
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      THE TROPHY CLINIC

      



    




5 BOOK FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

    

    




      
        KENZIE MCKAY

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Kenzie McKay

      All rights reserved.

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

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Chasing the Story

        

        
          
            Want Free Stories?

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

      
        
          Chasing My Fortune

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

      
        
          Chasing a Debt

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

      
        
          Chasing a Star

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

      
        
          Chasing the Quarterback

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        Want Free Stories?

      

    

    
      
        The Girls Bundle

      

      
        The Injected Bundle

      

      
        Also by Kenzie McKay

      

      
        About Me

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chasing the Story]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WANT FREE STORIES?

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: My Best Friend’s Dad]
          
        

      

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

      

        

      
        Click Here to Join

        https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page

      

      

      
        
          [image: QR Code for Mailing List]
        

      

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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mr. McGill, so sorry. How are you today?” When I walk off the elevator, I nearly collide with him. It’s mostly his fault for standing so close to the doors, but he’s the owner so I guess he can stand wherever he wants.

      His eyes widen when he sees me, but then he scowls as he walks around me. “Fine. Thank you.” I watch him push a button on the elevator and then close his eyes and lean his back against the wall before the doors close.

      He doesn’t even know who I am. Not yet. That’s going to change, though. Soon, he’ll be very familiar with me. I turn around and walk through the noisy newsroom, toward the editor’s office.

      “Nicolas, come in. I have a huge lead for you. Could be the story of the decade. Sit.”

      I walk into his dark office. He could have had any office in the building, except Mr. McGill’s, of course, and he chose the only one without windows. All the woods in here are dark—mahogany and ebony. The three chairs by his desk and the couch on the far wall are upholstered in black leather. Even the walls are dark. In the rest of the building they’re bright and white, even if they are dingy from time. Here they’re a dark burgundy. Even the two florescent lights on the ceiling can’t brighten this space. It might as well be a cave after walking through the bright newsroom.

      I sit at a chair directly across the desk from him. He’s not an unhandsome man. A little too skinny, which is strange given all the bad food choices I’ve seen this man make in the three years since I’ve been here. I’d be willing to bet my year’s salary—not that much since I’m not one of the big name reporters, yet—that this man is responsible for half of the pizza and chips eaten in this building every year. The blessing of a high metabolism I suppose. I unconsciously touch my gut when I think about it. I’m not fat, but I have to watch what I eat or it instantly adds an inch to my stomach.

      “So what’s this lead?”

      “A clinic that caters to rich clients. Rich male clients. These men send their wives and girlfriends there, and they come back as hot trophy wives.”

      “Plastic Surgery Center Caters to Wealthy and Makes Women Beautiful. Wow, what a headline. Every single person in the world already knows that. You know I want something big. Not, this silly little fluff. Something like last month. My series about corruption in the city’s waste management system. Bribes, kickbacks, scandals. I need more of that. Get someone from the Lifestyle section to write this.”

      “Just hear me out. This clinic isn’t just a clinic. First, it’s all top secret and done somewhere out of the country. No one I talked to knows where. Second, I heard a rumor that not all of these women are happy in their relationships. But when they come out, they’re like the perfect Stepford wives. There’s something going on here. It’s way more than just a plastic surgery camp for the rich. This is big. I know of at least one senator who sent his wife there—“

      “Who?”

      “I guess they were having problems. You’ll know who it is when you hear. She was about to file for divorce, but then she disappeared for a couple of months. When she came back, it was clear she’d had some work done. Nothing too garish. No one would have guessed if they didn’t know what she looked like before. But the big story is that she’s been fully devoted to their marriage ever since. Not a peep about a divorce. Not even to her friends, from what I hear.”

      “Wait. You’re not saying—”

      “Yep. He’s the one.”

      “But she was going to leave him. Like had her bags packed and had papers drawn up.”

      “I know.”

      “Then she went to this clinic, and that’s what changed things?”

      “That’s what changed her. I don’t know what they do, but it’s more than just plastic surgery. And it’s not couple’s counseling either. There’s something else. That’s why I said this could be big. Why don’t you take a couple weeks and check it out. See if you think it’s as big as I do.”

      “I guess. Still sounds like nothing to me. If it is, I get to drop the story, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Give me your source on this. I’ll start by talking to them.”

      “No can do. That was a one and done thing. They’re burned now. You’re on your own. And it’s gonna be tough. This is the most private of private clinics. I don’t even know if you’ll be able to find anything on it.”

      The idea of a challenge makes me bristle. I’ve been doubted by people my whole life, and I’ve always proven them wrong. I’ll do it again this time. “You should know better by now. If there’s anything to this clinic, I’ll find out about it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Lumley wasn’t lying. This clinic has almost no presence at all. The website is just a black page with a white email address. Nothing else. No description. No About Us page. They don’t even pretend to be a legit clinic. From what I can see there aren’t any hidden pages behind a password wall either.

      Their business records are more sparse than the website. There is literally nothing on them. No record of ownership. No land deeds. No articles of incorporation anywhere. Not in any country that I’ve searched.

      There’s no way a clinic like this can exist without a paper trail. They need a bank account and payroll provider. They have to order their medical equipment and supplies from somewhere. Even their food has to come from somewhere. All of these things leave a trail. The more I come up empty, the more determined I am to find it.

      Uncovering what people want to hide is what I do best. It’s how I rose up from a small newspaper with two thousand daily readers to the Herald, a paper with over eight hundred thousand daily subscribers and over fifteen million online viewers each week. And I’m only twenty-seven years old. I’m not stopping here, though. This is just a stepping stone. The more I look into the clinic, I think this story might be the one that changes everything for me.

      With no luck online, I need to change tactics. I call Lumley.

      “I need a favor. You were right when you said there was nothing on this Sanderstill Clinic. So I sent them an email posing as a client. But they’re going to need a reference. And I’ll need some money. The vetting process isn’t going to be a problem. We both know I can BS my way into the war room at the White House if I want to. If someone would just give me my shot.” I can’t resist getting the dig in. “But I’m sure the clinic going to want a deposit. I need some of that big investigative budget to back me.”

      He laughs. “What investigative budget?”

      “Oh come on, you’re not going to tell me that you don’t blow a ton of money on Wilson each year. And Diaz? I don’t see either one of them flying coach. And I know neither one of them has to call begging for a handout like this. Look, you’re right. This is going to be a big story. There’s nothing here on the surface, so that means there’s a lot buried. And it’s buried too well. This isn’t just some clinic that values its privacy.”

      “I still can’t just throw money around for you to burn.”

      “It’s not going to burn. This is going to bring eyes. Don’t you always say we need more eyes and clicks on our stories? Well, this is it. Don’t miss out because you don’t want to spend a little bit of that money. You know I’ve got the best gut in the newsroom. It’s telling me that there’s something here.”

      “Fine. Let me know when you find out how much you need. If it’s not ludicrous I’ll make sure you get it.”

      “This is going to be the best decision of your career.”

      “It’s going to get rid of a major headache, that’s for sure.”

      As I set my phone down, I look around my apartment and think about the money that they’re going to spend on this story. The money they’re going to spend on me after this story breaks. Right now, I live in a tiny one bedroom apartment that takes open concept to the extreme. I look from my couch to the stained and cracked tile in the kitchen. Soon no more of this. Once I’m finished with this clinic, I’ll be able to write my own ticket. Maybe I won’t live in a mansion, but maybe I won’t be too far off either. Either way I’m going to have more bedrooms than I know what to do with. It’s not like I have company over. I don’t really have any family. Or friends for that matter. There’s no time for any of that. I’m not here to make people like me. I’m not even here to tell people the truth or break these stories. I’m here for me. I’m going to be big. Heads are going to turn when I walk into a room.

      The next morning I receive an email from the Sanderstill Clinic. There’s no message. Just a link. It seems like a random mix of letters and numbers with .com added at the end. But it’s another clue. I copy it, so I can search for the ownership records later. Now, though, I click and look at the page. It’s a form. An application.

      Name: Derrick Nichols. It was the third choice on a random name generator website, and I like the way the last name mirrors my first name. Like an inside joke they won’t get until they see they story on page one.

      Occupation: Owner, AquaFlo Valves. A couple of years ago, I registered ten businesses and trade names for an occasion just like this. As an investigative journalist, you never know when you’ll need a paper trail to prove that you are who you really aren’t.

      Client’s Name: Hannah Nichols. My imaginary wife.

      I fill out the rest of the first page. It’s all demographic information. They want to know our ages. I make myself a little older, but Hannah is just twenty-four. She needs to be young if she’s going to be a trophy wife for a millionaire. Then our address. I’ve already pulled tax records and found a mansion in Utah that’s owned by a corporation. It’s perfect. Utah property records are famously difficult to access, so they’ll never know that I don’t actually own that house under a shell company.

      I have to read through the next page twice. It’s asking for medical information. Typical questions about history that any doctor’s office would ask. But these questions aren’t for Hannah. They’re for Derrick. I don’t understand why they need to know my medical history, but I fill out the form anyway. I wasn’t expecting this, so I don’t have anything prepared in advance. Instead I just answer the questions honestly, as if they were asking about the real me. Family history of heart disease. Allergic to coconut. Personal history of depression. Suicidal thoughts? I leave that blank. Not anymore. Not for a couple of years now. I knock on the wood of my desk just thinking about it.

      The next pages are about Hannah and Derrick’s sexual history. I’m more prepared for these. Then a page about Derrick’s sexual kinks and fantasies. I open the notes program on my computer and copy the list that I made earlier for this. Derrick is a classic alphahole with a soft spot for his girl. So he gets off by being in control, but also by giving Hannah what she wants, even if she doesn’t know that she wants it at the time. There’s never any impact play or bondage. Derrick and Hannah don’t like that. Occasionally some light D/s role play, but never outside the bedroom.

      On the final page, there’s just a four word prompt and a large white box to fill in the text: Describe your ideal woman. Again, I assumed there would be a question like this, so I have an answer already written. She’s beautiful with long dark hair. Her facial features are soft and delicate. She has large breasts, and is slender but not athletic. Her hips are full despite her small size. Quiet around strangers. She has a personality of her own, but she knows she has to defer to me on the ultimate decision if we disagree. And if we do disagree, she’ll share her opinions. She knows I value her input even if I don’t always take her advice.

      As I read through my wishlist again, I realize that this is my actual wishlist for a partner. If I could ever find a woman like this, I would do whatever it took to make her mine. I hit submit and close the lid to my laptop.

      There’s another email waiting for me the next morning. Another link to a webpage made of seemingly random and meaningless numbers and letters. This time the link leads to a series of videos. I click play on the first one, but the sound is so low that I have to pause and put on my earbuds.

      It’s just a history of the Sanderstill Clinic. It was founded in 1983, so its older than I ever imagined. There are some exterior shots of a very modern building that looks more a luxury hotel than a clinic, but there’s nothing that would give any clue about its location. Even in the videos they send to potential clients, they’ve very careful. But no one is ever careful enough. I watch the video again, sure that I’ll find some clue.

      I don’t spot anything in the first video, so I move on to the second one. This one is set inside, and is a list of services that they provide. Between the boring subject matter and the narrator’s voice, I have to fight to keep my eyes open. It’s not long before I lose the battle.

      A loud knock at the door wakes me, and I look at the clock. 4:17p.m. I napped for over six hours? That’s not possible. I shake my head to clear it, and that’s when I notice the video is still playing. Still the same video. It must have been on repeat. I chuckle. I ought to know everything in that video by heart now.

      The person at the door knocks again, and I walk to the door. Through the peephole, I see it’s a delivery person, so I open the door. He doesn’t say a word. Just hands me a package and walks away. I look at the envelope, but there’s no return address on it. Strange. But it’s made out to me. I tear it open. Inside are two bottles and a note.

      
        
        Mr. Nichols,

        I trust you found our videos informative and enlightening. I’ve enclosed your new medications. You’re to take one tablet of each, every morning and every evening. For your first day, however, take them now and again before going to bed.

        I look forward to meeting you in person.

        Dr. Kendall Gooding

        Sanderstill Clinic

      

      

      Finally, a name of someone associated with the clinic. This delivery is the break I’ve been waiting for. I walk to the kitchen, pour a glass of water, and take a pill from each bottle. One pill is a large white circle. The other is a smaller pink oval. I swallow them both. I never question what I’m doing. I never wonder why the envelope was addressed to my real name, Nicolas Mallen, or why it was sent to my real address.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Over the next month, it gets harder and harder to concentrate on my work. I know I can’t let this clinic story crowd out all the other stories I’m working on, but every two or three days they email a new video. Normally I’m very attentive to details. Nothing gets past me. But there’s something about these videos that makes it hard to concentrate while I’m watching them. Or maybe it’s these pills that I’m taking. I still don’t know what they are. I just know the clinic wants me to take them, so I do.

      Today, I feel a slight tingle when I open my email and see one from the clinic. They haven’t sent anything in over a week, so I was starting to worry that I wouldn’t hear from them again. Maybe I had done something wrong. Maybe they got suspicious because of the number of times I watched each video. Maybe they somehow caught on to me. But now I know I was worried for nothing. I sigh and click the link.

      I expect another video. I have my notepad out and my pen in my hand ready to take notes. Instead, it’s text. Short and to the point.

      
        
        Hangar 74B

        Metro International Airport

        Saturday 9:00 a.m.

        Dress comfortably

        Bring nothing

        Everything you need will be provided

      

      

      What’s going to be in the hangar when I get there? Is this just a meeting, or are we going somewhere? It sounds like I’m going somewhere after I arrive, but where? I won’t be gone for long since they tell me to bring nothing. Are they taking me to the clinic? Am I finally going to get what I’ve wanted from the beginning of this story?

      The Lyft driver drops me off just outside the airport’s private entrance. After giving her my name, Derrick Nichols, the guard lets me in. I walk along the hangars until I find 74B. It’s massive. And isolated. The only hangar in the row. I’m no expert on this, but it looks like it could store an entire fleet of personal jets. The main door is closed, but the smaller door to the side is open. I walk inside.

      It takes my eyes a second to adjust to the dim interior, but when I do, I see a plane. I count 8 windows running along the side. Jet engines on both wings. I wish I would have brought a pen and paper, so I could write down the tail number. Instead I do my best to memorise it. YJFW6. I’ve never seen a tail number like that before, so I’m not sure what to make of it.

      “Hello?”

      There doesn’t look to be anyone here. I am a little early, but I expected someone to be waiting on me. I walk around the plane. It’s white with light grey striping that runs from the nose, over the windows, to the tail. The stairs are down, and I just set my foot on the lowest step when I hear someone behind me.

      “Mr. Nichols. Excuse me for not being here to greet you. I was momentarily called away. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      I’ve heard that voice before. I turn, but I don’t recognize him. He has dark brown hair has just the barest hint of a wave and is swept up and away from his face. His cheeks and jaw are covered in a closely trimmed, well-maintained beard. His eyebrows, while thick, are almost definitely trimmed and shaped. Under them are the most startling blue eyes I’ve ever seen. They’re almost unnatural. They’re certainly mesmerizing. I stare at them while he speaks.

