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CHAPTER ONE

Mary Stoddard had fought her entire life for justice, but the world was weighing on her. The older she became, the harder it was to fight. She had transitioned to womanhood early and had the most supportive parents she could ask for, but the past few years took the drive out of Mary. She went from nothing to a Hollywood starlet at eighteen and hadn’t stopped filming since. But with fame came backlash. Hate mail. People screaming at her when she walked down the street. Everyone knew Mary had started as Mark. Most people were loving, but a few ruined Mary’s will to continue.

Ever since the money from big roles came in, Mary had splurged on a house in L.A. for herself and her parents. They moved their lives from Chicago for Mary’s acting career. Her mother, Rachel Stoddard, was Mary’s manager. Her father, Adam Stoddard, had found an accounting job here in L.A. He balanced and invested Mary’s money, but she kept a close eye on it. Acting had been her dream. Her parents were skeptical, but that changed when she landed her first major role.

Now, Mary couldn’t get her mother to stop nagging her to tackle the next project. The next movie. Mary went through a traumatic experience a few weeks ago after finishing her last project and needed time. She hadn’t left the house all week. Luckily she had a pool, and September wasn’t too cold in Los Angeles. She missed Chicago sometimes. Her friends from before and the intense cold. They visited for Christmas, and it was always long enough to remind Mary why she hated winter there. Los Angeles didn’t disappoint, but everyone wanted to know about Mary.

Mary Stoddard. The trans starlet performing in major female roles. She hadn’t won an Academy Award, but they nominated her for a film she worked on at twenty-one.

Sitting with her mother Rachel in the living room, Mary flipped through her latest issue of VOGUE and ignored her mother’s voice. Mary loved fashion. She was wearing geometric-print lounging pants in bright pastel colors and a matching sweater. Her brown hair pulled to one shoulder in a scrunchy. The women in the magazine were gorgeous. Mary had walked in Milan Fashion Week last year but refused every offer this year. The media attention was wearing on Mary. She couldn’t live this life forever.

People treated Mary like an endangered animal. She was the only of her breed. A few headlines had said so much in their own words:

Is Mary Stoddard Once-In-A-Lifetime?

The World’s Top Trans Actress…

There were plenty of other beautiful trans men and women in the business. Mary was not the only one, and she hated reading the headlines. People focused on her like she was their project. America’s new muse. Mary’s experience was far from the only one. Mary had loving parents, and not every trans child had that luck. She expressed her concerns in interviews, but people twisted her words. A meme from the interview could spread faster than the truth.

Mary’s mother tapped her thigh. “Put down the magazine, dear. I’m speaking to you.”

“I told you I’m not doing the movie, mother.”

“But this role could get you the Oscar. Please, you must consider it. I know you’re fragile, but this script is gold. Read it and decide,” Rachel said. Ever since becoming Mary’s manager, her mother had changed. She wanted Mary’s success more than anything. More than Mary, she thought. Rachel placed the script by Mary’s side. Mary was much more interested in finishing her VOGUE than reading another manuscript.

“Mom, we talked about this. I need three months with no work. We have plenty of money.”

“It’s not about the money. This is a Fall release. Big bucks. It’s dramatic and has your name written all over it. You play sophisticated women better than anyone in town. They sent this script to us because they want you for this part.”

“To up their diversity credit?” Mary asked and flipped the page of her magazine.

“It’s not like that, dear. This is a fantastic script.”

Mary sighed. There were plenty of fantastic scripts, and she wasn’t the only actress. Mary was the only Mary Stoddard and needed a break. Her mother slash manager had to understand, or Mary would take a plane to Europe and disappear for three months. “I told you what I said. We can pick up some roles in the spring.”

“Mary Stoddard, read the script. I’ll leave you alone to read your magazine, but we didn’t leave everything in Chicago behind for nothing.”

“Stop holding that over my head!” Mary screamed. She threw the magazine, but her mother dodged out the way. “If you want to move back to Chicago, leave. I can find a manager that doesn’t live with me and stay up my ass twenty-four fucking seven. Leave. Me. Alone,” Mary said. She picked up the script and threw it. She stormed to her room and slammed the door, feeling like a teenager. At twenty-three, Mary felt ridiculous. Her mother was an efficient manager, but the dynamic clawed at Mary’s soul. She wanted a mother, not a human planner.

♦

Charles Chase sat on Mary Stoddard’s front porch. They promoted him to head bodyguard after the incident, but nobody in the family trusted them after what happened. The new rookie sat in the SUV at the end of the driveway. Charles would sit with him but had to fend off photographers and newscasters. They were relentless. Mary hadn’t left the house all week, and it killed Charles.

He should have been there to protect her that day. Mary never paid too much attention to her bodyguards. She had trusted them until one betrayed her. Jake. Jake was the head bodyguard until he punched Mary in the face and stole a pile of cash she had retrieved from the ATM. He was at large for one day but now faced assault and robbery charges. Charles never admitted to anyone how homophobic Jake was.

Charles should have reported his comments when he heard them the first time. Instead, Charles told Jake to keep his mouth shut and leave him out of it. Men often said homophobic jokes. Charles didn’t think Jake would act like an immature idiot. Charles was patient and could wait for his revenge. If it took ten years, he would wait to beat Jake’s ass for harming such a beautiful woman. Charles would never make that mistake again. He had to protect Mary and gain her trust.

For three years, Charles has lurked in the background of Mary’s life. Mary had grown over the years and looked better with each passing day. Charles would never stop beating himself up for what happened a few weeks ago. Jake took advantage of the most beautiful woman in the world. Over the three years, Charles had never seen Mary with a man.

He hoped he could fill that role in her life but didn’t know how to move from where they were to a relationship. Charles dreamed about Mary every night he went to sleep. It didn’t matter what rested between her thighs because he had fallen in love with her years ago.

She requested a new security team after the incident, but Charles had convinced Rachel that Jake was an outlier. Charles would never allow something horrible to happen to Mary again. He was the best person for the job. After days of back and forth, Charles had argued well enough to keep his job.

Rachel stepped outside and waved to Charles. There were always two guards on one shift since Jake happened. Charles, Maurice, and Tony worked round the clock to guard Mary and her family. “Good evening, Charles.”

“Evening, Mrs. Stoddard,” Charles said.

“Please, you know you can call me Rachel.”

“What can I do for you?” Charles asked. Not only was Rachel married, but Charles had eyes for her daughter. He was thirty, and Mary was only twenty-three, but Charles didn’t care about the numbers. He wanted to protect Mary and hold her tight at night.

“Mary is refusing to look at a script because of what happened. With Jake.”

“I’m not sure how I can help with this, Rachel,” Charles said. He paused before saying her name, not liking that she insisted on Rachel.

“You don’t have to do anything, but you’ve worked here for a while. Do you think she is ready?”

“Not my place to say,” he said.

“We value your opinion, Charles. Why don’t you have anything to say?”

“I protect your family. If Mary says she isn’t ready, then I guess you should respect that.”

Rachel gargled her voice. “Men.” She stormed inside.


CHAPTER TWO

Mary rolled around in her bed, refusing to get up, but she had already agreed to meet with the director. Mary had read the script. She enjoyed it and thought she would make a fantastic lead for the movie. She wouldn’t mind the supporting actress role either. The movie had a strong message about love and family values. The title was Returning Home. It was about a woman returning from the big city to take care of her mother in the small town and finding love and remembering her old values, but the writing stood out to Mary. The story lines gripped her when she read through the script.

“Get out of bed, Mary! The director won’t wait forever,” Rachel hollered. Mary’s mother loved to arrive early for everything, but Mary was having second thoughts. Rachel appeared in Mary’s doorway. “Mary, put on a dress and shoes. We have to leave now. We can grab lunch after meeting with the director.”

Mary hadn’t left the house in over a week and hated the idea of walking around in public. They could pick up lunch and bring it home. No way was Mary eating in a restaurant with everyone on her case. Her bruise from the incident had mostly faded, but from the right angle someone could photograph it and pay their rent for a month. Mary avoided gossip magazines, but Rachel kept her eyes on everything. Mary’s image was everything to her mother.

Rachel opened Mary’s closest and found a red dress for her. “Men love when women wear red. You have to get the lead part. You’re destined to play the one coming back from the city. Not the friend she left behind with the kids,” Rachel said. She had a strong opinion, but Mary didn’t care. She wanted to film the movie and take a vacation afterward. If they finished by January or February, Mary could have the spring to herself. It was hard to film around the holidays, but the movie required it to capture the fall colors. The directors had just secured all the funds and were eager to film.

“Wear this, baby,” Rachel said. She laid the red dress next to Mary on the bed. Mary kicked the sheets off her body and stood. She wore panties and a t-shirt. Mary’s dick wasn’t hard but bulged out the thin fabric. Rachel stepped out the room for Mary to change.

Mary reached into her panties, spreading her thighs. She tucked her dick into place. Over the years, it had become a reflex. She didn’t tuck with every outfit or when lounging around the house, but today was special. She had to meet the director of Returning Home. Mary slipped the red dress over her body. Her breasts fit perfectly into the fabric. She had the surgery when she was sixteen and moved high schools. Her parents did a lot for her, and Mary always felt like she owed them. That was changing as she grew older, but Rachel and Adam would always have a special place in her heart. She chose to live and work with them. When Mary finished changing, she admired herself in the mirror. Her hair was still in the scrunchy she wore when she slept or cooked or relaxed. Mary started on her hair and makeup, but her mother barged into the room.

“You can fix your makeup in the car, Mary. We have to drive across town, and you know how long that takes in L.A. Grab a pair of heels to go with that dress.”

Mary went to her rack of shoes and picked out a pair of black heels to show off her polished toes. She had worked on them while reading the script. The red polish popped against the black. “Let me fix my hair. Bring me a spray bottle,” Mary said.

Rachel rushed out the room and returned with the bottle. Mary spritzed her hair and ran a comb through her knots from a night’s sleep. She worked out a lot of mornings but hadn’t felt up to anything when she woke up today. Interviews and auditions stressed her out, but Rachel knew what she liked to ease the stress. She passed Mary a hard candy as they rushed out the door.

Charles held the door open for them and followed them to the SUV. Mary had learned the new man’s name, Tony. Maurice started a year ago, but Charles had been there the longest. Mary didn’t trust any of her bodyguards after Jake, but Charles tried his hardest to respect Mary’s space. She appreciated her distance. Charles opened the SUV door for Mary and Rachel. They slid into the backseat. Tony was driving, and Charles sat in the passenger seat. They drove across town to the private audition.

♦

Charles listened to Mary and Rachel speak. The bodyguards didn’t spend much time inside the house, and Mary never went out like she used to. Today was the first day in over a week she left the front door. She couldn’t even walk down the street without a photographer ambushing her for a photo. They lurked around the neighborhood. Charles could block them up close, but a photo was easy to take from the distance.

Glancing at Mary through his peripherals, Charles wondered how Mary was feeling. She never spoke to anyone but her mother. Few friends visited the house. One of the few people she knew well betrayed her. Charles understood why Mary couldn’t forgive that and kept the other bodyguards at a distance. A cold wind had washed over Mary’s bright demeanor.

Charles thought Rachel was pushing Mary too hard. Rachel explained her ways were only because it was such a great role, but Charles thought she was after the money. He respected Mary’s parents, but they were too hard on her. Charles wanted to rescue Mary from them and allow her the freedom to breathe. He had a large bed at home with space for Mary.

No other woman graced his sheets. He only had eyes for Mary and was waiting for the opportunity. They arrived at the director’s office. Charles stepped out the door and opened Mary’s. He stared at her. Mary’s eyes flickered to his, melting his heart. Charles looked away when Rachel followed, and they hurried up the pavement before anyone snapped their photo. Charles followed them, keeping his distance.

♦

Mary’s black heels clicked on the floor. She felt relieved now that she was in the building. Charles followed them and stood outside the director’s door. Tony was in the car. Maurice had the day off, but Mary wanted all of her security team to protect her on the first day out. People were hounding Mary to find out what happened and how she was feeling. The public was waiting to find out if Mary was pre-op or post-op. She didn’t want to disclose that information. Her medical history was private. How Mary felt inside was what mattered.

