a concert promoter jealous.

John doesn't say a word. He just looks down.

"Seriously, this whole thing had to have cost almost as much as my car."

He flips me off and smiles, but still won't make eye contact with me. "Bro, you drive a car that's old enough to have its own driver's license. Don't insult my shit by comparing it to that."

"Whatever. Are you dealing something? Because I want in if you are. If my rent is late one more time, I'm getting evicted and here you are, opening up your own amphitheater. You still owe me for math class our junior year."

"Luke, that was, like, four years ago. And you only got a week suspension. Time to heal, my man."

"My point is I took the blame for you, so letting me know your secret is the least you can do."

He lets his body fall back, and the sofa absorbs him like tar swallowing a baby mammoth. But he doesn't say a word. The problem with being best friends for as long as we have been is that he knows I can't stand silence. All he has to do is wait me out and I'll move on. Usually. But not this time. I'm desperate.

The repair shop only pays me $10 an hour. I'd like to see the smug owner try to support herself off that. A couple of times each week, she pulls up in a sporty red car that costs so much I don't even know what it is. As soon as I see her coming, I head to the back to get the cash ready. She never comes in to help or to find out what's going on. It's always just to get the money. Her shiny black heels click as she walks to the counter, and then they click on her way back to the car. Somewhere in between she says hi, and if she's in a good mood, she'll even crack a little smile at me. Normally just if the envelope I hand her is thicker than usual.

The only reason I stay is because it's easy. The perfect job for me while I take classes at the community college. Or it will be once I start taking the classes. I'm 22, and haven't signed up for the first one yet. I haven't even looked at the course catalog. With my credit score and negative checking account balance, there's no point.

"Come on, man. You can trust me." I try to focus my eyes to make him feel some heat from my stare, and when his cheeks go red, I think it might be working.

"It ain't like that."

"Then what's it like? I know you can't afford this with your paycheck from Davidson's."

He blows out a long breath and looks up at me, his lower lip pinched between his teeth. "You gotta promise me..." He shakes his head and lets his words trail off.

"Not a word to anyone. I promise."

"That plus... you know I ain't gay, right?"

"What?"

"You know I ain't into no dudes."

Where is this coming from? Of course, I know that. I've known him since puberty, and that whole time he's been the most aggressively heterosexual person I've known. I don't think there was a girl at school that he didn't have sex with, and he never once even looked at a guy that entire time. "I know you're not. I'd never say you were anything like that."

"Yeah, well, just remember that, okay?" He stands up, and I can see his chest rise and fall a couple of times. It looks almost like he's trembling. "I'm gonna show you something."


CHAPTER TWO



John hesitates outside his bedroom door, but after a second, he walks in and I follow him. His head is hanging low. He's watching his feet as he goes to the closet door, but when he gets there, he puffs out his chest and looks at me before throwing open the doors. I watch him for a second, but it's clear that I'm supposed to see something inside the closet, so I shift my gaze toward that. That's when I see several dresses hanging on one side. Even in the dim light of the room, they sparkle in a rainbow of colors.

I look back at him, and his eyes are fixed on mine. Waiting. "This is how you're getting all your money? You've got some sugar mama? Bro, that's awesome!" I hold my hand up to high five him, but he just glances at it and looks away.

"It ain't that."

"Is she a lot older? Who cares? She's hooking you up, and you're apparently hooking her up. No shame in the game, right?" I chuckle and expect him to give me the sideways look that he usually does before he comes around, but he doesn't.

"Shit man, you know me, right? You know how I am, but the money was just too good, and I was hurting, man. It was rough. I gotta survive, right? You remember Michelle?"

My body tenses at the name. She was the worst girlfriend he's ever had. Always trying to tell him what he could and couldn't do. It's like she wanted him all to herself, and for a while he let her have him. When they broke up, I thought I'd never have to worry about her again. "You're not back with her, are you?" I almost don't want to hear his answer.

"Fuck no." He pauses for a breath. "But she's the one who told me about this, and... those clothes are mine. The dresses, the shoes. There's even a fucking mini suitcase of makeup. It's all mine."

"What do you mean, it's yours—oh." I sit on the edge of the bed and watch him. He's perfectly still, staring at the closet, his face bright red. "Dude, that's cool. I mean, you do you, right? I'm just shocked. I never thought you were one of those people, but it doesn't change anything between us. We're still... I mean, like, as long as you're happy. I just... wow."

His head almost snaps as he spins to face me. "I ain't one of those people, and you should fucking know that. It's not like that."

I look from him to the dresses in the closet and back to him. If those belong to him, it sure seems like he's one of those people. But that's fine, I tell myself. He's still the same John I grew up with and, oh… "You probably don't go by John, do you? What should I call you?"

"Fuck you." His jaw clenches, and he looks like he wants to hit me. "I knew I shouldn'ta showed you this."

"Hey, it's cool. For real. I'm just trying to be here for you, man. Woman. Whatever."

"Bro, if you don't shut the fuck up." He inhales sharply and his nostrils flare. "I ain't like that." He emphasizes each word more than the previous one. "This is just my side hustle. Nothin' but that."

I try not to look incredulous. He's probably panicking and wishing that he—she—hadn't told me the truth, so she's grasping at any excuse she can dream up. Even if it makes no sense. "So, you're telling me you have a weekend job dressing up like a girl or something?" I make sure she sees my smile. "You don't have to make up some story about it. You're my best friend, no matter what. Thank you for showing me your truth."

Before I know what's happening, she pushes me back against the bed and straddles me. Her face looks like it could explode as her hands dig into my shoulders. It makes me wince. "Will you fucking listen?" She punches the mattress so hard it makes the whole bed shake. "I ain't like that. Michelle knew I needed money, so she hooked me up with this queer friend of hers. She does like female impersonation shit at some club. Makes fucking great money. And anyway, they thought I could be good at it too—not because I'm queer. I see what you're thinking. So I tried it one weekend. Almost five hundred dollars that weekend, dude. For a few hours of wearing that shit. Tell me you wouldn't do the same."

I push her off of me and spring as fast as I can off the bed. Of course, I wouldn't do anything like that. I'm not gay or trans or whatever. Not really. Not like the people who do that stuff. "So you're telling me, you—"

"I dress up and go dance in front of some people and they give me money for it. Lots of it. You should see the stage when I'm done."

"That's it? You don't really feel like a girl on the inside or something? And you don't ever have to do anything more than just dance in front of some dudes?"

John's face, which had gradually been returning to its original color, burns red again. "What? I-it's... just lemme show you."

I catch my mouth as it drops so far it almost hits my chest. "We're friends, but I don't like you like that." My heart pounds against my chest as he walks closer to me.

"Not like that. Sit down and shut up. You're in my way." He nudges me back to the bed and as the backs of my legs bump against the mattress, he turns and goes to the closet.