      “I trust you are doing well this morning. We’re most pleased at the interest you’ve shown in the clinic. As you know, we offer a rather specialized service. One that isn’t for everyone. Dare I say, it’s not even for most people. But you’re not like most people, are you Mr. Nichols?”

      He winks at me. The corner of my mouth rises in the slightest of smiles. I wish I could place his voice.

      “I’m excited to show you the facility. I believe you’re truly going to love it. It’s just what you’re looking for. Please, board and make yourself comfortable. I have one brief matter to attend to, and then the pilot and I will be joining you. No more than a few minutes. The flight, however, will be considerably longer than that. I’m glad to see you followed the directions and dressed comfortably. Following instructions is so important. I can tell you value that skill as much as I do. We’ll get along quite well, you and I. Please make yourself at home.”

      He gestures me up the stairs. I walk up them as he disappears through a door that I assume must lead to an office.

      He’s not gone long. When he returns the pilot is with him. Her blonde hair is parted in the middle and then pulled back into a long ponytail. She’s wearing a black suit. The typical pilot uniform. Gold bars on the cuffs of her sleeves. A plain white shirt and a slender black tie. She’s wearing makeup, but not much. Black eyeliner and mascara, a beige eyeshadow just two shades darker than her natural skin tone, a natural pink lipstick. I wonder what she would look like with more dramatic makeup. A natural look has its place, but rich pigments can accentuate so much more. So many women don’t understand the wonders that makeup can do for them. She nods at me before entering the cockpit and closing the door behind her.

      “You’ll have to forgive my rudeness, Mr. Nichols. I know your name, but I seem to have forgotten to introduce myself. I’m David Lattimore, vice-president of the Sanderstill Clinic. In all the excitement, proper introductions quite slipped my mind. I just love the feeling I get when I get to meet a new client and escort him—or her—to the clinic. It’s such a special moment”

      Is that a smirk on his face or just a simple grin?

      Just then the plane moves forward, and we both lurch backward in our seats.

      “I suppose that is as good a reminder as any to fasten out seatbelts. No matter how much I travel, I can never get used to the takeoffs. The way my stomach drops when we leave the ground. The extra force pulling on me from the acceleration makes my heart flutter. It’s so much worse on smaller planes like this. I prefer to take one of the larger jets, but unfortunately they were all booked this weekend. My fault for not scheduling ahead.”

      The plane gains speed down the runway, and I can hear the frequency change in the engines as they strain to give enough power to break free from the ground. The thunks of the wheels over the tarmac become more frequent but less jarring until finally everything smooths out. I feel momentarily dizzy. When I look outside, I see the ground dropping below me. I settle back into my seat and close my eyes, focusing on the high pitched drone of the engines. This part of the flight, the feeling of heaviness and the background roaring always puts me to sleep. Today is no different.

      I have a dream that I’m falling, and my eyes snap open. I look around unsure for a moment where I am. David must see me jerk because he reaches across the aisle, taps my shoulder, and motions to his ears. I’m puzzled at first, but then I realize he’s telling me to take my headphones off. I don’t remember putting any on.

      “We had a slight bit of turbulence. That’s what woke you.”

      That’s right. I’m on a plane. Flying to the Clinic. Hopefully to start unravelling this mystery. Wow, I’ve never slept so soundly that I’m this out of it when I wake. “How long was I asleep.”

      “A couple of hours. Three-and-a-half to be exact.”

      I feel my eyes go wide when he tells me that.

      “You didn’t miss anything. Until the turbulence it was a very uneventful flight. And I assume a person as busy as you are, Mr. Nichols, could use all the sleep you can get. I can only imagine the hectic life of a successful water valve manufacturer, such as yourself.”

      “Oh. Yeah. It’s, um, it keeps me busy.” I shake my head trying to force away the grogginess that still lingers.

      He smirks. “At least you have Hannah to come home to. I can’t wait to meet her. I truly feel that she will benefit greatly from our humble program.”

      “I think so too.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s another three hours before we land. As we descend, I imagine a map and try to figure the places that are over six hours away by plane. I stop trying to guess when I realize that our flight path may well have been 3 hours of circling just to conceal our destination. Or David could have lied about how long I was asleep, but that idea doesn’t occur to me.

      When the plane comes to a stop, I walk down the stairs and onto a small but very modern airport. We’re somewhere tropical. Near the sea. I can smell the salt in the air. There are palm trees. And my clothes are already starting to stick to me. I was dressed for a chilly day, not tropical humidity. David ushers me toward a black SUV with tinted windows.

      During the ten minute ride, the driver doesn’t say a word. I’m not sure if that’s because he’s quiet, because he’s been ordered not to say anything, or because there’s no space to insert himself between the words pouring from David. It’s remarkable how much information he shares during the course of the ride. He tells me about the climate of the island. Sunny over three hundred days a year. Never below fifty degrees Fahrenheit and never above ninety five. He tells me about the island’s history. A now-inactive volcano. No locals. Legends of an angry god who would kill the animals of anyone who tried to settle here. And he tells me about the clinic. Founded in the early 1980s by a Beverley Hills plastic surgeon who realized that there was a market for a clinic offering more than just the standard procedures. They offer a service that, as far as he knows, no one else in the world does. It’s costly, but they maintain absolutely secrecy and investigate each client thoroughly before accepting them.

      I stifle a sniff when he says that. They obviously don’t vet their clients as carefully as they think. The paper trail I’ve created for this identity is good, but to hear him talk, they should have been able to see that it was a fake right away. I wonder if he realizes that he just gave me more than enough information to find the exact location of this clinic. And when I have that, I’ll be able to find out everything I want to know. Over-confidence is the downfall of so many.

      When we reach the end of the long gravel driveway and pull in front of the main building, I know exactly where I am. I feel like I’ve seen it one hundred times before. Probably because I have, watching each video over and over until it’s seared into my brain.

      The driver opens my door for me, and then opens David’s. It’s a nice touch. I could get used to having a man open my doors for me. But no matter how famous I get, I’ll never have that kind of money. David escorts me up the six steps, past the veranda, and though the main entrance. Double doors painted a tropical blue, contrasting the white on the exterior of the two story building.

      We walk into a large sitting area that resembles the lobby of a hotel. There are several chairs arranged in groups and all of those are placed around a fireplace. I wonder how much use the fireplace gets here. There are a two women sitting in a set of chairs nearest the corner. They are both beautiful, and I wonder immediately if they’re clients. They don’t have that unnatural look that a lot of women get after extensive plastic surgery. In fact, they appear to have a natural beauty. It’s hard to tell their ages, but I would guess no older than thirty. They’re both wearing light-colored dresses that fall casually about their crossed legs. They have high-heeled sandals and both are wearing full makeup with expertly done hair. I catch myself staring and look away.

      “Gorgeous, aren’t they?”

      I look at David. “Are they—”

      “Satisfied clients. Impeccable in every way. Their faces, their bodies, their manners, even their very behaviors. Simply perfect. Just as Hannah will be when she finishes this program. Now, follow me please. The director of the clinic is a very busy woman, but she’s cleared her schedule to meet with you.”

      Her first-floor office is filled with light. There are windows all along one wall. The walls are painted white, but not such a stark white that it appears clinical. She has pretty, framed watercolors lining the other walls. There are two chairs upholstered in bright pink along the wall of windows. Opposite that is a sofa the same blue as the front doors. Her desk is the only clue that this is an office rather than a living room. She smiles as I enter.

      “Mr. Nichols, so wonderful to finally meet you. I’m Dr. Gooding. Please have a seat. You must be parched after that flight. Let me get a water for you.” I sit on the sofa as she opens a small refrigerator next to her desk. She hands me the cool bottle of water, and I crack open the lid and take a sip. Then another. I didn’t realize how thirsty I was.

      Dr. Gooding walks back to her desk. I watch as her powdery light blue skirt sways with each step until she turns and faces me. Her perfectly portioned rear resting against the side of her desk. She has a thin silky blouse over that. Her hair is pulled up into a bun with some strands hanging out, but there’s nothing casual about it. Each hair is placed perfectly. She’s not wearing as much makeup as the women in the front but is definitely wearing it. She’s every bit as beautiful as those women. I wonder if she’s had any procedures done here too.

      “I’ll take you on a personal tour of the facility in just a bit. Unfortunately, I have to take a call with the board first. It really shouldn’t be more than a few minutes. But please, make yourself comfortable here.”

      “That’s no problem at all. Take as much time as you need.” The longer she’s gone, the more time I’ll have to look around. I don’t see any filing cabinets or bookcases, so I assume all the records must be on the open laptop sitting on her desk. I hope she leaves it unlocked when she walks away.

      “Thank you. I still feel very rude, but there are certain necessities that must be dealt with. As you know. Take this chance to relax from your flight. Take deep breaths of the wonderful tropical air.” Her chest rises with a breath, and then she laughs and walks out of the room, shutting the door behind her.

      As soon as the door latches, I’m up and walking toward her desk. The computer is unlocked. I just double-click the first folder when I notice the smell. Floral. Almost like a perfume. I jerk my body upright, wondering if someone walked in on me. But there’s no one. I turn my attention back to the computer, but the room starts spinning and I have to close my eyes. I sit in the office chair. It’s so comfortable. I tilt my head back against the headrest. Just a second more, then I’ll start searching for information.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing I’m aware of is the noise. It’s very faint. Whoosh. Whoosh. It sounds like waves. I try to open my eyes, but I can’t. My muscles won’t react the way I want them too. I should be concerned by this. I should panic. Dr. Gooding could be back any second. I must have fallen asleep. I need to get away from her desk before she comes back. I try one more time. I just need to concentrate. But the rocking of the waves is the only thing I can focus on. I exhale and let the sound pull my mind away. Whoosh. Whoosh. Whoosh.
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        * * *

      

      I think I groan, but it comes out so weakly that I’m sure it comes out at all. My face feels swollen, the skin stretched to its limit. I blink my eyes open, and all I can see is a white ceiling. And more white at every corner of my vision.

      “Good morning. Please don’t speak. Everything is fine. Just rest your head against the pillow and relax. There you go. Close your eyes.”

      I know that voice. But how? It’s so soothing. I do what it says.

      “Good girl. You’ve been through a tremendous amount, so some discomfort is to be expected. But you’re on the mend now. Soon, you’ll feel better than ever. You already are better than ever, but soon you’ll feel it too. For now, though, don’t speak. You had a surgery on your vocal cords, so speaking would just undo all the progress that we’ve made. And neither of us wants that, do we?”

      I shake my head.

      “No, I thought not. Are you comfortable? Perhaps another brief hit of morphine if you’re in pain?”

      I shake away the thought of morphine. I don’t have any pain. Just this discomfort behind my face. And in my chest. I hadn’t noticed that before. It’s there too. Was I in some sort of accident? The last thing I remember was sitting in Dr. Gooding’s office. Did something happen there? I hear my breaths becoming more forced now. What is going on? What could have happened that—did he say surgery? He couldn’t have.

      “Shh, it’s alright. Here, just one brief push to help with your nerves.”

      I hear a beep and within a few seconds, my body sinks into the bed. The mattress is enveloping me and cradling me. It’s like a cocoon protecting me. I know I’m safe as long as I’m here.

      “Good girl. Now just relax, Hannah. I’ll be right here.”

      I know I’m safe as long as he’s here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake up and I’m alone. I hear a beeping and follow the wires and tubes from the sleeve of my gown to a machine on a stand next to my bed. A hospital? Why am I in a hospital? When I look around, I see that I’m wrong. This isn’t a hospital room. At least not like one that I’ve ever seen. The walls are a soft lilac and the trim is a light cream color. There’s art on the walls. Framed watercolors that remind me of something. What is it? To my right there is a sofa and then bank of windows. Outside I can see a courtyard. There are trees. Palm trees. I can see immature coconuts in their tops. To my left is a recliner. Pastel pink just like the sofa. Then three doors. I assume one must be to a hallway. I’m not sure what the others go to. Between two of the doors, there’s a bookcase filled with books. I can’t read the titles from here. I can just see the colorful bindings. Someone sorted them by color. I appreciate the attention to detail.

      As I look around, there’s white in the corner of my vision. I remember that from before. I didn’t know what it was then. Now I know it’s gauze. My face is wrapped in it. What happened? Then I remember—do I remember? Am I imagining it? I remember David Lattimore sitting in that chair. He said something about a surgery. He told me not to speak. That speaking would somehow damage… something. I can’t remember. I remember that he told me it is alright though. I remember him telling me to relax. Just hearing his voice in my head calms me. I lean back into my pillow. I don’t close my eyes, but I stare at the ceiling. Just… listening. I can hear waves in the background. It soothes me.

      I don’t know how long it is, but I eventually I hear the latch on my door. I turn my head. Slowly. No part of me is moving quickly. I watch as a woman wearing all white walks in. Scrubs. A doctor? A nurse?

      “Hi sleepyhead. How are you feeling?”

      I’m not sure how to answer. I nod my head and hope that she’ll know I mean I’m feeling fine—My face. I remember before. My face was… it must have been swollen. It felt so big. It feels normal now. Other than the wrap around it. What happened to me?

      “It’s okay to talk now, sugar. Enough time has passed. Your old vocal cords have had plenty of chance to heal.”

      I know her voice too. I’ve heard it before. Hearing her accent makes me smile. It’s southern, but I can’t quite place it. Maybe southern Georgia? Either way, I’m glad she’s here with me.

      “Does your throat feel okay? Do you want to try just a teeny sip of water?”

      I nod my head and then remember that I can speak to her. Now. “Yes.” The word is a quiet squeak that startles me.

      My surprise must have been evident on my face. “That’s totally normal, sweetie. It’s going to make all kinds of squeaks and chirps and who-knows-what-else for a while. You don’t have to worry unless it starts growl or hiss. That’s when you’re fixing to be in trouble.”

      We both laugh as she hands me a styrofoam cup. My hand squeaks against the side, and it reminds me of my voice. The thought makes me giggle.

      “How was it?” she asks after I take a drink. “Feel alright?”

      “Feels fine.” It’s barely more than a whisper, but it sounds wrong. I don’t know why. I cough to clear my throat.

      “Oh no. Don’t do that. That’s one of the few things you can’t do. We can’t have you ruining your brand new angelic voice right away. No coughing, shouting, or singing. At least until the doctor says it’s okay.”

      “Dr. Gooding?”

      “That’s the one. Isn’t she the sweetest?”

      I smile. She really is. Wait. Is she? I’ve only spent a couple minutes with her. Not enough time to decide if she’s nice.

      “She’ll be coming in to see you in a little bit. She was visiting one of the other new girls down the hall. Then you’re next once she wraps up there. Should be any minute.” She squeezes my hand and takes the empty cup from me.

      As she’s wrapping a blood pressure cuff around my arm, there’s a knock at my door. It swings open, and Dr. Gooding peeks her head in.

      “C’mon on. Just getting her vitals.”

      “Hi Miss Hannah, you’re awake. You had a nice long nap. How do you feel?”

      Miss Hannah? That… doesn’t seem right either. Does it? But it does. Why is that so confusing? “I feel good.” My voice is more steady now, but it’s still weak and sounds twenty-seven octaves too high.

      “Good. Any pain?”

      I shake my head.