“Good morning, Mary,” Director Todd Williams said. He put out his hand. They were in his massive office. Posters of movies he had directed over the years decorated the space. He wasn’t the cleanest person Mary had met, but maybe there was order to the madness of papers scattered around his office.

“Morning, Mr. Williams. It’s an honor to meet you,” Mary said. “This is my mother and manager, Rachel Stoddard.”

“Yes, Rachel and I spoke on the phone. Not sure how you two handle that but more power to you.”

Mary wasn’t sure how they survived some days herself, but they made it work. “You should thank her, Mr. Williams. If my manager were anyone else, I wouldn’t be here,” Mary said. She crossed her legs, loving how her skin looked against the red fabric. She noticed Todd staring at her breasts. They were large and commanded attention. She didn’t blame men for admiring them.

“Right, which role would you like to audition for?” Todd asked.

Rachel raised her hand to Mary and spoke, “she wants the lead role. We don’t have time for anything else.”

“Actually, I’m fine with either. Which role did you see for me?” Mary asked.

“Both characters are in their late twenties, but I think you could pull off the lead without issue. You’re cosmopolitan, but a challenge might be better for you. The supporting role would challenge your craft.”

“I agree,” Mary said. She loved to push herself and try new things. The role was a bit of a stereotype, but she would struggle to play the woman who had children as a teenager with a drunk husband envious of the success her friend who moved to the city had. Jealous that she can’t run off with a man and leave her children behind. But in the end, she would rekindle a friendship and find the drive to push herself and family to the next level. “Can I read for both parts?” Mary asked.

“Yes, please do,” the director said. Rachel crossed her arms, upset they hadn’t listened to her. Rachel hadn’t wanted Mary to audition for both parts. She had her eyes on awards for lead actress.

Mary read for both parts. She felt more connected to the woman who never left the small town, but Todd told her he would consider her for both roles. She would play either. They thanked Mr. Williams and headed to the door.

“You don’t want that supporting part, Mary,” Rachel said when they stepped into the hall.

“Please, mom. Does it matter? You wanted me to audition, and I did it. An award is an award. It will flatter me if they nominate me. I’m taking a vacation when filming ends for this project, okay?”

Rachel didn’t speak. Charles lingered in the background, looking like he wanted to tell them something, but neither had made eye contact with him. They were arguing and in their own world.

“Do you understand, mom? At least four months with no auditions, no interviews, and nothing I don’t have to attend. Nod your head.”

Rachel nodded. Her mother turned away from Mary. Mary shook her head and turned to leave, but Charles stopped her. She met his eyes. His muscles flexed as he bent his arms. “Ladies, there are tons of photographers outside. People got word that you came here to meet with Mr. Williams.”

“Shit,” Rachel said. “Put on your sunglasses, Mary.”

They photographed Mary once with the bruised face, and the photo exploded over the internet. She had forgotten to wear sunglasses when she went on a walk, so she had stayed inside since. Mary hated hiding her face from the world. Luckily, the bruise had almost faded and she could return to her normal schedule before filming if she got the role.

Mary placed her sunglasses on the bridge of her nose. Charles led them to the door. A frenzy of people waited by the entrance to snap Mary’s photo. The gossip sites put out new rumors daily about Mary. She ignored most of them from the blocks on her phone and her mother’s vigilance. Mary spent most of her time doing laps in the pool or reading a book.

Charles pushed through the photographers and cleared a way. He held off the crowd while Tony rushed them to the car. She hoped coming to visit Mr. Williams was worth the interactions with paparazzi. Mary used to arrange things with them but had disconnected from the world as hers fell to pieces. She didn’t have the energy for public outings.

Tony opened the door to the SUV, and Charles fought off the group. Mary and Rachel rushed into the backseat. Tinted windows protected them from the flashing cameras. Charles slammed the passenger door, and they drove away from the mob.


CHAPTER THREE

Mary had changed since the incident. She never greeted Charles like she used to. Charles didn’t blame her for losing trust in the world. He wanted to beat Jake to a pulp for making his woman suffer. Mary didn’t know she was Charles’ yet, but he would make it happen.

He and Maurice had night duty. Maurice was sleeping because he had started in the afternoon. They were out in the car down the street from Mary’s house. He could see the porch light illuminating the front door from the seat. Maurice was snoring in the back. Charles couldn’t sleep even if he wanted. Mary consumed his thoughts.

She had suffered so much over the last month. She wasn’t the same woman that used to bake cookies for Charles and the other guards. Mary used to sing when she walked around the house, spend more time outside. She used to have a life. Charles never saw her now that she spent all her time inside. He could use the bathroom inside but often went to the gas station around the corner. He was never away from the house for longer than a few minutes, and one person always stayed outside.

Charles stared at the front porch, wondering how Mary was feeling. It was late in the night. She was probably asleep, looking like a queen. Charles missed the cheerful Mary. He would make sure she felt safe enough to express her joy. The dark clouds would part one day.

Maurice choked on his breath and turned over. Charles would have to use the bathroom soon but could wait until Maurice woke up. Every night was long, but losing sleep was worth it for Charles to know that his woman could dream peacefully.


CHAPTER FOUR

Mary dropped her fork on her plate in outrage. Her parents wouldn’t listen.

Mr. Williams offered Mary the supporting actress role because he thought the challenge would bring out a new dynamic from Mary Stoddard, and the character had children, which would send the media into a frenzy. Mary hadn’t acted as a mother yet. She always did the young single woman, much like the main character. The news disappointed Rachel at first, but she had come around and realized he was right about the role challenging Mary and pushing her to a new level. Mary had read over the script several times and watched reality shows about stressed-out mothers. She rubbed her belly when she walked around the house. Mary would never carry a baby, but she could act the part. She loved that about her job. She could become anyone in the world, but the role wasn’t Mary’s problem.

The director, Mr. Williams, wanted to shoot in Nebraska. He hadn’t disclosed this until the official offer. Mary didn’t mind spending time away from Los Angeles, but neither of her parents could be with her the entire month of October. Mr. Williams had given Mary a week to decide, and she only had a few days left.

“You have to go, dear. I’ll get there first thing in November and stay with you until the end, but I have meetings here I can’t move. You know that, sweetie,” Rachel said. “Things settle down by November, and hopefully filming won’t last too long after the New Year.”

“I can’t go alone, mom. Dad, you have to come,” Mary said.

Adam shook his head. He had become an accounting manager with a major corporation since moving from Chicago and managed Mary’s money in his free time. She monitored her dollars, but her father had never double crossed her. He was a noble father and had accepted her transition to womanhood from day one. “I can’t leave that long, sweetheart. You know how much I love seeing you on set, but that’s your mother’s job. Most productions don’t require you leaving the city, but that’s part of the job. You wanted to become an actress.”

“And you won’t be alone, Mary. Charles, Maurice, and Tony will be there.”

“You expect that to make me feel better after what happened?” Mary asked. “I can’t trust them to keep me safe.”

“We all knew Jake wasn’t the best man,” Rachel said. “He had shifty eyes.”

“You can trust them,” Adam said.

Mary hated her parents for dismissing her concerns. The men weren’t safe, and she wanted her family there to protect her. Mary didn’t have any siblings to travel with her. Her parents had been career focused. Rachel was a successful businesswoman before becoming Mary’s manager. She had ambition, which pushed Mary to new heights. Her mother expected nothing but Mary’s best.

“I don’t want to travel alone. I don’t mind traveling, but you committed to being my manager, mom. Go with me.”

“As you manager, I have to stay in Los Angeles until November,” Rachel said. She stopped eating and placed her hands over Mary’s, “but as your mother, please know that I would stay in Nebraska with you every day if I could. Trust Charles, Mary. He’s a good man and will keep an eye out for you.”

“I don’t trust anyone but you two,” Mary said. She cut a piece of asparagus and stuffed her mouth. She hated that her parents couldn’t accompany her to the country. Mary had no idea what to expect from Nebraska. She knew it was a state in the Plains but not much else. She had moved from Chicago to Los Angeles and didn’t pay much attention in geography lesson. Mary had been too busy fantasizing about womanhood in those early days.

Rachel folded her hands in her lap. Adam turned toward the window looking out to the pool and backyard. Mary loved her parents, but they were too obvious. She worked to please them and keep the luxury life flowing. Rachel loved to brag to her friends back in Chicago about her Hollywood daughter ‘breaking all the barriers’. “This part will transform your career, Mary. Returning Home will get the award we’re after,” her mother said.

“I’m excited for the change, but you’re the one after awards, mom. You have to come.”

“November. You can survive five weeks without me, Mary. Didn’t I raise a strong woman? A woman who can stand on her own two feet? Or did I raise someone weak? Did I fail as a mother, Mary?”

Mary exhaled and ate another piece of asparagus. She hated when her mother gave her speeches. They were friends, business partners, family. Their bond ran thick. “Fine, mom. November. I can make it that long without you,” she said.

“Thank you, dear. I will make sure everything is virtual after that, and Adam can meet us there for Thanksgiving. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes, I’ll be there,” her father said.

Filming would fly by, as it usually did. Mary could stay strong and make the movie that might distinguish her career. Mary finished dinner and went upstairs to pack her bags. She placed everything by the front door and returned to her room to practice her lines well into the night.

♦

Mary tossed and turned all night. She got out of bed early that morning and worked out in her bedroom. She did crunches, squats, and jumping jacks before hitting the shower. Mary didn’t love that she had to travel alone with three men, but Charles made her feel safe. She thought things would have been different if Charles were there that night Jake assaulted her. They had started working one at a time a month before the assault happened. Mary tried to push it from her mind. It was too horrific to relive.

Cooking herself breakfast, Mary wondered about Nebraska. She knew they were recording the film in a small town but staying in Omaha. Everything was a mystery for her as she passed her last morning in Los Angeles. Her parents came out their bedroom while Mary was enjoying her eggs and coffee. They fixed themselves breakfast, and everyone sat at the table.

“Excited for Nebraska?” Alex asked.

“I’m looking forward to playing this part,” Mary said.

“No time to waste. We have to get you to the airport, dear,” Rachel said. She came out from the kitchen with cream on her upper lip. Mary point it out, and they laughed. As much as Mary’s family could irk her, she would miss them in Nebraska with the guys and other actors. Getting to know a new cast was always interesting, especially filming outside of L.A. The dynamics were different in every project.

Maurice and Charles and Tony were waiting outside. Charles opened the backseat door for Mary, watching her from a distance. Alex hugged his daughter and stood by the front door. Rachel walked Mary to the SUV.

“November, mom. You promise?”

“I promise,” Rachel said. She turned to Charles and held his shoulder, “you better keep my daughter safe. Her safety is in your hands,” Rachel said.

“You have my word, Mrs. Stoddard.”

“I’ll be fine, mom. See you soon,” Mary said. She kissed her mother on the cheek and entered the SUV. Charles sat in the backseat with Mary, and Maurice drove. Tony would take the car back home and take a flight out tomorrow. Mary turned to look out the back window as they drove to the airport. She would miss her family but remain strong.


CHAPTER FIVE

Charles hated flying in planes. They turned his stomach upside down, but he had taken medicine before boarding. Mary was sitting a few seats in front of him. Maurice a few seats in front of her. He loved sitting behind his future woman. Her brown hair pulled to the side in the scrunchy she always wore around the house or on her walks in the neighborhood. Charles missed how they would walk miles. She used to have conversations with the bodyguards. Now she hardly said hello.

Only a month had passed since the incident, and Charles hoped Mary would return to her old self with the new movie. He didn’t care where her work took him, Charles would tag along to protect her. He wanted her to feel safe in his presence. Seeing the way Mary held her mother’s hand broke Charles’ heart. She didn’t want to stay alone with her guards.

Charles ordered a ginger ale to settle his stomach and kept his attention on Mary. She was harder to see through the mesh separating where Charles sat and business class. He allowed Maurice to ride in style in the front row because Charles needed a view of Mary. He didn’t care how cramped his knees felt.

Over the next month, Charles knew he had to capture Mary’s heart. It was his opportunity. Staring at her through the curtain, Charles wondered how he would seduce his woman.

