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CHAPTER ONE



"You're not Ms. Mallim." The girl in the front row squints her eyes as I take the lesson plans from the desk and look over them.

"No, I'm not." A very astute observation by her. "I'm Mr. Gray. Ms. Mallim has to be away for a while, so I'm helping her until she gets back. She told me that you're working on multiplication?"

I look around the room for confirmation. A few students nod, but most of them sit still and stare at me. "That's pretty advanced math. This must be a fifth-grade class." A couple of students shout that this is, in fact, only second-grade. "Wow. You all must be really smart then. So, does anyone here know what three times three is?"

I expect a couple of hands to go up or a couple of students to whisper the answer under their breaths, but there's nothing.

"It's a toughie. Let's pretend I have three of something." I make a group of three circles on the board and turn back to the class. "Three oranges, because I can't draw anything fancier than a circle."

Some students giggle at my joke. Some of them fixate on me like the next words I say could be the key to some universal secret. A few gaze at the desk in front of them. I walk over to one student who isn't giving me his full attention.

"What do you have three of, right now?" He doesn't answer, but at least he looks up at me. "Do you have three feet? Three arms? Three eyes?"

His eyes start working back and forth, and I smile. He's searching through his brain to find something he has three of.

"What about fingers?" I hold up three fingers in front of him, and he mirrors my motion. I give him a quick wink and turn my attention to the rest of the class. "Now what happens if I take these three fingers and add three more to them?"

I watch as a classroom full of second-graders all hold their hands out in front of them. Three fingers raised on both hands.

"You get six, right? But what happens if we add three more fingers?" I gasp dramatically. Some kids get it right away, but others wait for me to show how to do it. Once we all have the correct number of fingers in the air, someone in the back proudly proclaims, "nine" in the confidence that only a seven-year-old can muster.

I clap my hands together with a loud bang. "Right! Congratulations, you all just solved the riddle of multiplication. You know your times tables up to three." I turn my back and begin writing "3 x 1=3" on the board when I hear it. Just a couple of drips at first, then a full tinkle. The classroom explodes into yucks and giggles and imitated barfing sounds.

"Hey friends," I pivot to face them, dreading what I know I'm going to find. "Let's be respectful now, okay?"

"Grace peed her pants!" A boy in the middle of the class shouts and points to a girl sitting in the second row. A sobbing girl with a very obvious yellow puddle under her chair.

"I know, and that's okay." I walk to Grace, wincing as my last two steps put my feet fully within the golden circle. Some of the students eww as I step in it, but I quickly shush them and crouch beside Grace. I put my hand on her back. "It's okay. Let's go get you cleaned up."

She doesn't move, so I pry her hands away from her face and guide her up.

"Elijah? I want you to take over for me while I'm gone, okay?" Thankfully, Ms. Mallim's notes singled him out as a responsible student that others look up to. "You get to be the teacher for a bit."

He stands and his mouth opens in slow motion before turning into a grin. I quirk my eyebrows at him and turn back to Grace. "And you," I say for her, but I make sure I'm loud enough that the entire class can hear, "I'll tell you all about the time I peed myself. Last week." As we walk hand-in-hand out the classroom door, I hear a couple of students titter at my comment. Hopefully, it will take some of the pressure and shame away from Grace.

The school nurse isn't in the building today, so I hand Grace off to one of the secretaries. She'll take her to the bathroom and get her cleaned up. But before they leave to do that, I hug her—a little of her wetness getting on my pants—and tell her again that it's all going to be fine. She doesn't manage a smile, but she has stopped crying.

Back at the classroom, my classroom for the foreseeable future, I stop before walking in. The janitor is just finishing his cleanup, and Elijah is walking around the class, looking at whatever he had the other students do in their notebooks. I decide to watch him for a bit.

"Looks like you're already out of a job."

The voice behind me makes me jump, and I turn. There's a man with the brightest and most unnatural hair color I've ever seen. It's the color of a ripe strawberry. My heart flutters when I look at him. "Uh, yeah. A student had a little accident, so I put Elijah in charge. Do you teach here?" My eyes flow down his body, and a fire flares inside me. He's wearing a black t-shirt and dark blue jeans with black canvas shoes. Everything is splattered with tiny paint spots of every color I can imagine.

He smiles and holds his hand out for me. I'm almost afraid to take it, expecting a wave of electricity to shoot through me when I do. But this isn't some magical fairy tale. And it's not like I would ever be the star of one, even if it were.

"I'm Ryan Foster, art teacher." That explains the attire.

"Devon Gray, filling in for—"

"Cheyenne, yeah." He looks down for a split second before smiling at me. "Good to meet you. If you need anything at all, I'm just right down the hall. Room 127."

I don't intend for my smile to look anything more than friendly, but when Ryan chuckles, I get the feeling it goes beyond that. "Right, uh, thanks. I'll, uh... see you around, I guess."

"Can't miss me." He points to his hair and then pirouettes away and walks back to his room. No one should ever be that beautiful and graceful. It's not until he gets to his room and turns back to me for just a second that I realize I've been staring at his ass the entire time. He gives a quick wave, and I duck into my classroom before he can see that my cheeks match his hair.


CHAPTER TWO



I settle into one of the red cushioned low-back chairs and watch Jade. Her back is to me, and she's scurrying around, pulling different levers and pumping syrups into a line of drinks. The longer she goes without noticing me, the higher my lips curl into a smile. When she does finally turn around, her gaze moves right past me at first. Then she rolls her eyes and walks to the end of the counter where I'm sitting. "You could actually tell me you're here, jackass."

"Or I could just sit here patiently and let you finish your work before I bother you."

She turns her back to me and walks across to an espresso machine, pouring some grounds into a metal container and slipping it into the machine. "How was the first day? Were the little ones better, or did one of them puke on you?"

"Pee, not puke."

Jade spins and scrunches her nose.

"And she didn't pee on me. I just had to step in it, and then I got a little on my pants later."

"You had better not be wearing those pissy pants and shoes in my shop." She sets a filled cup in front of me, and I lean over it and take a deep breath. "You know," she says, "you're the only reason I even keep this orange syrup here. I'm pretty sure no one else has ever ordered that."

I sigh like a cartoon princess. "And when that special person does finally come along and order an orange mocha latte, I'll know that he's truly the one."

"Oh my God." She whips the towel from her shoulder and tosses it at my face. "So tell me about the first day with the littlings? And you still didn't answer me about those clothes."

"No, these aren't the same clothes. Despite what you think based on my coffee order, I'm not a total heathen. And despite that one foray into water sports, today was wonderful. So much better than teaching high school." For the past three years, I've been working as a substitute high school teacher. I knew right away that it wasn't for me, but I tried to stick it out. Last week, though, I'd finally had enough. I wasn't even out of the parking lot before I called Jade and told her I had to find a new job. I called the school administration the next day to tell them, and they told me about this opening at the elementary school. I hopped on it.

"Plus, there's a cute piece of red licorice at this school."

Jade's eyebrows shoot up and she leans across the counter. "Oh? And did this eye candy happen to talk to you?"

I look away shyly and bat my eyelashes. "Maybe."

She squeals and slaps my hand. "Don't pretend to be all coy with me. So, what's he like? He must be a redhead. But is he hot? Did you get his number? Do you have a date set up yet?"