      She goes through various parts of my body. Asking my about some of them. Pushing on others. Each time, I tell her whether or not I feel pain. Each time I do not. When she pushes on my chest, I wince. There’s only a slight discomfort, but there’s more. More than I expect. It feels like I have padding there.

      “I think we’re finally ready to take the wraps off. This is always the most exciting part.” She smiles and puts her hands together like she’s clapping. “Are you ready to see the new and improved you?”

      New and improved me? What is she talking about?

      “Nora, can you bring that tray over while I start cutting her bandages?”

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      Dr. Gooding pulls a pair of scissors from her coat and walks up to me. She pulls at the gauze on my face, and I feel the cold of her scissors against my skin before she pulls it away with an apology. Then I hear the snips. The sound of sharpened metal tearing though the fabric. She cuts and unwinds, cuts and unwinds. Every so often she stops and sets some of the used gauze into the tray that the nurse is holding. Nurse Nora, apparently.

      When she pulls the last piece of gauze from my head, she stands back to look at me.

      “You are going to be so pretty. This is going to sound like I’m bragging, but I really think this might be the best work I’ve ever done. Of course, if you tell any of the other girls I said that, I’m going to deny it.” She laughs. “What do you think, Nora?”

      “I agree. She’s already gorgeous, and she’s not even cleaned up yet. And once the swelling is done, she is going to be a heart breaker.”

      I know they’re talking about me, but the words don’t quite register. “She,” and “her?” It’s familiar and normal at the same time that it’s totally wrong. But why? Each time I reach for an answer, I come back empty.

      “This is like Christmas. Ready for the rest?”

      The excitement in her voice and on her face transfers to me. I’m excited now, too. I want the rest to come off. I want to see the new and improved me.

      Trying not to turn me too much, she slowly takes the gown from my shoulders and lowers it to my hips. This is the first time I’m seeing my chest. I’m totally wrapped in bandages from the upper part of my chest to well below my waist. My chest seems larger than I remember it. My belly less so. But that has to be from the bandages. She starts cutting the bandages around my belly.

      This goes more slowly than my face. After every couple of snips, she turns me slightly to the side and pulls the loose bandage from under my body. But we gradually work our way up. Higher. Closer to what seems like a giant mound of gauze on my chest. When she cuts through it, though, I see what it really is. It’s breasts. There are breasts there? I have breasts? That can’t be.

      “They’re so pretty,” Nora says. “I bet you can’t wait to show those off for all the boys back home.”

      Of course not, I… Suddenly my mind is filled with images of me wearing low cut tops. The exposed line of my cleavage visible to everyone. An electric thrill runs through my body as I think of it.

      “Let’s sit you up so you can see everything. Now remember, your face is still swollen and bruised. Nora did a great job cleaning you while I was cutting the rest of the bandages off, though. Just remember this isn’t the final result. It’s the same with your breasts. They’ll seem too high and firm right now, but they’ll soften and drop. Give them a few weeks, and it’ll look like you developed them at puberty. And I’ll never tell anyone differently if you don’t.” She gives a conspiratorial wink that is meant to be humorous. And maybe if I weren’t so confused about everything that’s happening I would laugh. Instead I simply smile politely, as a lady should.

      When they raise the back of the bed, I can see that there’s a mirror directly across from me. I see… someone being raised in a bed. I know that it has to be me, but it also can’t be me. She’s… well she looks like she’s been beaten up. But she’s beautiful. She looks like a gorgeous woman who fought the wrong opponent in a mixed martial arts match. I scratch my cheek, and the woman in the mirror does the same.

      “You’re so pretty. Don’t you think?”

      I hear her, but I can’t answer Nora’s question. I just stare at myself. My face. My breasts. I am pretty. And the thought makes me smile. I shouldn’t smile at that, should I? Why not? What’s wrong with a woman knowing that she’s attractive? Should I be ashamed of it? A woman? The thoughts are swirling in my head. Around it. Above it. I see the woman in the mirror gasping for air. Her eyes are wide. Her mouth is hanging open. Her head is rocking back and forth as she fights to suck in air. Why is she panicking? I watch as her body begins to shake. Just a slight shiver at first. It’s barely noticeable. Then it grows, and now I see the tremor in her hands. It’s odd watching it happen like this. It’s me, but it’s not. It’s some other woman, not me. I see Dr. Gooding rush to her side and take the woman’s hand in hers. Now Nora is on her other side. She’s brushing the lady’s too-short hair with her hand. Both of them are whispering to her. I can’t see their mouths, but I know they are. Can I hear them? I wish I could feel their touch too. I feel lonely while this other woman gets all of their attention. In the mirror, I see Nora take a step back. Her hand is still on the woman’s head, but it’s just resting there now. No longer stroking. With her free hand she reaches to the machine on her right and pushes a button. As soon as she does, she returns and cradles the woman’s head against her chest. I hear her say that it will be alright. I heard that. It’s the last thing I hear before Nora, Dr. Gooding, and the woman all disappear.
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      I walk down the stairs in the most stunning red dress imaginable. With each high-heeled step on the stairs my breasts bounce just a little. Every eye is on me, and I love it. I smile. But not too much. Not so much that people recognize it as a smile. They just think I’m glowing. And I am.

      My hand glides down the banister, and in the corner of my eye, I see my red fingernails float above the polished wood. When I reach the bottom, I expect to see him waiting for me. But he’s not. I look around. Where is he? Someone laughs. A woman. Then the others join her. What are they laughing at?

      “Look at her makeup. She looks like a clown.”

      “And her hair. My three-year-old styles her hair better than that.”

      I look around to see who they’re talking about, but they’re all staring at me. Each face is contorted in laughter. Hideous. Mocking. Sneering at me.

      “I just did my hair and makeup. Just before I came down.”

      They laugh even harder now.

      “It’s looks like a man did her makeup.”

      “Like a man,” someone else says.

      “She looks like a man.”

      I gasp and open my eyes as I hear the knock at my door.

      “Come in.” I wipe a tear from my eye. How silly to cry because of a dream.

      “Good morning, Hannah.” Nora is carrying my breakfast tray.

      “Good morning, Nora. How are you?”

      “I’m excellent. How about—what’s wrong?” I see the concern on her face

      “Nothing.”

      “You’ve been crying.”

      It’s nothing. Just a silly dream.”

      “It’s obviously not ‘nothing.’ Do you want to talk about it?”

      “It’s so stupid… but do you think there’s anyone here who could teach me how to do my hair and makeup?”

      “Girl, of course. We’re the one-stop-shop for everything beauty. I’ll talk to them and set up an appointment for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Sweetie, you’re very welcome. It makes me so happy to see the woman you’re becoming.”

      I can’t stop the smile the spreads across my face and stays there. Me too. It makes me so happy too. I can’t imagine anything I’d want more.

      The next day, a woman I’ve never seen before comes to my door. She looks to be slightly younger than me which makes her the youngest staff person I’ve seen here so far.

      “So I hear you want to learn how to do your hair and make up?”

      “I do.”

      “Excellent. I always enjoy converting one more to the girly way of life.” She puts her hands together, wriggling her fingers like a comic book villain.

      I giggle. “You’re not going to say that about me. I’m almost hopeless.”

      “Oh stop. No one is hopeless. When I’m done you’ll be able to do it better than a lot of professional makeup artists and hairstylists. Except me of course. But who knows? Maybe the student will become the master, and you’ll outdo me.”

      “I wish. You’re gorgeous.”

      “You’ll be able to do it too. I promise.”

      My first attempts start out clunky and awkward. I’m always afraid that I’ll burn my hair with one of the irons, and it’s like I’ve never held a brush in my life. For hair or makeup. But as the next couple of weeks go on, I continue in what I call “my girly classes,” and I slowly get better. She shows me the best ways to use highlights on my face, so I can contour without getting that heavy makeup look. Then we try different ways of wearing eye makeup until we find one that is perfect for me. When I complain to her about my hair being too short, she spends the entire afternoon giving me extensions. It looks completely natural, but I still can’t wait for my own air to grow out

      After the second week of classes, Dr. Gooding clears me to finally leave the wing I’m on. I can’t wait to go explore and maybe meet some of the other women who are here. Nora says there are four other girls in the clinic right now.

      Wednesday morning, I shave like I do everyday. Then I do my makeup. I choose a pink lipstick and a blue metallic eyeshadow. It’s almost reminiscent of the eighties looks that Jessi showed me during our classes, but this is a modern twist.

      When my makeup and hair are done, I walk to my closet to pick out the dress I want to wear. As soon as I was able to walk around the floor of my wing, Nora let me wear dresses instead of those awful hospital gowns. I was so glad when I finally got to wear real clothes instead of those. Her one condition was that I could only wear a dress if I also wore high heels. And I tried. I wore a pair around my room, but quickly gave up. I wanted to wear, them, but there was just no way. Nora, though, didn’t let me give up. The first time I walked from my room into the hallway, she was there by my side. At first she held on to me as I wobbled with each step, but when I started to get more comfortable she let go. She was there the entire time, though, just in case she needed to reach out and save me. We did this for the next couple of walks too. On the fourth time, she walked toward me, but I waved her off. I wanted to do this on my own. And I did. I was so proud of myself. Now, I just automatically reach for heels when I’m putting shoes on. I can’t imagine ever wearing flats unless it’s sneakers for a workout.

      Today, I smile at Nora as I walk past her office. Toward the stairs. My heart flutters a little as I approach them. Each step is white marble, and the handrail is a black wood painted to a high gloss. This isn’t like the dream. This isn’t like the dream. I repeat this over and over to myself as I walk up to them. Only, it is like my dream. These is the same staircase. I’m wearing my prettiest dress. Just like the dream. At the top of the stairs, I almost back out. I’m sure I can’t do this. But then I look down. No one. No crowd. No party. I exhale. It’s not the same. I rest my fingertips on the rail. They’re painted light blue. Not red. Another difference. Not the dream. I take one step down and then another. The heels of my sandals clack against the marble, announcing my presence to everyone. Yet no one comes. It’s going to be okay.

      When I get to the bottom, I have to fight back tears. I’m so relieved. I look around for anyone, but there’s no one. I walk to the lounge and sit in the chair nearest the fireplace. There’s no fire now, but I can smell the remnants of last night’s. Last night was very chilly. It would have been wonderful to come down and warm myself by the fire, but I wasn’t ready. A couple of times, as I lay in my bed reading, I heard women’s voices rising from the floor below me. I couldn’t tell what they were saying, but I wished I could join them. Now I can. Now that I’ve proven that my nightmare was just a nightmare.

      I’m not sitting long before I hear the click of heels approaching. I slip the fabric bookmark inside my book and look up.

      “Is anyone sitting here?”

      “No. Please.” I gesture to the seat beside me.

      She has the most gorgeous red hair. Wavy and flowing past her shoulders. She looks like a shampoo commercial came to life. Her green dress with white flowers is the perfect match for her hair and skin. Everything about her is beautiful. I wish I could be that pretty.

      “I’m Erin. I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.” Her voice is musical. The sweet warm tones of a marimba. I’m instantly captivated.

      “So glad to meet you. I’m Hannah. I’m new. This is the first time I’ve been downstairs.”

      “Ah, that explains it then. I hope to see you around more often.” She smiles, and I can feel the warmth even five feet away. “I didn’t mean to interrupt you. What are you reading?”

      “Oh, just a silly romance novel.” She follows my eyes as I glance down at the shirtless man on the cover. “They’re my weakness. Totally addicted to them.”

      “Me too. There’s just something about them isn’t there? The fantasy. The women you wish you could be. The men you wish you could be with. The happily ever after at the end. It’s every woman’s dream.” She laughs.

      “It certainly is.”

      Erin and I talk all morning and make plans to see each other again that night. We do. And the next night and the next. Soon we’re inseparable, wandering around the building, sneaking in and out of rooms just to explore, giggling like two schoolgirls.

      Now, though, I’m just sitting on the corner of her bed. My legs are dangling off the side, and I kick them out to look at them. I smile at my sandals and pretty toenails. Her room is almost the same as mine. The same bed. The same doors. The same bookcase full of romance novels. She wasn’t lying when she said that she was just as addicted to them as I am. We’ve spent hours talking about them. I look over at her. She’s lying down with her head propped up on her hand. Her hair is pooling around her like a lake reflecting the last orange light of sunset. I smile.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What?” She reaches for my hand and pulls me down toward her.

      I roll over, so I’m facing her. My dress is bunched and twisted around my waist. “I was just thinking that you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      “Oh stop. I certainly am not.”

      “No, you really are. Everything about you is perfect. I hope your boyfriend knows that.”

      She smiles.

      She’s told me all about him. Her lover. Her soon-to-be husband. He’s the one who sent her here to the Clinic. Every time she mentions him, I sigh. I wish there were a man waiting back home for me. One who thought I was perfect. Just waiting to marry me and make me his forever.

      It’s not something I decide to do—I don’t even think about it—but I rest my hand on her thigh and slowly slide it up toward her hips. When I notice what I’m doing, I’m just as shocked as Erin. I pull it back right away.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know—I don’t…”

      “It’s alright.” She takes my hand and puts it back on her thigh.

      Then she leans across the gap and kisses me. It’s just a quick peck on the lips, and she pulls away as soon as our lips touch. But her smile makes my body bubble. I lick my lips and taste her lipstick on mine. I move forward and kiss her. Just a peck, and then I pull away. She licks her lips and laughs. Then she reaches over my arm and puts her hand on my thigh.

      “Is this okay?”

      I nod my head. My hand moves under her dress as she slides closer to me, and I feel the elastic hem of her panties. I look into her eyes. Her beautiful green eyes. They’re wide but not in shock or anger. I wonder if her heart is beating as fast as mine. I want to put my hand on her chest and feel it, but I’m not in control of my hand as it works its way to her waistband and slips between the smoothness of her panties and her silky skin.

      She shaves. And must have this morning. My hand wanders further down. Then I stop. With my hand resting on top of it, I look at her. The question is burning in my eyes.

      She smiles. “I’m not quite like most other girls. I hope that’s alright.”

      Alright? She’s so beautiful. I never would have guessed. It’s silly, but all I can think about is her hair. She has the most perfect hair of any woman. How can a woman with that hair have this too? I wrap my fingers around her cock, and it starts to swell in my grasp.

      I kiss her again. “Can I…”

      She opens her mouth to me and grinds her hips into my hand. Obviously, I can. With my lips pressed against hers, I start to slide my fingers up and down her length. I’m just exploring at first. I want to feel it. Her panties are tented out now, giving me room to feel my way around. And I do. I wander briefly to her balls and scrape a nail along her sack, but it’s her cock that I want to touch. I bring my hand back to it. Teasing it with my fingers. She moans. A feminine moan from a beautiful and feminine girl. I want to hear more of it, so I slide my hand up and down her shaft.

      She’s completely hard now, and I can’t wrap my hand all the way around it. Still I keep moving up and down. Moving faster. Her breaths coming swiftly. I match her breathing. Inhaling as she exhales. Her air tickles across my lips and nose as I breathe it in. My nose is resting against hers now as I bring her closer to the edge. The heat from her cock wants to burn me. I want it to burn me. Her breath catches as her muscles tense. Then I feel her body quiver as she spills her seed into her panties. Spurt after spurt. She comes, and I keep stroking her. Keep stroking her until she starts to soften.