I collapse backward and notice that I'm trembling as the nervous mix of adrenaline works its way out of my body. He moves around the closet and then the dresser, grabbing things along the way, but I'm not able to focus on anything. It's not until he stops in front of the mirror on the other side of the room that I see purple and pink and black tubes in his hands. He sets them on a chair and leans in toward the mirror. With more skill than I ever imagined from him, he takes off the caps one at a time and rubs and brushes and strokes them across his face.

He doesn't look at me once, but I can't take my eyes off his reflection. At first, I think it's a joke. He handles the makeup like he's done it a thousand times, but when he puts it on his face, he looks like a clown. Worse than a clown. Worse than a three-year-old who got into her mom's makeup. And that's when I'm sure he's going to turn around, laughing so hard that he's almost in tears, and tell me that this was all just some prank he's playing on me. He won't believe that I actually fell for it, and I'll feel like a fool. Only he doesn't do that. He takes something that looks like a pink sponge and rubs it over his face, and in a couple of minutes, all the blotches are blended into a smooth canvas. He quickly does eye makeup and lipstick and then turns back to the closet.

My entire body feels brittle now that I know he's not joking. The slightest bump could break me apart as I watch him pull on a pair of panties, tucking his bits tight between his legs. Then he pulls on a pair of skin-colored fishnet tights and something that looks like a torture device designed to squeeze his organs into a paste. When those are on, he drops the dress over his head and reaches behind him to zip it up. His hands are almost to his neck when he faces me. "Can you help me? These few inches are always hard."

I want to make the obvious joke, but I can't say a word. I move silently toward him and pull the zipper up the rest of the way. As soon as it's up, he pulls a wig from the closet and sets it on his head. "Normally, I'd pin and tape this in place," he says, "but I think you get the idea." He takes a step away from me and throws his hands out as he does a slow spin.

"You..." I'm so shocked I can't even stammer.

"I know. I couldn't believe it at first neither—more like didn't want to—but that money's got ways of convincing people, you know?"

I fall back on the bed, barely aware of the mattress bouncing under my weight, and stare at him. "You look like a girl."

He chuckles. "That's what people tell me."

"You sure you're not really transgender or something?"

"Fuck no! It's all makeup and these body shapers and shit." He runs his hands along his body. "Anybody can look like this. I didn't believe it at first neither. Then Trina showed me. She's the one I was telling you about. Pretty sure she does have some of that trans stuff in her, but fuck, I don't. This is about the money. That's it."

"It's good money?"

"You seen all that stuff downstairs. And I even have enough left to keep in the bank. I never thought I'd actually have a bank account, but I have a fucking checkbook now. Like some bougie prick. Like my pops."

"And you say anybody can look like that?" I bite my lower lip and watch him as he stares at me.


CHAPTER THREE



"I can't do this." In the bottom of my vision, I see my newly enhanced chest rise up and down, lungs racing my heart to see which can go faster.

"Girl, ten minutes ago you couldn't believe how hot you looked. And you do. You look better than me. I should be the one telling you that you ain't doing this because I ain't getting no tips with you around."

The purple building looms in front of me, scarier than a childhood monster lurking under my bed. Under the black awning to the right, there is a line of people. Five men, three wearing jeans and t-shirts, a couple wearing button-down shirts. They're laughing and slapping each other on the shoulders while they wait for the bouncer to check their IDs and let them inside. Directly in front of us, there's a steel door painted the same color as the rest of the building. The nickel door handle and rust stains on the top left corner are the only reasons it stands out.

"I can't." There's no way. He can do what he wants, but I need him to take me back to his place first so I can change. And then spend the rest of my life pretending that this never happened. That I never suggested trying this.

"Girl, you ain't gotta do nothing. Just watch the rest of us while—"

"And stop calling me that. I'm not a girl."

"No shit, girlie. I ain't either, but it helps. That's one of the things Trina taught me. It helps you get the right mindset and shit."

"What if I don't want the right mindset?"

John looks at me and shakes his head, and if I weren't wearing an identical set, I would wonder how he could keep his eyes open with the weight of his false eyelashes. When he faces forward again, my chest expands, thinking that he's finally come to his senses and is going to drive us home. But he opens his car door and steps out into the parking lot. Under the amber lights, his skin and his dress are both gold.

I close my eyes and try to count to ten. I don't know why. Maybe I saw it on some website. Three easy ways to reduce anxiety when you're about to make a complete fool of yourself in front of an entire bar full of people. A sharp click against my window makes me jerk my eyes open just as I get to seven. It's John tapping the tip of a long red fingernail against the glass. When my eyes meet his, he must take it as a sign because he pulls my door open. I swallow, which is infinitely more difficult than it was just fifteen minutes ago, and swing my legs out of the car.

My black heels click against the asphalt and I run my hands along my legs, wiping my palm sweat on my smooth black stockings. What's the worst that could happen? I ask myself. As my mind fills with images of people pointing and laughing while all my coworkers gape at me, John pulls me out of the car and to my feet. I wobble for a second, still not used to my new center of gravity, and then look at him. This is easy for him. He looks like a real girl. If not for the over-the-top makeup and the hair of his wig piled so high that it adds six inches to his height, no one would ever suspect that he was really a man.

"Damn, you're hot," he tells me as he closes the car door behind me. The sound seems to echo forever. "If I was a dude, I'd do you."

"What? You are—I am... That doesn't make sense."

"Mindset." He taps the side of my head. "You gotta get in the mindset of a chick."

"But you said everyone here knows that we're not really girls."

"That's why they come here. But you gotta do it for you, girl. You ain't no dude dressing up like a chick. You are a chick. Now come on." He wraps his hand around mine and pulls me toward the steel door.

Before I even have time to breathe, he's unlocking the door and pulling me inside. The bass thumps of music punch my gut as soon as I walk in, and the air is thick with sweat and hair spray. It's what I imagine a girl's locker room must smell like, and if I had any breath in my lungs, it would make me choke.

"Hey Tam!" Someone—a woman? A man? I'm not sure anymore—stops outside a door and calls to us. "Who's the new girl?"

"Hey Trina. This is my buddy... we never came up with a name for you." He looks at me, and I can't get over how plump his lips look under the glossy red lipstick.

This is Trina? I expected some older woman with bright orange hair, not this. She looks even younger than us, and her long black hair glows with the pink light sneaking in from the half-open door behind her. "I-I'm Lucas." I wave and as soon as I see the pink fake fingernails glued to my own, I feel the heat in my face. I can't believe I forgot for even a second that I was dressed like this.

"Cute as hell." Trina looks me up and down. "But you're not a Lucas. Not looking like that."

"I'm not a girl."

"Yeah. Your voice and the fact you said your name is Lucas kinda gave you away."

