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CHAPTER ONE



This cannot be happening. The little noise that was just an annoyance in L.A. has gone from a tick-tick to a put-put and now to a sputter in the last 200 miles. And of course it would happen in the middle of nowhere, just as I'm in the mountains. And when I don't have money to fix a broken zipper, let alone a car.

I look from the dark road to the phone screen and back again. There's nothing on the GPS yet, and the only thing I know about this part of the country is that there isn't much here. I pull over into the right lane and turn on my hazard lights. I have no idea what a good please don't die on me speed is, but I'm pretty sure it's not 85mph. So I slow down to 50. It seems like a crawl after 6 hours of going whatever speed the traffic around me was driving. I just hope it's a crawl that will get me to a town with a mechanic.

Please get me to a town with a mechanic. I repeat it over and over like a mantra. I promise nothing but the expensive high octane gas for you the rest of the trip if you do. "Because bargaining with a car always works," I say aloud to no one. I grip the wheel tighter and stare at the GPS.

Every time there's anything at the top of the screen, my stomach tenses. A town? But so far, each time has just been a road beside the highway that has no life. Or a random color change on the map that I'm sure signifies something, but in pitch black of nothing, I can't tell what it is. I just know it's not a town. Until this time.

At first it looks like the same type of road I've passed a million times since the worry balled up at the back of my throat. Black and empty. It's only claim to fame that it rises in an overpass above I-40 before arching down to the same nothing on the other side. But before I get there, I see another grey line on the screen with it. And another. And finally, there's a green sign at the side of the road telling me that Comisma is just one mile away.

I close my eyes in relief for a second. One mile is easy. Even if my car dies here, I can walk that distance. I'm going to make it. As I get closer, I expect to see the glow from the town lights, but even when I can see the exit, there's nothing more than a single streetlamp at the intersection. Are you kidding me?

I'm scared to stop completely at the stop sign, so I decide to roll through it. But that means I don't have time to look around. According to the map, the town, if it even is that, takes up a little more area to the left. So that's the way I go.

There are buildings in this direction, but they're almost as dark as the desert. Except one. There's a faintly lit sign hanging above its door. There are two cars and a dusty and dented pickup truck in the parking lot, and a new wave of nervousness surges through me. It's a bar. In a small town. And with redneck vehicles parked outside. Not exactly my type of people. But I don't have a choice.

As soon as I put the car in park, it dies. It doesn't even have the decency to let me turn the key off. But you got me here, girl. You did your part. I get out of the car and look around. There's a gas station with a garage door just a few buildings away, but it's completely dark. Not even the pumps are lit. In a small town like this, it probably closes at 5pm on a Saturday. But maybe someone in the bar knows the owner and can convince him to open up for me. I sigh and slip my keys into my pocket.

The inside of the bar is just what I would have expected. Orangish wood panelling that must have been in style at some point forty years ago. A dark wood bar running the length of one wall, flanked by black vinyl stools. On the other side of the room, there are three booths. Each table is the same dark wood as the bar and each bench is the same black vinyl. And each is empty. I'm tempted to take one of them and collapse. But I sit at the bar. There are two other people sitting here, two empty stools between each of us.

"Hey, what can I get for you?" The man's voice is friendly and doesn't have the twang that I expected.

"Honestly? A mechanic. My car just died." I let my shoulders slump.

The other two men sitting at the bar are staring at me now. The one closest to me nods his head. "Anderson. Not even a quarter mile away." This man sounds more like I expected. "He's the one takes care of everything around here we can't do ourselves. Young gun, but he's—"

"He's out of town," the bartender says. "I think I need to cut you off if you forgot that already."

The old man laughs and pulls his bottle of beer closer to him.

"Is there someone else? Or will this guy be back tonight? I really have to get back on the road."

The bartender shakes his head. "Sorry. People around here might talk a good game." He flashes a look at the quiet man at the far end of the bar. "But I wouldn't trust any of them to change their own oil, let alone fix a car. And Anderson is going to be gone for at least a few more days."

I let my head fall to the bar.

"Just had a baby." The man next to me says. He's much more chipper than I think anyone should be right now. Of course, I think everyone should be as miserable as me.

"Is there anyway we could call him?" I ask. "Tell him it's an emergency. Just for an hour at most?"

"He didn't just have a baby." The bartender reaches under the bar and pulls out a beer bottle. He pops the top and sets it in front of me. "His wife almost died. They had to fly her to Vegas. He's there with her. On the house." he points at the beer in front of me.

I don't even like beer, but I take a sip so I don't seem rude. "So there's no one else I could call?"

The bartender frowns, and it just makes me notice how handsome he is. "Not within forty miles. And nothing that's going to be open tonight."

"Damn it." I take another swig and end up downing the bottle. "What do you have stronger than this?"

"Well, I suppose since you aren't driving anywhere tonight..." He chuckles, but the sympathy is obvious in it.

He hands me a scotch and soda, and I slide him my credit card. "Keep it open." I take the drink and move to a booth. There's nothing left to do other than see how drunk I can get tonight.
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A few drinks later, I don't know whether to be embarrassed or glad that I'm such a lightweight. I've moved past the point where the room is spinning, and I'm getting dangerously close to believing that maybe there is no room. Both of the men who were sitting at the bar have left, so now it's just me and the bartender. And if I don't stop staring at him soon, I'm sure he's going to kick me out. But I can't help it.

The more I drink, the more I notice about him. He keeps his beard so closely trimmed that it looks like unkempt stubble unless you really examine it. The ring finger on his right hand doesn't quite bend all the way when he closes his fist. And when he catches someone—or at least me—ogling him, his left eyebrow quivers just a little bit. As soon as I notice that, I look down into my empty glass, hoping that he'll just chalk it up to me being drunk and him being the only person I've talked to for more than five seconds.

"Last call." His voice is loud, like it's more than us in here, and I boo him when he announces it.

"I think you've already had too much." He wipes the bar and then slings the white towel over his shoulder as he walks toward me. "You're not sleeping in your car tonight." We've already discussed this when I was slightly more sober than I am now. My backseat isn't big, but it's enough. And he can trust that I won’t drive drunk since I'm sure the car won't even start.

"Yss mmfine slee therrre." I push up from the booth, determined to show him that I'm not even really that drunk, but the floor is in a different spot than it was last time, and my feet scramble to find it before I tumble down.

I close my eyes, sure that my body is going to smack against the wood any second, but it doesn't. I peek out of one eyelid, and all I can see is black. His black t-shirt. My face is pressed to his chest, and now I feel his arms around me. "You're very clearly not fine to sleep there. I've got a couch in the back. You can sleep it off there. We'll figure something out in the morning."

He spins my shoulders so I'm facing the door to the backroom and then gives me a gentle nudge. I start to tip over, but he grabs me by the waist of my jeans and holds me upright. "Are you wearing..." His finger slides under the waistband of my underwear, and I gasp. I slap his hand away as quickly as I can and try to pull up my jeans to hide my panties, but the movements are too much for me, and I fall to the floor. My left shoulder bangs against the wood planks.


CHAPTER TWO



"Why Pittsburgh?"

I cover my ears to block out whoever is talking to me, but I can't do anything about the light that's shining too brightly, even through my eyelids. I pinch my eyes tighter, but that just makes my head throb even worse. I groan and roll over, away from the light and hopefully whoever it is that's talking to me.

"Oh no you don't. It's 9:30. You need to get up. You're not spending your whole day on my couch." He's talking so loudly that it has to be on purpose.

"Just go away." My voice is a low, elongated mumble, but it's the best I can do right now. Even that sends my stomach lurching, and I bury myself as far into the cushions as I can.

Unfortunately, it's not far enough. My shoulder jerks up as someone rips the blanket from me. "You need to talk. Why Pittsburgh?"

I remember that voice. The bartender from last night. He let me sleep in the back of the bar because I was too drunk to drive. And... Fuck. My car. I roll over. His arms are folded across his chest and he's staring down at me. His bright blue eyes flicker in the daylight, and they're even worse when he smiles at me.

"Morning sunshine."

I groan. This is certainly not a good morning. My body feels like it's been pulled and pushed and stretched into a non-body shape, and I have four days left to get to Pittsburgh and no car to do it with. "I need someone who can fix my car."

