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CHAPTER ONE



"Yeah, I totally understand. I just... No. I get it. Is there any kind of financial aid or something? Yes, I know this isn't college… I didn’t mean it like… Okay. Right. Thank you."

I fling the phone onto the cushion beside me. This is a car payment, not a college. Like I don't know that. But if I could just have an extra month. Long enough to find a job and get a paycheck. Maybe two paychecks. Then I could pay. They’d get their money, and I could keep my car. We would both win.

I take a deep breath and let it filter out through my nostrils. Who would think it would be so hard to find a job now? Everyone is supposedly hiring. Every news article about the economy talks about the shortage of workers. Well, not here, apparently. If it weren’t for mom, I’d still have my job. And I wouldn’t even be here. I moved away as soon as I graduated high school, but eight years later, she drags me down in one last act.

My phone rings and makes me jump. Maybe it’s the bank. The lady talked to her supervisor, and since this is a special situation, they can forgive a payment. Just one, but that’s all I need. I don’t even look at the display.

“Hello?”

"Hey, so how desperate are you for money?" I know the voice right away. Every time I hear it, my heart pounds harder in my chest.

Nothing good ever starts with those words, but I am desperate. And it is him. “Hi Paul. I don’t know if I’d use that word, but I do need something soon. Why?” At this point, I might actually agree to rob a bank if that’s what he’s going to suggest. Preferably the one that refuses to give me even a little bit of a break on my car payment.

"What are you doing tonight?"

"Oh, I thought maybe I’d go to a club and have a few overpriced cocktails. You know, standard Friday night for an unemployed man who's living in his mom's house that he can’t afford the payment on.”

“Funny you say that. I got a problem. You like spending time with Harper, right?”

Harper—and her father—are the only good things about moving back here. She’s adorable, and we connected the very first time we met. “Are you trying to set up a playdate between me and your three-year-old?” I laugh.

“I guess, kinda? I really need a babysitter tonight.” His sigh is loud, even over the phone. “My normal one just cancelled on me, and I've got to be at work at seven. You're my last resort.”

“Work on a Friday night? What about your mom and dad?”

“They’re gone. Touring Asia for a month. Plus, they don’t exactly know about this job.”

I laugh. “Are you wrapped up in something top secret?”

“Not quite. I’ll explain. But what do you say? I’d need you until around 3, but Harper is always in bed by 9:30. 10 at the latest. So most of that time you'd get to do whatever the hell you want while I pay you to do it."

There was the magical word. The word that could make me do almost anything right now. "How much?" I hate having to ask that of a friend—of my best friend—but I need anything I can get right now. Even if it’s just a few dollars.

"I give the usual girl $15 an hour—"

I add the numbers in my head. $120 for eight hours. That’s a quarter of my car payment for this month. Just for watching Harper.

“—but since this is an emergency, what if I give you $25 per hour?”

"$25?" I almost choke on the words. $200 for one night? "And she's asleep most of the time?"

“She’ll be awake for maybe three hours, and then you can put her down for the night. And she's a good sleeper. She doesn't fuss and almost always goes through the whole night these days. Then you do whatever you want. Five hours of paid free time. At $25 per hour. I need you. Please.”

A tingle runs through me, and I see goosebumps on my arms when I look down.

“Of course. You know I’m always here for you. What time do you need me there?”
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It's not quite 3am when the sound of the door opening wakes me up. I look around at the unfamiliar room and try to figure out where I am. When Paul walks in, my brain snaps awake, and I remember.

He looks exhausted and collapses onto the couch right next to me. Our bodies touch, and I hold my breath, waiting for something seismic that I know will never come.

"Sorry, Kev. I'm too tired to even aim my ass right now." He smells like alcohol, perfume, and cigarettes. His heat is already flowing through me, down to my core, and I know I need to get away from him. Even if it’s just a couple inches.

“Rough night?” I twist to face him and pull the blanket up over my body. Without him, I’m suddenly cold.

“College night, and I swear every college girl in the entire town was there. I’m not sure if you know this about college kids, but they enjoy drinking. A lot. I picked eleven passed-out drunk girls off the floor tonight. And escorted more than that outside to wait on rides. Have you ever stood outside with a completely wasted girl waiting for her Uber so you can make sure it’s not some random stranger picking her up?”

I shake my head.

“They are the clingiest group of people in the world. I don’t know why they would want to hang on to sweaty me, but for some reason they do.”

“I can think of some reasons.” Oh shit. I must not be as awake as I thought. “I mean… you’re kind of a hero to them. Making sure they’re safe. And don’t pretend you don’t enjoy having 21-year-old girls hanging all over you.”

He laughs. “Hard no on that one. After everything that happened, I learned my lesson on immature women real fast. None of that interests me anymore. At all.”

“You need someone more mature.” I almost gasp when I hear my words. What is wrong with me tonight?

“The only woman I have time for is Harper. She’s plenty, and she’s all I need.”

My stomach knots. I know better. I know how he feels. I shouldn’t be disappointed. “Speaking of her, she was an angel tonight. I don’t know how she and her father could be so different.” I push his shoulder, and he barely budges. He’s grown up so much from the skin-and-bones boy I used to play video games with.

“Ha ha. So no problems putting her down for the night?”

“None.” I stand up. “At 9:30, she grabbed my hand and told me she was tired. I carried her upstairs, and she’s been out since. You hungry or thirsty? Let me fix you something.”

“No, I’m fine. I’ll get something. You probably want to head home.”

“Nah, I just took a nap, so I’ll be up for a while. Plus, I live right next door now. Just like the good old days. Grilled cheese?”

“You don’t have to, but I can’t turn that down. Thanks.”

I pull a skillet out from under his stove and set it on the range to preheat. Then I grab two beers from the fridge, pop off the tops, and take one to him. He swills it, and I know he’ll need another when his sandwich is done. Back in the kitchen, I butter four pieces of bread and slap them down on the skillet. Once those sides are browned, I scrape butter over the other sides and then sandwich the cheese in the middle of each pair—two slices of American and a bit of blue cheese I found buried in his crisper. When both sides are a dark gold, I slide them onto plates, slice them in half, and carry them out to the living room, grabbing my beer and another one for Paul on the way.

He still hasn’t moved. His head is laying against the back cushion of the couch, and he’s watching the television but hasn’t turned the sound on. He takes the plate when I hold it out in front of him and then smiles at the beer I hand him.

“I could get used to this, you know.”

“I’ve got to do something. I almost feel guilty taking your money for sitting around doing nothing all night. Almost.”

He chuckles and takes a bite of his sandwich. “Damn. I don’t know if it’s just because I’m starving, but this is fantastic.”

“I’ve got crazy grilled cheese skills.”

“Like you could seriously open a food truck with this.”

I watch as he devours the rest of the sandwich in four bites. “So you never did explain how a straight man ended up working at a gay club.”

He shrugs his shoulders. His massive and way-too-broad-for-that-T-shirt shoulders. “I don’t know. Does a gay man have to explain how he ended up working at a straight bar?”

“Okay. Fair. It just seems odd. Mild-mannered Paul Corenall, government worker by day, tough man bouncer at a gay club by night.” I take a bite of my sandwich. “Jesus, this is delicious.”

“I told you. Food truck, man… It was money. Being a single dad is expensive. One of my gym buddies is a bartender there. He told me they needed extra help on special event nights, and I thought it was something easy that would let me put money into Harper’s college fund. How rowdy could some gay guys get?”

I snort.

“Yeah, but it’s the straight girls who are the worst. Anyway, I liked it, despite them, and it just became a regular Friday and Saturday job.”

“Does it pay good? It must if you can afford $25 an hour for me.”

“Ha! It pays good, but not good enough to afford you every night. Why? You thinking about applying?”

I take the plate and two empty beer bottles from the coffee table in front of him. “Me? Yeah right.” We both laugh.

He watches me as I walk across the living room and into the kitchen. Then he bites the corner of his lip.

“What?” I ask.

“Be honest. None of that never-ask-for-help bullshit. How bad is it?”

I shrug. I’m stuck with a house I can’t afford, but mom refinanced it so many times, I could never sell it for what she owes on it. And there’s barely enough left from her estate to pay this month’s electric bill, let alone afford the fancy blue cheese that he has in his refrigerator. “It could be better, but I’ll make it.”

“No, I said none of that. Tell me the truth. What would you do for extra money right now?”

Pretty much anything, but I’m not sure I can admit that, even to him. “Why? Do you need a babysitter tomorrow?”

“Actually yeah, I do. But that’s not why I’m asking. What do you think about dancing?”

“As in…”

“As in, standing on a stage and shaking your ass for other people. You’re always dancing around when you think no one is looking.”

I laugh and wiggle my rear end for him. He just stares. “Are you serious? At your club?”

“Yeah, at the club. Not everyone who goes there is a 21-year-old alcoholic in training like tonight. That’s just one night each month. The other nights, it’s a good crowd. Maybe you could meet a guy there…”

I roll my eyes. “It could be a bunch of blind, elderly women, and I still couldn’t do it.” Could I? “How much does it even pay? And would I have to take my clothes off?”

“Whoa, I’m about to get whiplash from that 180. You’d get tips, and trust me, you can get a lot. As for taking your clothes off… that’s a little more complicated.”


CHAPTER TWO



I knock on Paul's door at 6:30 and hope that Harper is as well-behaved today as she was last night. I don't hear any screaming, so that’s a good sign. And when I see Paul's face, I know she's good again today.

"Come on in. So, she didn't scare you away last night?" He holds the door open for me. Then we walk toward the living room. Harper is sitting on the floor playing with her blocks. She smiles when she sees me.

“Oh no, she's the greatest. I looked forward to this all day.” I can’t believe that’s not a lie. I sit beside her and take the pink wooden block from her hand and bonk her on the nose with it. She giggles and snatches it right back.

Paul stares down at me. "I didn't scare you away last night, either?"

My face goes red, and I pretend to study the giant pastel castle Harper is building. I should be scared away. I should tell him no. Tell him it’s a terrible idea, and then never give another thought to it. But I keep thinking about the money. This could solve all my problems until I find something better. And I would get to work with Paul. I know nothing will ever happen between us, but there’s that tiny sliver inside me that still holds on to the hope that it could.

I exhale. "No. You didn't scare me away, either." I glance up, and his stare burns into me. I have to look away again. "I haven't totally ruled it out. That's stupid of me, isn't it?"

“If I thought it was stupid, I wouldn't have suggested it. It's... different. Take some more time to think. And hey… look at me...”

I don't want to, but I lift my head. He's standing between the living room and the kitchen, shoving his wallet into the back pocket on his dark jeans. I let my eyes linger a beat too long before looking up at his face.

"No judgement from me either way. You got that? And no one outside the club would ever know. I mean it. I wouldn't fuck you like that."

No, you wouldn’t. I nod my head, and he walks toward me. My heart beats faster each step he takes, and I let myself imagine that he’s walking to me, coming to kiss me goodbye rather than just Harper. He stops just a couple of feet away and stares down at us.

“You be a good girl, you hear me?”

I grin as Harper mumbles a quick "yes" without taking her eyes from her blocks.

I reach for her tiny hands, and she finally looks up. "Daddy's leaving. Tell him you love him."

This time she does look at him, her face beaming. “Love you, daddy.”

Paul bends over and kisses her forehead. “Love you too, Applesauce. See ya, Kev.” He winks at me and then walks toward the door.

I stare until it’s closed behind him. When did he get an ass like that? When did he become this man? All through high school, it was like we had a competition to see which of us could stay scrawny the longest. Two nerds who never seemed to hit our growth spurts. And that meant two kids who never drew any attention. We may as well have been part of the walls for as often as anyone noticed us. I never really changed. I never grew up and filled out the way every adult promised me I would. But Paul did. I wonder how many gay men at the club hit on him each night just to find out they’re wasting their time. It’s a lesson I learned in high school.

[image: ]


"Hey, sleepyheads."

I force my eyes open and see Paul standing over me. His hands are shoved into his jacket pockets, and his head is tilted, examining me. I take a deep breath. He smells better tonight. More like him and less like drunk college girls. A little like... "Pizza?" I shift on the couch and feel a weight pressed into my side. Harper is cuddled against me with her arms wrapped as far around me as she can get them. I run my hand along her hair. "Bad dreams," I whisper.

Paul looks down at her and twists his lips. “She used to get those a lot. After… Kat left.” He mouths the last two words to keep Harper from hearing them, but he could have screamed them for as soundly as she’s sleeping. “But that was over a year ago.” He looks like he's in pain, but before I can ask him more, he walks to the kitchen. "I stopped at Guido's on the way home."

I look past him and see the familiar red and white box sitting on the counter. My stomach rumbles and if that doesn’t wake Harper, nothing will. But when I look, she’s still out. "Pepperoni and green peppers?"

“Just the way you like it. Let me get her to bed, and I'll bring you a plate,” he says.

I stand and scoop her into my arms. “I've got her. Just put a piece for you onto a plate, and give me the box with the rest.” I stick my tongue out at him as I head toward the stairs.

I try to move as gently as possible, but I'm pretty sure I could have hopped each step and Harper still wouldn't have woken up. Other than giving a cute little snort, she doesn't even react when I set her in her bed. I still go slowly down the steps, though. I don't want to make any noise to wake her up now that we're this close.

"You're good with her. You ever wanted a kid?" Paul is waiting for me with a beer.

I take it from him with a shrug and shuffle to the counter where two plates of pizza are sitting. “I used to think no, but now…” I hop onto a stool in front of one of the plates and bite the hot cheesy end off a piece of pizza. My eyes roll back into my head, and I moan. I haven't eaten Guido's Pizza since I was in high school, and it's even better than I remember. "This is incredible."

"Right? Pretty sure I finally figured out their secret. Everything is soaked overnight in artisanal pizza grease imported directly from Italy."

I look at the cardboard box. The bottom has soaked up so much oil that it's black. "Imported Italian pizza grease, huh?"

"Artisanal pizza grease. You got a better explanation?"

"That's as good as any."

“So what was the 'but' when I asked about kids?” he asks.

"Oh, I don’t know. Maybe. But I'd have to adopt, and that's a long, costly process. And with no boyfriend or husband, I'm not sure I would be at the top of anyone’s list."

“Any agency would be stupid to not have you number one. One look at you with Harper, and I can tell you're a natural.” He puts his hand on my arm, and my heart skips. Probably just from all the fat and salt on the pizza. I shove the rest of the piece into my mouth.

"Did you think anymore about that job?"

I draw out my chewing as long as I can, but a person can only pretend to chew oil for so long before they have to give up the pretense. "I, uh, yeah. I'd be laughed off the stage."

Paul’s hand tightens on my arm, and the flood of impulses it triggers threatens to overwhelm my body. "You'd be perfect. They would go nuts for you."

I shake my head, mostly just to clear my thoughts. "I should be offended by you saying that."

"But you're not."

"Seriously, Paul? Dancing on stage in front of a bunch of drunk, horny guys is one thing, but doing it while dressed like a girl and in heels? That's totally different."

"You're not saying no."

I sigh. No, I'm not saying no. I'm desperate enough to do almost anything.

"Why don't we do a trial run? Tomorrow. Just me and you right here. If I don't think you can do it, I'll tell you. I'll be totally, painfully honest."

I'm not sure I want his total honesty with this, but I nod my head.


CHAPTER THREE



I've just been saved by the sexy British spy and am about to show him how much I appreciate him when my phone rings. I gasp and hop up, reaching for it and trying not to swat the glass of water off my end table. My first thought is that it’s a bill collector, and I’m immediately sick to my stomach. But when I see the name on the screen, I grin.

"Do you have any idea what time it is?" I hold the phone to my ear but fall back into my pillow.

"Yes, I do. It's noon, and it's about time you marched your little butt over here." Paul’s voice will always put me in a good mood, even if he’s interrupting the best dream I’ve had in months. "Technically, half the day is already over. Up and at 'em, Kev. I went shopping this morning and got some... supplies for you."

My eyes fly open. At least while I was asleep, I'd forgotten about his stupid idea. His stupid idea that I’m foolishly considering. "You've already been up and out today? How do you do it?"

"I'm a single dad with a toddler. I don't exactly have a choice. Now get in the shower and then get over here." He must sense my hesitation. "I still have some leftover pizza."

"Is it—"

"Yep, all cold and congealed just the way it's meant to be."

I can almost picture the light orange edges of the pizza where the grease hardened in the refrigerator, just waiting to melt into my mouth. I swirl my tongue around, imagining it. "Give me 20 minutes, and I'll be there."

"Door's unlocked, so come on in."

I hang up and force myself out of bed with a groan. The stillness when I step into the hallway is smothering. Inside my bedroom, I can pretend that everything is the same. I’m the same boy I’ve always been. Mom is somewhere in the house—reading in the nook by the front window or watching some silly reality television show. But as soon as I open my door every day, the real world hits me, and I wonder if I’ll ever get used to not having her around, to being all alone. This is exactly what I thought I wanted for all those years. I shake away the thoughts and get into the shower. The water is still cold, but that’s what I need.

Harper calls out my name as soon as I get to the front porch. She must have been watching for me through the window. The thought of her waiting for me makes me happy. I push open the door, and she attacks me. "Kevin! I'll blow you down!” She’s wearing a purple dress that flares out almost as much as her golden hair when she twirls toward me. When her outstretched arm slaps my leg, she wraps it around me and pulls herself up. I’m not sure if this is part of the blowing down process or if she’s so dizzy she has to hang on for support.

"Hey, kiddo." I muss up her hair even more than it already is and carry her to the living room. Paul is sprawled sideways across his recliner, and if his tongue were hanging out the side of his mouth, he could be the poster child for exhaustion.

"We've been playing tornado. I lost my balance and fell right here and haven't been able to move since."

I chuckle and look around the room. "Yeah, I'd say tornado pretty much sums it up." I hold Harper away from me so I can look into her eyes. "Hey munchkin, do you want to help clean up and put all your toys back?"

She wrinkles her nose and shakes her head like I just asked her if she wanted to eat a plate full of raw broccoli.

"Please? If you get this all cleaned up, I'll play the cupcake game with you."

Her eyes light up, and I set her on the ground. She gets to work right away. She’s obsessed with that game. I don’t know how many hours we’ve played it in the last couple of weeks. It’s a scavenger hunt for different things around the house. When we find something on one of our cards, we win a plastic cupcake, and Harper insists that we pretend to scarf it down.

"Looks like daddy needs help." I hold my hand out and use it to pull him upright. I flinch when our hands touch. I know how my body reacts each time, but I still can’t help myself.

When his eyes linger on mine, I wonder if he felt something too. But the thought is so silly, I dismiss it.

"All your stuff is in those bags on the counter." Paul points behind me.

Bags? Plural? I turn around and see four bags on the counter. "All those? What did you buy?"

He hops to his feet and moves around me, shifting the bags from the center of the counter to its edge. “Just a bra, panties, and a dress. But I wasn't sure what size you needed, so I got a few of each. Then some makeup too.”

I feel my jaw drop. "Makeup?" I expected this to be quick and easy. I’d pull on a dress, see how bad I look, and then we’d both laugh and pretend we never really gave it any serious thought.

Paul shrugs his shoulders and grins at me. “I didn't know what to buy, so I just got things I’ve seen the girls at work use.”

“Oh? Do you like to watch the drag queens at work?” I tease him and he blushes. It makes him cuter than he already is. “You should have gotten one of them to come help me get dressed. They know what they’re doing, unlike me.” I pick up a bra and hold it out in front of me like I’m holding a snake.

“You can change in my bedroom. Do you need help taking these bags up there?” he asks, and it almost looks like he wants me to say yes.

I shake my head and take the bags up the stairs. When I'm in his bedroom, I fall backward onto the bed. It smells like him. I want to imagine lying next to him, but that won’t do anything except disappoint me again. To distract myself, I search for makeup tutorials. I’ve never worn makeup or even watched a girl put it on, so I have no idea how to even start. But after watching a few videos, I’m confident I can do it.

When everything is spread out on the bathroom vanity, I dip a brush into one of the eyeshadows. Pink. If I'm going girly, I might as well go all the way. I tickle the brush across my eyelids. After that, I try to drag the eyeliner along its edge. The first time I do it, I flinch and don't pull the pencil back in time. And the second time. And the third time. By the fifth time it happens, I slam the pencil to the ground and growl. How can this be so hard?

Before I started, I didn't care how it turned out. In fact, I wanted to look like a clown just so I didn’t have to consider this anymore. But now my frustration makes me determined to get it right. I wipe the makeup from my eyes and grab the pencil. This time I bring it to my eye slowly, and when I blink, I'm ready. I pull the pencil back at the first twinge. It takes forever, but I finally get straight lines across my top eyelids. Part of me wants to do my lower lids too, but I know that’s too much for today.

After the eyeliner, the rest is a breeze. I slap two coats of mascara on my lashes, still careful to be ready for flinches, and fill in my lips with the dark red lipstick he bought for me. When I'm done, I look in the mirror but have to quickly turn my head away. No. That person looks almost cute in makeup. That’s not me. It can’t be.

Back in Paul's bedroom, I quickly trade my briefs for panties, the thin fabric making me gasp as I pull it up my legs. Then I put my arms through the bra straps and reach behind me to hook it. At least, that was my plan. I fumble with the clasp, but I can't understand how it works. Even after I take it off twice to examine it, I still can't get it. Finally, I give up and ask Paul for help.

He clomps up the stairs with Harper in his arms. When he sets her in her room, he turns to me but stops in the doorway. "Kev..."

"I need help. I can't figure out how to do this damn thing."

I toss the bra at him, but he doesn't even try to catch it. He just stares at me, and I see his Adam's apple bob up and down.

“Hello? Earth to Paul? Unless you want to call this whole thing off right now.”

“What? No. Might as well go all the way now, right?”

He picks up the bra and hands it to me. I slip my arms through the straps, turn away from him, and pull my long hair up out of his way. We both freeze when his fingers touch my back. Every muscle in my body tenses, and I tell myself it’s just because his hand is cold. But it feels so hot that it could burn through my skin.

“Here’s the problem.” He presses his entire body against mine and pulls the bra down.

I can’t breathe with him pressed against me. I have to get away. Even just a foot. If I don’t, I don’t know what I’ll do. No, I do know what I’ll do, but I can’t let that happen. I can’t jeopardize our friendship for a foolish hope that should have burned out years ago. I take a step forward, but he moves with me. Then another. And I should laugh at our strange dance.

I put my hands on his. I have every intention of pulling them away. But I can’t. I don’t even try. And when his hands slide down to my waist, mine stay on top of his, guiding them like I’m playing with a ouija board.

"Paul… let go."

He doesn't move.

I turn to face him and realize too late that's a mistake. We're now face to face, his hands still on me, and his lips just inches away from mine. I can't stop staring at them. They move up and down almost imperceptibly with each breath he takes, and I wonder what they would feel like. I raise up on my toes, just about to find out, when he twists his head away and drops his hands. I pretend that I'm clearing my throat, as if that covers what I was about to do.

And what was I about to do? Was I really going to kiss my childhood friend? Again? Did I not learn my lesson the first time I tried that? I'd just turned 16, and he was spending the night at my house. Mom had grand notions of a huge party, but Paul was the only one who came. I wanted to die. It's one thing to tell your mom you don't have any friends, but it's another to actually demonstrate to her and the entire world how true that is. When she carried the cake from the kitchen to the dining room table, I could see the heartbreak on her face, and I’d had enough. I told her no one would come. I told her, but she didn’t listen. I shouldn’t have had to sit through the embarrassment of waiting for nearly an hour until she was finally convinced no one cared enough about me to come for the promise of free food. As soon as she set the cake down, I bolted from the house and into the woods out back. I needed to get away from everyone. But Paul followed me.

I was out of breath when I finally collapsed against a tree, but then there he was, barely breathing hard, smiling at me as he looked down.

“It's not that bad, you know.”

I grunted and picked up a decaying leaf, twisting the stem between my finger and thumb.

He dropped beside me with a thud and took my hand in his. "I'm here. You don't need more than that, right? Best friends forever? Or until one of us screws up, and we end up hating each other for the rest of our lives." He laughed. That was always our joke. Anytime we heard someone say they would be best friends forever, we would roll our eyes. We were only 16, but we already knew that forever didn't exist. Even the couples that seemed so perfect would break up. Everyone would be so surprised when it happened. Except us. We knew how the world worked better than anyone else.

I looked up at him, spinning the leaf between our faces. And then something happened. Some combination of loneliness and teenage hormones overtook me. I let the leaf fall. Paul watched it float to the ground, but I didn't. I leaned into him. Attacked him. My mouth pressing against his. My tongue forcing its way through his already parted lips.

When he didn't pull away, I thought it meant he wanted it as much as I did. I pressed him against the trunk of the tree while I spun so I was sitting on his lap. My lips never leaving his. I ran a hand down his chest, down to his crotch. Down to his cock. And that's when he realized what was happening. That touch finally woke him, and he jumped up, pushing me off of him. I sprawled backward onto the half-composted leaves and watched as he wiped the back of his hand across his lips. Wiping away my kiss.

Tears ran from my eyes, but I was too much in shock to notice until they streamed into my mouth. Their saltiness made me realize what I did. I scrambled backward, my jeans dragging across the mud. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. Shit. Paul, you can't leave me. Please don’t leave me."

He stared down at me, and I couldn't read the eyes of the boy I thought I knew so well. I didn't know if it was shock or pity or disgust or sympathy or something else. I just knew it wasn't what I wanted it to be. But then his face broke, and he grinned like nothing happened. He stuck out his hand toward me. "Come on. We should head back."

And that was it. He held my hand until we got to my backyard, but he never said a word. He never looked at me. And neither of us has ever mentioned that kiss since then. It's like we both decided to wipe it from our history, and it's stayed happily buried until now.

“So, uh, you just had it on backward,” he says. “Inside out. Flip it the other way and then you should be able to fasten it.”

"Oh." I feel like I’ll be frozen in this spot forever.

"I'm going to check on Harper. Just let me know once you're dressed." He walks out of the room without looking back at me, and as soon as he’s gone, the spell holding me motionless is broken.

The bra is still a struggle, especially because my hands won't stop shaking, but I finally get it clasped behind me. Then I shove the other panties that Paul bought into the cups, filling them out into breasts as best I can. I drop the dress over my head and look in the mirror.

I gasp. There's no way. I walk backward until I bump into the bed and then fall onto it, sitting on the edge, still staring at myself. I don't move—I don't even know if I breathe—until Harper thuds against the side of my leg.

"Let's play cupcakes!"

I look down at her and then at Paul. He's leaning against the doorframe, and I’m sure if he bites his lip any harder, he’s going to draw blood. Neither of us says anything. Harper tugs on my hand as hard as she can, and finally I stand up, still staring at Paul. "Okay. Let me get my real clothes back on, and I'll come play with you."

"No. Now!"

I sigh. "I can't wear—"

“You look…” Paul stops mid-sentence and walks closer to me. The tension in my body twists higher with each step, and just when I’m sure I can’t take any more, he stops. "You look..."

"Pretty! Let's go!" Harper tugs on my hand again, but Paul picks her up and holds her to his chest. He tries to kiss her cheek, but she pivots her head so she's facing me.

"What she said." The words are so soft I barely hear them. "But I have an idea for something even better than the cupcake game."


CHAPTER FOUR



“Who wants to go get ice cream?” Paul tosses Harper into the air and catches her. She screams in delight and then yells for ice cream once she's back in his arms. I just smile at them. Forgetting for a second what I'm wearing as I watch the two of them together. Harper is Paul's world, and he would do anything for her. They're lucky to have each other.

"What do you think?" Paul asks. Harper shouts a "yeah!" but he's looking at me like he expects something from me. "Do both of you girls want ice cream?"

Harper shouts again, and then she looks at me, waiting for my answer. Paul didn’t mean... I shake my head, and I can hear my heart racing in my chest. Absolutely not. Dressing up in front of him and Harper is one thing. That's embarrassing enough. There's no way I'm going out in public. "You don't want me to go like this."

"I do. You look great, Kev. Really. I wouldn't just tell you that." He sets Harper down and tells her to go into her room and pick out whatever pair of shoes she wants to wear.

My legs are so weak, I'm afraid I'll collapse. I sit on the edge of the bed and watch her scamper toward her room. Once she's gone, my eyes fall. I look at the off-white carpet. I feel him walking toward me like he's pushing out a wave of pressure in front of him, but I don't look up. Not until he takes my hand. I know better—I know it's meaningless to him—but my heart still wants to leap out of my chest at his touch.

He sits beside me, still holding my hand. Our heads are turned sideways, facing each other, and I think maybe this is it. This is when I finally get my real kiss from him. But when he doesn't move toward me, I curse myself for being so foolish. "Please, Kevin? You know I wouldn't ask you to do this if I didn't know you could. You're... fuck. You don't just look like a woman. You really are pretty. Better than I thought, even. No one is ever going to guess the truth."

I pull my hand away from his and cross my arms. He has to be wrong. I can't look like a woman. Not to anyone else. I turn toward the mirror. I expect to see the two of us sitting on the bed together, but I don't. I see Paul sitting there with a woman. Someone who looks familiar but who is unmistakably female. He follows my gaze and scoots closer to me when he sees us in the mirror. I wish he would have moved the other direction. I wish he would have walked out. I wish I would.

"Will you do it? Just an ice cream shop. That's all. A couple teenage girls working behind the counter. What's the worst they can do?"

Laugh.

"They won't laugh at you," he says, and I'm not sure if I accidentally said that out loud or if he guessed at my thoughts. "What do you see when you look at us in the mirror?"

I see the man who makes me feel things that no one else ever has. The only person I truly want but can never have. If I ignore what I'm wearing, I see the future that sixteen-year-old me dreamt of. I stand and walk to the other side of the room.

"You see me sitting here with a woman, don't you? A woman who looks like she could be your sister. That's what everyone else is going to see, too."

I don't know if he expects me to say something, but I don't. What can I say?

"Harper? Are you ready?"

She runs into the room, and I look at her feet. Matching yellow sneakers. The same pair. I don't know if I'm impressed or disappointed.

"Here." Paul’s steps are loud on the carpet as he walks to me. "I do know your shoe size, so I bought these for you. Put them on and let's go." There are two soft thumps, and I turn to see what it is. Pink flip flops sitting right beside my feet. I slip into them.

I can't say a word during the car ride. If I do, I'll start crying because of all the nervous energy swirling in my core. I just stare out the side window, seeing my ghostly reflection superimposed over the houses that pass by. It doesn't take long before we get to the ice cream shop. When I hear Paul shift the car into park, I look forward. There are no customers inside. And I just see one girl behind the counter.

"What are you thinking?" Paul asks. He has to already know the answer to that. What would anyone be thinking in this situation? What would he be thinking if he were dressed like a girl and about to go out in public? "You trust me, right?"

This isn't about trust. It's about me making a fool of myself. "Of course, I do, but—"

"Then trust me when I say you look just like any other woman who goes into this shop every day." His voice is soft, like he's trying his best to reassure me, but it doesn't work. "We need a name for you. Do you have anything in mind?"

I shake my head.

"Harper? What do you think we should call Kevin when she's a girl?"

His words make me cringe. I'm not a she. I'm not a girl. I'm an idiot who let his best friend talk him into wearing makeup and a dress, and is now about to let him talk me into leaving the safety of this car, too.

“Sierra.” She has the name ready as soon as he asks. It's like she's been waiting for the chance to say it the whole ride.

Paul looks at her in the rearview mirror. “Sierra? Like in that princess cartoon you watch 23 hours a day?”

“I don’t even need a different name for this” I look from Paul to Harper, as if either one of them is going to agree. “Can’t I just be me?”

“Sierra! You’re Sierra!” Harper bounces up and down with each word.

Paul shakes his head and grins at me. “If you don’t like it, we can think of something better later. Okay?”

No, it's not okay. We don't need to think of something better later. "Fine. Let's just get this over with." If I don't do this now, I never will, and Paul will never stop pushing me. He's right. This is about as safe an environment as I can ask for. I get out and unbuckle Harper, taking her into my arms. If I use her as a shield, maybe no one will notice me.

I'm partially right. As soon as we walk up to the counter, the worker gives Harper all of her attention. The teen walks her through all the flavors that might appeal to a child. Harper finally settles on Super Silly Sparkly Swirliciousness, whatever flavor that is.

The worker scoops the ice cream into a container and hands it to Harper. “And what flavor do you think your mommy wants?” The girl smiles at me before moving to the freezer case.

I go weak with panic, and Harper starts to slip from arms. But Paul reaches around me and pulls me into him with one arm while he slides the other under Harper. I nearly fall into him, and my world spins.

"I bet she wants double chocolate... Sierra? Wake up." Paul's forced chuckle snaps me back to the shop and the girl waiting behind the counter.

"Yeah... that. I'm..." I walk away before Paul or the girl can say anything. I have to sit down. I have to get away from her. I have to get away from him. I sit Harper in a seat at the closest table, and I plop down next to her. I stare as she shovels the rainbow colored ice cream into her mouth. Her hand is covered in red and blue and green stickiness and I should clean her up, but I can't. I don't move until Paul sets my ice cream in front of me.

"See, 'mommy?'" His voice is a whisper that not even Harper can hear. "What did I tell you?"

I can't admit that he was right. I can't even fully comprehend it yet.

"Do you know the only thing that made you stand out to that girl?" He pauses, but I don't answer. "The way you acted. If you hadn't been so nervous, she wouldn't have thought there was anything unusual about you. She'd just think we were a typical husband and wife taking our daughter out for a treat. That's all."

Typical husband and wife. I close my eyes and let a spoonful of ice cream melt on my tongue.


CHAPTER FIVE



“This is silly. I can't do this.” I look up at Lee, but she just smirks and takes a step back, admiring her work.

“Sierra, you need to look in the mirror, babe. You might not live up to your name just yet, but every mountain range starts with a couple of hills. And thanks to me, you’ve got a pair of fine ones.”

She moves out of the way, and I see my reflection. I'm squeezed into a silicone breastplate that I was sure would never look good, but after Lee’s makeup, I can't tell it from my real skin. I look like a topless woman.

"Now, what were you saying about this being silly?" She jiggles my breasts with each word.

I laugh and slap her hand away. "It is! How do you do this and not feel... fake?"

“Ouch!” She clutches her hand to her chest and pulls away like I stabbed her. "We do not use the F word around here, you little fuck. We're not fake. We're beautified. Maximized. It's the real us, only way hotter. You're not gonna tell me you don’t see the steam sizzling off your sexy little ass." She leans into me, acting like she's using my body to steam her face. "Now, let me finish you up. You can't interrupt an artist while she's working and expect her to create a masterpiece, can you? Well, I guess when it's me you can because I’m just that good. But it's still going to be really nice once you learn to do your own makeup. Then I won't have to worry about making you so pretty you outshine me."

I laugh. Like there's any way that would happen. No matter what she has between her legs or how she lives her life outside this club, she's the prettiest woman I know, and there's no way anyone would even notice me if I were standing beside her, let alone accuse me of outshining her.

When my makeup and farm girl costume are on, I stand at the side of the stage. The Legendary Zelda Zaire is in the middle of her routine. She's an acrobat out there and could put any of us to shame. Not only does she somersault around the stage in heels, there's actually a trapeze that drops from the ceiling for her, and she spends the last third of her show whirling and flipping on it. Even though five minutes ago I was so sick that I swore I was going to throw up, I forget about that—forget that I'm on next—and get lost in the music, tapping my high-heeled cowboy boots and shaking my hips just enough to make my blue and white gingham dress flare out around me. Watching her makes me wish I’d taken gymnastics as a child.

By the time her music hits its closing crescendo and the audience goes crazy, I'm holding my arms above my head, and my entire body is swaying. But when she blows a final kiss to the crowd and NaughtiLee presses up against me and shimmies, I realize what's coming next. I look at Lee, and she puts her hands on the sides of my face. She must see the panic in my eyes because I can tell she's trying to comfort me. I'm sure she's telling me that everything will be fine. I’ve rehearsed this dozens of times. But I can't hear a thing she's saying over the roar in my ears. Doing this in rehearsal is different from doing it in front of a thousand people. It's different from going out there after Zelda’s routine.

I shake my head and motion for Lee to go on the stage alone. She can just skip me and introduce the next girl. No one will know. I’m just about to walk away when I feel him. Even before his hand presses against my back, I know he's there.

“You're so gorgeous. Everyone in that crowd is going to forget all about Zelda once they see you out there.” Paul shouts the words to make sure I hear them over all the other noise. “The first spin around the pole, and you're going to have them mesmerized.”

But people aren't going to be mesmerized by me. They're going to throw things at me. Drinks, ice cubes, tomatoes if this were a cartoon. Whatever it is, they're going to run me off the stage as soon as I start.

I turn to argue with Paul, to convince him that it’s impossible for me to do this, but I don't get a chance. As she walks on to the stage to introduce me, Lee yanks my arm so hard I almost fall down. Paul catches me just as I stumble forward. His hands slip around my belly and pull me upright. Pull me into him. I inhale, hoping to catch his scent, but all I can smell is stale, spilled alcohol and the mix of sweat and cologne of the men crowded up near the stage.

I vaguely hear Lee introducing me, telling the audience that I’m the club’s newest girl. I’m partially aware of the crowd whooping and whistling when she says they’ll want to nestle in my foothills. Somewhere in my mind, I appreciate Lee warming them up. But Paul’s hands on me are a blaring Klaxon bell, drowning out everything else in my mind.

When Lee finally motions for me to come onto the stage, Paul slides his hands to my back and shoves me. Not enough to make me fall, but enough that I have to take two steps to catch myself. Two steps that put me on the edge of the stage where the audience can see me. My hand automatically rises to the back of my neck, where it almost felt like Paul had kissed me before shoving me. I look back at him, and he winks. Then my song starts and the first beats of the bass vibrate through my body.

For about thirty seconds, I'm a beat behind the music, but then my adrenaline drops and the endorphins take over. The crowd and the music pull me back in sync, and when the music changes, I'm ready. I look over my left shoulder at Paul. He and Lee are watching from the side of the stage. I smile at them and rip the dress off of me. The crowd screams so loudly it hurts my ears, but I can't take my eyes off Paul. His expression changes from surprise to happiness to... it looks like lust, but that's obviously not it. I spin for the crowd, but when I look back, he's gone. I search for a couple of seconds, but then I give up and turn to the audience. They're the ones paying to see this. They're throwing cash onto the stage, and I grin when I see it. For me. They're throwing cash up here for me. A couple of weeks ago, I would have never imagined it was possible. Now, though, I turn around, bend over, and shake my panty-covered ass to show them how much I appreciate them. All the while, I hope that the tape holds everything in place.

"Girl!" I call out to Lee as I literally skip off the stage. Once no one can see us, she squeals and wraps her arms around me and lifts me off the ground. My back cracks, and if she weren't squeezing me so tightly that I can't breathe, I would moan because it feels so good.

"I told you! I told you!" She sets me down and slaps me on the shoulder to punctuate her words. "If you ever doubt me again after this, we're going to have a serious problem. From now on, if we all tell you that you can do something, you'd better believe us."

"Yes, ma'am." I laugh.

"Now, where's that boyfriend of yours? He was right here, staring at you for most of the performance."

"He's just a friend. That's all."

"Mmm-hmm. Come on. Let's get some clothes on you, and I’ll show you how to mingle." The way she says the word makes me wonder if mingle is some secret gay club code for something else. Like we're going to be putting on ski masks and robbing the restaurant next door. I don't know if I would object. The way I feel, I would commit a felony for her right now. But something makes me stop her. I don’t know why, but I need to make sure she understands about Paul.

“He really isn't my boyfriend. I swear. We've just been friends since high school. He doesn't even like, um, egg rolls, if you know what I mean.”

“You think I can’t handle a little food metaphor?” She looks at my crotch when she says the word little. “You say he’s just a friend, but you're not going to tell me he wouldn't dip his dumpling into your sweet little hot pot.”

"I did kiss him once." I don’t know why I’m admitting this to her.

"And?" She looks at me for a second before turning back to the rack of dresses.

"And nothing. He wasn't interested."

"You keep telling yourself that, honey. What do you think about this one?" She holds a green sequined flapper dress up to me. I take it and look in the mirror.

“You know what, never mind what you think,” she says. “I can see that you love it. If I let you speak, you’ll just make up some excuse why you can't wear it or why it wouldn't look good on you or why Paul doesn't really want to fuck you until your asshole refuses to ever accept any dick other than his even though he gives off so many manly man pheromones when he’s around you that it’s a wonder I don’t choke to death. So just put it on.”

"But I—"

"Girl, what did I just say? Now zip it. Your mouth and that dress."

I take my bra off and slip into the dress. It barely covers my panties, and I almost take it off and tell Lee that I can't wear it. Then I remember that I just stood almost naked on a stage in front of all the same people who are going to see me in this dress, and I swallow down my objection.

We walk around the floor of the club for almost an hour, and I felt less on display on the stage than I do now. Everyone rushes to us when we get near to them. They offer to buy us drinks or offer to take us home. And of course, they all need selfies, and when we're bunched in together for the shot, their hands just happen to find their way up my skirt. The women are worse than the men. By the time we finally stop, I've had enough. I feel like I've whored myself out to a thousand different people in one night. Lee insists that it's all part of the long game. We show how fun and sexy I am one-on-one, and then the next time they see me perform, they throw even more money. I hope so, because I don't want to have gone through that for free.

As soon as I’ve made my rounds, I go backstage to hide and to stay off my feet. But I wonder if that's a mistake. At least when I'm standing my toes are so numb I can't feel anything more than a throb, but when I kick my shoes off, the feeling comes back and the pain spikes through my whole foot. I try massaging and raising them and nothing works. I'm just about resigned to amputation—artificial limbs are really advanced these days—when Paul walks up.

He puts his hand on my shoulder, and I jump. I hadn't heard him come near, and apparently the pain of my feet blocks my Paul radar. "You were great out there, Sierra. I knew you could do it."

"Oh good, I'm going to get the I told you so speech from you too?" I smile and raise my hand to his, almost putting my fingers on his before I think better of it.

"Oh, you mean the other girls are an opinionated bunch who aren't shy about telling you what they think?"

I turn to face him. "Who could have ever guessed that?"

He laughs and pulls a chair next to me. "So, was it as bad as you thought it would be?"

I look down at my red and swollen feet. I'm pretty sure someone could drive a nail through them and it would feel better than they do now. “No, it wasn't. Thanks for giving me that extra push I needed. Literally.”

Without a word, he lifts my feet onto his lap and starts massaging them. His thumbs working from the arch to my toes and back again. I lean back and close my eyes. "You looked like you were having fun up there. You looked... I mean, did you?"

I open my eyes just a crack. Just to see a wave of red spread across his face. "Once I quit worrying and let myself go, yeah. It all just sorta happened, and I went with it. It's hard to explain."

“Letting go is always the part I struggle with.”

He sets my feet on the ground and then pulls me off of my chair. His hands fly to my waist, and he yanks me toward him. I settle on his lap, one leg on either side of him. His hard cock presses up into me, and I look down. Even through his pants, I can see the bulge.

"What are you doing?" I ask him.

"I don't know. Just letting myself go and seeing what happens." He nestles his mouth into the crook of my neck, and my eyes roll back into my head. His lips work along my neck and my collarbone, and my nostrils fill with the remembered smell of the woods that day. It's like I'm back there again, and I brace myself. But this time he doesn't push me away.

He slides his hands under my ass and picks me up, bringing me closer to him so my ass is on top of his dick. We both moan as he does it, and I want to reach a hand under me so I can grab him. I want to run my fingers along his length. I want more than that. I want to feel him inside me. My brain is screaming that I can't do that. That he's my best friend, and I can't ruin that for a fuck. But my body hasn't been touched like this for so long that it doesn't care about any future complications. It just wants him now.

"Not your boyfriend… mmm-hmm."

I open my right eye and see Lee. "No one asked you,” I say to her.

"You've only got 3 minutes until you need to be on stage with the rest of us. So you'd better either make it the quickest quickie ever or finish that up after the show."

Shit. I slide back a little—just enough so I'm not impaling myself on Paul's dick—and I stare at him. I'm waiting for him to tell me this was a mistake. That he was caught up in the moment. Or even that he drank some alcohol earlier and wasn't himself. But he doesn't. He just stares back at me.

"You should get ready," he finally says.

"I should."

“You can't miss the curtain call on your first night.”

"No." But I don't move. Not until he shakes his head and looks away. When he does that, I slide off of him. I don't look at him as I step into my shoes or as I turn to walk toward the stage.

I only make it a couple of steps before a hand on my arm spins me around. He's so close I can't see anything but him. His mouth moving down onto me. I take a breath just as his lips close over mine and his tongue pushes into my mouth.

My entire world goes blank. My brain has to reboot. I can't kiss him back. I can't do anything except stand there while his tongue does things to mine that I never dreamed of. And when he stops, I try to look at him, but he's blurry. Even my vision is short-circuited.

"I didn't want you to walk away with any doubts this time." With his hands on my shoulders, he spins me so I'm facing the stage. This time, I'm sure that he brushes his lips across the back of my neck.


CHAPTER SIX



"Are you sure about this?" I ask.

“We have to get inside. Sophie needs to go home.”