Now I have one more reason I wish I could crawl into a hole and die or at least live out the rest of my life without ever having to see anyone again.

"So you dancing tonight, baby?" Trina asks.

"She's too shy. Maybe later," John says. "I told her about all that cash I'm pulling, and she's definitely interested."

I shake my head and start to object, but what can I say that isn't a lie? I haven't been able to stop thinking about it since John showed me what he does. Put on a little makeup and a dress and move my ass for a bunch of drunk guys? It sounded simple. The whole time I was getting dressed, I kept thinking how easy this would be. But now? Now, I know there's no way I can do this.

"I'll tell Billy. He can work his magic. " Trina is out the door before I can say a word.

I grab John's arm and probably squeeze too tight. "Who's Billy? What's she talking about?"

He chuckles. "Billy's the bartender. All the girls get free drinks. That's all she means. Come on, I'll get you a table where you can watch. You'll see it ain't that hard. Anybody can do it. Just gotta get past your pride first."

I follow him out the same door where Trina disappeared. I start to search for her, just to get one more look, but there's no way I'd ever find her here. The room is packed. Men and women all swaying together to the music as the lights flash every color across their faces. A couple of them look at me and John as we make our way to an empty table by the bar. One woman even waves like she knows us. John blows her a kiss, but keeps walking, holding me by the elbow.

When I sit down, I see the stage. It juts out into the crowd, surrounded by dancing people on three sides. There's no one on it now, but the spotlights are still turned on, and I can imagine what it would be like. The music. The crowd so close that they can reach out and touch me. It's a lot more than just pride keeping me from getting up there.

"I gotta go get ready. You good?" John sticks his face in mine and asks. I nod, even though I'm far from good. "Just stay here. I'll be on in a little bit, so you can see what I do. Nothing to it. Easiest money you'll ever make."

"That's definitely not true." And he's already gone before I finish. I can't imagine him doing this. He's never backed away from a dare or challenge in his whole life, but this?

I look at the faces in the crowd. There's no one I recognize. Thank God. Why was I worried about that? It's not like I hang out with the type of people who come to gay bars on Friday nights. Well, other than John. But it's not like he's here to watch. It's just a job, he told me over and over. And maybe it is for him. No one is ever going to question that he's all man.

I jump as I feel a hand on my shoulder and a whispered "hey gorgeous" right beside my ear. "Trina told me that I'm to woo you, so what's that gonna take, darling?"

I spin around and find a man who is taller than me, even in my three-inch heels that John insisted are quite sensible. He looks down at me and smiles, and his teeth sparkle in a way that they normally only do in toothpaste commercials. "You..."

"Definitely me, sweetie." The man winks, and it feels like he's punched me in the chest. "I'm Billy. You really are straight from the hen, aren't you? Doesn't get more farm fresh than you." He laughs.

"Straight from the what?" My shoulder is still burning from his touch.

"You're an egg. Never mind. Old joke. Anyway, what can I get you? On the house for all our girls."

My mind starts spinning when I realize that he's calling me one of the girls. "Uhh... I guess, um..."

"I know just what you need. Be right back."

As he walks away, I can finally look at him. His dark hair is cropped close, giving him the look of a soldier, and his body follows right along with that. He's wearing a white t-shirt that shows off every muscle in his back and jeans that must have taken at least ten minutes to fit into. When he gets to the bar, just a few feet away, he turns around and catches me staring at him. He winks again and then laughs. I spin away and bury my face in my hands. I stay like that until I hear a clink on the table in front of me.

"Adios motherfucker."

I look up and see Billy smiling down at me with those impossible teeth again. I try to look away, but my eyes just go to his chest, which is somehow more muscular than his back.

"Excuse me?"

"Adios motherfucker." He pushes the glass a little closer to me. "Your drink. That's what it's called."

Staring at the blue liquid gives me an excuse to look at something other than him. "What's in it?"

His laugh is like a chorus. "Everything and then some. Drink too much and you'll go bye-bye. Hence the name. You look like you need something like this."

I take a sip and look back up at him, surprised at how sweet it is. Just then, the house lights go dark and a new song starts playing.

"That'll be your girl," Billy shouts over the music. "I have to get back to the bar, but I'll check on you later. See if you're still upright."

I want to stare at him again as he walks away, but then I see John. Or Tamara, as he's called here. And really, there's nothing John-like about the way he's walking around that stage. His red heels click on the wood in time to the music, his hips sway side-to-side, and he looks like he wants to devour every single member of the audience, male and female. I can't take my eyes off him as he dances around, teasing the hem of his dress up around his waist, pulling one shoulder free and acting like he's going to flash us all. When he sees me, he winks, and it's like I'm watching someone totally different. A woman, completely in command of her body and the crowd. I drain my drink in one enormous gulp.

By the time he finishes—she?—my head is spinning. Just as the last note blares, she bends over and her dress rides up, exposing her ass to everyone. I know she's wearing flesh-colored panties, but from here, it really does look like skin. And she plays it up, one hand quickly pulling her dress down while the other covers her mouth. An innocent "oops," but we all know better. I stand as she walks off the stage, and now my whole body is spinning. Billy wasn't kidding when he said that he put everything in this drink.

I turn to watch him. Behind the counter, he's moving to his own dance, just as rhythmic as Tamara's, but more mesmerizing. What is it about him? I haven't felt like this about anyone in so long I almost forgot I could. But he's a guy. I'm not into that. I won't let myself be into that. I shake my head and turn back to the stage door, regretting both motions right away.

It takes me way too long to cross the crowded room. I'm not even halfway to the door when I see John walk out. I assume he's coming for me, so I stick my hand up and wave. But he's not. There's a man with him, and they dart along the wall and disappear behind another door. I stare at it for a second after it closes and then change my course to head toward it.

It's not so close to the stage, so there are fewer people this way. Even in my heels and with my head completing a wash cycle with every step, I'm able to get to the door without much difficulty. I open it just enough for me to fit through and then close it behind me. When I turn, I see John and the man both staring at me. The man is sitting in a black leather chair, and John is on his knees in front of him.

"You didn't tell me you'd have a friend joining us." The man says as he twines his fingers through the back of John's hair.

I have to blink several times to focus, but when I do, I see the man's dick just inches away from John's shocked and very open mouth.


CHAPTER FOUR



"John..." I take a step back and collide with the door. The rattle of the handle is barely audible above the music and the roaring in my ears.

"Whoa," the man lets go of John's hair and holds his hands up. "I'm not a John. This is all perfectly legal. Are you new or something?"

John stands up and wipes away a line of drool from under his lips. "Yeah, this is—anyway, she's new. Tonight's her first... But she's a real good friend of mine, so she's cool. Right? Say that you're cool."