"Yeah, well that's going to be a problem. Do you remember I told you Anderson is out of town for the time being?" I nod my head. "Well, I called a couple places already this morning, and couldn't get ahold of anyone. Around here, people use Sundays to nurse hangovers and watch football, so it's going to be tomorrow before any mechanic will even answer his phone. Let alone look at your car."

I sit up and let my body fall forward, catching my head in my hands. The bartender sits next to me. After a minute, I look at him. His eyes are focused on something behind me, and he jerks when he notices my attention on him. "What about a cab or a ride share or something to take me to whatever airport is closest?" I run through the numbers, and even before I have the words out, I know the cost of the ride plus the last minute airfare is more than I can afford. And there's no way I'm trusting an airline with my luggage on this trip.

"This town's population is 200 people. No taxis or ride shares. But you never answered me. Why Pittsburgh?"

"How do you know about Pittsburgh?" I ask.

He chuckles and leans back on the couch. "You're a talker when you're drunk. You wouldn't believe some of the things you told me once I got you on this couch."

My face burns. What could I have said? I told him I'm going to Pittsburgh obviously, but was there more? I didn't tell him why. Would I have said anything about... No. There's no way. Is there? I look at the man, but his face is blank. It would certainly not be blank if he knew the truth.

"What's so important about getting there?"

"It's for a job. And I'm kinda desperate." More than kind of. I had to borrow from a friend so I could afford this trip. I don't know what I'll do if things don't work out once I get there. Live out of my car for a while, I guess. If I have a car at that point.

The man stands up and extends his hand. I stare at it, unsure of what he expects. "That's all I need to know. Come on. I'll drive you."

I give him my hand and let him pull me up. He does it too fast though, and I have to fight down my rising stomach. Once it settles, I look at him. I'm almost six feet tall, but he's so much taller than me. And larger. Muscular. I want to press on his chest just to find out what so much muscle feels like. "I don't really have money right now. I, uh—"

"Don't worry about it. You don't have to pay me."

"But I can't afford a plane ticket either." I look away. I'm ashamed because I can't even afford to take care of myself and embarrassed because I can't keep my eyes off his pecs.

The man laughs, and I wish I weren't hungover because it would sound so wonderful if it didn't make me wince. "You don't understand. I'm not taking you to the airport. I'm driving you to Pittsburgh."

I snort. "You know I'm talking about the Pittsburgh right? The one in Pennsylvania. Not some little Pittsburgh, Arizona."

"The home of the Panthers." My mind flashes to a news story from a couple of years ago about some hikers in Southern California who were stalked by a puma, but I don't know if there are pumas in Pittsburgh too. I just shrug and stare at him silently. "Not a football fan?" he asks.

"Oh. That's a team? Sorry. Not really a sports fan at all."

He laughs again, and it makes me sigh. "This is going to be perfect. We'll take my car. I'll just let Tony know."

"Wait, no. Thanks, but no. I can't go with you. I don't know you. I don't even know your name."

He sticks his arm out again, and this time I can tell that he expects us to shake hands. "I introduced myself last night when you told me your name, but I'm not surprised you don't remember. I'm Cameron."

I go numb as he shakes my hand. I told him my name last night? Which one?

"Let's go, Ben. I want to be on the road in half an hour."

I blow out a breath when he calls me Ben, and all of that stress leaves with it, as quick as it came. "It's Benjamin. Not Ben. And I'm still not going. Just because I know your name doesn't mean that you're not some crazy serial killer or something. Or you could hit me over the head and rob me as soon as we're on the road. No way."

"Benjamin. You were so drunk last night that you don't remember a single word you said to me, and you spent the night on my couch. Alone, with me in the room next door and in a town where no one knows you. Don't you think I would have killed or robbed you last night if I was going to do that? Now come on." He takes my hand and leads me through the white wood door beside the television.

The door leads to the bar. It looks even dingier during the day. Years of cigarette smoke have turned everything here a golden yellow. But it smells like a mix of pine and lemon. The floors are still wet in spots; the sunlight shines off the damp patches. There's a man in an orange t-shirt behind the bar. He's turned away from us, but by the back of his head, I can tell that I haven't met him yet.

"Tony, I need you to take the bar by yourself the next few days. There's something I have to take care of."

The man, Tony, turns around. His eyes move from Cameron to me to our joined hands. As soon as I realize we're still holding hands, I let go and take two steps away from him. "Something you gotta do, huh?" Tony grins at me as he says it, and I wonder if Cameron makes a habit of taking strange men with him. But he's right. If he was going to do something to me, it would have been last night.

"Just helping out a new friend. That's all. You good with working it for a week?"

"Becca already tells me I work too much. She might leave me before the week is over if I have to cover here every night. But you know I got your back, Whit. Do what you gotta do. Besides, Megan's birthday is coming up, and she's at the age now where the clothes she wants cost more than my house payment."

"You know how much I care about that girl of yours. I'll make sure she doesn't have to wear knock-offs."

Tony laughs as Cameron walks me out front. "Take everything you need out of here. I'll pull my car around." He doesn't wait for me to say a word before he disappears around the side of the building. Am I really going to drive across the country with some man I just met last night? He is an incredibly gorgeous man, but that only makes this more foolish. Why would he volunteer to do this? If I didn't need this break, I would never even consider it. But I have to make this work. No matter what.

I have everything sitting on the dusty gravel beside my car when Cameron pulls around. He's driving a dark grey Mercedes that looks like it just came from the showroom. He parks and walks over to me, and I don't take my eyes off of him.

"What?" he asks.

"That's your car? Who are you?"

He laughs. "Just a bar owner in the middle of nowhere. This town has been good to me."

I look at the sign above the door. Whit's. It's what Tony called him. And that explains why he lives in the back. "You're Whit? You told me your name was Cameron."

He raises his palms and smiles like a kid caught in the act of stealing five dollars from his mom's purse. "Cameron Whitney, but everyone calls me Whit." He pauses like he expects me to say something, but I don't. "So, this is all of it?"

I follow his eyes to my suitcase and the three long cardboard tubes from the trunk of my car. "I don't really have a lot." That's an understatement. This isn't everything I own, but it's probably close to half of it.

"A man—a person—who lives simply. I appreciate that. Let me get it for you." He lifts the suitcase like it's filled with feathers, but I take the tubes into my arms. We're just laying them in the back of his car, but I don't trust them with anyone. There's a navy blue backpack pushed to the side of the trunk. I set the tubes over that and my suitcase, and he closes the lid. "Ready? We'll stop and get food on the way."


CHAPTER THREE



Cameron doesn't let me drive, and every time I ask him anything about himself, he expects the right to ask me a question in return. After a few rounds, I stop. He already knows more than I want him to. I close my eyes and pretend to sleep. Then I actually do sleep. When I wake, I stare out at the orange and beige of the desert. Its never-ending sand makes my body feel so heavy I'm surprised the car doesn't lean under my weight. "Do you mind if I play some music?" I ask when I can't stand the silence another minute.

"As long as it's not country."

"Isn't that what everyone around here listens to?" I ask. He rolls his eyes and nods his head. "No country. I promise." I plug my phone into the USB port and press play on the first playlist. As soon as the first note plays, I know the song, and I start dancing right away. I feel Cameron's eyes move to me, but I don't care. If I don't get rid of some of this energy, I'm going to go crazy.

We spend almost all the next hour like that. Me dancing and singing along to the songs while he gives me an occasional side eye. But then I hear his voice breaking through mine during the chorus of a song. I go quiet to listen to him sing, but as soon as I do, he stops. "Keep going," I say. He has a beautiful voice.

"Sorry. I got a little carried away. I can't sing to save my life." I want to tell him that's not true, but his face is walled off now. So I turn off the music and look back out the window. "Albuquerque is just twenty miles away," he says. "I think we should stop there for the night."

Just on the outskirts of town, Cameron exits the highway and pulls into the closest hotel parking lot, asking me if this one is fine. The same wave of nausea that was with me this morning roars back. "Uh, it's just that I didn't plan on staying at hotels on this trip. I didn't budget for that." And if I had tried, my budget would have laughed at me as soon as I had the thought.