"Yeah, but..." I can't finish my sentence because I don't know what I mean. I mean everything. I want to ask him if he's sure about what happened between us earlier. About the dress I borrowed from the club and am wearing right now. About his babysitter seeing us together. About Harper seeing us together. I want to ask if he's sure about me spending the night. It was only a twenty-minute drive, but that's plenty of time for him to have changed his mind. And I want to make it easy for him to let me down. I want him to know I understand if he doesn’t want this now.

"No buts, Sierra.” He slides his hand under the skirt of my dress before squeezing the middle of my thigh. “Unless you don't want this? Because I haven't been able to stop thinking about you since you first went out there tonight. Since that day you first dressed for me. But if you don’t want this…”

I exhale and stare at his hand. I've wanted this since I was fourteen-years-old and met him for the first time in math class. The two nerds who always knew the answers but who sat in the back of the class and never raised their hands because they didn't want anyone to notice them. I tossed and turned in bed that night and couldn't sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw him, laughing silently and rolling his eyes just for me when another student confused a tangent and a sine. But what am I giving up for this? What if it's too much? "I don't know."

He lets go of me, and his face falls. "We're friends above everything else, and nothing is going to get in the way of that. So I get it. I guess I just got caught—"

“Don't you dare say now that you got caught up in the moment. Don't you dare!” I won’t let him minimize what happened or what this could be. I lean across the center console and kiss him. My lips press against his for just a second at first, but then we both open for the other and seize the chance. I'm sure one of us accidentally turned the heat to high because the inside of the car is suddenly sweltering, and I can almost see the heat rise in waves off our bodies.

It's not until I lift my leg across the gear shift so I can straddle him that I remember where we are. "Sophie." I breathe out the poor girl's name to remind him. To remind myself. But neither one of us stops. "We have to get inside."

"Yeah." His hands work down the front of my dress, stopping for a second to play with the silicone of my breastplate before he moves lower. Down to my skin where I can actually feel him.

"Harper," I say, and his daughter's name brings both of us to a halt. I spin back into my seat and pull down the visor so I can check my lipstick in the mirror. I don't want to walk into the house and have to face a teen girl with lipstick smeared all over me.

"Let me see."

I turn so he can see me, and he pushes on the overhead light.

"There's still one spot." He leans toward my face, his head angled to get a better look. Before I realize what he’s doing, he plants a kiss on my cheek. Just a quick peck. "There. Now you're perfect."

"Now I'm perfect?" I tease.

"Do-over. Now you're just as perfect as you always are."

"Hmm, better. Let me see yours." I pretend to look at him before I kiss him on the cheek. "There. Now you're… eh, alright."

"Hey!"

I hurry out of the car, giggling, before he can reach me. I stick my tongue out as I slam the door. The lipstick mark I just left on his cheek is obvious to anyone who even glances at him, but I'm not going to say a word about it.

Inside, Sophie is curled up on the couch under a blanket and holding her phone in her hands. My face heats up. It's one thing to wear a dress, makeup, and heels in front of strangers—or even just Paul and Harper—but it's different in front of her. She knows Paul. Her dad is one of his friends. But she barely looks at me. Just says hey and then turns to Paul.

“So she had a pretty bad nightmare earlier,” she tells him. “She was sobbing, and I had to hold her for ten minutes before she finally calmed down. I thought I was gonna have to call you.”

It sounds even worse than the nightmare she had when I watched her a couple of weeks ago, and it breaks my heart to think of her being that terrified. I wish I could do something to make sure she never had to suffer through another one of those again. I would do almost anything.

I watch Paul as Sophie tells him about the nightmare. His entire body goes stiff, and it looks like he might cry. No matter how much hearing about Harper’s night terror hurts me, I know it’s so much worse for him. Everything he does revolves around that girl, and it has to kill him that there’s something he can’t make better for her.

Paul watches while Sophie walks to her car. Once she’s driving away, he shuts the door and turns to me. My body is pulled to his. I want to hold him and tell him that it’ll be okay. We’ll figure something out. Maybe she needs to see a doctor or a therapist. Whatever it is, we’ll do it.

When I’m close enough to touch him, he steps around me. “I’m going to go up and check on her.”

I reach out and my fingers brush against his arm. “Is it okay if I come up too?”

He stops and stares at me, and I worry he's going to tell me no. But then he nods his head, and I follow him up the steps. I leave my heels at the base of the stairs so their clicking won’t wake Harper.

We stop outside her door, and Paul looks at me again before he pushes the half-open door. The light from a projector sprays twirling stars and moons all around the room. Under the pink glow, I see her sprawled across her bed, and I smile. She looks so peaceful now. Her arms and legs are spread out. Her hair blown behind her like she was standing in front of a fan. Her blue stuffed puppy Bo-Bo is tucked under her front shoulder. As calm as she looks now, it’s hard to imagine the fear she felt earlier.

Paul walks to the bed and bends over her. “Goodnight, Applesauce. I love you more than anything in the whole wide world.” He kisses the side of her forehead, and she sucks in a quick breath through her nose. I freeze, not even letting myself breathe, afraid she’ll wake up. But she doesn't. She doesn't even budge. I mouth "goodnight, sweetie" as Paul steps around me and into the hall. I turn and follow him.

The overhead light casts long shadows over his face, and I wrap my arms around his waist. “I feel so bad for her. Maybe we should stay up for a while to make sure she's okay? We can take turns sitting in the chair in her bedroom. That way, one of us is there if she wakes up.”

It’s then that I notice his arms are hanging limp to his sides.

“She’ll be alright,” I say. “We’ll make sure—”

“I can’t do this.”

“That’s fine. I’ll just go home then, and I’ll call you tomorrow to see how she is. And how you are.”

He takes a step back from me, out of my arms. “No, I mean this. Any of it. You. Us. I shouldn’t have let myself get distracted. I could’ve… I don’t know. But I know Harper needs to be my focus right now. My only focus. I can’t make space for anything other than her.”

“Oh. Well, we can take things slow. We don’t have to—”

“Kevin, you’re not listening.” I recoil like he slapped me. “We can’t take things anywhere. Slow or fast. I’m sorry I made you think there could be something between us, but there can’t.”

He looks tired, but there’s no emotion on his face. No sadness. No guilt. Definitely no love. It’s like staring at an empty wall. I wish I could be the same. “I’m sorry.” I don’t know what I’m apologizing for, but I don’t wait for him to say anything before I leave.

The grass of his front lawn is covered in dew and cold under my bare feet. It can’t be more than fifty steps to my door, but it feels like it’s miles away. When I finally get there, I don’t go inside. I can’t deal with that emptiness too. Not tonight. I collapse on the porch and stare at the streetlamp. Fog is already starting to form. Its thick white cloud swirls in the light and casts a pallid glow over everything.


CHAPTER SEVEN



I get to the club an hour before opening, and there's already a line outside. The winner of last year's Drag 'Em Out is performing tonight, and apparently she must have a huge following. I've never known anyone who watches that show, so I didn't realize how popular it is.

"Hey, did you guys see the line out front?" Lee and Sean are standing on opposite sides of the bar. Neither of them looks at me as I walk up. "It's crazy. There have to be a hundred people here already. I mean I knew... Hello?" They haven't moved an inch, and I'm starting to wonder if they've both had strokes. Maybe I should call an ambulance instead of talking about the line outside. Time lost is brain lost.

"Will you tell Mister Overgrown Zit Waiting To Be Popped that I don't care how famous Davina Devine is, she cannot just take over my dressing area?" Lee glares at Sean, and I'm not sure how he doesn't wilt and burst into flames.

"And would you tell Little Miss Dragged Face First Through the Makeup Aisle at the Dollar Store that the customers tonight are here to see Davina, so we need to treat her like the honored guest that she is?"

Sean's nostrils flare out with every breath and I'm not entirely positive he isn't going to explode and coat the entire bar with angry rage goo, so I step backward. An inch at a time because I don't want either of them to suddenly turn their attention and shoot eyeball lasers at me. But just when I think I'm going to make a clean getaway, I run into something and gasp. Sean and Lee look toward me, and I wince, preparing myself to melt under their combined forces. But neither of them says a word, and I feel a hand rest on my shoulder. I turn and follow it up to maybe the most handsome man I've ever seen. Suddenly, I understand why Sean and Lee are both speechless.

"Oh my God, I'm so sorry. I, um, didn't see you there until it was too late, and then... bam, and then." The sheer amount of gorgeousness radiating from him is overwhelming the speech center in my brain.

"Doors don't open until 7:30. Unless you have some business in here..." Sean trails off, waiting for the man to explain why he's here.

"You're adorable," Mr. Glorious Brown Hair smiles at me as he says the words. "And it was completely my fault. I saw you coming, and I just couldn't resist." He winks, and my ovaries melt. Which is especially awkward since I’m a guy and don’t have ovaries.

"You... I..." I look around for Paul. I need to see him to remind myself of—what? That he dumped me last night and told me he’s never going to be interested? Even if he were standing right here, he wouldn’t care that this living piece of art just flirted with me. Maybe I should flirt back. It could help me get my mind off Paul, at least for a little while.

Before I get the chance, Mr. I'm So Sexy I Can Make You Come With Just a Flick of My Eyelashes turns his gaze from me to the bar. "I'm the 'honored guest' that you two were just discussing. I'm Davina, but please call me Dakota when I’m not in battle gear. Pleased to meet you both." He walks toward them, extending his hand.

“I’m Sean, the manager. Bryan was supposed to pick you up and give me a warning that you were here." He growls under his breath. “Is he hiding somewhere?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I never met him. I wanted to walk, so I left my wardrobe at the front desk of the hotel with a note for him to bring it. Can you believe I've never been to this town before? I like to get a feel for the cities where I’m performing, and I can’t get that from a car.” Dakota turns to Lee, who stares back at him like she just found him barbecuing her pet guinea pig. “And you are?”

Sean doesn’t give her a chance to answer. “That's our emcee, Lee. NaughtiLee. She should be called HaughtiLee for the way she prances around like she owns the place.” Sean starts slicing a lemon so he can pretend he's not interested in where this conversation is about to go.

“Well, I’m pleased to meet you, Lee. Don’t worry about me taking your dressing area. I wouldn't dream of it. I'll fit in wherever there's room. Maybe I could share with this cute fellow behind me.”

Is he talking about me?

“Sorry, Dakota,” Lee says. “Sierra is off limits. She already has a boyfriend, and he’s buff enough to kick any of our behinds.”

Sean nods his head.

“Well, that’s disappointing.” Dakota turns, and his eyes flow up and down my body. “I’m looking for a good tour guide, and I get the feeling he could have definitely guided me.”

“No, I’m single.” My voice is high-pitched and squeaky. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Sean sounds just like Lee when he says it.

“I don’t. We, uh…” I can’t really tell them that we broke up because we were never even dating. And I don’t want to admit in front of Mr. So Hot I’m Not Allowed in California During Wildfire Season that my heart was ripped out last night by the man I’ve had a crush on for over twelve years.

"Sierra, honey." I know I'm in trouble when Lee calls me honey, so I clamp my mouth shut. “You can’t just pretend Paul doesn’t exist when some hot guy comes along and makes you harder than one-armed rowing.”

I hike up an eyebrow and stare at her, trying to figure out the metaphor.

"Because one-armed rowing is really hard. It makes total sense. Don't look at me like that with those confused doe-eyes. And the hot guy in question is Mr. Greek God here. In case that part sailed over your pretty little head too. Now scurry off, and let the grownups talk business, 'kay?" Lee winks and blows me a smiling kiss to let me know she's kidding, but I turn to walk backstage. Maybe it’s not a good idea to think about all the things I want to show Dakota. And all the things I want him to show me.
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My performance goes well. Better than that. It’s great. Five minutes. Two songs. And by the end, the stage is covered in ones. I’m pretty sure I even see some fives. As I dance off the stage, I start to pass Lee, but she puts out a hand to stop me.

“You're killing it. I want you to do a fifteen-minute spot next week.” My mouth hangs open, and I can’t speak. She’s promoting me already? I nod my head so hard, I worry my blonde wig might fly off.

She pats my shoulder and walks onto the stage. I bounce toward the dressing area but stop when I see Dakota. He’s leaning against the wall, staring at me. His breastplate and nails are on, but he hasn’t finished his makeup yet. “You're a natural.” He smiles, and it feels like he’s shining a light on me.

“Thanks.” I look away like some demure schoolgirl.

“You sure you don’t have a boyfriend? Lee was pretty convinced that you do.”

“We broke up. She just doesn’t know about that yet.” Not only did we break up, Paul called off work tonight just so he wouldn’t have to be around me. He told Sean that he needed to deal with some personal matters. I thought maybe that meant Harper was sick or having nightmares again, but Sean had asked. Paul said she was fine. So I knew then what personal matters he meant. I don’t matter to him, so he doesn’t want to be around me.

“Then maybe tomorrow you could show me around? I have a list of things I want to see, but it would be better with a local.” He pushes away from the wall and walks over to me, his hand gliding down my arm until he hooks a finger around one of mine. “Especially if that local was you.”

My heart screams no, but why shouldn’t I? It’s not like I’d be cheating on Paul. He doesn’t want me. Why should I care what he thinks? This is the perfect chance to move on, and I need to take it.

Dakota’s hand slides under my dress, and he rubs his fingers along the length of my cock. I close my eyes as my dick struggles to free itself from the tape and panties holding it in place. “So what do you say?”

He doesn’t give me a chance to answer before his lips press against mine. I open my mouth in shock, and he must think I’m letting him in. His tongue doesn't dance carefully or delicately like Paul's. It moves in like the infantry of an invading army, scorching everything in its path. It has one mission, and that's to get me to say yes to him. And why shouldn’t I?

“Yes. I think I’d like to do that.”

The side of Dakota’s lip curls into something between a smile and snarl. “Attaboy. Two guys seeing the town and seeing where things go from there. The real us. None of this makeup or girly stuff.” His hand darts between my legs again, but this time he doesn't rub me gently. He squeezes my cock between his fingers, and I groan.


CHAPTER EIGHT



I meet Dakota at Smithson's Taproom. He’s standing outside, and I see him from half a block away. He’s dressed in all black—black pants, a black leather jacket, and I see just a peek of a black t-shirt stretched across his pecs underneath.

When he notices me, he looks like he wants to eat me. “Hello, handsome. Very sexy school teacher. I like it.”

I’m wearing a brown sweater over a white button-up shirt with jeans and a pair of brown boots. I’ve worn this outfit on dates before and always loved it, but today something feels off. He presses against me and kisses me. His lips are warm in the chill air, but there’s no spark or surge of endorphins. Not like when—but it doesn’t matter. I fantasized about Paul for years, so of course kissing him is going to feel different. That doesn’t mean anything.

“Are you ready to head in?” he asks. “I’m so excited about this place. Their smoked ale is famous.”

The inside of the bar is so dark, my eyes need several seconds to adjust to it. When they finally do, I look around. Everything is dark wood. The walls, the floor, the ceiling, the tables, the chairs. The only two windows are on the front wall. The rest of the light comes from dim, yellowed Edison bulbs. I’m sure the designer wanted to make it look ancient, like this has been a smokehouse for hundreds of years. But it makes me feel like an insect trapped in amber.

Dakota, though, loves it. His eyes are wide and he’s glowing more brightly than the lamps dangling from the ceiling. Seeing the joy on his face lightens my mood. Maybe I’m not being fair to this place.

I look around for a host to take us to our seats, but Dakota takes my hand and leads me to a long table. It's just as dark as everything else, despite the two light fixtures that hang directly over it. On either side of the table, there are long benches with no backs. Several people are already sitting there when we find a space between them.

“I’ll be right back.” Dakota disappears before I even sit down. I watch him walk to the bar, his ass sashaying with each step. I never seen a more perfect rear, but I can’t even enjoy it. I just compare it to Paul’s, and Dakota’s somehow comes up short. What is wrong with me?

“I put in an order of wings too. I hope that’s okay.” I jolt at the heavy thud as Dakota sets a drink in front of me. The ale is dark, and the miniature bubbles swirling upward in the mug almost look like smoke rising. I wonder if that’s intentional.

As soon as Dakota sits across from me, he holds his glass out. When I do the same, he clinks his against mine. "To the start of a wonderful day spent with a wonderful man." He smiles, and I should be bursting now. There should be stars dancing around his head. My body should feel... well, something. He's undeniably gorgeous, and he's toasting me. All his attention is centered on me. My stomach should be fluttering. My dick should be getting hard.

I take a tiny sip and wince, but I think Dakota is trying to drain the entire glass in one gulp. When he sets the glass on the table, it’s half empty, and he has a beer mustache. It’s so cute on him, I can’t help but smile.

“Do I have something on my face? Maybe you can help clean me up?” He leans across the table. It takes me a few seconds to realize what he’s doing, but when I do, I lean forward and kiss away a little of the foam. The woman sitting next to me mutters “aww” under her breath. And it is romantic, isn’t it? Why doesn’t it feel that way to me?

I sit back onto the bench and run my hand across the top of the table. The wood is worn smooth, almost shiny in some spots.

“So you like playing with thick wood?” Dakota asks. The same woman, who seems awfully wrapped up in our date while ignoring the man she’s with, snorts a laugh and then pretends it was a sneeze.

"It certainly has its place when it's used correctly."

He winks. "Don't worry about that. I'm a master woodworker." If anyone else had used that line, I would laugh or roll my eyes. Maybe both. But when he says it, I know he's not just bragging. Everything about him tells me that he knows exactly what to do with his body and his partner's to drive them wild. And I know that if I can just let myself relax and enjoy this date, I'll get to experience that myself. If I can just stop thinking about Paul and comparing everything Dakota does to him.

I’m on a date with the most gorgeous man to ever ask me out. Someone who is way out of my league. But for some reason, he’s interested in me. And I can’t even go five seconds without thinking of Paul. Wondering what he would say. Or what he would do. Would he like this beer? Has he heard of this place? I need someone to scream at me, to tell me that I’m being ridiculous.

“So what do you think about the ale?” Dakota asks. “Be honest. Isn’t it the greatest? Almost as great as getting to drink it while sitting across from you.”

But it’s not, is it? It’s not the greatest. In fact, it’s terrible. And sitting across from him doesn’t make it any better to me. If anyone could be so sexy that I don’t notice the absolutely disgusting beer I’m drinking, it should be him. If anyone could make me forget the man I love, it should be Dakota. Oh my God. I gasp and shoot up.

"What is it?" his eyebrows raise and he holds a hand to his chest. His look of concern is sweet, and any other time, it would make me melt right through the dark walnut floorboards.

"I can't do this. I'm so sorry." Before the last word even has time to get to him, I’m already away from the table. I push through the door and onto the sidewalk out front. I need to put as much space between me and this place as possible. Between me and him. But a tug on my wrist pulls me back and spins me around.

"What's wrong?" The tilt of his head and the way his lips are just slightly parted make him look a little like a devoted puppy, and I wish I could appreciate him the way he deserves. "Kevin, talk to me. Did I do something?"

"Other than be absolutely perfect?"

He chuckles. "Yes, other than that. Tell me what's wrong." He runs a finger down the side of my cheek to my lips, and I sigh.

My eyes are starting to blur, and I really don't want to cry in front of him so I try to blink back the tears. But it's too late. His thumb sweeps under my eye, and he pulls me into him. His chest is so firm and warm, and my instinct is to wrap my arms around him. But I can't.

"You can tell me." For someone so hard, he’s incredibly soft. What do I say? I suddenly realized that I love a man who isn't interested in me, and because of that, I have to end my date with this amazing man who actually is interested in me. It sounds so stupid, even to me. I just look up at him and wish I could disappear. Instead, I freeze as I watch his face tilt down and his mouth find mine.

I don't move. My lips and tongue don't respond. My arms just hang limp at my sides even as his hands work around my back and move down to my ass. His hard cock presses against me, and I know I could move this back to his hotel room or to my house with just a word. But that's not what I want. Dakota was never what I wanted.

"Excuse me."

My heart races at the sound of that voice. His voice. But it can't be. I twist my head to look, and Dakota's lips trail across the side of my cheek. My breath stops when I see him.

"I believe that's my girl you're kissing, and you need to stop right now." Paul smirks, but his eyes are glowing as he stares at us.

I look from him to Dakota. He looks ready for action, like he thinks Paul is a delusional man who just threatened him. I throw myself between the two of them, putting a hand on each chest. “What are you doing here, Paul?”

"What I should have done last weekend. What I should have done on your sixteenth birthday. Claiming my girl."

His mouth moves toward mine, and I know now that every comparison I made between him and Dakota has been wrong. A stampede of electricity rises inside me. And when my lips meet his, it breaks and explodes. This is what I want. What I need. This is a kiss. I coil my fingers through his hair and pull it tight into my fist. I try to hold him here and never let him go. But eventually the noise of the outside world creeps back in, and I realize we're standing in the middle of a busy downtown sidewalk, kissing while my date stands beside me and watches it all.

“Paul, I—” I want to take a step back, to separate our mouths, but my lips and tongue have other ideas. I can't finish my sentence before they push back against him. Taking him. Letting him have me. But I have to know, so I push away. This time with more space between us. “What does this mean?”

"It means I was a fucking idiot for what I did. It means I want you. I don’t deserve you—especially after the way I treated you—but I’ll never stop trying to deserve you."

“What about Harper?” I ask.

“I used her, Sierra. What kind of dad does that? I got scared of getting too close to you, and I used her as an excuse to push you away instead of admitting my feelings.” He blows out a long shaky breath. “I love you, but I’m so fucking terrified to let myself feel that way after what happened with her mom.”

I wasn’t expecting that. I wasn’t expecting any of this, but I certainly wasn’t expecting him to tell me that he loves me. His eyes are burning into me, boiling my core, and I can feel the pressure building. If I don’t do something, I’m afraid I might erupt here in front of everyone. I put my hand on the side of his face, ready to tell him that I love him more than he could ever love me, when I hear Dakota clear his throat.

“This must be the mysterious ex-boyfriend." He pauses long enough that I wonder if this is about to turn into some nature documentary where two males fight over a female. Oh my God, did I just think of myself as— “I’m Dakota. It’s good to meet you, Paul. He’ll never admit it, but I can tell Kevin hasn’t been able to stop thinking about you all day.” Dakota chuckles and sticks out his hand.

Paul still looks at me for several seconds before he extends his hand. “Good to meet you. Sorry to ruin your date, but I think I’d like to take Sierra home with me now if she wants that.”

That does it. The way he says that name makes it all boil over. I throw my arms around his waist and pull him so tight we could be one. My cock throbs from the pressure, and I need him to know what he does to me. “You’re a great dad. Don’t you ever doubt that. Harper could never have anyone better than you. And…” I want to say it. I want to scream that I love him. But the words catch in my throat. “And yes, this girl wants very much to go home with her boyfriend.”

I look back at Dakota, and despite this all, he’s smiling sweetly at me. “It was wonderful to spend even just a little part of my afternoon with you today, Sierra. Will I still see you tonight?”

“I think she might be coming down with something.” Paul answers for me. “She might have to call in sick until she gets it out of her system. It could be a long recovery. Very long.”

I smile at Dakota. “What he said.”


CHAPTER NINE



“You didn’t just happen to be there, did you?” I ask when we pull away from the curb.

His eyes twinkle. “A little birdie may have called and told me about your date.”

Lee. Of course she would snitch. She couldn't keep a secret if her life depended on it. I'll have to thank her later. "But how did you know we would come out then? We hadn’t been there very long."

“I didn’t know. I was parked there the whole time. It killed me to see you kiss him before you went in.” His fingers turn white around the steering wheel. "But if that's what you wanted... if he's want you wanted, I wasn't going to stop you."

I twist in my seat to look at him, but he's staring at the road ahead. His face is tight, and I know he’s picturing that kiss all over again. "But you did stop me."

"No. I stopped him. The way you stormed out of there, I knew something happened. And when he kissed you that time, it looked like he was kissing a doll. You just stood there lifeless. You need more than that, Sierra."

“And you know what I need?”

He doesn’t say a word until we come to a red light. When we stop, he turns, and I swear I can see brown flames dancing in his eyes. “I know exactly what you need, girl.”
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Paul hops out of the car as soon as he pulls into my driveway. Before I can even get out, he has the trunk open and is taking a black backpack from it. He looks at me, and smiles. I haven't seen that grin in a very long time, but I know exactly what it means. "Ready?" he asks.

"What are you planning? I kind of just want to be alone, if that's okay?" It’s a complete lie, but I want to make him work for this.

"Who said I'm planning anything? Just give me a few minutes. Then if you still want to be alone, I'll leave. Deal?" He knows what my answer will be, so he doesn’t wait for it. I follow behind him, digging the house key from my pocket.

As soon as we're inside, he pushes me against the wall, and his mouth finds mine again. Something about the taste of his lips makes my brain crumble into a thousand pieces, and all the thoughts I just had about making him work for this vanish.

He drops to his knees and unfastens my pants. My cock is on fire and seizes the first opportunity it has to lunge at his face. While he pulls off my shoes and then my pants and boxers, I hold my dick in my hand, stroking my fingers lightly up and down its length. Teasing it. Letting it know what's about to come.

When I'm naked from the waist down, Paul kisses my sensitive tip and then looks up and me. "Take off your sweater and shirt."

My shoulders droop just a little. Seriously? I don't know if I can wait that extra five seconds. I rip them from me, not caring about what I just did to my hair, and then I look down at him. His mouth is almost touching my cock, and I can feel his warm breath tingling against it.

"Not yet, girl," he whispers to my dick before standing up. I moan in frustration. "This isn't part of the plan. Not yet."

I shove his shoulder. "So there is a plan. I knew it. I know you."

He grins and takes the backpack from the floor and fumbles around in it for a few seconds. When he pulls his hand out, I can't tell what's in it, but he drops to his knees again. My cock, always an optimist, assumes he's coming for it, and it swells even more. "Lift your leg."

"What are you doing?" Now I can see what it is. He's holding a pair of white panties. They're spread just in front of my feet, ready for me to step into them. "We don't have to do this."

"Of course we don't. Now step."

I raise my left foot and then my right. Once the panties are around my ankles, he pulls them up my legs. The slick fabric sliding up my legs causes me to press my back into the wall. My breath is shallow, and I can't take much more without some relief. When he gets to my cock, he stretches the underwear over it and rubs it through the satin. It twitches, and he yanks his hand away.

"What did I tell you?" He scolds it like it's a child. "Someone needs to learn the value of patience."

"There's patience, and then there's torture." My words are forced and breathy.

He doesn't say a word or look at me. He just reaches back into the bag. This time I know right away what he pulls out. A red dress. He raises it above my head, and I slide my arms through the holes. Then he lowers it around my head and slowly moves it down my body. His fingers following the material as it glides down my skin. Every inch of me is tingling now. When the dress is around my knees, he straightens and looks at me. "That's my girl. Now we're ready."

"Ready for what?" He had better mean that he's ready to take these clothes right back off me this instant because if he doesn't, I don't know what my body will do. I can't be responsible for what happens. No jury in the country would convict me after all of this buildup.

He takes my hand and pulls me through the living room and toward the back door. When he opens it, I stop. I don't know what he has planned, but I need sex now. I don't have time for him to pick flowers or make a romantic scene. He can do that for me later. After he fucks the brains completely from my ready-to-explode-and-make-a-huge-mess-all-over-this-dress-and-these-panties body. But he just pulls harder.

He walks me to the back of the yard, and my entire body is aching now. I never knew it was possible to be so horny that my feet hurt. When he opens the gate into the woods behind the house, I've had enough. "Paul, stop. What is this? If I go another step without one of us being inside the other, my internal organs are literally going to disintegrate into a giant mess of over-stimulated goo. I think I might have already lost my liver."

"Not much further. Your kidneys can make it for another thirty seconds."

I wish I were so sure, but I follow him through the gate and into the woods.

My house is just out of sight when he stops. "Do you recognize it?"

“Recognize what?” I look around but don't see what he could be talking about.

"You asked me what this is. It's our chance to start over. You as the woman you really are, and me as the man who doesn't make the biggest mistake of his life at the base of this tree."

I look again, and my mouth falls open. "Paul..."

"Do you know how many times I snuck back here after that day? How many times I sat right here and wished I could have been braver for you? For me."

"So you—"

"It was just a couple of weeks ago when I finally understood why sixteen-year-old me was so confused. I was always attracted to you. I always loved you. Even before you kissed me under this tree. But I'm not gay. When I saw you in a dress, though, it clicked. Loving you isn't gay because you aren't a man, are you?"

I can tell my entire body is red. I open my mouth to deny it, but I can't. The words won't come out. And the weight of everything hits me. I drop, and my ass thuds against the decaying leaves. I've never felt more at home in my body than I have in the last three weeks. Other than today. With Dakota. When he called me Kevin or referred to me as "he," I cringed. There was something inside me that rebelled each time he did it. Something that screamed at me this morning that I shouldn't be wearing my old men's clothes on a date. But I didn't know what it was. Until now.

Paul lowers himself in front of me and takes both of my hands in his. "Tell me what you're thinking, Sierra."

I'm thinking I have to be the least self-aware person in the world to have never noticed this before. All the times that I felt wrong. All the times that I didn't feel like I was really me. Those weren't normal. Not everyone feels like that. Not every man looks at a pretty woman and wishes that he could be her. How have I been so blind my entire life?

"Sierra?" He brushes the tears away from my eyes, and I curse at myself. This is twice today that I've cried in front of someone. Before, it was because I thought I could never have Paul. Now it's because I know I have him.

"I love you." I let the words slip out before I can talk myself out of it.

He laughs. "That's what this is about? Girl, I've known that since we were sixteen. This isn't news."

He kisses me under each eye, and I take advantage of his closeness and wrap my arms around him, pulling him onto me. His lips move to my mouth, and my hands grope his ass before I move them to his front to unfasten his jeans. I can't get them undone fast enough. My fingers fumble with the button and then the zipper, and it seems like it takes forever to loosen them.

When I do, he leans back and looks at me, and I wonder what part of the plan we have to go through now before he can just stick his dick inside me. "Are you sure you don't want to be alone? I did tell you I would give you the choice."

"Shut up before I change my mind." I roll my eyes and yank his pants down as far as I can. Unfortunately, it's not far enough. His cock is still hidden away from me.

"Like you would change your mind. You've waited too long for—"

I silence him with a kiss as I slide my hand under the waistband of his boxer briefs. There it is. I wrap my fingers around it and squeeze before I slide slowly toward its head. When I get there, Paul has his pants down to his knees. I lean back, so I can see it. I've spent twelve years dreaming of it, but it's more massive and beautiful than I ever imagined. The thick length tapers just a little until the swollen and angry ridge rises out, separating his shaft and his head. It's as red as a furious child trying to hold his breath to prove his point.

And I'll let it prove any point it wants with me. I move to my hands and knees and lick around its tip before moving my tongue down to his base. It tastes fantastic—a trace of his woodsy soap and musk and years of my fantasies all exploding my taste buds. And I wonder if I can live off this. I don't want to taste anything else for the rest of my life. I plunge my mouth around it, determined to start my new diet right away. My lips move up and down his length, and I feel him tense in my mouth. But then he stops me with both hands on my cheeks.

"I want you."

I look up, his cock still in my mouth, and nod my agreement. I want him too. More than I ever have, and I didn't think that was possible. I always thought the day he had to wear his tight, too short gym shorts through school because he tore his pants would be the peak. But it was nothing compared to the way I feel now.

"No. I mean, I want to take you. I want to be inside you."

I lean my weight back onto my knees, and a trail of saliva stretches between his dick and my mouth.

"Is that okay? Do you want that?" he asks.

"Yes. I just thought..." That he wouldn't. At least not yet.

He looks around. "Are you comfortable like that?"

I nod my head, and he moves behind me, pressing the tip of his still wet cock against my hole. He teases it around my opening, and I groan in frustration. I want him inside me now. I think of the old saying: The best time to be fucked by your best friend was twelve years ago. The second best time is right now. Or maybe my turned-on-beyond-belief brain is just making that up. I’m not thinking clearly enough to be sure.

When his tip parts my hole and slides into me, I gasp and look back. His eyes are focused on my ass, and he doesn't even notice that I'm looking at him. He's adorable as his mouth drops open just a little, and then when he bites his lower lip and furrows his brows, I know what's going to come. But knowing does nothing to prepare me for it. His cock slides into me, and I let out a high-pitched squeal that scares the birds from the trees.

"Does my girl like that?" His eyes are on mine now, and it's my mouth that's dropped open. I nod my head. "Good, because she's going to get a lot more of it. Today and for the rest of her life."

I close my eyes, and he pushes all the way into me. This isn't my first time, but I've never had anything like this. I can feel every bump and vein of him as he slides into me and then pulls out. Slowly. Too slow. I whimper. "Faster."

But he just chuckles. "Oh no. I'm going to take my time. I want you to beg." He stops moving and just holds his dick inside me. My hole stretched to its limit. I growl, but he smacks my ass. "Be a good girl, and I'll keep going." The smirk on his face is infuriating. I turn around so I don't see it.

Well, two can play this game. I squeeze myself around him, and when I hear him gasp, I know he's got the message.

"Damn it, Sierra." He grunts. "I'm going to come right now if you don't let up."

"Only if you promise to fuck me like you mean it."

"The girl knows what she wants."

It took her a while, but yes, she finally does. I relax just a little, and he moves inside me. Too slow again at first, so I clamp down.

"Remember what we said about patience?"

I huff, and he laughs. But he starts moving again. His cock plunging into me and pulling out. Each stroke faster than the last one, and I lose myself in it. My arms give out and my face falls against the dirty forest floor, but I don't care. I just care about him. About him inside me. The man I've wanted since we were both boys. I watch as my breaths flutter the leaves under my mouth.

When my cock pulses, my short moans turn into a long howl. There's something bestial about the way he's taking me. The way my body is reacting. My cock thrusts as it shoots its long ropes of cum onto the dirt below. I turn back to look at Paul. He's lost in his own sensations now. His eyes are unfocused and glazed over. His cock is dictating the rhythm, and he couldn't change it even if he wanted to. I watch as his face screws up tight and then his eyes roll back. He thrusts harder now. It's almost painful, but I can't get enough of it. His cock twitches and he groans as he unloads burst after burst into me. My spent dick starts to harden, but then he slips out of me. His breaths are so loud I wonder if the neighbors can hear them the same way I'm sure they heard my moans. But I don't care. None of that matters.

He falls back against the tree—our tree—and I rush to his side, wrapping my arms around him.

"I've never had it that good."

"That was the best sex I ever had."

Our words come out at the same time and mix with each other. We both laugh.

"Why did it take me so long to realize my feelings for you were real?" he asks me.

"Why did it take me so long to realize who I really am?" I respond. "But we're both here now. Exactly where we want to be. And I intend to stay here forever." A flush of panic sweeps through my body. Did I go too far? We just announced our love for each other, and here I am talking about forevers.

“I can’t imagine anyone I’d rather spend the rest of my life with than my two girls. Harper is going to be beyond thrilled when she meets daddy’s new girlfriend.” He pulls me tight, and I cuddle against him.

"When should we tell her?" I ask.

"As soon as we catch our breath. And you wipe that leaf off your face."

I pick it off and throw it at him.
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CHAPTER ONE



Someone kicking the sole of my left foot wakes me up.

"You've got ten seconds to convince me not to call the police."

My eyes fly open and my heart races. “No!” He can’t. I can’t let him. No matter what.

My throat is tight when I look around. Everything is still a woken-too-soon blur, and it takes a few seconds to remember where I am. The club. “Please. I’m sorry. I’ll leave right now.” When I can finally focus, I recognize the man standing over me. Of all the people who could have found me, why him?

I don’t know how it’s possible, but it seems like he’s in an even worse mood today than he was last night. He was working behind the bar, and he resented the fact that I only ordered waters. And he resented the fact that I spent the night standing right beside his bar. By the way he kept looking at me all night long, I’m pretty sure he resented the fact that I was even alive.

He huffs and shakes his head. “When someone decides to live out their sleeping beauty fantasies in a booth in my club, sorry doesn’t cut it. And I hate to break it to you princess, but I ain’t no prince charming. Now, you’re down to eight seconds left to tell me what you’re doing here.”

“I’m leaving. I swear.” I check myself to make sure I’m not missing anything. Shirts, shoes, wallet, phone. Then I sit up and slide to the edge of the bench. As soon as I do, his smell hits me—oranges and a bit of pepper. I start breathing out of my mouth to avoid it. “Just please don’t call the police. If you move, I’ll leave.”

I don’t know how it’s possible, but he moves even closer to the booth, to me. He’s almost leaning over me, and the side of the bench has to be digging into his legs.

I sit as tall as I can, and dredge up any courage I have left after yesterday. “In any other circumstance, I would love to sit here and explain and inhale that incredible scent of yours, but right now, I just really want to go. And you don’t have the right to keep me here against my will. That’s kidnapping. Now let me leave, and you’ll never see me again. I promise.”

“Oh, so you do want me to call the police then, and they can decide whether this is kidnapping or trespassing.”

He pulls the phone out of his pocket, and I jerk on his hand, trying to yank the phone away from him. He barely budges, and now there’s a fire in his eyes that wasn’t there before. My life is over if he makes that call. Tears fill my eyes. He and I just stare at each other until I have to look away. I’m going to be sick.

“How did you get in here? I made sure all the doors were locked before I left.”

I realize my hands are still on his even though he’s lowered the phone. It takes all my concentration to peel my fingers off him.

“Were you trying to rob us?”

“Rob you? No! I was just sleeping. That’s all. Please let me go.” I’m sobbing now, and I know that’s the worst thing I can do. But I can’t help it. I pull my knees up tight and wait for what I know is going to happen.

But it doesn’t. Not for five seconds. Or ten. When I look up, he’s still standing there. Just staring at me. But he doesn’t look angry anymore.

“I remember you. You were here by yourself last night. You spent the night in here?”

“Yes.” I choke out the word.

“Let’s start with the easy question then. Why?”

When I feel the bench shake, I look up. He’s sitting on the very end, still a couple of feet away from me, and he’s smiling now. But I learned a long time ago that smiles can be the cruelest things of all.

“Please let me go.” I’m shaking so much I hear the wall vibrate behind me.

“Hey, we’re just talking. Just the two of us. That’s all.” He sets his hand on my knee, and I whimper. “Whoa, it’s okay. Sorry.” He makes a show of lifting his hand away from me.

Maybe I could get away if I threw myself under the table and then ran around him. I try to look at the floor without him noticing. The table is held up by just one center support, so there should be enough room for me to squeeze around it without getting stuck.

“How about this? Tell me your name, just your first name.”

My eyes move to him. He still doesn’t look kind, but he looks softer. Less like he wants to punch me until I spit up blood. But just because that anger is hidden for now doesn’t mean it can’t come back in an instant. A pain shoots from my chest down my right arm.

“I’m Sean,” he says. “My sister and I own this place.” He stares at me, and I know he’s waiting for me to give him my name. “I promise not to call the police if you tell me your name. Does that sound fair?”

There’s a difference between things that sound fair and things that are. But I want to trust him. I’ve known him all of five minutes, and I already want to trust him. What is wrong with me? “I’m Allen.”

“See that wasn’t so hard. It’s good to meet you, Allen. I would shake your hand, but I don’t think you want me to touch you.”

I shake my head so hard it makes my jaw hurt. What I want is for him to get out of the booth and walk away so I can leave and put him and this place behind me. Coming here was obviously a mistake. I should have known better.

“You weren’t drunk last night. You only had water. And you were always looking around. Like you were waiting for someone… or hiding. Did someone do something to you? You’re safe now, so tell me the truth.”

I snort half a laugh. Safe now? I’m nowhere near safe. Not as long as I’m in this town. Or even this state. Maybe I’ll never be safe. I don’t know how far he would go to drag me back. Without warning, my chest tightens, and I can’t breathe. What if he already has me? What if this Sean is a friend of his, and he’s just keeping me here until Cristian shows up?

I hop to my feet and take one step before jumping over Sean. As big as he is, there’s no way he can catch me if I get even just a little head start, and hopefully this will catch him off guard. I just need a couple of steps. Just enough to get me through the front door before he catches up with me. There will be people on the street. I’m sure I can weave around them much better than he can. But I don’t get the chance.

As soon as I leap, he’s on his feet. His arms circle my waist and pull me down. Pull me into him. I push on his chest, but he doesn’t move. Not even an inch. He spins us so the back of my legs are against the bench, and his body is pressing against mine. I feel the sweat drip down the back of my neck, and I know I’ve got maybe one shot left. I stomp down as hard as I can on his foot while I slap his cheek. The way the smack and then his grunt echo around the room, I know I hurt him. And for a split second, his grip lessens. But it’s not enough. As soon as I try to pull away, he slams me into the seat. My head snaps back against the vinyl-covered cushion, and I know what comes next.

I roll off the bench and under the table. I curl my body and tuck my head into my arms. I know the routine at this point. I have to protect everything vital. My organs. My brain. Bruises go away and broken bones heal. I can live with either of those. I have lived with both of them. And I’ll do it again. Why did I come here? Of course he would have connections here. He has connections everywhere.

“That was stupid.” He wipes his hand across his mouth, and I hope that means he’s bleeding. I hope I did at least that much to him. “For someone who doesn’t want me to call the cops on him, you sure are giving me every reason to make that call.”

He sits cross-legged on the floor in front of the booth. And this is twice the look on his face surprises me. Cristian would be furious now. He wouldn’t be sitting there with concern filling his eyes. He would have ripped the table out of the way. He would be kicking me. Not looking at me like he wished he could solve every problem I’ve ever had. I don’t know what to do in this situation, so I hold still. Barely breathing.

“I think you can scratch Olympic hurdler off your dream job list. You ain’t got that in you.” He laughs, and the skin on the sides of his eyes crinkles. His blue eyes turn a shade brighter even in the dim light of the club. “Now are we going to be two adults who are capable of having a calm and peaceful conversation?”

“I’m sorry.” Even to my own ears, my voice is too soft and weak.

“That’s better. That’s an excellent start. I’m sorry too. We didn’t get off on the right foot. But you did kind of break into my club last night.”

“I didn’t break in. I just… hid until everyone was gone.”

“We’re on a merry-go-round, and we keep spinning back to the same spot. Why? Were you hiding from someone?”

He doesn’t know? That means Cristian might not know where I am yet? I let myself exhale, and it feels like I haven’t breathed since he woke me up. I should have planned this better. But I didn’t know when I would get another chance like this one.

“You know I’m a bartender. People tell me everything. Minor to major. I know all about one customer’s foot that swells when he’s on it too long, and I know another customer tried to stick an electric citrus reamer up his ass because he was high and horny.” He pauses for me to laugh, but I don’t. “The point is, I never tell anyone else about these things.”

“You just told me.” I smile a little.

“I did. So now, tell me who or what you were hiding from last night.”

I sit up and rest my back against the bottom seat of the bench. It pushes into me just below my shoulder blades. "If I tell you, will you let me leave?"

Sean tilts his head just a little and pinches his mouth shut. He stares at me for what feels like forever, until I can't take anymore, and I have to break the silence.

"My ex."

The two words are so heavy it feels like they tumble from my mouth and crash to the floor. Sean still doesn't speak, but I'm not going to say anything more unless he asks. I want to tell him as little as possible.

“Did he do something to you here last night? We have cameras all over.”

This is one of the few places he hasn't done something to me. We’ve never been here. Two gay guys going to an LGBTQ bar? That was too embarrassing for him. People there might recognize me. I don't want them knowing about my personal life. I always wondered if he really meant he didn't want people to know about me.

"I came here to get away from him."

The anger is back on Sean's face, and the look frightens me. The blood whooshing in my ears sounds like a river rapids. I back away from him. My butt catches on the sticky floor as I push myself into the corner. "He beats you. And you left him last night." He's not asking. He knows. Maybe part of being a bartender is seeing this happen over and over. I can't be his first. Maybe the first who was stupid enough to hide in the bar all night, thinking I could sneak away unnoticed in the morning. But not his first.

I can't admit it out loud, so I just nod my head. Even that feels like too much. I'm an abused partner. It doesn’t seem real. It's something that happens to other people. Not me. But now I'm sitting here.

"Do you have some place to stay?"

I'm just about to tell him yes—to say that I have family who will take me in—when my head shakes from side to side, cutting off my lie before I even get a chance to say it. As soon as I see the look on his face, I wish I could have just lied. I'm a burden to him now. Something that he thinks he has to take responsibility for. "But I'll find something, so don't worry about me. I have friends. And family."

The last part is true. I do have family. Family that I almost never talk to and see even less often. Family that hasn't cared about me since I was a teenager. All the friends I did have were Cristian's friends, not mine.

Sean stands up and straightens his huge frame. He's so large I wonder how he makes it look so graceful. "Get up. You're coming with me."


CHAPTER TWO



I stand up, and as soon as I do, he walks away like he knows I’m going to follow. "Wait! Where are we going?"

He stops and turns to me. "I'm making two assumptions about you. One, you're the type that's too embarrassed to go to a domestic violence shelter, right? That's too much like admitting you need help."

I look away and pinch my lip between my fingers. “It's not that. It's that I just don't need—”

"And the second assumption is that you're not going to make me regret what I'm about to do." He starts walking toward the back of the club as soon as the words are out of his mouth. His steps are enormous compared to mine, and I have to hurry to catch up with him.

"Well?" I ask.

"Well what?" He stops just long enough to unlock the back door, and that lets me catch up.