John and I stare at each other, neither one of us blinking, but when he motions to the man still sitting with his dick hanging out, I finally respond. "Yeah, I'm cool. I'm Tamara's best friend. She tells me everything, so of course I know all about, um, this, and yeah. Cool. I just came back to..."

The man's laugh is a rumble. "You came to get in on the action too?" He makes a clicking noise and in the corner of my eye, I think I see him wink at me. But I can't take my eyes off John. "Well, there's plenty of me for both of you girls, so the more the merrier."

I'm frozen in place, but John walks over to me, swaying his hips seductively, and I wonder if it's an act for this man. How much of any of this is an act? When he gets to me, he puts a hand on my hip and runs it down my side as he leans in close to my ear. "This dude is big money. Play along, and it's gonna be worth it."

"There's no way I can do that." I don't care how much money is involved. I can't suck some stranger's dick in a room just ten feet away from hundreds of people.

"Shut up and don't ruin this shit for me. You ain't gotta do nothing like that. I'll handle him." John turns back to the man while he grinds his ass up and down my front. If he weren't my best friend and if he hadn't just told me to go along with giving a blow job to some guy neither of us knows, it could have been sexy. Even now, I can feel my own dick start to twitch a little in the too-tight panties I'm wearing.

"She's on board," John says to the man. "Right... Shay?"

It takes me a second to realize that he's asking me. I just nod, not able to say anything.

"Since tonight's her first night," John is back between the man's legs, running his hands along his inner thighs, "I think maybe she could just dance for you while I do the... hard part, if you know what I mean." Just as she says the word hard, she traces the back of a fingernail along the man's dick.

He squirms against the seat and then smiles. "You mean have her put on a little show for me, while you get to have all the fun? Show her what she's got to look forward to?"

The thought of me ever doing this makes me nauseous, but it apparently doesn't affect John—Tamara. She kisses the tip of the man's cock and looks up at him. "Mmm-hmm exactly. This is, like, training or something for her."

"I like it. And she would be learning from the best." He leans back and clasps his hands behind his head while Tamara takes more and more of him into her mouth. I watch, horrified as she moves up and down. "Show me what you got, sweetie." He looks up at me.

I stand motionless for a few seconds, but then start to move my body just a little from side to side. It's not enough for anyone to really notice, and I can tell the man is just about to say something when I bend my knees and lower myself. Closer and closer to the ground, making a circle with my ass and spreading my legs. It's a move that Tamara did as part of her act, and I know from seeing it just a few minutes ago that this man can see all the way up my dress. I just hope that everything is still in place, and I'm not giving him more of a show than I think I am.

When my ass is just a few inches off the floor, I rise back up, and I look from the man to Tamara. She's bobbing her head furiously up and down his length now. Drool is falling sloppily along his length. Every once in a while, her eyes dart up to me, and I can't tell if it's embarrassment or relief in her eyes. It's hard to read even my best friend's face while he—she is going down on a dude right in front of me.

I do my best to just focus on the music and block out everything else. Tamara and the man become blurs to me as I shake and spin. This is just like being at home. Alone in my bedroom. I'm not dancing for anyone other than me. I try to imagine the bed behind me. The dresser to my right. But then I hear a moan. It's Tamara. I can almost pretend I don't really hear it. Or that it was accidental. I'm sure everyone makes unintended noises when sucking someone's cock. But then it happens again. Louder. And I know now that it's not an accident.

I watch as she pulls up just enough to wrap a hand around the man's dick. She moves it up and down his wet length twice and then lowers it to her crotch as she takes him back into her mouth. Moaning and moving up and down, she rubs her hand between her legs, and the man's eyes move from me to Tamara. His eyebrows knit together and he squints his eyes. Then his head rolls back and his mouth drops open, and I have to look away.

Staring at the black wall beside me, though, somehow makes it worse. Without the sights to distract me, I can hear every little thing. The moans. The slopping of Tamara's mouth as it sucks the man's dick. His breathing, heavy and erratic as he comes closer and closer to orgasm. Even the sound of her slick hand rubbing her panties. And when I hear the man's breath catch, I know what's coming. I try to close myself off, but I can't. He groans over and over, and I imagine his dick pumping into my best friend's mouth. My best friend, who I used to think was as straight as a man could be. But here she is with a man's dick in her mouth and moaning like she's enjoying it.

And the room is suddenly hot, and there's not enough air for all of us in here. The corners of my vision turn black, and I know I have to get out of here. I try to mumble some excuse, but nothing comes out. I just dash out the door. Back into the crowd. My sweat is making my clothes stick to me now. They fight every step I take, but I make my way to the door marked Employees Only and hurry backstage. There are girls here now. Putting on makeup and getting dressed, but I don't pay attention to any of them. I need to get out. I push through the outside door and almost fall into the parking lot. The warm amber lights swallow me as I slump against the side of the building and let myself fall to the still warm blacktop.


CHAPTER FIVE



A few minutes later, I gasp as a hot hand grips my shoulder. I try to shrug it off, but it doesn't budge. "I'm fine. Just leave me alone."

"The fuck you are. You coulda cost me money doing that."

I look up and see John—Tamara—and she looks angry? "What the hell, dude? You said you weren't gay."

"I ain't!" She looks over her shoulder. There's no line outside the door now. Everyone has made their way inside. Including the bouncer who was working the door. At the far end of the parking lot, someone closes a car door, and we both watch to make sure no one is coming up. "I'm not," she hisses.

"What the hell was that then?" I can't tell if she wants to hit me or cry. Either way, I stand up and face her. Her shoes have a higher heel than mine, so it makes her a couple inches taller than me. I look her over. Her chest is moving in and out as fast as a heartbeat, and the movement makes her gold dress sparkle in the parking lot lights. Her long blonde wig looks like it's pulling her head down. "I don't mean it like that," I say. "You know I don't care. I'm just mad that you didn't trust me enough to tell me. Even after I asked you about it."

Tamara blows out a long breath as she stares at me. Her eyelids quiver under her false eyelashes. "Bro, it's me. You know me. That ain't—"

Someone behind her coughs, and she spins to look back. A man steps out the door and flicks a lighter. The flame lights his face for just a second before he walks around the corner of the building and disappears. A floating haze of smoke is the only sign that he was ever there.

"Let's go to the car." She doesn't wait for me to respond before she walks away.

I watch her. The way her padded ass moves from side to side with each step. The way her long legs taper down to five-inch heels that she walks in like she was born in them. Everything about her screams that she's a woman. Have I really been that blind to her all my life? My mind fills with memories of all the gay shaming things I've said in front of her—to her—thinking I was just being funny. But she's not gay, though, and that's even worse. I didn't hide my transphobia behind questionable humor. The things I said about trans people were meant to be hurtful and ridiculing. And my face burns now as I walk behind her, hearing my own words echo in my head. If I knew, I never would have said those things.

Tamara's knuckles are white from gripping the steering wheel when I get in beside her.