♦

Landing in Nebraska, Mary didn’t know what to expect. She hadn’t spent much time researching the state but planned on immersing herself now that she was here. She knew Omaha was a city but few cities compared to Chicago and Los Angeles. Mary spent time in New York, Washington D.C., and Miami, but she hadn’t been to many places beyond those, unless they had a beach. But Mary had people to run to the store for her when she went on vacation. Mary’s parents, Rachel and Adam, took her to Michigan a lot when she was a child. They used to drive and camp by the cold, crystal-clear lakes.

“Would you like help?” Charles asked, grabbing Mary’s large suitcase from the conveyor belt. He appeared from out of nowhere. She often forgot about Maurice and Charles. They blended into the background and allowed her to breathe. She didn’t want any bodyguards, but her mother refused that. Not after the attack and daily death threats. Mary almost never saw the terrible letters because Rachel and her assistant filtered through the mail. Mary lived in a bubble of ignorance to how much some people hated her for being a trans woman and reaching the level of fame she had.

“Sure,” Mary said.

Charles muscles bulged as he lifted the suitcase. He followed behind her with the luggage as Maurice led them to their car. Charles loaded her bags in the trunk, and Maurice went to the driver’s seat. Mary loved how they sorted out the details in her life, so she could concentrate on absorbing the big skies and fresh air.

They hit the road from the airport and soon entered the city. Mary couldn’t believe the number of tall buildings for a town in the middle of nowhere. She thought she would have been staying in a tiny town, but Omaha impressed her. The wide roads, luscious grass, water, parks, and cute shops. Mary couldn’t wait to learn her way around Omaha over the next few months.

Their car, which was an SUV with tinted windows, arrived at Mary’s hotel.

“Where is this?” Mary asked, stepping onto the sidewalk.

“We aren’t far from the Old Market,” Charles said. He unloaded bags onto the sidewalk. Maurice went inside the hotel to check them in, and a bellboy was soon outside to retrieve the bags, leaving Charles and Mary alone.

Mary twirled in a circle. “Nobody is running us over to snap our photo,” she said. There weren’t many people on the street. It was a weekday in the afternoon.

“I’m sure someone will recognize you,” Charles said. “Should we get inside?”

Mary followed Charles to the door which he opened for her. They stepped inside the fancy hotel. The lobby had no television and plenty of seats for lounging. Maurice and Charles were sharing a room next to Mary’s. They went to see their spaces. Mary’s room was bright and had a large bed. When her mother arrived, they could switch to a room with two beds, but she enjoyed the space and comfort of knowing her security was next door.

Mary had a cast dinner tonight. Mr. Williams hadn’t told her the other main actors in the production, so everyone would be a surprise. She hoped she got along with everyone. Every time she started a new project, somebody brought up her transition. They couldn’t ignore asking questions or insulting Mary. She wished her information wasn’t as public as it was. Mary had kept her secret about pre-op or post-op, but it came at the expense of her sexual satisfaction. Mary hadn’t been with a man. Not once. She desperately wanted to feel a man enter her. Fill her with his manhood but couldn’t because of the media.

Even if Mary wanted to undergo the surgery, the media would notice her extended stay in a hospital. She couldn’t live a normal life. Mary loved her job and financial rewards, but everything came with a price tag. Her mother fought her on the break too. She could live in a place like Omaha for a few months and escape the Hollywood grind. The photographers couldn’t leave Los Angeles for one celebrity. She could live in the suburbs outside downtown, even though she liked the center. The Old Market was adorable and close to downtown and other amenities, but Omaha didn’t have the traffic L.A. had. Driving in from the airport wasn’t a problem.

After taking a shower, Mary changed into a little black dress with a pearl necklace. She wore her black heels with the outfit. She loved a pair of black heels because they went with most outfits. Mary pulled the tie out her hair and shook her head. She spritzed it with a leave-in conditioner and ran a comb through it, staring at herself in the mirror. Thinking about hate in the world. She didn’t understand why people didn’t accept her. Mary tried her best to act as a positive role model for children. She volunteered, exercised, posted positive videos on all her accounts, and stayed out of drama. Mary worked day and night to create a charming persona, but people attacked her nonetheless.

She was giving up on the world. Mary finished her makeup and met Charles outside. He was escorting her to the dinner.

♦

Mary stepped out the SUV and onto the sidewalk. They were downtown and meeting the cast and crew at a catered event. Charles followed Mary inside the building, and a host directed them to their private room. Mary recognized Joyce Smith right away. She was an up-and-coming actress. Todd must have cast her for the lead role. Mr. Williams was sitting at the head of the table. There were too many faces to focus. Mary crossed the table and hugged Todd, the director.

“Glad you made it. This is Justin Jones. He is playing your husband,” Todd said. Mary shook his hand. Todd walked them down the table. “This is Brandon Fox, he is playing the local hunk. Country guy. These two have been on Broadway and making a name for themselves. This will be their first major film production.”

“Nice to meet you,” Mary said. They waved at her.

Todd continued to Joyce. She had more attention than Mary in the gossip magazines. Maybe a photographer or two would make their way to Omaha to snap a picture. “As you probably know, this is Joyce Smith.”

“Yes, I’m a big fan of yours,” Mary said.

“As I am of you,” Joyce said. She slapped Mary’s hand away and hugged her. “We’re going to kill this movie. People will line up around the corner to buy tickets.”

“I like your confidence,” Mary said. The women lingered there for a second while Todd introduced the rest of the table. Todd showed Mary back to her seat next to Justin. He wanted the couples from the movie to get to know each other on the first night, but they were all connected in the script. Their hometown wasn’t large, and everyone knew each other.

Mr. Williams stood and clinked his glass. Bottles of champagne dotted the table cloth. Mary tried to avoid alcohol but had half a glass. Justin had downed two since Mary arrived a few minutes ago. She would do her best to avoid him off set. Mr. Williams cleared his throat and spoke, “Welcome to the production of Returning Home. We will film this quick, act our asses off, and win a bunch of awards!”

The table cheered. Two men drummed their hands on the table and almost knocked over Mary’s glass. She glanced at Charles in the corner, watching over her. Maurice had the night off. She wasn’t sure she needed three bodyguards, but her mother had insisted. They didn’t know Todd would have his own team of security for the production. But Mary wanted Charles around because he was fantastic eye candy. He made her feminine dick twitch in uncertain ways.

Todd continued, “We have two of Hollywood’s most relevant and trending actresses, who will carry the movie to new heights. Most directors would have put you two lovely ladies in the opposite roles based on your history, but I want you both to inspire the other. Live and breathe these roles.”

Everyone clapped and cheered. Todd cleared his throat, “we have an amazing camera and production crew who have followed me around the country. And to some of our regular extras! Thank you for your continued efforts,” Todd said.

The crew gave off a sense of family. Mary could tell they spent a lot of time together.

“Last but not least, to our converted stage actors. May you two enjoy working behind the camera,” Todd said. He rose his glass, and everyone followed his lead. They clinked their glasses and drank. Mary finished her bubbles for the night. She wanted to wake up in the morning and work out before the first day of filming.

Servers came out with trays of food and placed them at the center of the table. The meat, vegetables, and sauces looked delectable. Just as good as any restaurant in L.A. Mary filled her plate with a light layer of food. She wouldn’t eat too much because it was already late, and she had issues about looking larger in front of the camera. Justin ate three plates of food and had an entire bottle of bubbles to himself. Todd was busy talking to his camera crew and didn’t notice Justin.

“Would you like to run over our lines before filming in the morning?” Mary asked Justin. She noticed Charles watching them with intent eyes from the corner.

“Don’t think so. I’ve had too much to drink. How about after?”

Mary tried to maintain an even composure, but Justin was acting like a drunk fool. She hated actors that didn’t treat it like a job. She wanted to finish her day early and explore Omaha alone. Walk around a secluded park in a different neighborhood. Find a cute cafe on a random side street. Think about how Charles had been watching her ever since they left for the airport. Mary craved a strong alpha type like Charles, but he was older than her, and she wasn’t sure Charles wanted a woman with a special surprise between her legs. Maybe she would have the surgery one day but wasn’t sure. She loved her breasts more than anything, but losing her dick wasn’t something she had come to terms with yet.

“I don’t like sloppy actors. I’m leaving but expect to rehearse with you bright and early, Justin,” Mary said, placing her napkin over her empty plate. It was getting late, and her ability to converse depleted. Charles was the only familiar face in the room.

“There are some things I don’t like about you,” Justin said under his breath.

“Excuse me?” Mary asked, standing up to leave. She covered her mouth as a yawn escaped her. The half glass of bubbles had hit her like a train, and she was ready to lie down.

“Nothing, good night,” Justin said.

Everyone around the table said farewell to Mary, and she excited with Charles. When she stepped outside to downtown Omaha, she had forgotten they were in Nebraska. Justin’s words replayed in her mind. There had been an edge to his voice Mary didn’t like. She would have to keep an eye on him, but they had a lot of scenes to shoot together.

“How was your first day in Omaha?” Charles asked, helping Mary into the SUV.

She didn’t reply until Charles got in the driver’s seat. “I like it more than I thought I would,” Mary said. She twirled a piece of hair in her finger.

“Me too. You seem more relaxed here. Maybe you can go on a walk like you used to before the incident,” Charles said.

Mary’s body warmed. The car felt ten degrees hotter and fifty times smaller. “Hopefully Justin isn’t an irresponsible actor. I hate when my coworkers are late.”

“I know. You can become vocal after a couple weeks of that,” Charles said.

“I forget how much you see. You’re always lurking in the background,” Mary said. She noticed they hadn’t moved and sat in the parking lot surrounded by tall buildings. There weren’t many people out. Not like downtown L.A., but Mary enjoyed the difference. No radio played, but they had the windows down, and crisp fall air passed through, cooled from the night.

“You’re fun to watch,” Charles said.

Mary yawned. She couldn’t keep her tiredness at bay, as much as she wanted to talk with Charles. A walk on another day sounded nice. “Should we get back to the hotel? Where is it?”

“Across from the Old Market.”

“Right. I love it here,” Mary said. “I can’t wait for my mom to arrive.”

Charles nodded and put the car into gear. Mary rested her head against the window, but the drive didn’t take long. It was getting late, and there were few cars on the road. Charles rushed to open her door. He was such the gentleman. He saw Mary to her room and waited outside the door while she went inside. Mary took a quick shower before passing out for the night.

♦

Charles placed his hand on his doorknob after Mary entered her room. She looked superb in her black dress with pearls. Charles wanted to rip that fabric from her skin and lift her petite body into his arms. He had endless fantasies of Mary.

Within the room, Charles heard moaning. He stopped turning the doorknob and cursed to himself. Maurice had a difficult time keeping it in his pants. He loved to find random conquests. Charles often saw him chatting online with girls while they watched the street. They would have to get separate hotel rooms, or Maurice would have to return to California. Charles couldn’t deal with random encounters lounging around his hotel room. He needed peace and tranquility to keep a clear mind for the safety of his woman. If Charles wasn’t on top of his game, Mary was in more danger.

Charles walked the halls, waiting for Maurice to stop his animal sounds. Sex didn’t appeal to Charles unless it was with Mary. He had been waiting for her for too long to throw that away. Mary didn’t know Charles was saving himself for her, but he would confess when the time came. Charles fed money into a vending machine and selected a juice. He grabbed a candy bar too. It had been weeks since he had chocolate, but his anxiety needed something.

He went back to the doorway where Maurice was still busy with his conquest. Charles stood outside their rooms, keeping an eye on Mary’s door. She had a radio she could use if anything happened. Her phone worked too. There were several lines of communication between them, so she could have her privacy.

Charles hoped she would hide nothing from him one day soon. Mary was all he thought about. Charles wasn’t sure his obsession was healthy, but Mary needed a protector, and he was her man.

After another hour of pacing the hall, Charles couldn’t stand it. He needed sleep to stay on top of his game. He was about to pound on the door when the woman emerged. She was a pretty blonde, but Charles only had feelings for Mary. Maurice watched the woman walk down the hall before turning his attention to Charles. He rested one arm on the door frame.