      When she regains her breath. When I regain my breath, I run my fingers one last time along her cock. And then along her panties. Her thick liquid coats me. Carefully, I pull my hand out and raise it to my lips. I want to taste her. I want to take this small part of her and make it mine. I lick the tip of each finger until its salty and sweet tang covers my tongue. I move it around my mouth. Savoring it. I’ve never tasted cum before. It’s wonderful.

      She moves her head, and now her lips are against mine. Maybe I’m selfish, but I keep my lips closed. I don’t want to share this with anyone. I want this to be only mine.

      Just then I feel her hand outside my panties. She slides it up toward my waist and then inside. I freeze when I feel her hand against my skin. I couldn’t move if I wanted to. Does she know what she’s going to find? I gasp when her finger brushes against the base of my cock.

      No.

      I pull back, and she jerks her hand away. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      “It’s okay. We won’t. You don’t have to.”

      What’s going on? I feel my cock tighten against the fabric of my panties. My cock? I don’t understand. I can’t slow my breathing. I roll over onto my back and close my eyes. Go away! I try to push the thoughts from my head. My cock? No. No, no, no. This isn’t right. No. No.

      “Hannah? Hannah, it’s okay. You’re alright. I won’t tell anyone. I promise. I didn’t know, but I don’t mind. You know I don’t. You felt me. I’m a special girl too. Just like you. I know what it’s like.”

      Special girl like me? What is she talking about? I’m not a girl. I’m not—And why is she calling me Hannah. My name is… My name is Hannah. No. What’s happening to me?

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” My voice is so high-pitched. How can this be? “There’s something wrong with me. I’m so sorry.”

      I almost fall from the bed as I stand up. I see the tears on Erin’s face carrying the mascara down her cheeks.

      “Sweetie, no. Erin, don’t cry. You’re perfect. I adore you so much. More than you’ll ever know. This is… this is me. There’s something wrong with me. I just… I don’t know what it is.”

      “Hannah, stop. There’s nothing wrong with you. Hannah?”

      She calls to me as I leave her room, but I can’t turn around. I need to be alone. I have to be away from everyone. I have to—the story! I’m here for a story. I’m… a journalist? Yes! I’m here for a story on… what?

      Back in my room, I close the door behind me and throw myself on the bed. I don’t even bother kicking off my heels as I do. I pull the covers over my head. I want to hide. I want to be alone. I want to wrap this around me and never come out.

      As I lie there, I work to remember my life before the clinic. My life as a man. As a reporter. I can recall it in bits and pieces. And like a color-by-number picture the more details fill in the space, the more vibrant the image becomes. Until I remember enough to see most of it.

      I was doing a story on the Sanderstill Clinic. A trophy wife factory. I contacted them pretending to be a client. They sent me an application. They flew me here. Then… I still haven’t colored that part yet. As hard as I try it’s just black and white lines. I can’t tell what they represent. It doesn’t matter. I know enough.

      I know that they must have found out who I really was. Not Hannah. Someone else. A man. I wish I could remember his name. My name. But they found out. And they set me up. I suspect they may have drugged me, but I’m not sure. I wonder if a toxicology screen now would show the remnants of whatever it was.

      Then the surgery. I cup one of my breasts in my hand. They gave me these. I’m sure of it. I don’t know if they did anything else to me. I don’t think so. Maybe they haven’t had a chance yet.

      I’m still not sure how they made me think I was really a girl, though. That can’t be possible right? Maybe they kept me drugged the whole time, and I was suggestible under whatever it was. It must be worn off now. I can’t let them give me anything else. Not even a drink. I can’t trust anything.

      I’m panting now. I try to take deep breaths, but I can’t. I pull the blanket tighter, like I want to drive out the little air that’s left inside me. Were they making me one of their women? Was that the plan? I have to get out of here before they do that. I have to get out. But I need a plan to do that.

      They trust me to have almost full access now. But I can’t just leave in the middle of the day. There are too many people around. I’ll have to do it at night. And it has to be soon. If I can’t trust any of their food or their drinks, I won’t have my strength for more than a couple of days. Tonight, I’ll walk around and look for weaknesses. Then plan. Tomorrow night will be the night.

      I lie there making a mental map of the facility. Tonight I’ll go through and fill in the spots that I’m unsure of. As I’m doing this, Nora walks in.

      “Hey sweetie. Are you cold? We can turn up the heat in here.”

      I pull the blanket down and look at her. How am I supposed to act? I need to say something, but what if it’s the wrong thing? “No, I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “Okay, just making sure. So anyway, I’ve got great news for you. Dr. Gooding just called. She says you’re ready, so she scheduled you for tomorrow morning. The last surgery. That means we’ll have to get you prepped tonight. Isn’t that wonderful?”

      “Ready?”

      “I knew you were. You’ve been doing so well. I’m going to miss you when you’re gone. I shouldn’t admit this, but you’re one of my favorites. I’ve just loved watching you bloom.”

      “Gone? Where?”

      “Back home, goofy. Back to your man. You must be so excited!”

      Back to my man? Do I have a man back home? The thought of waking up next to someone and feeling his body against mine makes me smile. But that’s not right, is it? I don’t think I’m even dating anyone. I couldn’t be. My career always comes first. I wouldn’t let myself be distracted by anything else. There would be time for that later.

      “I knew that would make you happy.” She must have seen my smile and is grinning back at me now. “It’s the dream, isn’t it. Well, tomorrow morning it comes true. You’ll be a full woman, in every way. It’s what you want, right?”

      “A full woman?” As soon as I say it, I realize I probably shouldn’t. At least not as a question. “Of course.” I try to cover my mistake with another smile, forced this time, and hope that she can’t tell the difference.

      “I’m so thrilled for you.” She rubs my leg through the blanket. “I’ll be back later to go over all the details, but I just couldn’t wait to tell you.”

      Does this mean… It has to. What else could she mean? I don’t have time to plan my escape. It needs to happen tonight if I want to go back to my old life. And keep my manhood.
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      That’s exactly what she meant. Nora and Dr. Gooding come in to my room a few hours later to officially tell me the “good news.” Of course, Nora is beaming because she had already snuck and told me, but we still pretended to be surprised. For very different reasons. Apparently, I’m to start a bowel prep late tonight, and then first thing in the morning, they’ll take me down to have a new vagina… installed. They think I should be happy about this. So I have to pretend that I am. I’m wearing my biggest smile, showing all of my teeth the whole time they’re telling me about it. They go on and on about the procedure. What exactly will be done, and what I can expect afterward. In recovery and beyond.

      As they talk to me, I realize I’m not forcing a smile anymore. Hearing about the procedure and imagining my life afterward is making me happy. I cover my mouth and pretend to cough, so I can gather myself. I don’t want this. I don’t. Their enthusiasm is just rubbing off on me. That’s all it is. It doesn’t change the fact that I’m a man.

      Finally, they leave, and I know that I need to start preparing. They won’t bring dinner tonight, so I don’t have to worry about someone else coming in. I should be alone for the rest of the night until they bring the bowel prep. I get out of bed and walk to my closet. There’s not much in here that’s practical. And the few things that are, are definitely not meant to blend in when trying to escape in the dark. Nearly everything in the closet is dresses, but in my drawers there are a couple of workout outfits. Capri leggings and sports bras. Bright pink. It’s not ideal. Not close. But it will have to work. I slip out of the dress I’m wearing and pull them on. Then I lace up a pair of matching sneakers, and pull my hair up into a bun. Next I look around for something I can pack my belongings in. I don’t have a backpack or any other kind of practical bag, but there are some crossbody purses. I take the largest one and start filling it. I don’t have anything valuable, so this is strictly necessities. I shove my other workout outfit in there. A few pairs of panties. And some basic makeup. I don’t know why I pack that, but it seems important that I have it. I fight the urge to put some on now. I just don’t have time for that.

      When I’m sure that things outside are quiet, I crack open my door and peek out. My heart is racing. But there’s no one in the hallway. I creep past room after room. I know there is only one other girl in this section, so I just need to avoid her.

      It seems to take forever, but I finally reach the staircase. I remember the first time I walked down these stairs, so proud of myself. I tiptoe down them now, looking around after every step to make sure no one spots me. When I’m at the bottom, I stop. The main entrance is in front of me. In the corner of my eye, I see the chair where I met Erin. My jaw clenches. I hope she’s alright. I wish I didn’t have to leave her the way I did.

      As I’m staring and imagining her hair—like a phoenix perched on her shoulder—the front door squeaks. I inhale sharply and dash down the hallway to my right. From here I can see someone walking inside. He’s huge. He takes up almost half of the double-width door frame. I’ve never seen him before. He’s dressed in all black. As he walks into the building, I hear the crackle of a radio. He must be security. So much for walking out the front door unnoticed.

      Instead, I walk down the hallway. There are no lights shining under the doors, so I try each one as I walk past. I know from my previous explorations that these are all offices and examination rooms. Tonight every one is locked.

      When the hall turns to the left, I pause. I’ve never been this far before. The walls here are bare. No artwork hanging. I go more slowly now There are only three more doors. One on each side, and one where the hallway dead-ends. These doors are the same as in the rest of the building—speckled wood stained the honey brown color of weakly brewed tea—but I’m not sure what’s behind these. So, while I still turn each knob, I turn them with just enough force to move them. I don’t want to make any noise in case someone is inside. Each of the side doors is locked. The last door, however, is not.

      It seems to take five minutes before the knob turns far enough that I can open the door. But I’m not going to rush now. When I open the door just enough to see in, the smell of moisture and mildew smacks into my face. I almost step back. Is this an exterior door? It’s too dark to see, but I twist my body and squeeze through, hitting one of my new breasts on the edge of the door as I do.

      When I’m inside, I shut the door behind me. I stand for thirty seconds, a minute, two minutes. Hoping that my eyes will adjust to the dark, but they don’t. I can’t wait anymore. I have to go now before someone notices that I’m gone. I take two tentative steps forward. With my third, though, the world falls away from me. My foot drops lower and lower, but there’s no floor. Desperate, I pinwheel my arms. They have to catch on something. And they do. It feels like a railing. Stairs. There are stairs going down. My body is shaking too much to move, so I stand still until my nerves settle. When they do, I take the steps. Slowly. Feeling each one out before I shift my weight away from the foot planted on the step above. Even then I still grasp so tightly to the handrail that my arm trembles.

      When both my feet are on what feels like concrete or stone, I run my hands along the walls, feeling for a lightswitch. I find one to my left. Just about to flick it up, I stop. I don’t know if there are windows in here. I don’t know if there are lights at the top of the steps that might shine around the gap in the door. It’s too much of a risk. I have to continue in the dark.

      I shuffle my feet forward no more than a few inches at a time, but I still hit my shins over and over. When my right foot kicks something solid, and I feel a concrete wall in front of me, my heart drops. Is this really it? I can’t have come all this way, just to be trapped here. I feel the wall above my head. There has to be a window. I move along the wall, running my hands up and down every inch, but every inch is just concrete.

      It’s silly, but a tear runs down my cheek. This really is the end. There’s no where to go. Maybe I can hide down here. Maybe they won’t find me right away. But they will sooner or later. And then what? The surgery that will end my life. I put my back against the wall and slide down, slumping onto the floor. I was going to be the Herald’s Chief National Correspondent by the time I was thirty. I had three years to do it, and I know I would have. My whole life had been building to it. The years on the student papers in high school and then college. All the journalism classes. All the interning every summer, every Christmas break when the other students were spending time with their families. Not me. All my relatives are mostly gone, and the ones that are left are no family of mine. No, it’s always just been me. That’s why I had to do this. It was going to be my legacy. I sigh. Now, there’s nothing left for me. I’m nothing.

      I’m just about to lie down and wait for morning—wait for them to find me here and do whatever it is they’re going to do to me—when something blows a hair across my face. I sit still and concentrate, trying to find what it was, but I can’t. It’s gone. Was it just an errant breath? Maybe it was a draft from somewhere else in the building. Or maybe it was a push of air from outside. Maybe there is a way out. I bounce to my feet. I can’t give up until I’m sure, so I turn to the wall and start running my hands over the surface again. I don’t go far before something catches my hand. I pull back, not sure if it cut me. But then I feel it. Cold and sticking out of the wall. Cylindrical. A hinge? I move my hand past it, and feel the crack outlining the opening of a door. It is! No more than three feet away from where I was going to lie down and give up on my life.

      I run my hands along the cold metal and find the knob. I don’t try to be quiet now. I twist and pull. The door swings toward me. I can see sandy ground just past the opening, and then trees. I made it! I’ve never been so happy to see the moon—just a sliver—but to my eyes everything is as bright as during the day.

      While I was in the basement, I got completely turned around. Even with the light I have no idea which way to go. I’m just about to randomly guess when I hear the breaking of waves to my right. It has to be the sea. If I can get there, I can follow the coast until I find a town or at least a marina. I can convince someone to help me. I’m free of this nightmare.

      I don’t care what noise I make now. I sprint toward the sound of the water. My feet are pounding on the sand as hard as my heart in my chest. And then I can see it. The rippling reflection of the moon. The silver and black waves rolling inevitably toward the shore. The seem to be moving so slowly as they push themselves in. Higher. Gathering into peaks. But just as they do they crash down and scatter onto the smooth and shiny sand. The wave becomes water again and slides quietly back to the sea.

      I don’t hear him until it’s too late. His body slams into mine. My head hits his shoulder and then rebounds into the sand. I gasp air into my lungs, but nothing will come. Each attempted breath feels like a stab in my stomach. The pain becomes too much, and I stop trying to breathe.

      “My apologies Miss Hannah. I certainly did not intend to handle you so roughly. I mistimed my last steps, and the momentum carried me into you. I am sincerely sorry, and I do hope that you’re not seriously hurt. I am sure, however, that you will be sore in the morning if you aren’t already. Now, could you please roll over onto your back, and I’ll help you up. I hear you gasping. It’s quite alright. It doesn’t seem like it, but the best thing we can do is to sit you up. It will be painful, as you are already experiencing, but please just trust me. It’s happened to me several times. We simply need to relax those muscles. Don’t panic. You’ll be just fine.”

      He’s right. The last thing I want to do is sit up, but he pulls me up anyway. And in a couple of minutes, the pain goes away, and I can breathe normally. I look at his face.

      “David?”

      “It is. I truly am sorry, for the way I handled you. That was not my intention.”

      Now there really is nothing left. This is it. This is the end. I fall backward onto the beach and sob.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      David and the large man I saw earlier take me back to the building and into one of the locked rooms on the first floor. There’s not much inside. A mattress on the floor. A toilet. A sink. There aren’t even sheets on the mattress. The minivan-sized man carries me inside the room and sets me on the mattress. He’s much more gentle than I would have assumed based on his size.

      “I do wish we could take you back to your real room so you could sleep comfortably tonight.” It’s David who speaks, of course. “Perhaps tomorrow evening you’ll be able to relax and then sleep there. Tonight, however, we must take precautions with you. We must ensure that you don’t seek to harm yourself. You do have a history where that’s concerned.”

