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Chapter One




"You have a new ride request," the phone voice chirps. Russel taps 'Accept'.

The rain hits the windshield hard. It is loud. Russel watches the water run down the glass in rivers. The wipers swipe back and forth. Squeak. Swish. Squeak. Swish. It is a rhythm that makes his head hurt. He grips the steering wheel. His hands look big in the dim light of the dashboard. The knuckles are rough. The fingers are thick. He hates his hands. They look like his father’s hands. They look like a stranger’s hands. He wishes they were smaller. He wishes the skin was soft and pale. He flexes his fingers. They feel strong. He feels weak inside.

He pulls the car to the curb. The app says the name is Sarah. He looks out the window. A girl stands under the streetlight. The rain is pouring down on her. She is soaking wet. Her hair sticks to her face. She holds a purse against her chest like a shield. She looks sad. She looks broken. Russel feels a pull in his chest. It hurts to look at her. He knows that feeling. He knows what it is like to be broken on the outside while you are screaming on the inside.

He unlocks the doors. The yellow lights flash on the wet pavement. The door opens. A gust of wet, cold air blows into the car. It smells like rain and city dirt. She climbs in. She slams the door shut. The noise makes him jump. She does not say hello. She does not look at him. She just stares straight ahead.

And then she screams. It is not a loud scream. It is a wet, messy sound. She bursts into tears. Big, heavy sobs shake her whole body. She covers her face with her hands.

"I hate him," she cries. Her voice is high and thin. "I hate him so much."

Russel freezes. He does not know what to do. He is just a driver. He is just a shadow in a uniform. He wants to disappear. But he cannot look away from her. He watches her in the rearview mirror. The streetlights catch the tears on her face. They look like diamonds on her cheeks. She is so open with her pain. She wears it like a dress.

He feels a sharp ache in his own throat. He wants to cry too. He wants to let it all out. But he cannot. He has to be the man. He has to be the driver. He swallows the lump down. It hurts. He shifts in the seat. The seatbelt cuts across his chest. It feels tight. It feels like a band that is holding him together. If he took it off, he might fall apart. He presses his knees together. It is a habit. He likes the pressure. It makes him feel smaller.

"He threw me out," she sobs. She wipes her nose on her sleeve. "Mark threw me out in the rain."

Russel looks at her. He feels a spark of anger. How could someone throw this girl out? She is soft. She needs to be held. She needs to be warm. Russel knows what it is like to feel cold. He feels cold all the time. He feels cold in his own skin.

He reaches for the glove box without looking. His hand fumbles for the latch. It pops open. He finds the travel pack of tissues. It is crinkled and soft. He pulls a tissue out. It feels like a flower petal in his rough hand. He turns his body slightly. He extends his arm backward. It is a bridge between them. A bridge between the front seat and the back seat. Between the driver and the human.

"Here," he says.

She stops crying for a second. She looks at his hand. She takes the tissue. Her fingers brush his palm. Her skin is wet and cold. The touch sends a shock through him. It is electric. It makes him gasp inside. He pulls his hand back quickly. He puts it on the steering wheel. He grips it tight.

She blows her nose. It sounds loud in the small car. Honk. Sniff. Honk. Russel waits. He does not start the car. He does not put the car in drive. He just waits. He watches the rain.

He thinks about his own voice. He practices it sometimes when he is alone in the car. He tries to make it higher. He tries to make it softer. He tries to sound like her. But right now, he needs to be calm. He needs to be the rock. He takes a deep breath. He fills his chest with air. He pushes the air out slowly.

"It gets better," he says.

His voice comes out low and flat. He tries to hide the tremor. He tries to hide the crack in his armor. He does not want her to know that he is breaking too.

"Just breathe," he says. "It gets better."

She looks up. She looks at his reflection in the mirror. Her eyes are red and puffy. Her makeup is running down her face in black lines. She looks like a mess. But she looks beautiful to him. She looks real. She looks at him like he is a saint. She looks at him like he knows the secret to the world.

Russel holds her gaze in the mirror. He feels seen. It is scary. It is thrilling. He feels like she can see through the uniform. She can see the person hiding inside the box of his body. He feels a flush rise on his neck. He hopes it is too dark to see.

"You really think so?" she asks. Her voice is small.

"Yes," Russel says. He lies. He does not know if it gets better. He does not know if the pain ever goes away. But he wants it to be true. He wants to believe it for her.

"It hurts," she says. She clutches the tissue in her hand. "My chest hurts."

"I know," Russel says.

He looks down at his own chest. He wears a binder sometimes. Underneath his uniform shirt, he wears a tight tank top. It presses his chest flat. It makes it hard to breathe. But it makes him look right. It makes him look smooth. He touches his chest lightly through the fabric. He imagines what it would be like to have softness there. To have curves. To have a chest that hurts when you cry.

He feels a strange heat in his belly. It is a mix of shame and want. He wants to take care of her. He wants to be her. He wants to wrap her in a blanket and tell her she is a good girl. He wants someone to tell him he is a good girl.

The car is silent except for the rain. The air inside is warm now. It smells like her perfume. It is a sweet smell. Like flowers and powder. It fills his nose. He breathes it in deep. He pretends it is his smell. He pretends he is the one wearing the perfume. He closes his eyes for a second. He imagines he is sitting in the back seat. He imagines a strong driver in the front telling him it will be okay.

The thought makes his heart beat fast. Thump thump. Thump thump. He opens his eyes. He has to drive. He has to take her home.

He puts the car in drive. The car moves forward. The tires roll over the wet road. Shhh shhh shhh.

"Where to?" he asks.

She sniffles one last time. She wipes her eyes with the tissue. She takes a deep breath. Her chest rises and falls. Russel watches her in the mirror. He memorizes the way she moves. The way she tucks her hair behind her ear. It is a delicate motion. He tries to do the same with his own hair. His hair is short and rough. It does not tuck. It just sticks up. He feels a pang of jealousy.

"Just drive," she says. "Anywhere. I don't care."

Russel nods. He drives. He takes the streets slow. He does not want this ride to end. He wants to stay in this bubble. In this car where he is the Listener. Where he is the helper. Where he is not just Russel the driver. He is someone who matters.

He looks at the traffic lights. They turn green. Go. Go. Go. He feels like he is floating. He feels like he is acting in a play. He is playing the role of the kind man. But inside, he is screaming. Inside, he is begging for someone to hold him.

He thinks about the tissue. He gave her something soft. He gave her something to wipe her pain. He feels a surge of power. It is a soft power. A gentle power. He likes it. He likes being the one who gives. He likes being needed.

He stops at a red light. The car is still. He looks in the mirror again. She is looking at him. She is not crying anymore. She is just looking. Her eyes are big and wet. She looks at his mouth. She looks at his eyes.

"You have a nice voice," she says.

Russel feels his face get hot. The heat spreads down his neck. He grips the wheel tighter.

"Thanks," he says. His voice cracks a little. He clears his throat. He tries to make it low again. But the damage is done. She heard the softness. She heard the girl underneath.

"It's calming," she says. "It makes me feel safe."

Safe. The word hangs in the air. Russel wants to cry. He does not feel safe. He feels like he is pretending. He feels like a fake. But if she feels safe, then maybe he is doing something right. Maybe he can be safe for her. He can be the girl who saves her. Even if he has to wear a suit to do it.

The light turns green. He drives. He takes her to a nice part of town. The houses are big. The lights are warm. He pulls up to a curb. The engine idles. Rumble rumble.

"This is fine," she says.

She does not move. She sits in the back seat. She holds the wet tissue in her hand. She looks at Russel. Really looks at him.

"Thank you," she whispers. She wipes her face one last time. "You're a lifesaver."
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The car door slams shut. Russel checks his reflection in the rearview mirror, tilting his cap lower.

He watches the girl walk away. She disappears into the rain. The red taillights of his car glow on the wet street. He is alone again. The car is quiet. Too quiet. The smell of her perfume is fading. It is being replaced by the smell of old coffee and leather seats. He takes a deep breath. He tries to hold on to her scent. He tries to pretend he is smelling his own hair.

The phone buzzes. Another ride. He sighs. He puts the car in drive. He has to go back to work. He has to go back to being Russel.

The night is a blur of noise. He picks up a drunk college guy. The boy gets in and falls onto the back seat. He smells like cheap beer and sweat. It is a sour smell. It makes Russel’s nose wrinkle.

"Hey! Hey driver!" the boy yells. He holds his phone up to his ear. "Yeah! I'm in the car! You're crazy!"

Russel does not look back. He just drives. He keeps his eyes on the road. He becomes a robot. He turns the wheel. He pushes the pedals. He does not think. He does not feel. He is just part of the car. If he is a machine, he does not have a body. He does not have to worry about his shape. He is just metal and plastic.

The boy yells the whole way. He laughs loud and ugly. He bangs on the window. Russel grips the wheel. He wishes he could shrink. He wishes he could fold himself up small enough to fit under the seat. He hates his big body in the driver’s seat. He hates the way his hands look on the wheel. They are too big. They are man hands.

He drops the boy off. The boy stumbles out without paying. Russel does not care. He just wants to drive away.

The next ride is a couple. They get in the front. They sit too close. They are arguing about money.

"We don't have enough for rent," the woman says. She sounds tired.

"You work more," the man says. He sounds mean.

They talk over each other. Their voices are sharp. They cut through the air. Russel fades into the background. He becomes a ghost. He likes it this way. They do not look at him. They do not see him. They see a driver. They see a uniform. They do not see the girl hiding inside.

He drives them through the city. The lights flash by. Red. Green. Yellow. It is a kaleidoscope of color. He watches the world pass through the glass. He feels separate from it. He is in a bubble. The bubble is safe. Inside the bubble, he can pretend. He can pretend his voice is soft. He can pretend his chest is flat and soft, not bound down by a tank top.

He drops them off. They are still fighting as they walk up the path. Russel drives away. He is done. He cannot take any more noise. He cannot take any more people.

He drives home. His apartment is far from the city center. It is in a gray building. It looks like a box. He parks the car in the dark lot. He sits for a moment. The engine is off. It is silent. He is scared to go inside. Inside, there is no one to pretend for. Inside, he is just himself.

He climbs the stairs. His legs feel heavy. Each step is a effort. He unlocks the door. The apartment is cold. It is sterile. There is no furniture, just a bed and a chair. The walls are white. It looks like a hospital room. It feels empty. It feels lonely.

He locks the door behind him. He leans against it. He closes his eyes. He takes a deep breath. The air smells like dust. He wishes it smelled like flowers. He wishes it smelled like vanilla.

He walks to the center of the room. He strips off the gray uniform jacket. He throws it on the chair. He looks down at his chest. He wears a white t-shirt underneath. He wears a tight tank top under that. It binds his chest. It presses his skin flat. It hurts to breathe. But he likes the pain. It makes him feel safe. It hides him.

He walks into the bathroom. He flips the switch. The fluorescent light buzzes. It is harsh. It is too bright. It shows everything. He stands in front of the mirror. He hates the mirror. The mirror is his enemy. It shows him the truth. It shows him the lie.

He takes off his hat. His hair is messy. It is short and brown. He runs his hand through it. He wishes it was long. He wishes he could pull it back in a clip. He wishes it felt like silk.

He looks at his face. He traces the line of his jaw with his finger. It is sharp. It is hard. It feels like stone. He hates the scratchy feeling of the stubble under his fingertips. It is rough. It is ugly. He wants it to be smooth. He wants to touch soft skin.

He looks at his eyes. They are sad. They look like a girl’s eyes. But the rest of the face is wrong. It is a mask. It is a heavy, ugly mask that he cannot take off.

"You are ugly," he whispers to himself. The voice sounds low in the small room. It makes him shiver.

He turns on the water. The faucet squeaks. The water comes out cold. He cups his hands under the flow. He splashes the water on his face. It shocks him. It wakes him up. The water runs down his neck. It soaks into his collar. He rubs his face hard. He tries to scrub the stubble away. He tries to scrub the man away. But it does not work. The stubble is still there. The jaw is still there.

He looks down at his hands. They are wet. They are gripping the edge of the sink. The knuckles are white. He looks at his arms. They are hairy. He feels sick. He wants to peel the skin off. He wants to find the soft girl underneath. He knows she is in there. She is hiding. She is scared.

He unbuttons his pants. They fall to the floor. He steps out of them. He stands in his underwear and his binder. He looks at his hips. They are narrow. They are straight. They are not curved. He turns to the side. He looks at his bottom. It is flat. He puts his hands on his hips. He tries to push them out. He tries to make a shape. But his hands just slide off the bone.

"Please," he whispers. "Please let me be pretty."

He feels a tear run down his cheek. It mixes with the cold water on his face. He wipes it away. He does not cry. Crying is for girls. And he is not a girl. Not yet. He is just a thing in between.

He looks at his reflection. He sees a stranger. He sees a man he hates. He wants to break the mirror. He wants to shatter the glass. He wants to see himself in a million pieces. Maybe one piece would look right.

But he does not break it. He just stares. He traps himself in the gaze. He forces himself to look. He has to see what he is. He has to see what he is not.

He thinks about the girl in the car. He thinks about her sadness. He wanted to hold her. He wanted to be her. He wanted her to tell him he was a good girl. The thought makes his stomach flutter. It makes a heat grow between his legs. It is a shameful heat. It is a needy heat.

He touches his chest through the binder. He presses down. It hurts so good. He imagines a hand there. A strong hand. A man’s hand. He imagines the hand telling him to breathe. He imagines the voice calling him "pretty." He closes his eyes. He lets the fantasy take over.

For a second, he is not in the bathroom. He is in the car. He is soft. He is small. He is loved.

Then he opens his eyes. The light is still buzzing. The mirror is still there. The fantasy pops like a soap bubble. He is just Russel. Just the driver. Just the lie.

He turns off the water. The dripping stops. The silence comes back. It is heavy. It presses down on him. He feels crushed.

He looks at himself one last time. He tries to find something good. He looks at his lips. They are full. They look soft. Maybe that is something. Maybe that is a start.

He turns off the bathroom light. The room goes black. The darkness is a relief. In the dark, he can be anything. In the dark, there is no mirror. There is no ugly face. There is just feeling.

He walks into the dark bedroom, alone.
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"Bakery pickup," the app chimes. Russel pulls up to the alley door of 'The Crumb'.

The rain is still falling, but the air smells different here. It does not smell like wet city dirt. It smells like sugar. It smells like warm bread. The scent drifts through the car's vents. It is thick and sweet. It wraps around Russel like a blanket. He breathes it in deep. It smells like home. It smells like a memory he does not have. He closes his eyes for a second. He pretends he is baking. He pretends he is in a warm kitchen wearing a soft apron.

A door opens. A man walks out of the bright light of the bakery. He wears a white apron that is covered in flour. It looks like snow. He walks to the car. Russel watches him in the mirror. The man is big. He has wide shoulders and strong arms. He moves with easy steps. He looks like he knows who he is. He looks like a man.

Russel feels a twist in his stomach. It is jealousy. It is want. He wants to look like that. He wants to take up space like that. But he also wants to be near it. He wants to be small next to it.

The back door opens. A gust of warm, sweet air rushes in. The man climbs in and shuts the door. The car suddenly feels small. It feels full of him. This is Glenn.

"Hey," Glenn says. His voice is deep and low. It rumbles in the small space.

Russel nods in the mirror. He puts the car in drive. "Seatbelt," he says. His voice comes out soft. He hates it. It sounds weak compared to Glenn's.

Glenn laughs. It is a nice sound. "Right. Sorry." He clicks the belt. "Long night."

Russel pulls away from the curb. He drives slowly. He does not want to go fast. He wants the ride to last. The car smells like yeast and vanilla. It smells better than anything Russel has ever smelled. He sniffs the air quietly. He tries to memorize the smell. He imagines the smell sticking to his clothes. He imagines smelling like a baker.

"Hot in there tonight," Glenn says. He leans back against the seat. "The ovens were crazy."

Russel watches him in the mirror. Glenn is not looking at his phone. He is looking out the window. Then he looks at Russel. He looks right at the mirror. Their eyes meet. Russel flinches and looks away at the road. He feels hot. His face burns.

"Yeah," Russel says. He does not know what else to say. He is just the driver. Drivers do not talk.

"We ran out of croissants," Glenn says. He sounds annoyed but also proud. "People went crazy. They love the butter."

Russel thinks about butter. He thinks about soft yellow butter melting on warm bread. He thinks about Glenn's hands handling the dough. Kneading it. Pressing it. Russel grips the steering wheel. His knuckles turn white. He wishes Glenn would knead him. He wishes Glenn would press him flat and make him into something new.

"Must be hard work," Russel says. He keeps his eyes on the yellow line of the road.

"It is," Glenn says. "But I like it. I like making things with my hands." He shifts in the seat. The leather creaks. "What about you? You like driving?"

Russel shrugs. His shoulders feel tight. "It pays the bills," he says.

That is what he always says. It is the safe answer. It is the man answer.

Glenn is quiet for a minute. The car stops at a red light. The silence is heavy. Russel feels Glenn looking at him again. It feels like a physical touch. He feels exposed. He feels like Glenn can see the binder under his shirt. He feels like Glenn can see the girl hiding.

"You don't talk much," Glenn says.

Russel's heart beats faster. Thump thump. He feels a spike of fear. Does Glenn know? Does he suspect? Russel clears his throat. He tries to make his voice lower. He tries to make it sound rough.

"Just driving," Russel says.

"I'm just the driver," he thinks in his head. "I am a shadow. I am nothing."

"No," Glenn says. He shakes his head. "You're more than that."

Russel looks in the mirror. Glenn is staring right at him. His eyes are dark. They look kind. They look intense. Russel feels trapped. He feels like a bug under a glass.

"You have a very calming voice," Glenn says.

Russel's breath catches in his throat. Calming? Nice? He has never heard those words before. He hears "sir." He hears "buddy." He hears "thanks, man." But never nice. Never calming.

"It’s... nice," Glenn says again. "You should do something with that."

Russel feels a blush rise up his neck. It burns his skin. He is glad it is dark. He looks down at his hands on the wheel. They are gripping so hard the veins pop out. He tries to relax. He tries to look calm.

"Just a voice," Russel mumbles.

"It's a good voice," Glenn says. "Smooth. Easy to listen to."

Russel thinks about the voice. He practices it in the shower. He lowers his pitch so people do not stare. But Glenn likes the voice. Glenn thinks it is smooth. Russel feels a strange flutter in his chest. It feels like a bird trying to fly. It feels good. It feels dangerous.

He sneaks a look in the mirror. Glenn is smiling. It is a small smile. It is just for him. Russel feels a pull in his belly. He wants to make Glenn smile again. He wants to hear Glenn say his name. But not Russel. He wants Glenn to say a girl's name. Any name.

"Thanks," Russel whispers.

The light turns green. Russel drives. He takes the long way. He turns down a street that is not the fastest way. He hopes Glenn does not notice. He just wants to be in this warm vanilla bubble for a little longer. He wants to pretend this is his life. He is not a lonely driver in a gray apartment. He is the driver for this man. He is the one who takes him home.

"You from around here?" Glenn asks.

"Yeah," Russel says. "Born and raised."

"Me too," Glenn says. "I know every street in this city."

Russel imagines Glenn walking the streets. He imagines him walking past Russel's apartment building. He imagines Glenn knocking on the door. He imagines Glenn coming inside and seeing the empty room. The thought makes Russel sad. The room is too ugly for Glenn.

"I like the night," Glenn says suddenly. "It's quiet. The city is different at night."

Russel nods. "It is," he says. "Less people."

"Less noise," Glenn agrees.

They sit in the quiet for a while. It is not a bad quiet. It is a comfortable quiet. Russel feels his shoulders drop. He relaxes his grip on the wheel. He breathes in the sugar smell. He feels safe. That is a scary feeling. He does not feel safe often.

He glances at the clock. The ride is almost over. The panic comes back. He does not want Glenn to leave. He wants to keep driving forever. He wants to drive to the ocean. He wants to drive to the edge of the world.

"Left here," Glenn says.

Russel turns. The street is dark. The trees are big and leafy. Glenn lives in a nice place. Russel parks in front of a small house. It has a light on the porch. It looks cozy.

"Here we are," Glenn says.

He does not move. He sits in the back seat. Russel sits in the front. The engine hums. Neither of them moves. Russel waits. He watches the meter tick up. He does not care about the money. He cares about the man.

Glenn leans forward. His hand rests on the back of the passenger seat. His fingers are close to Russel's shoulder. Russel can feel the heat from his hand. It radiates through the seat. Russel wants to lean back. He wants to press his shoulder against Glenn's fingers. He stays still. He is scared to move.

"Thanks for the ride," Glenn says. His voice is soft. It is almost a whisper.

"You're welcome," Russel says.

Glenn looks at the dashboard. He looks at the phone screen where the name is. He reads the letters.

"Have a good night, Russel," Glenn says.

The name sounds strange in Glenn's mouth. It sounds heavy. It sounds like a rock. Russel hates the name on Glenn's lips. He wants to tell him to stop. He wants to say "Call me something else." But he does not. He just nods.

"See you next week," Glenn says.

He opens the door. The cool night air rushes in again. It blows away the warm sugar smell. Glenn gets out. He stands on the sidewalk. He closes the door gently. He does not slam it.

Russel watches him walk to the porch. Glenn waves once. Then he goes inside. The light goes on in the house.

Russel sits in the car. He is alone again. The silence comes back. It is loud. He puts his hand on his chest. He touches the binder. He takes a deep breath. He holds it in. Then he lets it out slow.

"Russel," he whispers to himself. He tries to say it like Glenn did. It still feels wrong.

He puts the car in drive. He pulls away from the curb. He does not look back at the house. He drives into the dark. He drives toward his empty box of an apartment. But he does not feel empty right now. He feels the ghost of the warmth on his skin. He smells the ghost of the vanilla in the car.

He touches the steering wheel where his hands were. He imagines Glenn's hand there. He imagines Glenn's hand covering his. guiding him.

"See you next week," Russel says to the empty air. He smiles a little bit. It is a sad smile. But it is real.


Chapter Two




Friday night. 11:58 PM. Russel parks outside the bakery, his engine idling.

He is here early. He is always early now. For two weeks, this has been the only thing that matters. The other drivers on the app want the airport runs. They want the crowds. Russel only wants this. He stares at the metal door of the bakery. He waits. The red neon sign of the shop buzzes softly. It reflects off the wet street. Red light. Dark water. It looks like blood.

His hands grip the steering wheel. The leather is worn smooth under his palms. He wipes his hands on his pants. They are sweaty. He hates that he sweats. He hates that his body reacts without his permission. He checks the mirror again. He fixed his hair before he left the apartment. He tried to make it look soft. He used a little bit of water to tame the short strands. He feels stupid. It is just a ride. It is just a job. But it is not. It is the only time he feels like a person. It is the only time he feels seen.

He looks at the clock on the dashboard. 11:59 PM. One minute. Just one minute. His heart beats a rhythm against his ribs. Thump. Thump. Thump. It is loud in his ears. He feels the binder tight against his chest. It is a second skin. It holds him down. It hides him. But it also makes it hard to breathe. He takes a shallow breath. He cannot take a deep one. He never can.

The metal door of the bakery pushes open. A slice of yellow light cuts through the dark alley. Glenn steps out. He looks tired. His shoulders are heavy. He wears a white t-shirt that is stained with flour. It looks like a map. A map of work. A map of strength. But when he sees the car, he smiles. It is a tired smile, but it reaches his eyes. Russel’s heart jumps. It happens every time. It feels like a flutter. It feels like a bird trapped in a cage. He feels like a girl waiting for a date. He feels like he is waiting for his whole life to start.

Glenn walks to the car. He moves with a heavy tread. His boots hit the pavement. Clomp. Clomp. Clomp. Russel watches him in the side mirror. He watches the way Glenn’s legs move. He watches the way his arms swing. He wants to open the door for him. He wants to get out and bow. He wants to serve him.

Glenn opens the back door. The interior light flashes on. Then the door shuts. The car is suddenly full of him. The smell rushes in like a wave. Yeast. Warm sugar. Man sweat. It is heavy and sweet. It fills Russel’s nose. It fills his mouth. He breathes it in deep. He holds it in his lungs. He does not want to let it go. It makes him dizzy. It makes him feel safe. It smells better than anything. Better than his empty apartment. Better than the cold city air.

"Hey," Glenn says. His voice is deep. It vibrates in the small space.

Russel nods. He cannot speak yet. He is too full of the smell. He puts the car in drive.

"Rough shift?" Russel asks. He keeps his voice low. He keeps it smooth.

"The mixer broke," Glenn says. He leans back and closes his eyes. "Had to knead everything by hand. My arms are dead."

Russel looks in the mirror. He glances at Glenn’s arms. They are thick. The t-shirt sleeves are tight around the biceps. Russel imagines the muscles moving under the skin. He imagines the power there. He imagines those hands touching him. He imagines those hands grabbing his hips. He imagines those hands holding him down. The thought makes him shiver. A cold shiver runs down his spine, but his face gets hot.

"Sounds hard," Russel says.

"It’s okay," Glenn says. He opens his eyes. He looks out the window at the passing buildings. "I’ve been thinking about the shop. The place I want to open."

Russel listens. He loves this part. He loves the dream. It is a fairy tale. It is a place where people are happy. It is a place where things are made with love.