“What’s up? You been waiting long?” Maurice asked.

Charles pushed past him and showered. He didn’t speak to Maurice before falling asleep.


CHAPTER SIX

Mary awoke early that morning and completed her routine. She worked out and ate breakfast. Mr. Williams, Joyce, and Brandon met her in the hotel lobby. They took a van to the shooting location. It was about forty-five minutes outside the city. The morning had been going well, but there was no sign of Justin. She worked with Joyce and Brandon on her lines without Justin. Mr. Williams didn’t seem concerned, but Justin’s behavior would catch up with the schedule, and Mary had a life to live. She was already planning where she would travel for vacation.

The actors were taking a break after a couple hours of practice. They had recorded nothing, but Todd was working with them to refine the scenes. Brandon and Mary didn’t interact much in the script. She needed Justin to review her lines, but he had drank too much.

When lunch arrived, Todd pulled Mary to the side. Maurice and Charles went to get their lunch. Tony’s flight would leave soon, and he would join them.

“Mary, how are you liking Nebraska?”

They were in a small town. Cornfields visible in the distance, but they were drying out after the harvest. People had heard there would be great festivities for Halloween and fall: pumpkin carvings, mazes in the cornfields, haunted houses, and all the dessert one could desire. “Things are relaxing,” she said.

“Right, there is something we need to talk about,” Todd said.

“What is it, Mr. Williams?”

“We can’t afford to pay for two security guards.”

“I have another coming today. I thought my manager worked this out in my contract,” Mary said.

“Your mother did, but the producers have changed our budget. They looked over everything and decided against the two because we have our own security team. We will provide room, board, and a salary for one.”

Mary couldn’t panic. She wanted to take care of her guards and make sure they had an income but couldn’t argue with the producers. Mary lifted her hand and stepped away to call her mother. The phone rang twice, “mom, something came up.”

“I got an email thirty minutes ago. I talked to the company that contracts the security guards, and we’re going to find something else for Maurice and Tony. Tony didn’t take his flight. I caught him before the plane left, thankfully. We have bonuses here too for Maurice and Tony. Don’t worry, dear,” Rachel said. It sounded like her mother was shuffling papers around her desk.

“Thanks, mom. I had no idea until a few seconds ago,” Mary said.

“Don’t worry, honey. I’m taking care of everything. Todd’s assistant sent me information and confirmed they have plenty of security of their own. His assistant sent me their background checks too. We’re going through them here now, but everything looks okay. How’s Nebraska?”

“Fine. Everything moves at a slower pace. I wouldn’t mind taking our vacations here,” Mary said.

“To Nebraska? You might sing a different tune by the end of production. You know I grew up in a small town, and I’m never going back. We’ll be there for Thanksgiving too. Your father and me.”

“Omaha isn’t a small town, mom. It’s a lovely city.”

“Whatever you say, dear. Look, I have a lot of work here. Don’t worry about Tony and Maurice, we’re taking care of them. Act your ass off and win us some awards!”

“Bye, mom,” Mary said. She hung up the phone and returned to Todd. He was busy bossing people around to set up his next scene. They had a couple houses in the small town, and they shot a lot of the scenes on porches or on the sidewalk. The characters lived within a block of each other, and Todd had most of that street contained for production. The townspeople were supportive of their intrusion. “My manager took care of everything,” Mary said.

“Sounds good. Should we practice the scene when you see Joyce the first time after returning from the city?”

“What about Justin? He needs to arrive on time like the rest of us.”

“It’s only the beginning, Mary. We all deserve second chances,” Todd said.

“Mr. Williams, we can’t let him put us behind production. Omaha is nice, but it’s not the party-infested place Los Angeles is. I don’t understand what he’s doing,” Mary said.

“Please, let’s get through today. I’ll talk to him tonight,” Todd said.

Mary sighed and flutter her eyes too hard. She took position on the sidewalk, waiting for Joyce to emerge from the house. She wasn’t sure how she would fake excitement when rage simmered in her bones, but Mary did. Joyce stepped outside, and a switch flipped within Mary. She threw out her arms and screamed, feigning joy for the camera without film. Todd gave them a few pointers, and they did it twice.

“That’s a wrap for today. Tomorrow, we will record these scenes with film. Dream about them, think about them. Live them. You are your character,” Todd said.

Everyone climbed into the van. Justin had never shown up on their first day. On the way back to the city, Mary decided she wanted to take a walk and breathe fresh air. Her bruise had disappeared, and she was in a new city. She had the urge to explore and forget her frustrations from the day.

♦

Charles drove the SUV to the airport. Rachel had sent Maurice a flight that left that evening, and Mary tagged along in the backseat. It wouldn’t take long until Maurice disappeared, and Charles would have Mary to himself. His dream woman, the one he didn’t want to live without.

They arrived at the airport. Charles shook Maurice’s hand before he stepped out the car. “See you soon, bro,” Maurice said. Charles rolled down the windows to keep the mood causal and not cut off Maurice, but he didn’t get out the car.

Mary stepped out as Maurice gathered his suitcase. She hugged him and said, “have a safe flight, Maurice. Thank you for coming out here. My mom is hooking you up with a fat bonus,” she said.

“Thank you, Mary,” Maurice said. He kissed Mary on the cheek and disappeared into the airport. His kiss was nothing more than friendly, but Charles didn’t want any man placing hands on his woman. He contained himself as Mary slid into the front seat.

“I want to walk in a park. Can we find one?”

“Sure. We have to leave the airport because the officers are waving at us, but tell me where to go, and I’ll drive there,” Charles said.

Mary typed on her phone. “Here,” she said. “Take a right and get on the highway going back toward the city and the hotel. We have to go a few exits. I’ll tell you when to get off.”

Charles nodded and followed Mary’s directions. She wore a dress that exposed her thighs. Charles wanted to grip them and watch her spread those juicy legs. He struggled to concentrate on the road while she watched her phone because of how her thighs touched and curled over the seat.

“Take the next exit,” Mary said.

Charles followed the exit, and Mary directed him to a park. He parked the car and went to open Mary’s door. A few of the leaves were turning. “We will see great fall colors here,” Charles said, pointing at the tree.

Mary stepped out and breathed. “The air is fresher here in Omaha,” she said.

“We’re lucky to get a paid break from the city,” Charles said. Maurice was history, and Tony wouldn’t arrive. He didn’t have to interact with anyone but Mary, and Charles could live with that. He hadn’t had quality time with her in weeks, but his moment had arrived.

“Let’s take that trail,” Mary said. She pointed forward, and they walked in that direction. The sun was setting around them, but they still had an hour of sunlight.

“How was filming today?”

Mary sighed, “my ‘husband’ didn’t show up to set. Justin Jones. He was too busy hitting the bottle last night,” she said.

Charles glanced at Mary through the side of his eyes. Her breasts sat high on her chest. She wore yoga pants that hugged her tights ass and showed no sign of a dick. Charles didn’t care if Mary still had her male parts. She was perfect in his eyes. He could listen to her complain about work all night. It would be better if she were in his arms, but Charles was patient. He had already waited years for her. What were a few more weeks? She was opening up to him like a cracked egg as they walked down the trail.

Stopping Mary, Charles directed her to a bench. He had a confession. “There’s something I’ve wanted to say,” Charles said.

Mary’s eyes focused. She looked distressed. “What is it, Charles?”

He slid back to give her more room. “Well, I’m very sorry about what happened to you.”

“Thank you, Charles. It isn’t your fault what happened. We all knew Jake was a little off. We should have fired him long before the incident.”

“If I had been there, it wouldn’t have happened. I wish I could have stopped it. He crossed you. What Jake did was unforgivable,” Charles said. He didn’t have the strength to tell her about the homophobic things Jake had said. “You can trust me, Mary. I’m here to protect you,” Charles said. He placed his hand in front of him on the bench.

Mary sat straighter and looked away, “thank you, Charles. We should get back to the hotel before the sun disappears.”

“I agree,” he said, standing.

Mary walked a few paces behind Charles, and he didn’t fight her. He preferred that she walked in front of him, so he didn’t have to struggle to see her, but he had brought up a hard topic. They arrived at the car without any incident, and Charles opened the door for Mary. She waited for him to go to his side before stepping in.

“Everything okay, Mary?” he asked.

“Just want to get back to the hotel,” she said.

They drove a few miles in silence. Charles was dying to say something but kept his mouth shut.

“Thank you for staying here with me. I trust you the most, but you have to understand that it is hard for me to trust anyone.”

“I do, Mary,” Charles said. “I wish I could go back in time and—”

“You can’t. Nobody can change what Jake did, but let’s move forward. Please, remembering that night is harder than anything.”

“Yes, I won’t speak of it again,” Charles said. They arrived back at the hotel, and Mary went to her room without another word. Charles entered his room and kept the TV off to hear anything in the hallway. All he did that night was think of Mary and how she smiled when she let her guard down. How her hair fluttered in the wind.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Mary had spent the last week quarreling with Justin about when they should rehearse their lines, and Mr. Williams was no help. He left Mary without support as she tried to solve her dilemma. Brandon and Joyce were moving along with their roles without issues. They practiced day and night, and Mary thought their romance was more than on-screen, but Justin was nothing but a lush. He spent his nights doing who knew what and arriving at least one hour late every day. Justin had suggested rehearsing at night, but Mary wouldn’t dare give in to his lackadaisical ways. Mary wanted to finish early and breathe, not feel the stress that coursed through her.

Glancing at her watch, Mary wondered where Justin was. They planned to shoot a scene where Mary was at home taking care of the kids with Justin on the couch when Joyce arrived to talk. It would be the first time Joyce’s character saw what became of Mary’s new life. But nobody could find Justin, and he wasn’t answering his phone. Justin did just enough to not get fired but was driving Mary up a wall.

Mr. Williams sent the kids to lunch and pulled Brandon and Joyce aside to talk about one of their scenes. They went over to the other house to practice the moment on the sidewalk. Mary watched them, standing alone. She wanted to cry because she had no control over the situation. Justin did what he wanted, and Mr. Williams was a horrible disciplinarian. It was clear he didn’t have children. Mary volunteered with kids, but they were better than Justin. He had no control. Zero work ethic.

Mary wouldn’t take it. They had been on production for a week, and Justin was already putting them behind. The leaves would change colors and fall from the trees before they could film everything. They had a month with the stunning foliage of red, green, orange, and yellow colors. Todd needed a sense of urgency, and Mary planned to give him just that. She marched to the other side of the street and tapped on Mr. William’s shoulder.

“Yes, Mary?” he asked. Brandon and Joyce were practicing their lines a few paces behind Todd.

“You have to fix this, Mr. Williams. Get a new actor for my husband. Justin has zero work ethic, and we’re all suffering from him.”

Todd grumbled. “You actors always have an opinion.”

“As should you, Mr. Williams. This is ridiculous. We can’t continue like this. I have a life to live outside of Nebraska,” Mary said. She loved Omaha and would always have fond memories of the city but missed her bed. Her pool. The year-around warm weather in L.A.

“I don’t know what to tell you, Mary. We have to roll with the punches. Even if we find someone else, who says that man will be better? Actors are entitled, narcissistic assholes. You should have thought about a different career choice if you didn’t want to deal with people like Justin,” Todd said. Joyce and Brandon had stopped rehearsing and were staring at Mr. Williams with fallen mouths. He spoke in a harsh tenor.

Mary didn’t care what Todd thought. She did her part. Joyce and Brandon showed up on time. Even the children playing her kids did their part. She didn’t want to hear Todd’s excuses. “That’s not fair. If an actor isn’t professional, you as the director and producer should figure that out before offering said person a contract.”

Mr. Williams leaned forward and lowered his voice. They noticed their audience, but Mary wanted witnesses to hear Todd’s blasphemous remarks. “I’ve been in this business a long time, Mary. The other producers and myself chose you, even though we might hear flack about it. Please, do you best. Justin’s role isn’t even a major one. You have ten times the lines he does, so I suggest you work on that and keep your nose down.”