      I look up at him. I didn’t put that on the medical questionnaire they sent me. How much do they know about me? No matter. The thought of harming myself didn’t occur to me until he just mentioned it, and even now I dismiss it right away. I’m not that person anymore. I’m literally not that person anymore.

      “I know that makes you unhappy, but it really is for your own protection. Now, before I leave is there anything else I could possibly do for you, Miss Hannah?”

      Let me walk out the front doors? Put me back on that plane that you used to bring me here and fly me home? Other than that, I can’t think of a thing. “No. Thank you.” I can’t believe I’m thanking him. The man who kidnapped me and then recaptured me when I was so close to getting away. He gets a thank you from me?

      “Please try to make yourself comfortable then. Dr. Gooding will be here in a few moments to talk to you.”

      He closes the door, and I hear it lock from the outside. There’s a large window looking out into the hallway. I watch him walk away.

      I slide to the far side of the mattress, against the wall, and I turn my back to the window. It’s over. I accept that. I see the headline in my mind: Local Nobody Disappears, No One Cares. What have I left behind? A dilapidated, hole-in-the-wall apartment. And what do I have there? Nothing. I don’t own anything of any real value. Everything is replaceable. Just like me. No one is going to miss me. Maybe a couple coworkers will wonder where I am. Maybe Lumley, the editor, will look into it. But not for long. He’ll move on to the next big story. I don’t blame him. It’s what we do. And now someone else is going to get that next story. Someone else will take the career I had planned for me.

      Would I have been happy if I got that career? I don’t know if I ever truly wanted it. Everyone told me that I should. I was good at journalism, very good, so all my mentors and advisors told me that I could be big one day. They kept pushing me to become more than I was. And eventually their dreams for me became my dream. My way of making something of my life. My way of being different from the people I came from. But as I lie here now and think about the life I’m about to lose, I wonder how much of that dream was really mine. How was just a desire to escape? Journalism was never my love. It was my tool to prove that I wasn’t like everyone else. Proving that is what drove me

      The realization comes too late, though. I’ll never have that life back, so there’s no point in sitting here wondering if I want it. I’ll have the surgery in the morning. They’ll make me into one of the hot wives that this place cranks out. They’ll do… whatever it is to my mind, so I’ll never even know any better.

      I laugh at the irony. Since I was a teenager, my life has been planned out. I plotted every last thing. I knew every milepost I needed to reach, and I knew when I wanted to reach it. Once it was laid out, my whole life become about meeting those goals. I never re-evaluated or thought about deviating. I didn’t give myself the choice. Now, my life is just as planned out as it was before. I have to follow the path that they set for me instead of the one that my teenaged self set. Either way, I’m following the road that someone else laid.

      A knock at the door interrupts my brooding, and I’m glad. I don’t want to be alone right now. I sit up and look toward the door.

      The keys clank against the knob and then turn in the lock. When the door swings open, Nora peeks her head in.

      “Hey Miss Hannah. Mind if I come in?”

      “Where’s Dr. Gooding?”

      “Would you rather talk to her? She was going to come, but I stopped her and said I wanted to see you instead. Do you want me to get her?”

      “No. Not really. Come in.”

      “You don’t look so good.”

      I laugh, and when I start I can’t stop. Everything bubbles out in my laughter, and soon I’m gasping for air because I’m laughing so hard. “I suppose I probably don’t.”

      She sits next to me on the mattress and pulls me into her. “I thought you wanted this.” Her words are so quiet, I have to force myself to stop laughing to hear them. “I thought you would love this.”

      She sounds sorry. “Why?”

      “You’ve been so happy here. Happier than almost any other client we’ve had. I know what we do is hard on some people. The ones who don’t come here by choice will struggle before they finally give in. Nearly all of them go on to love their new lives, but they always rebel at first. You’ve always seemed different.”

      “What do you mean, different?”

      “You were never like the other girls. Not those at least. You were like the women who come here on their own. There were a few moments, but you never really fought us on anything. Not seriously. And then you just always seemed so content. Like it was the real you shining out.”

      “Hardly.”

      “I think it was. I’ve been here long enough and seen enough women come through here. I can tell. Maybe you don’t even know yourself, but I do. Your happiness was genuine. That’s not something we did to you.”

      That can’t be true. I just felt that way because of what they did to me. That’s all. She’s wrong. I don’t say anything.

      “The surgery tomorrow is canceled. We won’t do it until you ask for it.”

      “That’ll be never.”

      “That’s fine. This last step is your choice.”

      I snort.

      “Is it okay if I just sit here with you for a bit longer. I meant it when I said you’re one of my favorites.”

      I don’t know what to say. I just know I don’t want her to leave yet, so I put my hand in hers and squeeze. She leans her head against mine.

      It can’t be true. Can it? I was never happy with what they did to me. I try to remember everything. Hoping to jog my memories, I start with Jessi teaching me hair and makeup. Before that, learning to walk in heels. Wearing dresses. Having my surgery bandages removed and seeing myself for the first time. Hearing them call me Hannah. I feel the tingle go through my body as I think about each change. There’s something electric about each one. Could she be right? I close my eyes and let my head rest against hers.
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      “Mrs. McGill, has anyone ever told you how utterly sexy you are?”

      “I may have heard it a time or two, but not from my husband.”

      “Oh, I have the feeling you’ll get sick of hearing him say it.”

      “Never.”

      I walk out of the bathroom and toward the bed where he’s lying naked, staring at me. I hear my heels on the wood floor as I get closer to him. I’m wearing a white lace bra and matching panties. On my legs are white thigh-high stockings secured in place with a garter belt. The perfect wedding night lingerie, starting what I hope will be the perfect honeymoon.

      “Do you like what you see?” I already know his answer.

      “Very much.”

      “I like what I see too.” I stare at his firm cock.

      This isn’t the first time I’ve seen it. It’s not even the tenth. But this is the first time I’m seeing it as his wife. As the new Mrs. Hannah McGill. And that makes this special. It makes me want it even more than I usually do. I climb onto the high bed and crawl on my knees to him. Over him. I straddle his legs and stare into his eyes as I grip his cock. He looks down at my hand for a second, but I wait, unmoving, until he again looks into my eyes. When he does, I squeeze, a reward for his good behavior.

      As I glide my hand up and down his length, he smiles. Just the corners of his mouth at first, but then it spreads into a full grin. It’s the same grin he gave me at the ceremony today. When I walked into the room—my dress sparkling from the woven metallic bodice and the diamonds beaded on the tulle skirt—every head turned toward me. But my eyes were on him. On that grin. He was wearing a dark navy suit over a grey vest and with a navy tie. His boutonniere—a pink tulip, my favorite flower—matched the bouquet in my hands. His curly hair is always a mess, and today was no different. But I wouldn’t change that for the world. His messy hair is emblematic of the messy road we traveled to get to this point.

      I watched that grin the whole way down the aisle. I watched it as he promised to love me and cherish me. As he slipped the ring on my finger. As he kissed me in front of his family and our friends and coworkers. Seeing it again now causes a warmth in my core that spreads into the rest of my body. I lean down, my body pressing into his cock, and kiss him. This isn’t a mostly chaste kiss at the altar of a church. The instant my lips find his a shiver runs down my spine. My tongue pushes into his mouth. Both of us are wide open. His taste is pouring into my mouth, and I drink it all in. And suddenly I feel his hands sliding under my panties.

      With his lips still against mine and his tongue still inside my mouth, he pulls and I hear the fabric rip. I reach down and feel the new hole that he created between my legs. Now I’m smiling. Our mouths separate, and I raise my body up off the bed and move forward just a little. He has one hand resting on my hips, but with his other he positions his cock at my dripping entrance. I lower myself and take him inside me. I gasp when he’s inside me. I’ll never get used to that sensation.  He whimpers as I rock my hips in a circle around him, moving his cock around inside me.

      “Do you like that?”

      “I love that.” He says.

      “I love you.”

      I know I’ve said it at least fifty times today. One hundred. But it’s not enough. I can never say those three words too many times to this man. My arms wrapped around him, I had just whispered it in his ear at the reception today when Nora and Dr. Gooding walked up to us. I let go of him and give each of them a hug.

      “Girl, you are beaming.” Nora says.

      “You are so gorgeous today.”

      “It’s official!” I squeal. “Thank you both. It’s all because of you.”

      “No. This is all you, honey. Dr. Gooding might have helped, but you did all this.” She motions around the room and then at me.

      My lips hurt from smiling so wide. “I did, didn’t I? But you two—both of you—played such a huge role. I’m so glad you could make it Dr. Gooding. And you,” I look at Nora, “are the most gorgeous maid of honor ever, if I do say so myself.”

      Her face turns red.

      When Weston and I started seriously planning our wedding, I knew right away Nora had to be my maid of honor. There was no one else. And even if there were, there would have been no one else I wanted more. I had to have her by my side, as this dream came true. Especially since she’s the one who helped me find the courage to even have this dream.

      “Not nearly as much as I love you, Mrs. McGill.” Weston thrusts his hips upward into me and refocuses my thoughts. Not that they could ever drift too far from him or his cock.

      I lean over him again. My breasts are at his mouth now, and he wastes no time taking my pebbled nipple between his lips. He pulls it into his mouth, sucking on it while he runs his tongue around it. Over it. I throw my head back trying to regain my breath, but I can’t. I start moving up and down faster on his dick, clenching myself around him. He groans, and the vibration against my nipple sends a wave of pleasure rolling through my body. With each movement his cock rubs against the sensitive spot inside my vagina. He bites my nipple and I let out a surprised yelp.

      When his finger finds my clit and starts circling, it’s all I can do to keep my balance. I tighten the muscles in my legs. Weston pumps harder now. Our bodies moving in opposition. Slapping together. Groaning as I ride him harder and he drives further inside me with each thrust.  Now his free hand is gripping my ass and pulling me into him.

      I feel a cramp start to grow in my right leg, but I ignore it. I don’t have room for anything other than him. He is my everything right now. I keep moving but my breathing almost comes to a stop. Short and shallow, like a woman trying to fight back a sneeze. I get dizzy and know I’m close.

      I look down at him. His mouth is still around my nipple. Still sucking. But his eyes are on mine. Right where I want them. Everything else disappears. All sound stops. There is just those eyes. The two most precious jewels in the world, and they’re mine. A present from him to me. And I can’t imagine ever wanting anything more.

      With a final thrust, we both come at the same time, and the sound of the world comes rushing back. It startles me, like a violent clap of thunder following a bolt of lightning. He grunts as he continues to drive his cock inside me. His juices filling me. I moan. I don’t want him to stop. I don’t want this to end. I keep going. Sweat dripping from my forehead onto his. But soon our exhausted bodies give out and we stop. I collapse on the bed next to him.

      Eight months ago I would never have imagined this moment. I sat on that mattress, Nora leaning against me, and I thought about everything she said. I thought about the steps along the way. And as I thought about that, I realized I was happy. Every new thing they did added to it. And I couldn’t remember ever feeling as happy as I did there. The job I had based my whole life around never made me feel that way. So why was I fighting the final step? Why was I giving into the panic and shame rather than unwrapping the gift that was given to me?

      It was three days before I told them my decision, but I made up my mind that night. That night that Nora and I fell asleep leaning against each other. I wanted the surgery. I wanted to finish things. I wanted to be a full woman in every way. There was so much promise in my new life. So much that I could do and become.

      Two months later, I met him. Weston McGill, the thirty-year-old owner of the Herald, my newspaper. He flew to the Clinic, and we sat in the first floor living room as he told me everything.

      He told me about the first time he saw me in the newsroom. He couldn’t take his eyes off of me. I laughed because I remembered it. I was standing next to another reporter and asked who the man staring daggers into me was. When he said it was the owner, I froze. That was the man I knew I had impress. And I tried every way I could, but nothing worked. Or so I thought.

      Weston said he knew then that he had to have me, but if he did he would lose everything. His very opinionated, very bigoted parents wouldn’t hesitate to take everything away from him if he starting dating a man. But he had to find some way to make me his.

      That’s when he told me about how he and Jason Lumley came up with this plan. They were old friends, and Weston had confided in him his feelings for me. One night when they were drinking, Weston told Jason about the Sanderstill Clinic. Jason laughed and joked that they should send me. It could solve all of Weston’s problems.

      Even when he sobered up, Weston couldn’t stop thinking about that. He pestered Jason over and over, but Jason refused each time. For a while. Then he finally relented. Maybe it could work after all. So they devised the rouse of a story as a way to send me here.

      As he told me this, my mouth went dry. Before he even told me, I knew that he was the one who sent me there. The one who paid for it. The one who arranged the fake story to lure me into his trap. But hearing the confession from him was different from having deduced the knowledge. I tried to sit there with him. I tried to listen to what he said next, but I couldn’t. I stood up and walked away. Up the stairs. To my room where I locked the door behind me.

      He didn’t follow me, but he stayed at the clinic. Every day I would see him. He would always sit in the same chair. No matter what time I walked by, he was always there. Each time he saw me, he would smile. He was like a boy looking at a puppy in a shop window. His smile was full of the possibility of his wishes but mixed with the reality that it would never be.

      But seeing him sitting there every day and seeing that same grin each time, wore on me. And one morning, I walked up and sat across from him. We talked. Not about the mountainous obstacle that we would eventually need to climb, but about smaller things. It was like talking about the flowers and the pebbles along the way to the executioner’s stand. But each day we talked. And each time we talked I softened toward him.

      Just as she had been through the whole process, Nora was wonderful. After I talked to Weston each day, I would talk to Nora each night. Two girl friends sitting in my room talking about a man. I wished Erin could have been there too, but she went home while I was recovering from my surgery. I was just glad I was able to see her again before she left, and that she as able to see the choice I made.

      When I left the Clinic to fly home on the same plane as Weston, I still wasn’t sure what the future would bring. He promised that he would support me financially no matter what and with no strings attached. I appreciated that. It was more than he had to do. In exchange, I promised him I would seriously consider a future with him.

      When I got home, I moved into a hotel suite. I didn’t want to go back to my apartment. That wasn’t my home anymore. I didn’t see Weston for the first two weeks that I was back. And I missed him. I missed his company and his stories and the way he looked at me. I missed looking at him and talking to him. That’s when I knew I had to give him a chance. We spent the next three months dating, and as much as I didn’t want to, I started to fall in love with him. But then I gave in and moved into his house. That’s when we started to talk about marriage. It was something we both wanted, and neither of us wanted to wait any longer than necessary.

      Now here I am, sharing my honeymoon bed with the man I love. I slide my body against his, and I’m still surprised by how amazing it feels to have him next to me. I hook one of my sticking-clad legs over his and close my eyes. His scent fills my nostrils, and I inhale. I smile, thinking that I’m going to be next to him every night for the rest of my life.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      My hand is shaking when Jeffrey takes it. We’re standing in front of a restaurant that his family has rented for tonight. An entire restaurant for five people. My feet refuse to move any closer to the door.

      “I don’t think I can do it. I know I can’t.” The world is spinning, and I wait for the ground to drop away any second.

      “Baby, you’re going to be brilliant.” He gives me a quick kiss, but I barely feel it with all of my trembling. “Slow breaths.”