"What were you planning, then? Not sleeping in the car, right?"

I shouldn't be angry with him, but the way he says it sparks something inside me. "Not all of us own our own business and drive around in fancy cars that have seats more comfortable than my living room chairs. I'm just in a tough spot right now, but that's all—"

"Whoa." He puts his hand on my forearm, and I forget what I'm saying in the middle of my sentence. "It's fine. I'll pay for the room."

I pull away from him. "You're not paying for me to stay here."

"I'm a rich business owner." He winks. "I can afford it. Think of it as me getting a room for myself, but since there's an extra bed, you can use it for free." He doesn't give me a chance to say anything else. He hops out the door and walks into the lobby faster than I would walk into a donut shop giving away free cinnamon rolls.

He comes out two minutes later and taps on my window. When I roll it down, he hands me a keycard. "Room 717. You go on up. I have to do something first. I'll be back in about half an hour."

"You have to do something?" My mind races to scenes of him meeting local drug dealers to set up a new connection or meeting pimps to tell them that he has some fresh meat just waiting in a hotel room for them to examine. Is this how people get trafficked? Is this how he could afford this car?

"There's a store I want to get to before it closes." He must have been able to read on my face the wild turns my imagination was taking. "And I'll bring back something for dinner too."

He opens the car door for me, and I step out. Still not sure about this. Still imagining all the things he could be doing. Things that are very much not going to a store and then hitting a drive-thru. When I get to the hotel room, pulling my suitcase behind me and with my belongings tucked under my arm, I tell myself that he doesn't have to be off doing something bad. Maybe he's checking on some girl he used to know. A drug addict who he sent to rehab and is trying to make the best of her new life now. Or some teenager that he took under his wing and was a father figure for.

By the time I hear the lock click, I have my things tucked away in a tiny corner of the closet, and I'm sprawled on the bed, clicking through the television remote. When he comes in, the whole room changes, and my heart beats a little faster. Relax, he's not going to hurt you. But I know that's not the reason my heart sped up. "So what did you get?"

His face goes so red, I wonder if he's going to pop. "I, uh, well... it's just—"

"Oh good! Out-and-About." I walk over to him, my eyes focused on the bag in his left hand and my brain overwhelmed by the smell of the most perfect burgers ever. I take the sack from him and set it on the tiny table pushed against the hotel wall. "Did you get extra sauce for the fries? I love dipping them in that."

"There's something else. Something I got for you." I shove a fry into my mouth and look back at him. His face is still worryingly red. I wonder if he has heart problems and today has been too much for him. As soon as I face him, he shoves the pink bag toward me, like he can't wait to get rid of it.

I take it, but the look on his face has me almost scared to look inside. "What is it?"

"It's me making a huge fool of myself."

"What?"

He looks down. "Open it."

I pull the handles apart and peek inside, but I can't tell what it is. Something red, so I reach for it. As soon as my fingers brush it, I look up at him. He's still staring at the floor, but he must know that I'm frozen. "If I'm wrong, I'm sorry," he says. His words are almost whispered. "And I'll get a different hotel room. Or leave. I'll even pay for your flight to Pittsburgh. I just thought that..."

The bag hits the floor with a slap much louder than paper on carpet should cause. He looks up, and his eyes burn into me as I grip the wadded red satin nightie. I unfold it and hold it against myself. Unconsciously. More out of curiosity than anything else.

Cameron swallows so hard that his entire head bobs up and down. "I saw what you were wearing last night. Under your jeans." I drop the nightie and feel for the wall. I think the building just collapsed on me, and I'm gasping for air under the rubble. "It was an accident. I swear. And I only saw the waistband, but I couldn't stop thinking about it last night. Then today I kept wondering what you were wearing under your clothes, and—"

"You want me to wear this for you?" He doesn't answer. He just pinches his mouth tight. "And then what?"

"I..." He laughs. "I hadn't planned that far ahead. I thought you'd probably kick me out at this point."

"Turn around." I wait for him to face away and then I lift the shirt over my head and unbuckle my jeans. They fall to the floor, and I kick them away. It takes a second to untangle the nightie. The thin red straps are twisted together, but once I have it straightened, I let it drop over me. A chill runs through my core, and I sigh. I've never dressed for someone before. What do I do if he runs away as soon as he turns around? What happens if he leaves me? My throat catches when I try to tell him I'm ready, so I knock on the wall, hoping that he'll get the hint.

Cameron's shoulders bounce up and down. "Did you just knock? Does that mean you're ready?" I manage a strangled mmm-hmm, and he twists around. His jaw drops as soon as he sees me, and my heart sinks. I knew it was too much to hope for.

"I—" I want to tell him that I'll put my other clothes on and leave. That I understand why he feels uncomfortable. But nothing comes out. Then he steps closer, and I flinch. My heart is racing. I've never been this vulnerable to someone. He could do so much to me right now, and my mind runs through everything. Instead, he slides a finger down the side of my body, gliding from my ribs to the top of my hips.

"You're more beautiful than I imagined." He drags his hand away, and I want more than anything to pull it back to me. Back to my still tingling skin.

"So what now?" I ask.

He leans against the wall, his head pressed to the cream-colored wallpaper. "What do you want to happen next?"

I want him to take me to the bed and guide me down while his weight presses on top of me. But I don't want to be his one brush with something exotic before he goes back to his normal life—the one chance to fulfill his lifelong fantasy of fucking a trans girl. Just something to scratch off a list and never think about again. And no matter what he says, I'll never be able to trust that I'm anything more than that. "I'm kind of tired." I make myself yawn so he won't see through the lie right away.

"Oh. I guess it was a long day. You wanna eat first? Hopefully, it's still warm."

"No. Thank you. I think I just want to go to bed."

I wheel my suitcase out of the closet, but Cameron stops me before I can set it on the bed. "Leave that on for tonight? Please."

"Okay." He watches me as I slide under the covers. The thin fabric slips across the rough sheets. "Good night." I smile at him before I roll over and stare at the wall, listening to him crinkle the fast food sack.


CHAPTER FOUR



I feel his eyes on me as soon as I wake the next morning. His head is propped on his elbow. We're both as close to the other as we can be while still being in separate beds. There's just a small two-foot wide space separating us. "Good morning." I try to purr the words, but they come out as a gurgle. "Oh, gross." I croak as I run to the bathroom. My sinuses are leaking out of areas I didn't even think they could.

I snort and sniff and honk into wads of toilet paper until I feel at least halfway like a human again. When I look at myself in the mirror, I have crusted snot around one nostril and a line of half dried saliva caked from the corner of my mouth halfway across my cheek. No wonder he was staring at me.

"Are you okay?"

I jump. I didn't notice he'd followed me to the bathroom. "Other than being an embarrassing mess? Yeah. Allergies. I get like this in older hotels sometimes."

He rests his hand on the doorframe and leans into it, and I stare at him. His shirt does nothing to hide the muscular torso under it. "Tell me what you need. Decongestants? Antihistamines? A bloody mary? I happen to make a phenomenal bloody mary that is renowned for curing anything that ails you. An indigenous healer taught me her secrets."

My stomach rumbles at the idea of anything with calories. "Is that so?" I roll my eyes. "Maybe some other time. I'll be fine once I blow my nose twenty more times and take a nice hot shower."

"You look good, by the way."

I laugh and run my fingers through my hair, working through a mess of tangles that grew overnight. "And how many bloody marys have you already had this morning?"

He takes a step closer to me but then backs up right away. "Completely sober. And I mean it." He stares at me for so long I'm just about to kick him out so I can use the bathroom, but then he drags his fingertips down his cheek. "Would you dress like this for me today? Like a girl."

I snort and have to catch a bit of snot with the tissue in my hand. "Outside? Out in the real world? Absolutely not. Never."

"You never do that? Don't you want to?"

"I don't know." Of course, I want to. Anytime I see a cis woman out in public, a hot flaming jealousy sweeps through me. And I always tamp it down. It's not meant to be. I should have started hormones ten years ago. At least puberty blockers. Maybe then I could have a normal life. But I missed my chance. I was too scared to tell my parents. Too scared to tell anyone.