“Please,” Mary spat. “You all begged my manager to have me meet you that day. Don’t twist the history,” Mary said. She would say more, but it didn’t matter. She preferred to avoid drama and fighting. When Mary reached the break tent, Justin was standing there with a wide smirk on his face. Mary pushed past him and filled a glass with juice. The children from their scene and a few staff were eating at picnic tables off to the side.

“You talking about me?” Justin asked. He followed Mary around the tent and leaned against the table. Todd had returned his attention to Brandon and Joyce. Nobody saw what Justin was doing. “Excuse me, Ms. Two Ways. I asked you a question.”

“What does that mean? Ms. Two Ways?”

“You know… Because you were born Mark,” he said, holding back a laugh.

Mary wanted to throw her orange juice in his face but placed it on the table instead. “Why are you bringing this up, Justin? My name is Mary, and I’m a woman,” she said.

“But are you?” Justin asked. He reached for the hem of Mary’s dress and tried to pull it up, but she slapped away his hand. Mary kept a lean body but worked out often. She could destroy a man if he got too aggressive.

“What the fuck is your problem, Justin?” Mary asked. They caught the attention of the table. Mary covered her mouth. She never cursed in front of kids when she volunteered. Mary pulled Justin away from the tent and out of earshot of the people eating. “See what you made me do? Never touch me like that again, or I’ll have to press charges.”

“Oh, come on. You are a woman. You bitches are so sensitive these days. Can’t you appreciate that a real man wants to touch you?” Justin asked. He started to reach out his hand, but Mary pushed him away. Mary wasn’t sure but thought she smelled alcohol on Justin’s breath. Maybe he took whiskey with his coffee.

“Stop it, you dirty pig. I’m a lady, not a whore. And even if I were a whore, I wouldn’t want you,” Mary said, crossing her arms over her large chest. “We have to get through this production, but you’re a mess, Justin. Luckily you’re playing a drunk husband,” Mary said. It clicked in her mind then that Todd probably knew about Justin’s drinking problem when he cast him for the part. Mary could feel the pains of her character dealing with Justin. The sexual aggression, drunk breath before noon, and an overall lack of willingness to help. Justin was perfect for the part.

“You know, if you got rid of that dick you used to have, I wouldn’t mind showing you a thing or two,” Justin said.

Mary slapped him. She didn’t know where it came from, but he pissed her off with his words. “Know your lines and stay away from me creep,” Mary said.

She stormed back to the tent, and the people eating watched her. She wanted to scream at the top of her lungs. Maybe it would shake off the nasty feeling caked on her body after the interaction with Justin. Maybe it would calm her rattled mind. Mary acted strong, but harassment hurt. Charles came up behind her. She jumped when he touched her shoulder.

“You scared me, Charles. I forgot you were here,” she said. He came to the set with her daily. She loved how he watched over her in the background like a guardian angel. Half the time, she never saw him.

“I saw what happened, Mary. Are you okay?” Charles asked. His eyes concentrated on Mary’s face. They were green and sparkled against his chiseled jawline. He could beat Justin to a pulp in a second. “I almost intervened but know you’re a strong woman.”

“Thank you, Charles. It was okay. Justin is a drunk, but that’s his part in the movie. He plays the drunk, worthless father. Mr. Williams must have known that when he picked Justin for the part.”

“What did he do to you? What did he say?” Charles asked.

Mary held her hand inches from Charles chest like she wanted to rest her hand on him. Charles wouldn’t stop her, but she dropped her hand. “It’s nothing, Charles.”

Charles lifted Mary’s chin, “you can tell me anything, Mary.”

Mary confessed the questions Justin had asked her about her private parts. She didn’t want to have that conversation with anyone, but Charles never asked for details. He had known her for years and never questioned her. Anyone that learned about Mary Stoddard usually heard she was an actress, transgender, and nobody knew if she was pre-op or post-op. It was a major question in the business.

“That bastard,” Charles said. “I’ll talk to him.”

Mary grabbed Charles to stop him. “He’s not worth it. I’ll tell you if he crosses the line,” she said.

Charles nodded, and Mary loved how concerned he looked for her. Like he would fight anyone to protect her. Jake never looked like he cared much about the job, but for Charles it seemed like more than a job. Mary continued her day, and they called it quits around four in the afternoon. Mary sat next to Charles on the way back, and they ate dinner together in the hotel lobby, talking about Los Angeles and swimming at the beach.

Mary had red cheeks by the end but went back to her hotel room early to shower, do yoga, and pass out.

♦

Dinner with Mary was the most magical evening of Charles’ life. He loved watching her from across the table. The meal was casual. No implied date. Just a bodyguard and his stunning actress. Her brown eyes were like caramel candies. Her face a sheet cake with vanilla frosting. Charles wanted to have her and thought about what she would be like in bed the entire time they ate. If she had a dick, he would suck it. If she had a pussy, he would stretch her walls. Mary was a rainbow in waterfall mist. Charles saw only beauty when he looked at his woman.

After dinner, Charles retired to his room. He watched the TV in a low volume to hear the hallway. The interaction Mary had with Justin replayed in his mind. That man was a young asshole, and Charles fantasized about beating his ass. It wouldn’t go over well because they were recording a movie, but Charles had patience. He could wait until after the party to bruise Justin.

Charles showered and changed into sweatpants and a t-shirt. He went out to the hall planning to buy a snack from the vending machine when he saw Justin Jones walking in his direction. Charles’ jaw clenched. His fingers curled into fists. Mary had asked him not to talk to Justin, and he wanted to respect her wishes, but seeing the punk walking around like nothing had happened sent Charles’ blood boiling. Justin wore headphones, whistled, and walked with his head high, not paying attention to a thing around him. Including Charles.

Without thinking, Charles gripped Justin by the shirt and slammed him into the wall. He wouldn’t leave a bruise but had a word for Justin.

“What the fuck, dude?” Justin asked, ripping the earphones out of his ears. Another security guard appeared at the end of the hall. Charles raised his hand to him.

“I just want a word,” Charles said loud enough for the other man to hear. He nodded, and Justin cursed and sent dagger eyes in the man’s direction. “Don’t ever speak ill to Mary again, understand? And show up on time,” Charles said.

Justin spat in his face, struggling to break free from Charles’ grip. “Fuck you,” Justin said.

“I can break your body in two. Get your shit together,” Charles said. Charles dropped Justin because the other guard signaled him. He wasn’t going to push it. Charles could control his anger, for now. For Mary.

“You’re fired. I pay you to protect me from crazies like this,” Justin screamed at the stranger. He was pointing his finger and staggering off in the other direction, drunk again for the evening.

The other guard walked down the hall. “What did he do now?”

“Mary Stoddard. The woman I protect, he was talking bad about her.”

“Ah, I see. He’s always getting into something he shouldn’t,” the man said. He had a smooth, deep voice. “I’ll keep an eye on him, but he’s vengeful. I wouldn’t push him too far. Nobody here as is crazy as that fool.”

“Thanks. Charles,” he said, putting out his hand.

“Don,” the man said.

“I hope he won’t do anything to your job.”

“His parents don’t believe a word that leaves that boy’s mouth, and they’re the ones that write the checks. He might make money, but his parents are the real ballers. Anyway, take care Charles.”

“You too,” he said. Charles counted his blessings and went to the vending machine. Mary hadn’t seen his encounter with Justin. He didn’t bruise the man’s face. Charles bought his snack and went back to his room, drifting through his intense desire for Mary. Wondering how far he would go to protect her.


CHAPTER EIGHT

A week had passed since the day Justin spoke savagely to Mary, but he had turned a corner. Something in Justin changed. He showed up late less often and practiced lines with Mary before hitting the bottle back at the hotel. He could do whatever he wanted outside production. Mary didn’t care. She spent most of her evenings in the hotel relaxing and watching TV. She loved reality shows, romantic movies, and other stuff. Anything that wasn’t talking about her affairs in the world or horror. She hated gory films. Mary had plans to travel around Omaha and see the city but had become a recluse. Lounging around in gym gear or walking the halls of the hotel. She would walk around the Old Market, but it wasn’t endless. Everywhere turned to a cage if one stayed long enough.

Mary finished filming her last scene of the day and packed her things. She was loving her part and related to her character. She found the challenge of playing a mother refreshing. Another thing Mary did when she lounged around the hotel was read blogs mothers wrote. The wild stories of motherhood helped her sympathize with mothers across the world. Mary didn’t know if she wanted to adopt. Part of her longed for a family and a sense of normalcy, but her children would never have a chance. Everyone would know their mother’s secrets. Mary couldn’t hide from the public, as badly as she wished she could.

Charles appeared behind Mary, waiting for her to ride back to the city. All the other actors had moved to hotels downtown, but Mary enjoyed her location. Downtown wasn’t far, and she could meet them for dinner or for practice and drinks, but most nights Mary ate with Charles. They were growing close spending all this alone time together, and Mary wasn’t upset by that.

Mary climbed into the SUV, which they used now that everyone had moved downtown. Riding with Charles was a lot better than sharing a van with the crew. Mary valued her privacy with Charles to steal glances of how his jeans jumbled at the crotch, outlining his dick. Mary wanted to kneel under him and take him into her mouth while staring up at him through hooded eyes. She had never sucked a dick before but envisioned Charles as her first. Every night Mary went to sleep, she pressed a finger to her hole pretending it was Charles’ dick. She wanted to take Charles on all fours, with her legs in the air, naked. Mary wondered if her breasts would bounce around like she’d seen in porn. Charles could take her ass, if he would have it. She feared he would reject her when he saw what rested between her legs. What if he exposed the truth to the media? Some magazines would pay top dollar for proof.

Mary wanted to give her heart and body to Charles. Confess her lust and longing for him, but she feared the repercussions. Every action had a reaction. He could take her in one of two directions. They were growing close, but were they only friends? Could Mary ever have anything more with Charles?

“I was thinking, Charles,” Mary said. She ran her finger on the upholstery.

“What were you thinking, Mary?”

“What if we went to the park after dinner tonight? I’ve been couped up in my room the past week. We should stretch our legs.”

“That sounds nice. We can eat right when we get back, change, and head to the park.”

“Sure, let’s eat at the deli down the street from the hotel.”

“Are you going to order the chicken salad again?” Charles asked. She had ordered the same sandwich the past three days.

“Maybe I will order the chicken salad. What’s it to you?” Mary asked. She planned on eating chicken salad but would change her mind if Charles gave her too much grief.

“I don’t care what you order,” he said. “I don’t know how many more days I can eat the roast beef.”

“Why don’t you try the chicken salad? Order it on a croissant. It’s outstanding,” she said.

“I know. You’ve raved about it all week.”

Mary felt like she was bickering with a husband. She wanted to hug Charles while he drove but looked out the window instead, watching the trees as they drove down the highway back to the city. It didn’t take long before they were back at the hotel and walking down the street to the deli Mary loved. Charles held the door open for her, and they went inside to eat.

♦

Charles stood in the hallway waiting for Mary. They had gone to lunch, and Charles showered and changed quicker than Mary. They weren’t on an official date, but Charles felt butterflies in his stomach waiting for such a successful, radiant woman to join him. Charles phone rang. Rachel was calling him.

“Hello,” Charles said, answering the phone.

“Charles, it’s so great to hear your voice. How is everything in Nebraska? Are you keeping my daughter safe?”

Rachel, Mary’s mom, was a loud person. She had a strong character and often flirted with Charles. Adam wasn’t a bad-looking man, but Charles could see a thirst in Rachel’s eyes. He could hear it in the way Rachel said his name. “Yes, ma’am. I’m protecting her.”

“I can’t wait to join you two in a few weeks. I still haven’t booked the ticket but planning on the first or second week of November.”

“Mary would love to see you,” Charles said. He wasn’t sure why Rachel had called him. He did nothing to manage Mary’s career but protect her from danger, which he failed to do once. An image of Mary’s face the day after the incident flashed into his mind. It was like someone had taken a knife and ripped it through his stomach that day. Seeing Mary with bruises on her face crushed Charles. Like a rotten watermelon falling off the back of a truck.

“There was something else, Charles. It’s about Jake,” she said.

Charles heart clenched in his chest. Every time he heard Jake’s name, he wanted to find him and beat him into six pieces. “What about him?” Charles asked.