"Look, I'm sorry. No judgement, alright. I don't care if you're gay, straight, trans, cis, whatever. You're still my friend—"

"Will you fucking listen? I ain't none of them. This is about paying my bills. Getting the shit I always wanted. You think I like doing that?"

I stare at her for a second, but she doesn't look at me. "Tamara, I'm telling you it's okay. I love you no matter what, man. Girl. And I mean, you were moaning pretty good in there." I force out a laugh to hopefully relax her. To show her that I truly don't mind whatever her orientation or identity.

I don't know if it's the chuckle or me talking about her moaning, but she finally looks at me. Her face is red, and she stammers for a second. "L-Luke... You know I'm always straight with you. Never no lies between us."

I nod. That's been our rule since our freshman year of high school, when we both wanted to date Ciara White. We went behind each other's backs and almost ended up in a fistfight over it.

"So listen to me. I ain't gay. I ain't trans. I ain't into dudes or dick or wearing girls' clothes or none of that shit. I know it don't look like that, but this is just about the money. Christ, this is such easy money, dude. Dress up. Dance for some guy. Maybe suck him off. And before I know it, I got money for my car payment. And more. That TV. And then I was saving it for your birthday, but I got us tickets to the Black Axils concert."

"You mean you're not..." I motion my hand down his body. "Or..." I hold my hand to my mouth and act like I'm sucking a dick. For some reason, it's easier to mime it like I'm a twelve-year-old sitting in the back of class than it is to say it.

"All I think about is that money. That's it. And when I'm moaning, it's 'cause that's what they want to hear. You get lots more money if they think they're turning you on. Makes 'em feel special or something."

I'm far from an expert, but I think back to the blow jobs I've gotten. Destiny; Rachel; Mike, the nerd in my second period history class who said he just wanted to find out if he was gay. He was the only one who made any noise while my dick was in his mouth, and it did feel different. It made me think he liked the taste of me or the way I pressed myself into his mouth. I've never told John about that, but that was the only time I ever really enjoyed having my dick sucked. So maybe the noises do make a difference. "You know you can trust me, right?"

The sides of his red lips curl up and he flips me off with both hands, painted fingernails extending toward the roof of the car. "I'd have to be stupid to ever trust you. But yeah. I would tell you if I was like that. And same, right bro? You'd tell me if you ever was thinking that maybe..."

I know there's no way he knows I was just thinking about Mike, but my face goes red anyway. "Yeah. Yeah, of course." I almost tell him, but just because I got a blowjob from one guy doesn't make me gay. I'm definitely not, so there's nothing to say. I just stare at the glovebox for a few seconds. "So what happens now? Are you done for the night?"

John smiles and reaches into the top of his dress. "That depends on you." He pulls out a stack of twenties, splits them up, and hands me half. "Even with you storming out like some church lady running from the devil, he still gave me $400. Two for you and two for me."

"You're the one who did the—"

"Shut up and take it." He forces the money into my hand. "Easiest money you ever gonna make. As long as it don't gross you out or nothing. So you make the call."

I let my head fall back against the headrest. As soon as I close my eyes, I see John's lips wrapped around the man's cock. His head moving up and down. The dick swollen and pink. But when my gaze floats up, instead of the man's face, I see Billy's. I gasp and open my eyes. "Not tonight. I need to think some more about this."

John nods his head, and without saying a word, he starts the car and we back out of the parking spot.


CHAPTER SIX



As much as I try, I can't stop thinking about Friday night. All through the weekend. Through baseball games on television and through a trip to the grocery store. Watching movies turned into me watching my best friend, who swears he's totally straight, sucking another man's dick. And seemingly liking it, despite what he says. I'd hoped that coming into work today would help to finally take my mind off of it.

The tiny shop is dark when I walk in. Even the flashing "We Repair Phones!" sign that blinks perpetually in the front window is off. Without the pulsing blue neon, the room is almost spooky until I pull open the blinds. Then it quickly settles back into its usual stifling repressiveness. Not even the six-foot wide window that looks out over a too-bright concrete and asphalt parking lot is enough to light this place.

I blow out a long breath as I sit behind the glass case. Nothing is missing from inside, so that means no one bought anything over the weekend. And when I log in and check the repair orders, I see there are only three waiting for me. One is a laptop with a scratching and clicking hard drive that is most likely shot, but we won't admit that for a few days, so it seems like we've earned our repair fee. Then two phones. One is a simple battery repair, and the other needs its cracked screen replaced. I'll have everything taken care of within half an hour.

I've just popped off the shattered screen when I hear the back door open. I don't bother looking. There are only three of us who have a key, and there's no way Tanner is coming in on his day off. It's only a few seconds before I hear the click of high heels on the tile floor, and my mind snaps right back to Friday night when it was my feet, my heels, that were making that sound.

"Hello Lucas." Her voice is musical today. Notes dancing up and down in that accent I've never yet been able to place.

I turn to look at her. She's wearing a lemon yellow dress today. Tight all the way through the middle of her thighs where it ends. "Hi Miss Eleran. Give me a second. I don't have it ready yet." I didn't expect her to come in this early, so I haven't pulled the weekend's cash from the safe yet. There might not even be any.

"Oh, that's not why I come to see you."

Her straight brown hair is pulled forward over her left shoulder, hiding the strap of her dress. I've never noticed her makeup before. I guess I just thought her lips were naturally pink, but today I can tell that it's lipstick and that it matches her eyeshadow. She's not wearing false eyelashes, though. She doesn't need to. I don't know how old she is, maybe around forty, but I bet she can get any man she wants. The thought sends a ripple through my stomach. That's not jealousy, is it?

"You've worked for me a long while now, yes?"

I stare at her lips, and I imagine what it would be like to feel them. Not the first time I've had this thought about her. For them to press against mine. For them to wrap around my dick. I bite my lower lip as I try to imagine it. Lying on my back with her face between my legs. I try to picture her lowering herself toward me, but as soon as her lips touch me, I see myself in her place. My face just inches away from some man—no, not just any man—and I gasp and shake my head to clear away the image. "It's been a couple years, yeah." I cross my legs to hide my erection that seems to have come out of nowhere.

"And you've been good." She smiles. "So I need to be good to you too, no? You deserve an increase. I give you an extra twenty-five cents for each hour to show how much I appreciate you."

"A quarter?"

She beams like she's just handed me the keys to her sports car. "I knew it would make you happy. You work so hard for me. You deserve it."

I want to laugh. I certainly don't work hard at this job. That's the only good thing about it. But what I do deserves more than what she gives me. "Um, wow. Uh, thanks."

"You're so very welcome." She taps my arm lightly. I watch as her hand pulls away. Her nails are yellow to match her dress, and I want to ask her how often she gets her nails done. "I must go, but I will see you tomorrow. Keep up the good work."