"Well, I want you to. Will you do it for me?" His eyes shimmer, and I wonder how anyone could ever deny him anything. But I can't do this, so I shake my head. "Are you scared?" he asks. "We'll be in the car almost all day, and I won't leave your side. No one will mess with you when I'm there."

I'm not sure if it's unconscious, but he flexes his muscles as he says it, and I know he's right. Anyone would take one look at him and walk away. "I don't even have anything to wear. I only packed..." panties, but I'm not about to say that out loud to him.

"Don't worry about that. You get cleaned up, and I'll go get everything you need. Makeup?"

"I... You don't—"

"Got it. I'll get makeup for you too. Be sure to shave." He winks and then walks away. He grabs his keys and is out the door before I can even form a thought. He didn't even change out of his pajamas.

I tremble the whole time I'm in the shower. And when I'm done shaving, a faint trail of pink flows from my leg down the drain. There's no way I can do this. He'll realize once he sees me.

When I hear the door open, I finish brushing my hair and make sure the towel is wrapped around me tight. I hesitate before walking out into the main room. There's something intimate about standing in front of a man while wearing just a towel, and that's not a step I want to take with Cameron. But I walk out anyway.

He has just two bags. "You like red, don't you?" I ask as he opens the bags and pours the clothes onto my bed. He bought a red dress, almost the same color as the nightie he bought last night.

He smooths out the dress so I can see it. "Only on the right person."

"And I'm the right person?"

His eyes are locked on mine, and the corner of his lip tugs up just enough for me to notice. "I hope you like it. And I hope these shoes are fine."

I look at the black chunky soled loafers. The heel can't be more than two-inches. "Those are perfect actually. I'm surprised you didn't buy six-inch stilettos for me."

"The saleslady said they didn't have any left. There was a big stripper convention last weekend."

"I hope you're kidding."

His mouth draws open into a grin. "I've never understood how women can walk in those, so yes, I'm kidding. Do you... like them? And the dress?"

I nod. "Maybe you can shower while I get ready?" His head bobbles just a bit before he goes into the bathroom. I wait until I hear the water running and then I get dressed. He thought of everything. Under the dress there's a package of tights, a black bra, and silicone inserts. By the time everything is on, I'm so close to the edge that the slightest thing might send me tumbling over. I know that his look will be more than enough.

I start taking deep breaths once he turns off the water. I only have a few minutes to settle myself down, and it takes every bit of that. Even then, I nearly lose it when he walks out with the towel wrapped around his waist and his brown hair still damp and standing in every direction.

"Wow." He gives voice to my exact thought.

"I need to do my makeup." The bathroom mirror will still be fogged, but if I don't get away from him, I'll do something I'll regret. I shut the bathroom door behind me, and that's a mistake. The scent hits me right away. His scent. And I've just shut myself in here with it. I pull in a long inhale. Then another. And then I brace my arms on the white marble sink. This is a mistake. A huge and horrible mistake.

By the time I open my eyes, the mirror has cleared, and I work through the eyeshadow, eyeliner, mascara, and lipstick. I think of scrubbing it all off as soon as I see it. It looks better than it should—better than I have any right to look—and I know what he's going to think.

The blood is roaring in my ears when I open the door. He hops up from the bed. He's wearing jeans and an untucked black button-down shirt. His hair is still wild, but he's clearly run his fingers through it a couple of times. "You're..." I close my eyes, waiting for a word I've wanted to hear all my life—one I'm scared to hear now. "You're not Benjamin."

It's not funny. He's not joking. But the laughter erupts from me, every bit of stress bubbling up and out and leaving me in tears. I try to dab my eyes to keep my makeup from running, but I have to eventually give up. When I don't know if I can stand any longer, I fall down on to the bed. My legs spread and unladylike, but I can barely breathe as the laughs shake my body.

"Are you okay?" He scoots away from me at first, but once I nod, he moves even closer, and his arm slides around my back. The full energy current sizzles through my body, and my laughter simply disappears, leaving only tears and my gasping breaths as evidence that it was ever there.

"I'm sorry. When I get nervous, I—"

"What's your true name?" He rests his hand on my knee, and he could ask my deepest secret right now and I wouldn't be able to keep it from him.

"Bailey."

His hand slides slowly up my leg. "That's pretty. You're pretty." My heart skips two, three, four beats, and I don't mind. I don't need it anymore. I only need the feeling of his arm around me. The puffs of air as he whispers into my ear. "Do you want this too?"

I let myself fall backward on the mattress, and I take hold of his hand and pull it even higher up my leg. I shouldn't want this, but I do.

He doesn't give me time to second guess myself. As soon as I pull his hand to the top of my thigh, he takes it the rest of the way and then spins so he's straddling me. He unzips his jeans, and like an animal unrestrained, his cock surges out, only the thin fabric of his boxer briefs keeping it from doing whatever it likes. I glide a fingertip down its length, and it throbs at my touch.

Cameron grunts as he pushes my hand away and lifts the hem of my dress. His lips press down on mine just as his cock thrusts against me. I moan, and my lips vibrate against his. It makes him move even faster, pumping against me. Fucking me. His hard cock into mine. Both trapped by thin wisps of fabric.

I throw my arms around him and dig my fingers into the firm, muscular flesh of his back. He's already pressing down on top of me, but I need him even closer. I pull as hard as I can. It presses the air from my lungs. Each pump of his cock against mine shoots stars into my vision. Bursts swimming through the black of my oxygen-starved and over-burdened brain.

There's a sound, but I can barely make it out. Barely register that it's Cameron grunting my name. "Bailey… Bailey" Drawing out the syllables longer with each repetition. And then everything inside me explodes at once. I press my head back into the mattress as hard as I can. My heels dig into the side. All my muscles tense and my cock thrusts and thrusts, and a warmth fills the front of my panties.

Cameron keeps pumping against me. Against my cock, and I swear each time is too much for my sensitive, spent dick. But then his breath catches and holds and holds as his cock twitches, and he collapses down on me. His weight burying me. I wrap my legs around his ass and grip him tight.

"Is that all you got?" I tease him. My words are rough and breathy.

He leans up to look at me and then lets his head fall beside mine. His gritty stubble scraping my cheek. "Jesus Christ, woman. You want more than that?" He sounds like he just finished running a marathon.

No, not more than that. More of that.


CHAPTER FIVE



We lie exhausted beside each other, unwilling to move until the loud knock of the housekeeper gives us no choice. I jump and try to cover myself in the mess of the blanket while Cameron mutters curses under his breath and hurries to the door before she can open it. "Uh, just five minutes. Sorry. Almost done." He calls to her on the other side. She mumbles something but I can't tell what it is. As soon as I'm sure she's not coming in, I throw the blanket off and hurry away from the bed like it's on fire.

"What are we doing?" I ask.

Cameron was leaning with his back against the door but he pushes himself off and toward me. "Did you forget already?" He slides his fingers under my dress, but I slap them away.

"She's going to be back in a few minutes! We need to leave. I need to change."

"Don't." He takes my hand and holds me close to him. "Wear that today. Please."

I know I already agreed that I would, but the thought of leaving this room dressed like this, especially now when we might run into the housekeeper in the hallway, makes me shudder. I twist my head away. I know that if I look into those blue eyes, I'll do anything that he asks me.

"Bailey..."

Fuck. Hearing my name and that pleading voice is too much. "Fine. But I still have to clean up and change my underwear." I shift and can feel the warm, wet fabric slip along my skin. He lets go of me, and I go into the bathroom, peeling the tights down my legs as I walk. I wet two washcloths and toss one to him. "You need to clean up too. And can you get me a new pair of panties from my suitcase?" His left eyebrow twitches as he stares at me. Then he takes the washcloth into the bedroom, and I close the bathroom door.

Ten minutes later, we're in his car, and he's pulling out of the parking spot. One hand on the steering wheel and the other on my thigh. His thumb rubbing me through my tights. Except for some turns when he needs both hands, we stay like that for miles. I keep my head against the headrest and my eyes closed, and I pretend that this could maybe be real.

And it is for a couple of hours. But then the building pressure gets to be too much for me to ignore, and I turn my head to look at him. He has his sunglasses on and is swaying his head a little from side to side. "What are you singing?" I ask.