“There is an ongoing investigation into that night, and you have to testify to his character. I’m not sure when the detectives will call, but I gave them your number,” Rachel said. “Tell them anything you know about Jake.”

“Sure thing,” Charles said. He would have to confess the homophobic remarks he heard from Jake when Charles started. Jake came before Charles, so he hadn’t stirred the pot but found the comments disturbing. Charles hated himself for not stopping the fire before it grew.

Mary stepped out her hotel room, looking stunning as usual. She wore a loose skirt with thick tights, heels, and a sweater. She had her hair pulled back in a scrunchy. Minimal makeup. Charles loved Mary most when she wore casual clothing.

“Thank you, Mrs. Stoddard. I have to go now,” Charles said.

Mary ran up to him and snatched the phone from his ear. “Mom, what do you want?”

Mary paced up and down the hallway, speaking with her mother. They chatted, and Charles minded his business. He didn’t have his phone to look at but had Mary’s sexy body. She stood facing away from him. The skirt hugged her backside and had Charles wondering what she looked like under those tights. He wanted to lift her skirt and spread those cheeks. Every thought he had about Mary was dirty. She was the sexiest woman in the world in Charles’ eyes. Mary hung up the phone after a few minutes and turned back to Charles.

“Sorry about my mom. She has to control everything, doesn’t she?” Mary said, laughing. Charles captured that moment. How her lips parted when she smiled. The easiness in her eyes. They walked outside, and Charles held the door open to their SUV, and they headed to the park.

♦

Mary exited as Charles held open the door for her. Charles held her hand when she stepped out the SUV. He made her feel like a princess every day of the week. She wouldn’t grow tired of the way Charles pampered her. Not that she needed him, but the effort he put into Mary’s safety and happiness excited her. Her eyes connected with Charles’ before he closed the door. She wanted to lift his shirt to expose the hard muscles beneath. He had everything a woman could want: charming smile, beautiful green eyes, hard muscles, and a handsome bulge. Mary had never had a dick before but didn’t want nor need more than Charles’.

“Hopefully it doesn’t get much colder than this,” Charles said. They were walking down the trail. Leaves lined the stream that ran through the park. There were areas for sports and recreation. Few people were out walking or riding their bikes. Mary enjoyed the solitude. There weren’t many places back in California where Mary felt she could escape the world. Too many people had tabs on her schedule. Lurking around the corner with a camera to snap the moments in Mary’s life.

“What’s your favorite season of the year?” Mary asked Charles. She wanted to reach out her hand and intertwine it with Charles’. He was tall and handsome. Everything he wore fit his muscular body like a glove. Mary wanted to undress him, touch him, kiss him. He was a present sitting under the Christmas tree she couldn’t open two weeks until the holiday.

“Spring. The flowers are pretty. What about you?” Charles asked.

“Fall. The colorful leaves are everything,” Mary said. She gripped Charles’ hand and pulled him toward a pile of fallen leaves. They fell into the pile, and Mary squealed. Her skirt rode up her waist, but her tights covered everything, and she had tucked before leaving the hotel. It wasn’t an official date, but Mary hoped the pieces would fall together. That she would find the courage to admit to Charles how she felt about him without fear of rejection. He was paid to walk around with her. She could be imagining what the heat felt. Mary had never loved anyone before and didn’t know how to read the signs.

They lay in the pile of fallen leaves, staring up at the shimmering foliage of warm colors. “How was production this week?” Charles asked.

“Better. Justin has been showing up at a reasonable time every day,” Mary said. She turned in the leaves to face Charles. He stared up toward the tree. His jaw a fine line. His face cleanly shaved. Mary had never met a more handsome man than Charles. She had always had an eye for him but from a distance. Mary was too afraid to admit her feelings for anyone because of what lay between her legs. The baggage that came with her transition. Fear that a man she really liked wouldn’t accept her for something she never chose. Mary had wanted to become a woman since before she could walk or talk. She had always known there was something different about her. Luckily, Mary had a family that loved and supported her, but there were lots of nasty people in public. People Mary had never met that sent atrocious mail her mother mostly hid from her.

“Good to hear. That Justin is a piece of work,” Charles said. He turned to face Mary, and his green irises took her breath. His soul on full display like open windows with no curtains.

“Thank you for coming here today,” Mary said. She inched closer to Charles. The leaves crunched beneath her and sent a chill of embarrassment through her body.

“I couldn’t think of anything better,” Charles said. He didn’t move away from Mary. They sat there under the tree, leaves rustling in the wind. Eyes locked together. Faces inching closer. Mary wanted so badly to feel Charles’ lips press against hers, but strangers interrupted them.

A woman screamed. Mary pushed away from Charles and sprang up. The world had disappeared around them until the screech. The nails of a chalkboard vibrating Mary’s ears. “It’s Mary Stoddard!” the woman yelled. She grabbed her friend’s hand, jumping up and down.

“Yes, it’s me,” Mary muttered. She didn’t have the energy for fans, although she loved all of her admirers. She had been so close to a kiss. They would have felt the same in her situation. Mary received next to no attention in Omaha. It surprised her to encounter such an ecstatic fan.

“I’m your biggest fan,” she said. She was holding a phone, and Mary assumed the woman had already snapped a few photos.

“What’s your name?” Mary asked. “It’s only fair since you know mine.”

“I’m Diane. When I heard you were recording a movie in Omaha, I about died. I never thought I would actually run into you!” Diane said. Her friend looked uncomfortable standing in Mary’s bubble. Diane’s eyes shifted over to Charles, absorbing him, but she said nothing. “Please. I have nothing for you to sign. I really wasn’t expecting this. Could we take a selfie? I’m so sorry to bother you, but I would have hated myself if I hadn’t said hello.”

Mary’s annoyance washed away. She loved meeting her fans, and Diane was no exception. “No problem. Charles can help us,” Mary said. She waved for the friend to get in the photo. Mary made sure Charles got a photo of her alone with Diane too. “Take care, Diane,” Mary said.

They walked away, and Mary waited. The moment had died. The tension evaporated like a puddle on a hot day. Mary and Charles walked back to the car, drove to the hotel room, and retired to their hotel rooms with few words. Mary hoped they would have another chance soon. She touched herself that night thinking of Charles behind the wall. So close but untouchable. Captivating and dangerous. Hot lava streaming down the side of a volcano.

♦

The clock was ticking until Mary’s mother, Rachel, would arrive and ruin any chances Charles had at securing his woman. She would helicopter over Mary from the moment she stepped off the plane and fawn over Charles in her free time. Mary lacked Rachel’s forwardness and confidence. Mary could bring a person to tears through the camera, but she was shy and delicate. A flower popping out of the soil in early spring. She had a strong head on her shoulders but needed freedom from film sets, her mother, and the pressures of Hollywood. Charles wanted to take her away and encourage her to try things she never would have before: cooking classes in Thailand, tapestry classes in South America, or swimming naked on a secluded beach.

Charles dreamed of Mary’s lips since the day at the park. How she had looked against the fallen pile of leaves with her hair spread beneath her like waves crashing against a shore, water spreading out across the sand. Charles would love to watch her splash around in the ocean. Snorkel with her. Lie out on the sand and tan.

Time marched on, and Charles hadn’t so much as confessed he liked Mary. He felt like an adolescent frightened to repeat a secret. Recall a graphic part he had seen from the staircase when he was supposed to sleep. Charles loved Mary, but his chest shut when he tried to find the words to tell her. Mary was fragile after everything with Jake and how the public viewed her. Rachel had vented to Charles several times about the endless amount of hate mail Mary received. Every day, a new letter arrived with some disgusting comment or picture.

Charles would play it cool with Mary, but his time was running short. Rachel would blow in like a cold front and not leave.


CHAPTER NINE

Mary closed her script, sipping on a hot coffee. She didn’t have to record any scenes that day, but Justin had shown up early to practice. He had a fight scene with people at the bar to showcase how he arrived home with a broken nose and beat-up face. Justin’s face looked like he had been in a real fight after makeup. The men had left him on the sidewalk to bleed out after he got kicked out the bar. Mary’s character was at home dealing with the children, wondering where her husband had run off to that time. His character never told Mary’s where he went. They practiced the scene for the following day, but Justin would have to spend a lot of time in makeup every day after the fight. It was the perfect punishment for how he had screwed up the first week.

But since then, the group had pulled ahead of schedule. They were running along and thinking they could finish before the end of December. Mary would love to spend Christmas in Los Angeles. She missed her pool, her entire wardrobe, and the familiarity of home. Omaha wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t her home. She needed to cuddle under her favorite blankets and wake up to the view she had grown accustomed to.

After the group finished for the day, they gathered around. Mr. Williams held a clipboard. “We’re moving right along. You all are doing great. Especially you kids! Thank you for doing your part everyone, and I just wanted to reward you all with a paid day off tomorrow.”

The crew cheered. Mary would prefer to work but had to find the positives of the situation. She could explore more of Omaha, see somewhere she hadn’t yet gone. Mary gathered her things and hugged the fellow actors. Charles waited for her down the street, standing by the SUV. He wore sunglasses over his green eyes, but Mary could picture them. How they stared into her soul that day at the park before those girls had ruined the moment. Mary tried not to hate those fans, but they hadn’t known. Magazines wrote about Mary’s nonexistent love life. It pleased her that blossoming, unspoken love with Charles was happening in Omaha where people often didn’t recognize her. They rarely asked for autographs or photos. It was nothing like L.A. If this crush were happening in Los Angeles, Mary would have seen an article about it already.

“How was your day?” Charles asked. Mary could only see his handsome, full lips. He hadn’t shaved today. He was normally good about it, but Mary like the stubble on his face. Charles couldn’t have everything together all the time. Nobody was perfect.

“We got the day off tomorrow,” Mary said, stepping into the car.

“Wow. How come?”

“We’re ahead of schedule. The crew getting paid for the day, but my contract doesn’t work like that. Just another day in Omaha for me. We should do something,” Mary said. Her voice switched to an upbeat tone in the last sentence.

“I would love to. Don’t want to sit around the hotel all day. The gym gets old after an hour,” Charles said.

“I’ll look stuff up after dinner. Should we eat at the cafe again?” Mary asked.

“Only if you don’t order the chicken salad croissant,” he said, teasing her. The drive back to the city was Mary’s favorite part of the day. She loved decompressing with Charles before grabbing a bite. He had the most relaxed demeanor. It chilled Mary out after a day in front of cameras, knowing millions of people would watch what she recorded. They got back to the city and did their usual routine: dinner, a short walk, and back to their rooms. Mary touched herself and wondered what Charles was doing on the other side of the wall.

♦

Nights were the roughest time for Charles. He had to sleep away from Mary and couldn’t see her. The walls were thick, and she didn’t make much noise. Charles had pressed his ear to the wall more times than he cared to admit. Mary drove him wild. The way her brown hair hung over her shoulder. The twinkle in her brown irises, a sense of innocence. Out of all the time Charles had worked for Mary, he had never seen her with a man. He wasn’t sure she had ever explored that part of her life. A strong sexuality lurked within her. Charles could feel it when they drove back from the set. The car rides always got his dick hard. Seeing Mary after she changed out of her character’s clothes and back into a dress or skirt or something cute. Mary had great style and always exposed a bit of skin or emphasized her curves if the weather was too cold.

Charles waited by the SUV for Mary. Their day of adventure was set. They hadn’t spent much time exploring Omaha, but Charles didn’t mind sitting around the hotel. It had a gym, television, and anything else he could want. Charles wasn’t a picky man. He didn’t need much in life.

Mary stepped outside wearing a jersey dress with tights, heels, and a diamond necklace. She had on a light jacket over the dress. Charles held the door open for her. She lifted her sunglasses to glance at Charles before sliding into the passenger seat. Charles’ dick jumped. He could have taken her right there. People could watch if they wanted a show. Charles wouldn’t do that, but she wasn’t leaving him many options with how sexy she looked in the tight dress.

“Where to first?” Charles asked, climbing into the driver’s side.

“The library,” Mary said.

“What’s at the library?”

“Don’t take that tone, Charles. Books are amazing.”

“You can’t check them out if you don’t live here.”