"Uh, yeah."

When I hear the door close, I uncross my legs and rub myself through my khaki pants. Still rock hard. What's wrong with me? I'm not like this. I mean, I've always known I'm not totally straight. Ever since I saw Dillon changing after gym class in sixth grade. But I'm not gay. I just happen to think some men are attractive. That's not gay. Gay is going around getting hard-ons because you think about sucking the dick of a bartender you only met once.

"Fuck!" I slam the mini screw driver onto the counter, and I can hear the glass scratch under it.

And a quarter? A two percent raise after working here for two years. And she acts like I should be grateful for it. Maybe I should be. It's more than I make now. And she didn't have to do it. God knows, I'm not going anywhere. I stare at the disassembled phone and bite so hard on my lip that I can taste the blood. Not going anywhere at all.

I pull my phone from my back pocket. John is probably either at work or still asleep. Either way, he won't pick up, and I think that's the only reason I have the courage to do this. Only he does pick up. Right after the first ring. "Sup, bro."

"Uh..." I don't know what to say. I expected to be able to hang up and tell myself that I tried. "You're up." In case that fact wasn't very obvious.

"Had fucking court for a ticket. I told that prick I'd fight it. No way was I doing 85."

This is my life preserver, and my mind clings to it. "Cops are always making stuff up. So what happened?"

"Judge took his side. Of course. She probably used to be a cop or something too. So what did you call for?"

"Oh, I just wanted to see—"

John laughs. "You was thinking about that job, wasn't you?"

"What job?" So much for staying afloat. "No, I was only—"

"You still off this Thursday?" he asks. "Trina does her paperwork at the club Thursday afternoons. I'll go with you."

"No, that's not why I called. In fact, I don't even think I'm interested—"

"Sweet. I'll pick ya up Thursday at two. Later."

The phone beeps three times, and I pull it away from my ear and stare at the screen. Shit.


CHAPTER SEVEN



"Honey, everything in life is an act." I'm sitting in a padded chair with ripped green vinyl and Trina is smirking at me from the other side of the desk. It's covered in papers. I never expected a bar to generate so much paperwork. I guess I always thought of them as magic places where alcohol just appeared and was promptly drunk up by people looking to drown the real world. I could use a bottle of rum for myself right now. "Putting on a dress is no different than putting on a suit."

"I work at an electronic repair shop. I wear khakis and a polo shirt."

"Same thing, sweetie." She smiles. Even in the middle of a weekday, when the club is closed, her makeup is perfect. Eyeliner drawn out to a cat eye so sharp I could prick my finger on it. Her hair is pulled back into a deceptively sloppy-looking bun. There's not a single strand hanging loose, though, so even I know that took much more effort than what it seems. "Before you do anything, you need to get that stick out of your ass. Then it's up to you what you replace it with." She winks as I blush.

"You probably don't even need anybody new, do you? I don't want you to do this as a favor for me. Or for John."

Trina snorts. "You have to earn favors from me, and neither you nor your friend have earned a single thing from me yet. But I know what it's like to be a girl just starting out, so I like to help when I can. It makes me feel good. Plus, I already saw what you look like in makeup, and you are going to drive the guys wild."

I bury my head in my hands. That's not at all what I want. But I want that money, and driving them wild is the best way to get it. "Just dancing. None of that... You know, the stuff in the side rooms."

Her face goes blank. "I don't have a clue what you're talking about. All performances happen right out there on the stage. If something happens anywhere else, I certainly don't know about it. And I don't want to. Just remember, there's a 25% tip out at the end of the night. You have to take care of the people who take care of you, got it?"

John told me that his best night so far brought him over a thousand dollars. If I get even half that, I don't mind splitting it 75-25 with the other workers here. "Yeah, that's absolutely fine. Be honest with me, please. Do you really think I can do this? I mean, I saw some of the other girls that night I was here. Hell, I've seen John when he's done up. They're gorgeous. I'm a man in a dress."

"Sweetie, the only reason you couldn't do this is because of what's up there." At first I think she's pointing to my face, and I nod my agreement. I'm too ugly to ever do something like this. But then she walks around her desk and taps the side of my head. "I've had plenty of girls come in here who are going through some real shit. I mean, stories that made me cry. But not you. You're just stuck. Stuck in your own head, and you need to break free. You're hot as hell when you have makeup on. Hell, you're half hot now and it looks like you haven't shaved in a week. You just need to break loose, and then everything else is going to fall into place for you. Trust me."

I lean against the back of my chair and blow out a breath. She's not going to let me off easy.

"Now get out of here. I don't have time to sit and listen to another whiny ass girl. Just be here tomorrow night and keep your mind on the money you're going to be stuffing into your purse. Shoo." She holds her hand a few inches away from my face and flicks me away. Despite myself, I chuckle and walk out of the office, closing the door behind me.
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I barely sleep at all Thursday night, but by the time I get to John's apartment on Friday, I'm buzzing with so much nervousness and fear that I don't think I'll ever be able to sleep again. I tell myself over and over that this is the same thing I did last week. But it's not. I didn't have to get on the stage last week. Last week, I could storm outside and hide when it got to be too much.

"Sit right here." John points to the chair pulled out in the middle of his kitchen floor. "You know I love you, but I ain't gonna do this for you every time. So you gotta learn yourself."

I try to pay attention to every step but by the time he dips a sponge for a third time into what looks like the same light beige color he's used for everything, I'm lost. He tries to tell me about foundation and concealer and contouring, but he might as well be explaining how Jupiter's gravity affects the tides in L.A. "How did you learn all this? Did Trina teach you? Or Michelle?" I want to laugh at the thought of John sitting in this chair while his girlfriend smeared makeup on him like some kind of sissy, but that would be too much like laughing at myself.

"Nah. YouTube and TikTok. There's hella makeup shit on there, girl. Like you can fucking spend every day for a month and you still ain't gonna come close to seeing it all."

"Do you watch them a lot?" I do laugh now at the idea of him watching makeup tutorials in his spare time.

He presses a hand against the side of my head. "Hold still, fuck face, or I'll poke your eye out. I mean, I gotta keep up with it, right? It ain't no different than a lawyer reading like laws and shit. And you know how boring Davidson's can get when there ain't no customers. Now look up."

I look toward the ceiling while he runs a black pencil across my lower eyelid. "So you watch makeup videos at the bakery counter of Davidson's? And no one says anything to you?"

"Someone mighta." He takes a step back to look at his work and he smiles. "Remember that new manager I was telling you about?"

I remember very well. A month ago he went on an hour-long tirade about the "dumb ass bitch" who's trying to ruin his whole vibe at work. "Yeah, I remember. What about her?"