"Not just a redhead, but a red head." I point to the upholstery of the chair I'm sitting on. "He introduced himself to me and told me to come to him if I need anything at all." I make sure the last words are a dripping double entendre, and she takes the bait.

Her hand wraps around mine and squeezes so tight my fingers almost turn white. "I told you that there were plenty of people who would be interested if you just put yourself out there."

I yank my hand out of hers before it starts throbbing and look away. Just as I do, a man and woman walk in. They hold hands while they come through the door, but then split up. He goes to the counter while she walks to the overstuffed purple sofa in front of the large picture window overlooking the street. I watch as he orders two coffees and smiles at the sitting woman. The way she looks at him makes it seem like she doesn't notice anyone else in the room.

"It's not like that." I stare at the couple a second longer before turning back to Jade. "I mean, he's an absolute ten, and I'm... me."

Jade takes my head between her hands. Her palms pressing into my cheeks. "That's right. You're you. The most spectacular and wonderful and adorable man I know."

"I think Austin might be surprised to hear you say that." I stick my tongue out at her to try to make the conversation light-hearted again.

"Austin already knows. He had to accept my love for you before I would agree to marry him. And don't think you're going to distract me from this. I know Jeremy really fucked you up with the things he told you, but those were all lies. And I'm not going to rest until you see how magnificent you truly are. You deserve love more than anyone I know. What Jeremy gave you wasn't it. Not close."

With my head held in her hands, I can't look away, so I close my eyes. "I know it wasn't." But that doesn't stop his words from swirling around in my head any time I even think about dating someone. "But I don't think this guy is interested like that. He doesn't really give off gay vibes, so I could have all the self-confidence in the world and it wouldn't matter."

She leans across the counter and kisses my forehead before letting me go. "Don't be so quick to write him off. Maybe he'll end up being the one." She hooks my index finger with hers, our way of saying I love you, and then walks away to help her workers fill the orders.


CHAPTER THREE



"Come on, friends, we need to finish this worksheet. Just a couple more questions." I'm finding out the hard way that elementary students have the same disease that high schoolers do. The one that makes it nearly impossible for them to focus on anything on the first truly nice day of spring. All day long there's been a low-level murmur in the class. I thought recess would burn off some of that energy, but it just multiplied it. "If we all behave, Mr. Foster might come visit us in a little bit."

I used to think promising treats in exchange for good behavior was a sign of a desperate teacher, and maybe I am desperate, but I'm starting to see the wisdom of it. Unfortunately, this just cranks the students' excitement up another level, and I want to sit at my desk and bury my head in my hands and scream.

"Did someone say my name?"

The all-day rumbling finally erupts and some students actually leap out of their seats as Mr. Foster walks in. I wish I could say that my heart didn't do the same. When he looks at me and gives me what is probably just a sympathetic smile, it feels like it beats twice as hard, flinging molten lava through my insides.

"What are we working on?" He looks over one student's shoulder. "Oh, vocabulary. I always loved vocabulary. Hey, now let's settle down and finish this up, so then we can work on this really fun project Ms. Gray has for you—Mr. Gray, sorry." He bites his lip and looks up and me from the corner of his eye, and it's so adorable I have to turn away.

The class instantly falls quiet and turns to the worksheets sitting in front of them, and Ryan walks up to me. "Sorry about that," he whispers. "Habit, I guess."

I flick my wrist to brush away his concern. "So to get you to appear, someone just has to say your name, and you're there? Like magic?"

"I don't know about the magic part, but maybe. If it's the right someone." He winks at me and turns to look around the classroom, and I have to repeat to myself over and over that this means nothing. That was just a collegial wink, nothing more. My lungs, though, aren't convinced and refuse to work without me forcing them.

When he's done surveying the class, he turns back to me, and I'm caught in the blaring 3000 watt beam of a lighthouse. "I like that blouse, by the way." He pinches my sleeve and runs his fingers down the material, and I wish his touch was an inch closer so I could feel it.

"Thanks." I look down at the top. It's navy blue with puppies in every color of the rainbow dotting it. I thought the students would like it, and a couple of girls this morning did tell me it was pretty. It made me laugh that someone would think anything I wore was pretty. "It kinda just showed up in my closet this morning. I don't even remember buying it."

"Well, it's cute on you. Colors are always fun. Especially when it's the whole rainbow."

My jaw drops a little. I just hope it's not enough that he notices. He's almost definitely flirting with me now, isn't he? The comment about the rainbow is supposed to be a hint, right? "I think so too. I, uh..."

"I think it's time," he says.

I nod and stare at him for a few seconds, waiting for the next move. The muscle on the side of his neck twitches, and all I want to do is nuzzle my mouth against it.

"We should get them started on their sketches."

Oh. He was talking about our class project. Not me. I'd forgotten all about it. I'd forgotten about the roomful of students behind him. "Uh, right. That is, if you're ready."

"I'm definitely ready." He winks again and walks to my desk, where I've laid out a package of construction paper. As he moves around me, his hand brushes across my ass. It's so light I barely feel it. So light it has to be an accident. But my body hardens and freezes in place regardless.
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The next morning, I almost float across the room to my closet. My mind replays yesterday for the hundredth time. Ryan's smile. His winks. That touch. My body flutters when I remember it. When I pull open the door, I'm struck by all the white and black and grey. All the boring. Why would I have ever bought all those when there are so many wonderful colors? I take a step back and scrunch my nose. Then I see it.

It's the same material as the blouse I wore yesterday, only this one is a bright pink. Instead of rainbow puppies, there are white narwhals with yellow horns curled around tiny red hearts. Just seeing it on the hanger makes me smile, so I know it's the one.

I pull it over my head and turn to my shoes. Tucked in the corner, partially hidden behind a pair of brown winter boots, is a flash of color. Ballet flats. Pink ballet flats that are almost the exact match for this blouse. And they seem like they should fit. But how did they get here? I'm sure I didn't buy these. Did Jade leave them here at some point? On a whim, I slip them on and look at myself in the mirror. The blouse, the pair of tight blue jeans—Friday, thank heavens!—and pink ballet flats. It's... I smile. It's right.

What will Ryan think if we see each other today?

It's all I can think about as I start the day, and as I guide the last little body into the gymnasium for their second period gym class, I decide I'm not going to wait for fate. I march down the halls to room 127.

The door is open when I get there, and I stop for a second. I should have realized he'd have a class. The students are all clad in denim aprons and old shirts, paint smeared across their fronts as they lean over their tables and attack misshapen cups with their clutched paint brushes.

This was a mistake. Just as I resolve to back away, a few of the students stop what they're doing and look up at me. I'm not sure how it works, but students can sense when someone comes to a classroom door. And I know that Ryan will have noticed their heads popping up, so I knock lightly on the door and stick my head in to look for him.

He's standing at the back of the classroom, along a bank of windows, helping a student mix paint colors. His face brightens when he looks up and sees me. "Mr. Gray."

"Mr. Foster. I was in the neighborhood, so I thought I would peek in and see what everyone is doing." I look around the class like they're the reason I came here.

Ryan leaves the student he's helping and waves me in to the room. "We've been working on vases. We've already spun them and fired them in the kiln. Today we're glazing them." The excitement in his voice is obvious.

"Oh, that sounds fun!" So these are supposed to be vases? I look around. I guess there are a couple that look more like vases than drinking glasses with malignancies.

"Very fun." He's standing beside me now. "Come see."