Mary sighed and pointed forward, “drive. Don’t argue with me. I’ll tell you where to go. Head downtown.”

Charles had learned his way around the main arteries of the city. He could go from the Old Market to Downtown without issue. Mary directed him to the library. It had the facade of an older building, but the inside wasn’t remarkable. It looked like a library. Nothing bad about it, but Mary didn’t want to stay long. They walked around downtown, and Charles had a strong urge to grab Mary’s hand. To claim her and show the world she was his. He didn’t wear a bodyguard’s attire, but had a switchblade on him and could take a man down in a second. Nobody would touch Mary with him by her side.

They stopped at a cafe and grabbed a coffee. They shared a muffin. When Mary licked her fingers, Charles pictured his dick in its place. Her thick lips leaving a ring of lipstick around his base. He would love to watch her doing it wearing a pair of her heels. He didn’t care which ones because they were all sexy.

“Let’s stop in this store,” Mary said as they were walking down the sidewalk. They had driven to another ‘trendy’ neighborhood in Omaha after a quick internet search.

Charles held the door open for Mary, and she went inside the secondhand clothing store. They looked around. Mary tried on a few dresses and modeled them for Charles. It would have been inappropriate to enter the dressing room with Mary, but he thought about it. She was a fairy dusted in magical powder. Charles hadn’t seen such a mesmerizing, carefree woman. They were in the middle of nowhere and free to detach from worry. Nobody cared what they did in Omaha. Mary was famous but few people bothered her. He loved to see her let go and wanted to find somewhere even more remote than Omaha to watch Mary blossom.

“Are you going to buy anything?” Charles asked.

“Not sure. Which dress is your favorite?”

“You look remarkable in each of them.”

Mary knocked her knees together and blushed. She darted back to the dressing room and returned with a creamy-white satin dress. It was Charles’ favorite, but he wanted Mary to wear what made her happy.

“What do you have planned after this?” Charles asked.

“Another park? We could do a picnic? It’s getting late, and the sun is setting earlier every day.”

“Okay,” he said. Charles would follow Mary around like a puppy all day. He just loved to watch her hips move, see her laugh, and know she was safe.

“We should buy a blanket and watch the sunset,” Mary said. She grabbed a blanket from the selection of bedding products. Everything in the store had been washed. They had a huge washing machine and dryer behind the counter. After paying for the items, they went to a local grocery store around the corner. Mary picked out grapes, cheeses, crackers, and two large kombucha beers. They paid for the groceries and went back to the car.

Mary directed Charles to a park not far from where they were. It had a hill where they could watch the setting sun. Charles laid the blanket on the grass, and Mary made a spread. They emptied their beers into plastic cups they had in the backseat from the set.

“The sky is so much bigger here,” Mary said.

“I miss L.A., but we should come back here one day,” Charles said. He inched his hand across the blanket. The paper bag covered in food rested between them, splitting the couple like a fissure in the earth.

“Yes, we should. There are fewer people and celebrity watchers. Everything feels more normal, but I do miss my pool.”

“You spend a lot of time in that pool. Why don’t you use the one at the hotel?”

“I prefer not to use public pools now that I have my own,” Mary said.

Charles didn’t care if it was pretentious. His woman could do whatever she wanted. He couldn’t hold the words in another second. They slipped from his mouth. His hand crossed the platter of food and landed on Mary’s. “I like you,” he said. “I want you, Mary.”

Time stopped. Mary didn’t remove her hand, but the silence killed Charles. He stared into her brown eyes waiting for anything. One word. His heart was dangling from a cliff, waiting to fall to a bed of rock or get pulled up by her words.

♦

Liked her? Mary felt Charles’ hand above her, sitting atop it like a blanket at bedtime. Mary’s heart skipped. She didn’t know what to say. She felt the same for Charles but didn’t know how to move forward. Fear gripped her and slapped glue beneath her feet. She was too afraid to walk without shoes down the rocky, unknown road.

“You like me?” Mary managed. Her voice was weak.

“More than anything in the world, Mary. I’m only telling you because I’ve been feeling something over the past few weeks.”

“Me too,” she said. Mary had two voices. One pushing her forward, and one trying to hold her back. What if Charles rejected her when he found out her secret? What if they had sex and it was magical? Mary desperately wanted Charles between her thighs, sliding into her. Filling her with his extension. His throbbing manhood. Mary had envisioned it while playing with herself on a nightly basis, and now Charles had admitted to liking her. Should she run away or inch closer? “I like you too, Charles.”

They sat there. Charles hand still on Mary’s. Leaves rustling in the blowing wind. Fall in full effect. The taste of grapes lingered in Mary’s mouth. She had only had a couple sips of the beer. Charles removed his sunglasses and exposed his emerald eyes, darkened with the season.

“I’m going to kiss you, Mary.”

Her mouth turned dry. She nodded as Charles’ face inched closer to her. His hand lightly cupped around her ear. His lips touched hers, and her body exploded with sensation. Her dick flicked like a switch, standing at attention and desperate to feel Charles’ muscular hand wrap around it. Charles pulled away and stared into Mary’s face. Nobody was near them. They were alone with their picnic in the park, enjoying the afternoon fall weather.

“I’m going to kiss you again, my love,” Charles said.

He was turning her into a hot mess. If she had a pussy, her panties would have been soaked more than after a washing machine with his tongue searching around her mouth. Mary’s dick was leaking like a dripping faucet. Charles held her at the small of her back. The jersey fabric tickled Mary’s smooth skin. She chuckled into Charles’ mouth. He stopped kissing her and stared at her while holding her. His hands hadn’t left her for a second.

“I want you, Mary,” Charles said. He hadn’t looked so serious before in all the time Mary knew him.

“I want you too, Charles,” she said.

The sun was setting quicker now. They didn’t have much sunlight left, and neither had drank much. “Should we take the picnic back to the hotel?”

“What about our beers?”

“I’ll buy us something at the bar,” Charles said.

“Okay,” Mary said. They dumped out the plastic cups and gathered their food. It didn’t take long before they were back at the hotel. They ate their treats in the lobby, talked for hours, and touched their legs together. Fingers brushing along exposed arms. Nobody bothered them, and Charles didn’t have more than one drink. He had to stay steady to keep his woman safe. She only had a couple glasses of wine herself, and the night ended in a kiss.

As much as Mary wanted to invite Charles into her bedroom, she wasn’t ready. Knowing he liked her was enough for one night. She took a shower and enjoyed a long round of fingering herself before crashing.


CHAPTER TEN

Kissing Mary was the single most amazing experience of Charles’ life. A few days had passed since the first time. They didn’t take it any farther than kissing, but there was plenty of that happening. Every chance they had to kiss—in the car before and after recording, before and after dinner, lounging around the lobby or bar—they took. Charles loved he had said his truth and Mary reciprocated the feelings, but everything could fall apart when he told the truth.

The investigators had called about Jake, and Charles had to tell them about Jake’s homophobic remarks when Charles started the job. Charles would have to testify against Jake, and there was a chance Mary would watch him do it or hear the recording. He had to confess the truth to her before she found out from another source. It was killing Charles to hold on to such a big secret that could destroy everything he and Mary had built in an instant.

It was a Saturday, and the crew wasn’t working. Charles was waiting by the SUV for Mary. There were less than two weeks until Rachel arrived, but Charles had already confessed his admiration for Mary. She was the woman he wanted to spend his life with if she accepted him after he told her about what Jake said.

When Mary stepped outside, she was wearing the white, satin dress she had bought with her pearls. She wore white heels and a multi-colored scarf. Charles had heard not to wear white after Labor Day, but Mary looked good enough to ignore that rule. She could wear white every day of the year as far as Charles was concerned.

“Aren’t we going to the arcade?”

“What are you saying, Charles?” she asked, standing outside the SUV.

“Nothing,” he said. “You look fantastic.”

“Thank you,” she said and slid into her seat. Charles drove them to the arcade which wasn’t too far from their hotel. He loaded up two cards with money and followed Mary around from game to game. They competed on some, and Charles watched her do others. She was having fun, and nobody noticed who she was. There weren’t many people at the arcade that day.

After their cards ran out of money, Mary pulled Charles over to a booth. She sat opposite him and ordered chicken tenders. Charles got the hamburger and a cola. They sat at the table. Silence filled the void. Children hollering in the distance. Charles’ emerald eyes focused on Mary, her face and not her cleavage, but the dress didn’t expose much, and Mary wore a scarf.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” Charles said when they were halfway through eating.

Mary dropped her tender and lifted her eyebrow. “What’s wrong, Charles?” She slid her foot away from his thigh under the table.

“It’s about Jake.”

“I told you I didn’t want to talk about him, Charles. Why are you bringing him up?”

“It’s important, Mary. I know you said you didn’t want to talk about him, but we can’t continue this relationship unless I tell you.”

“Tell me what?”

Charles sipped his cola. He gripped the table, trying to find the words that sounded most delicate. He didn’t want to break Mary’s heart. It killed Charles that he hadn’t been there that day to protect Mary from Jake. “You know about the investigation?”

“Yes,” Mary said. She had ordered a tea and sipped from that. “What about it?”

“When I first started doing security for you, Jake said homophobic slurs. He wasn’t directing them to you, and I told him I didn’t agree, but I should have told our bosses.”

“What?” Mary said. She sat upright and averted her eyes. She was breaking Charles’ heart.

“Please forgive me, Mary. I didn’t know Jake would do something so horrible,” Charles said. He balled his hands into fists in his lap, waiting for Mary to speak.

♦

Charles had confessed his secret, and Mary wanted to feel angry but didn’t. Men made nasty jokes at her daily. Justin Jones wasn’t any better than the rest. Jake was horrible too, but Charles had a unique personality. He didn’t act like the others. He cared about Mary on a deeper level.

The ringing of the arcade games sounded louder in Mary’s ears. She wanted to step outside but couldn’t leave after what Charles had said. “Okay, why didn’t you tell anyone?”

“I thought he was just being a guy and saying shit. That was nearly three years before the attack. I went back and forth for a week before the comments faded into my long-term memory. I was new and didn’t want to stir the pot.”

Mary nodded. She sipped her tea. The lemon flavor had grown stronger as it sat. She had a secret of her own and didn’t think Charles would like to hear it. Leaning forward, Mary whispered, “I have a secret too.”

“What’s that?” Charles said.

Mary looked around, and nobody was paying attention to them. Mary had never told anyone her secret. Her parents knew because she hadn’t had the surgery, but nobody else. Mary whispered in her lowest voice, “I still have one boy part left,” she said.

Charles didn’t flinch. He neither smiled nor frowned. Mary thought she had told him what she wanted to buy from the supermarket his face looked so expressionless.

“What do you have to say?” Mary asked.

“Do you forgive me?”

Mary nodded. She didn’t want to let the nonsense with Jake keep her from loving Charles. If she were in his shoes, she wasn’t sure she would have told on Jake. Men said nasty things all the time.

“Then, I accept you. I’ve always known that was a possibility. Whatever makes you happy, I’m okay with,” Charles said. He wrapped his hands around Mary’s.

“It doesn’t bother you?”

“Not at all,” Charles said. “I want you in my life just the way you are. You’re perfection.”

“Stop it,” Mary said. She slapped his hand but didn’t pull away from Charles. His hands were rough from all the barbells he lifted. No chalk. Mary had worked out with Charles once or twice in the mornings, and he was sexy to watch. He normally went in the evening, and she went in the mornings. “Why do you say those crazy things?”

“What makes calling your perfect crazy? I love you, Mary. I’ve loved you for a long time,” Charles said.

Mary about fainted at Charles’ confession. She wanted to say the words but couldn’t find the will to speak. Charles stopped her with a kiss.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to say it,” Charles said. His hands felt manic but loving on hers. “Know how much I care about you and keep it here. Carry it with you everywhere you go.” Charles touched Mary’s chest through the satin. She squeezed her hard dick between her thighs. She let it free to breathe and enjoy.

“Okay. I care a lot about you, Charles. I want this,” Mary said. They finished their food and headed back to the hotel. Mary and Charles lingered outside their hotel room doors after excruciating silence in the car. “I will miss you tonight,” Mary said.