"I wasn't. You're awake?"

How could I sleep with the jolts that his touch keeps sending through my body? I rest my hand on top of his. "I need to pee."

"No problem. We should be coming up on a town anyway."

I watch his face, but nothing changes except he holds his head still now. "It's kind of a big problem," I say.

He turns his head toward me quickly before looking back at the road, and the side of his lip curls up. "That's what—"

"Don't you even say 'that's what she said.' I'll open this door and jump out into traffic."

"I wasn't going to say that." His whole face is lit by his grin now, and damn him for being so adorable. "Do you need me to pull over so you can go? It's probably just going to be another ten to twenty miles before a town, I bet."

The thought of peeing at the side of the road is horrifying, but it's almost better than the alternative. "Cameron, I'll have to use the women's restroom."

"Yeah, and?"

I can't believe he's being so dense about this. "And people like me get beat up for doing things like that." Has he really not noticed the trans bathroom hysteria in this country the last few years? Maybe when you're cisgender, you don't pay attention to that kind of thing.

"We talked about this already. If anyone tries to start shit with you, they're going to regret it right away." He clenches his fist around the steering wheel, and I have no doubt that he really would make sure anyone who challenged me would be sorry for it.

"But you can't go into the bathroom with me."

He looks at me longer than he should while the car is moving at 80mph. "Pull down that visor and look at yourself… I'm serious." I do it, hoping it will make him finally turn back to the road. "No one is going to think a damn thing about you using the women's restroom."

He's wrong, and my stomach clenches at the thought of someone catching me coming out of a stall. Or even just washing my hands. Maybe peeing at the side of the road isn't as bad as I thought. I would have to take my tights off, but then I could just lift the dress to take care of it. The has to be better. "Just pull—"

"There. One mile." He points to the sign before flipping his turn signal on and changing lanes. "We'll get lunch while we're here too. Kill a couple birds with the same stone and all that." My stomach lurches as the car moves to the right. I couldn't hold down a single fry right now.

Cameron parks in front of the stucco building—a chain I've never heard of—and pushes open his door. It's not until he's five steps away that he notices I'm not following. He waves me toward him, but I shake my head. Then he comes to my side of the car. He'd already locked the doors, so he has to dig the key fob out of his pocket before he can open my door. He holds his hand in front of my chest and eventually grabs my hand when I don't make a move. "I'll go into the restroom with you."

"What?" My face feels like it just got an instant sunburn from the early afternoon sun.

"I'll go in the restroom with you." He repeats, like I didn't hear him perfectly clear the first time he said it.

"So the police will have two people to arrest instead of just one? How does that help?" He doesn't answer. He just cocks his head. "I've never done this before."

"You've done it tens of thousands of times. Just treat it like any of those times, and you'll be fine. Fake it 'till you make it. Now come on before the combination of starvation and the smell of those onion rings makes me do something crazy." He pulls me so hard that I'm afraid he's going to lift me onto his shoulder. I give a little shriek, but he stops pulling as soon as I'm upright, and instead of slinging me like a rolled rug, he presses forward and pins me against this car. The instant his lips touch mine, I forget about bathrooms and transphobes. An entire army of people could surround us and shout out-of-context and misinterpreted religious quotes, and I wouldn't notice. "Do you know what you do to me?"

I feel his cock poking against my belly, so I think I have a pretty good idea. But is it really me that's doing it to him? "Let's do this before my brain starts working again." I tug him along beside me into the restaurant.

There's hardly anyone inside. A couple of teenagers behind the counter and two older men sitting at a table by the front window. One is holding a newspaper open, but he's talking to the other man. I hurry to the bathrooms before anyone else can come in. My shoes make incredibly loud clacks and thuds with each step, and if no one noticed me before, they surely do now. But I don't look. I put my head down and barrel through the door, fear burning inside me.

The bathroom has two stalls and both are open. I dash into the closest one and shut the door. The gap around the sides is so large that anyone could look in. Everyone who comes in can see me. I force down my tights and panties with shaking hands and then plop onto the toilet seat. A cool wetness makes me gasp. I was so nervous I didn't even check to see if the seat was dry. Too late now. I cringe and release into the bowl.

The sound is too loud, so I move around, trying to find something that sounds more like a tinkle rather than the full roar of Niagara Falls. But nothing I do sounds natural. I just close my eyes and hope that no one walks in.

And no one does. When I open the stall door, it's still clear. I hurry to the sink and wash my hands so quickly there's no way they can be clean, but I only care about getting out of here and into the safety of the restaurant. The thought makes me chuckle. I've never thought of a public space as safe before, but at least out there, no one can misunderstand my motives.

When I open the door, I nearly collide with a wall of muscle. Cameron has stationed himself right at the bathroom door. His arms are folded across his chest, and he's glaring out into the mostly empty restaurant. No doubt set up to intimidate the shit out of anyone even thinking of using the restroom. He must not hear the door open, so I tap him on the shoulder. "You might not want to stand so close to the ladies' room. People might think you're a pervert."

"Let them think whatever they want. So how was it?"

"It could use a cleaning, but it's not bad."

"Not what I meant." He raises an eyebrow, and the seriousness on his face makes me giggle.

All the fear that had built up on the way here just evaporates. Lost in the smell of fried foods. And I feel so light without it. I could dance around to the counter, and once there, order everything that they have and still have room for more. I take his hand and squeeze it. "You can officially say 'I told you so' once we're back on the highway. After I've had some of those onion rings that smell so freaking fatty and fabulous."

I float through the restaurant and back to the car. Cameron's hand is the only thing that keeps me tethered to the earth. And the instant we merge back on to the highway, his fingers find my thigh again. They make small, light circles as they walk up higher and higher, and I'm ready to throw myself at him without a care for our speed or whether he can see the road or whether any of his limbs will even be able to work the steering wheel or pedals after the body shattering orgasm I'm planning to give him. Then he leans over, his eyes still on the road, but his lips just inches from my ear. "I told you so." He moves back to his side of the car and laughs.

"I'm too elated to even be mad at you right now." I press my body against his. The seatbelt and wide center console make it almost unbearably uncomfortable, but I lean my head on his shoulder and stay like that all the way to Oklahoma City.


CHAPTER SIX



"But why can't I just see it first?" I run a finger down Cameron's arm, hoping that the teasing will get him to change his mind. As soon as he checked us into the hotel last night, he went shopping for me. But the only thing he's let me see so far is the black lace nightie I wore for him last night. In our shared king bed that could have been a twin for as closely as we slept together.

His eyes close for a second at my touch, but then he shrugs me off. "Those are the rules. Sorry. Shower first. Once you're done, I'll have it all laid out for you."

I mope to the bathroom, but once I'm in there, I hurry through everything. I'm eager to see what he wants me to wear today, but he seems even more excited than I am. Because he's into the clothes and not actually me. I freeze in front of the mirror. That quiet voice keeps popping up. Keeps getting louder. And I keep pushing it away. Cameron offered to drive me across the entire country before he ever saw me dressed. But he knew about my panties.

When I finish with my hair, I make sure the towel is secure around me and step out of the bathroom. Cameron is standing beside the bed, but I don't even look at him. "That looks short." The butterflies that swirled in my stomach yesterday are back when I see the dress. White with black and grey stripes running across the chest and again across the hips. It's just barely longer than a sweater, but he doesn't have any pants laid out. "Can I wear jeans under it?" I finger the black tights on the bed, knowing that he expects me to wear these.

"That takes away the fun if you do."

The fun for who? I put my arms around his neck and kiss him. "I thought just traveling with each other was the fun."

He cups my ass and pulls me tighter. "Don't you want to wear it? To at least see what you look like?" His hard cock presses into me, and I know that he wants to see what I look like in this dress. And what would it hurt?

I look at the dress one more time before letting the towel drop. Then I tuck myself away in the panties he set out for me, drop the breast inserts into my bra, and slip the dress over my head, careful to not get makeup on its white collar. It clings to my body, and even when I have it on all the way, I feel more exposed than if I were wearing nothing at all. Cameron's mouth is hanging open, and my eyes drift to the bulge in the front of his jeans. I flick my finger across its tip and start to take it in my hand before I stop. I don't want a repeat of yesterday.