"I want the walls to be yellow," Glenn says. "Soft yellow. Like butter. And big wooden tables. People can sit and eat."

Russel imagines it. He sees it in his mind. The yellow walls are warm. The wood is rough. He imagines sitting at one of those tables. He is not driving. He is not wearing a gray jacket. He is wearing a dress. A pretty one. Maybe blue. Or pink. He is serving coffee. He is smiling. He is the wife of the bakery. He belongs there.

"Sounds nice," Russel says. The words feel small. They cannot hold the size of his want.

"And the croissants," Glenn says. He sounds excited. He leans forward a little. "They have to be perfect. Flaky. You bite into it and it just melts." He gestures with his hands. Big hands. Strong hands.

Russel watches the hands in the mirror. He thinks about melting. He wants to melt for Glenn. He wants to be soft and easy to break. He wants to be something that Glenn can eat. He wants to be consumed.

"I’ll make the best coffee in the city," Glenn says. "You need a good voice for that too. Someone to call out the orders. Someone to greet people."

Russel’s grip tightens on the wheel. His knuckles turn white. He wants to be that person. He wants to stand behind the counter. He wants to use his nice voice. He wants to smile at people and make them happy. He wants to be the lady of the shop. But he is just a driver. He is a man in a gray car. He is a fake.

"You'll find someone," Russel says. His voice sounds sad. It sounds like a ghost.

Glenn shifts in his seat. The leather squeaks. He leans forward. He rests his arm on the center console. It is right next to Russel’s leg. The sleeve of Glenn’s shirt touches Russel’s thigh. It is a light touch. Just fabric on fabric. But it burns. Russel feels the heat all the way up his leg. It feels like a brand.

He wants to lean into it. He wants to press his leg against Glenn’s arm. He wants to feel the hardness of the muscle. He wants to feel the heat. He wants to be touched. But he stays still. He is scared to move. If he moves, the spell might break. Glenn might pull away. Glenn might look at him with disgust instead of kindness.

Glenn does not pull away. He leaves his arm there. He invades Russel’s space. He takes up room. The car feels small. It feels like a closet. A safe, warm closet. Russel likes it. He likes feeling crowded. It makes him feel small. It makes him feel owned. He likes the weight of Glenn’s presence.

"What about you?" Glenn asks.

The question is a stone dropped in water. Russel flinches. "What?"

"The driving," Glenn says. He turns his head. He looks at Russel. "Do you like it?"

Russel looks in the mirror. Glenn is looking at him. Really looking at him. His eyes are dark and deep. They are endless pools. He sees too much. Russel feels naked. He feels like Glenn can see the binder under his shirt. He feels like Glenn can see the girl hiding inside. He feels like a bug on a pin.

"It’s okay," Russel says. His voice is a whisper.

"Just okay?" Glenn pushes. "What would you do if you didn't have to drive? If you could do anything?"

Russel’s mind goes blank. It is a white wall. He does not know how to answer. He wants to say he wants to be a girl. He wants to say he wants to bake. He wants to say he wants to belong to Glenn. He wants to say he wants to be pretty. He wants to say he wants to be loved. But he cannot say those things. They are secrets. They are dangerous. They are the things that get you hurt.

"I don't know," Russel stammers. "I guess... I just drive."

"You must have a dream," Glenn says. "Everybody has a dream."

Russel thinks about his apartment. The empty room. The mirror. The shame. The need to be pretty. The need to be good. He thinks about the stubble on his face. He thinks about the flatness of his chest. He thinks about the wrongness of his body.

"It pays the bills," Russel says finally. He uses his man voice. The flat voice. The voice that hides the trembling. The voice that builds a wall.

Glenn laughs softly. It is a rumble in the back seat. It vibrates through the seat and into Russel’s body. It shakes his bones. "That’s not an answer," he says. "But I get it. We all do what we have to."

Russel feels a lump in his throat. It is hard to swallow. Glenn understands. Glenn does not judge him. He just accepts him. It feels so good. It feels like a warm blanket on a cold night. Russel feels a warmth in his chest that has nothing to do with the car heater. It spreads through his ribs. It spreads to his stomach. He feels seen. He feels like maybe, just maybe, he is not a monster. Maybe he is just a person doing what he has to do.

They drive in silence for a while. It is a comfortable silence. It is not empty. It is full of unspoken things. Russel watches the road. The yellow lines pass under the tires. He feels Glenn’s arm next to his leg. The heat is constant. It is a reminder that he is not alone. It is a tether.

"You know," Glenn says quietly. "I used to hate Friday nights."

Russel glances in the mirror. Glenn is looking out the window again. He is watching the city go by.

"They were so busy," Glenn says. "I was so tired. I just wanted to go home and sleep."

Russel waits. He holds his breath. He wants to know what changed. He needs to know.

"But now," Glenn says. He turns his head. He looks right at Russel in the mirror. His eyes are intense. They burn into Russel’s soul. They see everything. "Now I don't mind them."

Russel’s heart beats faster. Thump thump. It hurts his chest. "Why?" he asks. The word is barely a breath.

Glenn leans back against the seat. He sighs. A happy sigh. He looks at Russel like he is something precious. Something valuable. Something to be kept.

"I look forward to this all week," Glenn admits quietly. "It's the highlight of my shift."
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Glenn sighs heavily and rubs the back of his neck. "Long night. My neck is killing me."

Russel watches him in the mirror. Glenn’s head is tilted back. The cords of his neck stand out. They are thick and strong. Russel looks at the skin there. It is tan. It is rough. Russel imagines putting his own lips on that skin. He imagines kissing the pain away. The thought makes his own neck hurt. He feels the tightness there. He always feels tight. He feels like a wire pulled too hard.

They are driving down Main Street. The lights are green. The car moves smooth. But then a light turns yellow. Red. Russel stops the car. The world stops. The silence comes back. It is loud. It buzzes in Russel’s ears. He can hear the engine purring. He can hear Glenn breathing. He can hear his own heart beating. Thump. Thump. Thump.

He grips the wheel. His hands are wet. He wipes them on his pants again. He hates this. He loves this. Being stopped with Glenn feels like being suspended in time. It feels like being held in a palm. He looks at the rearview mirror. Glenn is looking at him. Not at the road. There is no road to look at. Glenn is looking at the back of Russel’s head.

Russel feels the gaze like a touch. It burns the back of his neck. He wants to shrink. He wants to make himself small. He presses his shoulders down. He tries to disappear into the seat. But he cannot. He is too big. His bones are too heavy.

Glenn moves. Russel sees it in the mirror. Glenn leans forward. The leather seat creaks. The sound is sharp in the quiet car. Glenn’s hand comes up. It moves through the air. It moves slow. Like he is underwater. He reaches for the space between them.

Russel stops breathing. His chest locks up. The binder feels tighter than ever. It squeezes his ribs. He watches the hand. It is a big hand. The fingers are long. The knuckles are covered in rough skin. Baker’s hands. Hands that work.

The hand lands on the passenger headrest. It is right next to Russel’s shoulder. It hovers there. It does not touch him yet. It is just close. Russel can feel the heat coming off it. It radiates. It warms his arm through the shirt sleeve. He feels trapped. He feels safe. He feels like he is waiting for a verdict.

"You carry so much tension here," Glenn murmurs.

His voice is low. It is a rumble. It goes right to Russel’s stomach. It makes him feel soft. It makes him feel liquid. Russel does not answer. He cannot find his voice. He just stares at the light. It is still red. Red like a stop sign. Red like a warning.

Then Glenn touches him.

His fingers brush the back of Russel’s neck. Right on the hairline. The touch is light. Just the tips of his fingers. But it is electric. A shock goes down Russel’s spine. It zings all the way to his toes. His skin jumps under the touch. It is alive. It is awake. It has never been touched like this. Not by a man. Not like he is something precious.

Russel flinches. His whole body jerks. His grip tightens on the steering wheel until his knuckles turn white. He squeezes hard. He waits for Glenn to pull away. He waits for Glenn to laugh. He waits for Glenn to say he is sorry.

But Glenn does not pull away. He leaves his hand there. He strokes the skin gently. His thumb presses into the muscle at the base of Russel’s skull. He rubs small circles. It feels so good. It hurts so good.

Russel’s eyes close for a second. He forgets to breathe. The air in the car is thick. It smells like sugar and Glenn. It smells like sex. It smells like need. Russel feels a throb between his legs. It is a shameful throb. It is a needy throb. He wants to press back into the hand. He wants to grind his neck against those fingers. He wants to be petted. Like a cat. Like a good girl.

He feels small under Glenn’s hand. He feels like a prey animal. A rabbit caught in a trap. But he does not want to escape. He wants to be caught. He wants to be eaten. He wants to be consumed by this man. The fear is there. The fear of being found out. The fear of being hurt. But the need is bigger. The need to be touched. To be seen. To be owned.

The light turns green.

The world behind them honks. A car horn blares. Loud. Angry. It breaks the spell. Russel jumps. His eyes fly open. He looks at the light. Green. Go. He has to drive. He has to move. He lifts his foot off the brake. But he does not press the gas yet.

Neither of them moves.

Glenn’s hand is still on his neck. The fingers are warm. They are strong. They possess him. Russel feels marked. He feels branded. He feels like everyone can see the handprint on his skin. Even though they are stopped at a light. Even though no one can see inside the gray car.

"You are so tight," Glenn says. His voice is right next to Russel’s ear. "Relax."

Russel tries. He tries to let his shoulders drop. He tries to let his neck go soft. But his body is betraying him. It is stiff as a board. He is scared if he relaxes, he will fall apart. He will melt into a puddle on the seat.

He thinks about his neck. He thinks about the stubble there. He knows Glenn can feel it. It is rough and prickly. It is not soft like a girl’s neck. He feels ugly. He feels dirty. He wants to pull away so Glenn does not have to feel the scratchy hair. But he cannot make his body move. He is paralyzed by the pleasure.

"Please," Russel thinks. "Don't stop. Please don't stop."

The car behind them honks again. Longer this time. A sustained blast. Russel flinches. He has to go. He cannot block traffic. He is a driver. He has a job to do.

He presses the gas pedal. The car rolls forward. The movement breaks the contact a little. Glenn’s hand slips. But Glenn does not take it away. He slides it down. He rests his hand on Russel’s shoulder. He grips it. It is a heavy grip. Possessive.

Russel drives. He turns the corner. He drives down the dark street. The car is quiet again. The only sound is the tires on the road. Shhh shhh shhh. And the sound of Glenn’s breath.

Russel’s heart is beating so fast he thinks it might explode. He feels dizzy. He feels like he is floating. The touch has changed everything. Nothing is the same. The car is not just a car anymore. It is a room. A private room. And he is not alone.

He looks in the mirror. Glenn is looking at his hand on Russel’s shoulder. He is watching his own fingers grip the fabric. He looks fascinated. Like he is studying something rare.

"Better?" Glenn asks.

Russel swallows. His throat is dry. It clicks when he swallows. He does not know what to say. Is he better? Yes. No. He is a mess. He is a beautiful mess.

" Yeah," Russel lies. His voice cracks.

Glenn squeezes his shoulder. He rubs his thumb over the collarbone. It is right over the binder strap. Russel wonders if Glenn can feel the strap. If he can feel the layers. The secrets.

"You work too hard," Glenn says. "You carry the world on your shoulders."

Russel wants to cry. He does not carry the world. He carries himself. He carries the girl who wants to get out. He carries the boy he pretends to be. It is heavy. It is so heavy.

"It's just driving," Russel whispers.

"It's never just driving," Glenn says.

They drive the rest of the way in silence. But it is a different silence now. It is full of touch. Glenn keeps his hand on Russel’s shoulder. He does not move it. He just holds it there. Like a weight. Like an anchor. Russel leans into it. Just a little. Just an inch. He cannot help himself. He needs the contact. He craves it.

He thinks about what it would be like to have this every day. To be touched like this. To be held. To be told he is tight. To be told to relax. He thinks about Glenn touching other parts of him. His face. His chest. His legs.

The heat in his belly grows. It is a fire. He shifts in the seat. The friction feels good. He squeezes his legs together. He tries to calm down. But he cannot. He is too turned on. He is too scared. He is too alive.

They pull up to Glenn’s house. The porch light is on. It looks yellow and warm. Like the butter walls in Glenn’s dream. Russel stops the car. He puts it in park.

He waits for Glenn to take his hand away. But Glenn leaves it there. He rubs the shoulder one last time. A slow, firm circle. It feels like a goodbye. It feels like a promise.

Russel looks in the mirror. Glenn is looking at him. His eyes are soft. They are dark pools. Russel feels like he is drowning. He wants to sink. He wants to stay under forever.

"You should get a massage," Glenn says. "You need to let go."

Russel swallows hard. He tries to push the lump down. He tries to find the mask. The driver mask. The man mask. It is cracked. It is breaking.

"I'm okay," he whispers.

It is a lie. It is the biggest lie he has ever told. He is not okay. He is dying. He is being born. He is a mess of need and fear.

Glenn looks at him for a long moment. He seems to know it is a lie. He seems to know everything. He smiles a small, sad smile. He squeezes Russel’s shoulder one last time. Hard. Then he pulls his hand back.

The heat leaves Russel’s shoulder. The cold rushes in. It feels like a loss. It feels like a wound. He shivers.

"Get some sleep, Listener," Glenn says.

He opens the door. He gets out. The night air rushes in. It is cold. It cuts through the warmth of the car. Glenn closes the door. The world is shut out again.

Russel watches him walk to the house. He watches the broad back. The strong arms. He touches his own shoulder. He can still feel the ghost of the hand. The heat. The weight.

He sits there for a long time. He does not drive away. He just sits. He touches his neck where Glenn’s fingers were. The skin is still buzzing. It is tingling. He feels owned. He feels claimed.

He takes a deep breath. The air still smells like sugar. He breathes it in. He holds it. He memorizes it.

"Okay," he whispers to the empty car. "I'm okay."
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"Here is fine," Glenn says as they pull up to his dark house.

The car slows down. The tires crunch on the gravel of the driveway. The sound is loud in the quiet night. Crunch. Crunch. The car rolls to a stop. The engine settles into a low, steady rumble. The vibrations run up through the seat frame and into Russel’s legs. It feels like a heartbeat. The car is alive. It is a metal shell keeping them safe.

Russel puts the car in park. The silence rushes back in. It is heavy and thick. It presses against the windows. The house in front of them is dark. The windows are black holes. No lights are on. It looks like a sleeping beast.

Russel looks at the dashboard clock. It is late. Too late. The ride is over. The time with Glenn is over. A sharp pang of sadness hits Russel in the chest. It hurts physically. It feels like a stitch in his side. He wants to keep driving. He wants to drive forever. He wants to stay in this safe bubble where he is not just Russel the lonely man. He wants to stay where he is the Listener.

He checks the rearview mirror. Glenn is not moving. He is still sitting in the back seat. He has not opened the door yet. He has his phone in his hand. The screen lights up his face with a blue glow. It makes his eyes look bright. It makes the sharp line of his jaw look even sharper. He is scrolling. His thumb moves up and down. Russel watches the thumb in the mirror. It is hypnotic.

Russel wonders what Glenn is looking at. He wonders if Glenn is texting someone. A girlfriend? A boyfriend? The thought makes Russel’s stomach hurt. He feels a twist of jealousy. It is a green, ugly feeling. He wants to be the only one Glenn talks to. He wants to be the only one Glenn looks at. He wants to be the only one Glenn thinks about.

"What are you looking at?" Russel asks. His voice is small and timid.

Glenn laughs. It is a short, sharp sound. "The group chat," he says. "The city driver group."

Russel freezes. His hands grip the steering wheel until the knuckles turn white. The group chat. He knows about that. It is a place where drivers talk. Where they complain about passengers. Where they make fun of them. Russel never goes in there. He is scared of what they say. He is scared they will laugh at his voice. He is scared they will say he is weird. He is scared they will guess his secret.

"Oh," Russel says. He tries to sound casual. He tries to sound like a man who does not care. "Yeah?"

"Yeah," Glenn says. He keeps scrolling. "They’re talking about you in my group."

Russel’s heart stops beating. He feels cold all over. The blood drains from his face. Talking about him? What are they saying? Do they know? Do they suspect? Do they laugh at the way he sits? Do they laugh at the way he speaks?

"Me?" Russel whispers.

"You," Glenn says. He looks up from the phone. He looks at Russel in the mirror. His eyes are crinkled with a smile. "The drivers. The passengers. Everyone is talking about the quiet driver. The one who listens."

Russel waits. He holds his breath. He waits for the punchline. He waits for the joke. He waits for the humiliation.

"They call you 'The Listening Driver'," Glenn says.

The words hang in the air between them. The Listening Driver. Russel lets his breath out in a rush. It is not a bad name. It is not a mean name. It is true. He listens. He does not talk. He takes the pieces of people and holds them. He catches their tears. He catches their secrets.

"The Listening Driver," Russel repeats. The voice in the car sounds different. It sounds like his voice, but softer. The name sounds long. It sounds clumsy. It sounds like a title in a book. It sounds important.

Glenn looks back down at his phone. He reads something else. He chuckles. The sound is warm. "Someone said you saved their marriage," he says. "Someone else said you are the only person who understands them."

Russel feels a flush rise on his neck. It is a mix of pride and shame. Pride that he is good at something. Shame that he is hiding. That he is just a shadow. That he is a fake.

"I just drive," Russel says. It is what he always says. It is his shield. It is his wall.

"No," Glenn says. He puts the phone down on the seat. He looks up. His eyes lock with Russel’s in the mirror. The gaze is intense. It burns. "You do more than that."

Russel looks away. He looks at the dark house. He feels exposed. He feels like Glenn is looking right through the windshield. Right through the seat. Right into his soul. He feels like Glenn can see the girl hiding inside the boy suit.

"I like that," Glenn says. His voice drops lower. It gets rough. It gets rumbly. "The Listening Driver."

Russel looks back at the mirror. Glenn is smiling. But it is not just a nice smile. It is a hungry smile. It is a smile that says "I want to eat this." There is a glint in his eye. A possessive glint. It makes Russel feel small. It makes him feel like a thing. A thing that belongs to Glenn. A thing that Glenn owns.

"But," Glenn says. He shakes his head. "It’s too long. A mouthful."

Russel waits. He watches Glenn’s lips move. He likes Glenn’s lips. They are full and red. He imagines what they would feel like on his neck. He imagines what they would feel like on his mouth.

"I’m going to shorten it," Glenn says.

It is not a question. It is a statement. Glenn decides. Glenn creates. He takes the long name and he cuts it. He shapes it. He makes it new. He makes it his own.

Russel feels a shiver go down his spine. It feels like a collar snapping shut. It feels like a brand. Glenn is taking ownership of the name. He is taking ownership of Russel. It feels scary. It feels safe. It feels like being wrapped in a warm blanket.

"Just Listener," Glenn says. He says it slow. He tastes the word. "Listener."

Russel repeats it in his head. Listener. Not driver. Not Russel. Listener. It is a noun. It is a verb. It is an action. It is soft. It has no gender. It just is. It sounds like a girl. It sounds like a wife. It sounds like a pet.

"Listener," Glenn says again. He nods. He seems satisfied. "Yeah. I like that."

Russel likes it too. He likes it more than he should. He likes that Glenn gave it to him. He likes that Glenn made it shorter. More intimate. More private. It feels like a secret code. It feels like a pet name. It feels like a collar.

"That works," Russel whispers. His voice is shaky.

"It fits you," Glenn says. He leans back against the seat. He looks at Russel with satisfaction. Like he is happy with what he has made. "You are good at it. You listen to everyone. But mostly..."

He pauses. He lets the silence stretch. Russel’s heart hammers in his chest. Thump thump. Thump thump. He waits for the rest of the sentence. He waits for the truth.

"Mostly you listen to me," Glenn finishes.

The words hit Russel like a physical touch. Yes. Yes. He listens to Glenn. He hangs on every word. He memorizes the sound of Glenn’s breath. He memorizes the way Glenn sighs. He would listen to Glenn forever. He would listen to Glenn read the phone book. He would listen to Glenn breathe.

"Yes," Russel says. "I do."

Glenn smiles. The possessive glint gets stronger. He looks at Russel like he is a prize he won at the fair. Like he is a puppy he trained. Like he is a doll he bought.

"You are my Listener," Glenn says.

The word "my" makes Russel gasp inside. My. He belongs to Glenn. He is not just a driver for the city. He is a listener for Glenn. The thought makes his knees weak. Thank god he is sitting down. He feels a rush of heat between his legs. It is a sudden, sharp heat. He squeezes his legs together. He tries to hide it. He tries to be good.

He looks in the mirror. Glenn is looking at his mouth. Glenn is looking at his hands on the wheel. Russel feels naked. He feels like Glenn can see everything. The binder. The shame. The want. The need to be told what to do.

Glenn moves. He opens the door. The cool night air rushes in. It breaks the spell. The heat in the car fades away. The cold air hits Russel’s face. It wakes him up. It shocks him.

Glenn climbs out of the back seat. He stands on the sidewalk. He is tall in the dark. He is a shadow. A strong, safe shadow. He leans down. He looks in through the open window. His face is close to Russel’s. Russel can smell his cologne. He can smell the bakery. He smells like home. He smells like safety.

"Goodnight, Listener," Glenn says.

He says the name with purpose. He says it like a promise. He says it like a claim. He says it like a brand.

Glenn shuts the door firmly behind him.


Chapter Three




"Don't take the highway," Glenn says abruptly as Russel signals to merge.

Russel’s foot hesitates on the gas. The blinker clicks. Tick. Tick. Tick. It is the only sound in the car. He was going to merge. He was going to take the fast road home. But Glenn said no. Russel pulls his foot back. He swerves the car slightly to stay on the local road. The tires hum on the asphalt.

"Okay," Russel says. His heart beats faster. He does not know why, but he feels scared. Glenn’s voice was hard. It was not the soft voice from the bakery. It was a command.

He checks the mirror. Glenn is looking out the window. His jaw is tight. He looks angry. Or maybe just upset. Russel feels a twist in his stomach. He hates it when Glenn is upset. He wants to fix it. He wants to make Glenn smile again. But he does not know how. He is just the driver. He just drives.

"Where to?" Russel asks. He keeps his voice low. He tries to be the calm Listener.

"Just drive," Glenn says. He does not look at Russel. "The riverfront. I need to think."

Russel nods. The riverfront. It is dark there. It is quiet. It is where people go when they do not want to be seen. Russel turns the wheel. He takes the exit that leads down toward the water.

The silence in the car is heavy. It is not a comfortable silence like before. It is tense. It feels like a rubber band pulled tight. Ready to snap. Russel feels the tension in his own shoulders. They creep up toward his ears. He tries to relax them, but he cannot.

He looks in the mirror again. Glenn is tapping his foot. It taps against the floor mat. Tap. Tap. Tap. It is a fast rhythm. Nervous energy. Russel watches the foot. He watches the heavy boot. He thinks about the muscles in Glenn’s leg. He thinks about the strength there.

"What happened?" Russel asks. He cannot help it. He needs to know.

Glenn stops tapping. He looks up. His eyes meet Russel’s in the mirror. They are dark. "Nothing," he says. "Just work. Just everything."

Russel wants to reach back. He wants to touch Glenn’s hand. He wants to say it will be okay. But he cannot. There is a partition between them. There is a cage. He is just the driver. He is trapped in the front seat.

They drive through the city. The lights get dimmer. The buildings get shorter. They leave the busy part of town. They head toward the dark river. The streetlights here are old. They are orange. They make the shadows long.

Russel feels small in the big car. He feels like he is driving Glenn to a secret meeting. He feels like he is part of a conspiracy. He likes the feeling. It makes him feel special. Glenn chose him. Glenn is with him.

They reach the riverfront. The road runs right along the water. The river is black tonight. It does not reflect the moon. It just looks like a void. There are no other cars here. It is just them and the dark water.

Russel slows down. He drives slow. He wants to give Glenn time to think. He wants to stretch the moment. He looks at the water. It looks cold.

"Here?" Russel asks.

Glenn looks around. "Pull over there," he says. He points to a patch of dirt near an old pier.

Russel steers the car off the road. The tires crunch on gravel. The car bumps over the uneven ground. He stops the car. They are alone. The only sound is the water lapping against the pilings. Slop. Slop. Slop. It is a lonely sound.

Russel puts the car in park. He waits. He thinks Glenn will tell him to drive back. He thinks Glenn will sit in the back and think. But Glenn does not say anything.

Glenn opens the back door. The interior light flashes on. Then he is gone. The door shuts. The cold air rushes in. Russel feels a spike of panic. Is Glenn leaving? Is he walking away? Russel grips the wheel. He watches the mirror. Glenn is standing outside. He is looking at the water.

Then Glenn walks to the front of the car.

Russel’s breath catches. What is he doing? Glenn walks around the hood. His silhouette is big against the orange sky. He comes to the passenger side.

The passenger door handle moves. Click.

Russel freezes. He cannot move. He cannot breathe.

Glenn opens the door. He climbs in. He sits in the seat right next to Russel.

The space feels intimate. It feels cramped. The car was big enough when Glenn was in the back. Now, he is here. He is too close. He takes up all the air.

Russel can smell him. The smell is stronger now. Yeast. Sugar. Man sweat. It fills Russel’s nose. It fills his lungs. It makes him dizzy.

Glenn shuts the door. The sound is final. Thud. They are locked in together.