"She, ah, caught me in the middle of a video about doing a doe-eye look. At first she flipped the fuck out, but then she saw what I was watching. I felt like an idiot, but I told her about what I do, and she's been begging to come see me ever since."

"You're serious? The manager you can't stand?"

"She ain't bad once you know her. Plus, she's hot, dude. You'll see. She's coming tonight. Now, get your shoes on. We're gonna be late, and Trina gets pissed if you're late."

My heart leaps up into my mouth, but I don't say another word as I slip my feet into my shoes. Four-inch heels this week. I've been wearing them around my apartment the last couple of nights to get used to them. My ankles and calves are a little sore, but I'm not wobbling like a newborn horse anymore.

Thanks to some creative driving that I've long since stopped protesting, John gets us to the club in plenty of time. Even though we're early, the parking lot is packed. It's not possible, but it seems like there are twice as many cars as there were last weekend. "Ladies' Night" John says when I ask. I never knew a drag bar would have a ladies' night, but the reason why is obvious.

I'm able to make it through the employee door and almost five steps into the hallway before I use up the last of my false bravado. When it's gone, I just stop, unable to move another inch. John, now Tamara, keeps walking, not noticing that I'm no longer half a step behind him, but when Trina comes out of her office she notices. She shakes her head and dashes toward me like I'm about to hit the floor and she has to catch me. And maybe she does. The hall is spinning and my ears are roaring, and I'm not sure of anything that's going on around me.

"No you don't, girl. No you don't. You're not going to throw up or pass out in my club. Only paying customers get the privilege of doing either of those things."

"Trina?" I say it like I'm shocked to see her here. An old friend in a grocery store a thousand miles away from where I expect her to be.

"You're not backing out either. In fact..." She yanks my arm so hard that I almost fall over, but at the last minute my feet move and I'm able to stay upright as she drags me down the hall. "Danni," she sticks her head behind a curtain. "Play Tamara's first mix. Right now. Same lighting and everything."

I hear a man's voice respond to her, but I'm not able to understand what he says.

When she pulls her head back out of the curtained space, she grabs my shoulders and looks at me. "You're a natural, babe. You've got this. You're going to give them four minutes, and they're going to wish they had you for four hours. And then the money is going to rain down on that stage. There'll be so much you'll be able to make a snow angel in it. Now get out there and shake what your prosthetics and makeup gave you."

Before I realize what she's talking about, I hear the first notes of the song. John's song. The one I've been rehearsing too. And then I feel her hand pressing between my shoulder blades, forcing me to either hop onto the stage or fall flat on my face onto it. Either way, I'm going to be embarrassed in front of hundreds of people, so I might as well do it on my terms.

I try to not look out into the crowd when I get on the stage, and the bright flashing lights make it easier. With their glare, I can barely see past the first row. Even so, I close my eyes at first, until I feel my body start to move with the beat of the music. Because I saw his routine last week, John told me I could do it tonight and tomorrow. Until I have time to come up with my own. So I work through the motions, strutting from the left to the right. Lifting the hem of my dress, working a finger under the lace top of my stockings.

Halfway through the song, I look out, hoping to spot Billy even though I can't see more than 10 feet away in these lights. When I don't find him, I look at the people I can see, I focus on each face before moving to the next. I try to make eye contact with everyone I can. John told me the secret to getting really big tips is making each person in the audience think that you're dancing just for them. As I move my gaze from person to person, I try to give them each an extra something. I little shimmy, a teasing flick of my dress strap. But when I see the man from the room last week, I freeze. For some reason, it never occurred to me that he might be here. But there he is, just feet away, and the look on his face tells me he wants to devour me.

I try to ignore him. I try to look for Billy again, but there's no hope of seeing the bar through the glare. So finally I give in and look back at the man. His blonde hair is swept to the left. His eyes—I remember their tropical blue glow—but tonight they take on whatever color the stage light bounces against them. Now purple. Now green. But always on me, and always burning. Just as the song climaxes, I slip two fingers into my mouth, pull them out with a pop that no one can hear over the music, and then stick them under my dress and between my legs. I imagine doing it for Billy, even though I stare straight at the man. His mouth drops open for a second and then he runs a hand across his jaw while he points to the right with his other hand. I don't have to look to know what he's pointing at. The room.

I told myself that there's no way I would go into one of these rooms. I told John and Trina the same thing. But as soon as I slip behind the curtain and off the stage, I move that way. My body pulled by something I can't understand. No, that's not true. It's curiosity. I've spent the last ten years since puberty telling myself that I wasn't gay. That I didn't really think about boys or dicks in that way. Or if I did, it was fine because probably all boys had the same thoughts. But now I know I was just lying to myself. Trying to bury those feelings and not realizing that they'll never go away. Well, I've got a shovel now, and I'm about to dig them all up.

The man is already in the room when I get there. He turns to face me as I open the door. "I knew you'd be back. I wasn't sure if it would be tonight, but I knew."

"How? I didn't even know."

He walks over to me and cups my cheek with his palm. "You have that look."

I pretend it's Billy's hand on me and I want to melt into his touch, but I force myself to stay motionless. "What look?"

"Of an animal who's been in a cage her whole life and suddenly finds the cage door open. She doesn't know what to do at first. The outside world is frightening to her. But sooner or later, she's going to take one tentative step. Then another. And she'll smell how different the air is. She'll feel the way the sun hits differently outside the cage. And finally she'll be herself. She'll be free."

I slide a hand around him and grip the side of his ass so hard that it makes him jump. "Are you the door I go through? Or are you the zookeeper that I'm about to maul?" I walk him backward to the same black leather chair where I first saw him.

He chuckles, but I don't give him a chance to answer before I push him backward. His body bounces just a little when he falls onto the cushion, and before he can settle into place, I'm between his legs and unfastening his pants. My eyes are on his the whole time. Each movement I make seems to light a new fire in his eyes. When I finally pull his pants down, he could disintegrate me with just one look, and I have to turn away.

When I do, I focus on his cock. It's so different up close. So much bigger. So much more pink. So much more everything. It's nothing like my dick or Mike's or any of the other boys' dicks that I watched through sneaky glances in locker rooms while I was growing up. Those were all just crumbs, but this is a cake. And I can't wait another second to taste it.

I drop my lips around it, inhaling and sucking, taking in the taste and the smell. Salt and musk and vanilla and a cedar forest, and all I can think about is Billy's cock. What does it look like? Taste like? I grunt, frustrated that I'm thinking about him instead of the man who is paying for my attention. He must think I'm grunting for him because he presses himself harder into me, colliding with the back of my throat. I gag, and I have to fight to keep my stomach down. But I'm taking this. Him. Right now.

I wrap my hands around the base of his dick and squeeze and pump while I move my head up and down. I flick my tongue from side to side, tracing his veins, licking every single centimeter of flesh. Without meaning to, I moan. First a tiny grunt as I feel him swell even larger inside me, but then I'm groaning and howling with every movement. Up and down. Moan and pump and squeeze.