"So sexy. Put on the tights."

"Cam, there's no way. This barely covers my panties." I reach behind me as I say it, and I'm not sure if it even does cover my underwear back there.

He takes my hands—his are so much warmer than mine—and kisses me. "You look great in this. Trust me."

I want to. I want to think that he's attracted to me and not just what I'm wearing. That I'm not just some rare baseball card for him to collect and then shove into a drawer and never think about again. "Let me see the outfit you bought for me to wear tomorrow."

Cam grins. "The one that's going to make you the hottest woman in Pittsburgh as soon as we cross the bridge into the city? There's so much there I want to show you. All the food, the view from Mt. Washington, the museums."

The tips of my ears glow with warmth when he mentions the museums. Does he like art? How do I not know this about him?

"You never have told me why you're going to Pittsburgh." He takes a step back from me, my hands still in his.

No, I haven't. I didn't tell anyone, except Bree, and the only reason I told her is because I had to borrow money from her. It's so silly, but I feel that if I say something, then it becomes real. And if it's real, it could shatter my entire world if it doesn't work out. But I want to trust Cam. "I'm meeting some people on Thursday to hopefully sell..." I have to blink back the tears that spring up from nowhere. If this doesn't work, I might have to give up everything that I dreamt of since I was a kid. "To hopefully sell some artwork, some paintings… My paintings."

Cam looks at me blankly for a minute, but then I see the realization spread out from his eyes. "Those tubes." He points to the closet where I have them propped in the corner. "That's what those are. Can I see them?" He sits on the edge of the bed and looks up at me.

"Maybe once we get there. They're kind of a pain to wrap and unwrap."

He nods. "Have I been driving a famous person across the country this whole time?"

I snort. "Hardly. My mom and my best friend know who I am. That's about it."

"And now me. And so many more people starting Thursday." I laugh. It's just one gallery. One extremely trendy downtown gallery, but just one. And they haven't even committed to anything yet. Not until they see some examples of my work in person.

"You look like you don't believe it," he says. "You have to visualize it. Visualize yourself walking out of that meeting feeling the happiest you've ever been in your life. Picture yourself being the star you've always dreamt of becoming. People stopping you on the street just to get your autograph."

I roll my eyes. I never dreamed of becoming a star. Not really. I'd be happy just to make a living at it. "So, what about you? How do you know so much about Pittsburgh?"

His body stiffens, and he looks toward the door. "I lived there once. A long time ago. But you'd better finish getting dressed before someone walks in on us."

He doesn't say a thing as I pull on a pair of jeans from my suitcase. I feel so much more comfortable with them on. I won't have to spend the day worrying about flashing some poor person every time I'm outside the car. I wear the same chunky loafers I wore yesterday. It's partially a compromise for Cam, but it's also just because they're cute and comfy. When I'm done, I hold my arms out. "There. What do you think?"

He sighs. "I think it's fine."

"Just fine?" My shoulders slump.

"Bailey, you need to believe in yourself. In this. And apparently, in your paintings too. You could be so fucking sexy, but you just cover it up."

I grind my teeth, trying to hold in the wave that is threatening to burst from me. "You don't know a thing about my art. Or about me. Just because you've got some freaky kink about seeing trans girls all dolled up for you doesn't mean I have to help you live out your fantasies."

"A kink? You think this is a kink?" He reaches toward me, but I move backward. I know if I let him touch me, he'll be able to drag me back into him and whatever the hell this is. Nothing. That's what it is. Just a ride. Just someone I'm using to get me where I need to be. Someone I'll forget about as soon as I get there.

"You know what? I can't change you," he says. "God knows I've spent too much time trying that with people. If you're not willing to even try to see it, then I can't make you. I'll be down in the car whenever you're ready to leave." He slings his backpack over one shoulder and walks out the door, letting it slam behind him.

I fall onto the bed and slam my fist into the mattress. Fuck him and his condescension. I do believe in myself. But part of that is knowing what my limits are. And I'm not about to parade like some wannabe slut just to satisfy him. Not when so many people are already going to think the worst of me just because I dare to exist.

I call Bree and pray that she picks up.

"Hey girl, have you seen all three rivers yet?" she asks.

I roll my eyes. It wouldn't be a good joke even if I were in the mood. "I need a huge favor. Like this will prove forever and without a doubt how much you love me, and I'll spend the rest of my life doing anything you ask, and it'll never be enough to repay this."

"Don't tell me you need bailed out of jail."

"No, but you're close."


CHAPTER SEVEN



Please be here. Please, please, please, please. With each step, my knees quiver and warn that they may give out at any second. The man in the red-collared shirt smiles and says something to me, but I can't hear him. I stutter out my name and hope that's enough for him to know what I need. When he disappears into a back room, I think it must be. I rest both palms on the counter, using my trembling arms to help hold me as I force long, shaky breaths. But when he comes around the corner with three cardboard tubes tucked under his arm like he's carrying a newspaper and not the entirety of my life, I tilt my head back so far that I almost tip over. Thank God. I sign the pad that he holds out for me and walk outside, cradling them tight against me.

The man in the van is still waiting outside to take me downtown. When he pulls onto Liberty Avenue, my stomach clenches so tight that I think it might have collapsed in on itself. I try to relax it, but the muscles refuse to unwind. And as we come to a stop in front of the white sign with the black 440 printed on it, I squeak. The man looks at me like he wants to ask if I'm okay, so I nod. But I can't say anything. I can barely push the door open.

The inside of the gallery is white and almost lifeless. The only color comes from the hardwood floors that have aged to a rippled dark brown through a century of use. There are no paintings hanging on the walls. No one walking around. I'm not sure if I should announce myself. I look at my phone. 11:57am, almost exactly on time. I wonder around, imagining what it would be like to have my paintings filling these blank white spaces. I visualize an entire wall of my canvases. Different colors and sizes, but the people wandering through stop at each one of them. Sometimes they smile or point at something. Other times, they simply nod. But I can see by their eyes that they like them. They understand them. Seeing it unknots my stomach and I can finally breathe. I'm going to be fine.
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The meeting starts with just the director, a slender blonde woman wearing all black and with her wavy hair piled into a messy bun on the top of her head. But as soon as I unroll the first canvas for her, she stops me and calls in her assistant and the registrar. By the time we're finished, the gallerist is standing beside me with his hand on my back as I point out minute details in each painting, explaining parallels between my choices and those of other artists.

When I walk out with a signed contract tucked into my pocket, I should scream so loud my voice echoes through all of downtown. I should dance along the sidewalks before floating away, an ever-expanding ballon of pure joy. But something tugs me down.

"I knew you would kick ass."

The voice makes me freeze. I look over my shoulder, and Cameron is leaning against the hood of his car. His giant aviator sunglasses rival the size of his grin. "How did you..."

"How did I find you? It wasn't that hard. You told me you had an appointment here today. I didn't know what time, so I've just been sitting. I knew I'd see you eventually, though." He takes off his sunglasses, and he looks miserable. His eyes are ringed in dark blue circles. He must notice me staring because he looks away, following a woman jogging with her dog.

I watch her too, not sure what I want to say. "I don't know if I'm sorry or not." Two days ago, I left him sitting outside a hotel in Oklahoma City while I snuck out the side entrance to a waiting ride share.

"I'm not sure if I'm angry," he says. "How did you get here?"

It's my turn to look away from his gaze. "I begged my roommate to lend me more money for a flight and to ship my paintings. And then for a hotel."

He nods. "And now you've got the money to pay her back."

"Not yet. The gallery agreed to host an exhibition of my work, but that's a couple of months away. So I'm still a literally starving artist until something sells."

"It will."

My laugh wipes most of the tiredness from his face. "I used your visualization trick in there. I imagined my paintings hanging on the walls and people admiring them. It worked."

Cameron walks closer to me. Just a step at first. I'm sure he wants to see how I'll react. Then another. And when I don't back away. He keeps coming until he's so close his arms could touch me. Part of me wishes they would. "You know how I know this isn't a kink?" My face burns at the reminder of our argument. "I haven't been able to sleep since you left. And I won't be able to until you're with me again. As a boy or a girl. I just want you."