“Me too. I’ll see you in the morning,” Charles said.

His lips were pillows of cotton candy against hers. Mary used the lightest amount of tongue. Her heels put her at the perfect height for kissing. “See you in the morning,” Mary said and slipped into her room before she dropped her panties for Charles.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Mary checked her phone the next morning, and her high crashed through the floor. She had more notifications than she could count from all her social media accounts, emails, and missed calls. Her mother had called ten times. Mary closed her phone and stood from the bed. She needed to hit the gym to deal with this mess. She had a long day of filming in front of her and preferred not to deal with drama when opening her eyes in the morning.

She and Charles had reached an understanding at the arcade. Mary felt lighter than she ever had. The sexy, muscular man knew her secret and still wanted her. He loved her. How he said it had Mary believing him. She wasn’t ready to tell Charles she loved him, but the time would come. Mary couldn’t hold the words in forever. They were like a smoking volcano at the tip of her lips. She loved Charles in a distinct, new way. More than anyone she had ever crushed on before. This was real. She had felt his lips against hers. Her dick hardened at his touch.

Mary Stoddard was in love, and the tabloids had caught fire of it. Mary saw enough on her phone to understand what had happened. Someone snapped a photo of Charles touching Mary’s chest while they were at the arcade, and the internet exploded with theories on who the sexy muscular hunk was touching her breasts.

Entering the gym, Mary threw her water bottle into the holder. She upped the resistance on the elliptical and started moving. Her phone rang.

“Yes, mom?”

“Mary, baby. Don’t you worry about this scandal. We’ll clean it right up,” Rachel said. “They can’t start rumors about you and Charles. He’s nothing more than your bodyguard.”

Mary hadn’t wanted her mother to find out this way. She wasn’t sure what would happen with Charles or how serious their relationship was. It had been developing for a while but just started officially. Mary wanted to work out the details with herself before sharing the news with her mother.

“Rachel, why was Charles’ touching your chest? Did you choke on food?”

Mary was sweating now from her run but kept up with the conversation. Her mother could ramble without pause. “No, mom. It wasn’t like that.”

“Then what was it, Mary? Do I need to call their company again?”

“No! Charles and I are a thing now,” Mary said.

Rachel screamed into the phone. Mary lowered the volume on her speaker. Nobody used the gym with her. Charles knew she had gone downstairs but was up in his room. He was good at giving her space and privacy. Charles never hovered or made Mary feel uncomfortable. “What do you mean you two are a thing? When did this happen?”

“We’ve been growing close for a while now, mom. He knows too. He doesn’t care,” Mary said. She couldn’t stop the happiness from leaking into her tone.

“That’s amazing, dear! Don’t get too carried away. I’ll be there before you know it!”

“I know, mom,” Mary said. She wanted her mother to come but wouldn’t mind more alone time with Charles now that they had an official relationship. “I have a lot of filming today. I’ll talk to you soon. Don’t worry about the picture. I don’t care what people think,” Mary said.

“As if, Mary. I’ll take care of it. We have to keep the narrative tight on this. Nobody can know this soon,” Rachel said.

“Okay, mom. Deal with that. Love you,” Mary said. She hung up the phone. Rachel wouldn’t mind. They did it to each other often and texted if they needed to follow up. Mary worked out for another half hour and went to the SUV. Charles drove her to the set.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Charles hadn’t seen Mary since dinner and was aching to hold her in his arms. He flipped through the channels. The TV played at a low volume. Nearly all the leaves had fallen from the trees. It was growing colder by the day. Charles wanted to pass through the seasons with his woman. They could live anywhere she needed for work. He would follow her to the coldest, most remote corners of Earth if necessary.

To Charles’ surprise, someone knocked on the door. For a second, Charles thought it was Justin Jones seeking his revenge. Mary stood on the other side when Charles opened the door, and he loved what he saw. She wore a thin red robe with sexy black lingerie and black heels. Charles rushed her inside before anyone else could see her.

“We can’t let random men see you looking that good,” Charles said. “What are you doing here?”

Mary lifted a little bag she held in her hand. “I want this. I’m ready. A few minutes ago, I was on the other side of that wall touching myself and thought how ridiculous I was. Do you want me, baby? Aren’t you my boyfriend?”

“Yes, I am. And I want you more than anything in the world,” Charles said. He dropped to his knees and snaked his hands into the robe. Mary had the smoothest skin Charles had ever felt. He hadn’t touched a woman in so long, he wasn’t sure how long he could last for Mary. But there were other ways to pleasure his woman. His hands traveled down to Mary’s tight ass. His fingers brushed against the lace. He moved his head to see the color. Black. She had a smooth bump where her dick should be. Charles wanted to touch her but didn’t know how to approach it.

Mary’s hands ran along the stubbles on his head. Her fingers like rose petals.

“I’m taking off your panties,” Charles said.

Mary’s body tightened. “Why?”

“To please you. Have you ever had your dick sucked before?” Charles asked.

Mary hadn’t. She was twenty-three and a virgin. She shook her head. Charles grasped her black panties and pulled them to the floor. Mary moved her thighs, and blood rushed to her freed dick. It stood and hovered in front of Charles face. It brushed against his smooth cheek. He had shaved today.

Charles parted his lips and took Mary’s feminine dick into his mouth. He had never sucked a dick before, but Mary’s smelled like flowers and soap. She had no hair around her cock or ass. She had slender hips. Charles grabbed her ass from behind and spread her cheeks while taking the entire length of her dick in his mouth.

Mary leaned against the nightstand. The TV played, but neither paid attention. Mary’s moans were much louder than the show. She didn’t hide the pleasure she felt as she gripped Charles’ firm shoulders. He didn’t release her dick until she ejaculated her milky cream into his mouth.

Charles pulled back after swallowing every drop of Mary’s nectar and admired her feminine body. The way her dick limped after emptying its load.

“How did you like that, baby?” Charles asked, pulling on Mary’s red robe. He wanted her approval. To make her satisfied.

“Amazing,” she said. “But I want you to fuck me too. Can you do that?”

“Are you sure?”

“Mmhm,” Mary said. She dumped out the contents of her little bag. “I had this stuff delivered to the hotel for us to use. If you want,” Mary said with a cute giggle. She had lube and condoms, and Charles couldn’t wait to use them with her. He stood and kissed her. His dick hard and pressing into his trunks and sweatpants.

♦

Mary’s body trembled. She had never cum in a man’s mouth before, and Charles swallowed every drop of her seed. He didn’t pull away or part his lips. She had never seen something that sexy. Mary stood by the dresser. She had just emptied her bag of goodies and told Charles her desire to have him fill her. Enter her cave and push against her center. She had only had her finger. Nothing else had been inside her.

Mary gripped the waistline of Charles’ sweatpants. He wore a pair of trunks, but she could feel how his hardened dick stretched the fabric. Mary pulled down and revealed Charles’ large manhood. It was thick like a bottle of shaving cream. She wasn’t sure how something so much larger than her finger would fit into her tight little hole.

“I’ve never been fucked before, but I want you,” Mary said, dropping to her knees. She returned the favor, and took Charles’ dick in her mouth. He pushed into the back of her throat. A salty substance oozed from his dick. Mary had never tasted anything like it. She didn’t love the flavor but loved having Charles in her mouth.

He gripped her hair and pushed into her throat. Mary choked on his rod, trying her best to breathe and take him. She didn’t want to complain. Mary’s dick wasn’t as big as Charles’. He had taken her with ease, and it had felt amazing. Fireworks. A surprise party with balloons and cake. She had exploded in Charles’ mouth, taking life from her body. But she had to have Charles tonight.

Mary wore nothing more than her bra as Charles fucked her mouth. She squatted under him until her legs shook. Mary stood and pushed Charles to the bed, “I want your dick in me,” she said.

“Then get your ass over here,” Charles said. He pulled Mary atop him and kissed her deeply. His hands traveled to the back of her bra and unhooked it. He pulled it over her shoulders and revealed her breasts. Charles took Mary’s nipple in his mouth. They hadn’t lost their sensation, and it felt incredible. His hard dick left a trail of its juices on Mary’s leg.

Charles moved Mary’s body and put her in doggy style. He turned to the box and ripped it open. He rolled the condom over his dick. Mary watched him over her shoulder, loving his muscular body. How the muscles formed lines on him from his shoulders to his toes. Charles lubed his dick and Mary’s entrance. Her heart raced as he slid his cock up and down her split. Charles reached around and grabbed her breasts. He kissed her back, teasing her with his cock.

“Ready, baby?” Charles asked.

“Yes, please. Don’t hurt me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. Deep breaths,” he said.

Mary inhaled and exhaled. Charles massaged her back. He pushed the tip against her hole. Mary wanted him but feared the pain. On Mary’s next exhale, Charles pushed into her. He opened her walls for the first time. Her body exploded with the most beautiful pain it had ever felt. She gripped the sheet. Charles stopped.

“You okay?” he asked. He didn’t remove his dick but didn’t push any farther.

“Yes,” she said. “Take it slow. I’ll be fine.”

Charles nodded. Mary took deep breaths. Every exhale, Charles inched deep into her. His dick stretched her walls. His girth everything Mary had wanted, but it took a while to adjust.

“How are you doing?”

“Better,” Mary said. Her ass had relaxed, and Charles added more lube. He hadn’t fallen out of her, and his dick felt incredible inside her. Like eating too much at a delicious buffet. Her feminine cock was hard again.

“I can’t last much longer, baby,” Charles said. He moved around inside her, pushing her buttons.

“Turn me over. I want to see you when you cum.”

Charles pulled out of her for the first time. It felt like she had lost part of her body. She turned over and lifted her legs, needing Charles inside her. Charles added more lube to his dick and pushed into her. She leaned her head back and took his dick. He thrust. His lube-covered hand wrapped around Mary’s dick.

Grunting, Charles picked up his pace. Mary hollered, begging him to cum inside her. She was close to cumming the second time.

“Fuck,” Charles screamed.

Mary bit her bottom lip, panting. She moved Charles’ hand, stroked her cock twice, and shot all over her chest. Charles pulled out of her, and the condom slid off his dick there was so much cum in it. It must have weighed a pound. Charles went to the bathroom and brought back a warm towel. He cleaned Mary’s body and lay beside her, taking her into his arms. Mary couldn’t think of a better way to fall asleep.


EPILOGUE

Two Weeks Later

Mary and Charles stood by baggage claim waiting for Rachel to exit. They had parked in the garage. Mary hadn’t been happier over the last couple weeks. She and Charles had been freeing all their pent-up sexual energy. Mary could take Charles’ dick much easier now than the first time, and he always treated her to a tasty oral treat. His tongue was her magic wand.

Charles had his arm over Mary’s shoulder. She hugged his waist. Her hand touched nothing but hard muscle. Mary nudged her head into Charles.

“What is it, baby?” he asked.

“I love you,” she said. It was the first time, but she didn’t see their relationship ending. Mary needed him more as each day passed.

“I love you, too,” he said.

♦

Seventeen Months Later

“Thank you for this award. It’s an honor, and I’d like to thank my family and friends. My partner, Charles Chase,” Mary said. It was only the beginning of her speech. It was one she had given many times after the movie came out. People loved Returning Home, and Mary had enjoyed watching herself in the movie. The role had challenged her in a way she would never forget.

The last seventeen months had plenty of wild events. Jake was spending time in jail for the assault and robbery. Charles had proposed to Mary, and she said yes. Charles was the best boyfriend Mary could have asked for. Their sex was incredible, and he didn’t mind the feminine dick between her legs.

But some days Mary’s extension bothered her, and she wanted to change it. She had booked several consultations with surgeons who preformed sex reassignment surgery and was considering her options. Charles promised he would love her no matter what she did.

They had taken the most romantic vacation after Returning Home finished production. They went to several major cities around the world, remote hikes, secluded beaches, and anything they could think of. Mary loved having Charles by her side every step of the way.

Mary finished her speech and held up the new award to thundering applause. Returning to her seat, Charles wrapped his arms around her. She nestled into his chest. The camera focused on them, but they didn’t care. No matter what happened, she would have her man. He wasn’t letting her go, and neither was she.
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