When I walk into the room, he puts his hand on the small of my back. Just to guide me to the first set of tables. That's all. It doesn't mean any more than that. An innocent touch between coworkers. I step closer and bend over to look at the first vase. I'm not sure what colors they intended. Maybe green and blue and yellow? I see traces of all three around the edges, but in the center, everything has muddled into a brown. The student smiles up at me as I examine her work. "It's lovely. Very pretty." Her eyes almost glow with the compliment.

"Whoa." Ryan wraps his arm around my stomach and pulls me backward. Into him. My back is pressed against his front, and it feels like I've fallen into a kiln. "Don't get too close, or the splatter could ruin your pretty shoes. We don't want them to look like mine, do we?"

I look down. He’s wearing a pair of old white sneakers splotched with every color imaginable. "No. I don't think we do. Although that is quite the fashion statement." I'm vaguely aware that some of the students giggle, but I can't process anything with the heat of his body pouring into mine.

"I like your outfit, by the way. Very cute."

"Thanks." Somehow my hand drifts to his arm, and when we touch skin-to-skin, I'm positive that I've melted.

When the students giggle for a different reason, we realize what we're doing. I hear Ryan inhale sharply as he drops his arm, and I can't help my shudder as the cold pours into me. I take a step toward the door, and he reaches toward me but stops just inches away from taking my hand.

"I didn't mean…" He blushes, but doesn't look away.

"Of course. Me either."

"You know what? That's not true," he says. "I did mean it. And this is going to sound crazy, so please feel free to say no, but what are you doing tomorrow evening? There's an exhibition at the university. Mostly college students, but a few selected high schoolers too. One of my very first students is showing there, and she invited me. Would you like to come with me?"

It sounds almost like he's asking me on a date, and I wait for him to change his mind. Wait for the actually, never mind that I'm sure is coming. But it doesn't. "I'd very much like that."

"Me too." Relief passes over his face, but then becomes something very different. Something animalistic, like he wants to rip the clothes from me.

"I..." I point to the door and take a step backward. Then another. I have to get out of here. For both of us. I turn and almost sprint through into the hall. When I'm two classrooms away, I give a tiny squeal and a hop, and press my back against the cold concrete wall.


CHAPTER FOUR



At exactly 6:15, there's a knock at my door. My bare feet slap against the floor as I hurry to answer it. It's him. Dressed in all black, his hair is now the color of a bright blue slushy from the corner gas station, and it gives me an idea. "Come in." I grin and step aside to make room for him.

"You look—"

"Not ready yet, so you don't have to comment." I stick out my tongue.

He looks down at my feet. "I guess the fact you don't have shoes on should have been my first clue."

"Give me just a couple minutes?" I want to kiss him. Just innocently. On the cheek to feel his warm skin on my lips. But is that too much? This might not even be a date. Maybe he just invited me as a friend. Even when he asked for my address so he could pick me up, we never clarified what this was.

"Of course."

I gesture him toward the couch and go down the hall to my bedroom without a word. I unbutton the purple blouse I had been wearing and toss it across the bed. There's something else I need to wear today. I slip out of the jeans and shimmy a pair of black pants up my legs instead. The legs flare just a little below the knees in an exaggerated boot cut and drag on the floor as I move to the other end of my closet. I quickly tug the lapis blue shirt over my head, careful not to mess up my hair. The lace-trimmed v-neck plunges just a hair lower than I like, and the short flutter sleeves barely cover my shoulders, but it's almost an exact match for the color of Ryan's hair. And to make it even better. I have the perfect shoes to wear.

I've never worn heels before, and when I saw them in my closet earlier today, I wondered when I would ever wear them. Now I know. I hold on to the doorjamb for balance as I slip them on. The camber of the shoes throws me forward for the first few steps, but I quickly adjust and shift my weight back just a little to counteract it. As I walk to the mirror, the bright blue pumps click out the rhythm of my steps, and there's something mesmerizing about it.

At the mirror, I check my hair. A gelled pompadour that almost makes me look like a lesbian Hollywood star. I tuck a stray hair back and chuckle at the idea of me being a famous actress. Then I drop my eyes to the top and then the shoes. Neither one is something I would have dreamed of wearing before this week. Even the idea would have been an affront to my masculinity, but now that's not so important. The shirt looks good on me, and the shoes are fucking hot. Besides, did I not spend half of my time in college hanging out at the drag bar just off campus? I know lots of men who wear high heels. Now I know why.

Just before I leave my bedroom, I turn and walk back to my dresser. There's a wooden box on top. I lift the lid and take out two earrings. Silver hoops. For a second, I don't remember having ever pierced my ears, but when the posts slip right into the holes, I know that I have.

Ryan is standing when I get back to the living room. The sound of my shoes on the hardwood floors must have given me away. "Wow." His mouth parts, and he runs his tongue over his lower lip. "You—can I say it now?"

My gaze is stuck on his open mouth. I can see just a bit of his tongue in its dark recess. "You may."

"You look beautiful."

I twirl for him and then giggle at how silly I'm being. This is so different from the years I spent with Jeremy. I never felt this light when I was with him. And he certainly never called me beautiful. If he ever would, I would have winced, knowing that something terrible would follow right after it.

I'm still floating on the uplift of his words as we walk up toward the ten-foot tall glass doors leading into the campus gallery. When we're just a few feet away, Ryan hurries ahead and holds the door open for me. "I could get used to this," I say.

"Go out with me more often, and you will."

My heart flutters. "Does that mean this is—"

"She said she's toward the back. On the wall opposite the windows." He takes my hand and pulls me along. As we walk, he weaves his fingers between mine, and there's no way my lungs can pull in enough oxygen.

By the time we get to the back, I'm nearly panting. We stop just before we get to a display, and Ryan looks down at our joined hands like he's noticing them for the first time. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean... Anyway, this is hers. I'd recognize her style from across the room." He walks closer, examining the paintings hanging on the white wall, but I don't move.

So this was nothing? He didn't mean... what? He didn't mean to hold my hand? Didn't mean to give me the wrong impression? And how stupid am I to have thought that maybe this was more?

I turn away just as a girl walks up. She smiles when she sees me. "Mr. Gray? I didn't know you'd be here. You probably don't remember, but I'm—"

"Evelyn? Of course I remember. How is everything?" She was one of my favorite students at the high school. Always paying attention and willing to speak up when no one else would.

"Evelyn, these are incredible!" Ryan walks up behind us. His hand slips into the arch of my back, and he pulls me closer to him.

Evelyn beams, and now I wish I weren't so self-centered that I turned my back on her works before I'd even seen them. "Thanks Mr. Foster. So you two know each other." Her eyes drift down. When she sees our bodies pressed together, she laughs. "Oh! You two definitely know each other. That's amazing! Two of my favorite teachers, together."

My face flushes. "Oh, we're not—"

Ryan pulls me even tighter. Why can’t he make up his mind? "You're the one who's amazing. You certainly have a career in art, if that's what you choose."

"I've been thinking about teaching art, but maybe at a high school or college. I've had some incredible teachers who've inspired me."

Ryan moves away from me, but it's just far enough for him to take my hand in his again. I look up at him, expecting him to realize what he's done and pull away. Instead, he winks and kisses me on the cheek. I know he says something to Evelyn afterward. I'm pretty sure she waves at us. And I'm almost positive I wave back before Ryan leads me away. But it's possible that none of that happened. After the kiss, nothing is certain.