"So even if I want to stay like this forever?" I gesture toward the black pants and button-down shirt I'm wearing, both very much—very uncomfortably—men’s.

"No matter what." He leans in so slowly I barely notice it until I feel his warm breath against my nose. It sends shivers through my body, and he puts his hands on my shoulders. I close my eyes, waiting for his lips to brush mine.

"Holy shit! You're Cameron Whitney!"

I snap my eyes open and look toward the man who is standing just a few feet away. I tighten my fist around a pen in my pocket and want to drive it through his chest. Cameron just chuckles. "Guilty. You a fan?"

"Dude, a huge fan. My gramma and I used to watch you every weekend when she was still alive. Even in college. That game against Central your senior year? Incredible."

Cameron extends his arm to shake this man's hand while I just watch them go through... whatever this is.

"Can I get a selfie?" The man doesn't wait for Cameron to answer. He pulls out his phone and leans in tight against him. For a second, jealousy flashes over me. I should be the one pressed tight to him right now. Not this stranger. "Or could she take our picture, maybe? That would be even better."

I turn around to see who he's pointing at, but there's no one behind me. "Me?" I touch my index finger to my chest, still not believing he meant me.

"If you don't mind, miss."

"She doesn't mind." Cam winks as I take the stranger's phone. My stomach is buzzing at this man's accidental correct gendering of me. Maybe he's not so bad after all. I take a couple of pictures and then hand the phone back to him.

"You know, you should get her picture too," Cam tells him. "In a few years, she'll be more famous than me."

"Really? What's she do?"

"She's an artist. We're just about to go celebrate her first big exhibition." Cam pulls me to his side, and my heart skips. "Take a couple pics of us. Then you can say you heard of her first."

"Yeah, cool." The man swipes to his camera app and I hear the shutter click. "What's her name?"

"Bailey Dawes."

"Sweet. So awesome to meet you, man. You too, Bailey."

I wave at him, but he's already walking away. "What on earth was that?"

"That's your first fan." He kisses the side of my face, and without intending to, I lean into it.

I angle my head so I can see him. "Not that. He knew you. How?"

"Did you notice that he saw right through this male disguise you're wearing?"

"Did you notice that you're changing the subject? Are you famous?"

He looks down and draws in a breath. "So you really don't know who I am? You didn't think to search for me on the internet? This strange man driving you across the country?"

I slip away from him, putting just a fraction of an inch between us. It sounds obvious when he says it, but I was so desperate to get to Pittsburgh, I didn't even think of it. "No, I... I thought you were just a bar owner in some tiny Arizona town."

"Now I am. Before that, I was a linebacker for the Panthers. The football team you'd never heard of. Player of the year a few years ago. So yeah, at least around here, I guess I'm maybe still famous to some people."

I can't believe it. I spent the last few days traveling with someone so well-known that a stranger on the street recognized him. "So how did you end up in... whatever that town is?"

"Comisma? I was running away and picked a spot on the map that looked like the middle of nowhere."

"Running from what?"

He snickers. "An ex-wife. And from everyone knowing everything about me. How about instead of twenty questions, we go celebrate you? Just for today. Later, I'll tell you all my secrets. More than you could ever want to know."

I'm not sure that's possible. I want to know everything about him. But I just nod my head and move to the passenger side of his car. To the spot where I spent nearly twenty hours beside him this week.

"I still have a house here...."

I don't wait for him to finish his sentence. "That sounds perfect."

[image: ]


"Was I lying?"

Cam's house is at the top of Mt. Washington, perched at the very edge of the steep hill that drops hundreds of feet to where the Monongahela and Allegheny Rivers merge to form the Ohio River below. The city's skyscrapers shoot up on the other side of the rivers, but we're nearly as high as their upper floors. I gasp when I walk into the room, and I run to the all-glass wall, pressing my nose against it. I'm not sure I even blink as I stare out at the most beautiful view I've ever seen. "How many bridges are there?"

Cam laughs. "A lot. And there are even more that you can't see from here. And that—" His chest pushes against my back, and it feels like I'm leaning against a white hot boiler. He laces his fingers through mine and points my hand to the left. "That's where I used to work."

"Is it a tiny coffee shop? I can't tell from way up here."

"Very funny. Monallo Corp Field. For seven years, that was my home away from home. My ex would say that it was my real home. The only one I really cared about."

I pull his arm around me and lean my cheek against his. "Do you miss it?"

Cam blows out a breath. "Sometimes. Most of the time. But there's no going back, right?"

"Oh, I don't know. I think going back sounds kind of good right now." I grind my ass against his cock, and I feel it harden instantly. He takes my earlobe into his mouth, sucking it at first but then biting it. So hard that I gasp. And moan.

"You're a bad girl."

I turn to face him and cup his still-way-too-clothed balls in my hand. "No, I think I'm the best girl."

His lips press against mine with a G-force previously only experienced by astronauts and drag racers, and I suddenly understand the appeal of both professions as he wraps his arms around me and launches me in the air, carrying me to the sofa. He sets me down so gently the cushions barely move. "Shit." He pats the pockets of his jeans. "I'm not prepared for this. Wait right here while I run upstairs?"

I groan but nod my head, and he bolts away up the stairs. I can't imagine that he ever moved faster, even when he was playing football. I barely have time to unfasten my pants before he thunders down the steps. I stop and stare at him. "I hope you were one of the running people when you played football."

"Running people?" His lip quivers. "Linebacker. That's the person who tackles the running people."

I shrug.

"You have a lot to learn about football if you're going to be my girlfriend." He shakes his head and then lets loose the laugh that he's been trying to hold in.

But I don't laugh. "Am I going to be your girlfriend?" I bite my lip, mostly to keep my heart from jumping out of my body, and Cam goes still.

"Do you want to be?" He sits next to me but doesn't touch me.

My eyes move from his eyes to his lap, and I unfasten his jeans with shaking hands. "I've never been someone's girlfriend before." I tug his pants and underwear down and stare at his cock. His massive cock that looks as big around as a beer bottle, and I wonder how I can ever take that inside me.

He pulls his knees up on the couch and faces me, and I do the same but turn away. I go to my hands and knees and rest my face against the armrest, my ass rising like a hill over the rest of me. "Am I going too fast?" he asks as he tears open the condom wrapper. A second later, I hear the squirt of lube, and then he holds his dick against me. The lube is cold at first, but it warms instantly.

"Not at all. I want—" He presses his tip inside me, and it drives the breath and words from me.

"It was fate that brought you to my bar. It had to be. And I..." He groans and pushes himself further into me. I feel the burning sting as I stretch to take him. "You're so fucking tight for me. And I... Shit, you're so hot."

He pumps, and I whimper as his cock fills every inch of me. "Oh my God, Cam." He pulls out and then thrusts, and I moan so loud it might be a scream. I want to cry out more and harder, but I can't form the words. So I just moan over and over. I'm a coxswain directing him to go faster and faster. And he follows my tempo. Thrusting and pushing. Our bodies slapping like oars against the water. And then I can't even moan.

I feel like I'm inside out as he rams his dick into me again and again. And I throw my hips backward each time, taking more of him. Taking him sooner. Taking him as mine. And yes, I want to be his girlfriend. It's all I can think about as the orgasm grows. An avalanche building and building until finally nothing can stand against it, and I roar and scream and he tenses and I feel him unload his cum inside me. And I scramble for breath as it passes over me, unsure if I'll ever be unburied of its weight.

When I feel him slide out of me, I collapse onto the sofa. The cushions brace me and cradle me as he slips down on me. He must weight twice as much as I do, and I never want him to move off me. "How can I already feel this way about you?" I ask. A tear falls down my cheek, and it's the happiest tear I've ever cried.

"Because we were meant to be. There's something out there that brought us together, and I'm never letting you go again."

"I'm never giving you the chance," I say.


EPILOGUE


"Have I told you how crazy you're driving me in that dress?"

I'm wearing a gold lamé sheath dress with a silver overpiece that looks almost like chain mail. Cam hasn't been able to keep his hands off me since I put it on. "You might have mentioned it once or twice," I giggle.