The sudden blast of sunlight catches me off guard, and I have to cover my eyes as I follow him outside. I didn't know just how dim it was inside the club until now. I look around. It's bright enough to be mid-morning or even close to noon.

"Get in." He clicks a button and a black pickup truck chirps. It's the only vehicle in the parking lot, and that's good because as huge as it is, I’m not sure there would be room for anything else.

I stop in front of the truck. It looks both brand new and like it's never been washed. "I'm not getting in there until you tell me where we're going. I don't need to go to a shelter."

“You do need to go to a shelter. They're designed to help people in your exact situation. But no. I know you’ll never agree to that.” He gets into the driver’s side of the truck and shuts the door behind him. The sound of the engine startles me.

I walk to the passenger side, but I don't open the door. He's adjusting a setting on the radio and not paying attention to me, so I tap on the window. He motions for me to get in, but I shake my head. We stare at each other for a minute before he finally rolls down the window.

"I mean it. You tell me where we're going or I'm not getting in there with you."

Sean shakes his head and sighs. "Are you always this stubborn?"

"Only when some strange man holds me hostage and then forces me into his truck. I don't care how blue your eyes get when you're abducting someone." And they’re even more blue out here. It's like looking into a tropical sea. If I let myself relax, I could feel the waves rocking me.

"What are you talking about? You know what, never mind. Now I know I’m going to regret this. But I'm taking you to my apartment."

I laugh. I should have known. Men like him are all the same. They trick you into thinking that they might care about you, but all they really want is a quick hookup. And the day after I left my boyfriend? "No thank you. You're hot. I'm sure you can get any guy you want, but I can't do this. Just no." I walk away from the truck.

I don't even make it to the corner of the building when he pulls next to me. The passenger window is still down. "I don't want any guy."

This is the part when he tells me that he fell in love with me instantly, and now he doesn't want any guy except me. I've read the books. I’ve heard the lines. He says that, and then I'm supposed to get in his truck and let him take me to his apartment. In an hour, he’ll have what he wanted, and he’ll kick me out onto the streets. Well, no thanks. I don't care that his truck and his apartment probably smell like him and that that thought is making my cock tingle.

"God damn it. I'm not gay. I don't want any guy. Not you or anyone else."

I stop and take a step toward the truck. Still staying just out of arm's reach, as if he might reach across and grab me. "You're not gay? But didn't you say you own—"

"Me and my sister own it. She's queer. I'm not. Now that you know I don't just want to get a quick fuck from you, will you finally get in? You need a place to stay. I got an extra bedroom. That's all this is."

"That's all?"

"That's all. Now get in before I really do kidnap you."

We spend the short ride in silence. I think he's just the naturally silent type. I'm not, but I'm too embarrassed to say anything to him. I wonder what he thinks of me. Not only am I a trespasser, I'm apparently so egotistical that I think everyone wants to sleep with me.

Sean still doesn't say a word when he stops in front of a brown brick building and gets out. I slide out and look up. It's an old building, but it looks like it's been recently redone. There are black shutters on each window. The windows on the first and second floors have flower boxes hanging from them. The portico at the entrance could have been painted just last week.

I watch as Sean enters his code and then opens the door. It takes me a second to realize that he's holding it open for me. There are mail slots to the right side of the lobby and a staircase to the left. When we're both inside, I stop and look at him.

"Come on. Third floor." He brushes past me and goes up the stairs, taking two at a time like he can't wait to get away from me. And I don't blame him.

He's already standing at the top of the stairs when I round the corner from the second floor. Once he sees that I'm trudging my way up to him, he turns and disappears. I hear a few beeps and then a click just as I step on the last stair. The landing has white walls and oak floors, but it's dark. There's no window here, unlike on the second floor. And there's only one door.

Sean sees me looking around. "Just me up here. I own the whole floor. I like my privacy." Four words that don't shock me at all.

His door opens onto an enormous great room. The oak floors carry into his apartment, and it's almost as dark in here as it is in the landing. On the other side of the room, there's an entire wall of curtains. I want to rush over and open them, but I don't.

He gives me a quick tour. Maybe the quickest tour possible with as many single word sentences as he can get away with.

"Kitchen."

"Living room."

"Bathroom."

"Your bedroom."

"Help yourself to anything you want. Don't have to ask.”

“Questions?"

I'm tongue-tied. It's hard to pick a single question out of all the ones swimming around in my head right now. "Is there a charger I can use for my phone?" I shake my head. That's the one my brain chooses to ask?

He walks to the kitchen island and pulls a cord out of a drawer. "Here."

"Hey, I'm sorry about… well, everything? Sleeping at your club last night. Thinking the worst about you this morning. Thinking that you just wanted me to come here so we could... you know."

"Fuck. We're both adults. We can actually say the word."

"Um yeah, that. But anyway, sorry."

He takes a bottle of soda from the refrigerator, unscrews the top, and swigs from it. I cringe watching him do that. "Don't be. You had a reason for all of that. I need to get back to work now. Gotta get inventory done. I'll be back around six, and I'll bring dinner. Help yourself to anything you want before then."

"Okay. Is there anything you want me to do?"

"Like what?"

I look around again. "Like load the dishwasher or vacuum?" If I didn't believe he was straight before I came up here, I do now. This is definitely a single straight man's apartment. I can tell by the dust bunnies in the corners.

"No. It's good. Unlock your phone." I swipe it open and he takes it from my hands to enter his number. "There. Now call me if you need anything. Got it?"

He doesn't wait for my answer before he heads out the door. Once it's closed behind him, I walk to the curtains and peel one panel back. I shake my head. The whole wall is made of windows, but he has the drapes closed. Well, I'll close them before he gets back, but I’m not going to keep them closed all day. I open them all, and just by doing that, the apartment seems much more cheerful. But that also shows all the dust on everything.
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"What the hell?" His voice is even rougher than this morning. He walks right from the door to the windows and closes the curtains. "And you cleaned?" There's a sneer in his voice that most people reserve for casting judgement on criminals.

"Had you seen this place? Maybe not, since you keep the drapes closed all the time." While he was gone, I may have done a little cleaning around his apartment. It looked like it hadn't been cleaned since Barack Obama was in office.

When he walks to the kitchen, he huffs. "My dishes?"

"I didn't break any of them." I wait until he's looking at me and then roll my eyes. "You have a dishwasher. It’s not that hard to just set them on the rack and push a couple of buttons."

He growls, and I wonder what he would do if I had broken one of them. He prowls around the kitchen now, and I'm not sure if he's looking for things I cleaned or spots that I didn't. I follow along as he moves to the living room and then down to his bedroom. He stops in the doorway, and I get too close. Almost bumping into him. Who stops in the middle of a doorway when they know someone is behind them? I take a breath, ready to tell him off—it's what he would do, and I can be grumpy too when I want to be—but then I take a step back. And another. When I bump into the wall, I slide along it, back to the living room.

That smell. As soon as it filled my nose, I forgot everything I was going to say to him. I forgot that I wanted to talk to him at all. Suddenly, my mind was filled with other thoughts. Other things it wanted to do. Get it together. He's not even gay. Even if he were, I wouldn't just throw myself at him. I don't know him. And what I do know, I don't even like. He's a pompous ass who is apparently mad at me because I cleaned his apartment. For free. I sit on the sofa and close my eyes.

"The base of the toilet?"

My eyelids snap open. I must have fallen asleep for a minute. He's standing just a few feet away and glaring down at me. "What?"

"The base of the toilet."

"Where I'm from, we try to speak in complete sentences. It makes the whole communication thing easier."

"You cleaned." He points behind him but doesn't stop looking at me. Is he really upset because I cleaned his toilet?

“You really are bad at this whole talking thing, aren’t you? Yes, I told you I cleaned.” Panic rolls through my body as soon as I say it. I've gone too far, and I need to apologize. I start to, but he shakes his head and I swallow down the word.

He sighs and moves toward me, sitting next to me on the couch. I know he sees me flinch with his first step, but he doesn't say anything about it. "You didn't have to."

I know he didn't bring me here just to clean the dust bunnies from his bathroom baseboards, but I can’t help it. "It's just a thing I do."

"Clean strangers’ houses?" There's the beginning of a smile on his face, and maybe he doesn't always look like he wants to strangle everyone all the time? When he's not trying to come across as an intimidating ass, he's actually handsome.

"Very funny." I roll my eyes. "I clean when I'm bored." Or when I'm nervous like I was all day. Until he came home. I didn't notice it at the time, but as soon as he walked in, my nervous evaporated away.

"Well, you don't have to. So don't."

It has to be just because I'm so tired, but I decide to push my luck. "You already told me that. But I wanted to do it." I don't even know him. I shouldn't take a chance talking back to him, even if I am just teasing. But I have the feeling that he's actually secure enough to handle it. Unlike Cristian.

“You're tired,” he says. “Wait right here.”

I wonder if it’s my back-to-back-to-back yawns or the fact that I can't keep my eyes more than half open that makes him think that. I don't know how much I really slept last night, but I know it wasn't much. The club closed at two, and then I spent another hour hiding in an old staircase that somehow is even dustier than his TV stand. By the time it was safe for me to come out, I was too on edge to sleep. I just lay on the vinyl bench, staring at my phone until my eyelids started to droop.

"Catch. You can change in your bedroom or the guest bathroom. I didn't look in there. I assume it's cleaned to your satisfaction too, Highness?" He smirks before throwing something black at me. I duck, and it hits against the back cushion. "Good reflexes. Especially for someone who can't keep their eyes open."

I've never had good reflexes. Not good enough.

"That's one of my shirts. It’ll be way too big, and I don’t have any shorts that would fit you. But it's something you can sleep in."

Oh. I hadn't even thought about that. I guess I hadn't really thought about much. Cristian wouldn’t be surprised. I take the shirt down the hall into the guest bedroom and close the door behind me. I'm so exhausted I barely have the energy to peel my jeans and shirt off. I wish I could take a shower, but I know that's too much for me. I'm not sure I could turn the knobs.

Sean's shirt is too big on me. It looks ridiculous. Hanging down to my knees, it looks almost like a dress. A dress with the FireForger band logo splashed across the front of it. I look at myself in the mirror and turn to my left and right, pretending it is a dress. But I stop when I start to imagine what it would be like to wear a dress for Sean.

I'm pretty sure that I've never wanted anything more than I want to lie in this bed and sleep for the next sixteen hours, but my mouth is so dry, my tongue is stuck to its roof. If I don't get a glass of water, I'm afraid it might become permanent, so I walk back to the kitchen.

He's leaning over the stove. "I decided to cook instead of getting takeout—salmon with greens. Sit down. It'll be ready in a little bit." Did something happen in the five minutes I was in the bedroom? Did he hit his head? Does he have a good twin who took his place?

I take a clean glass from the dishwasher and fill it with water. I drink almost the whole thing in one long gulp before refilling it. "Thank you, but is it okay if I just go to bed?"

“Of course it is. You don't need permission to—” He stops mid-sentence and stares at me. His mouth is hanging open. I wonder what I've done. Should I have asked before getting a water? "You... that shirt. Yeah. You need sleep. Go. I'll put your fish in the fridge for later."

I nod my head and pad down the hallway. When I get to the bedroom door, I look back. He's staring at me. The spatula still held out in his hand.


CHAPTER THREE



I shuffle out into the living room. It's so dark in here I wouldn't even know it's morning if I hadn't looked at my phone. The television is on, but Sean isn't paying attention to it. He watches me lumber into the room and then drop on the other end of the sofa. He keeps staring at me, but I'm still too tired to deal with anything from him. I cover my head with my hands and hope that he'll get the hint.

"Get dressed." Guess not. I'm starting to think that he's always on his grump game.

I shake my head. "Good morning to you too."

His jaw muscles tighten and relax over and over and finally he looks away. "Good morning. Now go get dressed." His eyes dart to me for just a fraction of a second before looking away again. "Please."

I have to fight back my gasp. He actually used the P-word? "Can I have at least a couple minutes before you kick me out? Just to wake up?"

"I'm not kicking you out."

I twist so I'm facing him, and he's looking at me again. His eyes drift down my body and then back up to my face. I don't know what his problem is. I'm wearing the shirt that he gave me.

"You can stay as long as you need. But we're leaving in a few minutes."

There's no way I can be ready for whatever he has planned in a few minutes. "I haven't even brushed my teeth. Or showered. I don't even have anything clean to wear."

"That's why we're leaving. You can brush. But don't shower yet. We're going to get your things."

My heart races and then stops, and I'm sure I'm going to die. "You mean to a store so I can get new things?"

His expression doesn't change as he stares at me. While he watches my eyes, pleading with him to tell me that he means he's driving me to a store. But even if he does that, I don't know how much I can afford right now. The only two cards I have are my ID and a debit card for a bank account with less than fifty dollars in it.

"Sorry, Sunbeam. No shopping spree today. We're getting your belongings from wherever you were staying."

I try to breathe. I know I need to. But my throat is so tight that nothing is moving in or out of it. My entire body is shuddering, and I fall to the floor. To my knees. And crawl to him. Grasping both of his legs. Begging him and trying to hold him in place. His hand floats toward my face and cups my cheek, and I know that means he won't do this to me. He can't. I lean into his hand and move my head so his hand slides along my cheek. He cradles my face with his other hand and tilts my head so I'm looking up at him. His face is as soft as I've ever seen it. Maybe I was wrong about him.

"We're going. I want to meet the fucker who made you so afraid."

I fall back onto my heels, away from his touch. I am dead. I see myself from above and watch Sean slide down to the floor with me. His arms go around my chest and pull me into him. My body doesn't move. It doesn't sob. It just falls into him when he pulls on it.

"You're safe with me. It's going to be fine. You're always going to be safe with me." His words are so quiet, but even up here I can still hear them like he was whispering them right to me.

I see my chest puff out with a sudden inhale. Maybe I'm not dead. And then I hear myself, and I know. "No, no, no, no, no. He'll kill me. He said he would."

"Shh... no one is going to kill you."

I laugh so loud it hurts my ears. Sean takes my hand and helps me up. "Come on. I'll help you get ready." With one hand holding mine, he wraps the other around my back and guides me to the bathroom.
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By the time the car rocks to a stop, my head is so full I feel like I'm drowning. I don't know how he found this place. I assume I gave him directions, but I can't remember. I can't remember anything before now. From the corner of my eye, I see Sean looking at me, and I really wish he would hold my hand, or touch my arm, or even just pat me on the shoulder. Something so I could feel his presence.

"Do you see his car?"

I don't want to look around the parking lot because I don't want to see it. There's no way I'll go inside if I do. Sean could insist or even try to force me, but I wouldn't leave his truck.

"Allen?"

I blow out a long breath, and I wish it were winter so it could fog up the windshield and hide me from the world. But it's not. I turn my head. So slowly I can't even tell at first, but then faster. Looking. He's not in his parking spot, and it feels like someone just lifted a bus off of me. But that doesn't mean he isn't parked somewhere else. I keep looking through the parking lot. When I see red, my breath catches, but it's not his. He's not here. Thank God. I shake my head.

"Then let's hurry. For his sake. I don't know what I'd do to him if I saw him."

I walk behind him into the building, looking around me the entire time. Knowing that Cristian will show up any second. When we get to his door—our door—I expect to see him waiting for me. Then I expect to see him behind the door when I push it open. Then I wonder if he'll be in our bedroom.

I've never moved so fast as I yank my clothes from the closet and drawers and throw them into a trash bag. Then I move to the bathroom. Soap, toothbrush, conditioner that he never uses. I leave everything else. I sling my laptop bag over my shoulder stuffed with my computer and Kindle and chargers, and I think I've made it when I hear the door click. Just from that one little noise, I know it's him. Who else could it be? I move between the door and Sean, shielding him from what I know is coming.

"Well, what have we here?" He smiles at me when he walks in, but then his face twists into a snarl when he sees Sean over my shoulder.

My body shivers when I hear his voice, and by the way his lip curls up, I know he sees it. I curse myself for not having more control. For showing him what he does to me. "Cristian, please."

"Please what?" He closes the distance between us—the smile back on his face—and strokes his hand down my hair.

I feel Sean coiling behind me, and I know I need to stop this before he does something he'll regret. I turn around and put my hands on his chest. I want him to look at me, but he doesn't. He glares at Cristian, and I've never seen someone's face so red. "Sean, maybe you should wait outside."

He snorts. "Hell no. I'm not leaving until you do."

“Maybe you should listen to him, Sean,” Cristian sneers. I really should thank you for coming to help him, but this is just between me and Allen."

Sean takes a step to the side, around me, and I push him as hard as I can. It doesn't move him, but it does get him to stop and look at me. "Sean, don't."

"Or do." Cristian laughs. "A man I don’t know assaults me in my own house? I would certainly have the right to defend myself then, wouldn't I? Your new boyfriend doesn't seem very bright. That doesn't surprise me."

"If you think you can land more than one punch on me, go ahead and try. We'll see who's not very bright then. But I think you're too much of a coward for that. Maybe you should run and call the police and let them know how scared you are."

Cristian roars with laughter, and Sean's muscles tighten under my hands. "I don't need to do that." Cristian pulls the handgun from his waistband. I scream and reach for the barrel. "It's okay, little bird. You're safe. The police are here, after all."

I twist my head back to Sean, and he looks like he's waiting to attack Cristian. Gun or not. "Sean, please just go outside. I'll be right out. Won't I, Cristian? You wouldn't make me stay here if I don't want to, would you?" I really hope he lies and says he wouldn’t, even though we both know better.

Cristian stares at Sean for what feels like hours, and I think he's just going to ignore me. But then he looks at me, and the smile returns to his face. "Of course not. You're always free to leave any time. Just like you're free to come back anytime."

"Sean?" I don't turn around to look at him. "Please?"

Sean grunts, and I hear the floor creak under him. "I'm right outside. And this door stays open until you're out with me. Got it?"

"What a very reasonable man your new boyfriend is." Cristian winks at me, and I wish I could gouge out his eye.

I watch Sean as he walks outside, and then I turn back to Cristian. "He's not my boyfriend. Not even a friend. Just someone helping me. And please just let me go, Cristian. We're finished. Please, just let me go."

"You know I don't like it when you lie to me. But no matter. You go have your fun, little bird, but you'll come flapping back. Did you pack your special clothes for him? Are you going to let him see what a dumb sissy slut you are? He’ll never put up with you. Not the way that I do. No one is ever going to love you the way I do."

I tell myself the words aren't true. That he's just saying it to intimidate me and control me. But that doesn't stop me from believing them. I pull the bag onto my shoulder and walk toward the door. I don't let myself look at Cristian or his gun. If this is going to be the end, I don't want to see it coming. But when I walk into the hallway, I hear the door shut behind us. It takes all of my willpower to not sprint down to Sean's truck.


CHAPTER FOUR



"You okay, Sunbeam?" Sean slides behind the steering wheel and spins on the seat so he's facing me.

I've been sitting in the parked truck for over half an hour. He sat with me for a while. Both of us silent. I didn't know what to say. When he asked me if I wanted to go in, I just shook my head. I don't know if he finally grew frustrated with me or just wanted to give me space, but either way, he got out of the truck and set my bags on the curb.

For a second, I imagined that he was already kicking me out. Tired of me, just like Cristian said he would be. But when they were all out of the truck bed, he walked to my side and reached through the open window to put his hands on mine. "Remember what I said earlier? You're always going to be safe with me." I nodded, but still didn't say anything. I appreciated what he was doing, but now, more than ever, I knew it was a lie. Well-intentioned, but still a lie. I'll never be safe with anyone.

“Allen? Let's get you inside. I opened up the curtains just for you.”

He guides me into the building and up the stairs. His hand pressing against my back the whole way, and I wish it could stay there forever. But he drops it as soon as we get into his apartment. "I put your bags in your bedroom. You up to put them away, or do you need help?"

I don't want him seeing my things, so I know I need to answer before he takes it on himself to unpack for me. But I don't say anything.

"You aren't able to believe me right now, but you are safe with me. I won’t let that assface come near you ever again."

I laugh. "I'm not safe anywhere in this town from him." My words are raspy. "Probably nowhere in the state."

"I'll call my lawyer and have her get you a restraining order against him. I was a witness. Any judge anywhere will issue it in a heartbeat."

"Then what? Who enforces it?" I ask.

"He gets anywhere near you, you call 911."

"And the police come? Didn't you pay attention?" I throw my hands up and take a step away from him. He doesn't get it. "He is the police. He's a sergeant. Do you really think any cop in this town will take my word over his? Would any judge even issue a restraining order against him?"

Sean gnaws on his bottom lip. "Then you call me."

"You've already done too much. I should have never gotten you involved. Can I just stay tonight? You won't even notice I'm here." I don't know where I'll go in the morning or how I'll get there with no car, but I'll find something.

"Absolutely not. Not for one night. You're staying here as long as you need. Until you have somewhere safe to move to, that bedroom is your bedroom. And I'm not arguing about it."

"You don’t—”

"I do. I want you here, Allen. I wouldn't say it if I didn't."

He looks so sincere, and I want to believe him. But I've never been able to judge other people. I can't even judge myself. And even if he means it now, he'll get tired of me. I don't have money to pay rent. No one is going to let me live with them for free. Maybe we can work out something, just give me a few more days. Time enough to think of what I need to do next.

“I’ll put my things away. Thank you, Sean. For everything.”

“Anyone would do it.”

“That’s not true. Thank you.”

"You're welcome, Sunbeam." He winks at me, and I turn away.

The bags are all set neatly on the bed. They're still tied shut, so that means he doesn't know what's in them. I dump everything onto the bed and start sorting. Neat stacks for it all until I get it all put away. And it doesn't take long before I have everything cleared off the bed. Everything except what I need. But first I have to shower.

I feel like I have Cristian all over me, and as much as I scrub, I can't get him off. Once the water turns cold, I give up. When I'm dry, I open my bag and lay everything out. Lipstick, eyeliner, mascara, eyeshadow, blush. I even take out my foundation and concealer. I only have one shot at this, so I have to do it right. I have to stop several times because my nervous breaths fog up the mirror, but finally my face is made up. And it looks great. But I'm not the one who needs to think so.

I crack the door and peek into the hallway. I look several times, and when I'm absolutely sure that it's clear, I dart across into the guest bedroom. My bedroom. I hear Sean calling it that as I cross the threshold, and I wonder what it would be like to have a bedroom of my own. I used to know. Just a couple of years ago, before I met Cristian. There are a lot of things I’ve forgotten since I met him.

Anxiety rolls through me when I see the clothes on the bed, and I feel nauseous. What if he doesn't like this? What if he doesn't like me? I can't give him a choice. This apartment is the only thing keeping me from the streets. I have to make him like me. He has to know how much this means to me.

I pick up the white lace teddy. I've never worn this before. Not even Cristian has seen it. That's the reason I chose it today. I want everything to be brand new and uncontaminated by him. I step into it and pull it up. The lace stretches across my body, holding my penis tucked between my legs, caressing my waist. The thin straps make tiny dips in the skin of my shoulders.

Next, I bunch up one of the stockings and sit on the edge of the bed. My bed? I lift a foot and slip the stocking over its tip, lining the seam up with my toes. Then I slide it up my leg. No matter how many times I do this, there will never be a time when I don't love the feeling of the smooth silky material gliding across my skin, gently kissing me as I pull it up and then clip it into the dangling garters.

I just clip the other stocking in place, when I hear a bang and then Sean cursing. My nausea, that had started to go away, surges back. He's in a bad mood again. I want to give up. I want to curl in the bed and cry against the pillow, but I know that makes things worse. There's no time for that now. That can come later. When I'm finished.

I step into a pair of pink open toe pumps and walk to the mirror. Everything is perfect, except my hair. I toss my black hair over my left shoulder, then my right, then I pull it on top of my head. But it's all the same. I've done each of those looks for Cristian. I wish it didn't remind me of him, but it does.

"Did you fucking fall asleep? I made pizza." Sean’s yell carries like he's standing right beside me, and my body trembles.

I'm more nervous than the first time I dressed for Cristian. We'd just started dating, and I didn't really know him yet—not the way I would eventually. If he didn't like it, I was going to just walk away from him. I wish now that he didn't like it.

I can't just walk away from Sean, though. Not yet. Not until I find something else. I take a couple deep breaths, hoping they'll steady me, and I open the door.

My heels click down the hall, and I'm sure he's going to hear me coming. I need this to be a surprise, but no matter how lightly I step, I know the noise is giving me away. Any second, he's going to peek around the corner and see me. It's easier to say no from a distance. But he never looks. And when I stop in the entrance to the kitchen, his back is to me. There's a pizza sitting on a wooden peel and a bottle of wine with two glasses. Is this for us?

I tip toe behind him and slip my hands around him before he notices me. He gasps like he just fell into a frozen pond. "What are you doing?"

What does he think I'm doing? My body is pressed against his back and my hands have worked under his shirt and are moving along his stomach. I feel the bump of each ab muscle as I run my fingers across him. "I'm saying thank you properly."

"Allen, stop." He turns. My arms are still wrapped around him. He looks down my body. "What is this?"

"I just told you."

"This is what he meant, isn't it? When I was outside the door, I heard him call you—I’m not going to repeat it. I thought he was just lashing out."

I take a step back so he can see me better. "He was. But can we not talk about him, please? This is for you."

"Allen..."

I don't know if he wants to say more, but I stop him with a kiss. I almost fall backward when my lips touch his. It's not like kissing Cristian. Cristian’s lips are cold and hard. Sean's are so full of life that I can almost feel the blood pumping through them. And they send an aching shock through my body and down to my toes.

"If it's okay, I go by Alexis when I'm dressed like this?" I ask his permission between kisses while my hand sweeps across his ass.

"Fucking hell. You should be telling me your name. Not asking me if it's alright." He's kissing me back between his words now.

I drop to my knees and unfasten his jeans. With a yank, I have them around his thighs. Oh my God. I wasn't expecting that. His cock is enormous and so swollen that its head is purple. I hold my mouth so close I can feel the heat rising from it, and I look up at him through my eyelashes. He nods, and I wrap my lips around him. He tastes exactly like he smells, and I try to build up the walls before it pulls me in too far. This is just me showing my appreciation. Nothing more.

But my own cock doesn't get the message. As I move my head up and down his length, using my tongue to trace the veins on the underside of his dick, my cock strains at my teddy. It pulls so hard against its prison that I whimper and have to shift my position. Doing that must be exactly what Sean wanted, because as soon as the sound passes out of me, his fist is coiled in my hair and pulling me toward him. I almost gag as his cock shoves against the back of my throat, but I swallow it down. He's not Cristian. He might understand. But I'm not taking a chance.

It's not long before his cock pulses once in my mouth, and I can taste his salty pre-cum. I start sucking harder now. Moving faster. His fist pushing and pulling me up and down his length. His breath is shallow and louder now. When I look up, I see his head thrown back against the upper cabinets, and I close my eyes, knowing that I'm close now.

"Alexis..."

Hearing him say my name sends a wave through me, and I moan. He's not Cristian. Just those three syllables are enough to tell me that.

"Alexis, I don't know...." His words are barely audible. He's so close to coming. I move faster, trying to push him over the edge before he overthinks this, but then he pulls my head back. I stop and look up at him. His mouth is hanging open, and it looks like he's in pain. "We can't do this."

I lean back on my heels and wait for more. The words that will explain why we can't do something that we both so obviously enjoy. But they don't come. He bends over to pull his pants up and tucks his cock inside them. He doesn't even look at me while he does it. And as soon as he's covered, he steps around me and out of the kitchen.

"Sean, wait."

I stand and follow him, but he's already at the front door. I watch as he takes his truck keys from the dish on the table and walks out. He closes the door behind him. It should shut with a thud, but it's a bare click. It still carries the same finality.


CHAPTER FIVE



Sean doesn't come home the rest of the day. As far as I know, he doesn't come home that night either. When I wake up, the apartment is empty, and everything is just like I left it. I collapse onto the couch, and I can smell him. His scent caught on the leather. Trapped in the cushions. I close my eyes.

Why did I have to do this? Why him? Of all the people... of all the men, it had to be him? The very first guy I met? The grumpiest man I've met in a long time. But also the kindest. He could have called the police when he found me, but he didn't. He could have kicked me out onto the street, but he didn't. Instead, he brought me into his home and gave me a bedroom with no obligations. And what do I do to repay that?

It’s like Cristian told me. I'm just a dumb sissy slut. The first man that comes along and I wear this for him? I look down. I'm still wearing the teddy and stockings. When he stormed out last night, I didn't have the energy to take them off. I went straight into the bedroom and collapsed on top of the bed. I didn't even wash the makeup off my face.

It's not just that I wore this for him. It's that I thought maybe he was different. The way I feel about him. I thought that maybe I... I can't even think it. It's so stupid. It's just because he showed kindness when I'm not used to that. That's all. Nothing more.

When he still isn't home by six, I know I've made a terrible mistake, and I know I have to fix it. I go to the bathroom, intent on taking a shower. But then I think better of it. I wash my face and finally take off last night's makeup, but then I go into his bathroom. I open the shower door and turn on the water so it can come to temperature. Then I step inside. I pour his body wash into my hand and hold it under my nose. Oranges. I want to fall back into the wall and pretend that he's here in the shower with me. That he's lathering me with his soap, but I can't. Doing that is what got me into this trouble with him. He was clear from the beginning that he's not into guys. But I thought maybe he wouldn't think of me that way. I was wrong.

When I'm done drying my hair, I go back to my bedroom. I don't want anything overly nice. Definitely nothing girly. I need to be a man for this. I finally just pick a pair of jeans and a plain grey t-shirt. Boring, but he won't get the wrong impression from it. He won't think I'm flirting or coming on to him.

It's still sunny. I walk down the street toward his club. I go to the rear first and my heart flutters when I see his truck.

There’s no cover tonight, so I walk right in after showing my ID. It takes several seconds for my eyes to adjust to the dimness, but when they do, I see him behind the bar. There aren't many people here tonight, fewer than I expected, even on a Tuesday. I walk right to the bar.

When Sean sees me, he freezes. "Is everything alright?" He doesn't even come over to me to ask, and when I nod my head, he turns away. I watch as he walks to the other bartender. Sean points at me over his shoulder.

She walks over to me, smiling. "What can I get ya, sweetie?"

That's it? He won't even talk to me now? He has to send her over to get my order? "Just a water, I guess." I don’t have money for anything else.

Well, I don't have anywhere I need to be, so I can sit here all night. He has to come over to my side of the bar eventually. But after an hour, he doesn't. I even moved to the other side, and he just made Non-Sean work my side. I throw up my hands when I see him tell her to take over for him. She gives me a sympathetic smile but doesn't argue with him.

I'm still sitting there, refusing to move until he at least comes over so I can apologize, when one of the queens from the performance walks up to me. I don't notice her at first. I'm so focused on him. But when she puts her hand on my shoulder, I jump and she laughs.

"You must be the girl who's causing my brother to slam around bottles like he forgot they’re made of glass. I swear I could hear the clanks over my music when I was up there. I'm Lee, by the way. In case you missed that whole announcement when I went on the stage."

My face feels so hot it could heat the ice in my cup if I hold it too close, and I'm not sure if I'm blushing because she's confronting me or because she called me a girl and that means he must have told her what happened. "I didn't mean to cause any problems. I swear. I just came to apologize, but he won't even get close enough for me to do that."

"You know he's not into boys, right? And thank God because I don't need to compete with him for the guys here. So you'll never get his attention dressed like this." She looks me up and down, her face contorted like I'm covered in mud and haven't bathed in weeks.

"I'll never get his attention, no matter how I'm dressed. I found that out. And that's what I need to apologize for. He was nice enough to take me in, and I... did something I shouldn't have."

"Honey, you sucked his dick. He told me all about it. Between you and me, he hasn't had one of those in so long, I'm surprised he knew what you were even doing. And judging by those lips of yours, I'm guessing he's probably never had one better."

I roll my eyes. Obviously, that's not true.

"Why do you think he's acting like this? Men don't behave this way for a mediocre blow job. He loved it, but he's being stubborn and refusing to admit it."

I'm sure she's wrong about that. Men don't just stop and run away in the middle of a phenomenal blow job. And I should have known by the way he acted. The rude and gruff answers weren't just him being him. He meant them so I would know my place. And I didn't. So this knot heaving up in my stomach is my own fault.

"Come with me." Lee doesn't wait for me to answer before she takes my hand and pulls me along behind her, and I can see now that she and Sean are certainly brother and sister.

She takes me down a hallway and then through a locked door that she has to punch in the code for. I look away as she puts it in. Cristian taught me long ago to make it obvious that I have no interest in learning other people's passcodes. When the door clicks, I look up. It's another hallway, but we're backstage now. There are dressing areas curtained off from each other. She tugs me along to the furthest one. The one closest to the stage and we stop.

"Sit."

I do what she tells me, not sure if I'm in trouble.

"Sean tells me almost everything. So yes, I know about last night. And I know that you dressed up for him. He thinks it's just something you do for fun, but I think it's more than that." She pauses, and my cheeks burn. I don't know if she wants me to answer, so I don't say anything. “Your silence answers that question. So what's your real name?”

This time, I know she expects me to talk, but I'm speechless for a few seconds. I've never heard anyone call it my real name before, but it is, isn't it? "Alexis," I answer when I can finally speak.

"Very pretty. And I am glad to meet you, Alexis. I can't wait to rub my brother's nose in the fact that he was wrong. He always thinks he's so good at reading people."

Oh God, I hope not. I don't want to know what he would think if he could see the real me. The coward who is too scared to do anything. Too scared to even leave her abusive boyfriend. A dumb sissy slut. Cristian's words repeat over and over in my head, and each time I know they're true. I know that's all Sean would see if he could see the real me. He wouldn't see someone interesting that he would want to date.

"What do you normally do for makeup?"

I look up, not sure what she means.

"Close your mouth, honey. We wouldn't want Sean’s dick to accidentally wander in."

We wouldn't?

"Dramatic? Daytime? Fully made-up? Just a hint? Oh girl, don't tell me that you don't usually wear makeup."

"I, uh, I do... But I don't know. Just like... basics, I guess?" I've never talked makeup with anyone before. I don't even know the terminology.

She turns her back to me and opens a case. I swear there are ten drawers, and she pulls them all out one by one. "Spin the chair so you're looking at me. There. Now just go along for the ride and do exactly what I say."

Lee spends the next twenty minutes attacking me with every brush and tube and sponge that she has, and by the end, I'm not sure how I can even look like myself. But when she spins me toward the mirror, I do. I gasp and touch the glass, like that will show me the reflection isn't real. I look more like myself than I ever have. She's standing behind me, and I look up at her in the mirror. She's beaming.

"Well? Go ahead and tell me that I'm an artist. Possibly the greatest of my generation. You know you want to."

“Lee, you are! How—”

“Oh stop, I was kidding. I know how great I am. You don't have to tell me. And how? It's called practice, sweetheart. And if you like this, you need to make sure you get a lot of it because there's no reason you can't do it yourself with a little work. Now stay still. I'm going to do your hair.

When she finishes my hair, she doesn't let me look in the mirror. Instead, she walks me to a wardrobe rack so we can pick out a dress. A bright blue floral maxi dress catches my eye right away, and I pull it from the rack. I hold it against me and call Lee over.

"That one?" she asks, and I nod my head. "That's the most boring dress on that whole rack."

I blush and start to put it back, but then I stop. I want to start making my own decisions. “I think it's cute.”

"God, you're perfect for him, if he could just let himself actually see that." I want to ask her what that means, but it sounds like she's talking to herself and not me. "It is cute. If normal and ordinary are your thing."

I chuckle. No one has ever called me normal and ordinary. Even as a boy, no one ever made that mistake. "This is coming from the woman who decided her low-cut rhinestone-covered gown didn't draw enough attention so she had to glue jewels to her face too."

"Whoa." Lee stops dead, and my heart does too.

"I'm so sorry. Oh my God, I'm so, so sorry! I just meant that... I think I... I didn't mean—”

Her laugh interrupts me. "You've got a little spunk too. I like it! If he doesn't ask you to marry him by the end of the week, then I'm going to have him committed."

"Lee, I appreciate your optimism, but he doesn't think of me like that. And I don't want to be with a man who doesn't. And those jewels on your face are really pretty."

"Oh, I know they are." She takes the dress from my hands and starts to walk back to her dressing area. "Did Sean tell you that we're twins, by the way? So I know him better than he knows himself, and I know he's about to fall off that gigantic cliff of love when he sees you. It's up to him whether he dives into the water or smashes himself on the rocks. Now," she looks at my clothes and sneers again, like she hasn't already had that same reaction at least three times, "get that off, so I can burn it. All of it. I'll be right outside."

She disappears on the other side of the curtain, but I don't move. I can't do this. If I had any doubts about how he felt about me or about what happened last night, the way he's acting around me today has taken them all away. There's no interest there. At least not from him. And I refuse to get into a one-sided relationship. Maybe this is the universe giving me a sign to stay away from men. At least for a while. It's been a long time since I've considered what I had with Cristian to be a relationship, but I did just leave him. It's a mistake to go to someone else so quickly. Dumb sissy slut bouncing from one man to the next.

"You're not stripping. I can tell because once you get that disgustingness off, there will be a chorus of angels. We don't have all night, Alexis. I have to perform again in an hour."

"Lee—”

"No. No talking yourself out of this. You're doing it, and you're going to thank me later. I prefer my thanks to come in the form of earrings or necklaces, but since you're practically going to be my sister-in-law, a hand-written card and annual demonstrations of your undying gratitude will be enough. Now you've got ten seconds to get those God-forsaken not-even-good-enough-to-be-rags-for-cleaning-the-piss-off-the-urinals clothes off your body before I come in there and do it for you."

I laugh despite myself. Twins. I can definitely see it now. I strip to my underwear and slide the clothes under the curtain. Lee clears her throat, and it's obvious it's for my benefit. "Yes?"

"Either you're not wearing underwear and, thus, slightly more interesting than I gave you credit for, or you're forgetting something. Trade."

I don't have time to ask what she means before a pair of panties smacks into my chest. "You could have messed up my hair."

"My aim, like everything about me, is absolutely perfect. Now put them on and toss me your old tighty whities. This is going to be the last time you ever need those."

I wish. I peel off my underwear and drop them over the curtain. Lee gasps dramatically when she sees that they're pink boxer briefs. When I have the panties and then the dress on, I pull back the curtain just enough for her to sneak in. I might as well have shouted to the world that I'm wearing a dress because she rips it open all the way.

"Cute. Very young-divorcee-who-lives-next-door-but-hasn't-quite-learned-to dress-herself-to pick-up-a-man-yet."

"I thought you said it was perfect for him? Should I change?" Damn it, all her talk has given me hope that there might actually be a chance with him. Hope that I need to shred before it turns to heartbreak.

"No, I said you are perfect for him. The fact that you picked a dress so dull it couldn't interest a fly if you smeared honey all over it, proves it." She takes me by the shoulders and I look up into her eyes. They're the same blue as Sean's, and I wonder if hers change with her moods the way his do. Of course, his moods just fall somewhere on the grouchy continuum. "I'm teasing you, and I don't mean a word of it. Except the part about you being perfect because you are perfect. So don't ever doubt yourself. Don't ever doubt that he's going to come around once he gets a strong enough kick in the butt to make him actually realize what you are. And don't ever doubt that you deserve the fucking world. Because you're about to go out there as yourself, and there are too few people who have the courage to ever do that."

I look up and try to blink back the tears that are forming in my eyes.

"Oh, and I meant the part where you owe me your undying gratitude, too. You can show me that by baking a sweet potato pie every Thanksgiving just for me. Sprinkle that big sugar on the top of it. The kind that looks like diamond chips."

I laugh. "I don't even know how to bake."

"Then you'd better get learning. Now let's go show this idiot exactly what he missed out on last night."


CHAPTER SIX



Lee holds my hand in hers all the way to the bar. As we get close, I see Sean look at us. He stares for a few seconds and then his face goes red, and he looks away. He goes to the ice bin and pretends to be busy rearranging the cubes from one side to the other and then back again.

"See? He wouldn't do that if there wasn't something between you two."

I want to believe her, but I think he's acting the exact way I would if I weren't interested and I wanted to avoid someone. He's sending me every signal in the world, telling me to go away. And I should listen. I would listen if it weren't for Lee. She's the one who has me pumped up on this hope.

Lee doesn't bother waiting at the bar to get his attention. She flips up the divider and walks behind the counter with him. The other bartender just smiles at her when she does, and I'm wondering if that's because she's used to Lee doing this or because she just smiles at everything. Maybe it's both.

"Sean." She stops right beside him.

"Lee." He doesn't look up at her.

She leans against the bar with her back to me. "I believe you know Miss Alexis here."

Sean's eyes fly up to me for less than a second before they dive down to look at the ice bin again. "You shouldn't have done that to her."

"Only the hair and makeup. I want to be clear that she picked out her own dress."

His eyes move up to me again. They stay longer this time, and it looks like he wants to say something to me. But he turns to Lee before he can. "I can tell. That's my favorite part."

Lee spins so she's facing me. "What did I tell you?"

The hope that I tried to cap off starts to bubble up around the stopper. Maybe there is a chance after all.

"Can I talk to you privately for just a second?" Sean jerks Lee's arm and yanks her away from the bar.

I stand behind a stool, too nervous to sit, and watch them. They're clearly talking about me. Both of them gesture at me over and over. I can't see Lee's face, but Sean's grows redder the longer they talk. At first I think maybe it's embarrassment. Maybe he's blushing because of something Lee said. But then I realize it's anger. He's getting angry with her. And the way her arms are flying around more furiously, she's just as mad as him. All the hope that had risen up is now spiraling down the drain, and it's pulling my insides down with it.

When Sean looks at me and shakes his head from side to side, I know I'm going to cry. But I'm not going to do it in front of him. Or in front of Lee. She doesn't know her twin brother as well as she thinks she does. As soon as Sean looks away, I sneak off. Around the backside of the bar and behind a wall that shields me from them if they look for me. I'm out the front door in seconds, and I don't look back. Something tells me that neither one of them bothered trying to follow me anyway.

A couple streets away, there's still no sign of them, but I don't take a chance. I duck through an alley and over a few more blocks before I slow down. I'm panting now, and the adrenaline rushing through my body took away whatever urge I had to cry. I sit on a bench to figure out where I am, and I realize that I'm homeless. Just like the night when I left Cristian, only now I can't even hide and spend the night at the club. Sean will check every inch of that place before he closes tonight.

I have to find some place soon. Even wearing a full length maxi dress, a single woman wandering the streets alone after dark would look out of place. People would think I’m either a sex worker or a potential victim. Either way it’s attention I can’t handle. It’s attention that would eventually bring the police. I’m sure he has my name flagged in the system, and the first time anyone runs into me, he'll be notified. I wouldn't get to call anyone else. I would be released to him. And he'll make sure that I can't get away so easily the next time. So no. I have to do whatever it takes. I can't go back to him. No matter the alternative.

I just wish my brother weren't my only alternative. I promised myself I would never talk to him again. Not unless he made the first move. That promise only lasted three years. When he pulls up to the curb, I don't know whether I want to cry or to pick up a loose brick and throw it through his window. Maybe both. But I don't do either. I wave to him and walk up to the passenger side, waiting for him to unlock it. When he does, I slide in and smooth my dress under me.

"So, you’re still doing... that?" He pulls away from the curb before I even have my seatbelt on. He takes off so fast, it jerks me back into the seat.

I understand why he's so disappointed in me. I'm not exactly the big brother that most little boys grow up idealizing. I never taught him to play baseball. We didn't shoot hoops in the driveway until mom finally made us come in. We didn't stay up all night playing video games. But I tried. I read to him when he was young. We went to movies together. I even went to all of his games until he finally demanded that I stop going.

When he was twelve, I came out to everyone at school. It's not like it was a secret. No one was surprised, but I was still ostracized by almost all the boys. Suddenly I went from "just ignore him, he's no one" to "let's push the fag down when he walks past us in the hall." Jacob went to a different school, but that didn't matter.

I still remember the day he came home with a black eye. My stomach sank when I saw him. It was only a few days after I had come out, so I knew he'd gotten into a fight because of me. But he denied it. Then, a week later, he was suspended for fighting with a different student. I wanted to hug him like I used to when he was younger. I wanted to tell him that it was all okay. That he didn't have to fight these people. Not for me or for himself. But he'd stopped talking to me. I was locked out of his room. He wouldn't even look at me when we ate dinners across from each other. And I was dealing with my own problems at school. I didn't need more at home from my family. So I started to ignore him.

For a while, we sort of fell into an uneasy equilibrium, but as I came to terms with who I really was—as the few friends I still had helped me see that I was a transgender girl and not a gay boy—I pushed things at school. I remember thinking, "How much worse can it be if I wear a dress and makeup today?" But I didn't think about Jacob. And when he was suspended again a few days after that, I knew it was because of me. That's when I buried my true self and vowed that I couldn't let it cause problems for him ever again. But now I'm sitting in the passenger seat of his car wearing a dress, and he's driving me to his house so I can spend the night. I've never been anything but a failure as a big brother, and it's continuing tonight.

We barely say seven words to each other on the trip to his house. What is there to talk about? He's made it clear how he feels about me. About who I am. And in return, I've given up on him. It seems so heartless when I think about it, but it's for the best. There's too much damage to both of us. The wounds are still too fresh.

When we turn the last corner, I see a small red sports car parked on the street, and even several houses away, I know. It feels like everything I've ever seen or done presses down on me in that one moment. “Jacob?” I tug on the door handle, but it's locked and my brain isn't functioning enough to work the button to unlock it.