The gear shift is between their knees. It is a tall stick of black plastic. It touches Russel’s leg. It touches Glenn’s leg. They are connected by the gear shift. It feels like a barrier. It feels like a third person in the car.

Russel’s leg trembles. He presses it against the center console. He tries to make himself small. He tries to shrink away from Glenn. But there is nowhere to go. The seat is back as far as it goes.

Glenn does not look at him yet. He stares out the windshield at the dark river. His breathing is heavy. Russel can hear it. In and out. In and out. He watches Glenn’s chest rise and fall under the t-shirt. He watches the way the fabric stretches over the muscles.

Russel feels a heat rise in his body. It is a shame heat. It is a want heat. He wants to reach out and touch Glenn’s leg. He wants to rest his hand on Glenn’s thigh. He wants to feel the heat of the skin. He wants to be owned.

He looks at his own hands on the wheel. They are pale. The knuckles are white. He hates them. They look like boy hands. He wishes they were soft and manicured. He wishes they were pretty for Glenn.

"You are shaking," Glenn says.

Russel jumps. He did not know Glenn was looking at him.

"I'm cold," Russel lies. He is not cold. He is burning up.

Glenn turns in his seat. He turns all the way around. He faces Russel. His knee knocks against Russel’s leg. The touch is electric. It sends a shock through Russel’s body. It makes his breath hitch.

The car is suddenly very small. The ceiling feels lower. The windows feel closer. Russel feels trapped. But he does not want to escape. He wants to stay in this trap forever.

Glenn’s expression is serious. He looks at Russel’s face. He looks at Russel’s eyes. He looks at Russel’s mouth. He stares like he is memorizing a map. He stares like he is planning a route.

Russel feels naked under the gaze. He feels like Glenn can see through the uniform. He can see the binder. He can see the soft skin underneath. He can see the girl who is screaming to get out.

"You are so quiet," Glenn says. His voice is low. It is a rumble that Russel feels in his own chest.

"I'm listening," Russel whispers. That is what he is supposed to say. That is his job.

Glenn shakes his head. "Not tonight," he says. "Tonight, I don't want you to listen. I want you to be here."

Russel’s heart hammers against his ribs. Be here? What does that mean? He is here. He is in the car. He is terrified. He is aroused. He is everything all at once.

Glenn’s hand moves. It rests on the gear shift. His fingers wrap around the knob. His hand is so close to Russel’s leg. Russel can feel the heat radiating from it. He wants to move his leg over. He wants to touch Glenn’s hand with his thigh.

He imagines grabbing Glenn’s hand. He imagines putting it on his chest. He imagines making Glenn feel the binder. He imagines making Glenn feel the heart beating underneath.

But he does not move. He is scared. He is a good girl. He waits for commands.

Glenn looks at the dashboard. He looks at the lights. They glow green and red in the dark car. He looks at the keys in the ignition. The car is running. The engine is humming. Hmmm. Hmmm. The vibration shakes the seat.

Glenn looks back at Russel. His eyes are dark pools. There is no kindness in them now. There is only want. There is only hunger. It is a scary look. It is a look that says he is going to take what he wants.

Russel’s breath comes fast. He feels dizzy. He feels like he might pass out. He wants this. He wants this more than he has ever wanted anything. He wants Glenn to take him. He wants Glenn to break him.

Glenn leans in closer. The smell of sugar is overwhelming. It wraps around Russel. It makes his head spin.

"Turn off the car, Listener," Glenn says.
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"I quit today," Glenn says, his voice cracking slightly. "I walked out."

The car is silent. The engine is off. The keys are in Glenn’s hand, but he does not move. The silence is heavy. It presses against them from the outside. The dark river is just a few feet away, but it feels like miles. Russel stares at Glenn. His eyes are wide. He cannot believe what he heard.

Glenn quit? Glenn, who loves the bakery? Glenn, who dreams of flour and butter?

Russel feels a cold knot form in his stomach. He knows about fear. He knows about walking away from things because you are scared to be who you are. But Glenn is not scared of being himself. Glenn is scared of the future.

"I couldn't do it anymore," Glenn says. He looks down at his hands. He is twisting his fingers together. "The boss. The schedule. It was safe. But it was killing me."

Russel watches him. He sees the shaking in Glenn’s hands. He wants to reach out. He wants to hold them. He wants to tell Glenn that it is okay to be scared. He wants to say that he understands.

"It is scary," Russel whispers. "Starting something new."

Glenn looks up. His eyes are wet. They shine in the dark. "You don't understand," he says. "I have nothing. No money saved. No backup plan. I just... I walked out. I feel like I'm drowning."

Russel’s heart aches. He feels the weight of Glenn’s fear. It sits on his chest. He wants to take it away. He wants to be strong for Glenn. But he feels small. He feels like a fake. He is just a driver. What can he do?

"I don't have anyone else to tell," Glenn says. His voice breaks. "My parents would freak out. My friends would say I'm stupid. But you..."

He looks at Russel. The look is intense. It burns. It makes Russel feel hot all over. "You’re the only one who listens. You’re the only one who sees me. Not the baker. Not the failure. Just me."

Russel feels a lump in his throat. He swallows it down. He sees Glenn. He sees the man behind the apron. He sees the boy who is scared. He feels a rush of affection. It is a soft, warm feeling. It makes his chest hurt.

"I see you," Russel says. "I see you, Glenn."

Glenn lets out a breath. It shudders out of him. He leans back against the seat. He looks at Russel like he is a lifeline. Like he is a rope thrown into a dark ocean.

"You are easy to talk to," Glenn says. "You don't judge. You just... take it all in."

Russel nods. That is his job. He takes things in. He holds them. He never gives them back.

"I like listening," Russel says.

Glenn shifts in the seat. The leather squeaks. The sound is loud in the quiet car. Glenn turns his body more toward Russel. His leg presses against the center console. His knee is inches from Russel’s thigh. The heat coming off him is intense.

"You make me feel safe," Glenn says.

The word hangs in the air. Safe. Russel thinks about his own life. He thinks about the binder. He thinks about the mirror. He does not feel safe. He feels like he is pretending every second of every day. But Glenn feels safe with him. Russel feels a spark of pride. He is doing something right. He is protecting this man.

"I am glad," Russel says. "I want you to be safe."

Glenn looks at him. His eyes move over Russel’s face. He looks at the eyes. He looks at the nose. He looks at the lips. Russel feels exposed. He feels like Glenn is mapping him. He feels like Glenn is learning his geography.

"You make me feel... things," Glenn says. His voice drops. It gets low and rough. "Things I shouldn't feel for a driver."

Russel’s heart skips a beat. Thump. Thump. Things. What things? Russel thinks about the way Glenn looks at him. He thinks about the way Glenn touches his shoulder. He thinks about the way Glenn says "Listener."

"What things?" Russel asks. His voice is barely a whisper.

Glenn reaches out. His hand moves through the air. It is slow. Deliberate. Russel watches it come. He does not pull away. He does not want to pull away. He wants this. He has wanted this for weeks.

Glenn’s hand lands on Russel’s cheek. It is warm. It is big. It covers Russel’s cheekbone. His fingers curl around Russel’s jaw. The touch is gentle. It is surprisingly gentle for such a big man.

Russel closes his eyes. He leans into the touch. He cannot help it. It feels like water on a desert. It feels like life.

"You make me feel like I can breathe," Glenn whispers.

Russel feels Glenn’s thumb move. It traces the line of Russel’s jaw. It scratches against the stubble. The sound is rough. Scratch. Scratch. Russel flinches inside. He hates the stubble. It is ugly. It is rough. It is a reminder that he is not soft. He is not a girl.

He opens his eyes. He looks at Glenn with fear. He waits for Glenn to pull away. He waits for Glenn to make a face. To say it is scratchy. To say it is weird.

But Glenn does not pull away. He rubs the thumb over the stubble again. He rubs it harder. He seems to like the feeling. He seems fascinated by it.

"You are so real," Glenn says. "You feel so real."

Russel’s breath hitches. Real. He does not feel real. He feels like a fake. But Glenn’s hand makes him feel real. The touch grounds him. It anchors him to the seat. To the moment.

"I am here," Russel says. "I am real."

Glenn leans closer. The space between them shrinks. The car is too small. It is filled with Glenn’s scent. Sugar and coffee and man. It fills Russel’s nose. It makes his head spin. He can smell the coffee on Glenn’s breath. It is bitter and sweet.

"You are beautiful," Glenn says.

The word hits Russel like a slap. Beautiful. No one has ever said that to him. No one has ever looked at him and seen beauty. They see a man. They see a driver. But Glenn sees beauty.

Russel’s eyes fill with tears. He blinks them away. He does not want to cry. He wants to be strong. He wants to be good.

"I want to touch you," Glenn says. His voice is a growl now. It is full of need. "I need to."

Russel’s body reacts before his mind does. A flush of heat rushes through him. It starts in his stomach and shoots down to his toes. It makes his skin tingle. It makes his cock twitch in his pants.

He looks at Glenn’s mouth. The lips are parted. They look wet. Russel wonders what they taste like. He wonders what they would feel like on his own lips. On his neck. On his chest.

He feels a throb between his legs. It is an ache. It is a need that has been building for weeks. Every ride. Every look. Every touch. It has all led to this.

"You are touching me," Russel whispers.

"Not enough," Glenn says. His hand slides down from Russel’s cheek. It trails down his neck. It rests on his collarbone. His fingers press into the skin. "I want more. I want all of it."

Russel’s heart hammers against his ribs. It is trying to break out. It is trying to fly to Glenn. He feels the blood pounding in his ears. Whoosh. Whoosh.

He thinks about the rules. He thinks about the job. He thinks about being a driver. He thinks about being a man. None of it matters. The only thing that matters is the hand on his neck. The only thing that matters is the look in Glenn’s eyes.

Glenn leans in closer. His nose bumps against Russel’s nose. The breath mingles together. Russel can feel the heat radiating from Glenn’s face. It is intoxicating.

"Tell me to stop," Glenn whispers. "Tell me to stop and I will."

Russel looks into Glenn’s eyes. He sees the hunger there. He sees the fear. He sees the hope. He sees himself reflected back. Not as Russel the driver. But as someone wanted. Someone desired.

Russel thinks about the girl inside. The girl who is screaming. The girl who wants to be let out. This is the key. This is the door.

He does not want to stop. He never wants to stop. He wants to be consumed. He wants to be taken. He wants to be owned.

Russel’s heart hammers against his ribs. He leans in slightly. He closes the gap.

"Kiss me," he breathes out, surprising himself.

Glenn crashes their mouths together, tasting like coffee and mint.

It is not a soft kiss. It is a crash. It is a collision. Glenn does not wait for Russel to be ready. He just takes. His lips are hard against Russel’s mouth. He pushes his tongue inside. It is wet and hot. Russel gasps. He has never been kissed like this. It is hungry. It is desperate.

The taste fills Russel’s mouth. Coffee and mint. It is the taste of Glenn. It is the taste of need. Russel’s mind goes blank. He stops thinking about the car. He stops thinking about the river. He stops thinking about the binder. There is only the mouth on his mouth. There is only the hand on his neck.

He feels small. He feels like a doll being played with. He likes it. He loves it. He opens his mouth wider. He lets Glenn in. He wants to be eaten. He wants to be consumed. His hands fly up from the wheel. He grabs Glenn’s shirt. He holds on tight. The fabric is rough under his fingers.

Glenn groans. The sound vibrates against Russel’s lips. It goes straight to his cock. He feels a throb between his legs. He is hard. So hard. It hurts. He has been hard for weeks. Every time Glenn got in the car. Every time Glenn said his name. Now it is finally happening.

Glenn’s hand moves. It leaves Russel’s cheek. Russel wants to cry at the loss. But the hand does not go far. It slides down. It traces the line of Russel’s jaw. It moves down the neck. It brushes the collar. Then it goes lower.

It goes to the chest. Over the binder. Over the flat, hard surface. Russel freezes. He holds his breath. He is scared Glenn will feel the straps. He is scared Glenn will feel the lie. But Glenn does not stop. He just keeps moving. His hand is heavy and warm. It burns through the shirt.

The hand goes to the stomach. Russel sucks in a breath. His stomach jumps under the touch. Glenn rubs the skin there. It is a possessive rub. Like he is checking his property.

Then the hand is at the waist.

Russel knows what is coming. He trembles. He shakes so hard the car seat vibrates. He is scared. He is excited. He feels like he is falling off a cliff.

Glenn reaches the pants. The uniform pants are gray and ugly. They are tight. The button strains. Glenn finds the button. He undoes it with practiced ease. Click. The sound is loud in the quiet car. The button pops open.

The pressure on Russel’s stomach lets go. He takes a deep breath. But then the zipper goes down. Hiss. The cold air hits his skin. He feels exposed. He feels naked.

He looks down. He sees Glenn’s big hand on his crotch. He sees the dark fabric of the boxers underneath. He sees the shape of his cock pushing against the cotton. He hates the shape. He hates the bulge. It looks ugly to him. It looks wrong.

But Glenn does not seem to hate it. Glenn stares at it. He licks his lips.

"Look at that," Glenn whispers. "You are so big for me."

Russel blushes. The heat covers his whole face. He wants to cover himself. He wants to push Glenn’s hand away. But he cannot move. He is paralyzed by the shame and the pleasure.

Glenn reaches inside the boxers. His fingers touch the bare skin. Russel gasps. The touch is electric. It is a shock. He lifts his hips off the seat. He cannot help it. His body moves on its own. It wants more. It needs more.

Glenn wraps his hand around the cock. His grip is firm. It is tight. He pulls the skin up and down. Russel throws his head back. It hits the headrest. A moan escapes his throat. It is a high, needy sound. He is glad the windows are up. He is glad no one can hear him.

The friction of the boxers is rough. The cotton rubs against the sensitive head. But Glenn’s hand is smooth. His palm is calloused from the dough. The roughness feels amazing. It feels like sandpaper on silk.

"Let go for me," Glenn commands against his lips.

He leans in close again. He kisses Russel’s jaw. He bites the skin there. It hurts. It feels good.

"Just let go," Glenn says.

Russel feels the pressure building. It is a coil in his stomach. It gets tighter and tighter. Every stroke of Glenn’s hand twists the coil. He feels helpless. He is trapped in the car. He is trapped under Glenn’s body. But he also feels powerful. He is the one making Glenn breathe hard. He is the one making Glenn lose control.

He looks at Glenn. Glenn’s eyes are dark. They are locked on Russel’s face. Glenn is watching every expression. He watches the pleasure. He watches the pain. He watches the shame. He takes it all in.

Russel feels the girl inside him scream. She is happy. She is being seen. She is being touched. She is being wanted. It does not matter that the body is wrong. The touch is right. The desire is right.

"You are so good," Glenn says. "So good for me."

Russel whimpers. The praise goes straight to his cock. He leaks into the boxers. The wet spot grows. It makes the friction wetter. It makes the slide easier. Faster. Harder.

Glenn’s thumb rubs over the head. He finds the slit. He presses on it. Russel sees stars. His vision blurs. The coil snaps. It breaks open.

The rush starts at his toes. It shoots up his legs. It explodes in his stomach. It rushes out of his cock. He cannot stop it. He does not want to stop it.

"Glenn," he cries out. "Please."

"Cum for me," Glenn growls. "Now."

Russel cries out into Glenn's mouth. His body shudders. He shakes like a leaf. He spills over. The cum shoots out into the boxers. It coats Glenn’s fingers. It is warm and sticky. It pulses out of him in waves. Wave after wave. He forgets to breathe. He forgets to think. He is just feeling. Pure white hot feeling.

His hips jerk. He fucks Glenn’s hand. He rides the wave until it stops. Until he is empty. Until he is spent.

He slumps back against the seat. His chest heaves. The binder makes it hard to breathe, but he does not care. He feels light. He feels like he is floating.

Glenn pulls back. The air is cold between them. Glenn looks at his hand. It is messy. It is covered in Russel’s cum.

Russel looks too. He sees the mess. He feels the shame creep back in. It is a cold shame. He made a mess. He was dirty.

Glenn reaches for the glove box. He flips it open. He pulls out a napkin. He wipes his hand clean. He is careful. He is gentle. He wipes every finger. He wipes the palm. He does not look disgusted. He looks satisfied.

He throws the napkin on the floor. Then he looks at Russel. He reaches out and strokes Russel’s cheek again. The hand is clean now.

Russel looks up at him. He feels tears in his eyes. He feels raw. He feels open. He waits for Glenn to say something. He waits for the verdict.

Glenn smiles. It is a soft smile. A proud smile. He leans in. He kisses Russel’s forehead. It is a sweet kiss. A daddy kiss.

"Good girl," he whispers.


Chapter Four




Russel wakes up the next morning and stares at the ceiling, his hand moving to his lips.

The ceiling is always the same, cracked paint spreading like a pale web, but today it feels like a screen replaying last night. The lines seem deeper. The cracks form tunnels where his mind crawls and hides. His fingers press to his mouth, slow and careful, as if touching a bruise. His lips feel swollen. They tingled all night in his dreams. He can still taste coffee and mint if he breathes in through his teeth.

He rubs the pads of his fingers over his mouth again. He shivers. His pulse starts to pound. He can hear it in his ears. Ba-bum. Ba-bum. Each beat drags him back into the moment in the car. Glenn’s hand gripping the back of his neck. Glenn’s mouth pressing down hard, demanding. His breath smells like burnt sugar and bitter coffee. Russel presses harder, smearing his fingers over his lips as if he can wear that kiss like a gloss.

“Good girl.”

Glenn’s voice slides into his ear like a blade and a balm. He hears it in the quiet room. He hears it when the wind rattles the window. He hears it with every blink. The words are soft but solid. They sit heavy in his chest. He exhales slowly, trying to release the pressure. He can’t. He doesn’t want to.

He rolls onto his back. The sheet tangles around his waist. His legs feel stiff, his lower back sore from the way he’d arched for Glenn’s hand. He stretches his toes, pointing them toward the foot of the bed. The linen scrapes his calves. It drags over hair he wishes wasn’t there. He flexes his fingers. They tremble. He is flushed all over, the heat rising up his neck, rushing under his ears. He clutches the sheet to his chest and pulls it up to his throat like a flimsy shield.

His apartment is quiet. The fridge hums. A car passes outside, tires whispering over wet asphalt. He listens to the hum and the whisper and the soft rush of his own breathing. Everything is grounded. Everything is real. He is here. He is alive. He is the man who drove Glenn and let him inside every secret he has been hiding. He is the girl who shook apart under Glenn’s touch. Both truths push against his ribs, rubbing together until sparks fly.

He pushes the sheet back. The air is cold on his skin, and his nipples tighten instantly. He crosses his arms and palms them flat over his chest. He has no curves to hold, just ribs and muscle. He slides his hands down his sides, tracing the narrow line of his waist. He wishes his waist pinched in more. He wishes his hips flared. He catches a glimpse of the gray harness of his binder draped over the chair and flinches. The elastic looks like a jaw waiting to bite down. His throat tightens.

He stands up slowly. His feet hit the floor and the boards creak. He walks through the living room, past the couch that still smells like delivery food. Past the table cluttered with receipts, rideshare printouts, a coffee cup with Glenn’s name scrawled in marker on it. He tries not to stare at it. He fails. He trace the letters of Glenn’s name with his eyes. His chest squeezes. He keeps walking.

The bathroom mirror waits for him like a judge. The light ticks on. Yellow, harsh, unforgiving. He steps in front of the sink and looks. Really looks.

The man in the mirror looks back. Heavy brow. Dark eyes. Rough stubble covering his jaw and upper lip. He rubs at it with his knuckles until the friction burns. The stubble isn’t thick, but it’s enough to remind him he’s trapped inside this mask. He splays his fingers over his cheeks and pulls the skin tight. If he closes one eye, he can almost see feminine lines. Softer cheekbones. He lets go. The skin snaps back.

His hair sticks up. Short, messy, no style. He runs both hands through it, pushing it forward, trying to imagine it long. He imagines soft strands brushing his shoulders, Glenn wrapping them in his fist, holding him still. The fantasy makes his knees weak. His fingers curl, digging into his scalp. He wants to feel a weight there. Instead, he has this prickly, stubborn buzz.

He drops his hands and looks down. The T-shirt he slept in is thin. It clings to sweat-damp skin. Without the binder, his chest is flat but soft. He brushes his palms over his nipples. They are sensitive, pebbled from the cold. He closes his eyes and imagines Glenn licking them, sucking them. His whole body lights up. Then he opens his eyes and sees his reflection again. Plain. Male. Wrong.

His stomach tightens. He feels like he wants to crawl out of his own skin. He grips the sink. The porcelain is cold. He squeezes until his knuckles ache. He remembers how Glenn’s hand grabbed his jaw. How Glenn’s thumb stroked his cheek. How Glenn’s voice said “You make me feel things.” He wonders if Glenn would still say that if he saw this. If he saw the stubble. The jaw. The thick neck. He hates himself for even thinking it.

He breathes in through his nose. Slow. Deep. He smells cold tile, old soap, the faint tang of bleach. He breathes out through his mouth. His breath fogs the glass. The fog blurs his reflection, softening the harsh lines. He likes the fog. He wants to live inside it. He raises his hand and draws a circle in the mist, revealing one eye. His eye looks back, wide and terrified. Also alive. The girl is behind it. She’s peeking out. She’s scared.

He presses his fingertips under his eyes, pushing up to smooth the dark circles. He whispers, “You’re okay,” but his voice sounds foreign. Too deep. He swallows. His throat clicks. He pulls his lips between his teeth and bites down. He wants to taste blood. He wants to feel anything that isn’t this tight, numbing panic.

He can’t stop thinking about the car. The way the leather stuck to his back, the way the gear shift pressed against his thigh. The way Glenn’s body heat filled the cramped front seat. The rhythm of Glenn’s breathing. The low sounds that came from Glenn’s chest when Russel moaned. He touches his sternum. The binder bruises are fading, but the skin still remembers the pressure. Glenn’s hand there felt lighter than cloth. It felt like worship.

His cock twitches in the sweatpants, and he hates it. He hates that part of himself, yet he can’t deny what Glenn’s touch did to him. He squeezes his legs together, as if he can hide it. He remembers Glenn’s hand slipping inside his pants, the rough calloused palm sliding up and down, claiming him. He remembers the shame that curled in his stomach. He remembers how Glenn’s praise turned the shame into a burning need. His cheeks go red. He grips the sink again. He is trembling.

He turns on the faucet. Water roars out, clear and sharp. He cups his hands under it, the cold biting his palms, and throws it onto his face. The shock is a slap. He sucks in air. The water runs down his jaw, through the stubble. It feels wrong. He splashes again. Again. He keeps going until the skin is numb.

He straightens. Water drips from his chin onto his shirt. He doesn’t wipe it away. He lets it soak the collar. He looks into the mirror as the water trails down, as if the droplets can carve new lines into his face. He wants to wash away the man looking back at him. He wants to see the girl he felt like last night. The girl Glenn saw. The one he held and called good.

He closes his eyes. He sees Glenn’s face inches from his own. He hears Glenn’s voice, low and rough. “Turn off the car, Listener.” He remembers the way Glenn’s hand shook when it cupped his cheek. He remembers how Glenn’s thumb scraped the stubble but didn’t flinch. Glenn didn’t pull back. Glenn pressed harder. Glenn wanted him even with the mask on. The thought anchors him. His breathing slows.

He opens his eyes again. He still sees the man in the mirror. He still wants to claw his own skin off. But the girl is closer to the surface. She’s in his eyes. She’s in the way his mouth curls at the edges. She’s in the way his shoulders slump, exposed.

He lifts his right hand. His fingertip is wet from the sink. He touches the mirror. The cold glass steals the heat from his skin. He drags his fingertip lightly over the glass, tracing his own features. Across the forehead, down the nose, over the lips. He pauses there, pressing the fingertip to his lips’ reflection. He imagines Glenn’s kiss again. He imagines Glenn watching him do this. His knees wobble.

He keeps tracing. Down his throat. Across his collarbone. He makes a line over his chest. He stops above his heart. He can feel it pounding through the glass. He whispers to the girl inside. He hopes she hears him. He hopes she believes him.

He looks straight into his own eyes in the mirror. They look back, wide and wet. He sees the want there. The ache. The hope. He feels those same emotions burning up his throat.

His voice comes out low and shaky. He tastes salt. He doesn’t try to stop it.

“Good girl,” he whispers to himself, testing the words.
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Glenn slides into the front seat immediately on Friday, not even waiting for the greeting.

Russel is still smoothing his hands over the wheel when the passenger door opens. Glenn fills the seat with his heat, his scent, his gravity. The space shrinks in an instant. No polite hello. No easy banter about ovens or croissants. Glenn’s breathing is heavier tonight. There’s tension in the way his shoulders sit, in the way his jaw works. He doesn’t speak. He just reaches into his jacket and pulls out a small, glossy pink bag.

It gleams under the dome light. Bright bubblegum pink, shiny and soft-looking. It doesn’t belong in Russel’s car. It’s too pretty. It looks like something a girl would buy at the mall. It looks like something Russel has never had. Glenn holds it out, palm steady.

“I saw this. I thought of you.”

The words are simple, but Russel hears everything in them. Ownership. Focus. Care. He grabs the handle with trembling fingers. The bag crinkles. He feels the weight inside. Light, delicate. His heart beats harder. Glenn watches him with an unreadable expression.

