

THE BEST WOMAN


SECOND CHANCE TRANSGENDER ROMANCE


KENZIE MCKAY



Copyright © 2023 by Kenzie McKay

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


CONTENTS


Want Free Stories?
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Epilogue
Conversion Therapy: Magic Feminization
Pretty Secrets: 5 Book Bundle
Want Free Stories?
More by Kenzie McKay
About Me



WANT FREE STORIES?

Join my mailing list, and you'll get access to bonus chapters and a full-length stories. All for free.

Click Here to Join

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page

[image: QR Code for Mailing List]


Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.


CHAPTER ONE



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER TWO



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Hey."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER THREE



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

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

"Who?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER FOUR



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Stay with me. Please."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER FIVE



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Mia shakes her head, and Haley sits motionless.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER SIX



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

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

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

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

"No. The hair tie next to it."

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

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

"Coming with you."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I think it's sweet and romantic."

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

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

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

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

"That seems very… not awful."

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

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

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

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

"He obviously is." My words are pinched.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER SEVEN



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Too late for that."

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

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

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

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

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

"How could you not?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I tense and drop my hands to my sides.

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

"But you didn't."

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

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

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

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

"I'm saying it now."

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

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

"It is tempting to make you squirm after all these years... But let's go." I take his hand and pull him toward the glass door leading inside the hotel.

[image: ]


It seems like the elevator takes forever to get to the fifteenth floor, and there are people with us the whole time. So we just spend the time staring at each other, my hands in his. I look for any sign that he might be insincere. That this might be a game. Or that he's changed his mind, but there's none.

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

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

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

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

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

"But do you even know what I have—"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Braden."

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

"Stop. Don't say that."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Lube?"

I feel my cheeks go red. "I don't—"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


EPILOGUE


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

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

"I want to die."

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

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

"Gio?" Braden calls over his shoulder.

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

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

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

"How did you do?"

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

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

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

"Eh, we had time to take a nap, so it wasn't all bad." Gio lets out a fake yawn, and I twitch my middle finger, hoping it's enough to give him the hint.

"Women's divisions are almost always slower, and this was your first time, so I expected to wait a lot longer. We both did, regardless of what he says." Braden lifts me up like I weigh nothing more than a ripe watermelon. "You need to move a little or your whole body is going to cramp."

I wince as I take baby steps. "Too late." My calves are pulled tight, and I have to force my heel to the ground with each tiny stride. I've never been so sore and exhausted in my entire life. "I was stupid to let you talk me into this."

"It was your idea."

"Running was my idea. Not whatever form of torture this is." Braden is an avid runner, and last year, I told him I wanted to start working out with him to get in shape for our wedding this summer. It started as a few runs each week. Then it became a morning ritual for us, but before too long, he got the idea that I could run this marathon with him. And I was so impressed with the improvements I saw in my body week after week that I believed him when he told me I could do it. So we trained together. But nothing we did prepared me for this. I'd rather crawl on my belly across molten glass than to ever put myself through this again.

"Just wait. You hate it now, but once you get some food in you, your energy will come back. Then the brain fog will clear, and you'll be hooked."

"Not gonna happen."

Braden stops us. Gio doesn't notice, and he keeps going. "There might be other perks to finishing a marathon too," Braden says. He sweeps his eyes left and right and then cups my breast in his hand. His thumb makes a slow circle around my nipple. I thought my body was already as tight as it could get, but I was wrong. "I think you've earned one of my special massages when we get home."

"Mmm, depending on just how special this massage is, it might make this all worthwhile."

"Have I ever told you how much I love you?" He kisses me, and my legs want to collapse onto the dirty asphalt again.

It takes all my strength, but I reach up and twist his hair around my fist. "You've maybe said it a few times. It will never be as much as I love you, though. But right now, I want to hear more about this massage."

"I wouldn't want to spoil it, but let's just say there's going to be heat and vibration and lots of pressure to work out all of your kinks. Even the ones coiled deep inside you."

"Can we skip the food and just go right to that?"

"Mia and Haley are waiting to congratulate you."

I close my eyes. "Fine. They get five seconds, and I'll eat an energy bar. But then we're going home so you can tend to me properly."

"Oh, I am going to tend to you all night." He bites my neck and then wraps his hand around my waist and leads me to where Gio is waiting.
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All his life, Alex has been told that being gay is a sin. But he's sure he's not gay, despite his mixed-up feelings. He knows he just needs a little help to straighten himself out. When he spots an online listing for Gay to Straight Conversion Therapy, his curiosity overwhelms him. Could this be the answer he's been looking for?

At the first session, the therapist insists that being gay is perfectly fine. And Alex agrees. Fine for other people. But he's not gay. Not really. Finally, the therapist agrees to help, but he warns Alex that this help might be different than what he expects. But the therapist promises no one will ever think of Alex as a gay man again.

As the days go by, Alex changes. The more he transforms, the more he uncovers the secrets he's hidden even from himself. Each step makes him more comfortable with his soul and body, for the first time in his life.

CONVERSION THERAPY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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Sometimes we hide our authentic selves so deep that it takes another person to show us who we really are. This bundle contains 5 stories of people who discovered that person—and then, discovered themselves. Five stories of secret transgender women who found that special someone to bring their true beauty to the surface.

Contains:

Hiding

Teaching the Professor

The Best Woman

Another Chance

Only on Weekends

PRETTY SECRETS: 5 BOOK BUNDLE


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

Click Here to Join

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


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

ANOTHER CHANCE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

BECOMING WOMEN: 20 BOOK MEGA BUNDLE

TWENTY of Kenzie's top books.

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

THE BEST WOMAN: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE CLUB BUNDLE

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

CONVERSION THERAPY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

DISCOVERED: 8 BOOK BUNDLE

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

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.

PRETTY SECRETS: 5 BOOK BUNDLE

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

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE PSYCHIC: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

RENOVATED

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

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

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

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

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

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

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

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

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

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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