"So, I have a weird idea." He stops us just outside the door. The sun set while we were inside. Everything is cast in a blue-pink glow, and the crickets' chirps are just starting to replace the birds'. "Are you hungry?"

"Starving. Why?"

"Come on." He pumps my hand and then leads me to his car.
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As soon as we're inside my door, I kick off my heels. They may be sexy, but they are also murderously painful. I set my bag on the coffee table and sit on the rug beside it, curling my legs under me. Ryan sets his bag next to mine, but he sits on the sofa and starts pulling waxed cardboard containers from the plastic bags.

"I told you it was a weird idea."

I pop open one of the tops and look inside. The smell of fennel and orange hits me right away, and I set it in front of Ryan. "This isn't weird. This is dorky."

He laughs, and I notice that his left earlobe twitches just a little as he does. "This is your lamb and coconut curry." He sets a container in front of me. "It can be dorky and weird, but how else would you get a five-star meal from the best restaurant in the city on Saturday evening with no reservations?"

I unwrap two plastic forks, set one in front of him, while I stab a piece of lamb with the other. "That is so very true. And I never said dorky was a bad thing."

Ryan has a friend who works in the kitchen at Mohini. He wasn't able to get us a table, and neither of us expected he could, but he did let us order a takeout meal. Something that the restaurant doesn't officially offer, but something he's done for Ryan before.

"So, is this what you do for all your first dates?" I take the lamb into my mouth and moan. It almost melts the instant it hits my tongue. Then the heat from the curry flashes over everything, only to be smothered by the creamy richness of the coconut milk.

Ryan watches me with a smile before taking a bite of his trout poached in a rasam broth. "Is that what this is? A first date?"

I feel the blood drain from my face. "I mean... It's not that... I don't even know if you're... I just—"

"Calling this a first date implies there are going to be more that follow. Are there going to be more dates?"

My body goes limp. I still have lamb in my mouth, but I can't chew it.

"I would like there to be more, but that's up to you."

I finally manage to swallow, and I nod my head. "I'd like that too. It's just been so long since I've been on a date with someone who... Anyway, I wasn't really sure that's what this is."

"It's definitely what this is. I probably shouldn't tell you this, but the last date I went on was last year. With Cheyenne—Ms. Mallim, the woman you're replacing at school."

"Why shouldn't you tell me that? Did it not end well?"

He chuckles. "I just don't want you to think there's some magical charm on your room that makes me ask out whoever teaches there."

"I'm going to the office first thing Monday morning to tell them they can't assign anyone else to that room for the rest of the year. Just in case." I slide closer to him and rest my hand on his knee. Half of me expects him to recoil at my touch the way Jeremy would have, but he doesn't. He opens his legs a little wider, and I move my hand to his inner thigh. "What happened with Ms. Mallim?"

He sighs and leans back on the couch. "I don't know. It was just one date, and we didn't hit it off. I'd see her around the school after that, but we never really talked. Then one day, she just left a note, a pile of lesson plans, and texted the secretary to tell her she wouldn't be back again. That next Monday is when you showed up."

"So no one knows?" I shift the coffee table out of the way and move between his legs. I sit up on my knees and unfasten his pants. Then stare at him and bite my lip.

"No one knows." We both hook our fingers around the waist of his pants and underwear and pull them down together. His cock is already hard. And when it tumbles free, it's blisteringly red and looks like it's going to explode.

"You?" I run the tip of a fingernail along its bottom, tracing one of his bulging blue veins.

He forces a breath. "Yeah. You?"

I don't say anything. I just wrap my lips around the swollen head. He groans as soon as I do, and neither one of us has to say anything more. I move up and down his length, wetting it with my saliva. My earrings swing back and forth like a chandelier on a yacht in churning seas.

I move up closer to him and sit higher so I can get a better angle. But I still can't take him all into my mouth. I wrap my left hand around his base and start stroking it in time with the movement of my head. Up and down together. And his groan is a constant growl now. He twists his fingers into my hair and forces my head lower on him. So low that his cock crashes into the back of my throat. My eyes water, but I fight back the gag and move faster. He pulls tighter, and I'm probably going to have a headache. But I don't care. The tug of pain mixed with the pleasure is euphoric, and I think I might come without even touching myself.

It's only a few seconds before I feel Ryan's cock tense. He mutters a half-spoken apology, but I barely hear it and don't care. I swirl my tongue around him and suck as hard as I can. He grunts just a second before it hits. And when it hits, there's no mistaking it. I can barely keep up as he fills the back of my mouth with his cum. Salty with a hint of chili and coconut leftover in my mouth from the lamb, and it's the most wonderful thing I've ever tasted. I drink up every drop and then rest my head on the inside of his thigh. I look up at him, but his head is rolled back and his eyes are closed.

Jeremy is the only other man I've ever let come in my mouth, and he never tasted like this. He was bitter and even more salty, and every time we did it, it nearly made me sick. That never stopped him from asking for it, though, and like a fool, I gave it to him every time, afraid that he would leave me if I ever said no.

"Damn, that was fantastic. You're fantastic." He pats the cushion next to him on the couch, and I move to it, cuddling tight against him when I do.

"I am, aren't I?" I giggle.

"Any woman who can make me forget about a meal from Mohini is phenomenal."

My body goes rigid for a split-second, and I think about correcting him. But I know it was just a slip of the tongue. So I tilt my head up to kiss the side of his neck and then rest my cheek against his chest. The still-rapid thudding of his heart makes me smile.


CHAPTER FIVE



"Whoa, what has gotten into you?" Jade does a double take when she sees me.

My usual seat at the far end of the counter is open, so I hop up into it. "What do you mean?" I do my best to act innocent, but even I can hear that my tone of voice is practically begging her to ask me what's been happening.

"What I mean is, for starters, is that a skirt?" She leans over the bar and looks at my legs.

"No, of course not." I shake my head and kick my legs out so she can see the black pants with a red and yellow daisy print I'm wearing. "Wide-legged pants."

She moves back just a little but is still uncomfortably close. "Your hair is different too. And are you wearing makeup?"

I shift uncomfortably. "Just a little, maybe." Just eyeshadow, mascara, and lipstick. It's not like I put on foundation or contour. "The usual."

Jade props her head on her palm and stares at me for several beats. Almost to the point that I want to look away. "Do you usually wear makeup, though?"

"I... yeah? Maybe not always when you've seen me recently. Sometimes I'm lazy, and I run in here with my hair pulled back and just wearing sweats. But you know me."

"Yeah." She draws the word out, but then with a snap, she shakes her head and smiles. "Yeah. So what's going on? You're obviously dying for me to ask you."

"What? No, nothing. Well, I might maybe be meeting someone here."

She stands up completely straight, her hands on her hips. "The guy?"

I try not to grin, but I can't help it, so I look away. "Maybe?"

She goes completely silent, and when I finally look up, she's around the corner and standing directly in front of me. As soon as our eyes meet, she squeals and jumps up and down before throwing her arms around me. "I knew it! So what does he look like?" She looks around the room. "Oh my God, is he here already? Is he one of the guys sitting over there?" She nods her head toward a group of three men sitting around a small table. They're dressed in suits and look like bankers.

"Jade, he's an art teacher." I shift my eyes from her to the group and back to her, and she just nods like a bobblehead doll. "Do any of those men look like art teachers? Trust me, you'll know him when you see him."

"How?"

"You will. I prom—"

"Oh. Oh!"