“Go on,” Glenn says.

Russel eases the tissue paper apart. His fingertips brush the smooth plastic. He pulls out a small tube of bright pink lip gloss. The cap is silver. The body is transparent, showing the viscous, neon pink liquid inside. It smells already, even with the cap on. Artificial strawberries. Sweet and chemical and girlish.

Russel inhales sharply. He looks over at Glenn. Glenn’s dark eyes pin him in place. No smile. No softness. Just expectation.

“Put it on.”

The command slides over Russel’s skin. It settles in his gut. He nods, even though his hands shake so badly the tube rattles. He twists the cap. The applicator slides free with a wet, sticky sound. The scent floods the car—strawberry candy, sugar, childhood. It’s dizzying. It’s embarrassing. It’s perfect.

Russel leans toward the rearview mirror. His own face looks back—stubble he shaved that afternoon, short hair combed down, eyes wide and nervous. He trembles. The car feels very small with Glenn watching him. He lifts the wand. His hand hovers near his mouth. For a second, doubt flashes through him. He shouldn't do this in front of Glenn. He shouldn't enjoy this. But Glenn told him to. Glenn’s breath is slow. Russel can hear it.

The gloss touches his bottom lip first. It’s cold and thick. It drags across the skin, leaving behind a glossy streak of bright pink. Russel’s heart races. He swipes the wand across again, carefully. The color is too vibrant for his face. It shines like lacquer. He presses his lips together and feels the tacky stickiness cling.

He looks at himself in the mirror. The change is startling. His mouth looks bigger. Fuller. Feminine. The gloss catches the dashboard lights, gleaming wet. He feels hyperaware of his lips now. Heavy. Present. They belong to a girl. They belong to Glenn’s girl.

Russel swallows. He touches the top lip. The gloss smeared there makes every nerve spark. He drags the applicator along the cupid’s bow, tracing the outline slowly. His breath fogs the mirror. He tries to steady his hand, but it trembles. He can hear his own pulse in his ears. Glenn doesn’t say anything, but Russel can sense him leaning closer, watching every stroke.

The strawberry scent is cloying now, filling the car, curling into his lungs. He hates how good it feels. He loves how wrong it is. His lips feel swollen and slick. He knows he looks absurd. A man in a driver’s seat wearing bright pink gloss. He waits for Glenn to laugh. Glenn doesn’t laugh.

He caps the tube and sets it carefully on the center console. His fingers are sticky. He rubs them together, and the gloss strings between them. He wipes them on his pants quickly, embarrassed.

“How does it feel?” Glenn finally asks.

Russel’s voice comes out small. “Wet,” he whispers. “Heavy.”

“Good,” Glenn says softly. “Keep it on.”

Russel nods. He looks in the mirror again. The gloss is slightly uneven. A tiny smear sits at the corner of his mouth. He starts to wipe it away with the back of his hand, but Glenn’s fingers close around his wrist, stopping him.

“Leave it.” Glenn’s tone is firm. Dominant. “Look at me.”

Russel turns. Glenn is close now. The space between them is charged. Glenn’s gaze drops to his mouth. Russel feels exposed, like a spotlight is shining on his lips alone. Glenn’s breathing is shallow. His pupils are blown wide. He looks hungry.

“You look good like this,” Glenn murmurs. “Soft. Sweet.”

Russel’s insides melt. No one has ever called him sweet. Not in the way Glenn means it. He feels himself sink lower in the seat, his thighs pressing together. The gloss makes him feel like he’s wearing a sign around his neck. A sign that screams girl, even while his body betrays him.

Glenn reaches up. His thumb drags across Russel’s bottom lip. The pad catches on the sticky gloss. The touch sends a shockwave through Russel. He gasps, the sound catching in his throat. Glenn’s eyes darken further. He rubs the thumb back and forth slowly, smearing the gloss slightly. He’s marking his work.

“Open,” Glenn says quietly.

Russel parts his lips. The gloss stretches between them. Glenn slides his thumb inside, pressing lightly against Russel’s tongue. The taste is pure fake strawberry. Glenn’s skin tastes like salt and sugar. Russel closes his lips around the thumb without thinking. He sucks gently, tasting the gloss, tasting Glenn. His cock twitches. He thinks he might die from the heat rushing through him. Glenn exhales, a low, satisfied sound. He pulls his thumb out slowly. A thin thread of gloss connects them for a second before snapping.

“Again,” Glenn says, voice rougher. Russel obeys. He opens wider this time. Glenn lets the thumb rest on his tongue. Russel moans softly and sucks. The gloss slides down his throat. Glenn looks mesmerized. He watches Russel’s mouth like it’s the only thing in the world. Russel feels like he’s being devoured just from a thumb.

When Glenn pulls away, Russel’s chin feels wet. He can feel a small smear at the corner of his mouth. His cheeks burn. He doesn’t move. He waits. He doesn’t want to break the spell.

Glenn leans in closer. His knee presses against Russel’s. The contact is electric. Glenn smells like flour tonight. Warm dough and sugar. He smells like safety. He smells like home.

“You’re wearing this for me,” Glenn says quietly. “No one else gets to see it. Just me.”

Russel nods, breathless. “Just you.”

“Good girl,” Glenn murmurs.

Russel’s eyes flutter shut. The praise sinks into him. He feels his spine loosen, his shoulders dropping. Sweat beads at the back of his neck. He feels like he could cry. He feels like he could float right out of the car.

A car horn blares somewhere far away, but the sound feels muted. The world outside the car fades. It’s just Glenn and Russel. Just the driver and the man who sees straight through him.

“Drive,” Glenn says at last.

Russel nods. He starts the engine with shaky hands. The steering wheel feels slippery. He keeps both hands at ten and two, trying to be steady. The gloss makes every breath feel heavy. He presses his lips together, feeling the tackiness, the weight. He can’t stop thinking about it. He can’t stop thinking about how Glenn saw a shiny pink tube in a store and thought, mine.

They drive through the city in silence. Glenn keeps his gaze on Russel. Not the road. Not his phone. On Russel’s mouth. Russel feels it like a physical touch. His lips tingling. The gloss catching the streetlights. Every time he licks his lips, the flavor blooms on his tongue again. He doesn’t know if he’s more aroused or more ashamed. Both. The mix is intoxicating.

When they hit a red light, Glenn reaches out and tucks a strand of Russel’s hair behind his ear. The gesture is soft, almost tender. Russel leans into it. He wants more. He wants Glenn’s hand cupping his jaw again. He wants to feel owned.

“You belong like this,” Glenn murmurs.

“Like what?” Russel asks, barely breathing.

“With something pretty on your mouth,” Glenn says. “With me watching you.”

Russel’s eyes burn. Tears threaten. He blinks them back. He nods. “Okay,” he whispers.

The rest of the drive is a blur of sensation. The gloss shines under the passing lights. The strawberry scent fills the car. Russel feels every possible emotion at once. Fear. Need. Shame. Euphoria. He is high on it.

When they finally pull up outside Glenn’s house, Russel’s hands are shaking again. He puts the car in park. The engine hums. Glenn doesn’t get out. He stays a moment longer, studying Russel’s lips. He smiles—not the polite smile he gives customers. A hungry, proud smile.

Glenn leans over and wipes a stray smudge from the corner of Russel’s mouth with his thumb. “Perfect,” he says.
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"Turn on the dome light," Glenn commands softly. "I want to see."

The words slide through Russel like a spark. His fingers twitch above the overhead switch, hovering in hesitation. The dark cabin feels secret. Safe. He sits in it like a shadow, glossed lips barely visible, a whisper of pink in the dim. He wants to stay in that half-hidden space where no one else can confirm what he already knows. But Glenn isn’t asking. Glenn doesn’t ask. Russel presses the button.

The dome light flares on, harsh and yellow, slicing through the gloom. The cab is flooded with unforgiving brightness. Every seam in the upholstery shows. Every dust mote floats like a tiny accusation. The gloss on Russel’s mouth explodes into clarity. Wet. Loud. Neon pink. It catches the light like liquid candy. Russel’s breath stalls. He feels naked.

His first instinct is to reach for the switch and plunge them back into darkness. Glenn’s hand clamps around his wrist before he can move. Warm. Firm.

"Don’t," Glenn says. The word coils into Russel’s gut. He sinks back into the seat. His pulse rattles in his wrists. He whispers, "Okay," though it comes out more like a whimper.

"Look at yourself. Really look."

Russel’s gaze lifts to the rearview mirror automatically. He stares at his own face, and what he sees makes the air thin. The gloss transforms his mouth into something obscene and lovely at once. It gleams wet under the light, highlighting the curve of his bow, making the lower lip look swollen. The stubble clinging to his jaw looks even rougher now, obvious and scratchy next to the slick shine. It doesn’t belong with that mouth. For a second Russel wants to crawl out of his own skin.

The stubble screams man. The gloss whispers girl. Together they clash so hard he almost flinches. He swipes his tongue over the gloss without thinking. The movement sends a new smear of pink onto his upper lip. He tries to stop, but the gloss clings, thick and sticky, forcing him to lick again. The flavor is syrupy strawberry. It coats his tongue. He watches himself do it, and the sight makes his stomach flip, a slow roll of nausea and desire.

Glenn leans in until his shoulder almost presses against Russel’s. His gaze never leaves Russel’s face. Russel feels the heat pouring off him. His own hands curl into fists on his thighs. He can’t breathe. He waits for Glenn to speak, terrified and hungry. The silence stretches tight.

"You look beautiful," Glenn says.

The word crashes through Russel’s chest like a hammer. Beautiful. It hits him right on the bone and vibrates. He blinks, stunned. The edges of his vision blur. His throat closes. He has never been called that. Not by anyone. Not even by himself, in the quietest corners of his mind. He thought it would feel like a fantasy. Instead it feels like a blow, knocking the breath out of him. He grips the steering wheel to steady himself. His knuckles go white.

His eyes jump to the mirror again. The gloss glows like a neon sign. Beautiful. He can’t reconcile the word with the reflection. The stubble, the short hair, the broad shoulders. The bright pink mouth. His brain can’t make it fit. Yet Glenn’s voice wraps around him like a soft blanket. It makes him believe for a second. His legs burn. He presses his knees together tightly, as if he can hold the feeling inside.

"See?" Glenn murmurs. "You aren’t just a driver. You’re pretty."

Pretty. The word is gentler, but it pierces just as deep. Russel’s chest squeezes. The gloss suddenly feels like a weight he can’t hold up. He wants to hide his mouth with his hand. He can’t move. Glenn’s presence fills every inch of space. He’s close enough that Russel can smell flour and sugar on his skin. The scent makes him lightheaded.

He stares at the mirror. His glossed lips glisten and tremble. A blush floods his cheeks, staining them red under the light. He hates how obvious it is. He loves how it makes him look soft. He hates that he loves it. The shame slams into desire again, mingling until he can’t tell them apart. He lets out a shaky breath.

"I don’t..." He catches himself before the words spill out. He doesn’t want to say I don’t look pretty because that would be defying Glenn’s reality. Glenn sees him. Glenn declares what he is. He presses his lips together instead. The gloss squishes. A bead of pink oozes to the corner of his mouth.

Glenn notices immediately. He tilts his head, eyes narrowing in the most affectionate hunger Russel has ever seen. He reaches up and anchors his fingers under Russel’s chin, tilting his face toward the light. Russel’s heart stutters. Glenn’s thumb slides across the corner of his mouth, wiping the excess gloss. The pad of his thumb drags across the sticky surface, leaving Russel with no choice but to feel the texture, feel the claim.

"Hold still," Glenn says.

Russel goes rigid. He stops breathing. Glenn’s thumb presses until the gloss smears over Russel’s cheek. The warmth follows. It makes Russel feel marked. He wants Glenn to keep touching him forever. He wants the thumbprint to stay.

The dome light hums like a spotlight. Russel feels like he’s on stage, lip gloss a spotlight’s gleam, Glenn the only audience that matters. It’s humiliating. It’s exhilarating. His heart pounds against his ribs so hard he thinks it might break. He tries not to think about the world outside the car. The empty street. The neighbors. Anyone could look in and see a grown man with glossy pink lips being held by another man. The exposure makes his skin prickle. It also makes the need inside him sharpen, like a knife.

Glenn taps the mirror with his ring finger. "Look again."

Russel forces himself to meet his own eyes. He sees a flush across his cheekbones. He sees the way the gloss makes his lips look inviting, kiss-swollen. He sees the fear, the need, the surrender in his own gaze. For the first time, he sees the girl right there, shining through. Pink lips. Wet eyes. He hears Glenn’s voice echo: pretty. Beautiful. He hears it and something breaks open inside his chest, flooding him with heat. He bites the inside of his cheek to keep from crying.

"You belong like this," Glenn says quietly. "Shining for me."

Russel’s breath catches. He wants to say yes. He wants to agree. He wants to beg for a name, for a collar, for a dress. He says nothing. He nods once, jerky and small. The nod sets the gloss trembling again. He feels beads of sweat roll down his spine. He imagines Glenn licking them up.

Glenn smiles, slow and dangerous. His thumb presses into Russel’s lower lip, pushing it down. Russel opens his mouth obediently. The gloss strings between his lips and Glenn’s thumb. Glenn lets it snap back. The sound is soft but obscene. Russel’s cock throbs. He hopes Glenn can’t see how hard he is under the dash. Shame and lust twist together, squeezing his lungs.

"You’re shaking," Glenn whispers. "Do you know how gorgeous that is?"

Russel shakes more. His whole body is a tuning fork, vibrating. He keeps staring at his own reflection, seeing what Glenn sees. A trembling creature with glossy lips and raw eyes. He looks vulnerable. He looks ready to be consumed. He looks like a girl in the wrong outfit, waiting for someone to tell her she can change. Glenn is that someone. The realization makes Russel’s vision blur for a second.

A tear slips out before he can stop it. It tracks down his cheek, cutting through the blush. It stops at the edge of his glossy mouth. Glenn swipes it with his thumb, smearing the gloss further. The tear mixes with the pink, creating a shiny streak down his skin. Russel feels humiliated. He also feels seen. His throat aches.

"I... I don’t deserve—" he starts.

"You do," Glenn snaps softly. "You do if I say you do."

Russel’s mouth falls open. A small, broken sound escapes. He can’t argue with that. Glenn’s word is law. Glenn calls him beautiful, and he becomes beautiful. Glenn says he is pretty, and the world shifts to accommodate it. The power makes his knees weak. He grips the steering wheel tighter to keep from collapsing. His hands slip on the leather. He can feel the gloss on his lips every time he breathes. It feels like paint. Like armor. Like a brand.

Glenn finally pulls his hand away. The air rushes between them. Russel feels the loss instantly, hollow and cold. He looks in the mirror again, desperate to hold onto the connection. The gloss shines even brighter now, smeared slightly across his cheeks. He looks like he’s been kissed senseless. He looks like he belongs in a different life.

The dome light hums overhead. Russel’s vision swims. He can’t take it anymore. He drops his gaze, cheeks flaming, unable to hold Glenn’s eyes in the mirror. His hands fall to his lap, fingers twisting together. He wants to hide his mouth, but he doesn’t dare disobey. The silence stretches. He hears his own ragged breathing. He hears Glenn’s steady inhale.

He finally speaks. His voice is a whisper, raw and shaky.

"Thank you," he whispers, unable to look up.


Chapter Five




Russel checks his phone for the tenth time. No message from Glenn yet.

His thumb hovers over the screen, waiting for the vibration that never comes. The rideshare app pings. Another passenger. Another name and pickup point. Not Glenn. He tosses the phone onto the passenger seat. The screen lights up again anyway. He grabs it, checks, breath quickening, then tosses it back when it’s not Glenn. The cycle repeats, jittery and obsessive.

It’s Tuesday. There is no reason to expect Glenn. Glenn sees him on Fridays. Glenn sets the rhythm. Still, Russel can’t sit still. He is irritable and restless. Every passenger Is a placeholder. A burden. People talk to him about their days. He nods. He mumbles responses. His mind isn’t in the car. It’s back at the riverfront. It’s in the dome light. It’s on Glenn’s thumb dragging across his lips.

A woman in a business suit climbs into his car and starts complaining about traffic. Russel hears the words but doesn’t process them. His fingers drift up to his mouth, searching for the gloss he isn’t wearing. He presses his thumb to his lips anyway, as if he’ll feel the slick weight. Nothing. Just dry skin. He feels empty. He wants the stickiness. He wants the shine. He wants Glenn’s eyes on him.

He drops the passenger off, collects the fare, and pulls into a gas station to catch his breath. The tension coiled in his ribcage has nowhere to go. He gets out of the car and stretches, cracks his neck, checks his phone again. Nothing. He feels irrational anger at the blank screen.

He goes back to driving, but every minute drags. Every mile feels like a penance. He stares at the rearview mirror more than the road, imagining the dome light flipping on and revealing his glossy mouth. His tongue seeks phantom sweetness. The memory makes him swallow hard.

By noon, his nerves are frayed. He tells the app he’s taking a break. He needs air. He needs distraction. He ends up walking a few blocks without knowing where he’s going. The city hums around him. People rush past, carrying their own secrets. He finds himself in front of a drugstore. The automatic doors slide open. The smell of disinfectant hits him.

He doesn’t know why he walks in. His heart is already pounding. Maybe he’ll buy gum. Maybe he’ll just stare at the shelves until he calms down. Instead, his feet carry him down aisles he’s never visited. Shampoo. Lotion. Bandages. Makeup.

He pauses at the end of the makeup aisle. Rows of color stretch out before him. Lipsticks. Powders. Brushes. He feels dizzy. This aisle isn’t for him. He shouldn’t be here. He should turn around. He doesn’t. He steps onto the tiled floor, the bright displays glowing like a secret world. He shoves his hands in his pockets to stop them shaking.

The shelves feel endless. He looks at everything and nothing. Lip glosses that look like jewels. Eye shadows in shimmering palettes. Mascara. Eyeliner. A spinning rack of earrings near the end of the aisle. Cheap pieces of metal, some gold, some silver. His palms sweat.

He grabs the first thing that doesn’t terrify him: a soft black eyeliner pencil. It’s small. Discreet. The packaging crinkles in his grip. His pulse flies. He imagines drawing it along his lash line. He imagines Glenn watching him, calling him pretty. He imagines the pencil discovering the girl he hides every day. The thought makes his knees weaken.

He scans the rack of earrings. He’s never worn them. His ears are pierced from years ago, a secret leftover from high school rebellion. He can still feel the holes if he touches his lobes. The hoops catch his eye. Thin gold circles, nothing fancy. Cheap, harmless. They are hanging on a little card printed with fake flowers. He pinches the card between his fingers. It trembles.

His head spins. There are cameras. There are other shoppers. His reflection glances back at him from the security mirror. He looks huge and out of place. He clutches the pencil and earrings tight, heart pounding so hard it hurts. He wishes he could disappear. He forces himself to walk to the register.

The clerk barely glances up as he scans the items. Beep. Beep. The sound echoes in Russel’s skull. He pays in cash, avoiding eye contact. He stuffs the receipt into his pocket, along with the little bag. He walks out, adrenaline buzzing in his veins, sweat under his arms.

Outside, the sun feels too bright. He cuts through the parking lot, shoulders hunched, as if the whole world is watching. He clutches the bag to his chest. It feels like contraband. Like something he stole from another version of himself. He fumbles with his phone, checking for messages again. Nothing. Glenn is silent.

He reaches his car, unlocks it, and slides inside, slamming the door behind him. The car smells like him. Like leather. Like coffee and fast food. He sits in the driver’s seat and exhales shakily. He looks at the bag in his lap. His hands tremble. He pulls out the purchases, one at a time.

The eyeliner is a slim black tube with a twist cap. The hoops dangle from a cardboard tag, thin and gold, cheap but earnest. He holds them up to the light. They catch it briefly, a shy glimmer. He touches his earlobe, feeling the tiny indent. He hasn’t worn earrings in years. Not since he was young and brave enough to experiment in secret. The holes are probably half-closed. He feels sweat trickle down his spine.

He glances around the parking lot. No one is looking. Just cars and strangers and the hum of midday. He swallows. His hands are shaking so hard now that the earrings clink together. He sucks in a breath and opens the glove compartment, shoving the eyeliner inside with frantic fingers. He’ll figure that out later. For now, the earrings. Just the earrings.

He holds the first hoop up to his earlobe. The metal is cold. His fingers fumble with the clasp. The post hesitates at the entrance. He presses gently. Pain flares. The hole is still there, but it resists. He works the post through slowly, breath held, until it clicks into place. A sharp burn lingers. He winces and rubs his earlobe. The hoop hangs light against his neck. The weight is slight, but the meaning is crushing.

He repeats the process with the other ear. It goes in easier. He exhales. The hoops dangle on either side of his face, grazing his jaw. He turns his head. They shimmer in the corner of his vision. He feels dizzy. This is the smallest thing, two thin loops of metal, yet it feels massive. He can’t believe he’s sitting in his car wearing earrings like a teenage girl hiding around the corner from her parents.

He digs his phone out of his pocket, opens the camera, and switches to the front-facing view. His reflection appears on the screen. Short hair. Stubble shadow. Gray hoodie. Two gold hoops gleaming under his ears. The sight punches him right in the gut. He looks softer. He looks different. He looks closer to the girl Glenn sees.

His heart hammers against his ribs. He can feel it pounding, shaking his whole body. He reaches up to touch the hoops. They sway with the movement. He watches the reflection as they swing, catching the light. He wants to cry. He wants to laugh. He wants to drive to Glenn’s house immediately and beg him to see. He wants to hide forever.

He reins himself in. He swallows. He tries to breathe slowly. He studies the reflection. The hoops make him feel exposed. They make him feel alive. He whispers, "Okay," to himself, even though everything in him is screaming. He can’t believe he’s doing this in a parking lot, in broad daylight. It’s reckless. It’s dangerous. It’s intoxicating.

He leans closer to the rearview mirror, inspecting the hoops from different angles. They look cheap, but on him they feel priceless. They feel like a step toward something he can’t name. He thinks of Glenn’s face, eyes dark and focused. He hears Glenn’s voice: You aren’t just a driver. You’re pretty. The words repeat. He flushes.

He imagines Glenn’s big hands hooking a finger through the hoop and tugging gently. He imagines being held still by an earring. The thought makes his stomach twist in a delicious knot. He sags back against the seat and lets out a shaky breath.

His hands won’t stop shaking. He presses them against his thighs to steady them. He looks at his reflection again, committing this version to memory. The rough man with the soft, gold hoops. The cracked mirror between his identities. He needs Glenn to see him like this. He needs Glenn to say the words again.

For now, he sits in the parked car and stares at himself, heart hammering, earrings gleaming, lips bare and aching for gloss. The silence presses in. He is terrified. He is thrilled. He touches the hoops one more time, feeling the cold metal against his skin. He doesn’t take them off. Not yet.
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Friday. Glenn gets in and immediately notices the earrings. He smiles, a slow, predatory smile.

Russel grips the wheel tighter, a tremor running through his wrists. He can feel the hoops brushing his neck when he moves, the light touch like fingertips trailing along his jaw. He wore them all day, waiting for this moment. Wondering if Glenn would notice. He shouldn’t be surprised. Glenn misses nothing. Still, the attention makes Russel’s throat tighten and his stomach flip, equal parts fear and pride.

Glenn settles into the passenger seat without the polite buffer he sometimes keeps when the cab smell is too strong or the night is too cold. Tonight he takes up space on purpose. Knee angled toward Russel’s thigh. Shoulder almost touching the backrest. He smells like flour and toasted sugar, like a kitchen after midnight. Russel inhales the scent and almost groans.

“You’ve been busy,” Glenn says.

Russel hears approval layered under the words. He swallows. He doesn’t dare look away. He wants to explain why he bought the earrings. He wants to say he imagined Glenn’s fingers on them. He wants to confess that he has been wearing them in the bathroom mirror, practicing tilts of his head. Instead he nods once.

“I wanted you to see,” Russel whispers.

Glenn’s fingers come up, slow enough that Russel can watch the whole motion. He hooks the hoop hanging from Russel’s left ear and flicks it lightly. The metal clicks against Russel’s skin. The tiny tug shoots heat through him. He has to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from gasping. The hoop swings wildly, tapping his cheek, tapping his neck, until it settles again. Glenn’s eyes track every movement. He looks delighted.

“I do see,” Glenn murmurs. “It looks good.”

Russel flushes. The comment makes his chest expand and his cock throb. Two tiny hoops, and Glenn’s praise makes them feel like coronation jewelry. Russel rubs his thumb over the textured steering wheel, grounding himself. The urge to reach up and cover his ears to hide the hoops hits hard. He fights it. Glenn wanted to see them. Glenn deserves the full view.

The car feels different with Glenn leaning forward in the seat, watching him as if there’s no one else in the world. The night outside is muted, a blur of streetlights and passing strangers. Russel is aware of every inhalation Glenn takes. Every exhale. The space between them is thick. He hears his own pulse beating in his throat.

Glenn shifts. The seat creaks. He reaches into his jacket and pulls out a small bag. This one is cream with a satin ribbon tied in a bow. It’s delicate, feminine. Russel’s fingers twitch on the wheel. Glenn holds the bag between them, offering it like a test.

“For our ride next week,” Glenn says.