      “Why are we doing this?”

      “You know why. This was your plan, but if you’re not comfortable, we can go back to the car. We don’t have to do it.”

      I drop my eyes and don’t say anything. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but now that I’m standing here—wearing a dress and makeup with only a door separating me from his family—I feel ridiculous.

      “Ethan... Erin, you’re lovely. So much more than I imagined. That makeup artist is brilliant. No one will suspect a thing. But just say the word, and we’ll leave.”

      I sigh and look at him. “No. We’re doing this.”

      Walking into an empty restaurant is strange. It’s quieter than I ever imagined. So quiet I hear my heart beating. When I see his family, it stops.

      His mom, dad, and sister are sitting at a table. When they notice us, they all stare. Their expressions frozen. His sister is the first to move. She’s wearing a sleeveless red dress. The skirt bellows around her as she walks toward us. Jeffrey has already warned me about her.

      “Jeffrey.” She gives him a quick glance before turning to me. “This must be the mysterious Erin.” She leans forward and kisses my cheeks. “So wonderful to finally meet you. That’s such a pretty dress.”

      I look down at my blue dress as if I don’t know what I’m wearing. “Thank you. You must be Michelle. It’s great to meet you, too.”

      She turns back to her parents who have walked up behind her. “Well, I guess she does exist after all. Maybe I was wrong. I would have bet my whole inheritance that he was gay.”

      The blood rushes to my face, and my mouth falls open.

      “Michelle, honey, that’s enough. Don’t say such wicked things. Just thank the Lord above you were wrong about that.” The woman gives a shiver, as if being gay is the most horrific thing she can imagine. And from what Jeffrey has told me, it is. “Now Jeffrey, don’t be rude. Introduce us to this lovely woman.”

      His face lights up. “Mom, Dad, this is Erin, the love of my life, the bright star that lights—”

      “Must you be so dramatic?” His mom rolls her eyes. “No wonder everyone thinks you’re a deviant.” She smiles as she takes my hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Erin. Now, come. The chef is ready to present the first course.”

      Mr. Davis doesn’t say a word. He just smiles and then turns to follow his wife back to the table.

      As soon as we’re all in our seats, the servers set the appetizers in front of us. They lift the glass domes in unison and smoke pours away from the dishes.

      “So, how did you two meet?” Michelle glares at me, and I’m not sure if I’ve ever felt more examined. I try to hold her gaze, but I have to look away.

      “Uh, I work at a non-profit that helps veterans with medical bills, and Jeffrey organized a fundraiser for us. We met that evening.”

      “Two star-struck lovers seeing each other across the room for the first time?”

      Jeffrey chuckles.

      “Not quite. It was a date auction. I made the winning bid for your brother.”

      “I’m surprised he let a woman bid on him.”

      “Michelle! Your brother is not one of those people.” Her mother hisses at her from across the table, and Jeffrey squeezes my hand.

      “You’re going to tell me you didn’t suspect it too?” Michelle is clearly just trying to provoke her mother at this point.

      “Enough! Not another word from you about that. We can all see now that he’s not, so don’t let those disgusting thoughts enter your head ever again.” His mom looks at me and smiles. I try to return it, but I just want to slap her.

      “Mom, you and dad are the only ones who think it’s disgusting. I think he should love whoever he wants to love.”

      Mrs. Davis glowers at Michelle until the younger woman finally looks down.

      For the next two hours, the servers bring dish after dish. I sit quietly most of that time. The less I speak the better. I want them to forget that I’m even here. And they all do. Except Michelle.

      Every few minutes, I catch her studying me, her eyes squinted and her head just barely tilted. My stomach churns each time. When she smiles and looks away, though, I tell myself I’m just being paranoid. The way Jeffrey described her, I expected a demon with glowing, red skin and long, black fangs. It’s no wonder I think the worst.

      After the fourteenth course and the twentieth time I catch Michelle leering at me, Mrs. Davis pushes her chair back and stands up. Her husband follows her lead. “Thomas and I really should be going. Erin, you’re an absolute dear. It was delightful to meet you, and I look forward to seeing you many more times in the future.”

      I smile. “I look forward to it too.” I hope the lie isn’t too obvious.

      “You’re assuming that she’s not just some actress Jeffrey hired so you would think he’s straight.” Michelle’s chair squeals on the tile floor as she pushes it back.

      I gasp. Spots are dancing in front of my eyes, and my jaw is hanging open but I’m powerless to close it.

      “Michelle, apologize to the woman right now.” Mrs. Davis’s face is as red as the raspberries in the second dessert course.

      Michelle cocks her head almost completely to the side and her lips curl up. “I’m sorry.”

      Mrs. Davis grabs her by the arm and yanks her from the table. My eyes don’t leave them as they walk out the door and into the parking lot. Even when the door closes, I can’t look away.

      “Don’t let her get to you. She’s always been jealous of me. That’s all.”

      “She knows.” The tears are welling in my eyes.

      “No she doesn’t. If she knew, she wouldn’t have said anything. She’d save that to blackmail me. She only plays her cards like that when she’s bluffing.”

      I hold my hands out in front of me. They’re trembling, and I can’t get them to stop. “That the most stressful thing I’ve ever done.”

      “But you did it. And it worked. My parents love you.”

      “That was them loving me? They acted like I wasn’t even here.”

      “That’s exactly what you want from my family. Trust me.” He leans forward and kisses me. “Come on. I have an idea.” He takes my hands and pulls me up from the chair.

      “What are you doing?”

      “You’ll see.”

      He leads me down the hallway toward the restrooms. The end of the hall is dark, lit only by the red emergency exit sign above the back door.

      “Jeffrey…”

      “I can’t take it anymore. Do you know how fucking hard I was all dinner long? Every time I looked at you, I thought my cock was going to explode.”

      “You…like this?” I motion my hands down my body.

      He laughs. “I never expected it, but my boyfriend wearing a dress is the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.”

      “Oh. Uh, then maybe we should head home too, and I can help take care of your little problem.”

      “Little problem?”

      “Okay, your enormous, more than I could ever dream of, problem.”

      “That’s better. But I can’t wait that long.” He drops to his knees and pulls me toward him. His head disappears under my dress, and I feel him yank the panties down my legs.

      “Jeffrey, we can’t! Not here—” I gasp as I feel his lips around my cock. I want to stop him, to tell him we can’t do this. But I can’t speak. I fall back against the wall. The only communication is through my panting.

      I moan when his tongue swirls around me, and I have to bite my lip to keep quiet when his head plunges down on me. He moves faster, and I thrust my hips at him. It feels like he’s going to rip the dress right off me, so I pull up the skirt to give him more room. I close my eyes and slam my head back against the wall.

      As much as I try to stay quiet, I can’t. Tiny whimpers escape my mouth as my cock pulses and then spurts into his mouth. I start to slide down the wall, but catch myself. I have to grab the metal bar across the door to hold myself up.

      “Well, that was quite the show.”

      I spin to look down the hall. Michelle is standing there with her cell phone pointing at us.

      “I knew my brother would never date a real woman.”

      “Michelle,” Jeffrey jumps to his feet and rushes down the hall toward her. “It’s not like that. She is… I mean, I swear. Erin is a woman.”

      Michelle holds her cell phone up and shakes it. “That lovely cock between her legs suggests otherwise. And I have it all recorded right here.”

      Jeffrey lunges for the phone, but she jerks it away from him.

      “It’s already uploaded to my cloud account, you idiot. Now, what should I do with the video?”

      “You wouldn’t dare.” Jeffrey sounds like he could murder her.

      I fall to the floor. Tears are pouring from my eyes.

      “I don’t know what I would dare. It depends on you, brother. So who is he, really?”

      My jaw is hanging open, and I’m gasping for air. I knew this would happen. I knew it.

      Jeffrey runs back to me when he sees me on the ground. His arms go around me, but he doesn’t try to lift me up. He just kneels on the floor next to me. “It’s okay, baby. Don’t worry. Just breathe. I love you, and I’m right here.” He strokes the side of my face, and I look up at him. My tears blur everything.

      “How touching. At least it’s someone you care about. I suppose that makes it a little better. But I doubt mom and dad would see the distinction. Bye-bye trust fund. They wouldn’t give their little queer son a dime of their money.”

      “Michelle, please.” Jeffrey’s voice cracks. “Please don’t tell them.”

      “I might, I might not. I haven’t decided yet. Toodles, brother. It was nice to meet the real you, Erin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “What are we going to do? What is she going to do?” I’m shaking so badly I can’t open the door. I hand the keys to Jeffrey.

      “I don’t know.” He unlocks it and pushes it open for me. “But it’s going to be okay. We’ll be okay, no matter what.”

      “But the trust fund.”

      “I’ll figure something out. But it’s not important. If I don’t get it, I don’t get it.”

      I can’t believe what he’s saying. “It’s 100 million dollars. You can’t just throw that away. Especially not for me.”

      He pulls me into him, and I almost lose my balance. He has to wrap his arms around my waist to keep me upright. “You’re the only one I would throw that away for.”

      I wrap my arms around him, but just shake my head. I know how he is when he gets in these moods. He insists that love will always win. But sometimes it doesn’t. Especially when you’re going up against a family that is not only one of the richest in America but also one that is filled with enthusiastic homophobes. These people aren’t shy about their bigotry.

      “Let’s go out. After a few drinks, we’ll forget all about my sister.”

      He must be planning on some powerful drinks. “I don’t know.”

      “Come on. It’ll do you good. And you’ll have fun. You’re too hot to stay in tonight.”

      “As Erin? Absolutely not. Jeffrey, you are insane? This was just one time. Erin is done. She’s dead. No more.” Plus, these heels are mangling my feet. I just want some fuzzy socks and comfy slippers.

      “Erin doesn’t have to be dead.” He kisses me, and I want to melt. But I’m not going to give in. I twist my head away.

      “No. This was it. Plus, I really don’t feel like going out. Tonight was a lot for me, and I just want to crash. Preferably in your arms while watching a cheesy movie? Please?” I pout my lips and bat my eyelashes at him.

      “You know I can’t resist your charms.”

      I giggle, and it feels good to laugh.

      “Popcorn?” he asks.

      “Of course. Gimme a few minutes to get all this off.”

      Before I take another step, I reach down and slip off my heels. My feet instantly feel better. I pad upstairs, unzipping the dress as I walk. When it’s off, I peel off my underwear and slip into a pair of boxers and an old T-shirt. I stop in front of the mirror. Even almost four hours later, my makeup is still perfect. It would be pretty on a woman. Not me.

      As I toss the makeup remover wipe into the trash, I smell the popcorn, and I take a deep breath. It smells just like a movie theater. Freshly popped and with a jug of butter poured on it.

      I hurry downstairs and dive onto the couch just as Jeffrey turns off the kitchen light. He walks out carrying an enormous blue bowl, and I drool as soon as I see it. The fourteen-course tasting menu we had earlier can’t compete with good old-fashioned popcorn. Jeffrey sits beside me and takes the remote from the end table. I cuddle against him.

      We’re just halfway through the movie when my phone chimes.

      “They have nerve disturbing us right as we’re getting to the good part. The dog is just about to jump on her, and then she’ll find out that it’s really her boss she’s been messaging this whole time.”

      “Hey, don’t tell me! You’ve seen this before?” I grab my phone, and I go cold when I see the name on the screen.

      “No, but it’s kinda obvious what they’re setting up here. Who texted?”

      “What? Oh, uh, pause this for me, will you? I need to run upstairs.” I push the blanket off me and head to the stairs, my phone gripped tightly in my hand.

      “Who is it?”

      “No one. Nothing important. I’ll be right back.”

      When I get to our bedroom, I stop and look at the screen again.

      
        
        Michelle: Don’t tell Jeffrey. Read this in private…

      

      

      I unlock my phone to see the rest.

      
        
        Michelle: Meet me tomorrow for lunch. 12:30pm. Come as Erin, and do not tell Jeffrey about this.

      

      

      I sit on the edge of the bed. My heart is racing. This can’t be good. She’s going to tell me to stop seeing Jeffrey. And I will if it means he’ll get his inheritance. I won’t keep him from that. Before I delete her message, I copy the address of the restaurant into my notes app.

      The tears are pooling in the corners of my eyes now. I look up and try to blink them back, but I can’t. I just fall back on the bed and they fall with me. After a couple of minutes, I hear Jeffrey on the stairs. I sit up, wiping my eyes and sniffling, hoping that he won’t notice anything.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I had to pee and didn’t want to dirty the downstairs bathroom since we just cleaned it.”

      He squints at me. “Mmm-hmm. And you had to sit on the bed because…?”

      I fake a laugh. “Those heels really did a number on my feet. I needed to sit for a minute before heading back downstairs. You ready to watch the scene that you already spoiled for me?”

      “Who texted?”

      “No one. Just spam. I won a free iPhone. Yay me, I guess.”

      “Hmm. You know you can tell me anything, right?”

      I nod and move past him and down the stairs. If I try to talk, I’ll start sobbing.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I stare at Jeffrey and silently growl. He goes to the gym every Saturday morning. Except today. Today, he’s sipping coffee in his pajamas while he reads a book. And it looks like he never wants to leave. But I’m running out of time.

      I don’t know what Michelle meant when she told me to come as Erin. The dress from last night is the only piece of women’s clothes that I own, and I can’t wear that to a restaurant on a Saturday afternoon. So I have a pair of skinny jeans and a sweater picked out for today. I’ll wear it with makeup and the heels. If Mr. Leisurely Saturday Morning leaves. Makeup is going to be hard enough in our bathroom mirror. There’s no way I can do it in the car without looking like a clown.

      At 11:15, I decide I have to do something. “Hey, do you feel like doing me an enormous favor?”

      “Maybe. What?”

      “Run to the coffee shop and get me a latte.”

      He looks up from his book, and his gaze moves from my face to the coffee mug in my hand. “Serious or joking? You’ve already had at least a couple this morning, haven’t you?”

      I set my mug down. I’ve had five so far this morning, and between the caffeine and my nervousness, my insides are a jumbled, bouncing mess. “Serious. These aren’t the same. I want one of those ones where they line the cup with chocolate syrup.”

      “And you don’t want to go yourself?”

      “Please?”

      His eyes go back to his book, but he doesn’t answer. After a few seconds, he folds the corner of the page and stands up.

      I give him a short kiss. “Thank you, sweetie.”

      He smiles as he grabs his keys. “The things I do for you.”

      And the thing I’m about to do for you.

      I watch his car back out of the driveway, then I sprint upstairs. The coffee shop is ten minutes each way. If I just pull my hair back in a ponytail, that should be enough time. I hope.

      Twenty-two minutes later, I’m in my car and pulling away from our house. I go the back way through our neighborhood so he won’t see me when he comes back. I’m so sick, I want to pull over and throw up.

      Halfway to the restaurant, I get a text. It’s Jeffrey. He’s probably mad, and I can’t blame him. When I park, I finally read it.

      
        
        The Future Mr. Ethan Williams: I hope you were kidnapped.

        The Future Mr. Ethan Williams: Okay, I don’t really hope that. But where are you?