He doesn't answer.

"Jacob! What have you done? What have you done!" I'm sobbing and I pull on his arm, but he yanks it back and pushes me back onto my side of the car. I tug so hard at the door handle that I'm sure it's going to come off. But he still doesn't say anything. Not until the car is parked.

"He told me what happened. As soon as you went missing, he called me and told me everything. I know we haven't gotten along, but I love you and want you to get help. He's going to make sure you get it."

I laugh, and can't stop. My own brother called my ex to come pick me up. The man I'm running away from. The man I was so desperate to avoid that I actually called the brother I want nothing to do with. And they're working together. Of course they would be. For a second, I wonder what lies Cristian told Jacob to get him to do this to me, but it doesn't matter. Jacob was never going to take my side in any conflict. Not anymore.

As soon as Jacob unlocks the doors, I feel mine being pulled open. If I didn't still have the seatbelt on, I might fall out. "Hello, little bird." Black spots swirl in my vision when I hear his voice, and I can't move.

Jacob unlatches my seatbelt and Cristian pulls it off of me and then pulls me from the car. He carries me toward the trunk, where he rests for a minute. He thanks Jacob for calling him and then strokes my hair. I'm pretty sure I hear him call me beautiful. It's dark now, and I wonder if anyone is watching. Does anyone think it's unusual to see a man carry me from one car and set me into another? Maybe if I screamed, someone might do something. But what? If they came to confront us, Cristian would show them his badge and assure them that everything is alright. He's done it so many times before that I even know the exact words he would use. If they called the police, he would do the same thing. Only he would use his we're-all-just-bros voice instead of his official voice. And no cop would ever do anything to him. There's nothing I can do. So I close my eyes and do nothing.


CHAPTER SEVEN



I'm not aware of any time passing at all before Cristian parks the car outside his apartment. He pulls on the parking brake and turns toward me. "I told you that you would come back. I did think the new boyfriend would have lasted longer than four days, though. I guess he's smarter than I gave him credit for."

I don't answer. What can I say? Everything he said is true. When he walks me through the building and to his apartment, he grips my hand so tightly that at first it throbs and then it goes numb. By the time he unlocks the door, I can't even tell if he's still squeezing it or not.

I pause at the door. My body refuses to move inside. I try to force it. I know there's no point in resisting. Resisting just makes him angry. But it still won't move.

"Thinking about running away again?" His voice is soft and calm. He stands in front of me and holds both of his hands up, showing me his palms. "I won't stop you. But where would you go? You were so sure of yourself when you brought him here inside our apartment. But he saw through you. It only took him four days to see the real you. The one that no one else could ever want. I told you, didn't I?"

I nod my head.

"Look at you. At what you're wearing. I put up with that because I love you, but no one else ever will. I bet he took one look at you dressed like this and he kicked you out. Didn't he?"

He's so close to the truth that I wonder if he somehow saw the whole thing. I close my eyes and try to ignore him, but I can't. It just makes me more aware of him. His breathing. His scent. The feel of him as his face leans closer to mine.

"I knew it. You never were the brightest bulb, were you, my little bird? But this is foolish even for you. What man could ever look at you the way you are and love you?" He pauses, and I hold my eyes closed, waiting for him to go on. "Answer me. What man could ever look at you dressed like this and love you?"

"No one." My answer is a breath, but it's enough to satisfy him. I hear his breathing change.

"No. You're still too stupid to know the right answer. Me. I love you despite all this foolishness. And that's why I'm not mad that you tried to leave. You didn't know how good you have it with me. Well, I hope now you do. I hope this experience has taught you a lesson. Now I suggest you get inside this apartment before I do get angry. Neither one of us wants that, do we?"

I shake my head. I try to lift my foot, but it still won't move. And I'm trembling. I know what's going to happen if I don't go inside. It might already be too late. "Please, can you help me?"

"You want me to help you come inside our home? Do you know how pathetic you are? A pathetic little sissy who can't do anything for himself. Is that what you are?"

There was a time I thought I was more than that. But I don't know anymore. Maybe that's all I am. Sean saw the real me and wanted nothing to do with it. I can't blame him for running away from me.

I nod my head, and he lifts me under my arms and pulls me inside. He's laughing and shaking his head as he takes me to a chair and drops me into it. "Be more careful! Don't plop into the furniture like that." I listen to him close the door, and my soul collapses. I'm too broken to even wish I were dead.

"I'm going to bed. You're going to sleep out here tonight. You have to earn the right to come back to our bed. Lucky for you, I'm a very reasonable man."
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I don't bother moving from the chair. I don't bother closing my eyes. I know I'll never sleep. Not tonight or ever. I'm sure of it. But when there's a series of loud knocks on the door, I realize I'm wrong. I look at the clock hanging on the wall—a little after three—and I'm sure I'm dreaming. No one knocks on the door this early. Or ever. In all my years of living here, I don't remember anyone ever knocking. But this person isn't knocking. They're pounding. I swear I can see the frame vibrate around the door.

"Alexis?"

It's just a dream, but my heart still tries to beat out of my chest when I hear his voice. "Sean?" I cry back. Sure that, since it's not real, nothing I do matters. I see Cristian race out of the bedroom. His service pistol is in his hand, and I know this is a nightmare, not a dream. I want to wake up. I scream and throw myself against the back of the chair, but I don’t wake. Cristian rushes to me and smacks me across the face. I tumble to the ground, and my mouth is warm right away, like it's filling with blood. And this nightmare is obviously wrong because it takes longer than that for a mouth to fill with blood. I know.

"You shut your fucking slut mouth." Cristian screams at me, and I laugh. That part is realistic. The real-world Cristian would say something like that. "Think twice before you do anything stupid, boy. I have a weapon and it's drawn." He's talking to Sean now and for a second, I think Sean disappeared. That's what people do in dreams. Just like in real life. But then there's a thud so loud, I cover my head. The wall looks and sounds like it's going to collapse. And I realize that he's trying to break through the door.

"Sean!" I don't know why I yell his name again. It's silly, and I guess that makes sense coming from me. I look up and see Cristian move in slow motion. He takes a step toward the door and angles his body slightly as he raises his pistol. And I know that as soon as the next blow falls against the door, he's going to fire. Even though it's just a dream, I can't let that happen. I jump up and wrap both of my arms around his, pulling down as hard as I can while I fall back to the floor. Just as I do, Sean kicks the door, and it flies open. Just as Cristian pulls free of me, Sean leaps on him.

The two wrestle on the ground. They're only inches away from me at times, and I just watch. I already know what will happen. Cristian will get a shot off. Sean will die. And all my hope will be gone in this nightmare just like in real life.

But it doesn't happen that way. Somehow, Sean takes the gun from Cristian and stands over him, pointing it at him. He backs away, closer to me, and yanks me to my feet. Without looking, he pushes me behind him. I peek around and see Cristian on the floor. Blood is pouring from a cut on his forehead and one of his eyes is starting to swell shut. I laugh. I've been in that position so many times, it's nice to fantasize about it happening to him for once.

"Are you alright?" Sean asks, and for a second I think he's asking Cristian.

"Me? Yeah, I'm great. Ten out of ten. Highly recommend this dream to everyone I know." At least until Cristian finds a way to win. He always wins.

"Alexis, honey, this is real. It isn’t—it doesn't matter." He takes a step closer to Cristian and kicks him in the ribs. Cristian grunts, but he doesn't move. "As for you, you little fuck, Alexis and I are leaving now. And you're never going to bother her or me or cause any problems for us or anyone we love. Do we understand each other?"

Cristian laughs and tries to spit blood at Sean. It mostly just dribbles out of his mouth, and I wonder if his jaw is broken too. I hope so. If I have any say in this, I want every single bone in his body to be broken. All 206 of them. And I want them all to cause him pain so severe he spends the rest of the time writhing in pain until I wake up. I concentrate as hard as I can to make it happen, but nothing changes.

Sean drops a piece of paper onto Cristian’s chest. There's something handwritten on it. "Do you recognize that name?" Sean asks.

Cristian takes it and winces as he holds it up to the one eye he can still see out of. He looks from the paper to Sean's face and back to the paper.

"That man is a very good friend of mine, and he owes me more than one favor. I think you can imagine some of the creative ways he would repay those favors if something were to happen to me or Alexis. So whenever the thought of revenge starts rattling around in that empty little skull of yours, I want you to remember that name. Hell, maybe you should put that paper on your fridge as a constant fucking reminder. If anyone I know so much as gets a suspicious parking ticket, your last moments are going to be spent in an agony that seems like it'll never end. Now, do we understand each other?"

Cristian looks at the paper one more time and his eyes freeze on it. He nods his head.

"Attaboy. Come on, Sunbeam. We're going home."

Sean wraps an arm around me and walks me into the hallway. He tries to pull the door shut behind us, but it just swings open. I look back and get one last glimpse of Cristian before I turn toward the stairs. I know that I'll wake up any minute, and I'll still be there in that chair. The door will be closed and locked. Cristian will be sleeping in our bedroom. And in just a few hours, he'll wake up and punish me for trying to leave him.

When we get to Sean's truck, he opens the door for me and leans across me to buckle me in. I get goosebumps as his body presses against mine, even if it is just for a couple of seconds. Then he walks around the front and sits in the driver's seat. He starts the truck and we back out of the spot, like we're going to the grocery store instead of leaving the scene where he just rescued me. And maybe that is where we're going. I don't know what to expect at this point.

"How is this even happening?" I ask no one in particular.

"How is what happening?"

"This. Why haven't I woken up yet? Why didn't Cristian kill you? Why isn't he chasing us now? Am I going to be stuck in this dream forever?"

He glances at me before turning back to the road. "Do you want to be stuck here forever?"

"With you?"

"With me. Forever." He reaches his hand toward me. I twist and take it in both of my hands.

"Yes."


EPILOGUE


I'm almost too exhausted to climb onto the bar stool. It’s only been three hours, but three hours of constant running back and forth from the kitchen to the bar to the seats and all back again. Now I wish I could curl up on a couch and binge a couple seasons of some show with half-dressed werewolves roaming in packs.

"You're a wimp."

My head is buried in my arms, but I don't need to see to know that it’s Sean. "Nobody asked you."

"When has that stopped me from giving my opinion?"

"Can't I just sleep on your bar in peace for a few minutes?"

I feel him hovering over me, and I know that's my answer. "I need help in the storeroom. Since you seem to have a little free time."

I whimper and lift my head to face him. I make sure that he can see exactly how much I don't want to help him. Or even how much I don't want to get off this bar stool now that I'm finally on it. But he doesn't care.

"Come on." He walks to the far end of the bar, through the bar flap, and then back to get me. He's standing just a couple of feet away, staring at me, and I know if I don't get up, he'll pick me up right here in front of everyone.

As soon as I'm off the stool, he walks away without a word. We make our way through the crowd and into a quiet hallway, away from all the noise. He stops there and waits for me to catch up.

"So your brother was here earlier."

"Yeah? I'm the one who waited on him, so I knew that."

He looks backward at me and rolls his eyes. "And?"

"And that was the definition of 'okay.' He's still working through everything. It's coming."

"You're a better person than I am. I would have never forgiven him for what he did."

"I don't think anyone who knows us would dispute that I'm a better person than you." He stops halfway through entering the code on the storeroom lock and turns to glare at me. I stick my tongue out at him. "But I never said I forgave him."

The lock beeps. He pushes the door open and waits for me to walk in front of him. As soon as I do, he presses me against the wall, and I spin to face him.

"Not yet, but I know you, Sunbeam. You will." His lips press into mine, and as tired as my legs are, it takes all my strength to not melt into a heap on the floor.

I throw my arms around him, as much for support as to pull him even closer to me. “He's my brother. And he thought he was helping me. It’s everything between us that came before that I’m struggling with.”

He slips his tongue between my lips, and tiny sparks shoot down to my cock. “I still think you should have let me beat—”

"Can we talk about my brother some other time?" I squeeze his cock through his jeans, and he groans. "I can think of so many other things you can do with that mouth."

"Like tell you how fucking hot you are in that skirt?" His hand slides under it and teases my dick through my panties.

I fall forward against him and moan into his mouth. "Yeah, like that."

"Or maybe tell you how hard I've been all night seeing you run around my club dressed like that?"

He grinds his cock into me, and I can't take anymore. I drop to my knees and unzip his jeans. My mouth salivates as I get closer to his cock, and my own dick is hard and pressing against my panties now. Sean unfastens his belt and pushes his pants down. They fall around his thighs, and that's all the signal I need. I don't kiss the tip or run my tongue along his underside. I dive in and take it all the way. My head bobbing back and forth. Drool rolling from the corners of my mouth. His cock presses against the back of my throat, and I change my angle so I can take even more of him. And when I do, I can move all the way down him. His hairs tickle against my nose.

Just as I close my eyes and start rocking into a rhythm, Sean takes a step back, and his dick falls away from my mouth. I look up at him, and I think of the night in his kitchen two months ago. It's silly to think of that and worry that he's going to walk away from me again. We've done this more times than I can count. I'm not only living in his apartment now, but I'm sharing a bed with him. I don’t doubt the way he feels about me. And I don't doubt my feelings for him. So why is my heart skipping beats now, thinking that he's going to walk out on me?

He grins as he slides his hands under my arms and lifts me up. "I have a better idea."

He spins me around and lifts my short skirt up over my ass, pressing my shoulders against the wall as he does. I feel him tug on my panties, and then I hear a rip.

"Shit."

“Did you seriously just tear—”

"I'll have Lee get you another pair before you go back to work." He presses his cock against my asshole, and I forget all about my panties or that I'm shoved against the wall of a storeroom that anyone could walk into at any second. All I can think is that I need him inside me.

He runs his cock around my entrance, and I whimper.

"Does my girl want this?"

I nod my head so hard it bangs against the steel wall.

"Do you think you've earned it?"

I shudder. There's no way Sean knows it, but that's something Cristian used to ask me.

"Babe... Alexis..." He takes a step back and his absence feels like someone ripped out a part of me. He runs his fingers down the side of my face so lightly that I can barely feel them. "Are you alright? Do you need me to stop or go slower?"

I've spent the last two months in therapy and will need much more to get over what Cristian did to me. But Sean is not Cristian. The fact that he just stopped to ask if I was okay is proof of that. Cristian wouldn't have noticed my reaction. And even if he did, he wouldn't have cared.

"You're thinking about him, aren't you?"

I nod my head.

"I'll spend the rest of my life making you feel so safe you forget that asshole ever existed. Do you want to stop? Or do you need me to just hold you? Or give you space? Tell me what you need from me, Alexis."

The evenings I spend with Sean's arms wrapped around me are the best times I've ever had. I feel so safe and comfortable and authentic in his arms. He knows exactly who I am. I'm always Alexis to him, and he never asks me to be anyone else. "It's just something he used to say. But you didn't know. What I need is for you to hurry up and finish this job so I can get back to my real but way less pleasurable job."

"Yes, ma'am." His cock slips between my cheeks so quickly that I know he was hoping I would say this. “But if you ever need—”

"I never thought I'd say this, but you talk too much."

He laughs, and I grind back against him, trying to focus him.

“And I know. And I love you for it,” I say as he slips into me and takes my breath away.

"Still less than I love you." He starts out slowly, and I know he's just teasing me. But I refuse to give in and beg. I start humming a song I heard on the radio earlier.

"Are you bored?" He asks. "I'll fix that." He presses his full length into me, and a moan replaces my hum. My body leans forward, and he reaches around my front to grab my cock. He pumps into me, his body slapping against mine, while he runs a finger along my dick.

"Jesus... Sean..." It's like he accelerated from 20 miles per hour to over one hundred, and my body can't catch up. My breath is somewhere behind, trying to find its way back to me.

"I don't hear you humming now."

I couldn't even if I wanted to. All my attention is locked on this. His cock thrusting inside me. Mine pulsing in my panties under his touch. My lungs burning as they try to keep up.

It doesn't take long before I feel the fire roaring into a full blaze inside me, sweeping through my body and destroying everything in its path. I try to hold back, but my dick has a mind of its own and fills my panties with shot after shot of cum. And just when it's extinguished, I feel Sean tense. He groans and his cock pulses in my ass. He's still thrusting, but it's slower now. His energy is spent. We're both burned out and hollow and just want to collapse into each other.

When he slips out of me, I turn and kiss him. His lips are still hot from the firestorm that moved through us. My tongue prods through the ashes as he wraps his arms around me and pulls me tight against him. “You’re the best waitress I ever hired.”

I laugh. “And this job has the best benefits of any I’ve ever had. Now, about those new panties…”


[image: Finding Jasmine]



CHAPTER ONE



“Is that one a real girl?” I ask as a woman walks by our table. She’s wearing insanely high heels, and I can’t believe anyone can walk in those. I wonder if I could.

Alexis rolls her eyes, and I can tell she's frustrated with me. I've been here less than two minutes, and I'm already blowing it.

"I'm sorry. I'm trying, Sis. Really."

She sighs and smiles at me. It's been almost four months now since she told me she was transitioning, and it's still strange to see her like this. Her long hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and she's wearing a tight black tank top and a short pink skirt that flares out from her waist. It’s so short, I’d be surprised if it even covered her panties when she’s sitting.

I take a sip of the rum and coke that she brought over for me and then screw my face up into a pout. When we were younger, she could never resist it. I could get anything I wanted from her if I just pouted enough. Of course, that was before everything that happened. That was before I turned into an absolute asshole and almost ruined our relationship.

"Okay, so look..." She leans toward me, and the low-cut tank top would expose her cleavage if she had any. We’ve never really talked about her transition—I’ve always been too embarrassed to bring it up—so I don’t know if that’s something she wants. I don’t even know if she’s taking hormones. "She's presenting as a girl, therefore she's a girl. It's simple. Jacob, you need to stop overthinking and trying to fit everyone into neat little boxes. You'll be a lot happier once you do."

Easier said than done. I was twelve when she came out. First as gay. She didn't tell us she was trans until later. But I held onto those boxes and did everything I could to force her back into them. And it worked. Too well. She made herself miserable trying to keep our relationship intact. And I made myself miserable trying to take over the mantle of the good son for mom and dad. I lift my glass and drain the rest.

Alexis motions for one of the other servers to bring me another. She's technically on the clock now too, but she's taking a break so she can talk to me. It helps that she's dating the owner.

"You're not driving home tonight." She's firm, and I know that this isn't up for debate.

I shake my head. "Took a Lyft here." A man sets a drink in front of me. He's wearing the same tank top as Alexis, but he has on black shorts. I watch as he walks away. His ass is too firm to jiggle, but it still bounces with each step. I try not to drool. “Now he's a man, right?” I stick my tongue out at Alexis, and she reaches across the table and slaps my arm.

I like watching her laugh. I went years without seeing it, and even now, it doesn't happen enough. "You still haven't heard from him, have you?"

The smile falls from her face, and she pulls her arms across her body. Even six months later, it's like she thinks she has to shield herself from him. "Not a peep. But I still look over my shoulder sometimes just to make sure. That's stupid, isn't it?"

I slide my chair closer to hers so I can take her hand. “It's not stupid at all. Stupid is what I did that night—”

"Hey, no. We're not going there. You thought you were helping me."

I take another drink and hope that if the room spins enough, I'll at least forget about what happened for a while.

“What’s it like?” I can barely get the words out of my mouth, and I’m not sure they’re loud enough for her to hear over the music.

Her throat bobs up and down as she swallows. “What’s what like?”

“This.” I motion along her body. “The whole thing. Wearing that. Being the sexiest girl in here. Being a girl.”

The tension that swept over her face disappears. “Oh. I don’t know. Sometimes it’s a lot. There are a lot of steps I have to follow to get everything lined up. But just being here and now like this? It’s natural. After a lifetime of feeling…”

“Unnatural?” I offer.

“A lifetime of feeling like the wrong person.” She blows out a breath, then her lips turn up into a grin. “Why? Are you thinking of transitioning, Little Brother?”

I force myself to laugh, and I hope it doesn’t sound too fake. My face is so red it’s burning, but maybe she’ll just think that’s from the alcohol. Before I can answer her, the bass starts thumping through the room and all the lights except those on the stage go out. The audience quiets for half a second, but then they roar in anticipation.

A hand on my shoulder makes me jump, but it’s just Alexis. She's standing beside me now, leaning down so her face is just inches away from mine. “I was just teasing. But I need to get back to work now.” She's yelling as loud as she can, and I can still barely hear her above the music.

"I love you, Bro." She kisses me on the cheek and then disappears through the crowd back toward the bar.

I turn toward the stage. The first girl is walking out, and she's gorgeous. She's wearing a floor length black ballgown with bright red pumps. My stomach tightens as I watch her dance across the stage. Spinning and twirling and grinding, all in a formal dress and heels. Halfway through the second song, one of her breasts pops free of her dress. She plays it off as an accident, but since she has a pink pasty covering her nipple, it's obviously planned. The crowd noise vibrates through my body.

By the time she's finished, I'm yelling as loudly as anyone. I even drain my rum and coke so I can go to the stage and throw her a couple of dollars. I've visited Alexis at work before, but never on the evening of a performance like this. I was always scared to come on one of these nights, not sure what it would be like. Not sure I could handle seeing it.

My body is pressed up against the stage when the next woman comes out. She saunters toward the microphone stand, and it seems like the slower she walks, the more the crowd screams for her. She eats it all up like she lives on their adulation.

When she takes hold of the microphone, she's within arm's reach of me. I can't take my eyes off her. The way she tosses her hair back over her shoulder. The way she juts out her hips—first the left, then the right. Each movement is choreographed to bring more cheering, and it does. But when she looks down at me, and I see her blue eyes shimmering in the stage lights, she freezes, and I'm sure my entire body disintegrates.


CHAPTER TWO



It seems like hours before either of us can move. The crowd is quiet and restless. Their murmuring fills the cavernous room. At last, she shakes her entire body—her breasts swaying from left to right under her dress—and holds her hands out to her sides. The audience roars again, and she takes the microphone from the stand and walks to the rear of the stage, away from me. It feels like the chill that passes over during a solar eclipse, but when she turns, she finds me and winks before looking out to the audience.

“You mother fuckers better make a hell of a lot more noise than that for Miss Sierra,” she says. “She was up here working it for y'all. And I know y'all enjoyed it. With all the new wood that she made spring up, I'm gonna start calling her miracle grow.” She motions for more applause, and the audience goes crazy. My eyes float up and down the white sequined dress she's wearing. It hugs all of her curves, real or not, and there's a slit at her hip. Her entire left leg is out of the dress, and I follow it down to the bend of her knee and then to the smooth curve where her ankle meets her foot, enclosed in a glittering silver high-heeled pump. When I look back up at her face, she's holding the microphone just inches away from her mouth, and I need to put more distance between us.

I turn my back to her and walk back to my table. It's still empty, so I sit down. Almost as soon as I do, the server comes by and asks if I want another drink. I do. I need the whole bottle, not just a glass. I don't look up at the performer the rest of the time that she's on stage. I don't need to. I can feel her walking from one side to the next. Telling jokes, teasing people in the audience, and getting everyone excited for the rest of the night. When she's finished, she introduces the next act, but I don't hear who it is. I don't care. No one is going to come close to her.

[image: ]


"Why is a handsome man like you here all alone?" Her words and her hand running from my shoulder to my neck snap me out of the stupor I've settled into. When I look up, the first things I see are her eyes. They're a stormy blue now. “Mind if I sit? You try wearing five-inch heels and see how long you can stand around in them.”

"I..." I look down at her feet as she sits across from me. They aren't as large as I expected. In fact, neither is she. On stage, she seemed like a giant. Now she's human. And sitting across from me. And even more gorgeous than I thought. "I wasn't here alone.”

She looks around. "Oh? Is there a Mr. So-Hot-I-Could-Provide-Half-the-Heat-for-This-Town-In-an-Emergency? I want to meet the man who thinks he deserves you."

“No. I mean, I did come alone, but I came—” Am I really about to tell her that I came here to see my sister? Is that where I want this conversation to go?

"Yes, tell me all about how you came. I want to know what I have to look forward to." Her hand glides down my arm. Her dark red fingernails leaving her mark on my skin like a river eroding rock. And my gaze falls to watch every movement of it.

"Uh, so how long have you been doing this?" Jesus Christ, Jacob. Can't I come up with something at least half original?

"Touching strange men so I can watch them stumble all over themselves? I've been doing that for a long time. But this is the first time I've done it for a different reason."

I raise my head so I can look at her, and the room starts to move. At first it's just my chair, but then the table and the floor and the rest of the club join in. They're all swaying around. Left, then right, then back to the left again. But it stops when my eyes settle on her. It all stops because it all vanishes. There is nothing else, and I can't imagine I would ever need anything except her. I try to put my hand on hers, but I miss. When I miss a second time, she takes my hand. She rubs her thumb along my palm, and goosebumps ripple out from the epicenter.

"So what's your name?" she asks.

“Jacob. What's yours?”

She stares at me, and we hold each other's gaze forever. Then she laughs, and her entire face lights up. The right side of her mouth curls just a bit more than her left, and the way her eyes squint gives her tiny lines in their corners. But they don't make her look old. They give her face an approachability that makes her more beautiful than I thought was possible. "You’re serious, aren’t you?"

About everything. About every thought I've had since I first saw her. About everything that I want to do to her. To do with her. But I know I'm not drunk enough to have said any of those things out loud. The confusion must show on my face.

"When you asked my name. You didn't hear me introduce myself on stage?"

I shake my head. I may have been a little distracted. I may have been a lot distracted.

"That's fair. I did only say it a dozen times. I knew I should have added one more. I'm Lee. Pleased to properly meet you." She pulls my hand and raises it to her mouth, kissing the back of it. Then she slides her tongue under one of my fingers and takes it into her mouth. Her bright red lips wrapping it while she sucks on it. When she's done, she gives a tiny kiss on the tip and sets my hand back on the table.

"I didn't tip you." I don't know why my mind goes to this when there are so many other things I could be thinking or saying or doing. But I reach behind me and pull my wallet from my pocket. My head sways as I hold out a twenty-dollar bill.

I expect her to take it from my hand, but she doesn't. She leans over, and I can see down the front of her dress. I still can’t tell if her breasts are real, but real or not, drool forms at the corner of my mouth. I catch it with my tongue just as it's about to tumble. When her breasts are even with the table, she takes my hand and pulls it toward her again. This time toward her cleavage. At first I'm not sure what she wants me to do, but when she looks into my eyes, I realize. I slip the bill inside her dress. The back of my fingers rub against her breasts, and she shudders. Real. They're so warm I want to slip my hand in and hold it there all night. And I think she would let me. I linger for a second and then two, but then I pull away, tracing the back of my fingernail along her skin as I do.

She bites her lip and pulls both a black marker and the twenty-dollar bill from between her breasts. I watch as she takes the cap off and draws something on the bill. When she's done, she puts the marker back into her bra and stands up.

She slides a hand under my elbow and guides me up with her. When I'm standing, I'm almost her height. I might be a little taller if she wasn't wearing heels. Or if I was. Without intending to, I move closer to her. My body falling toward hers. And when I'm a few inches away, I wonder if I'm going to kiss her. I wonder if she's going to let me. But she stops me with a hand on my shoulder. She holds the twenty-dollar bill in front of my face and lowers it. Slowly. I watch as she sweeps it along my chest and then my stomach. She pauses at my waistband and pulls it out just enough so she can slip her hand through. The bill scrapes against my cock, and my dick twitches. But just as soon as she enters, she pulls away. And with a wink, she turns and vanishes into the crowd.


CHAPTER THREE



When I wake up, my head feels like I used it to pound nails last night. I almost crawl to the shower, and once inside it, I let the hot water flow in thick rivers down my body. As it pours over me, I feel clearer, and I take the soap from its shelf and later my body. As soon as I touch my dick, it pulses to life, almost growling if it could, and I think of Lee.

She might be the most gorgeous woman I've ever seen. And I don't know if that's just because it's been so long since I've dated someone, but I don't care. I close my eyes and lean back against the wall, and it's like she's here with me. I can imagine her perfect naked body. Her hair is hanging dark and wet around her shoulders, and I follow it down to her breasts. I wrap my hand around my cock as I think about them. As I imagine their curves. Their nipples hard and pulling for me. And I want to take them in my mouth.

My hand is sliding faster now as my imagination drifts lower. Between her breasts and down her hairless belly, and I stop at the belly button. It's a perfect circle drawn into her core, and it draws me in. But I move lower and my dick twitches. The steam from the shower is blocking the view in my imagination, so I reach out. I imagine gliding my hands down her hips and then around to the front. Between her legs and... fuck! My cock spasms, and all my attention is on it now as it sprays ropes of its thick cum. All my weight is pressed against the wall, and I start to slide down it before I catch myself.

I shake my head, and then clean myself and the shower. When I turn off the water, I stand and let everything drip off of me. I don't know anything about Lee. I don't know if she lives as a man or a woman or something else. I don't even know what she has between her legs. But she’s doing things to me that I’ve never felt. I've never come that quickly. The touch of the towel makes the blood rush back into my cock, and I know I have to see her again.

As soon as I pull on an old t-shirt and pair of shorts, I grab my phone and the twenty-dollar bill from last night. The bill she shoved down my pants when I tried to give it to her. Her number is scrawled across the front, slashing across Andrew Jackson's face.

Me: I don't know if you remember, but you gave me your number at the club last night.

As soon as I press send, I regret it. I should have said something else. Anything else. Something to make her laugh or to remind her of the way she ran her fingers over my skin or even just to tell her how beautiful she was last night. What I sent her is a slightly longer version of the "hey what's up" text I would send to one of my friends. I wish I could unsend it. But when I look at it, it's marked as read. My stomach drops, and I toss the phone onto the cushion beside me. I blew it. I probably didn't have a chance anyway, but at least there was a sliver of hope. Maybe the most beautiful woman I've ever seen could possibly maybe be interested in me enough to give me a shot. And what do I do? I practically text "'Sup?" like some stoner texting his friend when he wants to go out for nachos.

Lee: Gorgeous green eyes. Brown hair that could really use a trim. All alone. I've been waiting for you to text.

Holy shit. I try to message back right away, but my hands are trembling and my thumbs can't find the letters. I don't want to keep her waiting, but I really need to be able to hit that E key. Finally, I give up and use talk-to-text.

Me: Wow, I'm surplussed that you're a member. I'd really like to seize you again sometime. Maybe somewhere without a thousand screaming fans the Stime?

"Oh no, no no, no! Fuck you fucking phone!" I scream to an empty house. What on earth made me press send without proofreading it first? But who would think a phone could get things that wrong? And what the hell is a Stime? I bury my head in my hands.

Lee: Are you asking me on a date to one of those members-only surplus clubs? I have a better idea. Meet me at Centennial Fountain at 7:30pm tonight? Dress casual but warm.

Me: I'm looking forward to it. See you then!

What I really want to text back is "Yessss!!!!!!!!!" but I need to play it cool since she already thinks I'm an enormous dork. Tonight! I can't believe it. I let my head roll back, and it feels like my smile curls all the way to my ears.
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There are hundreds of people roaming around the fountain when I get there, and I wonder if the city has some mid-winter festival in the park that I didn't know about. I search the crowd for Lee, worried that I won't be able to spot her in all these people. But I find her right away, like there's a spotlight on her. She's sitting on a park bench. Her legs are crossed, and she tosses back her long black hair as she laughs with the older man sitting next to her.

When she sees me, she stands up. It looks like she was in the middle of a sentence, but her mouth stops moving and hangs slightly open. I smile. She's wearing a black and green sports jersey under a green coat. But she could be wearing a frumpy blanket, and she'd still be beautiful.

"I guess I should have been a little more specific when I told you to dress casually," she says. I'm wearing a sweater over a button-up shirt with jeans. "Casual, but no red."

I look down at my red sweater. "You don't like red, or you're afraid that we look a little too much like Christmas when we're together?"

"Definitely the latter. But if the little pointy elf shoe fits..." She presses her body against mine and holds a hand above us. I glance up at it, but it looks empty to me. “It's imaginary mistletoe,” she says.

Her other arm wraps behind me and pulls me into her, and she kisses me. If her arm weren’t around me, I know I would float away, weightless, caught up in the lake breeze. I squeeze her in my arms and hold tight.

When our lips separate, it feels like part of me is missing. I lean forward and my forehead rests against hers. "That was..." The best kiss I've ever had in my entire life? Better than a lot of sex I've had? Something I'm going to remember on my deathbed?

"It was, wasn't it?" She sounds like she just sprinted up fourteen flights of stairs. "That's the power of mistletoe."

"But Christmas is over." I would have loved to have woken up to her on Christmas morning. It would have been better than the Christmas when I got my first real bike. "I think it's all you." I kiss her again, and my toes curl in my shoes.

"You're right. It is all me." She squeezes my ass, and I jump. I look behind her. The old man is still sitting there, and he's grinning now as he watches us.

"As much as I hate to," she says, "we really should go."

I let out a whine that makes me sound like a spoiled child. "You never have told me where we're going."

"Just over there." She points with her chin. "Tien Arena."

"A concert?"

She laughs. "Way better than that."

She takes my hand and pulls me toward the arena. It's a block away, and it's even more crowded than the park. Everyone around me is wearing black and green. Most of them are wearing jerseys like Lee.

"A game?" I ask her, but I have no clue what it could be. I haven't followed sports since I graduated from high school. Back then, I had to pretend to like sports or everyone would accuse me of being gay like my sister.

"Do you seriously not know? Boy, there is so much that I have to teach you."

I look down at the black high-heeled boots she's wearing. My eyes trace her body all the way to her face. To her pink lipstick and matching eyeshadow. "I promise to be a good student."

"You'd better be." She winks, and a devious look flashes over her face. "Tien Arena is the home of the Sea Eagles. The best team in hockey, as long as you don't go by their win-loss record. Now come on. I need a pretzel."

We each get a pretzel and then fight our way to our seats. Lee elbows at least two people. The first one was wearing the opponent's jersey. I'm not sure what the second man did to her, but after seeing how quickly her elbows fly, I'm afraid to ask.

Our seats are right on the ice, and every time a player from the other team comes close, Lee is up and pounding on the glass. Once, a player stopped and stared at her, and I wasn't sure if he was noticing how hot she is or wondering if he could fight her.

By the end of the game, she's hoarse, and she winces when I hold her hand. As soon as we can stop without being trampled by the mob, I pull her aside and rub my thumbs along her palms. They're red and swollen.

"So, what did you think? Best hockey team in the league, right?"

"We lost by seven points." I pull her hand to my mouth and kiss it. "But I had fun watching it with you."

"Maybe you're in the mood for a little more fun?"

I'm definitely in the mood, and my throbbing cock won't let me forget it. But I'm afraid to agree without knowing what she's going to suggest. For all I know, she may want us to go downtown and start flipping over cars to protest the Sea Eagles’ defeat. "Maybe..."

“At my place?” she asks.

"Absolutely."

Her apartment is just a few blocks away from the arena, so we walk the whole way. When I first see it, my jaw drops. "It's enormous."

"That's what he said." She winks.

I walk to the middle of the room and spin to take it all in. The living room, dining room, and kitchen are all one space. The only division between them is a long kitchen island. I think just those three rooms are bigger than my entire house.

Lee stands in front of me and takes my hands. "So, other than admiring my apartment, what do you want to do?"

"Admire you."

"Mmm, I can go along with that." She guides me over to the couch, and we both sit. Our eyes not leaving the other's. She drops one of her hands from mine and rubs up my thigh to my crotch. "Whoa. Someone is excited."

My breath catches as she strums her fingernail over my dick. "Someone is very excited."

"Someone has been a good boy today..." I feel her start to work on my zipper, but I can't look away from her face. Her pink mouth is contorted into a perfect O.

"How do you do that?"

"Unzip a pair of pants? It's actually easy. You just take this little flap thingy and tug it down." As she says the words, I feel a rush of cool air spill against my boxer briefs.

"I mean the makeup. The everything. How do you look so perfect?"

"Oh." She stares at me, and it seems like we're both frozen. "I knew you were going to ask. I could tell you were special the instant I saw you. I didn't expect you to ask right as I was getting ready to suck your dick, though." She giggles.

"I probably should have waited a few minutes."

"Only a few minutes? Oh, you poor deprived thing. I promise to give you more than a few minutes. But come with me first." She tugs me up, and I follow behind her.

She goes into the bathroom, but I stop at the doorway. She walks to the vanity and pulls out a small plastic case from under the sink.

"It's not going to hurt. Get over here."

I'm nervous as I walk closer to her. "What is it?"

"Stand right there and do exactly what I say. Got it?"

"What are you doing?" My heart is racing.

"You really need to shave closer if you're going to do this. Or get a few zaps of the laser and never have to worry about it again. Now close your eyes."

"Lee?"

"What did I just say? Now close until I tell you to open them."

I do what she says and feel a sponge drag across my face. Is she really doing this? Is she putting makeup on me? I've wondered about this since Alexis came out all those years ago. Even before she came out, I knew I was attracted to boys and girls. But the first time I saw her wear women’s clothes, I was so jealous.

"Someone likes makeup." Her hand wraps around my cock, and I gasp. I don't know if I've ever been this hard. If she doesn't let go of me, I'm going to cum into my underwear right here. But she releases me, and I blow out a long breath. "We'll get to that later. First, I have to make you pretty."

I moan at the words. I've thought about being pretty. Dreamed of it. But I've never done more than that.

When Lee makes a satisfied noise a few minutes later, I want to open my eyes and look, but I don't. As much as I want to see, an even bigger part of me doesn't. If I'm ugly when I look into the mirror, all of my dreams will shatter around me. It's almost better to never find out than to find out it could never be.

"Such an obedient girl, waiting until I tell you to open your eyes. Open up."

I blink a couple of times, but I don't look at the mirror. Just at Lee. The smile across her face is huge, but I don't know her well enough to know if it's from pride or because she's laughing at me.

"Well..." She points to the mirror. Even though I don't mean to, my gaze follows her finger, and I see...

"How?" The mouth on the woman in the mirror moves at the same time mine does. It's like she's lip-syncing my word.

“When will people stop asking that? Picasso had his paints. I have my powders and creams.”

I lean closer to the mirror and open and close my mouth. The woman does the same. When I blink, she blinks. When I back away, she backs away. "But how..."

"Honey, just accept that it is. Is this your first time?"

I nod my head. First time in makeup. First time I saw myself as a woman.

"I was ten my first time. I snuck into my mama's makeup drawer and made such a mess on my face. Believe it or not, I wasn't a natural at this. I didn't really get good until my freshman year of high school. That's when all the other girls started coming to me in the mornings so I could do them up. Except Teresa. Such a bitch. She had to go all through high school without once experiencing my magic touch. Served her right."

"I don't think I can do this."

"Wear makeup? Be pretty? You're already doing both of those things right now."

"No. I..." I storm out of the bathroom, grab my coat and phone, and walk outside. I don't look back. I just order a car.


CHAPTER FOUR



On the way home, I call Alexis, praying that she picks up. I have to see her, and it has to be now. There's so much I need to finally tell her.

The driver pulls over in front of a brown brick building, and I text my sister to let her know I'm here. She's standing in the doorway when I get there. Thankfully, the landing is dark, so she can't see me. Yet.

I follow her inside. This is Sean's apartment, and it's as impressive as Lee's. Alexis walks ahead to the living room and looks out a wall of windows before she turns to me.

“So what's so important—oh.”

“Yeah.”

She walks closer to me. Too close. But I don't move. I let her lean in and examine me. "So, what should I call you?"

"What do you mean?"

“Do you still go by Jacob?”

I feel my face turn beet red. "I... that's what I wanted to talk to you about."

She throws her arms around me. "I love you no matter what you look like or what pronouns you use. I hope you never doubted that."

I wait for her to let go, but she doesn't. "Alexis, it's not like that."

Finally, she takes a step back and looks up at me. She looks like she wants to tell me that it's okay. That I don't have to be afraid to tell her. But she's wrong.

"This was just... Lee. I had a date with Lee. Then afterward she did this."

"Oh." Her eyes are wide and her mouth is hanging open, and then she bursts into laughter. "I should have known. If anyone can make a man look gorgeous, it would be her."

My chest puffs out a little when she calls me gorgeous. "But it's not like that either."

She stops laughing and bites her lip. Her head tilts a little.

“You're pretty,” I say.

"Uh, okay?"

"That's not why I'm here. Well… sorta. I've never been able to say that to you, but I've thought it for a long time. Look, you remember how I was... before that night, right?" The night I hand-delivered her to the man who made her life hell and who could have very well killed her.

She moves to the couch. She's stiff now. All trace of laughter is gone. She won't admit it, but I know that she's never forgiven me for the way I treated her growing up. And I don't blame her. I don't forgive me either. Not for any of it.

“I was hurt,” I say.

"I know. You were just a kid, and you lashed out because you thought you lost your big brother." She's looking down at her feet.

"No. I was hurt because I was jealous." I sit beside her and reach for her hand. It's clamped so tightly to her knee that I have to pry it away, but once I do, she laces her fingers through mine and squeezes. "I thought you ruined everything for me. Because you had the courage to come out before me."

She stares up at me, and I know what she's thinking.

"Not as trans. As bi. As poly. I'd just started puberty and figured out that gender didn't matter to me. Remember Kyle? He was my first kiss. My first hand job. But then when you came out, everyone was so angry all the time. At home and at school. And it's like a giant wind came along and forced me deeper into the closet and then held the doors shut. How could I come out after that?"

She stares at me, and there's a tear running down her cheek. “So you knew what I was going through, but did nothing?”

“Alexis, you remember what it was like. There was no way I could have thrown myself into that. Even if I did, everyone would have thought I just wanted the attention. They would have all thought I was just copying you.”

“It’s not even that you did nothing. You shut me out. You didn't talk to me for months. Not a single word. I worshipped the ground you walked on, Jacob. I did everything for you. And you made me think you hated me. You made me hate myself. I…” She pulls her knees up to her chest and rocks back onto the couch. “I didn’t care what anyone else thought. But you were the reason I cried myself to sleep each night. And now... what? You're telling me you did that to me because you were scared?”

My heart is thumping against the side of my chest, and I’m sure she can hear it. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe I should have never told her the truth. "I'm sorry, Lex. You don't know how sorry I am. But I was a kid, and I was scared. Terrified. And… fuck, I'm just sorry. Every day of my life, I'm just unbelievably sorry."

I walk to the door, hoping she'll stop me. A touch, a word. I just want some signal to tell me that she might understand. Not today. But some day. But it's completely silent except for her sobs, and when I turn the knob and pull open the door. There's nothing. I step out and close the door behind me.
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For almost a week, Alexis has been ignoring me. And I've been ignoring Lee. I don't know what to say to her. Yes, I loved what you did to me. I want to do it again. But also it made me realize what a terrible person I am and opened up this huge hole in my heart that can never be repaired. And I don't deserve to have it repaired, even if it could be.

But when she texts an emoji with a single tear, it’s like she punches me. I have to sit down. I’m not just punishing myself.

Me: Hey. I've been an asshole, and I'm sorry.

Lee: No, that's not fair. Assholes are one of my favorite body parts, so don't compare them to you. You've been something gross and worthless. Like an armpit. You've been an absolute armpit to me.

Me: I have. I’ve been the stinkiest king of the armpits. And I feel terrible about it.

Lee: Dinner tomorrow to make it up to me?

Me: I'd like that. Where?

Lee: Be at my apartment at six. Use lots of deodorant, King Stinky.

The next day I stand outside her apartment building at 5:30pm. I wanted to be sure I wasn't late, but I ended up too early. Now I'm pacing up and down the sidewalk with a bouquet of flowers in my hand. I don't know what flowers she likes, so I told the florist to put one of everything in here. It's a clashing mix of colors that reminds me of either a field of wildflowers in the summer or the outfit of a clown.

At exactly six, I knock on her door, and she opens it right away. "You could have knocked earlier, you know."

“I—”

"I've been watching you walk back and forth outside. Those poor flowers are probably frozen to death by now. Let me have them so I can get them into some water.” She takes them from my hand and walks to the kitchen. She rummages under her sink and then pulls out a vase for them. “They’re very beautiful, by the way."

"So you saw me out there?"

She doesn't say anything as she fills the vase and then sets it on a table beside the couch. She looks at the flowers and spins the vase a couple of times, finally finding an angle she likes. "You were right outside my windows."

A shiver runs through my freezing body. "You could have gotten me and told me to come in."

She smiles. "I know. But I wanted to see how sorry you were. Did you get cold standing out there?" She runs her hands along my cheeks and pecks my lips. "Do you need someone to warm you up?" Her hands work down my face to my neck. Then my chest. Then around to my back and my ass. She grips it and pulls me closer to her.

"I did get a little cold. "

She kisses me again, and this time her lips stay. Through my jeans, she teases a finger along my crack, and I moan against her mouth.

"I think I know a way to warm you up. Follow me."

She turns and walks toward the bedroom. I don't say anything. I just watch her ass as she walks three steps in front of me. She stops when she gets to the bed, and my pulse quickens.

"Take off your clothes." My dick gets hard at her words, and I rush to unbutton my shirt and pants.

In seconds, I'm standing naked in front of her. I expect her to undress too, or at least lift her dress a little. But she does neither. She just watches me. When I'm naked, she takes a step closer to me and looks down. Her finger runs along the length of my cock, and I want to melt at her touch. But she keeps moving. Around me. Trailing her finger against my skin as she does. My head tilts back, and I groan.