Russel takes it with both hands. The satin ribbon is smooth, a sensual contrast to his rough palms. He unties it. His hands tremble badly enough that the knot takes longer than it should. He finally pulls it apart, peels back the tissue paper, and sees white lace. He freezes. It’s a pair of panties. White lace. Sheer in places, scalloped edges, a tiny satin bow at the center. Soft and delicate. Feminine. He lifts them out, and they look impossibly fragile against his fingers.

His face burns. His ears are on fire. He glances up, eyes wide. Glenn watches him calmly, a small satisfied curl at the corner of his mouth. There is no mockery there. Just hunger and confidence, like he knew this would happen and has been waiting for Russel to catch up.

“I want you to wear these,” Glenn says quietly.

Russel swallows. His throat is dry. The lace drapes over his knuckles, a stark contrast to the dark fabric of his uniform. He tries to imagine wearing them under the gray pants and rough shirt. The image makes his stomach drop and his cock thicken. Shame flares bright. Right behind it comes need. It spins low in his belly, twisting around his spine.

“Under your uniform,” Glenn adds. “Next time I get in this car, you’ll have them on.”

Russel grips the lace, feeling the softness dig into his skin. He knows he should protest. He should say it’s impossible. He should insist he’s not a girl who wears panties. His mouth opens, but no words come. Glenn’s eyes hold him. The command settles over him like a net. He can’t move.

His mind flashes through the logistics. He imagines himself stepping into the panties in his cramped bathroom while the heater rattles. He imagines pulling them up, feeling the lace stretch over his thighs. He imagines tucking himself into white satin and then pulling on the gray uniform pants over them. He imagines driving all night knowing Glenn’s gift is against his skin. The thought makes his legs tremble. He presses his knees together.

Glenn reaches over and touches Russel’s chin, forcing him to look straight ahead. The car is stopped at a light, the red glow washing over them. The white lace looks even more dangerous in the bloody light. Russel can hear his own breathing. Fast. Shallow.

“You will wear them,” Glenn says.

Russel nods, because what else is there to do? The nod is small, barely noticeable. Glenn’s thumb moves to the corner of Russel’s mouth, pressing into the spot where gloss once shone. The flesh tingles. Glenn doesn’t let him look away.

“Say it,” Glenn orders.

The word lodges in Russel’s throat. He forces it out. “I’ll wear them,” he whispers. His voice cracks. He clutches the panties tighter, creasing the lace. He imagines how they’ll feel when they’re damp with sweat, with arousal. The shame burns brighter, but so does the desire. His cock fills, pressing against his briefs. He is grateful the dashboard hides it. He prays Glenn can’t tell. He suspects Glenn already knows. It excites him.

Glenn releases his chin. The loss of pressure feels like freefall. Russel clutches the panties to his chest, trying to steady his breathing. Glenn settles back in the seat, satisfied. His knee still points toward Russel. He looks out the windshield for a moment, giving Russel time to sink into the new reality.

The light turns green. Russel drives. His hands shake on the wheel. The lace lies in his lap, glaringly white under the dim dashboard lights. He can’t stop glancing down. He imagines them on his body over and over. He wonders how the lace will feel against his thighs when he sits for hours. He wonders if the fabric will itch or comfort. He wonders if he’ll feel the outline every time he shifts.

The city streets blur. Russel hears passengers talking in the back seat from earlier in the day, faint memory ghosts. None of them mattered. Only Glenn matters. Only Glenn sees. The rest of the world is noise. Glenn is signal. Glenn’s commands are reality.

At the next stoplight, Glenn reaches out again and hooks a finger through one hoop earring. He tugs gently. “These look right on you,” he murmurs.

Russel’s chest swells. The praise makes something inside him bloom. He keeps his eyes on the road, but he tilts his head ever so slightly, leaning into the touch. Glenn lets his finger slide along the curve of Russel’s neck before withdrawing. Russel almost whimpers at the loss.

“You’re thinking about the panties already,” Glenn says. It isn’t a question. Russel doesn’t deny it. He nods, biting the inside of his cheek. The salt tang of blood hits his tongue. Glenn catches the movement and smiles, pleased.

“You’ll send me a message when you put them on,” Glenn instructs. “You’ll tell me how they feel. Every detail. Do you understand?”

Russel’s breath hitches. He nods. “Yes,” he whispers. His voice is so raw it hurts. He imagines typing the words, describing how the lace clings, how his cock sits inside the satin. He imagines Glenn reading his confession. The thought makes him dizzy.

They drive the rest of the route in a thick, buzzing silence. Russel’s mind loops through the same images. Lifting his uniform pants. Sliding the lace up his thighs. Sitting in this very seat with white panties hugging his hips. Glenn watching from the passenger side, knowing exactly what he’s hidden. He feels sick with anticipation. He feels alive.

When they reach Glenn’s house, Russel puts the car in park. He doesn’t know what to say. He clutches the lace, terrified of wrinkling it more. Glenn turns to him, expression soft. He reaches out and straightens one of Russel’s hoops, a small, intimate correction.

“Say it again,” Glenn says quietly. “So I know you understand.”

Russel lifts his eyes. He holds Glenn’s gaze, even though it feels like staring into the sun. His throat tightens. The words come anyway.

“Yes, Glenn,” Russel says, the submission feeling natural, easy, and terrifying.
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Russel stands in his bedroom, holding the lace panties up to the light.

The thin fabric glows in the dim lamp glow, almost translucent. The lace pattern is delicate, looping flowers and tiny windows that expose everything. The satin waistband slides across his knuckles. He feels the softness and his stomach flips. The scent of laundry detergent clings to the fabric. He imagines Glenn’s hands pulling them up his thighs. His skin prickles.

His heart hammers against his ribs. He remembers Glenn’s calm voice. Wear them. Under your uniform. The command sits heavy in his belly, pushing him toward the bed where his gray pants and shirt lie folded. The room feels too small. The air feels thick. His palms sweat. He exhales slowly, shaking.

He steps out of his old briefs. The air hits his skin. He feels exposed even though the door is closed and the blinds are down. He slips one foot into the lace opening, then the other. The fabric cool against his ankles. He pulls the panties up his legs. The lace scratches gently against his thighs, a teasing scrape that makes him gasp. He stops halfway up, fingers digging into the waistband, feeling the stretch. He thinks for a second about stopping, about throwing them back into the drawer. The thought vanishes. He keeps pulling.

The lace slides over his hips, hugging the flesh in a way no cloth has ever done. He adjusts himself, tucking his cock carefully into the front. The satin cradles him. The lace presses against his skin, snug and high on his thighs. He hooks his thumbs into the waistband and pulls the panties up tight, so they sit high, framing his hips. He feels ridiculous. He feels electric.

He turns toward the full-length mirror on the closet door. The image reflects back: a wide-shouldered man in nothing but lace panties. The contrast punches him in the gut. The waistband cuts in just right, making his waist look smaller. The high-cut lace reveals more thigh than he’s ever allowed himself to see, highlighting the curve where leg meets hip. He turns to the side. His ass is partially visible through the mesh, the lace pressing into the flesh, shaping it. His breath catches. He doesn’t recognize the person in the mirror. He loves it. He hates it. He can’t look away.

He runs his hands over his thighs. The lace snags on his fingers. The rough skin of his palm against the delicate fabric makes his body light up. He slides his hands up to his hips, tracing the waistband, feeling the bow in front. He imagines Glenn hooking a finger under that bow and tugging. The image sends a shock through him. He sways on his feet.

He thinks about sitting in the driver’s seat with this secret pressed against his skin. He thinks about passengers talking, never guessing that under the uniform is white lace and a desperate need. He thinks about Glenn leaning in, whispering in his ear, knowing exactly what Russel is hiding. The thought makes his entire body pulse.

He feels a throbbing need between his legs. The satin is already slightly damp. He bites his lip, watching his reflection as he slides his hand down his stomach and cups himself through the lace. The fabric is thin enough that he feels everything. The texture drags across the sensitive skin. He shudders. He squeezes, and a low sound escapes him. He watches the way his hand looks, large and rough, holding the delicate fabric. He feels like a contradiction. He feels dangerous.

He strokes himself through the lace, slow and tentative. The friction is different than cotton. Softer, wetter. The lace catches every ridge and vein. His cock swells, straining against the satin, pushing the fabric tight. He feels the waistband dig into his hips as his body responds. He watches his reflection the whole time, wide-eyed, lips parted. He looks like someone else. Someone Glenn created.

He reaches into the waistband with shaking fingers, wanting to feel skin on skin, but he stops himself. Glenn told him to wear the panties, not ruin them. He pulls his hand back out and presses his palm over the fabric instead, feeling the heat. He imagines Glenn’s hand there. He imagines Glenn rubbing him through the lace, whispering praise. The thought makes his knees buckle. He sinks down on the edge of the bed, panting.

His mind spirals. He imagines Glenn in the passenger seat next week, eyes glinting, one hand on the door handle, the other resting on Russel’s thigh, inches from the secret. He imagines Glenn telling him to spread his legs so he can see the lace. The fantasy is too much. He squeezes his thighs together and makes a choked sound.

He stands again, needing to see. He steps closer to the mirror, almost nose to glass, inspecting the lace, the way it frames him. He turns around, back facing the mirror, and looks over his shoulder. The panties barely cover his ass. His skin shows through the mesh. He runs a hand over it, feeling the texture. He imagines Glenn’s palm landing there, the lace pressing into his flesh. He moans softly.

He turns back. His cock throbs painfully. He places his hand on his chest, feeling his rapid heartbeat. The lace clings to his hips. Every breath makes the waistband flex. His whole body feels like a weapon, hidden under lace. He feels like he’s wearing armor and lingerie at once.

He cups himself again, stroking gently through the fabric. The sensation rocks him. He closes his eyes and imagines Glenn sitting on the bed, watching. He imagines Glenn’s voice low and commanding. He imagines Glenn saying good girl in that slow drawl that makes Russel melt. The words echo in his head. Good girl. Good girl. He wants to be that so badly his chest aches.

He sinks to his knees before he even realizes he’s moving. The soft carpet presses into his shins. He kneels beside the bed, hands resting on his thighs. The lace panties stretch over his hips, and the position makes them dig in deeper. He feels exposed and humble. He closes his eyes and sees Glenn standing over him, looming, pleased.

"Please," he whispers to the empty room.


Chapter Six




"Did you do as you were told?" Glenn asks as soon as the door shuts.

The words are calm, weighty. Russel’s lungs seize. He nods, fingers clenching around the steering wheel. The cab smells like stale coffee, leather, his own nervous sweat. Glenn’s presence takes over everything. He leans forward from the passenger seat, the quiet pressure of his body heat rolling across the center console. Russel feels the gravity shift, the way it always does when Glenn steps into his orbit.

"Yes," Russel whispers. His voice is thin, frayed. He keeps his eyes on the road because he has to, but every part of him tilts toward Glenn.

The car rolls into motion. Streetlights streak past. Russel’s heartbeat thunders in his ears, drowning out the hum of the engine. He thinks about the lace hugging his hips. He thinks about the way it’s been rubbing against his skin all night, a constant reminder of what Glenn demanded. He shifts behind the wheel; the lace moves with him, scratchy and erotic. His cock is heavy and sensitive. The fabric is damp. He prays Glenn can’t see how he’s shaking.

Glenn leans forward, forearms braced on his knees, eyes dark. "Show me," he says.

Russel’s breath catches. He knows what Glenn wants. He takes his right hand off the wheel, fingers fumbling with the top button of his uniform pants. His hands tremble so hard that the metal slips twice before popping open with a soft snap. He tugs the zipper down an inch. Cool air hits his skin, making goosebumps rise. He hooks his thumb under the waistband and pulls it down just enough to reveal the white lace band hugging his hips.

The lace gleams under the dashboard lights, stark against his skin. He feels exposed. Shame and pride collide in his stomach. Glenn makes a sound deep in his throat, a satisfied hum. Russel’s heart stutters.

Glenn’s hand descends, warm and firm. He slides his fingers along the exposed lace, tracing the scalloped edge. The touch is agonizingly slow. Russel drags his eyes back to the road, but he can’t help the quick glance downward, watching Glenn’s fingers graze the waistband. His cock twitches under the lace. He swallows hard.

"Good girl," Glenn murmurs. His thumb dips under the lace, brushing bare skin. Electricity shoots through Russel’s entire body. He bites the inside of his cheek to stop from moaning. Glenn’s voice is low and rough. "You look so pretty in lace."

The praise detonates inside Russel. Pretty. Girl. Lace. Each word lands heavy. He feels lightheaded. A flush creeps up his neck. He wants to lean into Glenn’s hand, to beg for more. He forces his eyes back to the street, but everything is blur and streaks of light. He can barely register the other cars. All he can feel is the scrape of lace and Glenn’s fingers pressing into his thigh.

Glenn’s hand rests heavily on Russel’s leg, fingers splayed. The weight anchors him even as it ignites him. Russel’s thighs tremble. He spreads them reflexively, giving Glenn more space. The lace drags over the head of his cock. He sucks in a breath. The car drifts toward the center line. He corrects, palms slick.

"You followed orders," Glenn says. "You’re perfect when you obey."

Russel’s throat tightens. He wants to say thank you. The words die in his chest. He nods instead, a jerky motion. His chest throbs. The lace is soaked now, clinging to every ridge and vein. Every bump in the road makes the fabric grind against him. He feels like he could explode without a single touch.

"Drive to my place," Glenn says. "Now."

Russel nods again. He presses down on the gas, pushing the car faster. The city slips by in streaks. The engine hums louder. Russel’s hands shake so badly it’s hard to keep the wheel steady. Glenn’s thumb strokes back and forth across the waistband, each pass a slow promise. Russel can’t breathe. He wants more. He wants to be opened up, exposed, used. The thought makes his stomach flip and his cock pulse.

"You feel the lace rubbing you raw? You know why I made you wear it?" Glenn asks.

Russel nods frantically. His cheeks burn. "Yes," he whispers. His voice cracks.

Glenn squeezes his thigh. "Say it."

"For you," Russel chokes out. "I wore it for you."

Glenn’s hand drifts higher, thumb pressing into the lace right above Russel’s cock. Russel almost loses control of the car. He white-knuckles the wheel. The traffic light ahead turns yellow. He doesn’t slow down. He can’t. He runs the light, tires squealing slightly, the thrill of disobedience curling tight in his chest. Glenn doesn’t rebuke him. He approves. Russel feels it in the way the fingers dig deeper into his thigh.

"That’s it," Glenn murmurs. "Get us there fast."

Russel nods. He pushes the speed a little more. The city blurs. His heart hammers. Sweat beads on his upper lip. The lace chafes and soothes all at once. He can smell his own arousal, sharp and salty. He wonders if Glenn can smell it too. The thought makes his dick jerk. He presses his knees apart even more, silently begging for Glenn’s hand to slide lower.

Glenn’s fingers dip just inside the waistband, brushing the top of Russel’s pubic hair. Russel nearly jerks the wheel. He lets out a strangled sound. Glenn chuckles softly. He strokes the sensitive skin, a slow, teasing touch that does more damage than a full grab. Russel’s entire body vibrates. He’s never felt so exposed. So claimed. He glances down in the mirror, catching the sight of Glenn’s hand buried in his lap. The image sears itself into his mind. He wants to live inside this moment forever.

"Keep your eyes on the road," Glenn reminds him. "You can look at me when we’re inside."

Inside. The word spirals through Russel, stoking the fever. He forces his gaze frontward. He takes the next turn too sharp. The car tilts. He straightens it. Glenn’s hand never leaves him. It simply slides, fingers tracing along the lace, pressing into the hollow of his hipbone, stroking back down. Russel aches. The panties feel like a brand. The lace rubs his cock raw. He loves it. He hates how much he loves it.

His chest heaves. He licks his lips, mouth dry. He imagines the gloss Glenn gave him. He imagines wearing it with the lace. He imagines sitting in the car looking like this, shining and soft. The fantasy makes his eyes blur. A car honks behind them. He realizes he drifted toward the center line again. He corrects. Glenn’s hand squeezes a warning, but there’s no anger. Only control.

The silence between them is charged. The only sounds are Russel’s ragged breathing and the hum of the engine. Glenn’s thumb circles a small patch of Russel’s skin, just above the lace. Russel trembles. He wants to cry. He wants to beg. He wants to lean into the touch so hard that the world falls away.

"Is it wet?" Glenn murmurs. "Are you leaking through my lace?"

Russel nods, face blazing. "Yes," he croaks.

"Good," Glenn says. "That’s how I want you."

They near Glenn’s street. Russel takes the corner without signaling. He doesn’t care. He only cares about getting there. He only cares about the command echoing in his head. Glenn squeezes his thigh, letting his thumb slide across the lace one more time, slow and reverent. Russel’s cock pulses violently. He bites down on a groan.

The final light before Glenn’s block flicks yellow. Russel doesn’t even touch the brake. He runs the light clean, foot heavy on the gas, desperate to get there.
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They are inside Glenn’s apartment. Glenn pushes Russel toward the hallway.

The door closes with a soft thud that still sounds final. The outside world becomes nothing but muffled traffic and distant city thrum. Glenn’s hand stays planted between Russel’s shoulder blades, guiding him forward, calm and unyielding. The hallway is narrow, the walls painted a muted gray, the air warm with the smell of sugar and wood polish. Halfway down, the full-length mirror glints in the lamplight. Russel’s stomach knots. He knows what Glenn is doing. Ritual. Exposure. Ownership.

"Stop. Look."

Glenn’s voice hits his spine. Russel halts in front of the mirror. The glass shows him full-length: uniform shirt wrinkled from the drive, pants unbuttoned, white lace bright against his skin. His hoops flash golden. His cheeks are flushed. His eyes look wide and afraid. Glenn steps up behind him, close enough that Russel feels heat along his entire back.

Glenn crooks a finger toward the mirror. "Look at what you are."

Russel stares, lashes trembling. He doesn’t recognize himself. The man who drives businessmen and college kids is gone. In the glass stands someone softer, hips drawn tight by lace, mouth parted, ears prettied by hoops. He feels his throat close. Glenn’s arms slide around his waist, heavy and sure, crossing over his lower belly. Glenn pulls him back against his chest, pinning him to the mirror frame, to the reflection.

"Eyes forward," Glenn murmurs.

Russel obeys. Glenn’s hands roam. They glide up his torso, palms flattening over his chest. The fabric of his shirt rustles. Glenn’s fingers splay across his sternum, thumbs pressing into the muscle. Russel’s breath hitches. He sees the movement in the mirror: two large hands claiming him, taming him. He watches his own chest rise and fall, sees the red blush creeping up his neck.

"So soft," Glenn whispers at his ear. His breath is hot, smelling of mint and sugar. "So responsive."

Russel feels a shiver run through him. Glenn kneads his pecs, slow and thorough, as if testing dough. Russel’s nipples tighten under the shirt. He bites his lip, watching himself react. His eyes look huge, dark, hungry in the mirror. He feels humiliated by his own expression. He can’t look away.

Glenn’s hands slide down. They pass over Russel’s stomach, fingers splayed wide, thumbs dipping into the waistband of the lace. The contrast makes Russel dizzy: rough hands, delicate fabric. Glenn tugs the lace higher on Russel’s hips, and Russel gasps. His cock presses against the satin, pulsing visibly under the fabric. He sees the outline in the mirror, obscene and beautiful. He sees Glenn’s hands adjust him like he’s a doll.

"Look," Glenn says. "Look at what I’ve made you."

Russel stares. The mirror reflects a body he recognizes and doesn’t. The broad shoulders, the rough jaw, yes. But also the lace hugging his hips, the hoop earrings gleaming, the naked need in his eyes. Glenn’s hands move again, cupping his hips, thumbs digging into the soft flesh above the lace. It makes Russel feel feminine, framed. He feels his knees wobble. Glenn’s arms tighten to hold him upright.

"You’re mine," Glenn whispers. "Every inch. Say it."

Russel’s throat is dry. "I’m yours," he breathes. His voice is a thin strip of sound. The declaration flashes in his eyes. He sees it there, reflected back at him. He looks owned. He feels owned. The realization roars through his chest.

Glenn’s left hand drifts higher, sliding under the shirt to stroke bare skin. The right dips lower, cupping Russel’s cock through the lace. Russel’s entire body jerks. The mirror shows everything: the arch of his back, the way his mouth opens, the sheen of sweat on his skin. Glenn strokes him slowly, the lace catching on sensitive skin, the friction nearly unbearable. Russel watches himself fall apart. He can’t believe this is his life.

"You feel that?" Glenn murmurs into his ear, rubbing the lace over the head of Russel’s cock. "That’s what obedience does. It turns you soft. It makes you sweet."

Russel nods desperately. His eyes blur with tears. He swallows a sob. He sees the wetness gather along his lashes. Glenn’s fingers tighten, giving a firm squeeze. Russel moans. The sound is raw and high, nothing like the voice he uses with passengers. Glenn’s smile shows in the mirror, proud and possessive.

"I’m going to ruin you," Glenn whispers. "I’m going to press you into that mattress and bite that lace off your hips. I’m going to finger you open while you still have your uniform on. I’m going to drag you into my kitchen, bend you over the counter, and watch you drip for me. I’m going to make you taste yourself right off my fingers. I’m going to make you wear my name under your tongue."

Russel trembles violently. He watches his own face dissolve under the onslaught of words. He sees the surrender there, the way his pupils swallow his irises, the way his lips tremble. He doesn’t look like a man being seduced. He looks like pray answering a call. The shame and the joy twist together until he doesn’t know where one ends and the other begins.

Glenn’s hand leaves Russel’s cock only to slide up his torso again, palm flattening over his chest, feeling his heart hammer. "Do you hear me?" Glenn asks.

"Yes," Russel gasps. "Yes, Glenn."

"Tell me who you are."

"Yours," Russel rasps. "Your girl."

The last word falls out without permission. His cheeks blaze red. He sees the blush heart bright in the mirror. Glenn groans softly, pleased beyond measure. He bites Russel’s ear, gentle but claiming. Russel’s knees give out, but Glenn holds him upright, arms a vice.

"You see it now," Glenn says quietly. "You don’t see a driver. You don’t see a man. You see the pretty thing I’m shaping. You see yourself in lace, with those little hoops shining, you see a mouth that’s meant to stay open for me."

Russel nods frantically. He can’t stop nodding. He stares at the mirror until his vision swims. The person staring back is flushed, eyes wet, lips swollen. No matter how he squints, he can’t force the old image to return. All he sees is Glenn’s.

Glenn’s hands roam lower again, sliding over Russel’s hips, fingers hooking under the waistband to snap it against his skin. The sting makes Russel gasp. He watches the lace dig into his flesh, watches the small red mark appear. Glenn rubs the spot with a thumb, soothing. The tenderness makes Russel’s heart shatter. He sags back against Glenn, letting his full weight rest in the man’s hold.

"Say thank you," Glenn murmurs.

"Thank you," Russel chokes out. Tears spill freely now, tracking down his cheeks. The mirror shows them shining in the hallway light. He’s embarrassed. He’s euphoric. He’s never felt more alive.

Glenn kisses the back of his neck, slow and deliberate. The contact sends goosebumps racing down Russel’s back. Glenn’s right hand slips inside the lace, cupping bare skin, curling around his cock. Russel gasps loudly. He watches his knees buckle again. Glenn holds him steady, fingers moving in a slow, ruthless rhythm. Russel’s hips jerk. The mirror reflects every twitch. He can’t hide anything.

"You’re shaking," Glenn whispers, grinning against his neck. "You know what that does to me?"

"Yes," Russel moans. He does know. Glenn’s erection presses against his back, hot and insistent. Russel imagines dropping to his knees right there, taking Glenn into his mouth in front of the mirror. The thought makes him whimper. He tilts his head, resting it on Glenn’s shoulder, eyes half-lidded.

Glenn slows his hand until Russel is panting, right on the edge. He removes it abruptly, leaving the lace damp and clinging. Russel nearly sobs at the loss. He keeps watching the mirror, desperate and undone. Glenn’s hands move to his shoulders, gripping tight. The pressure grounds him. He breathes in, out. Glenn’s reflection behind him is steady, dominant, fully in control.

"You know what comes next," Glenn says softly.

Russel nods. He wipes his tears with the back of his hand but doesn’t break eye contact with the mirror. He sees the creature he’s become: a flushed, trembling thing ready to obey. Glenn’s hands leave his shoulders. The sudden absence of touch makes Russel feel weightless, untethered.

Glenn steps back a fraction, then grips Russel’s upper arms and spins him around to face him. The move is quick, dizzying. Russel stumbles. Glenn’s hands hold him steady. Their faces are inches apart. Glenn’s eyes are dark, pupils swallowing the brown. He looks hungry, reverent, predatory. Russel’s lips part. He smells Glenn’s breath, tastes sugar and hunger in the air.

"On your knees. Now."
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Glenn leads him to the bed and pushes him down gently onto his back.

The mattress dips under Russel’s weight. The room smells like flour and warm wood. The lamp casts honey light across the sheets. His heart beats everywhere—throat, palms, between his legs. Glenn towers over him, shoulders filling Russel’s sky. Russel’s legs hang off the edge. He feels small, compliant, exactly where he’s supposed to be.