I follow her eyes to the door where Ryan is walking in. His bright blue hair is almost an identical match for the painted rooster hanging next to the door. I stand and smile at him, and he walks right to me like he doesn’t even notice anyone else in the shop.

"Hi gorgeous." He kisses me, and I'm glad my back is against the counter for support because my legs are no use at all. "I hope you weren't waiting long."

I want to pull him back into me so we can kiss again and never stop, but instead, I run my thumb across his lip to wipe away a little lipstick that transferred. "Not long. And Jade has been keeping me company." I motion in the direction where I think my friend is standing. I completely lost track of her once Ryan walked in, so she might be in Utah by now. Her mouth is hanging open, as wide as her eyes. Ryan waves, but she doesn't move. Until I kick her.

"Uh, hey. So you're the Ryan I've been hearing about."

Ryan looks from her to me. "I suppose that's me. I hope everything you've heard has been good. Otherwise, I need to get my act together and do better."

Jade turns to me and mouths something that looks like "he's so not Jeremy," and I mouth back "no" and take Ryan's hand and tug him toward the chair beside me. He sits, still holding my hand.

"It's all been good," I tell him. "I promise."

"Absolutely glowing," Jade says. "It's disgusting how infatuated he is with you."

"Hey!" I kick at her again, but this time she moves out of reach.

As she walks back around the counter, she asks Ryan what he wants to drink, and he looks over her shoulder at the menu. He studies it for a few seconds and then orders a large orange mocha latte. I burst into a laughter that is wholly inappropriate for the quiet coffee shop.

Jade tilts her head and glares at me. "You told him to get that."

In the corner of my eye, I see Ryan look from her to me. The confusion on his face is obvious. "Not a word." I hold my hand up. "I swear."

"I don't believe you." She turns to Ryan. "He told you to order that, didn't he?"

Ryan shakes his head. "Why? Is it bad? I like orange and chocolate, so I thought it might be good. But you're the expert. You tell me."

"Oh my God. I told you." She sticks her finger in my face and then walks away to prepare his drink.

"Did I already screw up?" Ryan chuckles. "Five seconds after I meet the best friend, I've already ruined it? You have to dump me now. I understand how these things work. The bros before hoes code, but in reverse. Friends before mens?"

"God, you really are a dork."

"Guilty."

"An insufferable dork. How am I ever going to tolerate you?" I squeeze his hand and slide my drink over to him. "Try this."

"What is it?" He raises the cup and takes a deep breath.

"Orange mocha latte. Jade teases me because I'm the only one who ever orders it. We joke that if some guy ever gets it, we'll know he's my soul mate."

"Oh." Ryan stares at me for a second and then takes a sip. "Oh wow. This is even better than I thought it would be."

"Right? It's so good!"

"So… does this mean we're soul mates?" He takes another sip before setting the cup down in front of me.

My heart takes off, and I'm surprised my rib cage can hold it in place. "Um, I think I need the bathroom. Excuse me for just a minute?" I don't wait for him to answer. I pull my hand from his and dart into one of the gender neutral restrooms. Thankfully, no one is inside. I go right to the mirror. What is this? Why did my entire body tingle when he asked that? It's too soon. I rushed into things last time, and I can't go through that again. I won't survive another relationship like that. I'll just tell him it's too fast. I'll tell him about Jeremy. The thought makes me sick, but less than the idea of losing Ryan. I blow out a breath and touch up my lipstick before heading back out.

He's already halfway through his drink when I step beside him. He hops up as soon as he notices me. "I'm sorry. I didn't think before I said that. It was a lot."

All the tension that I'd just built up inside myself falls away, and I laugh. "I mean, it is a good drink, but that's a lot to pin on a cup of coffee, no matter how good it is."

"It is really good, though."


CHAPTER SIX



As much as I want to go see Ryan the next morning during my free second period, I have something else I need to do. All last night I kept replaying Ryan's voice asking if we're soul mates, and each time my mind replayed it, my heart screamed yes. But then I would remind myself that we barely know each other. And one of the few things I do know about him is that he dated the teacher whose disappearance led to my job. The teacher whose laptop computer is sitting on the desk in front of me. What if there's more to this than what he's telling me? I know from personal experience that men can't be trusted.

My body is like a coiled spring as I hook my thumb under the lid. Before I open it, I look toward my classroom door. Empty. The only sounds are from a raucous class down the hall. So I open the lid and log in. I know the school didn't erase the hard drive because most of Ms. Mallim's lesson plans are still on here. But I've never looked for anything more.

I don't know much about computers, but I know enough to access the file structure on the hard drive. I search through it for anything that could be a clue about Ryan or what happened to Ms. Mallim, but the only things I find are documents for my class. I fall back in my chair, ready to give up when I decide to try one more thing.

I open the browser. Almost everyone uses one of just a few email servers. I type in the address to the most common one, and when I do, her login information automatically appears in the field. "Yes! Yes, yes!" I whisper and clench my fists. I only hesitate for a moment before clicking the login button. It’s not snooping. I'm investigating. What if she's in trouble, and no one cares enough to look into her disappearance?

The first page of emails is all spam. Clothing stores, a few teaching resources, some conferences. All of them are unread, so I know she hasn't checked her email for at least a couple of days. I click through to the next page. It's more of the same. Dating back almost a week now.

"There you are."

I slam the lid of the laptop closed and jump out of my chair. My hand clamped to my chest. "Oh my God, you scared me." I look up. Ryan is standing in the doorway.

"Sorry." He laughs. "I thought maybe you would come visit me today. When you didn't, I decided to check on you. What are you up to?"

Without meaning to, my eyes flit to the laptop and then back to him. He looks down at it." Just reading lesson plans. Trying to get ahead."

He starts walking toward me, and I step around to the other side of the desk to put myself between him and the laptop. "Have I told you yet today how pretty you are?"

I take a step toward him, and he puts his hands on my shoulders and kisses me. My body turns into a streaming pressure cooker. "You haven't. But then again, this is the first that you're seeing me."

"That's not a good excuse." He cups one of my breasts and massages it through the fabric.

My head rolls back, and I start to pant. "Ryan..."

"Hmm?" He leans in and nuzzles his lips against the side of my neck. It makes my toes curl up even though these shoes leave no room for that.

"What if someone—" He sucks my skin into his mouth and then releases it with a pop. "Oh my God."

"What if someone sees me kissing my girlfriend? There are worse things for them to see, but maybe you're right." He lets go and takes a step back. His gaze floats down to my feet. "I don't know how you do it, but you make that dress sexy."

"Because this dress is sexy." It's a long sleeve dress that flares over my hips and falls to my knees. The fabric is bright green and has sky-blue drawings of turtles all over it. "And the shoes don't hurt." I kick out my foot to show off the black loafer I'm wearing. Chunky soled with a four-inch heel.

"I do like that dress, but I think the woman wearing it is what really makes it."

I look at the doorway. There's no one there, so I take a step toward him. I put my finger into my mouth, wetting the tip of it, and I run it across his lower lip. "She might have a little something to do with it."

"I would love to see her without that dress. Maybe tonight at my place?"

My stomach tenses. This is all too fast. Isn't it? I want to skip straight to his place after school, but there's something reaching out and snagging me. Something I can't put my finger on.

"Ms. Gray?" I can't step back in time before Mrs. Lopez sticks her head in the door. "Oh, sorry. I guess it can wait."