"I like it." She's back to my front now. Not touching me, but she's so close that I can feel the warmth of her breath. Of her body. I don't know if I've ever needed anything as much as I need to feel her against me, but she takes a step further away. She looks me up and down one more time, and I whimper.

She laughs and turns away. "I think we should have a little fun first." My shoulders slump, but that just makes her laugh again. "Trust me, you'll love this," she says.

When she faces me again, she's holding black panties and a pair of black stockings. My breath catches, and my dick somehow grows even harder. She teases the foot of a stocking across its top. It's so light I can barely feel it, but it almost knocks me to the ground. My back arches backward and my knees start to buckle.

"What did I tell you? I want you to pull these on." She rubs the panties down my arm to my hand. I take them from her and pull them up my legs. But I can't get them around my dick. "Hmm, we'll have to take care of that little problem before the night is over. Now sit, so we can finish." She pushes on my shoulder, and I drop backward onto the bed.

Lee kneels at my feet and bunches one stocking in her hand. I hold my foot out for her and she quickly pulls it up to my ankle, but then she slows down. She glides it up my calf so slowly that it almost seems like she's not moving at all. But her fingernails scraping my skin tell me she is. By the time she gets to my knee, I can't hold my body up, and I fall backward. She stops there and starts to work her way up my other leg in the same slow process. I growl, and she just chuckles.

When both stockings are up to my knees, she starts pulling them up further. I sit up to watch her.

She slides the silky material an inch up my thigh and bends over me. I think that she's going to take my dick into her mouth, and my heart races. But she doesn't. She kisses the inside of my thigh, and I writhe at the ticklish sensation. Then pulls the other stocking up an inch. Another kiss. Another inch. Another kiss. And after four of these, I want to scream.

She must sense my frustration, because she slides up and blows across the tip of my cock. My hips buck, my dick strains, but she laughs and gives me another kiss on my thigh. She's so close now. If I just close my thighs, I could hold her there. She would have to take me then. But I don't. And she doesn't.

She drops lower to the floor. Her ass resting on her heels and looks up at me. She's not looking for permission. She's warning me. She runs her tongue up my left leg. By the time she gets to my thigh, her tongue is dry, and it pulls my sensitive skin, stretching it toward my burning core. And she's almost there. If I just move a couple of inches.... But before I can even think it, she's disappeared, and I feel her tongue against my right ankle. I roll back onto the mattress and stare at the ceiling. My heart is beating so hard my entire chest moves in time with it.

When she licks toward my cock this time, I pinch my eyes shut. I don't want to see her get so close, only to move away. But she doesn't. Her lips close around my head, and I gasp. Her mouth is warm and moist, and I'm not going to last long. I need to warn her. But I can't form the words. The only sound that comes out is a crackle from the back of my throat.

"Either you just died or you like that." She pulls away just enough to say the words before plunging back around me.

"Both."

She laughs against my dick. It makes her move faster. Sucking and twisting her tongue around me. I arch into the bed, and I would drive my shoulders to the ground if it weren't there. My entire body wants to curl backward. My hands clench into tight fists around her blanket, and I think I literally explode into her. I can hear her mouth sloshing around me now as she takes it all. And I collapse. Gravity pulls me in on myself.


CHAPTER FIVE



Lee crawls beside me. Our hands find each other, and our fingers knit themselves together. I would be happy laying like this all night, but after a few minutes my stomach growls louder than any moan I'd just made. Lee laughs so hard she has tears in her eyes.

“You did tell me this would be a dinner date.” I haven't eaten all day. I've been too nervous. The only part of relationships that I'm good at is ruining them. My sister. My ex-wife. Almost Lee.

When she stops laughing, Lee rolls over to face me. "What do you call yourself when you're dressed like this?"

I look at her for a second but then stare at the ceiling again. "I don't know."

"Yes, you do. Tell me. My name is Lee, for God's sake. Do you really think I'm going to judge you?"

I twist my head and kiss her. "No, I don't think you will. What is Lee short for?"

She bites my lip and pulls it toward her. "You're changing the subject. Do you know the martial arts star, Sean Lee? My parents were huge fans of him. So they named us Sean and Lee. My brother was born twelve minutes before me, so he's Sean."

A chill runs through my body. I sit up and spin so I'm facing her, pulling my legs in. "Not Sean from the club."

"The very one." She props herself up on an elbow, and rubs her other hand along my stockinged leg.

"As in Alexis's boyfriend?"

"You didn't know?" She bends and kisses my knee and my cock stirs at the memory of her mouth running up my leg.

I can't say anything. How did I not know this? Why did no one tell me? Does Alexis think I'm only dating Lee because she's dating Sean?

"We're identical twins. It's always fun to reveal that to strangers and watch as they try to work out how that's possible... Are you not going to say something?"

"You..."

"Okay, that's kinda the bare minimum, but I guess it's something. Me. Are you that weirded out by dating your future sister-in-law?"

I stare at her for a few seconds and then nod my head. "You're not?" I completely ignore the fact that she's assuming Sean and Alexis will marry.

"Not at all. When my future brother-in-law is this sexy, I don't worry about anything else. Besides, it's not like you're the one dating Sean. That would be awkward. And unusual since he and I are both straight." She chuckles, but I just keep staring at her. "There's nothing wrong with it. People do it all the time. Holidays are a lot easier to plan because there are fewer people involved. Now, what do you say about going out for dinner?"

I nod my head, still wondering what Alexis must think of me. Poisoning our relationship again without even knowing it this time.

"Will you do something special for me?" Her fingers slide up between my legs, and as soon as she touches my dick, I would agree to anything. "Will you go out dressed like this for me?"

My jaw drops open and every thought swirling in my head falls crashing down. "Like this?" There's no way that I heard her right.

"You're so fucking sexy like this." She growls out the words. "But I have a dress that would look hot on you. And wouldn't get us kicked out of the restaurant."

“Lee.” I don't think I need to say any more. The answer is so obvious.

She walks to her closet and pulls out a black dress that looks two sizes too small and a foot too short. She holds it at arm's length and looks from the dress to me and back. "This will be perfect. Do you feel like being a brunette or a blonde tonight?"

"Lee, this is fine for here. It's fun for here. But I can't go out like this."

"Of course you can. I know just the place. Very queer friendly and the owner is a friend. He comes to the club all the time. No one there will judge you. They won't even suspect a thing."

I rub my palms together. Their sweat makes them slick. "I don't know."

"Honey, trust me. I know what it's like to be scared your first time. But if anyone even looks at you just a little funny, I'll make sure tonight is the most humiliating night of their life. I won't let anything happen to you. Trust me?" She sets the dress on the bed and takes my hands. And despite the wolf clawing and thrashing inside my stomach, I do trust her.

We go into the bathroom, and I clean up while she gets her makeup ready. It's just like last weekend, only this time I'm standing in just a pair of panties and stockings.

"So you never did answer me..."

My cheeks turn red. I've been thinking about it ever since she asked me, but I didn't want to say anything. I don't want to seem too eager for this. The bile boiling in my stomach tells me that I'm not too eager for this. "Blonde."

Lee lets her arms fall to her sides and tilts her head as she stares at me. "You either misunderstood what I meant, or you have the strangest and maybe most boring imagination ever. What name do you call yourself when you're dressed like this?"

"Oh." I cover my mouth in embarrassment, but she yanks my hand away and yells at me for messing up her artwork. "I haven't really done this before. Just once with one of Alexis's dresses when I was a teen. But not since then."

"But your legs are shaved."

"I just like them better that way."

She starts blending the contour creams on my face, and I hope that means she's moved on. "So you never had a name for yourself?" Guess she hasn't.

"Jasmine." I say it so softly that I hope she doesn't hear.

"Like the princess?"

I wish I could dig a hole in her bathroom and bury myself in it. The name I’ve always used was one I picked out when I was ten. “I watched that all the time growing up. And I always thought she was pretty.”

“And your family somehow thought that Alexis was the only queer one?”

Lee doesn’t know, but this brings back all the memories of the way I treated Alexis.

"I'm teasing you. It's a gorgeous name. Now, let's finish getting you ready, Jasmine."

I don't know what I expected to feel hearing that name. But it wasn't this. It feels right. And it feels wrong. The same way that Jacob has always felt both right and wrong. I shake the feeling away and focus on Lee. She's smiling at me, so I smile back.

"Ready to try on the dress?"

Ready to be embarrassed because that thing won't even fit one of my thighs? No, but I suppose we have to. Maybe seeing that will make her realize this idea won't work.

The dress is so small that I don't even know what to do once she hands it to me. I look up at her like a lost puppy. She takes it from me, unzipping it and holding it out so I can step into it. Once I do, she shimmies it up my body. Somehow, it makes it past my butt and to my waist. I can't believe it. Then it's to my chest, and Lee holds each sleeve out so I can put my arms into them. When I do, she pulls it snug to my shoulders and has me turn around.

"Suck it in, princess."

I chortle, and then I feel the cold zipper slide up my back. I hear the rapid clicks as the teeth weave together. When she has it up all the way, she tugs the bottom down, and I can't believe it actually fits. "Wait right here," she says and walks to her closet.

She takes a box from the top shelf and pulls out what looks like a small white stocking. "Sit on the bed, so I can work easier." She stands over me and pulls the stocking onto my head, tucking my hair into it.

"Are we robbing a bank to pay for dinner?"

"We can, but it's a Sunday evening, so it might be kind of hard to find a bank that's open. It’s a wig cap. Now, hold still. I'm going to put some glue around your edges."

A lump forms in my throat. "Glue? As in permanent? I have to work tomorrow."

"Glue as in, holds it in place until you're ready to take it off. Splash a little water on it, and poof! Speaking of that, no sweating tonight while you have this on. Unless you want me to use the longer lasting stuff..."

"No sweating. Got it." I wipe my forehead without thinking about it.

She slaps my hand, and I pull it back. "None of that, either. No touching your hairline or your face tonight." She takes the wig from the box and lowers it around my head. My hair has never been longer than a couple of inches, so it's strange to suddenly have long blonde strands tickling my neck and shoulders. I close my eyes while she presses it into place and then fluffs it out.

"Back to the bathroom. I need to curl it."

I sigh. Getting ready like this—as Jasmine—is so much harder than getting ready as Jacob. As him, I would have been finished thirty minutes ago. But it doesn't take her long to curl my hair, and once she's finished with that, she walks me to the full-length mirror in her bedroom and finally lets me see myself.

The pit that was in my stomach vanishes and leaves me feeling hollow. "That's... I'm..."

“You're beautiful. You look like—”

"Alexis."

"It's almost like you two could be sisters." She sticks her tongue out at me. "But we don't have time for gawking. I texted Sebastian and told him to have a table ready for us at eight, and we still have to find you a pair of shoes."

The mention of shoes makes this real for me, and the pit reforms in my stomach, twice the size as before. “Do you even have a pair?”

"Honey, did you seriously just ask a drag queen if she has a pair of shoes? There is so much you need to learn."

"I meant big enough for me."

"Girl, you are now 0 for 2. If you were in the majors, they would trade you away for the man who carries the hot dogs around the stadium. You just asked a drag queen if she has shoes big enough for you." She mutters to herself the whole time she walks to the closet and roots through the bottom. "Have you ever worn heels?"

“No. I’ve never even dressed other than that one time I had the house to myself in high school.”

"Shit. That eliminates about ninety percent of what I have. Well, these are completely reasonable and you're just going to have to deal."

She turns and holds out a pair of black ankle boots. The heel is thick, but it still looks enormous. I shake my head. There's no way I can wear those.

“It's a two-inch heel,” she says. “If you can't walk in these, then you've got bigger problems than a sprained ankle. Now put them on."

I look down at the boots where she set them beside my feet. She already has them unzipped, so I step into them and re-zip. When I have them on, I look up at her, begging her to find something else. But she has her arms crossed, and I know there's no way she's going to let me out of these. Until she sees me walk in them.

I pull my feet up closer to the bed. I already feel unstable. My ankles and feet aren't used to this new position. When I stand, I have to wave my arms to catch my balance. I wasn't expecting to be thrown forward. Lee still doesn't say anything. She just stares. So I take a tiny step. Then another. And these actually aren't too bad. I try a couple bigger steps, and I'm able to move around the room without much problem. I still focus on each step, but it's because it's unfamiliar, not because I'm going to fall.

"You look like a pro. I hope you've learned to have a little faith in me? Now you keep strutting, I mean, practicing. I need to go fix my hair and makeup. Your dick wrecked my look."

My penis swells with pride when it hears her say that. Or maybe it's because I have a flashback to just how my dick wrecked her. Either way, it twinges in my panties, and the tight tuck makes it worse. Instead of being uncomfortable, I'm turned on by having it pulled between my legs. I worry that it'll spring forward, but better for it to happen here than at the restaurant.

When Lee comes out, she's wearing a red dress. I'm pretty sure it's the twin of the one I have on, but it looks so much better on her. She's stunning, and I want to keep her here all night. Keep her all for myself. I walk up to her, just about to suggest that we stay in when she asks if I'm ready to go. My body tenses, and I can feel the hair on the back of my neck rise.

"I don't think I can do this."

She walks to a closet and takes out two coats. She hands me the long black wool one while she takes the short leather jacket. "The car is already out front."

I hold the coat in front of me, like I'm begging. And I am. "Lee, I really don't think I can do this."

"Honey..." she puts her hands on my shoulders and leans against me. Our foreheads almost touch. "You absolutely can do this. And you're going to love it. And I'm going to love seeing you do it. You don't know how hot you are, but girl, you could melt the sun. Now let's do this." She takes my hand and squeezes it.

“The sun can't be melted. It's not—”

"You're hot enough to do it. Now come on. Stop stalling."

I make it into the hall. And then through the door to the outside. I'm blocking everything out. Pretending this is just a normal date and I'm wearing normal men's clothes. But then a breeze blows up my dress, and everything stops. What the fuck am I doing? I watch Lee walk around the car and open the back door. Before she gets in, she looks at me and waits. And waits. I still don't move. I see the driver turn in his seat to look at me now. And the restaurant is going to be just like this but well-lit and with dozens of people all staring. All laughing. All talking about me. All judging me.

"Jasmine, honey?"

I can't say anything, so I shake my head.

"Jas?" Lee whispers something to the driver and then shuts the back door and walks to me. I should get used to the whispering. Everyone is going to do it tonight.

"Jas, baby." She kisses me, and that forces me to take a breath. "You're the one making the scene here. Everything is normal. Just two women getting into a car. You're making it weird by the way you're acting, honey. Now, you can do this. I wouldn't just say that. If you act like you belong, everyone will think you belong. Because you do. Come on." She kisses me again before tugging my hand, and as much as I don't want to, I let her lead me to the car. I slide into the back, and as soon as my rear hits the cold seat, I realize I didn't smooth my dress under me, and I didn't even try to keep my legs together.

The car ride is a blur. I don't know if it takes five minutes or five hours, but too soon we pull up to the curb. I let Lee open her door first. I don't know why, but I feel better knowing she's out there waiting for me. When I do step out, I look around. Hardly anyone is on the street, but it's so light it could be daytime. Anyone could see me.

"This is perfect timing. Sebastian is right there at the front of the restaurant." Lee laces her fingers through mine.

I look up at the sign above the restaurant windows. "Tallow and Lace? You got us into Tallow and Lace?"

"Yes. And it's a lot warmer inside, so can we move it? The owner is a friend."

I don't budge. "Even if the owner is your husband, you can't just get a table here on one hour's notice."

"And yet I did. Magic. Ooh, I wonder if I could learn magic and add that to my act? Now come on?" She pulls me so hard I almost fall, but I follow her into the restaurant.

As soon as we walk in, a man dressed in all black walks up to us. He's beaming, and he wraps his arms around Lee. They hug for so long I wonder if I could sneak away with no one noticing. But then he pulls back, kisses her on both cheeks, and turns to me.

"And who is your stunning friend?"

He looks like he wants to rip this dress off me, and when he kisses my cheeks, I whimper.

"Oh, gorgeous but shy."

"This is Jasmine," Lee answers for me. "She's my date."

“You make me jealous, Lee. I may try to lure her away before the evening is over. But I thought you only…” He looks at Lee and then back at me. "Oh. So does that mean? I never would have guessed. So beautiful. Right this way, ladies." Before he turns around, he looks me up and down one more time, and this time I'm surprised that he doesn't throw me over his shoulder and take me to the back.

When we sit at the table, I remember to smooth my dress. Not that it does a lot of good. It rides halfway up my ass when I sit, and the tops of my stockings are showing. I'm mortified, but I look around and see that no one is watching us. Everyone is too wrapped up in their own dinners and dates. I relax into my seat and smile at Lee across the table.

"Smiling? Oh my God, Jasmine, let me get my phone so I can take a picture of this momentous event." She wrinkles her face. "So, do you believe me now that you can do it?"

I look around one more time and cross my legs at the knee. I don't know.


CHAPTER SIX



The dinner is wonderful. The food, the company, the environment, Sebastian. He checks on us after every course. Every time, he stares at me like he wants to toss me onto the table, and by the time he personally brings me a dessert that I didn't even order, I'm flattered by the attention. If I weren't already on a date, I could be interested. If I hadn't already met Lee, I would definitely be interested. But there's only one person who deserves my attention, and right now, I can see her face turning just a little pink when Sebastian slides his finger along the tablecloth so close that he could be touching me.

"Sebastian, love, maybe you could find your own girl? One who isn't on a date with me?"

"But the fun is in the pursuit, is it not?" he asks. "And when the prize is forbidden, that makes the pursuit all the more exciting."

He stares at me the whole time he speaks. I shift my gaze from him to Lee, not sure what I should say or do.

“You're going to get an exciting stiletto shoved up your forbidden little asshole if you don't leave her alone,” she says.

My eyes go wide. Sebastian turns toward her, and they stare at each other. I'm trying to think of some way to break the ice when they both erupt into laughter. Every person in the restaurant looks at our table.

"That was very good, Lee," Sebastian says. "Do you mind if I steal that?"

"I am pretty proud of it. Use it all you want. Threats like that are meant to be shared."

"Very good... very good. If you ladies will excuse me, I truly will leave you alone this time, so you two may enjoy each other as much as you enjoy this cake. And Jasmine—so stunning—it was truly a pleasure to meet you. I hope to see you again." He lifts my hand and kisses the back of it. I sit still and hold my breath. I have no idea what the proper response is. I just know that all the other diners saw everything, and the heat from their stares is burning a hole into me.

I try to enjoy the cake. I try to enjoy the rest of the evening with Lee, but I can't. Even though I know no one is looking at us anymore, I still feel like they are. Every time I lower my head, I feel them turn toward me. Every time I gaze at Lee instead of sweeping the room, they face me. Every clatter of forks and every soft murmur is about me.

"Jas, don't let him get to you. He's harmless. I promise he didn't mean anything by it. Well, if I weren't here with you, he would have."

I don't want to tell her that it's not him. I don't want her to think I'm a coward or that I'm paranoid. "Do you mind if I leave? I'm getting tired. I promise I'll bring your dress back to you later this week."

Lee's face grows long, but she nods her head. "You can keep the dress. I want you to have it. It's gorgeous on you. Promise me you won't wait a week to call me this time?"

"I promise."
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The next morning, I call in sick. There's no way I can work. I didn't sleep at all. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw them and heard them. Everyone in the room laughing and pointing at me. And Lee just sat across from me, smiling and telling me that everything was fine. But it wasn’t. Not for me.

No one would ever look at her and think that she started life as a boy. No one would ever wonder what she has between her legs. But it's not the same for me. Everyone can see what I really am. They all know exactly what I'm hiding under my dress. And no amount of makeup or wigs will ever cover that up. But Lee will never understand. She doesn't know what it's like for people like me who are too masculine to pass as a woman. She'll never understand the torment I felt when everyone was staring. And she'll always want me to go out with her. And I'll wish I could. Maybe I would even try. But each time would be hell for me.

Me: Writing this is one of the hardest things I've ever done, but I know it's the right decision for both of us. I can't see you again. You're exactly what I want, but I'll never be who you expect me to be. It's best to end this now, before either of us gets too involved. You're beautiful and smart and funny, and I have no doubt that you'll find someone who can make you happy in ways I can't. I know I'll never find anyone who can compare to you, but I have to do this. I'm so sorry Lee. I wish I could be the person you need, but I can't.

As soon as I press send, I block her number. She'll try to talk me out of this, and I'm weak enough to let her. I drop the phone and collapse onto my bed. Tears are pouring from my eyes. But I know this is for the best. I pull the blanket over my head. Even my bedroom is too big for me right now.
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I call off work the rest of the week. I can't go for thirty minutes without crying. There's no way I could go through an entire workday. Everything reminds me of her. When I walk around my kitchen island, I think of hers. When I wash my hands, I think of how much better her soap smells. When I lie in my bed, I remember lying in hers while she sucked my dick. Even when I sleep, I dream of her. I know this will pass eventually, but I don't know how long I can take it. I want to look out onto the street and not imagine that I see her walking on the sidewalk. I want to stop looking into passing cars and wondering if she's in one of them. I want to text her and tell her it was all a mistake. But I can't.

All I can do is take short naps—hopefully too short to dream—but I can't even do that now. Just as I close my eyes, someone bangs on my front door. Is it her? What will I do if it is?

"Jacob, you butt, open this door! I know you're in there."

It's Alexis.

I don't say anything as I open the door. I barely even take a step back before she barges in. She's just wearing jeans with a red wool coat. Her hair is pulled back in a ponytail. Simple but pretty. I sigh and shut the door.

She stops in the middle of the entrance and faces me with her hands on her hips. "What the heck is wrong with you?"

"Good to see you too, Sis." I walk around her and plop down on the couch. I wish I hadn’t bought such a firm couch so I could sink into it.

"Well?"

I run a hand through my hair. I should be a good host and a good brother. I should tell her to sit down. Get her a drink. Ask her how she is. I don't do any of that. “This isn't a good time,” I say.

She looks around, and I can tell she notices all the clothes and food wrappers strewn wherever I’ve dropped them. Then she looks at me, and her face softens for just a second. I'm wearing the same sweatpants and t-shirt I've worn for the last 48 hours, and I haven't showered or shaved all week. I think maybe she'll feel sorry for me and leave me alone. But her face hardens again, and she groans.

"Jacob..."

"Lex."

"Lee is miserable." Alexis sits on the chair directly across from me. “Sean says he's never seen her like this. The only time she talks to anyone is to snap at them. She wouldn't even go on stage last night.”

I look around. Does it seem like I'm doing any better? "It would have been worse if I didn't do it now."

"But why did you do it? You two are both head over heels for each other. Anyone could see that."

I bury myself in a blanket. I don't want to look at her, and I don't want her to look at me. "She thinks I'm someone I'm not. She'll forget all about me, eventually." I wish I could say I would too.

"Is this about the other night? At the restaurant?"

I'm lightheaded, and it feels like I can't get enough air under the blanket. She knows? I can't ever look at her again. Not now.

"Jacob, it's okay. You should know I’ll never judge you about that. If anyone understands, it's me. And Lee. We've been through it." She waits for me to say something, but I don't. "Should I call you something other than Jacob? Should I start calling you my little sister now? I have always wanted a sister."

"No." My throat tightens around the word, and I have to force myself to swallow before I can say more. "I'm not like you. You don't understand. Lee doesn't either."

"It's okay." Her voice is quiet. Like a mother talking to an upset child. "It's nothing to be ashamed of."

"I'm not!" Then why am I hiding beneath this blanket? Why can I feel the heat in my ears and cheeks? "You're a woman. I'm not. I just like to... I don't even fucking know."

"You just like to dress up sometimes? Sometimes you feel a little more like a woman than a man?"

Yes, but there's no way I'm going to admit that to her. I can't. I'm too... Fuck, I am so ashamed of this that I can't even tell my transgender sister?

"It's okay to be that way too,” she says. “You don't have to be a boy all the time or a girl all the time. Or you can even be a boy who likes feeling pretty sometimes. Who cares? You can't listen to all that crap in your brain. Maybe I don't know exactly the way you feel, but I know about that voice in your head. That voice is pure evil. You can never ever listen to it."

I wish I could tell it to go fuck itself, but that's too hard sometimes. I sniffle and wipe away a tear that's just starting to overflow my eye, and I pull the blanket down. Alexis's lips are curled up just a little, and all the anger that masked her face is gone now. "I'm not just doing this because of you."

She chuckles.

"I mean it. I'm not copying you or trying to be like you. Although I wish I could be like you. You have everything figured out. I don't have anything figured out."

"Ha! I don't know anything. I just bounce through each day because that's all anyone can do."

"But that still doesn't change anything with Lee. I'm not who she wants."

“You're the smart one in our family. How do you not see this? Lee likes you. A lot. You. She knows exactly who you are. She knows—”

“She thinks I'm a trans woman like her or like you. She doesn't want—”

“Jacob, she's straight. She knows you're not a woman or she wouldn't be this heartbroken. I'm the one who thought... I assumed because I'm like this that maybe you are too. But you're not. And that's okay. But Lee knows.”

I chew on my lip and watch her. She's kneading her hands in front of her chest like she's nervous. Or afraid of what I'm going to say.

"How bad is she?" I ask.

"She's really bad. Why don't you call her?"

I shake my head. I can't. We both need this clean break. It's killing us now, but it's better than a messy separation dragging on for months. I know all about messy separations. It's the only kind I've ever had, and I don't want that for Lee.

"What if you come down to the club tonight?" she asks. "You don't even have to tell her. Just go. She'll be there whether or not she performs. See how she is and then tell me that you think this is best for her."


CHAPTER SEVEN



My heartbeats feel like explosions in my chest. Each one so loud it rattles my body. But I have to do this. I pull open the door and walk inside. It's noisy. Someone must be performing, and I can hear the crowd roaring. I close my eyes and take a couple deep breaths to calm myself. It doesn't work. My hand shakes as I pay the cover to get into the club. The man working the door just smiles at me though, as he wraps the wristband around my arm. Then I push into the main bar.

It's even louder in here. I wince at the noise and look around. Sean is working behind the bar, but I don't see Alexis or Lee. With everyone crowded around the stage, there are a few empty tables. I take one toward the back of the room, in the corner, so I can watch everyone, and so no one can watch me.

I smooth the dress under me as I sit. And as soon as I do, I cross my legs. The stockings swish against each other, and my dick begs to be let free. But not tonight. I look around again. I don't see Lee, but I do see Alexis now. It looks like she's staring right at me, but there's no recognition on her face. So I wave at her. I almost laugh as I watch her face scrunch up while she studies me and then her eyes grow wider than I ever thought possible.

She sets the last of her drinks at a table and pockets the tips the men give her. Then she fights her way through the crowd to get to me. "Jacob? You're so pretty! Up. Give me a hug."

I stand, and she slides her arms around me and squeezes.

"I'm so proud of you for doing this! What should I call you? You obviously aren't a Jacob tonight."

"Jasmine."

“Like the—”

I blush. "Yes, as in that Jasmine."

"I knew you watched that movie way more than any straight boy would. I knew it!"

I toss my hands up as she chuckles. "So is Lee here tonight?"

"Did you do your own makeup? Ugh, you're better at it than I am. Never mind. She's sorta here."

I lean in to make sure I heard her right. "Sorta here?"

She nods her head. "Just keep watching. You'll see. I have to get back. You want anything? It's on the house for my cute little sister."

I laugh. Now I know she's just saying it to boost my confidence. "Just a water? No alcohol for me tonight."

She disappears and is back within a couple minutes. She sets the water in front of me and then leans into my ear. "Lee is scheduled to go on right after this girl. If she goes out there. She refused last night."

I nod. I can't say anything. If I do, I'm going to cry, and I've already done too much of that this week. The thought of hurting Lee makes me sick. I can't even sip the water in front of me.

Alexis rubs my shoulder, and I miss the days before I fucked everything up. We were so close, and then I let fear drive me away from her. "I love you, Little Sis," she says. The look she gives me lets me know that she understands I can't speak right now. She heads back to the bar and leaves me alone at the table.

I watch the woman on stage perform. It's still early, so I wonder if she's a newer girl. She doesn't move with the confidence of the more experienced drag queens. But it's more confidence than I'll ever have. I'm sitting in the back corner of an LGBTQ club, and I’m still terrified to be dressed like this. There's no way I could ever go on stage.

She finishes her act, and the crowd applauds politely and then starts to quiet. My breathing gets louder until I can hear it over them. Shouldn't she be out here by now? I don't notice doing it, but I grip my hands like I'm praying and hold them in front of my face. And I guess I am praying that she's really okay. That Alexis is exaggerating. But I know she doesn't do that.

A woman walks onto the stage, and at first I assume she's a worker. She's wearing jeans, sneakers, and a plaid flannel top that's so big it looks like something she stole from her husband's closet. Her hair is pulled into a bun, but most of it is falling out. When she walks to the microphone stand and stops, I realize that it's Lee, and I collapse down into my chair. She looks even worse than I imagined.

The crowd cheers. Their applause is hesitant, but it's not as hesitant as Lee. She rests her hand on top of the microphone, but she stares at her feet. She does it so long that the audience grows louder. They assume she's doing this for the cheers. When she finally looks up, there's a sparkle in her eyes. Tears. She’s crying on the stage. I fight back my own as she takes the microphone, and the music plays.

Oh no, Lee.

I know the song just after the first few notes, but she can't be doing this one, can she? One of the saddest breakup songs ever? One that made me cry as a teenage boy, so I don't want to know what it will do to me now. But I guess I'm about to find out.

She's standing in the middle of the stage, looking out at the audience, but I'm sure she's not seeing any of them. Her face is blank. She's not wearing makeup, but her eyes and nose are so red that it looks like she is. She sings quietly, and the noise from the audience lowers as quickly as it rose.

Her voice is perfect for this song. Even when she's not trying. Even when she's broken. If this were somewhere else, I would be in awe of her voice. But all I can think now is how sorry I am for her. Another woman that I've crushed because I'm a coward.

When she gets to the chorus, the music swells, but she doesn't. She's still quiet and lifeless, and the people in the audience are starting to look at each other. I’m sure they expect that this is the setup for something. They probably assume that she's going to rip the flannel off. She'll have a revealing outfit underneath, and a new song will cut into this one. One that will have them all screaming and dancing. But I know that's not coming.

I want to crawl under the table. I want to disappear from everyone forever. But I stand up. I don't know what makes me do it, but I walk toward the stage. Everything is in slow motion. Each step takes forever. People turn to look at me as I pass by, but I barely notice them.

When I'm at the side of the stage, I press my body into it. The lip digs into my stomach. She's not looking at me, and I do everything I can to will her to notice me. She just has to make eye contact with me. To know that I'm here. But she's not looking at anything now.

"Lee!" I scream as loudly as I can, but she doesn't look. I don't know if she even heard me. She just keeps singing. Her voice is so soft now that I can barely hear it over the music.

Fuck.

I blow out a breath, and before I have time to talk myself out of it, I push myself up onto the stage. This dress is way too short for this, and I know the entire club can see my panties and maybe even more. My heart is racing so fast that I'm sure it could burst any second. But I don't care.

I assume that Lee will notice me when I'm standing on the stage with her, but she doesn’t. Her eyes are fixed on the floor. But finally, she looks up. It could almost be funny how slowly she does it. It takes two lines for her eyes to move from my feet to my face. And she keeps singing the whole time. Until she recognizes me.

Her mouth falls open, and her arm sags. She mouths "Jasmine" as she drops the microphone. I try to smile, but I can't. I nod my head and put my arms around her. She's limp and doesn't hug me back.

"I'm so fucking sorry, Lee. Christ, I am so sorry."

"Why?" Her voice is weak, and if someone hadn't turned off the music, I don't think I would have been able to hear it.

I squeeze her tighter, and all I want right now is for her to put her arms back around me. But she doesn't. "Because of what I did. That was the biggest mistake of my life. I've been miserable all week."

I feel her shake. "No. Why are you here?"

"To tell you I was wrong. To tell you I want you back, if you'll—" The audience is cheering so loudly now that I can't even hear myself. They obviously think this is part of the performance. I find her hand and wrap mine around it. When she looks at me, I motion off-stage. She nods, and we walk behind the curtain. The crowd noise is shaking the entire building now, and I hope they know something I don't.

As soon as the crowd can no longer see us, Lee comes to life. It’s like a dormant volcano suddenly spewing lava. She flicks her hand down and out of my grip. "Jas, what the hell was that?"

I look down at the black wood floor. "I fucked up. I was wrong."

"Yeah, you absolutely fucked up." She stomps away, and her shoulders shake with each step. "Did you even care what you did to me?"

"I thought it was best for you." My voice is weak, and hearing it out loud makes me realize how foolish I was. She's standing against the wall now, and I walk closer to her.

“Oh, well thank you. You're my hero for protecting little old me. I thought we had something. You were the only person I've ever thought I saw a future with, and then... that. A goddamned text, Jasmine! I thought I maybe even lo—”

"Don't say that." I put my hands on her arms. She jerks a little, but she doesn't pull away.

"Why shouldn't I say it, Jas? Are you afraid of that, too?" Her breath is warm against my cheek as she spits the words at me.

"Yes." That word petrifies me. “I've fucked up with everyone I've ever loved, so don't say that. I can’t—”

She laughs. "What? You're afraid you'll fuck this up too if I say it? Guess what? It's too late for that. So I can say it all I want now. I thought I loved you."

Hearing that word makes me lose control, and I lean forward and press my lips to hers. She twists her head away, and I lean my face against her. My nose pushes into her cheek. "Damn it, Lee."

She blows out a breath. "I love you."

I nuzzle my mouth into her neck. She's so warm against me. I kiss my way around the front and to the other side, and I take her earlobe in my mouth and pinch it between my teeth.

"I love you." Her words are just breaths now.

I slide my hands under her shirt and up to her breasts. She moans as I cup them. My thumbs press against her pebbled nipples, and I circle around them. She turns to face me, and I kiss her again. She opens for me this time. I slide my tongue inside her mouth. Every emotion I felt in the last week is pouring out of me.

She twists her fist into the back of my hair and pulls my head back, pulling my lips from hers, exposing my neck. She runs her tongue down my chin. To my neck. To the center of my chest, to the top of the dress. "I love you."

I roll my head to the side. "I love you too." She sucks the skin of my chest so hard I know there will be a mark. But I don't care.

"Come with me." She takes my hand and pulls me along before I even process what she just said. She leads me down a hallway. We stop outside a locked door, and I wrap my arms around her from behind while she punches in a code on the lock pad. When I slide a hand up to her breasts again, she swats it through her shirt. "Quit distracting me."

The lock beeps, and she pushes the door open. Sean is sitting behind a desk in the room, and as soon as I see him, I drop my arms from Lee and stand straight up. I hide behind her as much as I can.

"Outta here. I need the office."

“I'm busy,” he says.

Lee snatches the papers out of his hand and tosses them against the far wall. "Now you're not. So get out. I need the office."

Sean looks from Lee to me. “Oh. Is this the asshole—”

"Sean," Lee interrupts him, “in ten seconds I'm not going to be able to keep my hands off Jasmine's body. So unless you want to watch your sister fuck the living hell out of the person she loves, you had better leave right now.”

"Jesus, Lee."

"You're down to eight seconds."

Sean stands up and gathers what he can. "Give me time to get out of here, at least."

But she doesn't. She pushes me to the couch. I fall backward onto it, and she lifts up my dress. Her fingers find the waistband of my panties, and she slithers them down my hips and thighs. I look up to see if Sean is still here. I see the door close. And we're alone.

"I meant what I told him." Lee pulls the panties from my ankles and tosses them onto the desk. "I'm going to fuck the hell out of you."

She stands and slides her jeans off. Then her panties. And I finally see it. Her cock. It's huge, and my mouth starts to water just from looking at it. I want to lick it. I want to taste it. But she walks over to the desk, opens the top right drawer, and pulls out a small foil package.

"Do you want this?"

I bite my lip as I stare at it, bouncing as she walks back to me. "Mmm-hmm." In this moment, I don't think there's anything I want more.

"You know what you did tonight, don't you?" She tears open the foil and slides the condom down her cock. I can't help myself, I reach out to touch it. Just the tip of a finger at first. Then I wrap my hand around it. It doesn't go all the way around. "You went up on that stage out there. In front of all those people."

I freeze. I don't even breathe. Some tiny part of me knew I did that, but I blocked it out until now.

"As Jasmine."

Oh my God.

"I'm so proud of you. And you did that for me. Even if we wouldn't have been in this mess if you hadn't screwed up. You did that for me." She climbs onto the couch. Her knees are between my legs, and she reaches down to my already hard dick and slides her hand up and down its length. "So proud of you."

I lift my hips for her, and she pulls up both my legs and pushes them back toward my head. Her hands glide down the stocking-covered skin as she does. But then she presses against me. Her cock against my asshole, and I moan.

"I think you like that."

"Very much." I can barely talk.

"How about this?" She doesn't wait. She just presses into me. My hole expands to take her, but her cock stretches it further and further. I don't know how much more I can take.

"You're too big." I'm worried that she's going to tear something.

She stops, and I relax. "You're perfect," she says. "So tight for me. Are you ready to take the rest?"

"The rest?" She slides further into me, and oh my God. This isn't my first time, but I've never felt this before. My hole and even my insides feel like they're stretched to their limits.

"I'll be gentle." She pulls out slowly, but now there's just an ache where she was. A giant void inside me that I need her to fill. When she slips back into me, I purr.

“My girl likes that,” she says.

I nod my head. No one has ever called me their girl during sex. My cock gets so hard that it hurts. I slide a hand down to it, and rub around its swollen and sensitive tip. Lee must see me, because she starts pumping faster. Either the lube or her condom or something in the office smells like coconut. And the more she pumps into me, the more I can smell it. I try to inhale, but my body sliding up and down along the couch makes it impossible to take anything other than shallow breaths. And in just a few seconds, I forget all about the smell.

I close my eyes, and she's driving into me so hard and so fast now that I'm sure I'll come any second. I work my hand around my cock and pump it faster and faster. Then I feel it building inside me. With every thrust from her cock, it grows out and fills more of me. Steady. This isn't the sudden tense and release that I'm used to.

"Fuck."

"Hold it for me." She pants. "Just a little bit more."

I try to clamp down on the surge building inside me. To at least delay it. But it builds and builds. And she thrusts. And my hand slides to my tip. And it all overwhelms me. And I scream her name over and over as my cock spurts its warm, sticky fluid onto my chest.

Then I hear her breath. Two staccato inhales followed by nothing. Then her cock tenses, and I slam my hips into her as much as I can. Matching her strokes. She's moaning now. It almost sounds like she's crying out. I reach for her, but I can't find her in my haze. But then she collapses on me and sucks in a deep breath. She slips out of me, and I wrap my legs around her. Holding her in place. I'm never going to let her go.


EPILOGUE


"Jasmine? Oh my God, you came as Jasmine? Girl, I'm so proud of you!" Alexis practically runs up to hug me as I walk through the door.

Not long ago, I thought I could never be close to her again. I thought I had ruined even the smallest chance of ever rebuilding what we had. But she made that first step when no one in the world would have blamed her for walking away. Sean even tried to talk her out of it. But she didn't listen.

I understand now that we can never rebuild what we had before, but we're making something else. Something different. It's not built on a foundation of brotherhood anymore. Now, it's friends first and siblings second. It feels strange that way sometimes, but this is the closest we've been since we were kids.

"You look good," Sean says. He’s looking at both me and Lee, so I can't tell which one of us he's talking to.

We're wearing matching dresses. Lee loves doing that, and as much as I feel like a dork when we do, I think it's kind of sweet too. They’re springtime green sleeveless v-necks that flare at our hips and drop to just above our knees. We're both wearing white sandals with four-inch heels. I've been practicing, but I'm still a little nervous about these.

"Everything is ready, so we can all go to the dining room."

"Sean! We haven't even had a chance to say hello to them yet." Alexis has her hands on her hips and is shaking her head.

“We see them all the time. And I said they look good. Now, I'll bring out the lamb.”

"He's just hungry." Lee says. "He gets cranky when he's hungry."

"As opposed to?" Alexis laughs.

"Well, he's also cranky when he's full. And when he's thirsty. And when he's not thirsty. But when he's asleep, he's an angel."

Alexis leans toward us. "I don't know if he's an angel, but he's definitely something in the bedroom." She winks, and I cover my mouth. I really do not need to hear abut my sister's sex life. At least not without warning.

The three of us walk to the dining room and sit around the table. Most of the side dishes are already there. I look at the pie in the exact center of the table. "Is that sweet potato? Who has sweet potato pie for Easter?"

Alexis smiles at Lee like they're sharing an inside joke. "We do. I baked it myself."

Sean comes out carrying the lamb before I can ask one of them to explain. He sets it at the end of the table. The ribs are Frenched, and the roast is shaped into a perfect circle on the cutting board. There are torn mint leaves scattered around it.

"He worked all day on this, and he's very proud of it." Alexis beams at Sean, and he just shrugs as he makes the first cut. I love seeing her so happy. Especially after everything she's been through.

"So," Alexis turns to me, "does this mean you'll be bringing Jasmine out more often? Maybe in public?"

I know from the smile on her face that she's hoping my answer will be yes. She understands there are some days I feel like Jacob and other days I feel like Jasmine. And there are some days I just feel lazy. Jacob is the default on those days because it's so much easier to be lazy as a man than as a woman. But she's always pushing for more time with Jasmine. She wants me to be the sister she always wished she could have. And I am. But I'm also still her little brother.

"Oh, she has been." Lee answers. "We've been practicing to get ready for our honeymoon."

Sean's face goes white, and the knife clunks out of his hand onto the cutting board. He looks like a ghost just gave him an enema.

Alexis squeals and rushes around the table, throwing her arms around me and Lee. "I'm so happy! But why didn't you tell me, you butt!" She punches my shoulder. "Where's the ring? Do you both have rings? When is the wedding?"

"Whoa, Lex. Slow down and breathe." I laugh. "There's no wedding. We're not even engaged. So no rings either." I hold out my hand so she can see.

“We’re not sure we want to get married," Lee says. "Plus, we would just end up fighting over whose dress was prettier or whose makeup was better. So we decided to skip all that and go right to the good part. The honeymoon.”

I look up at Sean. He has the knife in his hand again and is cutting another slice of meat. He looks much more relaxed than he did just a minute ago.

“Oh.” Alexis moves back to her seat, her head hanging a little. “So, where are you going, and are you going as Jacob or Jasmine?”

"Europe. We both want to see at least one real-life castle. And I'll be both. Just like I am here. Whatever mood I'm in that day."

Alexis stares at me. The smile is back on her face. “I’m so proud of you, Sis.”

Lee kisses me on the cheek. "I am too," she whispers. "And I'll show you just how proud I am when we get home."
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CHAPTER ONE



I haven't been in a club like this since I was in college, but not a lot has changed. I look around as I make my way to our table. There are two different bars in here. A selfie station. Lots of women's bathrooms. That's a change, I chuckle to myself. And the lights are better. More vivid. But overall, it's the same thing. A bunch of gay men and straight women. They just all look like babies to me now.

It's not hard to spot Sebastian, even from behind. He's almost twice as wide as the chair and undoubtedly more solid. His long dark hair falls to the shoulders of his black suit. I've known the man for years, and I've never seen him wear anything other than black. But it’s so natural, I can’t imagine any other color on him.

He doesn't take his eyes off the stage when I sit next to him. Instead, he rests his hand on my shoulder. It's his way of telling me hello. And I wish he wouldn't. Every touch, no matter how brief or innocent, makes my heart skip. And it reminds me of what I can never have.

"Have you been here long?" I ask him.

He shakes his head. "Long enough to order you a scotch, but not long enough to drink it myself. What do you think of her?" He points to the woman on the stage.

I look up. The woman is wearing a parka, but the way she's shimmying in it, we all know that it's coming off any second. And when she does rip it off, she thrusts her chest out, making her already large breasts seem even bigger. I stare at them, but I can't figure out if they're real. Just based on the way they bounce in her ice blue bikini top, I think they probably are. But with a good makeup job and better falsies, it's hard to tell anymore. The woman moves around the stage, showing herself off to everyone. Every time she flips her hair, the crowd cheers, and when she squats down with her legs spread wide open, the audience erupts. I just watch with my mouth hanging open. She must really trust her bikini and whatever tape she uses to tuck her boy bits away.

"I think she's pretty. And a really good dancer." I answer his question.

"Yes to both. I've been watching her since she started a little over a year ago. It's remarkable how much she's changed in that time. So much more confident. When she started, it seemed like she was almost embarrassed of herself. Can you imagine being embarrassed of who you are?" He finally turns to me, and his eyes are like black coals in here. They hold my eyes until I can't take anymore and have to look away.

I need to change the subject. "So how's Pepper and Jade coming?"

Sebastian's face lights up. His restaurants aren't his main business, but they're the ones he loves the most. “I have people working around the clock to be sure we’re ready for the opening next weekend. But we’ll make it. And we’re already booked until April.” He pauses, and I'm just about to congratulate him when he bites his lip, and I know there's more. "Unfortunately, there was some family business I was forced to handle personally last week, so that distracted me from tasks at the restaurant. But that's in the past." He brushes his palms like he's rubbing the dirt from them. “Next week, I’ll live at that restaurant until I’m sure it’s ready.”