Glenn’s fingers go to Russel’s collar. He starts undoing buttons one by one. There is no rush. Each button slides free, exposing more skin, more of the flush spreading down Russel’s chest. Glenn peels the shirt open, palms flattening against the bare skin. He traces Russel’s collarbones, pushes the fabric down his arms, tugging until the sleeves slip off. The cotton hits the floor with a whisper. Russel shivers. He watches Glenn’s face, seeing the concentration, the hunger.

The undershirt follows, lifted over Russel’s head, leaving him bare from the waist up. Glenn’s hands immediately roam, stroking the sharp lines of muscle softened by the glow of arousal. Russel feels the heat of Glenn’s touch, the proprietary way he maps his torso. His nipples tighten under those calloused fingers. Glenn rubs them, thumbs teasing, watching Russel gasp and arch. Praise flickers in his eyes. Russel’s heart aches.

Glenn moves lower. He unfastens the belt, slow, deliberate. The metallic slide snarls nerves. He draws the belt out and tosses it aside. He pops the button that was already half undone in the car, then drags the zipper down. His fingers hook into the waistband, pulling pants and boxers down in one slow peel until they pool around Russel’s calves. He leaves them there, tangled. Russel’s cock, still trapped in the lace, twitches.

Glenn steps back to look at him. Russel flushes under the inspection. He lies there in nothing but the white lace panties. Glenn’s eyes darken. He kneels between Russel’s legs, palms sliding up his thighs. He hooks a finger under the lace and snaps it lightly against Russel’s hip. The sting makes Russel whimper. Glenn grins.

“Look at you,” Glenn says softly. “Good girl.”

Russel’s chest swells. The words flood him. Glenn keeps the lace on for another minute, teasing the waistband, watching Russel squirm. He drags a finger along the front, pressing the head of Russel’s cock through the fabric. Russel groans, hips lifting off the bed. The lace is soaked, clinging. Glenn hums, obviously pleased. He tugs the panties down slowly, inch by inch, letting the elastic drag along Russel’s skin. The fabric falls away, leaving him naked, flushed, exposed.

Glenn tosses the lace aside gently, like he’s setting a sacred garment down. He straightens and reaches for a small bottle on the nightstand. The click of the cap is loud. Russel’s breathing quickens. Glenn slicks his fingers with oil. The smell is subtle, herbal. He warms the oil between his palms, watching Russel the entire time.

“Spread your legs,” Glenn murmurs.

Russel obeys. His knees fall open. He watches Glenn settle between them again, one hand on Russel’s thigh, the other glistening with oil. Glenn’s fingers stroke the inside of his thighs first, spreading the oil, massaging the muscles. Russel melts. The touch is sensual, indulgent. Glenn drags his fingers higher, circling Russel’s entrance. The cool slickness makes him shiver. He feels exposed and revered all at once.

Glenn presses one finger inside, slow and careful. Russel gasps, back arching slightly. The stretch stings, then soothes. Glenn moves deliberately, curling the finger, coaxing Russel open. He murmurs something low—praise, direction, Russel can’t even distinguish the words. He just hears the tone: pride, possession.

“Relax,” Glenn whispers.

Russel forces himself to breathe. He does it for Glenn. He lets his muscles soften. Glenn slides deeper. When he adds a second finger, Russel’s mouth falls open in a silent cry. The burn flares, then melts. Glenn takes his time, scissoring his fingers, stretching Russel slowly. Oil drips down, slicking everything. The smell mingles with sweat and arousal. Russel’s cock leaks onto his stomach. He can’t stop it. Glenn’s fingers stroke inside him, finding that tender spot. Russel moans loudly, hands clutching the sheets.

“You feel that?” Glenn murmurs. “That’s mine.”

Russel nods frantically. The fingers pump slowly, patient and thorough. Glenn doesn’t rush. He adds a third finger eventually, pushing Russel to the edge of discomfort, then holding him there until it dissolves into pleasure. Russel whimpers, hips rolling, body begging. He is stretched and needy, open and ready. He feels like he’s being crafted.

When Glenn withdraws, Russel whines. The emptiness is sudden. Glenn wipes his hand on the towel, then stands to remove his own clothes. Russel watches, dazed. The sight of Glenn stripping sends another bolt of heat through him. Glenn’s body is solid, powerful, dusted with flour at the forearms. His cock is thick, veined, hard. Russel licks his lips. He reaches out without thinking. Glenn catches his wrist, presses his hand back to the mattress.

“Later,” Glenn says. “Right now you take me.”

Russel nods. Glenn climbs onto the bed, knees nudging Russel’s thighs wider. He positions himself at Russel’s entrance, rubbing the head against the slick opening, teasing, rubbing circles. Russel’s mind shatters. He grabs Glenn’s shoulders, fingers digging in.

“Please,” Russel breathes. “Please, Glenn.”

Glenn pushes forward, slow, penetrating. The stretch is intense. Russel gasps, eyes squeezing shut. Glenn groans, low and possessive. He inches deeper, letting Russel adjust. Every muscle in Russel’s body tenses, then relaxes as the fullness settles. Glenn’s weight presses him into the mattress. Russel feels every inch.

“You are mine,” Glenn grunts.

The words vibrate through Russel. He moans, loud, wanton. Glenn pushes deeper until he’s fully seated, hips flush with Russel’s ass. The sensation is overwhelming—fullness, heat, pressure. Russel feels claimed. He opens his eyes. Glenn’s face is inches away, sweat beading on his forehead, jaw clenched. He looks feral. Russel wraps his legs around Glenn’s waist, heels digging into his lower back, locking him in place.

“Please. Move,” Russel begs.

Glenn pulls back slowly, the drag of his cock against that tender spot making Russel cry out. He thrusts in again, deep and deliberate. Their bodies find a rhythm. Russel’s nails scrape Glenn’s shoulders. He feels each thrust reset his bones. Glenn’s breath grinds out in rough exhales. Russel’s own breath comes in gasps and moans. The room smells like sex, oil, sweat, the faint sweetness of the bakery that clings to Glenn.

Glenn ducks his head, kissing Russel’s throat, biting lightly. “So good,” he mutters. “So good for me.”

Russel sobs, overwhelmed. The praise floods his system. He drags his fingers down Glenn’s back, feeling the muscles flex. He feels himself clench around Glenn with every thrust, sucking him deeper. Glenn groans, pace steady, relentless.

“You feel that?” Glenn says against his ear. “This is ownership. This is me inside you. No one else. Never.”

Russel nods wildly. “Yes,” he gasps. “Only you.”

The words spill out easy now. Truth. Glenn’s thrusts grow harder. Russel’s back arches, pressing his chest into Glenn’s. Their sweat mixes. Russel’s cock is trapped between them, slick with pre-come. Each thrust rubs it, building the pressure to unbearable levels. He is drowning in sensation—Glenn’s weight, the fullness, the praise, the sting of nails, the smell of the man above him.

Glenn slides a hand between them, gripping Russel’s cock. He pumps it in time with his hips. Russel screams. He can’t hold it back. His entire body arches off the bed. He clings to Glenn, nails digging in, marking skin. Glenn hisses at the sharp sting, then thrusts even deeper.

“Come for me,” Glenn growls. “Come, good girl.”

The command detonates everything. Russel’s orgasm rips through him, violent, all-consuming. He digs his nails into Glenn’s back, crying out as he finds his release, his body shaking with the force of it.


Chapter Seven




Sunlight streams through the window. Russel blinks his eyes open, feeling sore and used in the best way.

The morning light pours across Glenn’s bedroom, washing over the tangled sheets, the discarded lace panties on the chair, the pair of gold hoops on the nightstand. Every inch of Russel’s body thrums with tenderness. His thighs ache from how wide Glenn held him. His hips burn where strong hands gripped tight. His lower back twinges when he shifts, a reminder of how hard he was taken. Between his legs, the soreness is sweet and deep, stretched in a way that feels like purpose. Residual slickness clings to his skin. He smells like oil and sweat and sex. He inhales the scent and exhales slowly, savoring how it clings to him like a second skin.

Glenn is already awake. He sits propped against the headboard, shirtless, the morning sun turning his skin golden. He watches Russel with a focus that feels like worship. His hair is mussed. His mouth is curved in a lazy, satisfied grin. Russel flushes under the gaze, pulling the sheet up instinctively. Glenn chuckles, reaches over, and tugs the sheet back down, exposing the marks he left. Russel blushes deeper.

“Morning,” Glenn murmurs. His voice is rough with sleep.

“Morning,” Russel replies. His voice is scratchy. He clears his throat.

Glenn holds out a mug. Steam curls up from it. Russel takes it carefully, the ceramic warm against his palms. He lifts it to his nose. Coffee, dark and rich, laced with vanilla and a hint of cinnamon. He takes a sip. The warmth floods his mouth, slides down his throat, pools in his belly. He sighs. Glenn watches his lips, eyes warm.

“Did you sleep?” Glenn asks softly.

Russel nods. “Yeah.”

“You made the sweetest sounds,” Glenn says, smiling.

Russel covers his face with one hand. Embarrassment and pride tangle in his chest. Glenn gently pulls his hand away and threads their fingers together. The touch is soothing. Russel leans into it. He studies their hands. Glenn’s fingers are broader, rougher. Russel’s nails are short, ragged, bitten. He wonders if Glenn will ever paint them.

“I’ve been thinking,” Glenn says quietly.

Russel looks up, heart picking up speed. Glenn’s face shifts into something thoughtful, intense. He reaches out with his free hand and brushes Russel’s hair off his forehead. The gesture is affectionate, possessive. Russsel tilts his head into the touch without thinking. Glenn’s fingers linger, tracing the edge of his ear, touching the place where the hoops usually hang.

“Russel…” Glenn says slowly. He tastes the name as if testing it for freshness. He shakes his head. “It doesn’t fit you. Not anymore.”

Russel’s pulse jumps. The name that has always been glued to him suddenly feels stiff, ill-fitting. He looks down at the sheet draped across his lap, at the bruises scattered over his chest, at the faint bite marks near his collarbone. He remembers the way Glenn looked at him in the mirror, the way Glenn called him girl. He thinks of the lace. He thinks of the pink gloss. Russel doesn’t fit anymore. He knows it, even if the admission scares him.

Glenn keeps stroking his hair, thumb brushing his temple. “How about Audrey?” he whispers. “Audrey Gregory.”

The name slams into Russel’s chest. Audrey. The syllables ring like a bell, clear and shimmering. He freezes. His eyes widen. The name floats between them, bright and undeniable. He hears it echo in his skull. Audrey. Audrey. It feels soft, feminine, right. It feels like the person who wore white lace under a uniform, the person who shuddered when Glenn called her good girl. It feels like the person who looked in the mirror and saw herself, finally. His throat tightens.

He tries to speak. Nothing comes out. He swallows. His hand tightens on the coffee mug. Glenn notices the tremor in his fingers and gently takes the mug, setting it on the nightstand. He cups Russel’s jaw with both hands, forcing him to meet his gaze.

“Say it,” Glenn murmurs. “If you want it.”

Russel’s chest heaves. He remembers the first time Glenn touched him. He remembers the command to open the dome light. He remembers the pink gloss shining back at him. He remembers the lace digging into his hips. He remembers Glenn inside him, whispering you are mine. He remembers the girl in the mirror. The name fits her. The name is her. His throat loosens.

The word is barely audible. “Audrey,” he whispers.

The sound reverberates through his bones. It feels like taking a first breath after being underwater. The name lingers on his tongue, sweet and sharp. He whispers it again, a little stronger. “Audrey.”

Glenn’s eyes soften. He leans forward, pressing his forehead to Russel’s. “Audrey,” he repeats, voice thick with pride. Hearing it from Glenn feels like a blessing. Russel—Audrey—curls her fingers into the sheets to keep from floating away. Tears spring up and spill over. She doesn’t care. Glenn wipes them with his thumb, kissing them away.

“Say the whole thing,” Glenn encourages. “Audrey Gregory.”

Her heart flips. Audrey takes a breath. “Audrey Gregory,” she says. The name rings clear in the morning air. It fits snugly around her chest. She feels something click inside, like a key turning in a lock. She shudders, overwhelmed. Glenn smiles and pulls her into his side, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.

“That’s my girl,” he murmurs.

Audrey’s eyes flutter shut. The words sink into her. My girl. She nests against him, head resting on his chest, listening to his heartbeat. The steady rhythm calms her. She feels small and safe. Glenn strokes her hair, combing through the knots gently. She sighs, a long, content sound. Glenn’s hand trails down to her neck, fingers tracing the marks he left.

“Do you like it?” Glenn whispers. “Your name?”

Audrey lifts her head. She nods. Her throat is tight, but she manages to speak. “I love it,” she breathes. Saying it out loud feels dangerous and exhilarating. She wants to shout it from rooftops. She wants to whisper it only for Glenn.

She reaches for the coffee again. Glenn hands it to her. She takes a slow sip, the warmth grounding her. She rolls the name around her tongue again in her head, tasting every syllable. Audrey. Audrey. It feels like a promise, a future, a self she’s been clawing toward for years without a map. She imagines Glenn calling her Audrey in the car, in the kitchen, in bed. The thought makes her shiver.

Audrey takes a sip of coffee and nods slowly. “Audrey,” she tests the sound on her tongue. “I like it.”
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"Get dressed," Glenn says, tossing a soft blue dress onto the bed.

Audrey stares at the dress. It’s light, airy, sleeveless. The fabric looks like water. It scares her more than the lace panties did. Dresses belong to other girls. Girls who shop with their mothers. Girls who never had to tuck themselves into stiff uniforms. The sundress feels dangerous. Sacred. Glenn watches her quietly, giving no room for argument.

She picks it up. The fabric glides over her skin, cool and delicate. She lifts it over her head. The dress slides down her frame, whispering over her chest, flaring at her hips. It stops mid-thigh. It feels like wearing nothing at all. She feels exposed. Bare. Light. The straps sit on her shoulders softly. She looks in the mirror. A blue ribbon of fabric, floating around her body, making her shoulders look narrow, her waist soft. She twirls once and watches the skirt flare. She gasps at the sight. She isn’t a driver in this. She’s a girl.

Glenn approaches from behind. He rests his hands on her shoulders, thumbs stroking the straps. “Look at you,” he murmurs. “My girl.”

The words make her stand straighter. She watches their reflection. The dress transforms her. Her chest looks delicate in it. Her thighs peek from under the hem, pale and strong. She feels both terrified and thrilled.

A few minutes later, Glenn guides her to the car. She rides in the passenger seat for once while he drives. The dress pools around her thighs. She fidgets with the hem, afraid it will ride up. Glenn glances over, eyes soft.

“Stop fussing,” he says. “You look perfect.”

She takes a deep breath. The drive to the mall feels quicker than usual. Her palms sweat. She keeps touching the fabric, brushing it over her legs, trying to get used to the sensation. Her mind races. She’s never gone out like this. Never walked in public with her legs bare, shoulders exposed. Fear bubbles up, but Glenn’s presence steadies her.

They pull into the mall parking lot. Glenn cuts the engine and turns to her. “You’re going to walk ahead of me,” he says. “I want to watch you move.”

Her heart leaps. She nods. Her hands shake when she opens the car door. The air outside hits her bare skin, cool and bright. Goosebumps race down her arms. She steps out, fiddling with the hem again. Glenn closes the door gently and comes around to stand behind her.

“Walk,” he instructs.

She steps forward. The dress sways around her thighs. Each stride feels like she’s learning her body all over. The sun kisses her shoulders. She feels like everyone must be staring, even though no one is. Glenn keeps a few paces back, eyes on her. She feels his gaze like a hand on her lower back. It makes her posture perfect. She glides through the parking lot, head high.

Inside the mall, the air is cool and perfumed. The marble floors reflect the hem of her dress. She sees her reflection in store windows—soft, blue, beautiful. It makes her spine tingle. Glenn walks behind her, close enough that she feels safe. He doesn't let anyone step between them. His eyes warn everyone off.

He leads her into a shoe store. Rows of heels shine under fluorescent lights. She feels dizzy. Glenn picks a pair of white strappy heels off a display. The heel is modest but still high enough to intimidate.

“Sit,” he says.

She obeys, sitting on the velvet bench. Glenn kneels and slips the shoe onto her foot. His fingers buckle the strap. The gesture is intimate. She watches him, heart pounding. He does the same to the other foot, then stands.

“Up,” Glenn says.

She stands carefully. The heels force her weight forward. Her calves tighten. She wobbles. Glenn steadies her with a hand on her waist. She grasps his arm. He waits until she’s balanced, then lets go.

“Walk for me,” he says, stepping back.

She sucks in a breath and takes a step. The heel clicks on the tile. The dress swirls. She teeters, regains her footing. She takes another step. Another. Soon she finds a rhythm. The heels make her hips sway. She watches herself in a mirror. The sight of her in a blue dress and heels nearly makes her cry. She looks like the girl she sees in her head.

Glenn watches, arms crossed, pride on his face. “Keep going,” he murmurs.

She walks between the rows of shoes, practicing, getting bolder. Each step feels more natural. The dress floats around her, brushing her thighs. The heels click-clack, drawing attention. She can feel customers looking. A few faces linger too long. Glenn’s glare snaps their eyes away instantly. He maintains a protective bubble around her, daring anyone to comment.

“Turn,” Glenn says.

She pivots, the heel digging into the carpet. She manages not to stumble. The dress flares. She feels a grin spread across her face. She lifts her chin. For the first time, she feels powerful in public. Exposed but in control. Each step is a declaration.

They leave the shoe store with the heels on. Glenn pays without blinking. He makes her carry the box like a trophy. They walk through the mall, Glenn a few steps behind, watching her hips sway. He occasionally murmurs “slower” or “longer stride.” She adjusts instantly, obeying. The attention from strangers is intense. She keeps her eyes forward. Glenn handles anyone who looks too long with a glare that could cut glass.

By the time they reach the parking lot, Audrey is breathless, flushed, exhilarated. The breeze lifts the hem of her sundress, brushing her thighs. She doesn’t tug it down. She let’s the fabric dance. She hears Glenn’s footsteps catch up. He closes the distance, slips his hand into hers, fingers lacing. The contact is solid, grounding.

“You look perfect,” he says, squeezing her hand. “My perfect girl.”
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Monday morning. Audrey gets into the driver’s seat of her car, the blue dress hidden under a large coat.

The sky is slate gray. Rain threatens. Audrey’s breath fogs the windshield. She clutches the steering wheel with damp palms, coat wrapped tight around the sundress she refuses to take off. The fabric whispers against her bare thighs beneath the heavy coat. She feels like she’s smuggling contraband. The gold hoops brush her neck. The lip gloss sits glossy and pink on her mouth. Her heart hammers, the new name echoing inside her skull. Audrey. She mouths it silently as she logs into the rideshare app. She touches the lace panties Glenn insisted she wear. They comfort her. They remind her of the mirror, of his praise. She inhales, exhales, tries to steady herself.

The first passenger request pings. She accepts. Her stomach tightens. She drives to the pickup spot, knuckles white on the wheel. The coat is still wrapped around her, hiding the dress. Her chest feels tight. The passenger hops in—a man in a baseball cap, thick arms, energy loud and careless. The car fills with deodorant and stale beer. He slams the door, buckles halfway.

“Morning,” Audrey says, voice soft.

He looks at her through the rearview mirror. His eyes squint. They flick downward, taking in the earrings, the gloss, the soft blue peeking at the collar of her coat. He smirks.

“Is that a dude?” he laughs, voice booming. He jabs his friend in the arm through his phone, repeating the line louder. The laughter fills the car. “Yo, is this some dude in damn earrings? What the⁠—”

Audrey freezes. Her hands clench on the wheel so hard they hurt. Her heart plummets. The shame slams into her, huge and cold. She feels the blood drain from her face. She stares straight ahead, focusing on the road. The words hang in the air like smoke. The passenger keeps laughing. He doesn’t even lower his voice. He thinks she’s a joke. The word dude hits like a slap.

Her throat burns. She swallows it down. She repeats Glenn’s voice in her head: You’re pretty. You’re my girl. The words sound thin against the laughter. She wants to vanish. She wants to shrink into the seat. She wants to rip the hoops out and throw them. Her chest heaves. She grips the wheel and forces herself to drive. She nods mechanically when the passenger gives directions. She keeps her mouth shut. The ride feels endless. Every traffic light drags. Her eyes sting, but she refuses to cry in front of him.

He laughs again at the end, tossing a tip into the app like an afterthought. “Later, man,” he says as he gets out. The word man punches her gut. The door slams. Silence floods the car. Audrey sits there shaking. Her reflection in the rearview mirror looks pale, eyes shiny with unshed tears, gloss resting on trembling lips. She feels hollowed out.

She ends the ride, logs off the app, and drives home in silence. Her fingers tremble on the wheel. Every stop sign feels like a hurdle. She tears the coat off the moment she pulls into her driveway, needing it away from her skin. The blue dress flutters free, pale in the morning light. She sprints inside, heels clacking against the tile. She slams the door, leans against it, gasping.

She runs to the bathroom. The mirror shows her flushed face, smudged mascara, gloss still shining. She stares at herself. The mockery from the passenger replays over and over. Dude. Man. Her chest squeezes painfully. She grabs a washcloth, runs it under hot water, scrubs at her mouth. The pink gloss smears. She scrubs harder. The mirror fogs from her breath. Her lips redden, raw. She rubs at her cheeks, wiping away the blush, the little bit of foundation she dared to wear. She chokes on a sob. She keeps scrubbing, as if removing the makeup will erase the shame.

She rips the hoops from her ears. They clatter into the sink. The tiny holes ache. She slams the bathroom cabinet shut and stumbles into her bedroom. She throws the coat onto the bed, yanks the dress over her head. The fabric catches. She tears it off and hurls it across the room, breath ragged. She grabs a pair of jeans from the closet. Heavy denim. Familiar. She steps into them. The fabric drags over her legs, thick and unforgiving. She tugs them up. They squeeze her thighs, rough against her skin.

She tries to fasten them. The waistband digs into her stomach. The denim feels like concrete around her hips. She can’t breathe. She fumbles with the button, fingertips numb. It won’t close. Her heart races. She tugs harder. The jeans constrict like a vise. The lace panties bunch under them. She feels trapped. The denim feels wrong. Heavy. Masculine. The weight crushes the delicate feeling the dress gave her.

She gasps, fingers clawing at the waistband. Panic spirals. She yanks at the jeans, trying to pull them off, but they stick. She stumbles, nearly falls. She forces them down, ripping them off her legs, hopping on one foot. The denim hits the floor. Her breathing is shallow, erratic. She grabs another pair—black work pants—shoves her legs in. They feel the same. Wrong. Tight. Suffocating. She yanks them off too, cursing. Sweat pours down her back.

She staggers into the closet, surrounded by rows of old uniforms, jeans, button-ups. They hang like ghosts, smelling of detergent and masculine anxiety. She feels them closing in. She rips hangers off the rack, letting the clothes fall. Cotton piles up at her feet. She sinks to her knees in the mound, the lace panties the only feminine thing left on her body. Her hands shake. She presses her palms to her face and sobs.

The old clothes feel like chains. They smell like the life she’s trying to leave. She feels the humiliation from the passenger mixing with her own fear. What if he’s right? What if she’s just a dude in a dress? She presses her forehead against a pile of jeans, sobbing harder. The closet feels airless. She clutches a shirt, uses it to wipe her face, smearing tears and mascara. The fabric scratches her skin.

She wants Glenn. She wants his hands, his voice, his certainty. She wants the dress again. She wants to put the gloss back on. She wants to feel beautiful. Instead she’s surrounded by denim and plaid, crying on the floor. The shame is overwhelming. She curls into herself, hugging her knees, rocking slightly. The lace digs into her hips, a reminder she can’t escape. She clings to that small softness.

She sits on the floor of her closet, surrounded by her old male clothes, crying, feeling like a fraud.


Chapter Eight




Aknock at the door. Audrey doesn’t answer, but the door unlocks. Glenn has a key.

The deadbolt clicks. Her heart leaps into her throat. She curls tighter in the corner of the closet, knees pressed to her chest, cheek buried in a pile of rough denim and polyester uniforms. Her breath comes in shallow bursts. Mascara streaks her cheeks. The lace panties cling to her hips, the only soft thing touching her skin, yet they feel like flimsy armor beneath the mountains of old masculine fabric weighing her down. She hears his steps on the hardwood, steady, unhurried. She wants to disappear into the clothes, to be invisible, to hide the failure she feels radiating from her skin. Her chest tightens until pain flares. She clamps a hand over her mouth to muffle the sobs. The air is thick with the smell of sweat, detergent, and shame.

“Audrey?” Glenn calls from the living room. His voice is calm but edged with urgency. He moves through the house, checking room by room. Each door creaks open, closes. He gets closer. Her pulse pounds in her ears. She squeezes her eyes shut. Maybe if she stays silent he’ll go away, she thinks wildly. Another sob tears out of her throat, betraying her.

The closet door slides open. Light floods the cramped space. Glenn takes in the sight instantly: Audrey kneeling amidst toppled hangers, old uniforms, ripped denim, the blue sundress crumpled on the floor. She’s bare except for the panties, hair tangled, eyes swollen. She wraps her arms around her ribs, as if holding herself together.

Glenn steps inside, his presence filling the closet, bringing warmth with him. He crouches down until they’re level. He doesn’t hesitate. He slides his arms around her and pulls her into his chest. Audrey collapses against him, sobbing. He holds her tight, one arm around her back, the other cradling her head. He rocks her gently, a steady back-and-forth motion that makes the chaos recede by an inch.