Ryan smiles and turns toward her. I back up until I feel the cold edge of the desk against the back of my thighs. "It's fine," he says. "Ms. Gray and I were just finishing up. I'll, uh, talk to you later about that project, Ms. Gray?"

"Um, yes, Mr. Foster. And I'll try to think of a few more ideas to run by you."

"I look forward to it." He turns and winks at me before walking out of the classroom. My eyes don't leave his body until he disappears into the hall, and right now I can't think of a single reason why I wouldn't go to his place after school today. I picture myself walking up to his door. My dress already unbuttoned low enough that my black bra is clearly visible. I walk in, and as soon as he closes the door behind me, I drop the dress and stand there in just my bra and panties for him.

Mrs. Lopez's laugh interrupts my thoughts. "I can only imagine what kind of project you two are working on."

"It's… pyramids." My brain is scrambling for some way to convince her that what she saw wasn't what it so obviously was. "I’m doing a module on Egypt, and the students are—"

"Look, I don't care. We're all adults. You two are young and still full of hormones, so live it up, girlie. But just be careful. There are some other teachers and administrators who might be a little more tight-laced. Maybe keep it off property from now on?"

"Um, yeah, that's probably a good idea. I didn't mean for—well, thank you for not being upset with me."

She laughs and leans against a student's desk. "Upset? Hell, at the end of the year, I'm putting in a request to get this room."

My heart stops. Does this mean she is going to report me? "Why?"

"The last three girls who had this room all ended up falling in love. My husband and I separated a couple years back, so I wouldn't mind a little of whatever luck or magic is in here." She waves her hands around like she's wafting something her way.

"The last three? So Ms. Mallim?" There really is more between her and Ryan than what he's telling me. But why would he hide that? Unless he's the reason she left. Did he do something to her? He doesn't seem like the type, but the people who do bad things to women usually never do.

"Yep." She whips her head toward the door. "Mind if I close this?"

I shake my head, and she continues once she pulls it closed. "She had a bit of a reputation, you could say. Liked to test drive a bunch of different cars. But it really seemed like she was ready to settle down with Mr. Carrello. During our in-service meetings, they would pass love notes like a bunch of kids. It was disgustingly sweet. I'm pretty sure they're the reason I got diabetes. But when she disappeared, he was as clueless as the rest of us. Maybe you can't tell because he hides it well, but he's heartbroken. Those of us who know him can see it."

"Mr. Carrello, the gym teacher?"

She nods her head.

So it wasn't Ryan. When she dated Ryan, she was just test driving him, as Mrs. Lopez put it? "And he doesn't know any more than anyone else? Isn't that strange?"

"Extremely, but who am I to say anything? All I know is that next year I want this room." She chuckles and walks toward the door.

"Maybe I'll stick around and keep it for myself."

She stops in the doorway, her hand resting on the knob of the half-open door. "I hope you do. I like you."

I grin as she walks away.


CHAPTER SEVEN



As soon as I get home, I set up on the dining room table. I spread the fries out onto a paper towel and take two as I open the laptop and log in to Ms. Mallim's email. This definitely doesn't feel like snooping anymore. Now, I'm solving a mystery that apparently no one has the answers to.

The first four pages are spam. But on page five, I find something. The subject line is "Re: Something, isn't it?" and it's from someone named Michael N. I click and discover a thread that goes back months. The original email had the subject line "I think this is the one." I start there.

It's an email from Cheyenne, who just signs off as C. It's obvious right away that Michael is a friend, and a wave of energy passes through my body. If anyone will know what happened to her, it will be him. It would be so nice if it was all laid out for me here, but even if it's not, at least I have someone I can contact now. The first message is from the start of last school year. It must have been Ms. Mallim's first day because she's telling him how excited she is and how much she loves the school. And my chest tingles and puffs out a little as I read it. It truly is a wonderful school, and even though I've only been there a few days, it fills me with pride to see someone else recognize that. But there aren't any clues yet, so I keep reading.

The emails are innocent at first. At times, it almost sounds like two frat brothers messaging each other, and I start skimming instead of reading closely. But then in April of last year, Cheyenne changes the subject line to "Something, isn't it?" The change catches my attention, and I read that email. She's complaining to Michael that there's something wrong. That something feels different even though she can't put her finger on it. And there's that snag in my mind again. A feeling of deja vu because I felt the same way the other morning when I walked into my classroom. At first, I thought maybe the cleaners had moved things around, but I was never able to find anything out of place. After a few minutes, the thought faded from my mind. Until now.

In the next few emails, Cheyenne talks a lot about her clothes. It's not only something in the classroom that she feels is wrong, but something with the way she's dressing. I roll my eyes, and dismiss her as a kook until I read an email where she talks about having the simultaneous sensation that she's wearing heels for the first time and that she's worn heels her entire life. I reread that message three times and then close my eyes and lean back in my chair. That's the exact feeling I had Saturday. I'm sure I'd worn heels before then, but everything seemed so new and different when I took my first steps in them. Like I was a teen girl learning to walk in them all over again.

I run my fingers through my hair and groan. How can we both have such similar unusual experiences? And what does it mean? I search back through everything recently that's felt off to me. The top I put on last week. There was something—the buttons. I remember fumbling with the buttons, but then I didn't. It was like my fingers suddenly woke up and started working. Then there was the lipstick yesterday. I saw my reflection in the corner of my eye and the red lips made me stop and look closer. It seemed wrong, but it's the same color I've worn most every day for the last few years. Even my dress this morning. When the fabric swished lightly around my legs as I walked into the school, I felt embarrassed. Like I was naked. No, not naked. Like I was wearing something I shouldn't be. I went right into the restroom to look at myself to make sure everything was fine. And by the time I walked in there, everything was fine. But now, I'm not sure.

I blow out a breath that rattles my lips and read the next email. It's more of the same. So are the next few, all while Michael dismisses her concerns and tells her that she's the same person he always remembers her as. Then, just like she flipped a switch, she stops complaining about something feeling wrong and starts talking about the male teachers at the school. I wince as I read through some of the messages. None of them are very salacious, but these are the people I work with. It feels almost wrong to read about them this way.

But then I see Ryan's name. My heart stops and my belly fills with an angry jealousy as I read her talk about how handsome he is. And when she tells Michael that Ryan asked her out and then tells him how excited she is for this date, I'm ready to track her down just so I can punch her. The next email, though, just reads. "That was a bust. He's too abstract for me, if you know what I mean. Maybe I need to quit trying so hard." And I want to hit her for a different reason now. I don't know what she means by abstract, but I don't care. How dare she use it to criticize the man I love?

I skim through a couple more emails before it hits me. Love? Did I really just think of Ryan as the man I love? Oh my God. I push the laptop aside and let my head fall to the table. It lands with a thud, and I wonder if I'll have a knot later. Love? I do, don't I? I thought I loved Jeremy, but it didn't feel anything like this. That was like jumping on a trampoline and thinking I'm flying. Now, I'm shooting out of the atmosphere.

I take my phone from my purse to text Jade. I need to tell someone, but I'm afraid to tell Ryan. Clicking on her name, though, makes me pause. I have texts going back years with her. Maybe something really has changed and there's some hint of it in the messages. I swipe through until I come to one from just a couple of months ago. One where she calls me her favorite guy. I remember when she sent it, and it makes me smile. But that smile doesn't last long. The tension starts in my shoulders and goes through my whole body like a bolt, and I stand up. The chair crashes to the floor behind me, but I barely notice it. My body sways with each breath like a sapling in a windstorm. I was her favorite guy. That's why my shoes felt wrong. Why this dress felt wrong. They are wrong. All of them.