I know better than to ask anything more about his family business. The first time he mentioned it, I asked what he meant, and his stare was so intense, it felt like I was being stabbed. He never answered me then, and I haven't questioned him since. If he doesn't want to talk about it, I probably don't want to know. “So that means the menu—”

"Will wonders never cease?" One of the performers stops in front of our table and stares at us. "The mighty Sebastian Makris is here with a date? And a cute one at that." She winks at me, and my skin turns to lava. "Should I take a picture to record this occasion?"

"You know what happens to people who try to take compromising photos of me." Sebastian's voice is calm and almost chilly. But he doesn't deny that I'm his date. Does that mean something? It can't. I can't let myself think that it does.

"I know what would happen to you if you tried."

They stare at each other, and I'm starting to worry there might be a problem when Sebastian stands up and throws his arms around the woman. "Lee, my dear, how are you?"

“You know those times where you feel like everything is going your way? Well, they’re going to name those after me. That’s how well I’m doing. So who's the cutie? And why haven't I been introduced yet?”

They both turn to me. Sebastian is still smiling, and I wish it could mean more than it does. "This is Colin, a very good friend to me."

The woman's face lights up at the way he says it, and I want to bury my head in my hands. "It's a pleasure to meet you Colin. Any "very good friend" of Sebastian's is always welcome here." She extends her hand, and I shake it.

“We're not... he didn't mean—”

"So how is that lovely girlfriend of yours?" Sebastian interrupts me before I can clarify that he and I aren't dating.

“Still lovely as ever. She's been begging me for weeks to ask you for reservations at the new restaurant.”

"You know there's always a table for you two once we open. Just say the word."

"I know. But I want to make her work for it." The woman winks at Sebastian, and then pats me on the knee. "I really need to get backstage. You know how these girls are. They're probably fighting over whose curling iron is the biggest. It was great to meet you Colin. I look forward to seeing you around a lot more often. Maybe now Sebastian will stop flirting with my girlfriend."

"She's too gorgeous. I'll never be able to control myself around her." He hugs the woman again and sits back down. “That was Lee,” he tells me. “She and her brother own this club.”

"So is that why you come here? Because you know the owners?" He’s not gay, so I've been curious why he chose this club.

"Not quite. I know the owners because I come here so often."

“Oh.” Does this mean he’s attracted to this type of woman? My heart races.


CHAPTER TWO



I change my mind on each step toward the door. She’s my best friend. But I’ve gone this long without telling her. But I want her to know. And I need her help. When I get to the door, I pause just a second before opening it. I want to do this.

"Hey, Ki."

"Hey, boss man." She tosses her coat on the back of a chair and I roll my eyes. She knows I hate when she calls me that, and that's why she does it. We haven’t thought of each other as boss and secretary for years.

I stand in the doorway between the living room and kitchen. "Want a drink?"

"You still have those pomegranate hard ciders?" she asks.

I take out two glasses and pour the ciders into them. She sips hers. I chug mine. Having a little alcohol buzz will make this easier.

"Whoa, Colin. Are you trying to get wasted in the middle of the day?"

Trying? No. But if it happens, I won't complain. I open another bottle and pour it into my glass.

"So what's up? You invite me over, don't say two words to me, don't even have the Sea Eagles game on, and now you're drinking hard ciders like a nervous sorority girl during rush."

I walk to the living room and sit on the edge of a chair and study the glass in my hands. I swirl it around, watching the red liquid fizz and race around the lip. Maybe I should start by showing her the text. I pull the phone out of my back pocket and swipe to the message. "Read this."

Sebastian: Please remind me to never blindly say yes to someone. Apparently, I'm hosting my family's holiday party next weekend. From this moment forward, I'm telling everyone no whenever they ask me anything.

Me: It won't be that bad.

Sebastian: My mother has already asked me who I'm bringing. She doesn't understand I have no time for anyone new in my life. I'll ask Lee to arrange for a girl from the club to accompany me.

Me: Don't do that. I have a better idea. I’ll take care of everything.

As soon as I sent that text, I knew it was a mistake. I should have texted back right away to tell him I was wrong. That I didn't have a better idea after all. I even had the message typed, but I erased it.

"So, is this why you wanted me to come over? Prince Sebastian is having a party, and... What?" She sighs his name just like she always does to make fun of the way I dote on him.

I look up at her and smile. This is going to work. She and I are going to make sure it works. "And I'm going to be his date."

“Does he know this?”

I shake my head.

She reads through the messages again and raises an eyebrow. “So you're going to be his surprise date? And this is the Prince Sebastian? The straight man you whine about all the time, wishing that he could be gay."

"I don't whine about it." Kiana rolls her eyes but doesn't say anything. "I don't! But there's more to this. Something that you don't know about me."

"Unless you're secretly a woman, I don't see how it's going to help any with this."

My heart skips when she says it. There's no way she knows. I know that she can't. "That's kind of exactly it." I look down before I can see her reaction.

"Yeah, I need a little more than that—I need a lot more than that—to know what you're talking about." She sets the phone on my leg and sits directly across from me.

"I mean, you kinda got it already." I look up at her and smile. She still looks confused though. "I'm trans, but not many people know." In fact, exactly three people know. My sister and two ex-boyfriends. My two exes tried to stay with me after they found out, but it didn't work for any of us.

The confusion on her face is gone, and it's replaced by disbelief now. "You're kidding me."

I shake my head and shrug.

“Wow. This wasn’t what I expected when you asked if I could come over today. So what happens now? What do I call you? Does this mean you’re transitioning? Who else knows?”

“My sister and a couple of exes I never talk to anymore. Now you. I hope it’s okay that I told you.”

“Girl! First things first…” She leans over my chair and wraps her arms around me. “I am so proud of you for this. And honored that you felt safe enough to tell me.” She lets go and I’m sure I see her wipe her eye even though she would never admit if I asked.

“So?”

“So what?” I ask.

“So everything. Name? Transitioning? Does Prince Sebastian know yet?”

I stumble over the word when I try to tell her my name. Somehow that makes this more real. “Sabrina. Uh, I don’t know. And that’s why you’re here.”

Kiana squeals and wraps me in a hug again. “I like Sabrina so much better than Colin. I could always tell you were a Sabrina. I just had a feeling.”

“You very definitely did not.”

She taps the side of my face. “Shush. No arguing. So you want me to help you figure out what to do about work?”

I look down. “I hadn’t really thought that far ahead. I don’t have any plans for work yet. It’s Sebastian that I need help with. What are you doing Saturday? Want to help me with my hair and makeup?”

"Girl..."

“And do you have time to go shopping with me now? I need to pick out a dress for the party.”

“So he does know? And you’re going with him.” Her hands start to move up, and I know she’s going to hug me again, so I stop her.

“Not yet. I’m kind of going to surprise him?” Hearing it out loud makes me wonder if I should do this.

“I don't want to be that person,” she says, “but just because he's straight doesn't mean that he's going to be interested in... someone like you.”

She doesn't have to say it. That's why I never told him about this. For years, I’ve told myself that the reason he’s not attracted to me is because he’s straight. But once he knows the truth, I won’t have that excuse anymore. If he’s still not interested, it will be because of me. “I know. But I have a feeling about this.” Thanks to Friday night, I know the kind of girl he’s interested in.

"Then let's do this. Are you going to go shopping like this, or do you have something different in mind? Let's go see what you have in your closet." She’s practically bouncing with excitement as she pulls me from the chair and herds me toward my bedroom.

Kiana goes right to my closet and throws the doors open. While she swipes clothes back and forth on the rods, I take a bra from my dresser.

"This is it?" she asks.

"What did you expect?"

"Before today, I thought you were a gay man. Now you tell me that you're really a trans woman. Both of those things make me expect a pretty spectacular closet. But my dad’s wardrobe is more interesting than this."

"Sorry. I didn't have time to get the mirrored ball installed before I invited you over. Get a sweater out of there for me, will you?" I slip my t-shirt over my head and wrap the bra around me. When it's hooked in the back, I drop my breast forms into the cups, running my finger over my nipples and wishing I didn't have to stuff my bra before going out.

"A sweater? Seriously? You don't even own a dress."

"That's why we need to go shopping."

She snorts and looks me up and down. The side of her mouth is curled up. I'm just wearing a bra and panties now. "What?" I'm not sure I want to know what she's thinking, but I ask anyway.

“Nothing. Just… you’re kinda hot dressed like that. Here.” She holds out a sweater for me. “At least this is pink and not some boring black or brown.”

"Whatever." Black can be sexy on the right person.

I take the sweater from her and set it on the bed. Then I pull on a pair of jeans and walk to the bathroom. Kiana is behind me and clicks her tongue when she sees my makeup bag. I know what she's thinking. It’s not even half the size of a small pencil case. But I never go out dressed like this, so why do I need a lot of makeup or clothes? She's lucky I have any at all.

I only put on eyeliner, mascara, and lipstick, and when I face Kiana, she pretends to wipe away a tear. “This is why I need you to help me next weekend,” I say.

"You need me to help you today. Do you want me to do it for you?"

I shake my head and kiss her cheek as I walk back to the bedroom. “Not today. This is fine. I don't like heavy makeup.” I slip the v-neck sweater over my head and adjust it so my bra isn't showing. Then I pull my hair up into a bun and look at myself in the mirror. Totally fine. I look just like any other woman shopping for a dress to wear while surprising the man she’s secretly been in love with for the last two years and telling him that she's not really the gay man that he always thought she was. Completely normal and common.


CHAPTER THREE



The store is packed, and there are giant signs everywhere announcing a "Pre-Pre-Black-Friday-Up-to 50%-Off Sale." I work through the dates in my head. This is only the beginning of November, so I think their marketing department might be off a week or two. But I'm apparently the only one who cares. There's at least two women at every rack, but Kiana and I snake our way through them all. She keeps asking me what I'm looking for, but I don't know. What's the perfect dress to wear for both coming out and hitting on your friend? I'll know it when I see it. I hope.

But so far I haven't. Nothing is perfect. Everything is either too formal or too cheap-looking. Too low-cut or too frumpy. Maybe this isn't going to work. Maybe this whole idea was foolish. I sigh as I step away from a rack. The woman who was waiting for me to move smiles at me as she swoops into the space I leave. I look around for Kiana, but I don't see her anywhere.

I wander to the juniors section just in case there’s something there. But it’s twice as crowded as the women’s. Mothers and daughters all fight to find the perfect outfit. But I can tell from a distance that it’s not worth wading into that mess. Either I've moved on and left these styles behind me, or the fashion world has moved on and left me behind. Maybe both.

"There you are!" Kiana almost shouts in my ear, and it makes me jump. "I've been looking all over for you. I think I've got it."

Excitement draws up through my body, but at the same time, I try to tamp down my expectations. I know her, and I know her style. I'm sure this dress is going to be sparkly and shiny and short and cut to show off cleavage that I don't have. I could curse myself for not starting hormones earlier. I turn, and she holds the dress out in front of her.

"You picked this?" I ask her and take a step back. It's a red sweater dress with a cowl neck and three-quarter length sleeves. It is short, but other than that, it’s not like anything she would ever choose.

“It's you. Plain and simple, but with a little surprise underneath that's hidden from the world.” She flips out the bottom of the dress, and I laugh.

"It is me. And I love it. I just can't believe you picked it out. It's not a neon color, and it doesn't light up. Does it play music if I push a button on the chest?"

"Yes. If someone pushes your boob, it'll play a song called Get the Fuck Back Before You Get Your Dick Slapped. Really catchy. It might be plain now, but wait until I accessorize you." The way she says the word accessorize sounds both exciting and threatening. "Oh my God, I don't even know... are your ears pierced?"

I nod and pull out a naked earlobe, like I need to prove it.

"Then yes, girl, we are doing you up all the way. It's called compromise. You get your boring ass dress, and I still get to make you fancy and pretty." She bounces up and down and claps, and now I know that I should be afraid. But I'm not. I'm so excited I feel like someone set me on top of a vibrating washing machine. “First, you have to try it on to make sure it fits.”

Finding a salesperson to let me into a fitting room is a lot easier than I thought it would be. They're all clustered together near a door that probably leads to the backroom. When they see us approaching, their eyes go wide and a couple slip through the door. Kiana and I put on our biggest smiles to reassure the ones who haven't been blessed with superhuman reaction times that we really don't mean any harm. Kiana even holds up the dress as we get closer, like holding out a treat to a frightened dog.

"My girlfriend just needs a fitting room, that's all."

One of the salespeople takes a step toward us and then stops. I hold my hands out to not spook the overstressed girl. She looks from me to Kiana and back again, and the relaxation that passes over her is obvious. It's like someone let just a little air out of a balloon about to burst. “I was so worried you were going to yell at me for not having that dress in an aqua blue tartan plaid size 0.”

"You don't have that?" I ask, and she freezes. "Just kidding. I only need a fitting room so I can try this on, please."

She laughs too long and loud, and I can tell it's the first chance she's had to release any tension all day. "Here you are." She pulls her keys from the lock and nudges the door open. "If you ladies need anything else, just let me know." We don't even have a chance to blink before she disappears.

I step inside and look around. I'm 33 years old, and this is the first time I've been in a women's dressing room. It's very underwhelming. Almost exactly like every men's fitting room I've ever been in. There's no champagne or tray of strawberries. There's no celestial harp music that starts playing as I walk in. The only difference is the smell. There's a faint smell of perfume instead of a faint smell of deodorant and cheap cologne. I inhale and take off my jeans and sweater and slip the dress over my head.

"Well?" Kiana calls out from the other side of the door. "You've been in there so long that girl has probably had three panic attacks by now."

"She probably had those before lunch. And I just got it on." Sort of. I took time to look at myself in the mirrors, turning to see every angle. The dress is so short. But it's exactly what I need for Sebastian. I open the door and stand still so Kiana can see.

"You love it," she says. "Look at the smile on your face. You love it. And damn girl, this is a yes."

I nod my head. This is definitely a yes. The dress clings to me and makes me look like I have curves, but it doesn't expose anything I don't have. Or anything I want to keep hidden.

"If Prince Sebastian doesn't make out with you at this party, then he's not as straight as you think."

Just thinking about him making out with me—or even just touching me in any way other than the way he touches all of his friends—sets my heart off. It's galloping through my chest, and I close my eyes to think about what might happen.

"Oh. My. God. You're worse than Grace was when she suddenly realized Noah was cute." Grace is Kiana's thirteen-year-old daughter, and during the summer she discovered boys. More specifically, she discovered that the neighbor boy was more than just someone she wanted to ride her bike with. "Take that off before you ruin it with your unclean thoughts. We need to go get you some shoes before the only thing they have left is a mismatched pair of size five running cleats."

The shoe department looks like a small nuclear bomb burst earlier. There are boxes and tissue paper and even stray loafers scattered on the floor. We pick our way through the mess and Kiana leads me straight to the boots. She walks by anything I would have picked and instead goes right to a black boot that seems taller than my leg and has a stiletto heel so thin I could probably use it to pick my teeth.

"You've worn heels before, right?"

I run a finger along the boot. "Yes, but does this sliver count as a heel?"

"Do you want Prince Sebastian to notice you?" That's all she needs to say. I want him to do more than notice me, and if these boots will do it, then I'll wear them. "I see those wheels turning. Attagirl. Now let's try on these man-spearers."

Even with our friendliest faces and the lure of candy, it takes a while to coax the battered shoe clerk over to us. But finally we do, and she hauls a box from the back and sets it on the floor at my feet. When she takes the lid off the box, I'm surprised that it's just these boots inside and not a refrigerator. The box is big enough for either.

I slip my feet into the boots and zip them up. They come above my knee. I've never worn boots this high before, so I flex my knee to see if I even can. No matter how sexy the boots are, I can't win over a man if I have to waddle like both my legs are in casts. Once I know I can at least bend my knees, I move to the next problem. Walking on heels that are barely thicker than my knitting needles at home. I blow out a breath and tell Kiana that I want her to have all my belongings when I pass away from either altitude sickness or a fall from such a height that the impact liquifies my internal organs. Then I take a step. And another. And these actually aren't nearly as bad as I thought they would be? They’re just like any other thin heel I've worn.

"So?" I ask Kiana.

"You are going to set off the smoke alarms at this place."


CHAPTER FOUR



“You don't even understand how much I've thought about this all week,” Kiana tells me. “Like too much. I've had dreams about it. Those kinds of dreams. Not about you, no offense, but about doing this to someone else.” She looks around like there might be someone else here. “I mean S-E-X dreams.”

"Yeah, I kinda figured that part out." She smacks my arm. "Maybe you found something in you that you didn't know existed."

"Maybe… But you need to find yourself in that dress soon. We only have an hour and a half until you have to leave. Get those stupid boy clothes off. I can't believe you even wore those today. You'd better hope that's not bad luck."

I look down at what I'm wearing. "It's a sweatshirt and a pair of shorts. It's not really boys or girls." I take them off and fold them over the back of the chair.

“Now those are sexy." She looks down at my red lace panties. "You're planning to go all the way tonight, huh?"

"All the way or bust."

"That's my girl. Now, are you ready for the first surprise?" Kiana warned me all week that she would have several surprises for me. She wouldn't give me even a hint of what they would be.

I bite my lip and look at her. She's my best friend. We love each other. This can't be anything bad, right? "I suppose."

She walks to the couch and roots through her purse. "Close your eyes."

"Ki, come on."

"Close 'em, sister, or you're not going to get it."

"That makes me want to keep them open, but fine." I close my eyes and hear her walk toward me. Then I feel something brush across my hand. It feels like a feather.

"You like that?" she asks.

"That better not be the feather you plucked off some poor pigeon on the way here."

"Open up." She's holding a pair of black tights stretched between her hands. "Put them on." She tosses them to me.

I only planned to wear a pair of knee socks under the boots, but why not? I sit on the edge of the couch, bunch up one leg, and slide it over my foot and up my calf. "Ki? Seriously girl?"

She has a goofy grin across her face when I look up at her. "They're perfect." The sheer black tights are dotted with tiny black hearts all over them. "You're trying to send him a message, right? Well, guys sometimes need things to be obvious, so why not beat him over the head with it to make sure he gets it?"

"In case me wearing a dress and telling him that I've always had a crush on him, isn't obvious enough?"

"It's about layers. You're giving him layer upon layer of hints."

I shrug my shoulders and finish pulling the tights up around my legs. It's not going to hurt. And they are cute. And it is cold. I can always tell myself that I'm just wearing them to keep my legs warm since the dress is so short.

As I'm tugging them into place, Kiana sneaks behind me and pinches my ass. I scream and jump away from her, and she just laughs. "Just getting you ready for what Prince Sebastian is going to do to you tonight." God, I hope. "Now get your boobs and your dress on and come back out here into the kitchen, so I can make you even sexier than you naturally are."

“Which is—”

"Which is extremely sexy! And don't you dare think about disagreeing with that, because I will scientifically prove that you're an imbecile if you do."

I chuckle and walk to my bedroom. The dress and bra are already laying on my bed. I got them out earlier. Every half hour I would walk in here and pull the dress from my closet and just look at it. Wondering how Sebastian will see it. Wondering how he'll see me in it. Finally, I decided to lay it across my bed, so I could see it each time I walked by. Then I spent the rest of the afternoon looking for excuses to walk down to the end of this hallway.

I hook the bra behind me, straighten the inserts in the cups, and then pull the dress on. I've worn it for at least a few minutes every day this week, but none of the times felt like this. I'm beyond butterflies in my stomach. This is a full plague of locusts swarming around in my belly. I try exhaling slowly, but it doesn't work. They all stay put. I close my eyes and picture Sebastian seeing me—the real me—for the first time today, and that quiets my nerves. He's going to love this. He's going to love me. I know he is. I walk back to the kitchen.

Kiana squeals and stamps her feet on the floor when she sees me. If Sebastian gives me even half of that reaction tonight, I'll be ecstatic.

"Sit here." She scoots out the chair beside her. "Ready for surprise number two?"

"Can I think about it for a while?"

"Ouch! You like the tights, don't you?" Her hand is inside a cloth bag. I wait for her to pull it out, but it's obvious that she won't show me what's in there until I answer her.

"Yes Ki. The tights are cute."

"I knew you'd love them. Just like you're gonna love this." She pulls out a box of red nail extensions. "Now, before you say anything, I wear this brand all the time. These things stick like toilet paper on the bottom of your shoe, but when you want them off, you just need to use a little acetone. So wear them tonight and tomorrow and take them off before work Monday. There's nothing sexier than scratching your nails down a man's back while he's railing you."

"That's actually true. Gay or straight. So you just won me over."

She presses each nail against mine, and when she finishes my left hand, I hold it in front of my face and wiggle my fingers. I'm not sure how well I'll be able to function with these, but they are sexy. I wonder what they'll look like wrapped around Sebastian's cock. I wonder what his cock looks like.

"See?" she asks. I quickly drop my hand and think of something else, in case she’s somehow reading my mind.

Once all ten nails are in place, she unzips her bag and spreads it across the table. "Surprise number three. I'm not letting my best friend go out there with just some basic eyeliner and mascara. Not when she's hunting the most dangerous prey of all..."

"Man." I groan out the word and roll my eyes at the obvious joke.

"Man," she says, like I didn't beat her to it. "We're contouring today, bitch. Plus, I just happened to be in a makeup shop the other day, and they just happened to have this red lipstick that is an exact match for your dress. And I just happened to buy it for you since Christmas is coming up. Now sit still and don't even blink unless I give you permission."

Other than one sneeze, which causes Kiana to growl at me, I sit perfectly still for the next thirty minutes while she does my makeup and then my hair. When I'm done, I'm ready to see myself. I'm more than ready to see myself. But when I stand up, Kiana stops me. "Not quite yet. Let me go get your boots first. I don't want you looking until you can see the complete package."

When she comes back, she's carrying my boots and one more bag. I can't see where it's from. "Surprise number four," she says. "A girl's gotta have jewelry." She pulls out a pair of silver chandelier earrings. I’m sure these can't be real diamonds—or else she and I need to talk about why I always buy lunch when we go out—but the light dances off of them just the same.

"Ki..."

“Just try them before you tell me you don’t like them.”

"They're gorgeous." I put them in my ears. They're heavy enough that I notice them every time I move my head, but they aren't so heavy that they distract me.

She sets the boots in front of me, and I step into them and zip them up. It's a lot harder today. I'm trying not to put a run in my tights, and I have nails that feel like they're four inches long. But I finally get them both zipped and Kiana takes my hands and pulls me up from the chair.

"Are you ready for this, girl?"

An hour ago, yes. Five minutes ago, yes. But now, I'm not so sure. It's not like I haven't seen myself before like this. But then it's never been like this. "Tell me what you think first, Ki."

"Are you nervous?"

I nod my head.

"I think you shouldn't be," she says. "I think you could have any man you want at this party tonight. Prince Sebastian or any of his dwarfs. Ready?"

She doesn't give me the chance to answer before she steps out of the way, and I see myself in the mirror. My curled hair is pretty. My makeup is gorgeous. The dress is stunning. The tights and the boots are hot. And I'm sexy as fuck. I cover my mouth and see my nails. With everything else, I'd forgotten them. They're perfect. I jiggle my head to shake the earrings, and they bounce a prism of light at the mirror. If I were a man, I would want to fuck me. If I were a man, I would drool if I saw me.

"You make up pretty good, boss lady."

"Holy shit, Ki..."

She presses against me from behind and wraps her arms around me. I hold her hands in mine. “Go get your Prince, beautiful.”


CHAPTER FIVE



Me: Hey Seb, I'm out front. Can you come meet me? Alone.

I press send and take a deep breath. There are at least ten other cars parked around the fountain in the middle of his driveway. I don't recognize most of them, but I can tell they all cost more than my BMW.

When I see him walk out of the house, my fingers turn white from gripping the steering wheel. This is it. This is everything. I have to force my breaths in and out. My hammering heart won't make room for anything else inside my chest. I know him. I know that he's fine with this. In theory. With other people. But what if he's not fine with me? I close my eyes and try to count the seconds until he gets to my car, but I don't make it past two. My brain stumbles over what comes next, so I just keep repeating two over and over until he's standing outside the window.

He sees me. He's staring right at me. And I'm staring at him. But he's not moving. Is this what it's like to die? Everything around me—the entire world—is stopped. Frozen. And now I'm stuck in some in-between state. My mind refuses to let go, so it holds on to this. I'm going to be haunted for eternity by Sebastian's face looking through my side window. His jaw hanging open. His eyes wide and perfectly round in their shock. I wanted him forever, and now I have him.

But then his jaw closes, and his throat bobs up and down as he swallows. He reaches for the door handle and gets in beside me. His sandalwood scent fills my car instantly, and I wonder how long it will last if I never roll down my windows again.

"Colin?"

"So remember how I said I'd find you a date for today?"

"I do." He draws out the words like they're sticking to his mouth, but he doesn't say any more. I wait for him to realize what he's seeing. Any second... "This was your plan?"

I nod, and he laughs. But it's not an amused laugh.

“You want me to tell my family my friend dressed like a girl so I would have a date?”

I put my hand on his. He doesn't pull away. "Not just dressed like a girl. I am a girl." I watch for any reaction. Good or bad. But there’s nothing. "Seb, remember that club you took me to? Those girls? You know about them, right? You know what makes them different from a lot of other girls?"

He doesn't answer.

"You know what they have between their legs, right? I'm like them."

“You're like them…” I'm not sure if he's questioning me or just repeating my words because he's in shock.

"Seb, I'm transgender." I feel like I’m going to vomit, but if I do, the entire swarm of locust will pour out of me. "I'm like them, but I hid myself from almost everyone."

“Hid yourself…”

"This is me. Who I really am. I'm showing you my true self right now, and the fact that you aren't reacting at all is starting to freak me out. Say something."

"I don't understand."

Thank God. That's something I can work with. That's an opening. “To keep it overly simple, it's like I have the wrong body. I wasn't meant to—”

“I know that, and honestly, I’ve suspected this for a while. I know lots of girls like you, and I’m not blind. But I don't understand why you're here like this today. You know my family is here.”

He… what? I feel like someone poured ice water over me. He’s suspected this? I close my eyes and take a breath. “I’m here as your date.”

“As my date?”

"That's the second part of this. I'm coming out as trans. But I'm also telling you how I feel about you." I run a finger across the back of his hand.

"And that is?"

I need to swallow, but I don't have any saliva left in my mouth. This is the moment when our friendship ends one way or another. Either he's repulsed by me and never wants to see me again, or we explore different levels together. "I like you. A lot. As more than a friend." I dream each night of getting fucked by you. Every time you touch me, my skin welds to yours and it physically hurts me when we have to separate. When I look into your eyes, I see what I want my eternity to look like. But I don’t dare say any of that to him.

"So you’re not just pretending to be my date?"

I shake my head. "I'm attracted to you. I have feelings for you. I want this to be real from both of us. I want... you. I want you." I feel so much better now that it’s out in the open. The cell door is unlocked, and I've walked through it. I might still be trapped inside the prison, but compared to what it was before, it feels like freedom.

"Oh." He pulls his hand away from mine, and I guess that's all the answer I need. “I didn’t suspect that part. Well, they do know I’m expecting someone, so I suppose we should go in.” He opens the car door and gets out like this is the same as every other time he's gotten out of a car. Like nothing changed for him.

"Are you coming?" he asks. "It would look best if we go in together, no?"

Look best. So he just wants this to keep up appearances in front of his family? But it doesn’t matter. I can do that for him. Besides, I look too fucking good to not be seen. I step out, and the cold wind hits me right away and pulls away whatever air I had. I wrap my coat around me, and walk at Sebastian's side as we enter his house.

He stops in the doorway and pulls on my arm. "What should I call you?"

In the excitement of coming out to my friend, telling him I have a crush on him, and then getting not so subtly shot down, I forgot that part. "Sabrina."

Sebastian nods but doesn’t say anything. He just starts walking again, like I’m not even here.

There’s no one to take my coat, so I walk to the coat closet myself. From behind me, I hear him clear his throat and then announce, "Everyone, please meet my date for this evening, Sabrina." I roll my eyes. He doesn’t even realize I haven’t followed him. I don't know how this could have possibly gone worse.

"Coming, baby." Well, I'm going to play this up even if he isn't. I close the closet and hurry across the foyer. "So sorry, sweetie." I kiss him on the cheek. He gasps and takes a step away from me.

"Sabrina, my dear, this is my family." He points to the older woman standing in the center of the room. "This is my mother, Katarina. Then my sister, Sophia." He goes through them all, and there's no way I'll ever remember their names. There are almost 15 cousins here, but I know he's not close to any of them. Not the way he is with his mother and sister.

When he's finished introducing everyone, his mother walks up to me. She has to be less than five feet tall, so she looks up into my eyes. We stare at each other, and everyone else in the room is so quiet I can hear my own breathing. After what seems like an hour, she smiles. "You care for my boy."

It doesn't sound like a question, but I'm afraid to not answer. "I do." Even if he doesn't obviously care for me in the same way.

His mother takes a glass from a small round table and hands it to me. "A toast to Sabrina. The first girl my son has introduced to his family in a very long time. Too long."

She raises her glass and everyone follows suit, clinking their neighbors’ glasses and mumbling "yamas" to each other. I hold the glass to my lips and watch his mother. She drains her drink, so I do too. Next, his sister refills my glass and makes a toast to me. We all drink again. Again I drain my glass. I look over at Sebastian. He’s staring down at the floor.

One of his uncles comes to me now. He fills my tumbler so full that some of the liquor spills over the lip. I'm panicking. Is everyone going to do this? How do they expect me to drink a full glass each time? How do they do it? Maybe I could pretend to not feel well and excuse myself. Maybe Sebastian would be more comfortable if I did. His face is red, and he’s pumping his fist at his side.

After the second uncle, no one else comes up to me, and I mutter a quick thanks under my breath. I'm already light-headed as we break into smaller groups. Katarina and Sophia pin me between them and want to know how Sebastian and I met. Nothing in the story would give them a hint that Sebastian thought I was a man at first, so I tell them the truth, as boring as it is.

I would go to his restaurant at least once a week for lunch. Usually alone. I would see him there each time, and each time I would stare at him until he caught me. One day he walked to my table and asked what book I was reading. I thought he was flirting, so I invited him to join me. After a few minutes, I found out that he really just wanted to know more about the book because he was fascinated by its cover. But we talked for the rest of my lunch anyway. And then again the next time I came in. And the next time. And soon it became an appointment every Thursday at 1pm. Then we started hanging out outside the restaurant. And the more time I spent with him, the more it was clear I had feelings for him.

Just as I say that, I sense him standing behind me. His mother and sister look over my shoulder, and I hope that maybe he'll touch me. Even in some small way. But he doesn't. "Ladies, dinner is ready. Perhaps we can move this conversation to the dining room?"

I turn to look at him, but he's already walking to the next group.

Everyone automatically leaves the seat next to Sebastian open for me, but from the way he slides his chair away—just an inch, but enough to send a message—it’s obvious he wishes they hadn't. The dinner starts with another toast, of course, but this time I only take a sip. Then I see Sebastian drinking his entire glass, and I wonder if I'm suddenly so repugnant to him that he's trying to force me out of his mind. I look away and finish my drink.

I'm not sure how many courses the meal is going to be, but by the time we get to the fourth, it seems like there's not going to be an end. And with each course, comes a different wine. Sometimes with a toast, sometimes not. But each time, Sebastian drinks the full glass, and I’m so furious that I do too.

In the middle of the seventh course, I try to set my fork on the edge of my plate, but I miss and it tumbles to the floor. It seems like it clanks on the floor forever, and I panic, thinking I have to get it before anyone notices. I bend over. Too quickly. I slide off my chair and my head ends up in Sebastian’s lap. He leaps away, and I slink to the floor. Crying. “What’s so wrong with me?” I ask out loud.

I start to crawl under the table. I just want to curl up away from everyone’s gaze. Away from him. But a hand on my shoulder stops me. Even though I can’t focus, I know it’s Sebastian. He’s probably going to throw me out. He’ll never want to see me again after tonight. I look away, but his arms wrap around my waist and lift me to my feet.

"If everyone would please excuse me," Sebastian says, "I believe my Sabrina has had too much to drink, and I should probably escort her to bed."

As he walks me out of the dining room, I try to shake him off. “I’m fine. Just let me leave.” But he pulls me closer to him, and he feels so good next to me, I stop struggling.

When we get to the stairs, he stops, and I realize what he said. “You told them you were taking me to bed.” I can barely understand my own words.

“I did. You’re too drunk to go anywhere else.” He looks up the stairs and then back at me. "I'm sorry if this embarrasses you, Sabrina, but it will make things much easier for both of us."

He scoops his arms under me. I panic when my feet leave the ground. Yelping and throwing my arms around his neck, clinging like I’m going to fall off a cliff if I let go. That’s when I realize I’m not falling. He’s picked me up and is carrying me up the stairs. He takes each step like I'm no more burden than a bag of chips and a soda.

"Sebastian." There’s nothing I want to say. I just want to hear his name come from my mouth while our arms are around each other.

"I'll set you down in just a second, my dear."

No. I don't ever want him to set me down. I squeeze my arms even tighter around his neck. When I feel the mattress under me, I know this is my only chance. I yank as hard as I can. I need to pull him down with me. Beside me. On me. But he doesn’t budge. He simply pries my hands away and stands up.

“I promise I’ll be back very soon, my dear. I need to see our guests off first, but then I will be right back. Promise me you'll be a good girl and stay right here in this bed until then.”

"Sebastian."

"Promise me, Sabrina."

I let my head fall back against the pillow. It's so soft, and it smells just like him. Did he take me to his bedroom? "I promise." My words are half-eaten by the pillow, but he must hear them.

He stands and rests his hand on my waist. "I will be right back."

I'm woken by the bed shifting under me and someone's hand brushing across my forehead. The room is still dark, but there's enough light that I can see Sebastian. I moan and try to lean my head into his hand, but it’s gone before I can.

"How do you feel?"

I close my eyes and roll onto my back. I'm not sure the room will ever stop spinning when I do. But I'm breathing him and feeling his weight push down on the mattress. It pulls me toward him. "Wonderful."

He chuckles. “You should have never tried to keep up with me. I’m over twice your size.”

"Why do you hate me?" I ask.

I can't tell if the bed shifts again or if I just think it does. But I feel his fingers on my arm. He's lying beside me, and his normally fiery black eyes look almost sad.

"I don't hate you."

"You do."

His hand glides up my arm. "Why would you think that?" he asks.

"Because… tonight." I sound and feel like a pouting child. "The way you acted. You don't love me."

"Of course I love you. You're my friend."

I pinch my bottom lip. "Not the way I love you."

His hand freezes on my arm, and I hear him swallow. "Shh, my dear. Don't say that. Drunk people always say things they don't mean."

"I mean it." I move so my body is pressed against his, and I rub my hand over his chest, just a thin black shirt separating his skin from mine. "I love you, Sebastian."

He rolls away from me, and the bed springs back once his weight is off it. “Let's not say any more about this. I don't want you to be embarrassed later by what you're saying. Now, let's get you into something more comfortable for sleeping.”

When he unzips my boot, I look up. He's so careful with the way he unzips and pulls them off of me. Like he doesn’t want to rip my tights by being too rough. The sight of him undressing me is too much. Blood pumps into my dick, and I groan. I need some release, so I rub my thighs together, hoping I can make enough friction against my cock.

"I need you to hold still please, Sabrina." He glides his hands under my dress, and my breath catches. I couldn't move now if I wanted to. His hands slide up to my waist. He doesn't look at my eyes. His gaze just follows his hands up my thighs and hips. "I'm going to take these off you. They're too pretty to ruin. Is that okay?"

I don't know what he's talking about, but I nod my head. He can take anything he wants off me. He can take it all.

When he starts to tug down, I lift my hips to help him. Then I feel my tights sliding down my legs. I'm panting now, and when his fingers brush against me, I whimper. He looks up at me for just a second. His eyes seem apologetic. I try to tell him that he has nothing to apologize for. That I want this as much as he does. But nothing comes out.

When my tights are off, he takes one of my feet in his hands and closes his eyes. His thumbs press into my arch. "Those shoes must have killed your feet. I've never understood why women wear them." He massages it for a minute and then does the same with the other. I scoot lower on the bed, trying to get closer to him. I can't take any more of this. I need him now.

"Careful, my dear. You're going to scoot right off the bed." He lifts me and slides me up toward the headboard. "We really should get you out of that dress, but I don't have anything that would fit you."

I reach for him, but he's just barely out of my grasp. "I don't need to wear anything." I try for him again and manage to grab the hem of his shirt. I pull on it, hoping I can pull him into bed with me, but he doesn't move.

"Hmm, I suppose you could wear one of my shirts. Do you think you can sit up?" He slides his hands under me and boosts me up. I close my eyes to stop the spinning, but that just makes it worse. I reach out for him and wrap my arms around his waist.

He slides my dress up to my underarms, and I feel him unfasten my bra. "I need you to let go of me for just a second, Sabrina. Just long enough for me to get this off of you."

I hear his words, but I don't ever want to let go of him. I bury my face tighter into his chest, but he pulls my arms off of him. I boo when he does, and he chuckles. But then I'm sitting on the bed just wearing a pair of panties, and I realize it was all worth it.

"Seb..."

"I know. You must be cold. I'll be right back with a shirt for you."

"No. Please, Sebastian. Please..." I slip my hands under his shirt, and his stomach is so firm. So unbelievably firm. I look up to his face, but his eyes are closed. It looks like he's in pain, so I knead my hands through his tight muscles, hoping to help him. But the more I do it, the more pain I see on his face.

Finally, he takes a step back. "I can’t, Sabrina. You don't know what you're asking for. I'll be right back with a shirt for you." He turns away, and I collapse backward onto the bed. Why doesn't he want me the way he wants the girls from the club? What makes them so much more special to him?

“Sabrina, sweetie? You need to sit up again. You need to put this on.” He stretches across the bed to grab me, and I notice that he’s shirtless. I’ve never seen him like this before. Each muscle in his stomach and chest bulges, and I want to trace my tongue over all of them.

He lifts my arms over my head one at a time and slips his shirt over them. Then he pulls it around my head and lets it drop. It’s enormous and pools on the bed around me. I reach for him again and hook my fingers in the waistband of his pants.

“Sabrina, you need to lie down so you can sleep this off.”

“I need you.” I slide my hands along his waist, trying to find the button, but he stops me and pulls my hands away.

“You don’t want that.” He unfastens his pants and lets them drop to the floor.

I stare at his boxer briefs, and I’m not sure if I drool. I do want that. I want that more than anything. “Please, Sebastian?”

He crawls into the bed beside me, and I hope that this is it. He’s finally giving me just one chance. I slide over to him, but he rolls so his back is facing me. “You need sleep, my dear.”

I press my body against him and hook an arm around his stomach. He doesn't stop me, so I squeeze tight and close my eyes.


CHAPTER SIX



I don't know where I am when I first wake up. But even before I open my eyes, I smell him. And then feel him against me. And I remember. We're the mirror image of the way we fell asleep. Now, my back is to him, and he's pressed into me with his arm draped over my chest. His cock is poking into my ass. I smile as I grind it.

He moans and pulls me tighter against him. I can tell he's still asleep, so I stop, even though every part of me is screaming to keep going. But I glide a fingernail along his hand and forearm, running it through his dark hairs until his arm twitches and he inhales a sharp breath.

"Mmm, good morning." He nuzzles his mouth in the crook of my neck and I freeze.

"Seb..."

He moans and kisses my neck. Then my collarbone. Then my shoulder. And I feel like I was plunged into the ocean. I try to breathe but I can't. His hand slides up and teases my nipple through my shirt. I look down. Through his shirt. I forgot I had this on.

"Sebastian..."

He sweeps my hair away from my face, and then his whole body goes still.

Neither of us moves. His arm is still wrapped around me. My hand on his. His mouth pressed to my shoulder. And his dick is still pushing into me. It's even harder than it was before he woke up.

“About last night…” I say.

It's like those words are a key that twists in him, and he swings away from me. “I’m so sorry. Nothing happened between us. I promise. And what you said—You had too much to drink, and I know what that does to a person. It's all forgotten now. You don't have to—”

"Seb, stop. I meant everything I said last night." I sit up and spin so I'm facing him. "You're being kind and giving me an easy way out, but I don't want it. I meant it all."

His shoulders rise and fall through his breaths as he stares at me. Then he looks down at the sheet between us, gnawing his lip. “Sabrina, you don't know what you're asking for. I'm a different person…”

I take his hand and pull it up to my face. I lean my cheek against it. His eyes are locked on mine now, and they're burning so dark I swear I can see the smoke swirling in them. "I meant everything."

My heart is beating faster than it ever has, and I really need him to say something. Anything. But he just stares at me. And each minute that goes by increases the pressure building inside me, and I'm sure I can't take much more. "Sebastian?"

He closes his eyes just long enough for him to blow out a breath, and when they reopen, they aren't his eyes anymore. They aren't human. He pushes me down to the bed and crawls on top of me. “If you want me to stop, you just tell me, and I will.” The syllables are a growl more than words. Before I can respond, his mouth covers mine, and his tongue slips inside, stalking mine, twisting around it. And then he bites my lip. I whimper at the flash of pain going through me, but he doesn't stop. He doesn't even notice. He bites harder, and I can taste blood coating my tongue.

I wrap my legs around him and pull him down on top of me. Our cocks hard and clashing with each other. His hands fly off my shoulders and go to his waistband. He hooks his thumbs and yanks down his boxer briefs, the only clothes that he was wearing, and I look under his chest and see it for the first time. There's no air left in the room now. Everything has been displaced, and I'm left gasping. I've never wanted anything as badly as I want his cock.

I take advantage of his arms not holding me down, and I slide along the mattress, trying to get to it—to him—before he changes his mind. Before I wake up and discover this is all just a dream. I'm so close I can feel the heat coming from it, but then he catches his hands under my arms and stops me. He rolls me onto my stomach, and I'm powerless to do anything to stop him. I don't want to stop him.

"I'm going to make you mine."

It's not a question. He's not asking for permission. And he doesn't need it. He's taking me, and I'm willingly giving myself to him. I feel his weight shift to the side and I hear a nightstand drawer slide open. I press my dick into the mattress. He'd better hurry because it's going to burst any second. When his weight shifts back over me, I hear the condom wrapper tearing open. And then the cap to a bottle of lube. And it feels like it's taking too long. Forever.

"Hurry." I pant the word into the pillow under my face, and then I groan as he bites the skin of my shoulder blade. The pain shoots through my body—to my dick—electricity sparking tiny wildfires everywhere along its path.

"You're mine, girl. And I'll do whatever I want with you. Do you understand?"

I nod my head.

"Good girl."

I understand, but my dick doesn't. It is raging. So swollen that I could cry from the pain. I push it down into the mattress again and it aches even more.

My moan is almost a scream when Sebastian enters me. My hole doesn't have time to relax or gradually stretch. His cock explodes it open as he thrusts through. I bite down on the pillow to keep myself from shrieking. From pain. Pleasure. Years of thinking this could never happen. But here I am. With him. Inside me.

"Does my girl want more?"

What a stupid question. What an insanely idiotic thing to ask. I could never get enough of this. I'll always want more. “Yes.”

He curls his fist around my hair and snaps my head back toward him. Tears form in the corners of my eyes from the pain. "I didn't hear you. Does my girl want more?"

Jesus fucking Christ, I want it all. "Yes," I scream.

He pulls my hair back even harder and plunges so deep inside me that his body slaps against mine. I can't help the shriek that flies from my mouth.

He's thrusting now and with each push, he snaps my head back. The tears roll down my cheeks, and I don't even fight to hold in my screams. I can't. I can't fight any of this. Every single inch of my skin is burning.

"I'm going to come." My words are a shout that anyone left in the house can hear. And I don't care if everyone hears them.

"Not yet." His voice sounds like a flat tire rolling over gravel, and he gives my hair another twist.

"Hurry."

He presses into me even faster now, and I know my asshole is torn. I feel the sting with each thrust, and that's what finally does it. Everything my body is feeling roars out through my cock as it shoots its cum onto the sheet below me. I'm shrieking with each breath. In and out. And then Sebastian grunts. And tenses. And pumps into me even harder. His breath is rough and choppy and then he collapses on top of me.

His weight makes it hard to breathe, and I never want him to move.

"Are you okay?" he asks. His mouth is next to my ear, and his breaths are louder than his voice.

I laugh. How could anyone be okay after that? I move my tongue along my bottom lip and can still taste the blood. I feel his bite on my shoulder like his teeth are still there. My scalp is throbbing. And his softening but enormous cock is still shoved in my ass, stretching it beyond its limits. "When can we do this again?"

I turn my head back to look up at him, and he sweeps the back of his hand across my face. It's so soft, I can barely feel it. "My girl." He kisses my cheek.


CHAPTER SEVEN



"You are an asshole. Do you know that? An absolute asshole." Kiana storms into my office. Her coat is on and her purse is still on her shoulder.

I wince at the word asshole. I'm not sure mine will ever be the same. "What did I do?" I grin up at her. I start it as a sarcastic grin just to make her even more mad, but I can't stop it. It spreads clear across my face.

"You bitch! Was it that good? Holy shit, girl, I've never seen you smile like that." She sits in one of the chairs across from my desk. "So?"