"When can I get you out of it?" His hand slides down my back and to my ass, but I slap it away.

"The sooner you get your buddies to spend all their football cash on my paintings, the sooner we can get out of here." It's the opening night of my gallery exhibition, but Cam invited so many of his ex-teammates and coaches that it's turned into an informal reunion for them. Their size makes it easy to tell them apart from the regular art collectors. Even the man Cam said was the scrawniest player on the team is so much bigger than the rest of us.

When I look around the room now, I see the two different groups mixed with each other as they all move in a giant slow circle, looking at my paintings while they hold drinks and eat the appetizers that servers bring around to them. There's a quiet buzzing murmur in the room that occasionally flares up in a laugh or a sudden exclamation that I pretend means someone became suddenly enamored with one of my pieces. Each time I hear it, my heart rate triples, and I feel sick.

"You don't need my friends to buy these. You're going to be sold out before you know it."

I shake my head but then kiss his cheek. "I love your optimism, but no one ever sells out on their first night. At least not among us mortals."

Cam pulls me tight, and for just a second, we're the only two people in the room. "What else do you love about me?"

"What don't I love about you?" I wriggle my hips and feel his cock get hard. He whimpers and slides both hands down my backside. "Cam, there are people here." This time I don't slap his hands away, and I don't try to move out of his grasp. Let them all see us. I don't care.

Everyone at the gallery was so supportive when I told them I was transitioning and living as Bailey full-time. They didn't complain about having to reprint the promotional materials. And John, the owner, even offered to let me use the gallery's lawyer for free to file the legal paperwork once I'm ready. When I pulled into Cam's driveway—our driveway—afterward, I broke down sobbing. He rushed out to me and held me tight in his arms as he threatened to tear the gallery apart with his bare hands. It took me forever but I finally composed myself and told him that I was happy. That the people at the gallery were all wonderful. We stayed in the car with our arms around each other so long that my feet went numb. But the minute we got inside, Cam pulled out his phone and started texting his teammates to tell them all that he was back in town and that his girlfriend was having an exhibition and that they had to come or else. He never told them what the "or else" was, but he apparently didn't have to.

"I really hate to do this, but I need to visit the little boy’s room." Cam squeezes me tightly, and I groan into the side of his neck. But when he lets go, I don't try to hold him against me. I just watch his incredibly firm muscular ass sway from left to right as he walks away, and then I decide to make one more circle around the room.

Once word gets out that I'm the artist, everyone has a question for me. Sometimes they're serious questions, but usually they're just an excuse to talk to me. A hope that if I get famous, maybe they can cash this moment in for some cultural clout. I knew her when she was nobody. We talked at her first gallery show.

I'm talking to an older couple just beside one of my paintings when a gallery worker slides a little SOLD placard into a slot beside it. My jaw drops open, and I watch the girl. I'm waiting for her to realize she made a mistake, but she just turns to me and gives a quick thumbs up before smiling and walking away. I stare at the sign. Four letters, and my heart thumps each of them in a morse code. The older couple is still talking, but I don't have a clue what they're saying. I sold a painting! Me!

I walk away in mid-sentence and go looking for Cam. He's not in the main gallery, so I walk down the hall toward the restrooms. He's just coming out of the men's room when I get to the door, so I throw my arms around him.

"You're not going to believe it!" I almost shout into his ear and don't give him time to reply. "I just sold one! Number four in the Palm Series. The one with the—"

"The orange fronds and green sky," He finishes my sentence for me, and I just stare at him. His face turns red. "I may have memorized them all." He says it quickly and almost under his breath, but the words stop my heart. He took the time to do that for me?

"I'm so proud of you, baby. I knew you could do it. People just needed to see these." He pulls me tight and kisses me. His tongue sliding easily between my lips and against mine. My cock strains against my panties, and I think about forcing him back in the bathroom. Into a stall where we can be alone. But there will be time for that later.

I bite his lip and then pull away just enough to speak. "We should get back out there. I want to stare at the sold tag for a little while longer." Or all night. I want to take a picture of it and make it the lock screen and background image on my phone.

"Don't stare too much. You might miss the next one to sell." Cam winks at me and I roll my eyes. Deep inside, I know I'll sell more, but probably not tonight. Not as a beginning artist. People won't want to just plunge into my work without coming back and seeing it again. Or hearing word of mouth from the rare people who are willing to buy right away.

Back in the main room, I notice another sold tag next to a different painting. I look to Cam and mouth holy shit, and he just smiles at me. I take his hand in mine and walk toward the far side of the room. We barely make it ten feet before Celeste, the gallery director, stops us. "Girl!"

I freeze, unsure if I've done something wrong or if I have something in my teeth or if I've smeared my lipstick all over Cam's mouth.

"You are killing it!" I don't say anything, just look at her. "You don't know? You've sold six in just the last few minutes. That's more than Sidorek sold in his whole first show."

"How is that even possible?" My mouth barely works to pronounce the words. Celeste squeezes my arms and walks away, leaving me to look around the room and spot the tags next to the paintings.

Cam just stands beside me with a huge grin on his face. "I guess maybe we can get out of here early after all." His hand slides down my side and pinches my waist.

"You did this." Something in his eyes tells me he's behind whatever this is, and the anger starts to rise within me.

He holds his hands up and backs away a step, but the grin is still on his face. "Not in the way that you're about to accuse me of. I swear. I might have sent a text to my buddies and told them that if they're going to buy one of your paintings, they should do it quickly because we need to leave soon."

"Cam..." my heart sinks. Were any of the sales legitimate?

"Babe, it's not bad. I swear. I'll show you the text. I even told them to only buy something if they were really interested and not just as a favor for me. Look."

He hands me his phone, and I see the group text. It's exactly what he just told me. "But you didn't tell them before tonight to buy my things? You promise me?"

"I swear. Just this message now. And that's only because I can't wait another three hours to get you home. I can barely even wait three minutes. I promise. This is all you. I just sped the process."

I glare at him, expecting that he'll look away in guilt, but he doesn't.

"I would never do anything more." His eyes are shimmering, and I can't be mad at him. "I know firsthand how important it is to make it on your own. I always wanted to think that I earned everything I ever achieved, and I would never take that from you. I'm sorry if I screwed up. But if we don't go home soon, I'll have to find us a small closet, and I'm not sure that the people here would appreciate the noises you're going to be making when I finally get ahold of you tonight."

"Oh? And what noises am I going to be making?"

We're in the middle of the room, but he still slides his hand under my dress and cups my balls. I gasp and then moan as his fingers work around me.

"Those noises. But it's going to be a lot louder when I start doing it for real."

I look around. No one is watching us, but I know that would change if he keeps this up. "I guess it wouldn't hurt for me to sneak away a little early." I take his hand and tug him toward the back of the building. Toward his car parked out back. I can't wait for the ride he's going to give me tonight.
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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.

Henry was all alone on the street. Until the terrified man ran around the corner. Until the SUV roared up and opened fire. Now he's the only witness to a murder, and the city's two most powerful crime organizations are desperate to get to him before he can testify.

The police immediately place him in their witness protection program. Whisking him away to a new city where no one will find him. Where no one knows him. A place where he can be himself, even if that self is really female.

What better place to live the life she was always meant to? When she finally gets the courage to slip on a dress and walk outside as Jessica, she feels more free than she ever has. Right until the moment she's yanked backward into the backseat of a car, a hand clamped tight over her mouth.

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE


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

Click Here to Join

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.
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This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Club series.

It's just a simple LGBT club. But for these men, it becomes so much more. It's a way of finding their true selves.

THE CLUB BUNDLE


SELF-HELP


SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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Paige knows it's the perfect gift for her best friend Gabe. A subscription to a self-help book club that promises to transform its clients into brand new people.

When the first book comes, Gabe assumes it's a joke. But he's hooked as soon as he reads the first paragraph. And when he feels more confident the next day at work, he wonders if maybe there is something to it after all.

As he reads more and more, he doesn't realize just how much he's changing. Not when he starts to wear blouses to work. Not when he starts answering to Gabby. Not even when he and Paige start to have feelings for each other.

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

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.

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…

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 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.

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.

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.

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

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

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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

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

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

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

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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