I clamp my hand to my mouth and run into my bedroom to look at my closet. It's filled with the clothes that are mine but that aren't mine. Blouses and sweaters and skirts and more dresses than I ever imagined anyone could own. All of them belong to me and none of them do. But this doesn't make sense. A person doesn't just change like this. There's a whole process—hormones and surgeries. There isn't just some magic fairy dust that transforms someone from a man to a woman. My hand slides between my legs. Then how did this happen?

I rush back out to the dining room, to the emails, and I read through all of them as quickly as I can. My eyes dart from side to side at the same rhythm my heart pounds in my chest. More talk about dates. After Ryan, there's Mr. Wallings, Mr. Nguyen, and then Mr. Carrello. Then there's a gap, almost two months, and her tone is dramatically different in the next email. "I have to go. Get away. Oh my God, it was supposed to be fun. That's all. Not this. It was never supposed to be this." She tells him that her aunt lives in Missouri, and she's agreed to let Cheyenne live there for as long as she needs. When Michael questions her about it, she confesses that she's pregnant, and my world goes black.

She had the same feelings of wrongness that I have. Does that mean she changed, just like me? And if so, that means pregnancy is a possibility for me too. The air in the room is so thick that it scratches my lungs as I fight to pull it in. There's no way. There's no way.
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It's dark when I finally peel my face off the dining room table. The woodgrain is probably permanently engraved on my cheek after spending hours with my head down, watching the shadows flow across the room. I'm so stiff that I can't even stand on my first attempt, and when I do finally make it up, my legs refuse to take a single step until I plead with them. I take my phone and walk to the living room. I know what I need to do. It's amazing how much clearer my mind is after only a couple hours of paralyzing and numbing meditation that was really just me asking "how" over and over and over.

I stand in front of the couch and run my hands down the body that is mine and that isn't mine, and then I text Ryan.

Me: I know it's late, but are you busy?

Ryan: Not too busy for you. Need something?

Me: Come over?

His reply of a running man with a cloud of dust behind him makes me giggle. And the quivering, tumbling sensation in my belly tells me everything I need to know. I unlock my front door and pull it open a crack so he'll know to come in. Then I walk to my bathroom.

I blow out a breath in front of the mirror. Everything seems doubled. It's like I'm looking at a photograph that's been exposed twice. Or watching a 3D film without the glasses. But if I focus on one image, I can see it clearly and force the other one into the background. I do it now. Looking at one self and then the other. Back and forth. Even though I know what I need to do—what I want to do—there's still a doubt holding me back. What if I regret this choice five years from now? Twenty? I close my eyes and just focus on the breath that I'm pulling in and pushing out. It's the same breath in both worlds. I count to ten, open my eyes, and reach for my makeup bag. I just need to touch up a couple of things. My eyeliner, my lipstick, another coat of mascara. I smack my lips together a couple of times just as I hear the squeak of the front door.

"Olivia?" Ryan calls out. My name and not my name. I take a step back and look at myself one last time in the mirror. Then I unbutton my dress and let it fall to the floor. My bra and panties follow it. A chill runs over me and raises goosebumps along my exposed skin.

My heart races as I step out of my bedroom and walk down the hall. It seems so much longer than it really is. Like I could walk forever and still never get to the end. But when I see him standing in the middle of the living room, the distance compresses and becomes just inches.

"Olivia."

"Yes." I grab the hair just above the scruff of his neck and twist his head back while pulling it down to my level so I can kiss him. And the instant my lips touch his, every single thing in the entire universe snaps into place and their echoes become a roar and that roar deafens me. Ryan opens for me, and I probe his mouth with my tongue. First running it along his lip and then across his teeth and finally swirling around his tongue.

He dances me backward until my ass hits the wall. I wrap my right leg around his waist and throw both my arms around his neck. He cups his hands under my ass and lifts me. "Down the hall. On the left," I whisper in his ear. He nods, and I close my other leg around him, pulling him tight to me. His dick fights against the jeans holding it captive as it grinds against my pussy. I need to get those clothes off him as soon as I can.

I don't even pay attention to the room he takes me to until he sets me on the bed. As soon as I look away from his bright blue eyes, I see he's taken me to the guest bedroom. But it doesn't matter. I raise myself onto my elbows, prepared to rip his pants off, but he's already ahead of me. I watch his fingers move like a pianist’s over the belt buckle and then the zipper and button, and before I even have time to breathe, he yanks the jeans down his legs. Kicking his shoes and the pants off in one motion.

I lean forward and run a finger across the top of his dick. Petting it like a stranger's dog. Waiting for it to bite me. Or for me to bite it. I put my lips to it but only to kiss it. Only to breathe its musky and woodsy aroma. I'll taste it on a different day. Today, I need to feel him inside me.

I fall back onto the bed while he rolls a condom down his length. I slide a hand down my belly to my core. To my soaking folds. I slip a finger inside, and my eyes roll backward.

"Let me." He pushes my hand aside and runs his dick up and down my labia. "You're so wet. Do you want this?" He teases his dick in a circle around my clit, and I can't do anything but moan. "That's my girl."

The instant he pushes inside me, I scream. It's an "Oh my God!" and a "Motherfucker!" and a "Ryan!" all jumbled into one high-pitched wail. He wastes no time driving into me. Every nerve in my body fires at the same time, and I know there's steam pouring from my open mouth. Nothing has ever felt like this. My first time in high school. All the times in college with Jonathan and then Malik. Jeremy. This is the full light of the sun, and those are all flashlights.

Each thrust draws out more and more of me. A puddle turning into a pond becoming a lake. The waters swirling and sloshing until boundaries and shores and breakwaters are meaningless and everything rushes through me and out of me. I cling to him, my fingernails pressing so hard into his back that I know I'm drawing blood, and neither one of us cares. He pumps again and again. My body spasms, and I gasp in breaths between my shrieks. My pussy tightens and flutters around his twitching cock as he explodes into the condom, and at last we collapse together.

It takes us hours or maybe minutes to catch our breath, and when we finally do, Ryan props his head up. "Don't laugh, but I never knew it could feel like that."

"It's never felt like that." I press him onto his back and rest my head on his chest. How could anyone ever go back after this?


EPILOGUE


"Okay, you can open." I blink my eyes several times and take the mirror she's holding out for me.

It takes several seconds for my brain to recognize that I'm looking at myself. Once I do, my jaw drops. "This is incredible Kami. Can I hire you to do this for me every day?"

She laughs like I'm joking. "You have the perfect face for it. That makes it easy."

"Then there's no reason I can't come to your homeroom half-an-hour before school starts." She has her hand out to take the mirror back from me, but I never want to stop staring at myself. The makeup is perfect. The smokey purple around my eyes, the light pink framing my mouth. The thick, dark false eyelashes that weigh my eyelids down just enough to be noticeable but that make my eyes so freaking sexy. Then there's the hair. Almost an hour of her pulling and jabbing me with pins while she held it all in place, but every poke was worth it. "I know you love teaching as much as I do, but you are missing your calling."

I hand her the mirror as I stand. She shrugs. "Maybe, but I just like doing it for friends on special occasions."