I look at the doorway. There's no one there, but I still tremble when she calls me a girl. It's one thing to do it outside the office, but I never know who might hear it here. “It was... oh my God... it was nothing like I expected.”

She looks at me, wanting me to go on, but I think I need to let that sink in because she doesn't get it yet. "Nothing." I draw out each syllable as long as I can without losing my breath. “Come around here.” I flag her around my desk and glance at the door again to make sure that no one is standing there listening or watching us. When she's standing beside me, I pull out my lip. “He did this to me.”

She leans in to look at it, and then her face crunches up. "That motherfucker. Oh, that fucker does not do that to my best friend. No, he does not. Did you call the police? Do you need me to call the police? Do you need me to go to his house and handle this the way I really want to handle it right now? He'd better not even think that he's going to get away with doing that to you."

"Ki!" I jump up and rush to the door. Still no one, so I close it. "Keep your voice down. No one else can hear this."

"Oh, he's gonna hear this. This is not even cool, Bri."

I put my arms on her shoulders, and I can feel her pulse under her skin. "Ki, calm down. It's not what you're thinking. It was hot."

She shakes her head. "Babe, hitting a woman is never hot. I don't care how you feel about him or how he supposedly feels about you. Never."

“He didn't hit me. He bit me.”

Her mouth falls open. "He what?" She pulls my lip out despite my groan of protest and looks more closely at it. “Those teeth marks—”

"Are from him. And girl, you do not even know what that did to me."

Kiana stares at me a minute and then sits on the edge of my desk. “It was hot?”

“Melt-the-flesh-from-my-bones-just-like-in-that-one-movie hot.”

I sit in my chair, and she leans so far forward I’m afraid she’s going to tumble off the desk. “Tell me everything.” Her voice is just a whisper.

“Wait, did you just call me Bri a minute ago?”

She shrugs her shoulders. "I'm trying it out. You're cute, so you need a cute nickname. Ki and Bri, right?"

"Or Bri and Ki."

She winces. “Just doesn't sound as good that way. But enough of that. Tell me all about the hot sexiness.”

I cross my legs to keep everything down there under control while I tell her the entire story. Even the embarrassing drunken fall into his lap.

“Oh my god, my lady parts are gone. They’ve evaporated. He’s a biter?” she asks.

“That’s only half, so you’d better grow some new lady parts for this part.”

“If that were possible, I’m pretty sure you’d be in line before me.”

“Absolutely true. But after the sex—when my body was black and scorched from the general hotness of it all—he called me his girl and then he cleaned us both. I didn’t move. Girl, he cleaned me, brought me a cold water, and then lay next to me and pulled me on top of him. We stayed like that all morning. My head resting on his chest and his hand stroking through my hair, and it felt right. Do you know what I’m saying?”

Kiana holds up her hands. “I’m a single mom who hasn’t dated in years. I obviously don’t. But don’t stop. Let me live vicariously through you.”

“Every once in a while I would twist around to face him and tell him I love him, and he would kiss me. All those little embers inside would flare up again, and I’d have to close my eyes to convince myself that it wasn’t a dream.”

“Sorry,” she interrupts, “but you lost me.”

“Because you can’t close your eyes in a dream. It’s true.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“Try it sometime.” I say. “But anyway, I don’t know how many times I told him I love him, but it wasn’t nearly enough. I’ve never felt so cared for in my whole life. It was beyond anything that I ever thought it could be.”

Kiana’s tongue is hanging out of her mouth, and she fans herself. “Girl…”

“Yeah.”

She pulls me up from my chair and into a hug. “You deserve all of this, babe. You wanted this for so long and then you went out and took it. You know how much courage it takes to do what you did?”

I shrug and look down.

“I mean, Bri! Look at everything you did. You told me about who you really are. You told Prince Sebastian. Then you told him the way you feel and got him to fuck you so hard that nothing is ever going to compare. And then afterward you lay together cuddling and exchanging ‘I love yous.’ It doesn’t get more perfect than that. So what did it feel like the first time he told you he loves you too?”

I squirm out of her grip and walk to the other side of the desk. “It wasn’t like—”

“Like it had to have melted all your insides, right?”

My stomach drops, and it feels like it wants to be melted right now. “He didn’t really say it. Not like that. But he didn’t have to.”

“Oh. I thought you meant that you both said it, but yeah, he didn’t have to. You could tell, right?”

I nod. “Yeah. Totally.” I mean, the way he held me tells me everything I need to know, right? And the way he kissed me. The way he told me that I was his. And he did tell me that he loves me as a friend. Then he went on to show me a lot more than that. So he didn’t have to say it. Everyone always says showing is better than telling. Right?

“Hey, I should probably actually get out there and get to work, you know?” Kiana walks to the door. “But I can’t tell you enough how happy and proud I am of you.” She squeals and then laughs and opens the door.

I could call him. Just for a minute. I grab my phone, and when I tap the screen, I see a text from him, and I smile. It must have come when I was talking to Ki.

Sebastian: How's my girl this morning?

Me: Hey, baby. I didn’t even hear your text earlier. Sorry. Are you busy? Maybe we can talk?

Sebastian: Sort of busy. I'm standing in the middle of the kitchen while the chef samples dishes for me. Is it important?

Me: No. I was just telling Ki all about how hot and sexy yesterday morning was, and it made me miss you. I just wanted to hear your voice.

He doesn't respond for the longest time, but then I see he's typing. It takes so long that my screen goes dark twice.

Sebastian: Did you tell her everything?

Me: Of course. She's my best friend. She’s happy for me. For us.

Sebastian: Sabrina… You know how private I am.

Is he seriously implying I shouldn’t have told her about this? I don't even know how to respond. Maybe it's different for him. Maybe he doesn't have someone that he can confide in about every little thing that happens, but I have Ki. It’s not like I’m posting it on the internet.

Sebastian: We can talk about this later. Have a wonderful day. I'll think about you every time I see something delicious, which is all the time in my restaurants.

I type "I love you." I even have my thumb over the send button. But should I? He didn't say it to me. The back of my throat tightens. He didn’t say it yesterday, and now he didn't text it. Why didn't he?

Me: Talk later.


CHAPTER EIGHT



Sebastian: The next few days will be extremely busy for me with the opening. Not sure when I’ll get a chance to talk. Sorry.

I look at my phone and reread the text for at least the hundredth time. I have it memorized. He sent that Tuesday, and now, it's been three days with nothing else from him. Three days when I really wanted to hear his voice. Three days when I wanted to hear him tell me he loves me. Three days when I just wanted to hear that he wasn’t mad at me. But maybe the texts and phone calls that he didn't make are my answer.

Not even work has helped me to take my mind off of things. Wednesday afternoon, I walked into the owner's office, filled with a swirling mix of clinging euphoria from the weekend and a desperate sureness that Sebastian would never speak to me again. She smiled as I came into the room, and I took a seat opposite her across the long black table in the corner of the room. She had two laptops and a tablet in front of her, but she pushed them aside so there was nothing on the table between us. And I told her.

I told her about me. The real me. That I wanted to transition. That I wanted to be Sabrina at work, just like I was going to be in my personal life, too. Kiana had convinced me to do this. She even scheduled this meeting for me. "While you're seizing the days, you might as well seize this one too," she told me. When the owner tilted her head and told me how brave I am to do this and that she and the company would support me any way they could, I felt like I had seized the day. And when I walked out of the office, I was elated. And hollow.

Part of me wanted a fight. I needed a struggle. Something to take my mind off the fact that it had been 24 hours with no word from Sebastian. The man who I opened my soul to and who was letting it sit out. Looking back now, I laugh about it. Just two days ago, I didn't realize that Sebastian would let it rot and that flies and maggots would take the place I wanted for him.

And now I'm trapped in a closed office inside a supportive workplace. With my best friend sitting at a desk just twenty feet away. I look at the flowers people sent me to show their support, and I sneer. I don't need support. I need someone or something to rage against.

I can't even be mad at Sebastian. I know that he's busy. I know how much this opening means to him. He's been working toward this for years, and now it's just a couple of hours away. As friends, I would have never expected to hear from him this week. There would have been no texts or phone calls until tomorrow or maybe even Sunday when he would tell me how everything went, and I would lap up every detail, so proud of what he accomplished.

But we're not friends now, are we?

That all changed the minute he saw me. The minute I told him everything. The minute I took him inside me.

Now we're in strange terrain. There was always plain, flat land around us. Grass and a few trees. A quiet pond. Now we see that we were just in a valley, and there are mountains all around us. We haven't had time to navigate any of them. So how can I be angry that I'm not his first priority?

But I am. Every time I reread his text, I want to cry. From sadness or anger. Both. I wish it could have been something more. Something rude so I could hate him. Or nothing at all. If he hadn't texted at all, then I could convince myself that I'm meaningless to him. I could justify my resentment then. But he didn't even give me that. He left me in this, alone with no signposts and no map to help me find my way either to him or away from him.

At 4:30pm, I'm already packed and waiting to leave. I want to be alone this weekend. No Sebastian. Not even well-meaning Kiana. Just me by myself so I can process everything and work out the direction I need to go. But when my phone vibrates, that plan shatters. I know from the vibration pattern that it's him. And as much as I wish I could be angry and ignore him, I can't. My heart leaps up in my chest, and I don't even think before I reach for my phone.

Sebastian: I hope you're ready...

Me: Ready for what?

A knock at my door makes me jump. It's obviously not Ki. She wouldn't knock. But if it were someone else from work, she would have given me a warning. "Come in?"

A woman pushes the door open just a crack and peeks in. "Sabrina?"

I'm still not used to people calling me that at work, so it startles me. "Yes?"

"I'm Izzy. Sebastian sent me to help you get ready."

So he knew she was just outside my office. "Get me ready for what?"

“The restaurant opening.” I must look confused. “Pepper and Jade? He told me to make sure that you're there and ready by 6:30pm.”

My stomach flips over. He wants me at the opening? Why didn't he say anything? What if I had other plans? What if I don't want to go?

"Is it okay to set up in here?" Izzy asks.

I look around my office like I don't already know every square inch of it. “Um, sure?”

She smiles and then waves to someone outside the door. Izzy picks up two large bags, and then a man follows her in. He's wheeling a giant wood box. I walk over to the door in case they need any help, but neither of them looks at me. They move to the center of the room and start setting up. A small table with some lights, curling irons, what looks like an entire art supply store worth of brushes, and a huge case that I assume must be makeup. The doors of the giant box don't quite line up with each other, and I can see something swaying inside. Clothes?

"This is so exciting!" Kiana dashes through the door and wraps her arms around me.

"So, did you know about this?"

She takes a step back to look at me, and I know from the way her eye is twitching that the answer is yes.

"For how long?" I try to look angry, but she knows me too well.

Suddenly, the floor is more interesting than me. "I should probably leave so Izzy can get started."

"Ki..."

“Since Tuesday?” She has her lips curled into her mouth, and her eyes are wide and turned down at their corners.

I growl. So she's known this whole time? For days, I've been flipping between being angry and sad, between feeling neglected and understanding that he needs to focus on this opening. And I've vented and whined to her. A lot. But she never said a word about this. Not even a hint.

"I'm sorry, babe. When Sebastian told me what he wanted to do, I just thought it sounded so sweet. I figured a few days of you being angry or upset would be worth it for you in the end."

And of course, he had it all planned from the start. That text was probably part of it.

Izzy clears her throat. Everything is set up, and she's waiting for me. I look at Kiana. "We'll finish this later. I still love you." I kiss her on the cheek. "Now get out of here before I shove a makeup brush up someplace that you really don't want it."

She laughs. "Shows you don't know much about me. I'm so desperate, I'd take that brush wherever you wanted to put it."

I shake my head and walk to the table that Izzy has set up. "Sit back and relax," she says. "Enjoy having someone else do this for you for once." I sit in the chair and close my eyes. She starts right away, and as a sponge tugs across my skin, I sigh. How rich would I have to be to have someone do this for me every day? And how can I ever get that rich?

When she's done, she tells me to open my eyes and look into the mirror. I can't believe it. It's so different from my normal makeup. It's so different from the makeup Kiana put on me just last weekend. I'm not just passable or cute. I'm gorgeous.

My eyes are outlined in black, and she blended the black into a shimmering rose gold on my eyelids. The false eyelashes make it all seem even more dramatic. The rest of my face looks natural, but it's flawless. My normal, everyday skin turned into something immaculate. And then my lips. Perfect and pink and if Sebastian doesn't spend the night thinking about them wrapped around his dick, there's something wrong with him.

"What do you think?" Izzy asks.

I snort. Does she have to ask?

"Now let's do your hair and then we can get you dressed."

I lose track of how many bobby pins she weaves through my hair, but when she's done, it's swept onto the top of my head with loose tendrils curling down the sides to frame my face. It looks like something that would be on the painting of a goddess. But it's on me.

When she walks me to the wardrobe, my body is buzzing like I stepped on an electric line. This is already so much more than I have ever dreamed of. I'm not sure I can handle more. When she opens the door and I see the dress, I moan, and I'm sure I hear the electricity crackling around me. The wardrobe is full of different dresses, but there might as well only be one. I don't wait for her. I take it off the rod and hold it out in front of me. It's full-length, sleeveless, and made of a black and gold jacquard. The metallic gold thread almost glows as I move it in the light.

"That would be perfect on you."

I can only nod my head. I just hope it fits. I'm moving in a daze as I take off the pants and blouse that I'm wearing. I can't take my eyes off that dress. I never knew what it meant to fall in love with clothing before, but now I do. Now I can't wait to see that on me.

When I'm stripped to my bra and panties, Izzy unzips the dress and holds it out for me. I lift my leg, and I'm so charged that I step way too high at first, like I'm stepping over a hurdle. But then I put that leg through. And my other. And she pulls it up my legs and my hips and my waist, and I'm holding my breath. Everything about this is so perfect that I don't dare risk the slightest breeze blowing it away. When I hear the zipper slide up my back, I finally exhale.

I go to the mirror right away, even though I don't need to. I already know this dress fits. I already know that there is no dress that could ever possibly look better on me. This is the dress that will ruin all dresses from here on. And when I stand in front of the mirror, I see that I'm right. It's fitted through the top and then flares out into a graceful A until it sweeps just above the floor. I have to fan my face to dry the tears forming in my eyes.

"Lift up your foot." Izzy is below me, but I don't know what she's doing. I don't care. I can't take my eyes off myself. I lift my left foot and she slips a black pump over it. Then my right. "Now you're perfect," she says.

Perfect.

The restaurant is packed. There's a line outside. And my already filled soul overflows with happiness and pride for Sebastian. These people are all here for something that he dreamed and then created. There's a woman just inside the door checking names against the reservation list. When she sees me, she smiles. "Right this way, Miss Hall."

She takes me to a table next to the front window. I feel like I'm on display for anyone walking by, and the way I look, I deserve to be on display tonight. "I'll let Mr. Makris know that you're here." I smile at her, and she walks toward the back of the dining room.

It's not long before Sebastian comes out. Warmth flushes through me as soon as I see him. He's wearing his familiar black suit with a black shirt and tie. As soon as he sees me, his face turns red, and he bites his lip. It reminds me of what he did to me, and my cock gets hard under my dress.

"Sabrina..." I stand, and we embrace each other. For three days, I wondered if I would ever be able to do this again. If I would ever feel his body on mine. And now that I am, I don't ever want to let go. I squeeze tighter. My fingernails try to bite into him through his suit jacket. And I gasp when his hands slide down to my ass. "Do you know what hell this week has been without you?" he asks as he pulls me into him. His dick is hard. It twitches when I press against it. "Do you know how fucking turned on I am?" he whispers into my ear. "I want to rip your panties off right here in front of all these people. I want to throw you on this table and fuck you until you beg me to stop. But I won't stop until I've had enough, and I'm never going to have enough of you, girl."

I whimper. And I forget all about the hell he put me through this week.

"I want to see what's mine." He takes a step back, but his hands cling to me. They trail across my body as they fight to stay. I reach for them. To hold on to them, but I'm too late and they slip away.

His eyes move up and down my body, and he licks his tongue across his lower lip. The look on his face tells me that he wasn't exaggerating about wanting to take me here. I have to look away before I give in to him. "Damn it, Sabrina." Out of the corner of my eye, I see him shake his head.

We sit at the table. Neither one of us looks at the other until we do. Until there's a table between us, like somehow that distance will keep us both safe from what we want to do to the other.

I don't notice the meal. I don't notice the servers bringing course after course. I'm not sure either one of us takes a single bite of the food or a drink of our wines. We just stare at each other like we hadn't seen the other in years. And the last few days have felt like it. Every second was an agony that will need an hour with Sebastian to erase.

Our trance is interrupted by the sound of a vibration. Sebastian clicks away a notification on his watch and then looks up at me and smiles. "There is something I must take care of." He stands, and I want to beg him to not leave me. I never want him to leave my sight again. And when he doesn't move, I wonder if he somehow heard me.

He taps the side of his knife against the glass in his hand, and everyone looks at him. "Ladies and gentlemen, most of you probably know me. Or at least know of my reputation, as unsavory as that may be." Some of the diners laugh. Sebastian smiles at them and then looks at me and winks. "For those of you who don't. I'm Sebastian Makris, and thank you for coming to the grand opening of Pepper and Jade. Chef Bai and I have worked together on this concept for almost two years now, and it fills me with an incredible joy to finally see it become a reality. And that feeling is made even more special by the people who are here with me tonight. Friends. Family. Colleagues." He raises his glass to a different section of the dining room at the mention of each group. “Some of you have been with me for years. And some people here are just being introduced to me for the first time right now. But more than anyone else, the person most responsible for the perfection of this night is the lovely woman whose eyes have mesmerized me for the last hour.”

He turns to me, and I look up at him. Unable to do anything but sit still while my cheeks burn. "Sabrina and I have been friends for several years, and I believe she knows me better than anyone else. But recently—very recently—we became more than simple friends. And it's too early to know where this relationship will take us, but I do know that every minute I'm with her is the happiest and most complete minute of my life. And what I feel for her is beyond any love I've ever felt or even seen described. It's something I have no perfect word for, so I will have to settle for imperfect ones instead. Sabrina, I love you more than I had ever known was possible. You don't just make me a better man. You make me. I'm no one without you. And I am going to spend the rest of my life trying to prove to you I'm worthy of what you give to me."

He holds out his hand, and I take it. As soon as I do, he guides me to my feet and pulls me into him. I don't even have a chance to catch my breath before his lips crash down onto mine. The diners applaud, but in my ears the sound becomes waves breaking around me. I'm drenched and the push and pull threatens to tear me away from solid ground. If I let go, I could be lost forever, and there's nothing I want more. I give up every thought and desire to him, and I know he can sense it because his lips become hotter. His arms wrap my waist. The fingers of his right hand dig into me, hidden from everyone else in the room, and I know I'll soon have five small bruises forming a circle on my left side. And the only thing I can think is that I want them to be bigger. I want him to press harder. And when I bite his lip, he does.

I almost moan in front of the entire dining room. My body surges against him, overtopping him, and when he whimpers, I know he's just as devastated as I am. My body tightens, and if we don't stop right now, I'm going to come in his arms in front of everyone. I pull my mouth away from his. He leans in, chasing me, and I pull back further. Just enough separation to whisper his name. When he hears it, his mouth rumbles against mine. I look up into his eyes. I know. It's exactly how I feel. But we have to. I slip a hand between us, and that breaks the bond. Just for now. But long enough for us each to take a step back.

I hear some of the diners chuckle, and I dip my head, sweeping my hair out of my face. Acting embarrassed for their sakes. Because it's what they expect. But I'll never be embarrassed about what just happened. With my face down, I look up into Sebastian. His eyes are steaming, and I can't wait to feel their heat. "I am yours," I whisper.

"I know," he answers.


EPILOGUE


We barely make it back to his house after leaving the restaurant. We didn't wait for close. We didn't wait for people to leave. After that kiss—after what he did to me—I couldn't wait. And when I looked at him, I knew he felt the same.

He didn't even make the rounds of the restaurant before we left. He couldn't. He could barely walk. And when he did, I had to move in front of him to hide his erection from everyone. His hand pressed on my shoulder, he held me against him. His hard cock jabbing my ass whenever either of us would move. I'm not sure if the walk to the kitchen was more agonizing for him or for me. As soon as he walked through those swinging doors, we both sighed and practically sprinted out the back to his car. He started the car and backed out of his parking spot before he even had his seatbelt on, and I don't think we went less than 50mph until we pulled into his garage.

When we're both out of the car, I run to him and pull him down to me. I'm bent backward over the hot hood, and he's on top of me, even hotter, forcing me against it. He kisses my neck while I run my fingers down his shirt and into his waistband.

"We shouldn't do this here," he breathes against my skin.

"No, we shouldn't." I unclasp his belt and pull it free of the loops. I drop it, and the buckle clanks on the concrete floor.

He covers my hands in his. "Not here."

"Seb..." My body could be on fire, and it would be more comfortable.

"Not here." He jerks me upright, and pulls me into the house. He doesn't stop to close the door. We go up the stairs. Into his bedroom. My body tingles when I see the bed and the memories roar inside me. "You know what this is," he says. "you know what it's going to be like with me. And you still want it."

How could I not? "Of course I do."

He pushes me down on the bed. My head snaps back against the mattress, and he stands at my feet. Towering over me. He pulls his shirt out of his pants, and I writhe, trying to pull my dress up above my waist. "Stop."

I freeze.

"You're not to do anything until I tell you to. Understood?"

I nod.

He kicks out of his shoes and then unfastens his pants. He doesn't let them drop. He slowly lowers them. His eyes locked on mine the whole time. When they're off, he folds them and sets them on the bench at the foot of the bed. Then he does the same with his shirt. Slowly lifting it. Pulling one arm at a time from the sleeves. Then, eyes on me, folding it, and setting it on top of his pants. It takes all of my willpower to not tackle him and rip the underwear off his body, but I don't move. I just watch as he pulls them down. An inch at a time. Both of us staring at each other. And even when his cock is freed—when my mouth waters at the thought of taking him—I can't look away from his eyes.

"Stand."

I push myself off the bed and stand in front of him. His arms circle around my back and he unzips my dress. He drags the fabric down one shoulder, and when he looks at me, I lift my arm free. Then the other. Then he lets it drop to my waist while he unfastens my bra. It drops to the floor, and he bends over me, taking my nipple into his mouth. His tongue works around it while he sucks on it, and it grows hard under his moist heat.

"What is your plan for these?" He replaces his mouth with his fingers. He pinches and rolls both of my nipples, and my back arches, threatening to send me falling back onto the bed.

I try to answer him, but nothing will come out.

When I don't say anything, he clamps them between his fingers, and I yelp. "Answer me."

I'm panting, and the muscles of my jaw are so tight that I can barely move my mouth. "Implants." The word is just a mumble, and I don't know if he can understand until he releases my nipples. A fresh wave of pain passes through them at the sudden release of the pressure.

"I would like that. I would very much like that."

He leans forward and takes my left nipple into his mouth. He kisses it and swirls his tongue around it two times. Then he moves to my right nipple. Kissing and swirling. Then he falls to his knees. He lowers the dress around my waist and hips and legs. He's careful not to damage it. When it's off, he stands up, folds it, and lays it across the bench. Then he takes a step toward me. His hand cups my dick, and I wince, afraid that he's going to squeeze. But he doesn't. He just holds it. The warmth of his hand feeding my erection.

"And what is your plan for this?"

I lick my lips. “I don't know yet.”

He puts his hands on my sides, lowers me to the bed, and kneels in front of me. He kisses my tip and then wraps his lips around it. Sucking and swirling just the tip. I moan and have to move my arms behind me to prop myself up against the bed.

Sebastian pulls away and gives it one last kiss before looking up and sliding onto the bed next to me. "It has its uses."

"It does." I whisper.

"But so does the other option." His hand slips under me, and he snakes a finger up my ass. I gasp at the unexpected entrance. "Another hole for me to play with is always welcome. Do you agree?" He slides his finger in and out of me, and my body moves with it. My breathing is in time to it.

"Yes," I pant out, and right now I want every hole I can have for him. I want him to fill all of me in every way.

He adds a second finger, and I slide backward to force him in even deeper.

"Does my girl like this?"

I can't speak, so I nod my head.

He buries his fingers inside me and holds them there. "I want to look into your eyes while I fuck you this time."

He yanks his fingers from me and pushes me on my back. I spread for him. His hands slide under my knees and he throws my legs up so hard and fast that I think I'm going to roll backward.

"There it is. There's my girl's pussy." He pushes forward and his cock brushes my asshole. I hold my legs up for him, but he knocks my hands away and pins them to the bed. "I want you to struggle. I want you to try to get away from me."

Why would I ever do that? After years of wanting nothing but this, struggling to get away from him is so foreign that I can't even comprehend it. I shake my head.

Before I even see it coming, I feel the sting of his open hand across my cheek. "I didn't ask you a question. Now I want you to try to pull free while I'm fucking you. Do you understand?"

I nod my head.

"Good girl." He leans forward and kisses me and then rests his forehead on mine. "Sabrina," he whispers, "remember, you can always stop this anytime you're uncomfortable. Just tell me if it's too much for you. Promise me you will."

I tilt my head back so I can kiss him. "I will. I promise. Now hold me down and fuck me like you hate me. Please."

A smile spreads across his face. "I love you so fucking much."

His hands slide down my arms to my wrists and he presses all of his weight against them. I try to pull away, but it's useless. And when I feel his cock press against my asshole, I shake my entire body to free myself from him. I might as well try to be free of gravity. There's no way I could ever escape. There's no way I would ever want to. But I still try.

He forces himself into me, and I yell out from the pain. The pain that shoots directly to my cock and fills it so full that it aches. I writhe more, and the more I move, the harder and faster he pushes himself into me. And soon I forget he wants me to try to escape. I can't think of anything except his dick absolutely destroying me.

It drives into me deeper with each thrust, and I swear my heart is timed to it. One beat every time he stabs inside me. One beat every time he pulls out. Beat. Beat. Beat. Over and over, and I'm wailing now. The pain and the pleasure are mixing in my core and there are millions of stars bursting inside me with every movement. With every shot of pain.

"How are you even tighter than last time?" His voice is labored. It sounds like he has to force out every word. And I know that he won’t last long. I know that I'm doing that to him.

I can't answer. I can't take in enough breath to do that and scream out his name over and over. It’s too much for me. All the sensations explode through me and the cum sprays from my cock onto my stomach.

But he keeps pushing into me. Even after his face scrunches closed and his eyes roll back, he keeps pushing. Again and again. But I can feel him slipping inside me now. His cock is softening, and finally he pulls out and collapses beside me. His breaths are so fast and shallow that I'm worried something is wrong. I roll over and rub my hand across his face. And when I do, he smiles at me, and I know that he's fine.

"I was scared you were dying for a second." I roll onto my back.

He chuckles. "There is no way I'd rather go when my time comes."

"You probably tell that to all the girls." I run my finger down his arm until I get to his hand. Then I lace my fingers through his.

"Only you, Sabrina. How have we come so far in just a week?"

I kiss his cheek. "It's been years, Seb. And I've loved you every single one of them. I was just finally brave enough to admit it to you."

"Is it possible I loved you the whole time too and didn't know it?"

I shrug my shoulders, even though I know he can't see it.

“It doesn't matter,” he says. “I’m going to make up for all the time we lost and more. We have the rest of our lives together, Sabrina, and I intend to spend my forever with you.”


[image: Saving Makayla]



CHAPTER ONE



I'm a different person out here. More free. More me. I'm Makayla, a girl who has no problem dancing for a thousand screaming strangers. Shaking her boobs for them. Teasing them until they all ache for more. And I love every second. The cheers and whistles remind me of who I am. Under everything. And if they roar loud enough, I almost forget my past and everything outside of the club. Almost.

My routine always starts off the same. I'm just a shy, innocent girl who accidentally wonders onto the stage wearing an ice-blue parka and a pair of six-inch platform heels. I look around and gasp. Why are all these people here? I back away from them. But then the music starts. And I start to sway. Just a little. Just a little more. Then I'm dancing. Twirling around the stage. And suddenly, I notice how hot it is, and I rip the parka off. I'm only wearing a bikini underneath. The audience goes crazy when they see it. The bikini and my D-cup breasts. And then just when they're all whipped into a frenzy, the music ends, I do the splits, and the stage goes black.

When I walk around the bar after my performance, almost everyone calls me "that girl who does the splits." Some of them even demand I do it for them right there on the dirty bar floor. I'm used to it, and I'm used to turning them down gently. But this man's table is always different. He's a regular and a great tipper, so all the girls make sure we stop at his table as we make our way through the audience. And the best part for me is that he never mentions the splits.

Tonight there are two women with him. One just smiles at me when I come to the table, but the other stands up and her jaw drops like a star walked up to her. "Makayla, right?" she asks me.

I grin. No one ever calls me Makayla except for the other girls and the staff. "Yes."

"You were amazing up there." Her eyes lock onto mine, and the flames build inside. "You're a great dancer. And gorgeous!"

I feel myself blush. I have no right to be called gorgeous when I'm anywhere near her. She's breathtaking. Her long black hair begs me to follow it down, and I do. To her full, red lips. She runs her tongue along them just as my gaze arrives, but I don't stop. My eyes keep drifting down. Down the curve of her long neck. Her collarbone. Her breasts, straining against her white sweater. It curls in just slightly at her waist before flaring again at her hips. I trace every curve. Lower. Down the skintight jeans. Down to the red high heels that she's wearing. And then back up. To the perfectly flat V that forms where her legs meet. And I wonder if it's as warm right now as I am. But I force myself to look away. If I don't, I would be trapped forever by her. Turned to stone by just one look at her beauty.

"That's so sweet," I say. "Thank you." I sweep a smile over all of them—careful not to look at her again—and move on to the next table.

But no matter what I do, I can't get her out of my mind. When I walk around the club, I'm looking for her. When I go on the stage again later that night, I stare at her the whole time. When I'm taking off my clothes at the end of the night, I think of her.

With all the makeup wiped off, I look in the mirror. What would she think if she saw me now? Would she recognize me? She wouldn't call me gorgeous.

I don't bother with my binder tonight. It's 2:30am. All my neighbors will be asleep. And if they aren't, it's too dark to see anything under my winter coat anyway. I pull on my jeans and sweater, then my coat. Not the parka I use on stage. That one is too feminine for me to ever take a chance wearing it outside of here. I slip into the boring black men’s coat I've worn each of the last three winters. My shoulders slump, just like every time I put it on.


CHAPTER TWO



"How bad do you think it'll be this time?" Heather asks me. We're in her office, getting everything in order before we head out and face the crowd.

I finish sorting the packets and look up at her. "40 parents who think their kid should have gotten one of the two lead roles? I'm sure it won't be bad at all."

She laughs. "But it was such an easy decision this year. Everyone knows Grace and Liam are the best two. By far. So no one should be surprised."

"At least Grace's and Liam's parents will like us. But you try telling Mrs. Millent that Grace is so obviously better than Ava. She would be furious if someone dared imply that Einstein might be smarter than her daughter."

Heather chuckles, and I put all my paperwork in the folders I have set out. I have scripts and sheet music for each part, a schedule of practices, and volunteer sign up lists. I hope we get more volunteers this year. For the last two years, we've had to beg and plead with other teachers to fill in when the parents didn't. I don't think they're going to go for that three years in a row, no matter how many cookies Heather and I bake for them.

"We'd probably better get out there before they start using the music stands to club each other."

I pull the hair tie out of my hair and redo my ponytail to capture all the hairs that have slipped free. "Maybe we could give them a few minutes more? To thin out the herd?"

"Why don't you ever wear your hair down?" she asks. "Some of the other male teachers with long hair wear theirs down. Your hair's too pretty to be pulled back all the time."

That's exactly why. Because I don't want people to think that my hair is pretty. I already overhear enough comments from the kids asking if I'm really a man or a woman. I don't need to encourage more of that. "It's just easier this way. You know me, low maintenance."

Heather snorts. "Come on, Mr. Low Maintenance."

I flip her off and grab my stack of papers.

I hear the murmuring as soon as I step out of Heather's office. There's no doubt they're all complaining about what a terrible job we've done and how even a deaf person could hear that their son or daughter is clearly the best.

They quiet once we enter the room. The chairs are set up on the built-in risers, so there are 6 rows of parents. I smile, and most of them smile back at me. A couple don't. Including Mrs. Millent. Heather takes a seat beside the podium while I set out my paperwork. When I'm done, I look up again. They had started talking, but they stop once I'm behind the podium. I know this might be the only time they show manners for the rest of the meeting.

"Good evening, everyone." I say. "Thank you all for coming. By now, you all know the casting decisions. Before Miss Craycraft and I take questions on that, though, I just want to reiterate that everything was done as fairly as possible. The high school music teachers were the ones who made the decisions. Not us. Since Miss Craycraft and I might recognize the voices, we didn't even listen to the recordings until after the decisions were made. But we both agree, one-hundred percent. And one final, very important, point: Each role is important. Some roles might have more lines or solos than others, but every student will have at least one solo line to sing. That being said, does anyone have questions about the casting?" I try not to make my sigh too obvious when a dozen hands all shoot up. Mrs. Millent's is the first one, of course.

I spend the next 30 minutes explaining the same things over and over. No, we didn't make the decisions about the casting. Yes, we're sure the high school teachers didn't know who they were listening to. Yes, your daughter is probably going to be offered a multi-million dollar recording contract any day now, but she's still going to be Sally #3 for this performance. If I didn't love my hair so much, I would pull it out.

When there's a knock at the door and the room goes quiet, I pretend that I've somehow been transported away. Being trapped in the middle of a burning building would be more peaceful than this.

"So sorry, I'm late. Work. I'll just squeeze in, and you won't even notice I'm here." The woman takes the closest empty seat and sets her purse and coat over the back.

"No problem at all. I don't know if we've officially met. I'm Mr. Perez, the choir director, and this is Miss Craycraft, the director of bands."

The woman slides into her seat and then looks up at me, and my knees give out. I have to reach for the podium to hold myself up and even then, I'm not sure I won't just fold into a heap on the carpeted floor. Suddenly, the binder around my chest is so tight that it's robbing the air from me, but I wonder if it's tight enough.

"No, we haven't officially met yet. I'm Kiana Masters, Grace's mom."

I stare at her, looking for any sign that her smile isn't genuine, but I don't see any. Is it possible she doesn't recognize me? "Um, good—" I have to clear my throat and then take a sip from my water bottle. My hands shake as I bring it to my mouth, and I hope that no one notices. "Good to meet you. We were just discussing the audition process, but you didn't miss anything important."

Mrs. Millent rolls her eyes and mutters something under her breath, but I don't pay attention to her. I can't pay attention to anyone except Kiana.

For the rest of the meeting, everyone's eyes are on me, but none of them burns away my skin the way that her stare does. None of them makes me feel like I'm being drowned the way she does. And no one else makes me wonder if this is going to be my last night here.

When I tell the group that we desperately need volunteers for everything from creating sets to wardrobe to lighting and sound, Kiana's hand darts into the air. I see it right away, but I look around the rest of the room, hoping that if I ignore it long enough, she'll lower it. But when Heather taps me on the hip, Kiana's arm is still stretched straight upward.

"Mr. Perez," Heather says, "the woman by the door has a question."

I turn my head that way and try to act surprised, like I hadn't been avoiding calling on her. "Oh, yes. You have a question?"

"Not a question, Mr. Perez. Just want to say that I'm willing to do anything you need me to. I'm great with a jigsaw, and I'm practically a witch with a makeup brush in my hand. I'm so good I could take the roughest boy and turn him into a sweet little girl."

Fuck, fuck, fuck. It looks like the other parents are laughing, but I can't hear anything other than the swooshing rush of blood through my eardrums. I stagger backward and step on Heather's foot. She jumps up and catches me before I fall into the wall.

"Are you alright?" Her face is so close to mine, but I don't know what she's saying. "Marco? Are you okay?"

I stare at her until my brain can work through all the static and process her words. Then I nod my head and try to grin. "I'm fine. Just a little lightheaded spell for a second. All good now." I glance around the room. Everyone is quiet and staring at me. I smile to reassure them all as I step back to the podium.

"So sorry," I tell them, "just got a little dizzy for a second, but I'm better now. Anyway, Ms. Masters, thank you for that. I have sign-up sheets on the table to my right. Once we're finished here, please feel free to sign up for anything you can. Even if you can only give an hour of your time, that helps more than you know."

Heather's hand is still around the small of my back like she expects I might tumble at any second. And it's probably good that she's there. But the meeting only lasts a few more minutes, and Kiana doesn't say another word. She doesn't even look at me. And I wonder if I'm reading too much into what she said.

When I'm finished, I remind the group again about the sign-up sheets, and then I gather my folders and rush back to my office. I can't get there soon enough. Away from the room and those parents. Away from Kiana. I shut the door behind me and fall into my chair, burying my head in my hands.

Just a few seconds later, I hear the door swing open, and I look up. It's Heather. "You're not okay. What's wrong?"

I blow out a breath and shake my head. "I think I just need to eat. Maybe my blood sugar is low or something. I'll be fine. Honest."

She rubs her hand over my back. "I've got a candy bar in my purse. Want me to go get it for you?"

"Is it left over from Halloween 2016?" Heather avoids all added sugars like they're arsenic, so I don't know why she would have a candy bar in her purse.

"You can barely stand, but you're still a sarcastic little bitch. I guess you are fine." She laughs. "I'll go get it. Try not to pass out before I get back. Or after I get back, either."

I watch her walk through the door, and as soon as she's gone, Kiana takes her place. My heart races, but she looks so innocent. "I need to apologize," she says. "I didn't mean anything by what I said in there."

"What do you mean?" I try to sound confused, but I'm not sure it works.

"You know what I mean. I'd like for us to talk. Away from the school."

Oh God. She's going to threaten me or blackmail me. My stomach churns. "I don't really have—"

"Maybe over coffee? Are you free tomorrow at two?"

What if I tell her no? It wouldn't be the first time I've run away. But I like it here. I like the kids and most of the parents. And where else could I work with my best friend? Maybe she doesn't want much. More lines or an extra song for Grace. I could do that. Then would this all go away? Then could I stay here?

"Tomorrow at two," I sigh.


CHAPTER THREE



When I walk in to the coffee shop, I feel like someone has been punching me in the stomach for the last 19 hours. I couldn't sleep last night. I kept hearing her joke about putting makeup on a boy or telling me that we should talk. And each time I imagined her, the look on her face grew more menacing. And now I'm sure that I'd be less intimidated if I found Satan waiting inside for me.

I thought I had everything hidden so well. No one at this school knows about me. Not even Heather, who knows literally everything else about my life. I'm careful to always be Marco in town. Always wearing a binder to hide my breasts. I never wear makeup or women's clothes outside the club. And I picked a club that's over an hour away. Who would ever expect the parent of one of my students to be there? It doesn't matter. I obviously wasn't careful enough. I need to quit. No matter what Kiana tells me in here, I need to text Lee as soon as I leave and tell her I can't work there anymore. But first I have to make it through this.

Kiana is sitting at a table by the window. There's only one other customer, and she's on the other side of the room, wearing earbuds. That doesn't stop my legs from wobbling as I walk across the room. Neither does the smile on Kiana's face when she notices me. She looks too pretty for someone who is about to destroy my life. Her hair is pulled back, and her oversized light blue sweater hangs off one shoulder, showing her pink bra strap. She waves and stands as I get close. In case I didn't already see her. In case I wasn't already drawn to her like the convicted being funneled to the execution chamber.

"Mr. Perez, I was worried you wouldn't come." She hugs me, but I don't lift my arms. I'm not sure if I even can.

I sit at the table across from her. "So what can I do for you, Ms. Masters?" Like I don't already know. But I don't want to be the first one to bring it up.

"Coffee first?" she asks.

I shake my head. My body is already so on edge that any caffeine would make me explode. And I don't think I could drink a drop right now anyway.

"Then let me start by apologizing again for what I said yesterday at the meeting. I was trying to make a joke, but you obviously didn't think it was funny."

Obviously. I look down at my hands. They're twisting around each other. My fingers knotted together.

"You obviously remember me," she says. "I could tell by your face as soon as I walked in. And I remember you. I never forget a pretty face." She laughs, but it just seems cruel. Laughing at me before she disembowels me. "So tell me more about Makayla."

My cheeks ignite when she says that name. I burned that name and flushed its ashes. Everywhere except at the club. I wanted to use it there, so there would still be some place where I could be me. Even if it was just for a few hours each week. But now even that has flared back at me. "It's nothing. Just something a friend talked me into doing. A mistake."

"You didn't think it was a mistake last weekend. You looked like you loved it. What changed?"

I laugh. I can't help it. "What do you think?"

She stares at me and then her eyes go wide. "Not me, I hope."

"You just helped me see how wrong it was. I'm quitting. I'm never going to do it again. It was stupid." Maybe if I act contrite, she'll believe me?

She pushes her coffee aside and reaches for my hand. She cradles it and runs her thumb across it, the thumbnail tracing the lines of my palm. "You're scared." She's not asking, she knows. "I messed this all up. Can we start over?"

"I don't know what to say."

"Start by telling me what kind of coffee you drink. My treat for panicking you. Makayla is safe with me. I'll never tell anyone unless you want me to."

I stare at her and chew on the side of my tongue. I haven't done this in years. Not since high school. Before every test, I would chew my tongue until it was raw and sometimes bleeding. Sometimes I didn't stop then. "Cinnamon latte. Thank you."

She walks to the counter, and her perfect ass moves perfectly from side-to-side with each step. I try not to imagine cupping my hands around it. I try to not fantasize about what it would feel like. I try not to daydream about seeing it without those jeans covering it. I'm so caught up in trying to not think about it that I don't notice when she turns around to look at me. Not until she shakes her ass to get my attention and then sticks her tongue out at me once I do look at her face. I blush and turn away.

"So you're an ass girl?"

She sets the mug in front of me, and I pick it up. It's so hot it's almost uncomfortable, but the edge of pain feels good, so I press my fingers tight against it.

"Are you always this quiet?" she asks.

I look at her and shrug my shoulders. After a couple of seconds, I can't take it anymore, and I laugh. "No one who knows me has ever accused me of being quiet."

"Then maybe I need to know you better. Maybe we could start by talking about Makayla?"

I look down at my coffee. "Just a character. Just something—"

"Yeah, just something your friend talked you into doing. A complete mistake. I think I heard that before, and I didn't believe it then either. I think she's sexy, and I'd like to know more about her."

I stare at her over my coffee. The steam is swirling between us, and I wish it could act like a curtain.

"Unless you tell me there wasn't something when we first saw each other," she says. "Because it's been a long time for me, so I might be confused. But I'm pretty sure I felt all my lady parts start vibrating the second I looked at you. And they did the same thing last night and now again today. But if you tell me that's really just a reaction to too much caffeine, I'll believe you, even though we both know it's not."

I blow out a long breath. "There's not much to know."

She smiles again, and my stomach flips. But it's not from nervousness this time. Could I really open myself up to her? Just a little?

"I go to a club and see one of the hottest girls I've ever seen. Then a week later, I find out she's my daughter's music teacher. A teacher that my daughter adores, by the way, even before she was named the lead girl in her school's musical. And now she's sitting across from me drinking a coffee and looking sexy as fuck without even trying to." She puts her hands on mine, pinning them between her palms and the mug. "I'd say there's more to know. Like, how often does Makayla come out?"

I don't even have to think about it. My tongue just automatically slides between my teeth. My teeth just automatically bite down. But then I stop them. "Not very often."

"Why not?"

My heart thuds to a stop. "Pass."

Kiana chuckles. "Okay. Do you want her to come out more often?"

I exhale, and the steam gets caught up and wisped into nothing. "Why were you at the club that night?" I ask. "Was it your first time?"

She lets go of my hands, but her smile grows wider. "First time. And I went with my best friend and her boyfriend. She's the one who introduced me to all of this, and that's when I saw how hot it is."

"So you're a tranny chaser?" She furrows her eyes, and I can see she doesn't know what I mean. "A person who is attracted to trans people but just as a fetish."

Kiana shrugs. "I think playing with gender is sexy. The same way that some people think shaved heads or black lingerie are sexy. I'm some people, by the way. Those both make my naughty bits hiss. But I saw a lot of other girls there that night, and you're the only one who did this to me. So I think there's more to it."

Suddenly, looking into her eyes is uncomfortable. Just being here is almost too much. I look around. There's still no one here. What would she do if I just left? She doesn't want to get me fired, so what's holding me here?

"So you did feel something too. And you're feeling it now, just like I am."

"I'm your daughter's teacher."

She leans forward, and my body tries to do the same. But I stop it. "You're her ex-teacher. She doesn't have choir this semester. And she's already had her musical tryout. But that doesn't matter. I want to ask Makayla out, and Makayla was never her teacher. I'm willing to bet the school administration doesn't even know about Makayla. I say we keep it that way."

She would lose that bet. They do know. I disclosed everything when I first interviewed for this job. I had to. And they assured me that they're a supportive school district and will stand behind me no matter what. But I told them I have no plans of ever working as Makayla. "It doesn't seem right."

"One date with Makayla. That's all. Someplace safe where no one knows you."

I thought I was safe at the club. "One date and you won't ask for anything more?"

"I promise. But that doesn't mean you won't." She winks, and I want to laugh.

"I won't." I won't let myself. "Next Friday evening?"

"It's a date... Makayla."