“What happened?” he murmurs, voice low and rough, his breath stirring her hair.

She tries to speak. The words catch in her throat. She gulps air, forces them out in broken pieces. “Passenger,” she sobs. “He laughed. Called me a dude. In the mirror. Loud. Everyone heard. I—” Her voice cracks. She clutches the front of Glenn’s shirt, twisting it in her fists. “I couldn’t stop hearing it. I came home and tried to be him again. I can’t do it. But I can’t be me either. I don’t know how.”

Glenn’s jaw tightens. His eyes darken with fury that isn’t aimed at her. “He is nothing,” Glenn says, voice sharp as tempered steel. “He doesn’t get to name you. He doesn’t get to make you bleed.”

Audrey shakes her head, sobs wracking her frame. “He saw me. He saw that I’m fake.”

Glenn pulls back just enough to grab her chin. He tilts her face up. His gaze pins her in place, fierce and unyielding. “He saw the edge of a miracle and mocked it because he’s too small to touch it. He saw beauty he’ll never deserve. He mistook his ugliness for your truth.”

She cries harder. Glenn presses her face against his chest, letting her soak his shirt. He wraps both arms around her again, pulling her fully into his lap. He sits on the floor with her, legs tangled in old clothes, their bodies curled together. His heartbeat thuds steady beneath her ear. His hand slides up and down her spine, slow and soothing.

“Breathe with me,” he whispers. He guides her inhale and exhale, his chest rising and falling in rhythm. She imitates him, ragged at first, then steadier. The panic loosens its grip. She clings to him, fingers digging into his shoulders. The lace digs into her hips, reminding her of what she is even in this mess.

“I tried to put on jeans,” she whispers into his shirt. “They felt wrong. Heavy. I couldn’t get them on. I panicked. I ripped them off. I don’t know how to exist anywhere. I’m stuck between.”

Glenn’s hand cups the back of her head. “You’re not between,” he says. “You’re Audrey. You’re my girl. This is who you are. Those clothes are just ghosts. They can’t hold you anymore, so they’re trying to suffocate you on the way out.”

She sobs. “I don’t know who I am,” she cries. “I’m scared.”

Glenn presses his forehead to hers. “Yes, you do,” he replies firmly. “You are mine.”

She hiccups, inhaling unevenly. “I don’t know how to be this outside of here. Outside of you. Like, what if everyone laughs? What if I can’t handle it? He made me feel like I was nothing. Like I made you up.”

Glenn cups her face between his hands, thumbs brushing the tears away. “Every soft thing you are is real because I see it,” he says. “Because you live it in your body. That fear is proof of how much this matters. That man’s words are ash. Mine are flesh.”

She nods weakly. Her lips tremble. “I thought I was strong enough. I’m not. I’m tired. I’m so tired of fighting.”

Glenn pulls her close again, pressing her head against his heart. “Then lean on me,” he murmurs. “That’s what I’m here for. You do not have to do this alone. You are never alone.”

She sniffles.

He kisses the top of her head. “You wore the dress anyway,” he says softly. “Even under the coat. You kept the lace on. You kept the gloss. That means something. That means you chose yourself even when you were scared. I am proud of you.”

She lets out a small, broken laugh. “He still saw a dude.”

“He saw a masterpiece halfway painted and thought he could spit on it,” Glenn growls. “He is nothing. He is air. You are substance.”

She presses her face into his chest again. The scent of him fills her lungs. Warm. Safe. She clings tighter. The pile of clothes around them prickles her skin, but Glenn’s body shields her. He shifts, pulling them both to a sitting position against the wall of the closet, legs stretched out through the sea of fabric. He keeps rocking her, slow and steady.

“Let it out,” he murmurs. “Every fear. Every doubt. Give them to me.”

She sobs, voice cracking. “I’m scared you’ll get tired of me. That you’ll decide I’m too messy. That you’ll see me like he did.”

Glenn’s arms tighten. “Never,” he says with absolute clarity. “I will never tire of you. I only want more. I only want deeper.”

She shakes her head. “You can’t fix the world. They’ll keep saying it. They’ll keep seeing him.”

“Maybe they will,” Glenn says. “And every time they do, we’ll remind you who you are. We’ll dress you in lace. We’ll shine you up in gloss. We’ll make you walk in heels. We’ll drown their voices in ours.”

She takes a shaky breath. “What if I forget when you’re not here?”

He tilts her face up again. “Then you call me. You come back. You put on that blue dress and look in the mirror and say your name. Audrey. Say it now.”

She swallows. “Audrey,” she whispers.

“Again,” he demands.

“Audrey.”

His eyes soften. “That is who you are,” he says. “Not the voice in the back seat. Not the denim on this floor. You. Mine.”

She nods, tears sliding down her cheeks. “I’m still scared,” she admits.

“I know,” Glenn says. “But you’re still here. You didn’t take the dress off because you hated it. You took it off because their noise scared you. We’ll drown it out. We’ll keep doing this until Audrey is louder than any of them.”

She breathes deeper. The panic recedes further. Glenn’s hand rubs slow circles on her thigh, grounding her. He leans back against the closet wall, pulling her into his lap fully. She rests her head on his shoulder. He is warm, solid, absolute. The pile of clothes no longer feels suffocating. They feel like relics she can eventually burn.

“I don’t know who I am,” she cries into his chest.

“Yes, you do,” Glenn says firmly. He holds her tighter, rocking her, a wall of strength and devotion. “You are mine.”
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Glenn picks her up and carries her to the bathroom like a child.

Audrey clings to him instinctively, arms looped around his neck, face buried against his chest. His heartbeat is steady, an anchor thudding beneath her ear. Each step he takes down the hallway feels like a vow. The air smells of his soap and flour, comfort threading through the panic still buzzing under her skin. The closet’s suffocating weight fades behind them. He crosses the threshold into the bright bathroom and sets her gently on the counter, hands lingering at her waist to steady her. The marble is cold under her thighs, making her shiver. Goosebumps rise along her arms. Glenn stays close, hips against the counter between her dangling knees, holding her in place through sheer presence.

“We don’t hide,” he says softly, but there’s steel beneath the words.

She nods, swallowing against the burn in her throat. Her eyes are raw from crying. Mascara streaks down her cheeks. She drops her gaze, unable to look at her reflection yet. Glenn doesn’t force her, but he doesn’t step away either. He turns to the sink, takes a washcloth, and lets warm water run over it until steam curls upward. He wrings it out and cups her chin, tilting her face toward him. The cloth touches her skin, heat seeping in, softening the dried tracks of tears. He wipes deliberately—forehead, cheeks, along the bridge of her nose—each stroke slow and careful. He moves to her eyes, dabbing gentle circles to remove the smeared mascara. His touch is tender. She keeps her eyes closed, breathing in the lavender scent of the soap.

When her face is clean, he grabs a towel, patting her skin dry. The fabric is soft. The small action feels intimate, grounding. He pumps moisturizer onto his palms, rubs it between his hands to warm it, then smooths it over her face. His thumbs press firm circles into her temples, working the cream in. She exhales shakily as the tension releases. He strokes down her jawline, across her cheeks, down her neck. The soothing pressure makes her muscles loosen.

“You don’t get to quit,” Glenn says. “I decide when you are done. And I am not done with you.”

His voice is firm, steady. She nods again. His hands drop to the counter. He reaches for her makeup bag, unzips it with a smooth motion, and lays out the products with meticulous care. Primer, foundation, concealer, blush, contour, brow pencil, eyeliner, mascara, gloss. Brushes arranged like tools. He moves with the calm of a man who’s done this before, who knows the ritual matters as much as the result.

He dots primer on her forehead, cheeks, chin. He uses his fingertips to blend, making her skin feel cool and refreshed. He follows with foundation, tapping a damp sponge across her face in soft, even strokes. He leans in, thumb bracing her chin, the sponge kissing her skin, erasing blotches, smoothing tone. She watches him through half-lidded eyes. His focus is total. He dabs concealer under her eyes, gently blending away the shadows, brightening the hollows. He sets the base with a light dusting of powder, the brush whisper-soft as it sweeps over her face.

He studies her for a moment, then picks up a contour brush, adding subtle definition along her cheekbones and jaw. He dusts blush onto the apples of her cheeks, a warm peach that brings color back into her face. She feels the tickle of the brush, the softness of the bristles. He moves to her eyes, selecting neutral shades. He brushes a light base over her lids, deepens the crease with a soft taupe, adds a hint of shimmer near the inner corners to make her eyes brighter. She keeps them closed, trusting him completely.

He holds her chin and lines her upper lashes with precise strokes, the liner gliding smoothly. The tip of the brush tickles, but his grip keeps her steady. He curls her eyelashes carefully, then coats them with mascara, coaxing them long and dark. Each stroke is slow, deliberate, controlled. He fills in her brows with light strokes, shaping them to frame her eyes perfectly. She can feel his breath on her face, the concentration radiating off him.

He picks up the gloss last. The strawberry scent swirls through the room. He unthreads the applicator and draws it over her lower lip, then the upper, layering until her mouth gleams. He leans in closer, adjusting with his thumb, smoothing the edges. The gloss turns her lips soft and inviting, a mirror of the first night he made her shine. He studies his work, eyes narrowed, then nods once.

He steps behind her, reaching for her brush. He starts from the ends, working through the knots carefully. Each stroke is firm, patient. He runs his fingers after the brush, combing through to make sure every tangle is gone. The steady rhythm is hypnotic. She feels her shoulders drop. He brushes and brushes until her hair falls smooth and glossy. He gathers the top section, twists it gently, and pins it back so it frames her face. He smooths loose strands with his fingers. Her hair glows under the bright lights.

He sets the brush down and rests his palms on her shoulders. His thumbs press into the tense muscles, kneading slowly. She leans back into his touch. He draws her closer to the mirror, aligning her body squarely. She hesitates, eyes flicking down. Glenn hooks a finger under her chin and lifts it.

“Look,” he murmurs.

She lifts her gaze. The mirror reflects a girl with luminous skin, soft eyes, glossy lips, shining hair. She inhales sharply. The raw, blotchy stranger from moments ago is gone. The girl in front of her looks like Audrey—confident, feminine, soft. Her cheeks flush. Tears prick again, but Glenn’s hand squeezes her shoulder, steadying her.

He stands close behind her in the reflection, tall and solid. His hands cup her shoulders possessively. He meets her eyes in the mirror, his gaze full of warmth and pride.

“Look,” he repeats, voice low. “You are beautiful. Do not let anyone tell you different. Especially not yourself.”
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Audrey looks at herself in the mirror, Glenn standing strong behind her. His hands rest heavy on her shoulders, warm and solid, pinning her in place with affection. Their reflection fills the medicine cabinet glass: her flushed face, glossy lips, eyes rimmed dark and soft, hair shining from the patient strokes of his brush. The girl staring back looks like she belongs in the blue sundress and pink gloss. She looks like Glenn’s creation. Fear loosens its grip. Need rushes in. She needs his approval to believe the reflection is real, to trust that she’s more than the mockery that spat from that passenger’s mouth. His presence is the only thing that makes the sight hold.

She leans back into his chest, letting her weight sink into him. His body is a wall, solid and unyielding. She closes her eyes and lets the warmth soak into her bones. The scent of his skin—soap, flour, sugar—wraps around her. Exhaustion hits hard. Her limbs go heavy. She feels soft, pliant. The mirror doesn’t terrify her anymore, because he’s in it with her. She tilts her head slightly, rubbing her cheek against his shoulder in a silent plea. She doesn’t know who she is unless he tells her. She doesn’t trust her own eyes. She only trusts his voice.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, voice small.

Glenn’s hands settle over her heart, one palm flat across her sternum, the other covering her belly. He pulls her snug against him. He bends down and kisses the top of her head, lips lingering there. “I know,” he murmurs. “You’re ready.”

“I’m ready,” she echoes, breath hitching. Saying it aloud makes her feel vulnerable, fragile, but also held. She feels his smile against her hair. He nudges her chin up with a gentle finger, making her meet the mirror again. She does, because he wants it. The girl staring back is still there. Glossy mouth. Soft cheeks. Eyes wide and trusting. She sees the woman Glenn insists she is. She needs him to keep insisting. Her chest tightens with gratitude and a flicker of fear. What if he stops? What if she’s left alone with her doubts? She can’t let that happen.

“Good girl,” Glenn says softly. The two words drop into her chest like a stone, anchoring her. She inhales, trembling, and nods. He squeezes her shoulders, then slides his arms down, wrapping them around her waist, his front pressed to her back. She melts. He rests his chin on her shoulder and keeps her gaze pinned to the mirror.

“You see her?” he murmurs.

She nods. “I see what you see,” she whispers. It’s the only truth she trusts.

His arms tighten. “Keep seeing her.”

She nods again, throat tight. She leans her head back, resting it against his shoulder, letting him hold her up. He is the only reason she doesn’t collapse into a heap on the tile. He keeps her tethered to this girl. She knows she needs him for that, desperately. The realization doesn’t shame her. It soothes her. She doesn’t want to be strong without him. She wants to be his soft thing, his pretty thing, his girl.

She squeezes his forearms, fingers pressing into his skin. “Thank you,” she breathes. The words barely make it out. She feels him nod above her.

He releases her slowly, only to slide one hand down and clasp her fingers. His grip is firm, reassuring. She hops down from the counter, legs steady now that he’s holding her hand. The bathroom tile is cool under her bare feet. He stays close, crowding her with warmth. She looks up at him. His face is calm, proud. He gives her a small nod. She nods back, trusting. She turns toward the door, tugging his hand, leading the way. He follows instantly, letting her guide him.

Their hands stay tangled as they walk down the hallway. The house is quiet, the only sound the echo of their footsteps and the rustle of the blue dress swishing around her thighs. Each step feels like reaffirming a vow. She glances back every few steps to make sure he’s still there. He always is, gaze steady, mouth soft. The hallway light glows warm on her skin. She smells the faint perfume of the moisturizer he rubbed into her face. She inhales deeply, letting the scent and his presence fill her lungs.

She pauses at the bedroom doorway. The bed is still messy, sheets twisted, the imprint of their bodies visible. She feels a pang of longing. She needs his arms. She needs the weight of him on top of her, pressing her back into herself. She turns to face him fully, still holding his hand. Her eyes search his. He reads her without her speaking. He squeezes her fingers, urging her gently forward. She steps into the room, guiding him toward the bed where she knows he’ll break her apart and piece her back together. She takes his hand and leads him back to the bedroom, ready to be comforted.


Chapter Nine




They are eating dinner at Glenn’s apartment, the candlelight flickering. The dining table is tiny, more workbench than formal setting, but Glenn has covered it with a linen cloth and set two plates of roasted chicken, charred carrots, and buttered potatoes. The air smells like thyme and cinnamon, sweet and savory mixing in a way that feels like home. Audrey sits across from him wearing the soft ribbed sweater dress he chose after her bath, the fabric hugging her waist and ending mid-thigh. She keeps her knees together under the table, the lace panties brushing the chair. The candles throw shadows across her skin, turning the gloss on her lips into something molten. Every time she shifts, the dress slides against her skin, reminding her she’s bare underneath except for that lace. Glenn watches her with calm intensity, as if the entire night is a ritual and she’s the centerpiece.

She twirls a forkful of carrots, appetite a strange mix of hunger and nerves. Glenn’s presence right now is restful, commanding, and she wants to be worthy of it. The events of the day linger: the panic in the closet, the way he carried her, the makeup he reapplied. Everything feels fragile but rebuilt. She wonders what he’ll demand next.

“I found a place,” Glenn says, voice cutting through the quiet.

Audrey lifts her head. His tone is casual but there is weight beneath it. Candles cast light across his cheekbones, making his eyes even darker. She sets her fork down, heart picking up speed.

“For the bakery,” he adds.

Her stomach flips. He’s been searching for months, always describing what he wanted—natural light, enough power for ovens, a walk-in fridge, room for a display case. She thought it was a distant dream, something he’d do after perfecting his recipes. Hearing him say “I found a place” makes the air feel thinner.

“Corner of Zeller and Pike,” he continues. “Southwest side. Big windows on both streets. A deep storefront with already plumbed lines. Walk-in freezer. There’s even a little patio out front with room for tables.”

Audrey’s breath catches. She knows that building. Every time she drives past, she imagines it full of life. It’s been empty for ages, dusty windows showcasing nothing but old metal shelves. She imagines it filled with bread smell, pastry cases, the sound of clinking cups. She imagines light spilling out at dawn, catching the powder on Glenn’s arms.

“You got it?” she asks, voice small.

He nods slowly. “If I want it. Lease is ready to sign. I met the landlord after I left you.”

She tries to imagine him leaving her in the aftermath of her panic and going to meet a landlord with flour still on his forearms. He probably did. That’s who he is. He handles crises and dreams simultaneously.

“It’s perfect,” Glenn says. “Parking lot in the back. High ceilings. Already wired for industrial ovens. We’d only need to paint, install counters, build a coffee station.”

Audrey barely hears him. Her mind is spinning. For months she has listened to him talk about this bakery like a myth. Now it’s real. The idea of being part of it both thrills and terrifies her. She traces her finger along the rim of her wine glass to steady herself.

“I need a partner,” Glenn says quietly.

She freezes. His eyes lock onto hers. She knows that tone.

“Someone to handle the customers. Someone who can stand at the counter and make people want to stay. Someone with a beautiful voice.”

Audrey’s heart slams. He can’t mean what she thinks he means. She shifts in her chair, crossing her ankles. The dress rides up a little. She pulls it down, buying time. Her throat tightens. Her voice? The same voice that nearly cracked when she tried to greet that passenger? He sees something in her that she wants to believe. Her instinct is to protest. Glenn doesn’t let her.

“I want it to be you,” he says. “I want you up front, being the face of us.”

The words drop like a stone into her stomach. Her mouth goes dry. She stares at him, trying to process. Her mind flashes images: herself behind a counter, hair pulled back, apron tied at the waist, greeting customers with a smile. She sees herself handing cups of coffee, taking orders, writing names on pastry boxes. She sees strangers’ eyes flicker over her earrings, her gloss, her voice. Panic flares, twisting her insides.

She knows the bakery is his dream. He’s talked about it since the day they met, in between stacks of bread and sermons about yeast. He wants to create a place where people feel safe and fed. Now he wants her to be the first thing people see when they walk in. The responsibility feels enormous. Fear crawls up her spine. Her fingers tremble.

“Glenn…” she whispers. “I don’t know if I can.”

He looks unimpressed by her doubt. “You can,” he says simply. “You just don’t believe it yet. But you will. Because I will make sure of it.”

She shakes her head. “They’ll hear me and⁠—”

“And they’ll hear the softest voice,” he interrupts. “The one that makes people lean closer. The voice that made that little girl at the mall smile when you told her she looked pretty. I trust that voice with my business. Why don’t you?”

Her chest tightens. She remembers the little girl. She remembers the smile. She also remembers the passenger who laughed. The memory claws at her. Glenn sees it, because his mouth hardens.

“Tell me what’s really scaring you,” he says, tone gentler.

She stares at her plate. “I’m scared they’ll see what that passenger saw. That they’ll laugh. That they’ll walk out. That I’ll ruin your bakery before it even starts.”

Glenn’s hand extends across the table. He takes her wrist, thumb resting on her pulse. “Listen to me,” he says, voice low. “If anyone laughs, they don’t eat. If anyone disrespects you, they’re gone. Because my bakery will be a temple to you. You’ll stand at the front like an altar, and the only people allowed inside will be the ones who honor you.”

The conviction in his voice steals her breath. She imagines him throwing out customers who misgender her, who snicker. The image makes her smile despite herself. He would do it without hesitation. He’d do it with flour on his apron and fire in his eyes.

“Besides,” he adds, softer. “You weren’t made to hide in a car forever. You were made to be seen. To have your name on people’s lips because they love how you treat them. You’ll make them feel like the bakery is home.”

She swallows. “What if I panic?” she asks, voice barely audible.

“Then you walk to the back, stand with me, let me hold you until you’re ready to return. The customers can wait. I won’t lose a single one for putting you first.”

Her eyes sting. She bites her lip to keep from crying again. He is too good. She doesn’t know what she did to deserve him, but she will do anything to keep him.

“I don’t know anything about running a counter,” she protests weakly. “I only know steering wheels and fares.”

“I’ll teach you,” Glenn says. “The same way I taught you to wear gloss. The same way I taught you to kneel when I say. Step by step. Word by word. You’ll owe the register like you owe the mirror. When you say good morning, it will be because I told you how.”

The obedience in his plan both terrifies and comforts her. She knows she can follow orders. She craves them. If he lays out a script, she will recite it. If he tells her how to smile, when to tilt her head, what to call customers, she will follow. The idea of being molded again thrills her.

“What would I wear?” she asks before she can stop herself.

His mouth curves. “Anything I want. Sundresses. Aprons tied tight at the waist. Maybe lace gloves for holidays. Maybe pure white when we launch. Maybe the blue dress with a cardigan when it’s cool. Heels, always, so your legs look long behind the counter.”

Her thighs clench. She imagines herself in those outfits, leaning over a glass case, handing a croissant to a woman, hearing the clack of heels on tile. She imagines the way Glenn will watch from the kitchen, eyes hungry, knowing he owns the prettiest girl in the room. The fantasy burns through her. She feels her cheeks flush.

“What would I say?” she whispers.

He leans forward, eyes dark. “You’d say, ‘Good morning. Welcome to Gregory’s.’ You’d ask for their names, write them in that neat handwriting I adore. You’d lean in when they speak. You’d laugh softly at their jokes. You’d call them sweetie when you hand them change. You’d say, ‘Come back soon,’ and they would, because they’ll be addicted to you as much as to our croissants.”

Her chest blooms with warmth. She can see it now. She can see herself behind the counter, voice soft and steady, greeting people. The fear doesn’t vanish, but it intertwines with hope. She squeezes his hand. The candles flicker, casting their shadows on the walls like ghosts witnessing a pact.

“You’d really let me do that?” she asks, voice trembling.

“I’m not letting,” he says. “I’m commanding. And you’re going to obey. You’re going to stand at that counter every morning, and you’re going to own the room. You’re going to let them see the girl I built, and you’re going to let them fall in love. And then you’re going to come home and tell me every compliment, every smile, so I can remind you that none of them gets to keep you. Only me.”

The possessiveness in his voice makes her dizzy. Her thighs press together under the table. She nods slowly. The idea of serving him by serving customers is intoxicating. He is expanding his control into every aspect of her life. She wants that.

“Me?” Audrey asks, pointing at herself, shocked.

“Yes, you,” Glenn says. “Who else?”
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They go to the empty bakery space at night. It’s dark and smells like sawdust.

The street is quiet, just the hiss of distant traffic and the hum of the streetlights. Glenn unlocks the glass door with a key that still feels foreign in his hand. When it swings open, stale air washes over them—cold, dusty, laced with old varnish. Audrey steps inside first, hugging her coat tighter around the blue sundress he made her wear beneath. Her heels click sharply on raw concrete. The space is cavernous, stripped down to white walls, metal beams, and exposed ducts. Dust glitters under the faint glow from the exit sign. It feels like a shell, waiting.

Glenn raises a flashlight, cutting a beam through the darkness. He sweeps it slowly, revealing the empty length of the room, the black shapes of baking racks piled in a corner, the outlines of future plans. Audrey stays close, hand brushing his elbow. She inhales the sawdust and feels the future prickling in her skin.

“This is where the counter goes,” Glenn says, pointing the light toward the front windows.

She moves to the spot he indicates—the left corner near the glass that faces the intersection. The concrete here is smoother. She can almost see the marble counter, the glass case filled with pastries, the coffee machines behind her. She imagines morning light pouring in, bathing her in warmth. The idea makes her pulse race. She stands there, shoulders straight, as if customers are already lining up. Her name sits on her tongue, ready to greet them.

Glenn walks her through the rest of the space. Flashlight beam bobbing, he traces the outlines of future ovens, the refrigeration units, the mixing stations. He speaks with calm certainty, describing stainless steel surfaces, flour bins, racks of cooling bread. Audrey tries to memorize every word. His dream wraps around her like a second skin. She pictures herself moving through the sunlit room, apron tied tight, heels clicking as she walks from counter to kitchen. The image grabs hold of her heart.

They stop in the center of the room. Glenn sets the flashlight on an upturned bucket, angling it upward, casting stark shadows on the ceiling. He pulls a cloth bag from his coat and takes out thick candles. He places them in a loose circle near the front windows and lights them one by one. Warm amber light spreads, revealing sawdust swirling in the air. The bakery glows softly now, romantic and raw. The windows reflect the flicker, turning the space into a sanctuary. It feels like a secret ritual.

Glenn steps behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist. His chest presses against her back. “This is our future,” he whispers.

Audrey leans back, letting his warmth seep into her. She stares at the candles, imagining customers filling the space, the chatter, the smell of butter and sugar. She feels the weight of his words and lets them settle on her shoulders. She nods, speechless. He tightens his arms, lips brushing her ear. She shivers despite the coat.

He slides his hands under her coat, squeezing her waist through the dress. “You feel it?” he murmurs. “This room remembers us now. Before the ovens, before the counters. It belongs to us.”

She nods again, more firmly. “I feel it.”