The creak of the door swinging open behind me sends a shudder through me. "Girl, are you about ready?" Jade asks as she whirls in. I watch her over my shoulder in the mirror. The skirts of her long pink dress flare out and then wrap around her legs as she turns to close the door behind her. "The crowd is restless. I think people are going to throw things if we don't start soon. Oh." Her eyes catch mine in the mirror.

I turn to face her. "I think I'm ready."

She doesn't say a word as she rushes across the room and throws her arms around me. Part of me wants to hold her at arm’s length so she doesn't mess anything up, but for most of me there's almost nothing I want more than to have her squeeze me right now.

"I'm nervous. That's silly, isn't it?"

She holds on to me but turns to Kami. "What did you do with Olivia? And who's this smoking hot chick that's taken her place?"

"Very funny, bitch." If my arms weren't pinned in place by hers, I would slap her shoulder. "But I'm serious. This is big."

"I'm serious too. I want to fuck you, and I don't have a gay bone in my body. At least I didn't think I did. Maybe I'll watch some of that lesbian porn that Austin is always trying to get me to watch with him." She finally lets go of me and takes two steps back. Her gaze moves up and down my body. "You really are gorgeous, babe. Like, stunning."

"Really?" I hold my hand out and she takes it and squeezes it.

"Really. But pretty only gets you so far when there's a riot, and that's what we're going to have if you don't get out there." She turns to Kami, "Can you go let my husband know that we're ready? He's the big guy who looks like a football player crammed into a little boys' suit. He's probably standing out in the hall, waiting. Can't miss him."

I watch Kami walk out through the door and then I look at Jade. "I can't believe I'm doing this."

"Is it everything you dreamed of as a little girl?"

I try not to laugh at the question. She would never believe me, so I tell her a different truth. "It's everything I've dreamed of since I met Ryan." I close my eyes and pull in a long breath. "This is exactly what I've wanted since then." We both smile and quietly squeal at each other.

"Come on." She holds my hand as we walk to the door. It barely makes a sound as she pulls it open. A silent sign from the universe. Austin is standing just outside our little room. His eyes go wide when he sees me, and he mouths a wow. Jade turns and gives me one last hug before hooking my index finger. "I love you so much, honey. And it makes me so happy to see you finally getting everything that you deserve."

"I love you too. But not in a lesbian porn kinda way." We both turn to look at Austin, and I give him the best glower I can before I burst into laughter.

His face goes red, and he rolls his eyes. But then he holds his arm out for me. "Shall we?"

Jade's face is so bright it could illuminate the hall. She kisses my cheek and then dashes to the entrance.

I coil my arm into Austin's and take a deep breath. "We shall." My dad couldn't make it today. Not a surprise, since I haven't seen him for over twenty years. What was surprising is that he actually replied to decline my invitation. A handwritten note that made tears well in the corner of my eyes. And then a ten-dollar gift card to a fast food restaurant that reminded me I would be better without him here anyway. When he found out that I wouldn't have anyone beside me as I walked down the aisle, Austin insisted that he would do it.

We stop in the church's foyer. The sun floods in through the large windows, and I squint against the glare. "I had a talk with Ryan this morning," Austin whispers. "I wanted to make sure he knows how lucky he is to have you. And to know that I could crush him with little to no effort if he ever gave me a reason to."

I chuckle. "You're an idiot. And I love you too." I tighten my grip on his arm just as the music starts.

Not even half the pews are taken. With a few exceptions, Ryan and I have the same small group of friends, mostly teachers from the school, and it looks like they're all here. I grin at each of them as I walk past. By the time I get to our families, my heart is thumping so loudly I can barely hear the music. I look first at Ryan's side. His mom and dad who are the most adorable people in the world, some aunts and uncles and cousins that I haven't met yet. Then I look to my side. My cousins, aunts, and my mom. She's already weeping, and I have to look up at the ceiling and bite the inside of my lip before I get swept up in tears too.

When Austin lets go of my arm, I know it's time, and I finally look at Ryan. He has possibly the most gorgeous grin I've ever seen, and it makes me forget about everyone except him. I forget what I'm supposed to do, and it doesn't matter anyway. I move closer to him, and there's no way I could stop myself even if I wanted. I need him, and when I'm standing in front of him, I hold out both my hands so he can take them. His skin is fire, and I didn't realize until now just how cold I was before.

"Your hair," he whispers.

"Do you like it? I needed something blue." For the first time since I've met him, Ryan has a mostly normal human hair color today. It's the purest white I've ever seen. Mine, on the other hand, is bright blue. The same color as his hair on our first date.

"I love it, but I love everything about you." We both lean in, and our lips meet in a cascade of tiny starbursts. I don't know if there's even an atmosphere anymore, but it doesn't matter. Breathing is secondary to this. This is all I need to keep me going forever. But when our lips fall away from each other, the reality of everything else rushes in, and I hear the officiant clearing her throat and our family and friends giggling.

"I think we were supposed to wait for that part." Ryan's eyes move from me to the guests.

"No. I think they should wait for us." I yank him back into me and kiss him again.
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For years, Carter and Maya exchanged letters. With each one, their feelings grew. But there was a secret that could tear them apart. Maya was really a boy named Max.

It was just an innocent prank. Carter wasn't supposed to fall in love. Once Max realized things had gone too far, he cut off all contact. But it was too late. Both boys had developed feelings they never expected.

Ten years later, Max opens his mailbox to find an unexpected letter. Without even looking at the return address, he knows who sent it. His heart races, and his hands tremble. Every feeling that he thought was dead and buried springs back to life.

He knows he must confess to Carter this time, but with each new letter they exchange, Max finds himself changing. Inching closer to becoming the person he pretended to be—Maya—until the line between truth and deception is so blurred Max isn't sure who he is anymore.

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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I'm at rock bottom. I have no job, and I found my girlfriend cheating on me in our own bed. Even after kicking her out, everything in the apartment still reminds me of her, and I swear I'll never make the mistake of falling in love again.

When I find out about the house I've inherited, I don't hesitate to leave everything in the city behind. It's finally my chance to start over. A chance to build a whole new life from scratch.

But Aunt Nora's house isn't as nice as I remember. In fact, it's almost unlivable. But it's all I have, so I'm determined to fix it up. No matter what. As I slowly repair it, though, I notice it isn't the only thing changing. The clothes in my closet, my hair, the way I think about my new next door neighbor. The longer I stay here, the more they change too.

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

INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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This bundle contains 8 MAGICAL FEMINIZATION books that have never been published in any other collection!

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

TRANSFORMED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE
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Join my mailing list, and you'll get access to bonus chapters and two full-length stories. All for free.

Click Here to Join

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


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

ANOTHER CHANCE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE BEST WOMAN: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE CLUB BUNDLE

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

DISCOVERED: 8 BOOK BUNDLE

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

FOREVER MADDIE

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

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

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

HER DRESS

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

HER NEW DAUGHTER

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

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

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

INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE INJECTED SERIES BUNDLE

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

JUST A DRESS: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

JUST PRETEND: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

MOTHER OF THE REVOLUTION

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

NOT A NANNY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

NOT HER TYPE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

ONLY ON WEEKENDS: A TRANSGENDER, CROSSDRESSING STORY

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

PARTNER TRACK: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

THE PERFECT GIRL

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

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE PSYCHIC: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

RENOVATED

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

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

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

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

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

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

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

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

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

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

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

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

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

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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