CHAPTER FOUR



Friday, I drive straight to the club once I'm finished with musical practice. It's the only place I can get ready. I won't risk my neighbors seeing me as Makayla. I don't have any makeup or women's clothes there anyway.

It's strange to go inside the club while it's still light outside. It's harder to adjust to the dark interior. But I work my way through the backstage hallway to the dressing area. I finally earned my own curtained-off space just a couple of months ago. Before that I had to float and go wherever there was room. Now, I draw back the curtain and see the parka from my act hanging on the rod right where I left it. But next to it, there's a pair of jeans and a sweater. And a pair of black tights draped across the jeans. I ball them up and set them on my dressing table.

"Those are to keep your legs warm. Wear them."

I look behind me. Lee is standing there.

"We don't have any thermal underwear—we're not that kind of drag bar—so the tights are the best I could come up with. But they're better than nothing, so put them on. This too." She tosses a black and silver sequined bodysuit onto my chair.

I look at it and shake my head.

"I know you, Makayla. You might say no at first, but you'll give in, eventually. Have fun tonight, girl." She closes the curtain, and I hear her heels click away.

I take off my baggy Westland Middle School sweatshirt and peel the binder off my chest. Just like every time I do, my boobs moan in relief and curse me at the same time. I rub them in my hands as a piece offering before I put on a real bra. Black and lacy to match the panties I'm wearing tonight. I don't know why I picked sexy underwear. This is just a one-time date to satisfy her. There won't be anything else. But I suppose it doesn't hurt to feel sexy even if there's no purpose behind it. That's one of the reasons I took the job at the club. To give me an outlet. Not that it's helped much.

When I have the bodysuit and tights on, I look in the mirror and laugh. I look like a 12-year-old girl about to perform at her dance recital. I hurry and put the sweater on so I'm not blinded by all the sparkles. Then I stop. Just a black sweater over black tights, but it's a sexy look. With some heels, it could be hot. I shake my head. There's no point in even letting myself think about it. This look is past me. I'm not her anymore. Other than here. And tonight.

When my makeup is done, I finish getting dressed. Boots, jeans, sweater, hair in two braided pigtails, and a knit hat on my head. I look just like any other woman about to go outside in the winter. Nothing remarkable. And I think maybe that's what I miss most of all. Just feeling normal. Not having to pretend to be someone else or to perform in order to justify who I am. Just being. I toss my wallet into my purse and head out the door. The sun has just set, so everything is burning orange for a few more minutes. I take a deep breath and hold it in until it makes my lungs hurt.

Kiana is already in the parking lot when I pull in. She's leaning against her car. The bright pink of her coat stands out among all the blacks and greys. Even with her hood pulled up, I recognize her. There's something magnetic about her face and her eyes. Something that pulls me toward them.

When I get close to her, she laughs, and the sound gives me goosebumps. "Is that the parka from your act?" She rubs her hand along my sleeve.

"What was that for?" I ask.

"This thing is famous. I wanted to touch it."

"You don't know where it's been."

"That's true." She makes a show of rubbing her hand on her black pants.

"Are you ready?" I rub the bottom hem of the parka along her hand and jog away before she can do anything to me.

From outside, we can just see the tops of the trees, but once we pass through the building and into the park, we see everything. And our eyes light up. Every tree and every plant is covered from the ground to the tip in lights and ornaments. I've never seen anything like it.

Kiana takes my hand and laces her fingers through mine. I look down and stare, like I'm not sure if it's real. When I look up at her, she's staring at me. She's waiting to see what I'll do. I'm waiting to see too. I smile and start walking.

Normally each garden in the park is centered around a specific climate or type of plant, but for the holidays, each section has been transformed into a different style of village from around the world. They're all connected by a Candy Cane Train covered completely in red and white ribbons and with white lights hanging from the tops of each open-air car.

"How have I lived here my whole life and never even heard of this?" Kiana pulls me closer, and I don't resist.

I lean into her and inhale the scent of her hair. The lemon and coconut smell is familiar. I used to use the same conditioner. "I've only lived here three years, and it's all everyone talks about every winter. You just don't hang out with the right people."

She laughs, and I get those same goosebumps all over again. "I don't hang out with any people. My social circle consists of my daughter and one friend. And now, my one friend's boyfriend."

"You need more people."

Kiana pulls me again, and this time I turn to face her as I move toward her. "Do you have lots of people?" she asks.

I shake my head and look down. I have Heather. I tell myself I don't need more. Between teaching, all the after school music performances, and the club on weekends, I don't have time for anything else. But feeling Kiana's hand in mine makes me wonder how true that is. I made plenty of time for Shannon when I thought there was a future there. Before everything that happened.

"Do you have to be home for Grace?"

"She's spending the night with a friend, and she knows to call her grandma if she needs anything." Kiana's words are slow, like she's picking out the correct thing to say. "Why? Are you asking if I—"

"I have a stupid idea, but I'm not going to tell you what it is. You in?"

She smiles, and I want to forget my idea and just stand here and look at her all night. "I'm always in for a stupid idea."

I tug her hand and lead her back toward the train.
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"Are you sure about this?" she asks. We're both out of breath, and we're only halfway up the hill.

The store only had two sleds left. A unicorn and a saucer painted to look like a donut. We bought them both and then flipped a coin to see who could be the unicorn. I won. So now I'm using it like a walking stick as I trudge through the snow toward the top. There are probably a hundred kids here and some parents too. The kids zip around us as they run from the bottom to the top over and over. Most of the people older than 25 have enough sense to just stand at the bottom and watch. But not us.

When we get to the top, I bend over to catch my breath, but I make the mistake of looking down the hill. From below, it doesn't seem so steep, but now I see why we had such a hard time climbing up. "Are we about to plunge to our deaths?" I ask Kiana.

She looks down, and her eyes go wide. "I think there's a good chance that we are." She swallows, and I can hear the gulp. "Last one down is a rotten unicorn?" She drops onto her saucer and, with just one push, she starts down the hill.

"No fair!" I dive onto my sled and chase after her. The snow has been packed hard from days of kids sliding down the hill. My sled scratching over the ice is so loud, I almost can't hear Kiana screaming as she spins around and around. I've just about caught up to her when I hit a bump. It's so hard, my teeth slam together and I tumble from the sled. All I can do is cover my head and hope I don't hit anything or anyone.

When I stop rolling, I'm so dizzy I don't know which direction is up. I lay still until I hear a sled scrape too close beside me. Then I jump away before I become the first person since 1870 to die by being run over by a sled, and I realize I need to move off the hill whether or not the earth is spinning faster than the wheels on the truck roaring down the street.

It takes me three tries to stand, but finally I get to my feet. I look around for my unicorn, but the hill won't stop moving long enough for me to find it.

"Makayla!" Kiana's bright coat doesn't stand out as much here among the kids on the hill, but I hear her yelling and eventually spot her. She's halfway between me and the bottom, and she's working her way toward me. She has a sled in each hand.

I yell for her to stay there, and I head toward her. Slowly at first, but once my brain stops sloshing around inside my skull, I'm able to move faster. When I get to her, she wraps her arms around me and pulls me tight. "Are you okay?" she asks.

"I'm fine. You didn't fall off?"

"Nope." I can hear the smirk in her voice. "Made it all the way to the bottom safe and sound. Your sled threw you because it knows I'm the rightful unicorn rider."

"Whoa, I think I'm feeling light-headed again." I tip us both over into a snowbank. Kiana shrieks as snow falls inside her hood. "Yep, sudden dizzy spell out of nowhere," I say.

She growls and tries to rub a handful of snow against my face. "You little brat!" I fall onto my back to avoid her, but she climbs onto my chest and shoves the snow down the neck of my sweater.

"Oh my God!" I scream.

"How do you like it?"

I can't take in enough breath to answer her, so I look up at her and wait for my body to come back up to temperature. She lowers herself on me and buries her hands between my back and the hill. I like it.

"With Grace gone, I have the whole house to myself tonight. In case you want to come over and get warmed up."

I shouldn't. Only bad things will come of this, but right now I don't care. More than anything, I don't want this night to end. "Are you sure this is a good idea?"

"If you only did things that are good ideas, we would have never gone sledding tonight."

"And we'd both be a lot warmer," I say.

"But I wouldn't be lying on top of you."
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Kiana pulls into the garage, and I park in the driveway behind her. I look around before I turn the car off. I know as soon as I do, the interior light will come on and I'll be exposed to anyone watching.

"Why did you look around like that?" she asks as soon as I'm out of the car. "My neighbors are all either way past the age of having school kids or newlyweds who won't remember you when their kids are old enough to have you."

I force my mouth into a grin. This isn't something I want to talk about. "This is a nice neighborhood."

"It is. I really like it here, Miss Change-the-Subject. But let's get you inside before the blind 98-year-old next door recognizes your scent." She smiles to let me know that she's kidding, but she's not far off base. Even in the garage, I feel uncomfortable being here dressed like this.

The inside of her house makes me wonder if she's not so secretly an alcoholic. The walls are covered in signs with sayings like "It's wine o'clock. Time to move your glass" and "Don't tell me to put a cork in it. I already drank it all."

"So you must like wine?"

Kiana laughs. "I think it's gross. I don't even drink."

"Oh." I look around again. "Roommate? You don't have a wife or a girlfriend, do you?" That would be just my luck to come home with the parent of one of my students, while dressed as Makayla, only to find out that she's married. The trifecta of being run out of town by an angry mob.

Kiana takes a step closer to me and slides her finger down my cheek to my lips. My body tingles, and I want to open my mouth and take it inside me. But I don't move. "No girlfriend. Yet." She leans in and kisses me. Just a peck. But my heart stops beating. "Let me take your coat."

I don't move as she pulls it from my arms and hangs it in the hall closet. I just stare straight ahead. My eyes locked on the spot where she stood when she kissed me.

"One day, Grace came home from a friend's house. She made fun of the girl's mom for having a sign that said 'This house has a wine room: My belly.' I wanted to teach her a lesson about making fun of people, so that weekend I went out and bought these. It was a month before she invited anyone to come over, but I think she learned the lesson."

I laugh. "I'm not sure if that makes you the best mom ever or the worst."

"Oh, definitely the worst if you ask Grace. But I like to think I at least have a sense of humor. Now... this is going to sound like an awful line, but you're shivering. Let's get those clothes off and get you into something warm." She hangs her coat in the closet next to mine and then lifts off her shirt. She's wearing a black bra that looks almost identical to mine. But it looks so much better on her.

She notices me staring at her and walks over to me. "There's nothing warmer than my bed." She kisses me again, but this time she means it. She sucks on my lips and then runs her tongue along their seam until I open up for her. When her tongue slides into my mouth, it's like being on the hill again. I'm breathless and tumbling and the world is spinning all around me. I put my arms around her, but she brushes them away so she can lift my sweater over my head first.

I raise my hands for her, but as soon as it's off, I throw them around her body again. I pull her tight, and I moan as she grinds herself into me. Her hands slide to my waistband, and she unfastens my jeans. Part of my mind is screaming to stop her, but its noise is overwhelmed by the sensations shooting through my body. I don't fight as she slides the jeans down my legs. Down to the tops of my boots.

"Can you take your boots off, or do you want me to get them?" Kiana steps back out of my arms, and I don't want to do anything other than to pull her back into me. "Oh my God, Makayla..." She's laughing so hard she's bent over. "Do you have a baton you're going to twirl for me? Maybe with sparklers on the ends of it?"

"What? Oh... fuck!" Lee and this damn sequined bodysuit. "I didn't plan on you ever seeing this. I was getting dressed at the club before I met you tonight, and one of the owners gave me this to help me stay warm. I honestly don't usually dress like—"

"Like some wannabe pageant queen?"

"Yeah. That."

She stands up straight and wipes the tears from her eyes. "Oh my God, girl, I'm sorry. That was just not what I expected to find under your clothes."

My cheeks burn, and I hope that she won't notice.

"Not that you're not sexy in that, because goddamn, you're the hottest twirler I've ever seen. And maybe you could let me play with your baton." Before I can move, she cups one of my breasts in her hand and slides the other down my front and between my legs.

I gasp and jump away. The pants around my ankles trip me, and I crash into a wall. "Kiana, no! I can't." I turn away from her and pull the wet jeans up my legs before she can try anything else. I shouldn't have come here. "I'm sorry. I... I need to go." I fasten my pants with one hand while I grab my sweater with the other and dash out the door. She's calling behind me, but I don't hear what she's saying. I just have to get away.


CHAPTER FIVE



When Grace walks in by herself, it feels like someone removes a watermelon-sized lump from my stomach. All day yesterday and today, I've been sick thinking of seeing Kiana again. We've had several practices, but this is the first time we've invited the adult volunteers to join us. Kiana wrote her name in bold looping letters at the top of each sign-up sheet on the night of our meeting, so I was scared she would still show up tonight despite what happened between us. Despite me letting her get too close and almost ruining everything.

Right at 6pm all the students gather in the center of the stage and wait for our directions. "All here and ready to go? How on earth did we ever get this lucky?" I ask Heather.

"Not another word, or you're going to jinx it." She goes toward the orchestra pit while I take the stairs to the stage.

"Everyone practiced their parts this weekend, right?" I ask it as a joke, but most of the students nod their heads earnestly. I can't believe it. "Good. So I expect to hear great things today then. Let's start with the Act 2 reprise, since it caused some problems for us last week. Miss Craycraft, are you ready?" I turn and look down. She gives me a thumbs up. "Everyone else off stage then. Including me." A few students giggle as I walk to the wing so I can watch.

We run through the song over and over for almost half an hour when I finally tell the kids to take a break. I don't care how dedicated they are, they're a bunch of pre-teens, and thirty minutes on one song is pushing the limits of their attention span.

"Mr. Perez?" A chill runs through me when I hear her voice. "I have a question about one of the props."

I want to walk away, but I have to act like there's nothing unusual going on. So I turn to face her. "Kiana, right?"

Her smile is suspiciously large. "Right. I've been downstairs working on the bus stop set, and I'm afraid I might have taken things a little too far. Maybe you could come look at it and tell me what you think? I'm all alone down there, so I can't ask anyone else."

We're both adults. We're both working on the same musical. It's normal to run into each other. It's normal for us to be alone together. If one of the other parents had asked me to do this, I wouldn't hesitate. But I didn't almost take things too far with any of the other parents Saturday night. "I only have a few minutes."

"It won't take long. I promise."

I nod and follow her backstage and down the stairs to the prop workshop. This is always my least favorite part of any theater. It smells like a combination of mold, sawdust, and grease, and the bright lights cast bold, muscular shadows everywhere. "So, what's the problem?" I ask.

"Me. The problem was one-hundred percent me, and I'm sorry. It's been so long since I've... used a drill that I got a little trigger-happy."

I lean against the wall and close my eyes. "It wasn't all your fault. I might not have been clear about what I expected."

Kiana walks toward me. I wish she wouldn't, but I don't say anything to stop her. "I went too fast and ended up making a mess of everything. So now, I wonder if maybe I can sand off the rough edges and start over?"

"What if that whole piece is a mistake? Something we don't need. Maybe it's a distraction, and it would be better to just not work on it at all." She's so close to me that I can feel her breath on my chin. But I don't move away.

"I think it's important. I couldn't sleep Saturday or Sunday because I kept thinking about it. About how I screwed it up. And about how I needed to make things right."

My body is on fire. She has me pinned against the wall now. If I were smart, I would step to the side. If I had any self-preservation instinct, I would end this now. "And what would you do to make things right?"

"I'd go slower this time. A lot slower. Maybe I'd start with this." She rests her hand on the center of my chest between my breasts. They both ache to be free of the binder so they can feel her touch. "Then maybe this." She kisses me. It's not a peck, but it's not the kind of kiss that makes me count the steps to the nearest bed either.

"Those are both great ways to start," I tell her.

"Then maybe I would do this." She slides her hand to the left and somehow finds my nipple even through all the layers. She circles her thumb over it. Pressing in just hard enough to make me lose my breath. She leans forward. "Why do you wear this?" Her words tickle my earlobe.

"You know why."

"But why do you hide yourself? You're beautiful. No one would ever know what you have between your legs. And it's not their business anyway, so fuck anyone who knows and has a problem with it."

I blow out a deep breath, but don't inhale to replace it. The pressure builds on my lungs. The world is crushing around them, and they start to burn. It's not much at first, but it grows. And then my lungs are screaming as loudly as they can, begging me to breathe again. But I still don't want to. I want to see how far I can go. And just when I see black spots swirling around me, I have to suck in a mouthful of air. My brain doesn't give me a choice. My mouth just opens, and the lungs pull in as much as they can. All the musty, oily wood smells, but also all of Kiana's lemon and coconut. It's all pulled into an eddy inside me.

"Do you work this weekend?" she asks, and I know she means at the club.

I shake my head no. I should have quit. If I were smart, I would have. But that would mean more than just quitting a job. So I told Lee that I need to take a few weeks off. Just long enough to get through the musical. A few weeks to convince myself there's no going back.

"Then let's do something this Friday night. Something simple. A dinner." Her hand works behind me, and cups my ass. "And this time, I promise nothing more. I'll even make sure that Grace is home just to guarantee we don't do anything. Do you want to do that, Makayla?"

"I do." Why can't I say no to her?

She smiles at me and kisses me again. Not chaste. Not sinful. "I know a person who can get us a table at Pepper and Jade."

I gasp, and this time I do finally take a step away from her. "No. Absolutely not. Nothing in town. No one here can know who I am. I mean that, Kiana. No one here can know me as Makayla."

She holds her hands up in surrender. "That's fine. You name the restaurant. And not here. I'll go wherever you want me to. Just say it."

"Hey Marco?" I jump and turn around. It's Heather.

Kiana bites her lip and looks at me. "I really need to get going. I'll be back at eight to pick up Grace." She doesn't look at Heather as she walks around her and scrambles up the stairs.

"What was that about?" Heather chuckles, and I think maybe she didn't overhear anything at all.

I grin at her. “Grace's mom just had a question about a set piece that she was working on.”

"Hmm..." She stares at me, and my heart sinks through my stomach. "You know I love you, and you can trust me with anything, right?"

Someone else once said that same thing to me, but I was stupid enough to believe the woman who said it then. And that mistake almost cost me everything. "I love you too, and of course I know that. But really, it's nothing." I kiss her on the cheek and walk toward the stairs. "Ready to get back up there?"

She doesn't move. "Who's Makayla?"


CHAPTER SIX



I put my car in park and then put my head in my hands. What the hell am I doing? I need to walk in here and end this. Too much has already gone wrong. And it will just keep spiraling unless I get myself under control.

It's bad enough that I have to sneak around like some teenage girl dating a boy her parents don't like, but I've had to lie to my best friend. That was the final straw for me.

When Heather asked me who Makayla is, my heart pounded so hard she had to have heard it. But I couldn't say anything for the longest time. We just stared at each other in the theater basement. There was no way I could tell her the truth. But my brain wasn't working fast enough to come up with a story.

"It's nothing. You wouldn't even think it was funny," I told her, just to stall for more time.

"Are you saying I don't have a sense of humor? Spill it, mister."

I took a step toward her and focused all the energy I could into my smile. "Promise you won't tell anyone?"

She ran her hand down my arm. It was meant to comfort me, but it did the opposite. "Of course I won't. You know that."

If there was anyone I would trust with this, it would be her. "It's silly." I looked away. I didn't have to pretend to be embarrassed. I really was. "It's an online thing. I had an account set up where I pretended to be a woman named Makayla. Kiana—Grace's mom found out and was just teasing me about it. That's all. Told you it was silly." I put my hand on her shoulder and walked around her toward the stairs.

"Hold on."

Shit.

"She's Kiana to you now? And how did she find out? I thought you didn't even know her a couple of weeks ago?"

I took a deep breath. "You really have to promise not to say anything. I mean it, Heather. It's very important that you don't say anything to anyone."

I could see the worry contort her face. "Marco… I won't say a word, but you have to tell me."

"Kiana and I…" I closed my eyes and hoped this worked to lead her away from Makayla. "We went on a date this weekend."

"Marco, I can't believe—"

"I know… I know. You don't have to say it. But Grace isn't my student anymore. I thought if we went really slow, it wouldn't be so bad. Then this summer we would be free to explore whatever feelings we have." In the corner of my eye, I saw my hands shaking, so I hid them behind me.

"Hmm…" I'd seen her give that look to students before. It was usually when she knew they were lying to her, but she didn't care to press the issue any further. "You already know what I would say. But I won't tell anyone. Just promise to be careful, Marco. You know how bad this could be."

I did know. And I knew I needed to tell Kiana there wouldn't be any other dates or talk of Makayla.

That's what I'm going to do tonight.

She's not here yet when the host leads me to our table, so I sit facing the entrance and wait. There are a dozen variations of the stereotypical "It's not you, it's me" speech running through my mind, but they're all true in this case. In any other situation, I would fall over myself to spend time with Kiana. But not like this.

When she does come in, she's holding my ice-blue parka. "You left this at my house the other day."

"Oh." I'd completely forgotten about it. I stand and take it from her, spreading it over the back of my chair. "Thank you."

She wraps me in a hug before I can stop her. And for a minute, I forget about everything I had planned. I slide my hands around her back and hold her. There's just me and her. This is everything, and it's wonderful.

The tears start to build in my eyes, but I blink them away. "Oh my God, Kiana. What are we doing?"

"We're doing what any two adults who have feelings for each other would do." She steps back and looks me up and down. "And now I'm ogling the girl that I've been thinking about each night this last week. You're even prettier than in my fantasies."

I laugh and wipe off a tear that started to escape. "Yeah right."

"I mean it." She sits down, and I know if I sit with her, I won't be strong enough to do what needs to be done. "You're not staying, are you?" she asks.

My throat is threatening to swell shut. "Tell me you understand."

Kiana shakes her head. "I don't, Makayla. I don't understand any of it. You don't need to hide yourself."

"I used to think that. My ex had me convinced that she would love me no matter what."

She sighs. "Makayla—"

"I can't, Kiana. It's the same thing all over again."

Kiana stands and takes a step closer to me, but I back away. "I don't know what happened," she says, "but I'm not your ex. It's not the same"

"It is. I'll lose you. I'll lose my job. And I can't go through that again. I almost didn't make it last time. There's no way I could this time."

She looks resigned. "Girl, you are stronger than you think. You just need to believe it."

I shake my head. "I can't, Kiana. Please?"

"Sorry, babe, but no. If you want to walk away, then walk away, but I'm not going to help you choose the wrong path."

I don't move. I just stare at her because I know this will be the last time I see her. She's not making it easy, but that doesn't mean I can't do this. "You don't know how much I wish I could stay, Kiana."

"Obviously not enough." She blows out a breath and looks down.

Once the lock breaks between our eyes, I'm freed. I take the parka, and walk out to my car. I don't look back. I can't. For her sake or mine.

I don't start sobbing until I'm two blocks from home. And it's an ugly cry. The cries wrench themselves from my throat, and my whole body shudders. I think about pulling over. I probably should pull over. But I'm so close. I keep going.

When I pull into my parking spot, I slam my hands against the steering wheel over and over and over. Why am I like this? Why can't I just be normal? I don't even notice that someone has opened my door.

"Hey! Stop that! Marco, stop!" A pair of hands pulls mine down and holds them there. I look up, but I can't even see who it is through the tears.

"Shh, honey, you're fine." My insides twist when I recognize the voice. Heather. She leans into the car and hugs me. "I'm here. You're okay."

No, I'm not. I've never been okay, and I'm never going to be okay.

She unfastens my seatbelt. "Let's get you inside. Come on, sweetie." She tugs at me, but I don't budge.

"Why are you here?"

"You've been avoiding me all week, and that's really impressive since our offices are next to each other. But I've been sitting in my car waiting for you to get home. And I'm glad I was. Now up."

This time, I let her pull me out of the car. I clutch the parka to my chest like it's a teddy bear while she grabs my purse. Then she wraps an arm around me and supports me as we walk to my apartment. Halfway there, I gasp, and my feet won't move any further.

"My clothes," I hiss.

"I'll go get anything you need. Just let me get you inside first."

My entire body is shaking. "That's not what I mean. Oh fuck, hurry, Heather. My keys? Where are my keys?" I dash along the walk. My heels clicking against the concrete with my quick steps.

When I get to my door, I throw myself into it face first, hoping that if anyone looks outside, they won't be able to recognize me. Heather presses against me from behind, and now I'm grateful she's here so she can shield me from everyone's gaze. She unlocks the door, and we both almost fall in.

"I assume this is Makayla." Heather looks over my body. My clothes. My dark green dress. My black tights. My hair. My makeup.

I collapse onto the couch and don't say a thing. I don't even look at her when I feel her sit next to me and slide her arm around my shoulders. This is the end. Everything I've built back up since my ex had me fired from Watkins Catholic.

It's amazing what one phone call to a bigoted administrator can do. Your choir director, Miss Perez, isn't what she seems. I never saw it coming. The principal and a police officer came to my office and escorted me out of the school. An actual police officer. Like I was a criminal. Or a threat to the students. And Shannon's text was almost gleeful when she admitted she was the one who told the school district about me. I didn't leave my house for almost a month after that. How could I? Everyone in that town knew my secret. And they didn't hesitate to make their judgement known. There were so many nights I thought about just ending everything. It would be so much easier.

As strange as it seems, someone spray-painting "Leave Faggot" on my garage door is what convinced me to not kill myself. I wasn't going to let those people control what happened to me.

But I promised I wouldn't let myself be put in that position again. I switched back to my deadname. I started living as a man again. When I saw the opening for the middle school choir director here, I applied. And when the superintendent and head of human resources tried to convince me during my interview that this school district was trans-friendly, I knew better than to believe them. I assured them that, although my legal name was still Makayla, I would be working and living as Marco.

It was easier that way. I never had to worry someone would find out about my past. I never had to worry about an overly curious parent digging a little too deep into the history of their son's new teacher.

All I had to do was bury Makayla. It should have been easy.

"I had a guy friend in high school who liked to dress up like a girl," Heather says. Her arm is still clamped around me, and her body next to mine is the only reason I'm not shivering now. From the cold and from nerves. "He liked to be pretty now and then. I do too. So I understand, Makayla. And I will never tell a single person about you. Ever."

I wish it were that simple. That this was just because I liked to feel pretty sometimes. I wish Makayla was just a piece of me rather than the entirety of my soul.

I stand up and take her hands. "Stay right here until I come back out?"

She nods, and I walk to my bedroom. I slip the dress over my head and pull the tights from my legs. Then I take off my underwear and look at my naked body in the mirror. The body that I hide every day before I leave the house. The body I'm about to show to my best friend.

Heather looks up at me as I walk into the living room. The smile drops from her face, and her jaw slowly lowers like it's a freight elevator.

"Oh my God."


CHAPTER SEVEN



"You..." Heather stands up, but doesn't move any closer to me.

"Yeah." I blow out a breath. I can't believe I'm doing this. "Remember how you said you'd never tell anyone?"

She doesn't say anything. She doesn't even move.

"Remember how you said that? Please tell me you won't."

She shakes her head, and I'm not sure if that's good or bad. "You... that's..." She comes toward me, but she doesn't touch me. She just leans in closer, looking at me like she might look at a dead bug she found in her kitchen.

"Heather?"

"Huh? Oh, I won't tell anyone. I promise. But why?" She gestures at my body.

The wave of relief that spreads over me when she says she won't tell anyone almost knocks me to the floor. "I'm transgender, so I—"

"No, I get that. I mean, why do you hide this? Why hide who you are?"

"It's a long story. Mind if I put some clothes on first?"

She laughs. "Sorry."

I slip into a pair of joggers and a sweatshirt and sit next to her on the couch. When I do, she takes my hand. I can't look at her, but I tell her everything. How Shannon promised she would support me. How that changed once I transitioned and started hormones. And then how she got me fired, and how I vowed I could never be in that position again.

"Oh honey. You didn't deserve any of that. But we're not like that here. Before you came, there was a student who transitioned. And no one said a word to him. One day he just started using a boy's name and using the boys' restroom. And that was it. So if the administration said they would support you, I'm sure they meant it."

I shake my head. "I can't trust anyone with this. I just can't."

Heather tucks a hair behind my ear. "You trusted me. And I'm grateful for that. And you trust Kiana."

A snort comes out before I can stop it. "I told her tonight that we can't do this anymore. You were right. It's not a good idea for me to see her."

She sighs. "No, I wasn't. But that's not the reason you broke up with her anyway. It's because you're scared. And you don't have to be. You can tell the school you changed your mind and want to transition at work now. I know these people. They'll be happy for you."

I lay my head back against the cushion, and she cuddles against me. We sit like that without saying a word for hours.
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"I can't believe I let her talk me into this. Nothing good will come of it." Anyone looking would think that I'm crazy. I'm sitting in a parked car talking to myself. Of course, anyone here will already know how crazy I am.

I look around. I see Heather's car and the cars of a couple parents who volunteered to shuffle the sets on and off the stage. No one else is parked back here. This would be the perfect time to sneak in. If I could just force myself to get out of the car.

I emailed the superintendent and HR director on Sunday night to tell them. I didn't sleep at all afterward, and the next morning I was so worried and tired I could barely function. When the superintendent knocked on my door before first period, I was shaking so much that my chair squeaked. She took one step into my office and stopped. It seemed like she looked at me forever. So long that I wanted to beg her to just get it over with so we could both be out of our misery.

"This is extremely inappropriate..." she said.

I took a deep breath. "I understand. I—"

"Can I hug you?"

Her words jolted me. "What?" I must have misunderstood. She had to have said you're fired and I need you to clear your things out right now before I have you escorted out, but it just sounded like she asked if she could hug me.

"I should have never asked. Forgive me. I'm just so proud of you. Of course, we support you in this. What absolute monsters would we be if we didn't? So you tell me, what do you need from us? We're going to work together to make this transition as smooth as possible."

"Did you ask if you could hug me?"

She stepped back into the doorway and dropped her head. "I'm sorry. Even before I said it, I knew that I shouldn't."

"You're not firing me?"

The look of shock on her face was almost as big as the one on Heather's face Friday night when she saw the real me. I leaped from my chair and threw my arms around her, pulling her so tight it's a wonder she didn't yip. Instead, she put her arms around me too, and we both cried.

We sat through my entire free first period planning this. I was willing to wait until the start of the next school year, but she wanted me to transition right away. It seemed like she would have been happiest if I put on a dress right then. What we finally worked out was maybe the worst compromise I could have agreed to. This.

I take a deep breath and push open the car door. I'm wearing tights under my dress, but the wind is still cold on my legs. The stage door seems like it's a mile away, and I hurry toward it, hoping that no one will see me. Silly, since everyone is going to see me within the next couple of hours.

Heather is standing just a few feet away when I slam the door shut behind me. She tries to bite down her grin, but she can't. Not all the way. "Miss Perez, I think I have everything handled... Fuck it, I tried." She squeals and rushes to embrace me. "This is so perfect, Makayla. You're so perfect. This will be one of the best nights of your life. I just know it."

I would settle for just an average night in which the townsfolk don't come after me with torches.

"You look petrified," she says. "Deep breaths."

"Probably because I am." I take a couple deep breaths, but I'm still just as nervous. "That didn't work. Do I at least look better?"

"You look great. Like a beautiful woman who just happens to be terrified. But beautiful is the key word there."

I think woman is the key word. That's the word that fills me with every emotion I'm experiencing right now. Happiness, elation, fear. It's the word that brought me into the building, and the one that's making me want to run away to my car.

"Come on. I want to show you something." She takes my hand and leads me toward the dressing area. When I hear the kids, I try to stop, but she won't let me. It sounds like some of them are practicing while others are fooling around.

"Hi everyone. Are we all ready for the big debut?" Heather asks the kids. I know the word choice is deliberate.

"Hi Miss Craycraft. Hi Miss Perez." The kids all greet us, tell us that they're ready, and then go back to what they were doing before we walked in.

"Miss Perez, I have a question." Ava Millent is standing in front of me, holding a copy of her script in her hands.

"I, uh... uh..." It's like I've forgotten how to speak.

"It's on page 7. I think it makes more sense if I say my lines plus Milani's. I've been practicing it that way, and I think it's a whole lot better for the play."

I just stare at her. Thankfully Heather answers for me, "No Ava. It's too late to change anything now. We're leaving it the way we rehearsed it together."

Ava huffs and walks away. I just stare at Heather.

"What was that?" I ask her.

"The apple didn't fall far from the tree—"

"No, I mean all of that. Miss Perez? Like it's normal?"

Heather laughs. "Were you expecting a party? I already told them all, so they would be ready for tonight. And they're 12- and 13-year-olds. They have more important things to worry about than what pronouns their teacher uses."

I look around the room. The kids who aren't practicing are either gossiping with each other or watching videos on their phones. Or both.

“Now that that's over with, there is something I want your opinion on before we get started. I want to make a change to the lighting for one scene.”

Didn't she just tell Ava that it's too late to make changes? "Which one?"

"Grace's solo ballad, but come on. You need to see it. I think you'll like it." She takes off before I even have a chance to protest. "So, I think we need more light on the house instead of just focusing on the stage, but what do you think?"

I barely walk past the edge of the curtain when I realize that I'm an idiot and this isn't about the lighting during the show. But it's too late now. There's a crowd of parents all sitting together in the first couple of rows, and they cheer when I come out. For a second, it makes me feel like I'm on stage at the club.

My jaw hangs as I look over them. All applauding and cheering and smiling. And I can't believe it. I wipe a tear away from my eye and tell myself that this can't be real. But then I see Kiana standing at the front. She's holding up a white sign covered in glitter that says "I told you!" and I know this has to be real because my dream Kiana would have a different message for me.

"How?" I ask Heather.

"You realize I'm a teacher, right? I have everyone's email addresses and phone numbers. This was Miss Masters' idea, though. Not mine."

I look at Kiana and mouth, "you?"

She smugly shimmies her shoulders and looks around to make sure no one is looking at her before blowing me a quick kiss.
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"So, tonight turned out great."

"If you don't get that door unlocked, you're going to ruin it all."

The keys jingle in Kiana's hand, and I'm sure she's doing it to frustrate me. It works.

"Since Grace is spending the night at Ava's, I have all night to make it up to you."

"I still don't understand that," I say. "I thought they still hated each other."

"That was yesterday. You need to get up to date, Miss Perez."

I growl when I hear her call me that, and she finally slips the key into the hole when I do.

I almost tackle her into the house. My lips kiss the back of her neck and down the curve of her shoulder, while my body presses into her from behind. She walks forward to the wall, and I pin her against it, grinding my hips against her ass. She sighs, and knowing that it's because of me makes my core burn even hotter.

I slip my hands under her shirt and up to her breasts, tracing my fingers along the lace of her bra before cupping my hands around her. Then I slide my fingers along her band to the back. I unhook the bra and let it dangle loosely under her shirt.

"Jesus, Makayla. Maybe we could at least get into the house first." Her voice is deeper and more breathy than usual.

She spins so she's facing me and lifts the hem of my dress. Her hands are dancing along my thighs, and my breath catches as she gets closer to my hot center. She raises the dress above my waist. Above my breasts. And I take it from there. I lift it over my head and then pull both of my arms free. Then I yank the tights down my legs.

"Were you surprised?" she asks.

I lean forward and kiss her collarbone. "Yes." Everything was a surprise tonight. The way the kids acted like there was nothing unusual about me changing genders in the middle of a semester. The way the parents acted like that was something to be celebrated. The performance, which was perfect other than a couple of pitch issues caused by stage fright. Even the standing ovation at the end when the students insisted I join them on stage to bow with them.

"Do you like surprises?" I ask while I nuzzle the crook of her neck.

"Love them." She grabs my ass and pulls me into her.

I pull the shirt from her in one clean motion and drop my mouth to her breasts. I pull them free of her bra while I lick around her nipples. Sucking them and swirling around them like a lollipop. The sound of her moan drives me wild. I drag her inside. Past her "I'm Like a Toy: Wine Me Up and Watch Me Spin" sign. To the couch. I take her shoulders and guide her down, and I sit next to her. My tongue barely leaves her breasts. But my hands slide to her waistband. "How far?" I ask.

"How far?"

"How far do you want to go tonight?" I pant into her breast.

"Do you need to ask?" I feel her hands over mine as she unfastens her pants and pushes them down. "As far as you want to go. Are you okay?"

I'm so much more than okay. I slip a finger between her legs and find her nub. I tease it gently at first, and then I press into it. Her head rolls back, and I slide on top of her. But then I stop and pull my hand away. She whimpers and puts her hand on mine to lead it back to her, but I resist.

“There's something you need to know first.” I hook my thumbs in the waistband of my panties and wait for her to look at me.

Her eyes are unfocused, but then she sits up just a little and her eyes go from mine to my breasts to my panties. "If you're going to tell me that you're trans, I think I already figured that out." She rolls her eyes. "Nothing under there is going to surprise me, so rip them off and get back to fucking me."

I take a deep breath and slowly push the panties down my legs. When they're around my ankles, I kick them to the side and stand with my legs slightly spread.

"Oh… I, uh, take back what I just said." She stares. Her eyebrows furrowed and her lips parted just enough to make them even more kissable than they already were. I want to press my lips against them. I want to slip my tongue between them. But I can only wait.

"You..."

"Yes," I say.

"But I thought..."

I wait for her to finish, but she doesn't. "I am," I answer the question I think she was trying to ask. My stomach is hollow now. I thought she would be fine with this. After tonight, when everything seemed to be going my way, I thought this would just be a technicality.

"So how did you..."

"Surgery. I told you I transitioned before. What I didn't tell you is that I went all the way with it."

Her gaze finally moves from my crotch to my eyes. "You have a vagina?"

I nod my head. "Is this a problem?" My heart feels like it's vibrating rather than beating.

She stares at me for so long that I'm sure it must be. I pick up my panties and step into them. But before I can pull them up, she comes and kneels before me. She stops me and then runs her hands over my thighs. I have to put my hands on her shoulders to hold myself up.

"It's not a problem," she says. "Just a shock."

"You did tell me you love surprises."

"That's what you meant? I thought you meant flowers or jewelry or trips to a sledding hill so we can be reminded of just how old we are."

I laugh. "Ugh, so very old."

Kiana puts her hands on my hips and guides me around to the couch and then pushes me down. "How could you ever live as a man after going through all of this?"

I sigh. "After what happened, I didn't think I had a choice."

She kisses the inside of my thigh and rests her head on it. "I'm going to make you forget all about that."

I snort. "I appreciate the sentiment, but I don't think that's possible."

She looks up at me through her eyelashes. "I." She kisses my thigh again. "Am going." She kisses my other thigh. "To make you." She kisses higher now, and my breath stutters. "Forget." Her lips move back to my other thigh, and they're so close now. "All." She kisses the seam between my crotch and my leg. "About." Her lips brush against my sensitive folds. "That." Her tongue flicks against my clit, and I fall against the back cushion.

It's like an animal is unleashed inside her. Her tongue swirls around me. Her mouth sucks and tries to pull me into her. And then her fingers slide inside me. I gasp. I don't know how many fingers it is. It feels like it could be her whole fist, but I'm sure it's only one or two. But it's wonderful.

"Oh... Oh my God... Kiana!" Her fingers move inside me, against a sensitive spot that I never even knew I had.

"How's that for a surprise?"

I can only answer her with a moan. I'm lucky I can even get that out. I don't feel like I'm in control of my lungs. My entire body is drawn tight. She pulls her fingers out of me, and I'm empty. But then she slides her tongue along my lips. The rough surface dragging along the tender flesh. Then she slips her fingers inside me again, and her tongue goes back to my clit. Circling. Flicking. Circling. Sucking. Circling. And her fingers are pumping me. And I'm screaming. My body spasms and I cry out her name over and over and over while my entire body shakes. And when every muscle is so sore that they're begging for relief, I collapse back onto the couch. Unable to move. Unable to even look at the woman who did this to me.

"Well?"

I huff out a breath as she climbs on top of me. Her legs slotting between mine. Her breasts on mine. Her cheek against mine.

"I've never done that before," I say.

"Had sex with someone as skilled as me?"

I laugh and take a couple of breaths, trying to get the oxygen back into my exhausted muscles. "Had sex period. Never as a girl. As me."

Kiana sits up just enough so she can look at me. "You're kidding?"

I shake my head. After I had the surgery, Shannon never wanted anything to do with me physically. I wish I could have seen her for what she was and just walked away then.

"Well, I am going to spend a lifetime fucking you so often that you're going to be sick of it."

"Never." I lean up and kiss her.


CHAPTER EIGHT



I can't help but sneak glances at Kiana as we walk to the table. She's gorgeous in her silver and dark blue dress, and I love the way her leg peeks out of the slit with every step. I take her hand, and she looks at me and smiles.

"How did I end up with the most beautiful woman in the entire room?" I ask.

"Second most beautiful. My girl is the most beautiful." She pecks me on the cheek.

Kiana's best friend Bri and her boyfriend Sebastian are already at the table when we get there. Every time I see him, I'm shocked at just how muscular he is. They stand to hug both of us. When we all sit, Sebastian smiles. "Once again, I'm reminded of how blessed I am. I get to share a table with three exquisite ladies."

"And not at one of your restaurants for once," Sabrina says.

Sebastian clicks his tongue. "Perhaps not, but remember whose staff is working in the kitchen here right now."

Bri shrugs. "So, what did you girls think of her dress?"

"It was pretty," I say.

"It was very boring." Someone says from behind me. I recognize the voice and grin. "I tried to talk her out of it, but would she listen to me? She has the body, she needs to show it off. Maybe she could have found someone better than that brother of mine. Too late now."

I turn around. Lee is standing behind me.

She rests her hands on my shoulders. "Hey, babe. We miss having you at the club."

"I was just there last weekend," I say. "You must not miss me that much if you forgot already."

"I meant on stage, smartass." She sits next to me, smoothing her long black gown under her as she does. She was her brother's best man, and with her stage presence, she almost stole the show just by standing silently next to him during the ceremony.

I look down at her black high heels. I don't think I've ever seen her wearing anything lower than a four-inch heel, and today is no exception. I don't know how she does it all the time. I'm on my feet all day long, and if I wear anything higher than two inches, I regret it. Of course, that just means I have an excuse to ask Kiana for a foot massage when I get home.

"I do sometimes miss it. But now that I'm actually working as me, I don't think the parents or the school system would be too happy about a teacher moonlighting as a dancer on the weekends."

Lee flicks her wrist toward me, dismissing the thought. "Who cares what other people think?"

"Almost literally everyone except you, babe." Lee's partner Jasmine kisses her on the cheek before joining our table.

"At last, the best man and the bride's gorgeous maid of honor are reunited," Sebastian says. "It's always such a pleasure to see you, Jasmine."

"Your girlfriend is sitting right next to you, and you're flirting with my partner? Do I really need to stab you right here in front of everyone?" Lee acts like she's getting up before she chuckles and then pulls Jasmine so close to her that she might as well be on her lap.

Sabrina shrugs. "After all this time, I'm used to it. I know how he is. And I know he's always coming home to me, so it doesn't bother me." She kisses him, and he blushes. It's cute to watch someone as formidable as him turn red just because a woman kisses him.

"So who's next?" Kiana asks. "We have three couples sitting here, and none of us are married. Which one is going to be the first?"

My heart starts to pound. We've lived together for almost a year now, but we've never discussed marriage seriously. I've brought it up a few times, but Kiana always tells me she isn't sure if she wants to do that again. So I never press the issue. Grace is a different story. She's been pressuring us to get married since I moved in.

"That's not fair to the others," Lee says. "I already know the answer."

"How do you know?" Kiana demands.

Lee points at Sebastian. "As tough as he is, he can't keep a secret from me to save his life." Sebastian shrugs and bites his lip.

"Well, since everyone else already knows, I guess I should tell the most important person." Kiana drops to a knee in front of me, and now my heart is racing. Holy shit. Is she really doing this? "Makayla Perez, I love you more than I've ever loved anyone else other than Grace, and I can't imagine my life without you. I want you to go through everything with me. Together. Every day. And I want you to be in my daughter's life forever. I want us both to be there to celebrate every one of her victories, no matter how big or small, and to comfort her every time she has her heart broken. Will you be my wife?"

The tears are streaming down my cheeks, and I'm already nodding before she even asks me. "Oh my God, Kiana! Oh my God!" I hold my hand out, and she slips the ring over my finger. We both stand, our arms wrapped around each other. And our kiss feels like the very first one. Better. A million butterflies circle around us. The wind from their wings pulses against my skin, sending tingles through my body.

Kiana pulls away and runs her tongue slowly between her lips. "Is that a yes?"

"Of course, it's a yes. I know this is Alexis' day, but I think I might be the happiest woman here." I look around. "Where's my purse? I need to call Heather so she can be part of this."

"Got you covered, babe." Kiana points at Sebastian. He's holding Kiana's phone, and I see Heather on the screen. She's bouncing up and down and screaming.

I smile, and then turn back to Kiana. I rest my forehead against hers. Our lips are just a fraction of an inch apart. "I love you so much."
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This super bundle contains TWENTY of Kenzie's top books.

20 tales of ordinary men transformed into beautiful women.

Get every story from The Injected Series, The Girls Series, The Trophy Clinic Series, and The Club Series. A total of 20 stories, all in this mega collection.
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This bundle contains 8 MAGICAL FEMINIZATION books that have never been published in any other collection!

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.
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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.
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Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.
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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.
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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.

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.
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