My mouth floods with saliva, but I can still taste the salt of his pre-cum and it makes me work him even harder. I take one hand from his cock and slip it between his ass and the chair. I'm not sure what I'm doing as I snake it further and further until I feel his crack. He lifts just a little for me, and I slide it along the crevice. Then I push it through and find his asshole. My mouth is still working his cock, my other hand pumping just as furiously as my tongue, and now I circle my finger around his hole. Not probing it, just teasing. But it's enough. After just a few seconds, he grunts, and his entire body stiffens. His cock swells to what feels like twice the size it was just a minute ago, and I pull back just enough to take what I know is coming.

And it comes and comes and comes. I almost drown in his fluid. I struggle to swallow it all, and there's no sign that it's going to stop. His body bucks over and over again. His hands are weaved through my wig now, holding me in place. As if I would want to be anywhere else. And I keep swallowing until I finally feel him loosen just a little. His cock gets just a little smaller, and then he collapses back into the chair.

I fall to my ass on the floor between his legs. Suddenly too spent to hold myself up. We stare at each other. His chest rises and falls. "Zookeeper," he says. "I was the unsuspecting zookeeper."


EPILOGUE


It's only been a few months, but the bar is almost like a second home to me now. I know every inch of it, and when I have time, I even come in early to help Trina and the other girls get everything set up.

"Hey gorgeous."

I laugh and sashay to the bar where Billy is slicing limes for tonight. He must have a hundred wedges already cut, and he's not even halfway through. "I know you're not talking to me." I'm not wearing any makeup yet, and my hair is in that awkward in-between stage where it's too long for the cute short hairstyles and too short to pull back. Right now, I have it twisted into two baby pigtails on either side of my head. It'll be covered by a wig before we open, so I didn't bother trying to style it.

"Oh, Shay. I didn't see you standing there. I was talking to that sexy girl who just walked in."

I lean across the bar and kiss him. The lime scent is so strong it almost burns the back of my nose. "Do I need to be jealous?"

"Hmm..." He leans back and screws up his face like he's concentrating, but then he hops up on the counter and twists so I'm between his legs. He uses them to hold me tight against him, and I rub myself against the warmth of his crotch. "I knew since the first time I saw you, there could never be anyone else."

"So that other girl?"

"Must have just been your reflection in that mirror over there."

"Mmm-hmm." I slide my hand under his shirt and run my fingernails up his back, just barely scratching them against his skin. He's ticklish, and this drives him wild every time. His head rolls back, and he struggles for a breath. "I hope I never catch you looking at another girl. Or boy."

He slips his hands under my arms and lifts me. Lifting cases of alcohol and kegs of beer have made him stronger than he looks, and it always surprises me when he shows off how powerful he is. He turns me so I'm sitting on his leg. His arms slip around me and hold me tight. "What happened to Miss Casual? Miss Let's-Just-Be-Cool-and-See-What-Happens?"

I shrug the best I can while I'm wrapped in his arms. "That was a couple of months ago."

"And last week."

"Maybe I realized I look forward to talking to you every day, and on the nights I sleep alone, I spend the whole night dreaming about you. Or maybe the aroma of limes does something to me."

He nuzzles his mouth into my neck, and the only reason I don't purr is because I know Trina is here somewhere. And if she hears me do that, I'll never hear the end of it. "In the ancient Middle East," he says, "they considered limes to be a powerful aphrodisiac."

"Did they really?"

Billy lowers his left hand to my waist and then to my hips and then to my crotch. "I made that up. I just wanted to get into your pants."

"Asshole."

"I want to get into that too, but that'll have to wait until we close tonight."

I slap him across the shoulder and do my best to look shocked, but it's pointless. He knows I want it as much as he does. Maybe more.

"So, does this mean you're ready to say it? Or to let me say it?"

"Absolutely not!" I cover his mouth to make sure there's no temptation. He tries to nibble on my palm, but I don't budge. "Too early." Things are going way too well between us. I don't want to bring any feelings in and complicate it.

He finally pulls away. "But you know I'm thinking it, right?"

"Enough, you two. You're not teenagers." Trina's voice is so loud she could be standing next to us, but when I turn to look at her, she's on the other side of the room. "Genevieve needs help backstage, Shay. And Billy, you'd better wash that hand before you touch anything you're going to serve to a customer. And scrub that section of the bar, too."

"Yes, ma'am." He gives her a tiny salute as he lets me slide to my feet. I try to walk away, but he holds on to my hand. "I wasn't done thinking it yet." He pulls me so close I can feel his warm breath sweep across my nose.

"Now you've made me think it too," I say. "I'll probably still be thinking it tonight when I'm on that stage. And I'll definitely be thinking it afterward."

"I'll be thinking it all night. And I'll be thinking it especially hard when you come back to my place tonight." He winks and gives me a pat on the ass as he finally lets go of my hand.
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8 Transgender Romance books that have never been published in any other collection!

Sometimes there's more to us than we let on. A secret self that we hide from the rest of the world.

Sometimes, though, a person sneaks past our defenses and sees the real us. And they show us that we don't have to mask ourselves. We can expose our secret and finally live the life we've always dreamed of.
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This bundle contains 8 MAGICAL FEMINIZATION books that have never been published in any other collection!

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.
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All his life, Alex has been told that being gay is a sin. But he's sure he's not gay, despite his mixed-up feelings. He knows he just needs a little help to straighten himself out. When he spots an online listing for Gay to Straight Conversion Therapy, his curiosity overwhelms him. Could this be the answer he's been looking for?

At the first session, the therapist insists that being gay is perfectly fine. And Alex agrees. Fine for other people. But he's not gay. Not really. Finally, the therapist agrees to help, but he warns Alex that this help might be different than what he expects. But the therapist promises no one will ever think of Alex as a gay man again.

As the days go by, Alex changes. The more he transforms, the more he uncovers the secrets he's hidden even from himself. Each step makes him more comfortable with his soul and body, for the first time in his life.

CONVERSION THERAPY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION


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

[image: QR Code for Mailing List]


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.

FOREVER MADDIE

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

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

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

HER DRESS

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

HER NEW DAUGHTER

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

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

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

INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE INJECTED SERIES BUNDLE

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

JUST A DRESS: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

JUST PRETEND: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

MOTHER OF THE REVOLUTION

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

NOT A NANNY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

NOT HER TYPE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

ONLY ON WEEKENDS: A TRANSGENDER, CROSSDRESSING STORY

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

PARTNER TRACK: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE PERFECT GIRL

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

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE PSYCHIC: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

RENOVATED

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

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

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

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

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

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

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

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

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

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

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

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

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page

[image: QR Code for Mailing List]


Point your smartphone camera

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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