He nuzzles her neck. The roughness of his beard scratches her skin. “I want you right here,” he says, voice dropping. “I want to claim you in our space.”

A shiver runs down her spine. The empty bakery suddenly feels intimate, sacred. She pulls her coat off and drops it onto a dusty bench. The cool air hits her arms. The blue dress clings to her curves. Glenn’s gaze rakes over her, hunger flashing in his eyes. He steps forward, closing the distance, and pulls her tight against him. His hands roam down her back, palms hot through the thin fabric, fingers curving around her hips.

He kisses her neck, slow and possessive. “I want you to remember this every time you unlock the door,” he murmurs. “Remember that I put you on this floor before anyone else.”

Her knees wobble. She grabs his shoulders. He slides his hands under the hem of her dress, pushing it up until the lace panties show. The air is cold against her thighs. His fingers trace the edge of the lace, tugging, teasing. She gasps softly, eyes fluttering shut. The candlelight paints their skin gold.

He steps back just enough to look at her fully. “Take it off,” he commands.

She obeys, lifting the dress over her head and dropping it at her feet. The candles flicker, revealing her lace-clad body, goosebumps rising everywhere the cold air touches. She feels vulnerable, bare, but the exposure burns in a good way. Glenn’s eyes darken. He pulls her against him again, hands sliding up and down her sides, cupping her breasts, thumbs grazing her nipples through the lace. She arches, moaning.

“Turn around,” he murmurs.

She turns, facing the windows. The city beyond is dark, but the glass reflects their silhouettes perfectly. She sees herself, body framed in candlelight, Glenn looming behind her, hands on her hips. The sight steals her breath. He lifts her hair and kisses the back of her neck. “You’ll stand here every morning,” he reminds her. “All those people outside will look through this glass and see you. They’ll fall in love without even tasting a pastry.”

She trembles. The thought of being watched, admired, claimed—she needs it. He senses her response and smiles against her skin. His hands slide down, gripping her hips, tugging her back against his hardness. He lets out a low groan.

“I want you on the floor,” he says softly. “I want your back on the concrete, your dress around your waist, my hands on your body while the candles watch.”

Her breath catches. She turns to face him again, eyes wide. The rawness of the setting heightens everything. Sawdust crunches under her bare feet as she steps closer, pressing her body against his. She kisses him, tasting salt and dust and hunger. He kisses back, deep and claiming, one hand fisting in her hair, tilting her head to kiss her harder. She moans into his mouth, feeling the promise of something rough and sacred.

He breaks the kiss, breathing hard. “Say it,” he whispers.

“This is ours,” she says, voice shaking. “This bakery is ours. I’m yours.”

He smiles, satisfied. He kneels, pulling her down with him. The concrete is cool against her knees, rough against her legs. She doesn’t care. He spreads his coat on the floor, a makeshift cushion amidst the dust. She lies on it, the fabric thin, the floor hard beneath. Glenn looms over her, eyes burning. The candles flicker around them, casting shadows that make the empty room feel alive.

She reaches up, fingers tracing his jaw. “Claim me,” she whispers.

He lowers his head, kissing her slowly. His hands roam—thighs, stomach, breasts—mapping every inch. The lace panties are soaked already. He hooks his thumbs into the waistband and pulls them down, leaving her bare. The air feels icy against her wet skin. She shudders. He spreads her legs and lowers his head, kissing her inner thighs before pressing his mouth to her center. She gasps, arching. The concrete under the coat digs into her back, grounding her in reality. His tongue moves slowly, teasing, savoring. She moans, fingers sliding into his hair, pulling him closer.

The candles flicker wildly as he tastes her. The sound of his tongue, her breathy moans, and the faint hum of the empty building fill the space. She feels raw, holy. She rides his mouth, grinding against him, the floor scraping her shoulders, dust sticking to her skin. When the pleasure becomes too much, she tugs him up, desperate for the weight of his body.

He kneels and unbuttons his jeans, freeing himself. He strokes along her slit with the head of his cock, rubbing the slickness across her clit. She moans, hips lifting. He slides in slowly, stretching her. The combination of rough floor, cold air, and the heat of his body drives her wild. She buckles beneath him, nails digging into his shoulders. He sinks fully inside, groaning, and holds there, letting her feel every inch.

“This floor is yours,” he tells her. “This room is yours. I’m going to fuck you into it until the concrete remembers your name.”

She cries out, overwhelmed. He pulls back and thrusts, deep and deliberate. Each thrust makes her back scrape the coat, the friction adding to the intensity. Dust sticks to their sweat. She wraps her legs around his waist, heels digging into his back, pulling him deeper. He groans, burying his face in her neck. The candles illuminate his back, muscles flexing under her palms.

“This is where you’ll stand,” he pants. “This is where you’ll smile. This is where you’ll take orders. And only I will know how you look on this floor. Only I will know how you sound when you come here.”

She moans his name. The thought of serving coffee while remembering this moment makes her clench around him. He thrusts faster, fingers rubbing her clit. The pressure builds. She feels herself climbing toward release, every nerve lit. She locks her arms around his shoulders, eyes squeezed shut, losing herself completely.

He kisses her, swallowing her gasps. “Come,” he orders. “Give it to me here.”

Her orgasm hits hard. She cries out loud, no restraint, the sound bouncing off the empty walls. Her body shakes violently. He keeps thrusting, working her through it, refusing to let her go. When she’s done, he buries himself deep, groaning, and releases inside her. He collapses against her, breath hot against her ear. They lie there tangled, hearts pounding, sawdust sticking to their skin.

The candles burn low. The room smells like them now: sex, sweat, dust, dreams. Glenn lifts his head and kisses her forehead.

“This is ours,” he whispers again.

Audrey nods, tears pricking her eyes. She sits up slowly, dress bunched around her waist, hair wild, skin flushed. Sawdust clings to her thighs. She doesn’t care. She takes his hand, pulls him down into another kiss, then whispers, “Show me.”

She pulls him down to the floor, among the dust and sawdust. “Show me,” she whispers.
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Glenn undresses her slowly, the candlelight flickering on her skin.

The empty bakery glows with those small flames, each wick sending trembling light across the dusty walls and concrete floor. Audrey lies back on Glenn’s coat, the fabric thin beneath her spine. The sawdust smell clings to her hair. The air is chilly, but Glenn’s hands are warm as they peel away the last scraps of fabric. He slides her dress over her head, lifts the lace panties down her thighs, kissing each knee as he frees it. He takes his time, fingers tracing along her ribs, over the soft curve of her stomach, up to the freckles on her chest. Every scar, every dip, every inch of her gets cataloged again. The candles turn her skin amber. She shivers, the air goose-pimpling her arms. Glenn kneels beside her and presses his mouth to the faint scar on her upper thigh, the one from an old bike crash. “Beautiful,” he murmurs against it. He moves to the small scar near her collarbone, kisses it too. “So beautiful.”

Audrey’s eyes sting. No one else has ever worshiped her this way. She watches him through tears, letting herself be still, letting him map her body with reverence. He cups her breasts, thumbs brushing her nipples, making her arch. He tells her again, “Beautiful,” and again until the word sinks into her bones. He lowers his mouth to her stomach, licking the soft skin, nipping lightly. She trembles. His tongue trails up, over her ribs, to the swell of her breast. He sucks gently, tugging her nipple into his mouth, eyes locked on her face. She moans softly. Glenn’s hands roam everywhere—shoulders, hips, calves—claiming her with each stroke.

“You know what I see?” he whispers, voice rough. “A woman. My woman. My perfect girl.”

His certainty burns through her. He moves down and slides his palms along her thighs, spreading them, placing her knees over the curve of his shoulders. He breathes in her scent and lets out a low groan. He lowers his face to her, licking slowly, reverently, worshiping the slick heat between her legs. She gasps, fingers tangling in his hair. His tongue moves slowly, savoring, teasing the sensitive bundle of nerves. He moans into her, vibration shooting up her spine. He eats her until she’s sobbing his name, thighs trembling, nails digging into his shoulders. The cold floor, the sawdust, the candles—all of it fades until there’s only his mouth and her body unraveling. She feels raw and cherished. When she comes, it’s with a cry that echoes off the empty walls. He keeps licking through the tremors, gentle and greedy.

When she lies boneless, he lifts his head, chin slick with her. He kisses her, making her taste herself. She groans into the kiss, her hands sliding up his back. He lowers himself fully, chest against hers, cock hard and insistent. He nudges at her entrance but doesn’t push in yet. He kisses her jaw, whispers against her ear. “I want you to feel how much this changes you.”

He enters her slowly, inch by inch, filling her until she’s stretched and full. The thickness makes her moan. He keeps his pace slow, pushing deep, pulling back, grinding in, giving her time to feel every ridge, every vein. The concrete floor grips the thin coat beneath her, and the roughness adds to the intensity, reminding her that this is raw, real, their future being forged under her spine. She wraps her legs around his waist, ankles crossing at his lower back, pulling him deeper. He groans, forehead pressing against hers.

“You’re changing,” he whispers. “Right here, right now.”

She nods, tears leaking out. She feels it too. Every thrust redefines her, rewrites her. She’s no longer Russel, no longer hiding. She’s Audrey—the girl on the floor of her own bakery with the man who builds her. She sobs his name, voice high and shaking. “Glenn!”

He thrusts harder, but still slow enough that she can absorb it all. He murmurs praise with every stroke. “Good girl. Mine. Perfect. So soft.” Each word coats her. He holds her face between his hands, forcing her to look at him as he moves inside her. His eyes burn with devotion and lust. He kisses her, swallows her cries. The candles flicker, shadows dancing over their bodies. He slides one hand down to her clit, rubbing gently, coaxing her higher.

“I accept it,” she pants. “I accept everything. My name. My job. My life. It’s yours.”

He groans loud, thrusting deeper. “Say it again.”

“It’s yours,” she cries. “I’m yours. I’m Audrey. I’m your girl.”

He kisses her hard, stealing the breath from her lungs. His hips roll, hitting the spot that makes her gasp. Pleasure spikes. Tears streak her temples. She clings to him, nails carving lines down his back. His body feels like a furnace, his sweat mixing with hers, the smell of sex and sawdust blending into something she will never forget.

He slows suddenly, grinding deep, holding her there, making her feel every inch. “Feel that?” he whispers. “Your new life. Your new name. No one takes it from you. Not even you. I’ll remind you every day.”

She weeps, overwhelmed. He starts moving again, slow and deep, dragging her toward another release. She arches into him, the world narrowing to their bodies and the candlelight. He focuses on her pleasure, watching her face, adjusting his angle to keep her gasping. She can feel herself changing in his arms, the last pieces of shame dissolving. She feels female, cherished, drenched in gender euphoria. She rolls her hips to meet his, matching his rhythm, moaning openly.

He whispers praise nonstop. “Yes. That’s it. Keep looking at me. Keep saying my name.”

“Glenn,” she begs. “Glenn.”

The sound of his name over and over in her own voice makes her feel real. He groans each time she says it. He thrusts harder, fingers rubbing fast circles on her clit. She spirals fast, pleasure tightening in her belly. She clutches him, voice breaking.

“Come,” he commands.

She shatters with a scream. “Glenn!” Her entire body convulses. Her legs clamp around him. He crushes his mouth to hers, swallowing her cries while he keeps thrusting, riding her through it. He doesn’t give her a chance to come down before he follows, burying himself deep and groaning her name. “Audrey.” He spills inside her with a shudder, hips jerking. The candles flare, flickering wildly as if reacting to their climax.

They collapse together on the floor, chests heaving, skin slick. The concrete presses against her spine through the coat, but she only feels warmth. Glenn rolls to his side, pulling her with him, keeping them joined. He brushes hair from her face, thumb stroking her cheek. She’s trembling, exhausted, euphoric. He pepper kisses across her forehead, nose, lips. She buries her face in his chest, breathing in sawdust and flour and his sweat. The candlelight dances over them, casting long shadows on the walls.

“I love you, Audrey,” Glenn says quietly.

Her breath catches. She closes her eyes, a smile spreading across her face. Her voice is soft and certain. “I love you too.”


Chapter Ten




The app pings one last time. Glenn’s name appears. “Bakery Pickup.”

Audrey sits in the driver’s seat, fingers already poised over the screen. The glow from the dashboard paints her nails a soft gold. She watches the notification pulse, feels her lungs tighten, feels it all crack open into calm. Every other ride led to this, the end of the ledger, the last mouthy alert daring her to serve. She taps accept. A shiver runs through her but doesn’t linger. Her blouse is cream silk tucked into a navy pencil skirt. The fabric clings when she inhales, gliding over her skin like a promise. She feels the tug of lace panties Glenn chose this morning, snug under the waistband, constant proof that even in this car his hands are on her. A slim gold bracelet, also his doing, circles her wrist. The heater hums low. Pine air freshener hangs from the mirror, edges curled, scent faint now, still clinging to the upholstery like old secrets. She smooths her skirt over her thighs, eyes flicking to her reflection in the rearview. Pink gloss gleams. Mascara holds steady despite the early hour. She looks like the woman Glenn is building her to be. She feels ready.

She pulls away from the curb, easing into the quiet city streets. The sky is still black, but the horizon shows a thin bruise of gray. Streetlights halo the wet pavement. A bus passes, empty except for a sleepy driver. Steam rises in curls from sidewalk grates, catching headlights. The app’s map glows soothing blue, arrow pointing toward the pin where Glenn waits. Audrey knows the path by heart, but she keeps the map up as a ritual, letting it guide her one last time. Her fingers rest lightly on the wheel. The car smells the way it always has. Pine. A hint of vanilla from an old passenger’s spill. Leather warmed by years of bodies. She breathes it in, recognizing every note as a signature from her past life. Tonight the smell isn’t a weight. It’s just evidence. Proof that she drove thousands of miles to get to this moment.

She stops at a red light. Her reflection in the windshield stares back pale and poised. She imagines what Glenn will see when he gets in—soft curls, glossed lips, a blouse buttoned to the perfect point. The thought fills her chest with heat. The light turns green. She drives. Her phone vibrates once with a message: Glenn letting her know he’s ready. No words. Just a heart and the street corner. She bites her lip to keep from smiling too hard.

He stands under a streetlamp when she arrives, winter coat buttoned, scarf tucked neat. He carries a white bakery box tied with twine, condensation fogging the lid. The steam tells her he baked before dawn, that he made something sweet to celebrate this moment. He steps toward the car with that slow, certain walk that always makes her stomach flip. Audrey watches him in the side mirror until he reaches the passenger door. When he opens it, cold air sweeps in, along with the scent of sugar and cinnamon. He slides into the seat and sets the box on his lap carefully. The car’s interior tightens around his presence. He turns his head, eyes flicking over her outfit, down her legs, lingering on the lace edge of her stockings where her hem rides up. Desire flashes across his face. His mouth curves.

“Drive,” he says.

Her body obeys before her mind catches up. She shifts the car into drive and pulls away from the curb, checking mirrors out of habit. The city beyond the windshield is a wash of dark blues, streetlights, and the occasional neon sign still buzzing from the night before. The heater whirs warm. Glenn rests his hand on her thigh, thumb pressing into the fabric, as if to remind the skirt who placed it there. The touch grounds her. She settles into the seat, back straight, posture perfect. She lets the silence stretch. Neither of them rush to break it. The air between them hums with memory.

She glances at him at a stoplight. He’s looking out the window, watching buildings slide past, his hand still firm on her leg. His presence sends ripples of calm through her. She thinks about the first time he climbed into this car, how her hands shook, how she couldn’t meet his eyes in the mirror. She thinks about the dozens of rides since then, each one stripping her bare, each command molding her into something new. This is the final stroke. She inhales, savoring it.

The sky lightens slowly, black fading to deep cobalt. They pass a bakery truck unloading sacks of flour. A jogger in a neon hat trots across the sidewalk. The city is waking up. Audrey rolls through the empty streets, traffic lights flipping green as she approaches, as if the city itself is clearing the way. Glenn’s thumb draws slow circles on her thigh, tracing the seam of her stockings. Her skin tingles under the fabric. She keeps her eyes on the road, but the touch sends heat up her spine.

They drive past the empty bakery space. Boarded windows, paper taped inside, “Opening Soon” scrawled in bold letters. Audrey slows instinctively, glancing through the gaps. Even in the dim, she can picture the layout. The counter near the windows, ovens in the back, the little table by the door. She imagines herself standing behind that counter in another dress, hair pinned up, voice greeting customers. The vision is so clear she can smell coffee. Glenn squeezes her thigh, drawing her attention back. He noticed her gaze. He nods toward the road. She smiles and accelerates.

They head toward the river. The streets narrow, lined with leafless trees that arch overhead like ribs. The river’s presence grows in the side window, a dark ribbon, smooth and glassy. The horizon ahead brightens to lavender, hints of pink brushing the edges. Audrey’s chest tightens with anticipation. She remembers parking at the riverfront that first night, her nerves fraying, his command calm and cold. She remembers the dawn seeping into the sky as he kissed her for the first time. Returning here now feels like finishing a circle. She exhales slowly, letting the wheel guide her along the familiar route.

“Left,” Glenn murmurs.

She signals and turns. The road dips slightly, bringing them closer to the water. The surface reflects the sky, shimmering with the first blush of sunrise. She can make out the railing, the benches, the path where joggers will soon stream by. For now, it’s theirs alone. She slows to a crawl, scanning for the parking lot. The same cracked asphalt lot opens up around the bend, a rectangle facing the river. Dew glints on the surface, tiny jewels catching the early light. The rest of the spaces are empty. She heads straight for the one they used months ago. She doesn’t have to think; her body remembers.

She pulls in slowly, guiding the car until the front bumper lines up with the railing ahead. She slides the gear into park. Her hands stay on the wheel a moment more. She listens to the engine settle. The heater hums. Glenn’s hand still grips her thigh. She stares at the river through the windshield. The sky is pink now, streaked with orange and pale gold. The water mirrors it perfectly. If she squints, she can see the spot where they stood outside the first time, where he held her chin and said her name like a verdict. The memory hits her chest like a warm hand.

Glenn’s thumb presses harder, coaxing her back into the present. She glances at him. He doesn’t speak. He just watches her, eyes soft, patient. He knows she needs this moment to settle. She takes a deep breath, letting the cold river air seep in through the vents. The smell of water and wet stone mixes with the cinnamon from the bakery box and the old pine hanging from the mirror. It smells like goodbye and beginning all at once.

She unhooks her hands from the steering wheel, rests them in her lap. The car idles quietly. Her pulse slows to match the rhythm of the river. She lets her shoulders drop, savoring the last seconds of being behind the wheel. This car served her well. It carried her when she was lost, when she was still Russel, when the app’s ping ruled her life. Now it’s just a vehicle, not an identity. She glides her fingers over the leather, memorizing the feel. She can sell it tomorrow if she wants. Or keep it as a backup. Either way, it no longer dictates who she is.

She reaches forward and presses the button on the dashboard. The engine shuts off. The heater fans die. Silence floods the car. Not heavy, not suffocating—just a soft, peaceful quiet. The only sounds are the distant lap of water against the shore and Glenn’s steady breathing beside her. The sunrise pours in through the windshield, bathing the interior in a wash of pink light. The silence feels like a blessing.
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Glenn turns in his seat to face her, taking her hands in his.

The sunrise bleeds through the windshield, washing the car in pink light. Audrey’s fingers tremble in his grasp. His palms are warm, callused from kneading dough, steadying her. She feels the worn leather under her thighs, the soft brush of her stockings against the edge of the seat, the silk of her blouse stretching with each breath. Glenn leans closer, eyes locked on hers. His gaze is unwavering, consuming. The river behind him glimmers in streaks of gold. She can hear the faint lap of water beyond the glass. Her heart pounds in her ears. His hands squeeze hers tighter.

“The bakery opens tomorrow,” he says. His voice is low, rich with conviction. “I can’t do it without you.”

Audrey swallows. The words settle heavy in her chest, but the weight feels right. Glenn’s thumb strokes the back of her hand. He won’t let her look away. His eyes search hers, seeing every thought spiraling inside her. He knows the battles she’s fought behind this wheel. He knows the fear that still flickers, and the hunger that’s stronger. He’s asking her anyway—no, he’s giving her the only answer that matters.

“I want you to be my partner,” he says, voice softer now, but every syllable edged in iron. “In the shop. In life. Forever.”

Her breath stutters. The word forever sparks heat that travels down her spine into her belly. Partner. Not just an assistant or a server. His partner. She feels her pulse in her wrists under his thumbs. He squeezes her hands tighter, anchoring her in the moment. The sun breaks the horizon, painting everything in warm gold. He leans in until their faces are inches apart, his breath warm on her skin.

“What do you say, Listener?” he whispers, using the name he gave her in this car. “Want to get out of the car?”

The question unravels her. He’s asking if she will leave behind the identity that kept her cramped in this seat. If she will step into the bakery, into his home, into the life he’s crafted for her. She hears the old fear whispering—what if she fails?—but his hands crush the doubt. She sees the bakery’s doors opening, hears customers calling her Audrey, feels flour dust on her stockings, gloss on her lips as she greets morning regulars. She sees Glenn in the kitchen, looking up every ten minutes to make sure she’s smiling. She feels the name partner settle over her like warm sugar. Her eyes fill with tears, finally spilling over and sliding down her cheeks.

Audrey looks at him, tears in her eyes. “Yes,” she says. “Yes.”

[image: ]


Audrey takes the keys out of the ignition and sets them on the dashboard.

Her fingers linger on the cool metal. The keys feel heavier than they should, weighted with every mile she has driven as a man, every secret tremor suppressed in this seat, every whispered command that remade her. The sunrise pours through the windshield, painting the keys in orange and gold, turning the scratched metal into something precious. Her chest tightens. The engine is already silent. The car no longer hums beneath them. It sits still, waiting, as if aware that its job is done. Audrey watches the keys glint while her pulse thrums in her ears. She inhales the mix of pine air freshener, faint leather, and Glenn’s cologne. This cabin once felt like a cage. Now it feels like a birthplace. She curls her fingers around the keyring one more time, memorizing the feel.

She picks up the keys and turns toward Glenn. He leans back in the passenger seat, watching her with that steady gaze that never wavers. The river glows outside his window, reflecting the sky’s pink and orange streaks. He looks like dawn itself—calm, inevitable. When she places the keys in his hand, his fingers wrap around hers, warm and firm. He lifts their joined hands to his mouth and kisses her knuckles. The soft scrape of his lips breaks her open. A tremor moves through her. She isn’t giving the keys away because she’s powerless. She’s surrendering them because she’s done hiding.

“Good girl,” he murmurs.

The praise sinks into her bones. Her throat tightens. Glenn tucks the keys into his coat pocket calmly, as if accepting stewardship of her past with the same care he gave her future. He nods once, as if confirming a pact. Audrey keeps her hand in his for a moment longer, absorbing his heat. Then she releases him and reaches for the door handle.

She opens the car door. Cold morning air hits her face like a baptism. She shivers. The river breeze carries scents of damp earth and distant wood smoke. Goosebumps ripple across her forearms. She steps out, heels clicking on the cracked asphalt. The sudden silence outside the car is startling, broken only by the distant rush of water and birds calling from the riverbank. She draws in a deep breath, filling her lungs with morning air that tastes clean and new. The wind slips under her skirt and kisses her thighs. She stands straight and stretches, arms reaching above her head until her spine pops. Her blouse pulls tight across her chest, nipples pebbling under the silk. She tilts her head back and lets the early sun warm her face. Her eyes close. She feels the light soaking into her skin, erasing old shadows.

She lowers her arms and turns to look at the driver’s seat one last time. The door hangs open. The seat is empty, the indentation of her body already fading. The steering wheel catches the sun and gleams. For years she lived here, trapped in the rhythm of pickups and drop-offs, betraying herself every time she answered to the wrong name. Now the seat is just vinyl. Just foam. Just a place where someone sits to steer a machine. She no longer belongs there. A pang of nostalgia tugs at her—this place housed her transformation. It gave her Glenn. But the pang is gentle. The seat looks smaller than she remembered. She smiles, almost pitying it. “Thank you,” she whispers silently, more for herself than for the car. Then she shuts the door softly, sealing the past inside.

She turns to Glenn. He has already stepped out and comes around the front of the car to stand near her. The river wind ruffles his hair. He’s smiling, the kind that crinkles his eyes and softens the hard lines of his jaw. He looks like everything she’s chased: strength, tenderness, ownership. He holds a hand out to her. She doesn’t take it immediately. She walks toward him slowly, savoring the sound of her heels on asphalt, the feel of the breeze playing with her hem. Every step away from the car feels like stepping into herself. Her chest swells with gratitude and fear and hunger for whatever comes next. Glenn watches her approach, gaze sweeping over her legs, the sway of her hips, the way the sun glows on her cheeks. Pride burns in his expression. She feels her pulse between her thighs.

She closes the distance. The car sits behind her, silent, already fading into the background. The sunrise washes their faces, turning their shadows long on the pavement. Glenn’s smile widens. He opens his arms slightly, an invitation, a command. She steps into his space, close enough to feel his warmth through the layers of cold morning clothes. He doesn’t pull her into an embrace. He waits, letting her decide. She chooses him, as she always does. She slides her fingers into his, letting him entwine them, letting his grip claim her fully. The contact is electric—skin to skin, warmth to warmth. Her heart slams.

She takes his hand, and they walk toward the new bakery together, leaving the car behind forever.
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