        Me: Sorry I couldn’t answer. I was driving. Had to run to the store real quick. I’ll be back shortly. Love you so much! *kiss emoji*

        The Future Mr. Ethan Williams: For real??? It better be for something important. Guess I’ll just have to eat this cranberry pomegranate bar I bought for you…

      

      

      I close my eyes and groan. I love those. The real pieces of fruit mixed in the shortbread, the cream cheese icing, the sweet cranberry glaze drizzled over the top. But even that doesn’t sound good to me right now.

      
        
        The Future Mr. Ethan Williams: Love you too, btw. *pink heart emoji*

      

      

      I shiver when I get out of the car, so I pull my coat tighter. But my palms go slick with sweat when I see Michelle. She’s sitting in the corner, and she smiles as I walk toward her.

      “Erin, you came.” She embraces me and kisses my cheeks.

      I try to do the same, but I can’t get my mouth to move. When she releases me, I fall into my chair and stare at the top of the table.

      “So last night was… something, wasn’t it?”

      “Uh, yeah. About that—”

      “You look nervous. Don’t be.” She smiles, and it looks almost sweet. “Tell me a little more about your relationship with my brother.”

      “Um, like what?”

      “Well, it’s cliche to ask if you love each other, but how do you two feel about each other? Where is your relationship right now?”

      “Well, I mean, we really do love each other. We’ve dated for three years and lived together for a little over a year now.”

      She looks surprised. “That long? Have you two made any plans for the future? Is there a future for you two?”

      I hide my trembling hands in my lap. “I don’t know. I hope so, but I guess that depends on you.”

      “Me?”

      Now, I know the innocent look on her face is just an act. “Are you going to tell your parents?”

      “I haven’t decided.” She leans in, and her finger traces her collarbone and then dips toward her cleavage. For a split second, I wonder if she’s going to kiss me. “What will you do if I tell them?”

      Be absolutely and forever shattered. “I can’t keep him from his trust fund. I’ll end things with him. I’ll have to.”

      “So you’re only interested in him for the money. If he doesn’t get it, you’ll leave him?”

      “What? No! I would leave so he can get his money. I won’t let him throw that away for me.” A tear rolls down my cheek, and I close my eyes, trying to block the rest. Some escape anyway.

      She leans back. “That’s a shame. I would have liked you better if it was just about the money. At least we’d have something in common then.”

      “We both love your brother.”

      She snickers. “I’m not going to tell them.”

      My breath catches, but there’s no way I heard that right. “You…”

      “I won’t tell them. In fact, I’ll do what I can so this will never be a problem for you two.”

      “Thank you! Oh my God, thank you! Thank you!” My voice is so loud that I’m sure others are looking at us, but I can’t be any quieter.

      “Do you really think I’m such an evil person that I would stand in the way of love? And don’t get me started on this stupid morality clause in our trust funds.”

      I move around the table and wrap her in my arms. “Thank you so much. I’m so relieved. I’m going to go tell Jeffrey right now.”

      When I get to the door of the restaurant, I turn back and wave. She smiles. Jeffrey was wrong about her. Maybe this can mend their relationship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Baby, are you here?” I burst into the room so fast, the door slams against the wall. “Baby?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      Over the kitchen island, I see Jeffrey leap from his chair and rush toward me. It’s only seconds before his hands are on my arms.

      “Are you alright?”

      I can’t hold back my smile. It breaks over my face. “I’m better than alright. You will be too once I tell you the news.”

      “What is it?” He takes a step back. “And this? I thought you said no more Erin.”

      I take his hand. “That’s part of it, too. Guess who I just met with.”

      “I don’t have a clue. Can I get a hint?”

      “You grew up with her, and you’ve always told me she’s evil.”

      The color drains from his face. “Michelle. Did you… run into her at the store?”

      “I lied about shopping. I’m so sorry, honey, but I had to. And it was worth it. She wanted to meet, and she told me not to tell you.”

      “And you thought that was a good idea?”

      “I know, I know. But what if she’s not as bad as you think?”

      He snorts.

      “No, listen, she’s not going to tell your parents. She’s going to help us.”

      “Then you didn’t meet with the right Michelle.”

      “Jeffrey, isn’t this great?”

      He turns away. “Why?”

      “Because it means you can get your trust fund next year.”

      “No, I mean, why isn’t she telling my parents? Why would she ever offer to help?”

      “She doesn’t like that stupid clause anymore than we do. And maybe she’s just changed?”

      “No. She didn’t just change.”

      I toss my hands up. “Jeffrey, who cares why she’s doing it? We don’t have to worry about her, and that’s great news. Doesn’t that make you happy?”

      He stares out the kitchen window and then looks back at me, finally grinning. “You’re right. I’ll worry about her later. For now, this is the second best news I could ever get.” He lifts me and spins me in his arms.

      I giggle. “Only the second best?”

      “You agreeing to marry me would be better.”

      “Oh. Well, someday—”

      He drops to one knee. My mouth falls open and I take a step back. My butt presses against the edge of the sink. He has to be joking, right?

      “Ethan Timothy Williams, will you marry me?”

      “Are you—oh my God.”

      “This is the point when you say yes. I hope. Even though I don’t have a ring for you yet.”

      My tears are falling onto the floor as I nod my head. “Yes. Absolutely, yes.” I drop to my knees and kiss him, and he pulls me into him. Our lips and tongues move together, and I’m not sure anymore which belongs to him and which belongs to me. Maybe there isn’t a difference. He kisses down my chin to my neck.

      I gasp as he yanks my sweater up and takes one of my nipples into his mouth. His warm, wet lips kiss around and pull it into him. The wave of pleasure rolls from my chest to my cock, and it throbs. I never knew my nipples could be so sensitive, but I want more than this. My cock needs more than this.

      I pull the waistband of his pants as far down as I can reach, and he takes them from there. His mouth still sucks on my nipple as I take his cock in my hand. It’s electric under my touch, and the tiny shocks run through my body. I snarl. My hand slides up and down his length. He whimpers. I’m squeezing too tight. Too hard. I know it’ll irritate the sensitive skin if I keep doing this, but I can’t stop. Jeffrey Davis is going to be mine. My husband. My forever.

      The thought frees me, and I release his cock and pull him onto the floor with me. Onto his stomach. I shimmy out of my jeans and panties and twist so I’m behind him. My dick slaps at his crack now.

      “Is this what you want?”

      He nods his head.

      “Tell me. Tell me you want this.”

      “Ethan, please. I want to feel you inside me.”

      My tip is wet with pre-cum when I slide it into him. He clenches his muscles around me, and my head rolls back. I can already feel the orgasm building. My breaths are shallow, and each thrust brings a throaty exhale. The warmth of his ass around my cock is driving me crazy, and I’m going to explode if I don’t control myself.

      “Fuck, Jeffrey.”

      I pump harder into him. The slaps of our skin reverberate off the kitchen cabinets and mix with my grunts and his moans.

      When I feel myself pushing against the edge, I hold back. It takes all of my will, but I can’t come yet. Not until he’s ready. I reach around and put my hand on his dick. I’m rough on his skin again, and I don’t care. Neither does he. His cock pulses, and he lets out a long, low moan. That’s when I lose it and pump inside him. My cum filling him. I buck my hips wildly now. I’m a pure animal as I make him mine.

      When my cock is finally spent, I slip out of his ass and collapse onto the floor beside him. My mouth finds his, and I suck on his lower lip.

      “That was so fucking intense, Ethan.”

      My entire body rumbles. “You’ve got a lifetime of that ahead of you.”
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      I’m at work Monday when Michelle texts me. My palms sweat as soon as I see her name. Did she change her mind? I want to ignore it. I don’t want bad news here in the office. But what if she gets mad because I don’t answer her right away? I wish the preview gave some clue, but it’s just a gibberish web address that I don’t recognize.

      I set the phone face down on my desk and sigh. There are thirteen new requests for assistance that came in over the weekend. I open the first one, but I only make it halfway before I pick up my phone and open the message. I can’t wait any longer.

      
        
        Michelle: You’ve gotta check out this video. Too cute! You’ll need earbuds. And watch it by yourself before you show anyone else.

      

      

      The thumbnail is a picture of a cat facing off with a goat. I grunt. I hate cat videos. Michelle hardly seems like the type to send them to people, so I wonder if it’s really something else. I put my earbuds in, and press play…

      I shake my head. That’s it? It’s a video of a cat slapping a goat over and over. That’s what I had to check out? What do I even say in response to that? Thanks for thinking of me, but I don’t like cats and don’t think they’re cute? Oh, and you don’t have to send me any more? Like them or not, I can’t tell her that. I wouldn’t even if she didn’t hold my life in her hands.

      
        
        Michelle: So? Did you watch it yet?

        Me: OMG yes! That was so adorable!!! *heart emoji* *heart emoji* *heart emoji*

        Michelle: *smiling emoji* I’m glad you liked it. Does Erin want to go out for drinks Friday evening?

        Me: Of course! And you’d better keep the cat videos coming before then too! Don’t be all one-and-done.

        Michelle: Challenge accepted! You’ll be sick of these videos by the time I’m done. Haha.

        Me: Never! *cat emoji*

      

      

      I gasp when I see the time in the top corner of my phone screen. The afternoon has flown by. I didn’t get even one application processed. I grab my bag and head toward the door, chuckling when I think again about that video.
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        * * *

      

      I smooth my skirt under me as I sit on the barstool. The bartender’s eyes linger on my chest, and I just smile. If he knew that was all breast forms and glue, I doubt he’d be so interested. When his eyes finally make it to mine, I smile and order a Malibu sunset. I take a sip and turn to look out over the room.

      This place is packed. Mostly college students, but some older people, too. There’s a bachelorette party in the corner, and they’re already screaming in laughter every couple of minutes.

      “Hey, girl.”

      I jump when I feel the hand on my shoulder.

      “Just me.” Michelle laughs.

      I exhale as I hug her. “God, you scared me half to death.”

      “You look great. I’m glad you decided to let Erin come tonight.”

      “Of course. I’ve been looking forward to it. She needs to get out more.”

      I ordered these clothes and the breast forms the evening she asked me to go out with her. When they came, I waited until Jeffrey was asleep and then snuck to the downstairs bathroom to put them on. My pulse raced when I saw myself in the mirror. I gave myself the best sexy poses I could dream of. But when I heard a noise, I ripped the clothes off and hurried back upstairs. Jeffrey was still asleep. I slid in next to him, careful to not shake the bed too much, and stared at the ceiling. I didn’t sleep that night. I was too excited.

      “I have something I want to show you. I’ll text it.” Michelle grabs my arm and pulls me to an empty booth against the wall. “Do you have earbuds with you?”

      I nod and pull them out of my purse as my phone chimes.

      “I think this is the best one yet.” She’s sitting on the edge of her seat and her eyes are wide. “Watch it.”

      I stick the earbuds into my ears and swipe open my phone. “Another video?” I smile across the table and press play…

      “Hey… Hey. So what did you think?” Michelle takes the phone out of my hand.

      “About what?”

      “That video.”

      I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. What video? I shrug my shoulders.

      “Didn’t I send it to you?” She pulls her phone from her pocket and scrolls through it. “Nope, guess not. It’s just a cute cat video. I’ll send it to you later.”

      “You’d better! I love cute cat videos.”

      “Promise. Now, come on.” She takes my hand and pulls me toward the area people are using as a dance floor. There have to be a hundred people all crammed into a space the size of my living room. There’s not enough room to dance, so they’re all just bobbing and bumping into each other.

      I stop, and Michelle turns around with a huge smile across her face.

      “Don’t you want to dance?”

      Of course not. I don’t dance. Especially not dressed like this. I’m wearing heels, for God’s sake. I stand still and just look at the people in front of me.

      “Come on.” Michelle tugs on my hand again. “Not even a little part of you wants to join in?”

      It could be fun. Maybe I should try it just for a bit and see. I blow out a breath. “Maybe just for a song or two, but that’s it.”

      “Attagirl.”

      I smile as she yanks me forward.

      The men crowd around us almost immediately, and someone bumps into me from behind. Just a little nudge, almost. I assume it’s accidental, but then he puts his hand on my hip and grinds himself into my ass. My body goes stiff. I can’t let some strange guy dance with me. Especially not while I’m dressed like this. I turn around, and as soon as he sees me, he smiles and moves in tighter. I sway just a bit to the music. Why can’t I do this? I look around at all the women here dancing with men. They’re all doing it, so why can’t I? I move my body in time with his. Left and right. And he presses against me. Is that...? I back away a little. Just so I don’t feel what I think I felt. But he closes the gap, and now, I’m sure I feel it.

      “I have a boyfriend.”

      “That’s okay.” He keeps dancing.

      “Nothing is going to happen with this.” I point my finger at his crotch.

      He gives me a thumbs up as he drops down, squatting in front of me. His ass is shaking from side to side. Then he puts both of his hands on my hips and pulls himself up, sliding against me like a snake slithering up a tree. I can’t help myself. A tingle runs through my body.

      We end up dancing together for so long that my calves and thighs throb. When I can’t take any more, I put my hand on his shoulder and kiss his cheek. “That was fun. Thank you. But I need a break.”

      He smiles, nods, and turns around, moving to the next single woman that he finds.

      As I squeeze through the mass of people, I see Michelle already on the edge of the crowd. I sneak behind her and put my hand on the small of her back. She jumps.

      “Paybacks.” I laugh.

      “You’re done already? It looked like you were having fun.”

      “I was.” I smile. “That was Kordle. Or at least I think that’s what he said.”

      “Well, whoever it was, you hit it off.”

      I shake my head. “He was just fun to dance with. I can never get Jeffrey to dance.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. He needs to treat you better if he wants to hang on to you.”

      “No. Your brother is the best. I wouldn’t change a single thing about him.”

      She rolls her eyes, and we head back to the still-empty booth along the wall.

      “There’s nothing wrong with having a little fun with someone else, you know. It’s not like you and Jeffrey are married.”

      I blush.

      She slides next to me on the bench and presses her hand against my belly. “What if it wasn’t with a man?”

      I look up at her. Her face is just inches from mine.

      “I’m really good at keeping secrets.” Her hand slides down my stomach and then brushes against my cock.

      I lose my breath.

      She slips under my dress and cups my balls.

      “Michelle…” The word barely comes out.

      She massages me through my panties. I squirm to get away, but now her other arm is holding me in place.

      She leans forward and kisses me. Everything disappears except the bass thump of the music and the taste of her mouth. My lips open in surprise, but she takes that as an invitation, and her tongue darts in. That’s when I’m finally able to move.

      I pull my head back and put my hands on her shoulders. “Michelle. Stop.”

      “Oh. I…” She turns her head and slides away from me.

      “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.”

      She shakes her head and moves back to the other side of the table. Even in the dark, I can see that her face is red. “I didn’t mean—I don’t know what happened. Too much alcohol. And I’m hot. And just—I need to go. I’m going to call a car.”

      “Michelle, wait. It’s okay. We’ve both been drinking.”

      She doesn’t acknowledge me. I watch as she shoots out the front door. Then I close my eyes and lean my head against the back of the seat. What was that about?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of the television wakes me up. I cover my head with my arms, but that doesn’t block out the noise or the light.

      “Good morning, sunshine.”

      I grumble something that even I don’t recognize.

      “I have a glass of water and a couple Tylenol on the end table for you. Can you reach them or do you want me to get them for you?”

      I use the arm of the couch to pull myself up so I can take the pills.

      “How’s your head?”

      “It’s fine. It’s just everything else that feels terrible.” I look over and see Jeffrey sitting in a recliner watching me. “Good morning, baby.” I smile, or at least I try to. I’m not sure what it really looks like.

      “You’re not sitting in a very ladylike position.” He chuckles.

      “Huh?” I look down.

      Oh shit. Why am I wearing a dress? It’s twisted around me and the bottom is pulled up around my waist. I tug at the material, but it doesn’t budge. I stand up and pull it around the way it’s supposed to go and then sit back down, legs together without a thought.

      “I can’t believe you brought Erin back without telling me. And then apparently had a wild night without me, too.”

      I rest my chin on my palm and stare toward the door. What did I do last night? Oh! Oh my God, that!

      “I don’t know if I’ve ever seen your face this red, so it must be good. Dish it, girl.”

      What do I say? I can’t tell him what Michelle did. “I, uh, went out with your sister. I told you that.”

      “I thought Ethan was going out with her. And this obviously wasn’t just a simple outing.”

      “It was just a bar. You know the one on 12th and Broad? That one. I didn’t even have that much to drink. Not as much as Michelle. But we danced. There was this guy I danced with for quite a while.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing. He had an erection at one point, but I made sure he knew I had a boyfriend. Then we kept dancing. Nothing more. You were asleep when I got home, so I slept down here so I didn’t wake you. That’s it.” I don’t want to start a civil war over something that his sister probably doesn’t even remember.

      “As bad as you looked when I came down, I thought maybe you’d have some exciting story about fighting people off as they threw themselves at you.”

      I laugh a little too loud and take a drink of water.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, so Michelle wants us to go to dinner with her tonight. You in?”

      “Depends on which Michelle you’re talking about. If it’s one of the random 37 million Michelle’s out there, then sure. If it’s my sister, then nope.”

      “Oh, come on. She’s really not that bad.” I walk to my closet and slide my clothes from left to right while I look for something to wear.

      “You’ve known her for all of a month now? I’ve known her all 25 years that she’s been alive. Trust me. She can seem nice, but it’s all an act. It always is.”

      “Hmm, maybe.” I hold out a green dress and look at it. “But maybe she’s growing up. It wouldn’t hurt to give her a chance.”

      “Maybe someday, not now. But I want you to go. If you can be friends with her, that’s great. God knows she needs some friends. Just watch your back with her. You can’t expect a porcupine to change its quills for fur.”

      I set the dress on the bed and walk to my underwear drawer. I pull out a pair of panties, a bra, and black tights.

      “You’re going as Erin again?”

      I stop and look at him. “Yeah? I thought you liked Erin.”

      He comes up and kisses me while his hands move down to my ass. “I love Erin. She’s fucking hot. But I love Ethan too. Most importantly, I thought you didn’t like Erin. You keep telling me you’re finished with her, but then you keep buying more and more things.”

      I do? My eyes flick over to my closet. It’s evenly split between Erin’s things and Ethan’s. That’s what it’s always been, isn’t it? “I don’t know. I guess sometimes I like being Erin, after all.”

      “Well, I love you no matter who you are, so you go be you.” He kisses me on my forehead, and I close my eyes. “Just be it without me if my sister is involved.” He chuckles and walks away.

      Michelle pulls into the restaurant parking lot just ahead of me, so I follow her red sports car and park next to it. I get out, but she doesn’t. When I tap on the passenger window, she waves for me to get into the car.

      “What’s up?”

      “First, you look gorgeous today.” Her eyes move along my body, and I blush. “Second, found a video that you have to see. I just sent it to you.”

      “Oh, awesome!” I reach into my purse for my earbuds. “A cat hanging from a ceiling fan?”

      “Yep, watch it. It’s hilarious.”

      I press play…

      “Erin? Wake up, Erin. We’re here.”

      I blink open my eyes and look around. “Here? Where?”

      “The airport. You asked me to drive you.”

      “I did?”

      “Yeah. For your trip. You must have been really out of it.” She laughs.

      “Trip?”

      “To that clinic you told me about. The one Jeffrey wants you to go to.”

      “He does? Oh… oh! That one. Duh, yeah. We’re here already?”

      Michelle gets out of the car and walks to the hangar, so I follow her. There’s a man standing inside. When he looks at me, it’s like his blue eyes skewer me.

      “Ladies, good evening. It’s truly marvelous to meet you both. Miss Erin, I presume?”

      He tilts his head toward me, and I nod.

      “My name is David Lattimore. I’ve heard so many wonderful things about you, and I can’t wait to know you even better. It’s going to be just a moment while the captain finishes her pre-flight checklist, but please join me in the cabin whenever you’re ready.”

      I can’t take my eyes off him as he walks up the steps and disappears inside the plane. There’s something about him.

      “I know you’re just going to be gone for a week, but I’ll miss you. I feel so silly.” Michelle turns her head away.

      “That’s not silly at all. I’m going to miss you, too.”

      “You are?” She steps closer until I can feel her breath against my chin. Goosebumps ripple down my arms.

      “Of course I am.”

      “Then maybe I should give you something to remember while you’re away.”

      Her lips break over mine, and for a second I think I’m going to be swept away. It’s amazing how much her kiss feels like Jeffrey’s. When I close my eyes, I imagine it’s him holding me instead of her, and my lips move on their own. Drawing and grasping at everything they can. Feeding on this feeling. I wrap my arms around her neck, and that’s when I open my eyes.

      This isn’t Jeffrey. He’s much taller. Michelle. I pinch my lips shut and lean my head back just a bit. How could I ever think it was him? Her mouth moves off mine, and her inhale pulls at my breath. I need to tell her I didn’t mean anything by that kiss. She needs to know that I’m not attracted to her. That I would never cheat on Jeffrey even if I were.

      “They’re probably waiting for you.”

      “Probably.” I know I should let go of her, but I can’t yet. Not while her hands are on my body. I shake my head.

      “Don’t do that. Don’t think about it. Just let it be.”

      “But Jeffrey.”

      “Jeffrey knows. Remember that he told you he likes the thought of you playing with other women? Remember that?”

      He did?

      “It’s not cheating on him unless it’s with a guy. And that makes sense, right? Remember, he told you that.”

      “I… I think so. Yeah, maybe I—”

      “So see? It’s fine. Enjoy what just happened. Don’t think about it too much.”

      “Yeah, okay. Well, I should probably get—”

      “Yeah. I’ll be waiting for you when you get back.”

      I hug her before turning around and walking onto the plane.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      “Right this way, Miss Erin.” David holds out his arm for me as we climb the steps to the veranda. It’s an old-fashioned gesture, but it makes me smile anyway.

      I expected a hospital, but this place is more like a hotel. The large sitting room on the other side of the blue double doors looks like a lobby. There are armchairs clustered in small groups, a fireplace, and a large table along one wall that could easily be a check-in counter.

      When I stop to look around, David takes my hand again. “This way, my dear. Dr. Gooding is waiting for you in her office.”

      We walk toward a large, curved marble staircase. I assume we’re going up, but he turns us down a hallway instead. We stop at the first door on the right. The door is open, and David peeks his head inside.

      “Are you ready for Miss Erin, Doctor?”

      I hear a woman’s voice answer from inside. Then, at David’s beckoning, I walk into the office. It’s light and white, just like the rest of the building, with an entire wall of windows. I see the woman walk around the desk, and I smile as she takes my hand.

      “Erin, it’s so lovely to meet you. Wow, you’re going to be gorgeous when we’re finished.”

      “Really?” My stomach flutters. It’s too much to hope for. She has to be exaggerating.

      “Trust me. I’ve done this for almost ten years now, and I’ve seen a lot of women come through. Very few of them are as beautiful as you before they begin the process. And that smile? You’re radiant. ”

      I blush at her compliments.

      “Please have a seat. We have just a few documents to go through, and then I’ll show you to your room.”

      I smooth my skirt under me as I sit and then cross my legs.

      Dr. Gooding grins as she hands me a tablet.
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        * * *

      

      My entire body buzzes when I see my room. It’s so feminine and pretty. Soft, light purple walls, almost-white trim, and pastel paintings on the walls. I walk to the pink sofa in front of the windows and look out. The courtyard is lush and green. There’s a palm tree so close to my window that I wonder if I could reach out and pluck a coconut from it.

      “What do you think?” Dr. Gooding asks.

      “It’s gorgeous. Everything here is.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. We want the entire clinic to be a place of beauty.”

      I turn to face her just in time to see another woman enter the room. She’s wearing all white scrubs, so I wonder if she’s another doctor. Dr. Gooding follows my eyes and then smiles.

      “Perfect timing, like always. This is Nora. She’s the head nurse here. Nora, this is Erin. She’s going to be staying with us for a bit.”

      “Oh my gosh, sweetie, look at you! If this is what we’re starting with, I can’t wait to see the finished product. You’re already a flower. Where do you go from here?”

      I blush and look down. I’m not used to this attention.

      Dr. Gooding walks up and puts her hand on my arm. “We’ll start in the morning. The next couple of weeks will probably be a blur, but we’ll take really good care of you. And you’ll love everything we’re going to do. I promise.”

      I should be nervous, but I’m not. I sit on the edge of the bed and Nora walks up beside me.

      “Girl, you really are going to be great. Dr. Gooding is a miracle worker, but she won’t even need to break a sweat with you. Now, let me get your vitals real quick, then I’ll let you get settled in.”

      After a couple of minutes, she has everything noted in her tablet, but before she leaves, she hugs me. “Welcome to the family, sweetie.”

      My chest is full and warm as I hug her back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m lying on my back and floating. The waves are breaking around me, and I want to just drift off. But I can’t. I focus on my eyes. It’s hard. Muscles that I’ve never thought about before seem different, like someone is pushing against them. I move through them one at a time in my mind. Relaxing and contracting them until I find just the right ones. They’re all there and in the same places. But nothing wants to respond. At last, I’m able to force my eyelids to separate. It’s just a crack, but it’s enough.

      I look around me and see the lilac-colored walls. For a second, I wonder where I am, but then I remember. The clinic Jeffrey sent me to. Thinking of him makes my entire body tingle, and I feel my cock start to get hard. I want to rub it, but I’m still not able to move my arms. When I hear my door open, I’m suddenly glad that I can’t.

      “You’re awake! How do you feel, sweetie?”

      My words just come out as a crackly hiss, so I try again. “—ood.”

      Nora holds a plastic cup to my lips and tilts it up. A little water falls into my mouth. It’s cold and might be the most wonderful thing I’ve ever felt. “Is that better?”

      I nod my head.

      “Now, any pain anywhere?”

      “No.” My voice is still little more than a whisper, but she can understand me now.

      She smiles. “That’s great. Now, you probably will have pain at some point, so when you do, I want you to push this button right here, okay?”

      She runs a cord through the arm on the side of my bed and then hands me the end. The hard plastic reminds me of a game show buzzer. I look and see a black button on the end.

      “That’s your pain killer. We want to keep it all under control, so don’t turn into some tough old broad who tries to ignore the pain. It’ll just get worse if you do that. Push this whenever you feel you need it. It’s timed so you can’t overdose. Got it?”

      I nod again. “So what…” My voice gives out again.

      “Your throat might not be ready for talking yet. You’ve had more things shoved in and out of that thing in the last week than in your entire life, I’ll bet.”

      My cheeks are burning.

      “Or maybe not, if you’ve been having fun. So what’s happened? Is that what you’re wondering? Well, Dr. Gooding started with your facial surgery, but once you were in the operating room, she realized there wasn’t much to do. Just a little work on your nose and your chin. A bit on your forehead too, but really not much. So since she had extra time, she did a bit of vocal cord work. That’s the main reason why your throat is scratchy.”

      “Vocal cords?”

      “Just to tighten your voice up. Think of it as your natural voice but a little better. Then a couple days later she did your body surgeries. Shoulders and ribs to bring them both in a little bit. But you really didn’t need much. I mean it. You were meant to be a woman from the get go.”

      I smile.

      “Only a couple more to go now, but they’re the good ones. Tomorrow you’ll have your implants. Then you’ll have three or four weeks of healing before we tackle the plumbing, if you know what I mean.” She winks at me.

      My mind wanders off as I hear what’s coming.

      “Someone’s beaming.”

      I don’t realize I’m grinning until she points it out. “Tomorrow… breasts?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Tomorrow you get your very own boobs. I don’t have to ask how you feel about that.” She giggles.

      “Happy…”

      “Clearly. Your smile is so big, you’re about to pop all your stitches.”

      I gasp and snap my mouth back into a neutral position before I damage anything.

      “I was just kidding, sweetie. Go ahead and smile. You deserve to feel happy about this.”
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        * * *

      

      “Miss Erin?”

      I look up and see David walking toward us. I’ve always heard the myth that sharks would die if they stop swimming. Well, I’m pretty sure if David stopped talking, he would die. But he’s such a sweet man, it’s hard to hold that against him.

      “Hi David.”

      “I am so sorry to interrupt your conversation, ladies. And trust me, the last thing I want to do is disturb you when you both are getting on so well together and in your time here. But you have a phone call, Miss Erin. Do you want to take it?”

      I jump from my seat, almost forgetting that Hannah is there. “Yes! Yes! Where is it? The phone?”

      “Follow me, please. We have a room set up just off this hallway. It allows for patients to have much-needed privacy while they…”

      The rush of blood in my ears makes it impossible to listen to him anymore. My entire body is trembling more than the time in college when I drank twelve energy drinks on a dare. It’s been so long. I can’t wait to hear his voice.

      David opens the door for me, and I rush to the phone sitting on the table. “Jeffrey? Baby, I’ve been dying to hear your voice. I’ve missed you so much.”

      “Well, this is a little awkward.”

      “Oh. Did I pick up the wrong line? I’m sorry.”

      “Is this Erin?”

      “Yes…”

      “It’s Michelle. How are you?”

      “Oh.” I’m sure she can hear the disappointment in my voice. “I’m good. How are you? How’s—”

      “Jeffrey?” She snorts. “He’s fine. We’re all fine. So things are going well there?”

      “Yeah. Things are good.” I exhale. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude. I just expected you to be Jeffrey, so I was disappointed. I haven’t heard from him the whole time I’ve been here. But, I really am glad you called, though.”

      “I’m sure he’s just busy and hasn’t had a chance to call.”

      “You’re probably right.” My voice is flat.

      “So tell me, how is everything?”

      “Oh my God, Michelle. This place is so wonderful.”

      I spend the next ten minutes telling her about all the procedures I’ve had and the people I’ve met. When she asks my favorite change, I pretend to think, but I know instantly which one it is. My breasts. If you asked me a year ago if I wanted breasts, I would have laughed and said no. And I would have been a fool. They are absolutely the best thing to ever happen to me. Well, next to meeting Jeffrey.

      By the end of the call, I’ve almost forgotten my disappointment. Or I at least try to convince myself that I have. I set the old-fashioned phone back down in its cradle and step outside the room. Hannah is sitting in the same chair where I left her.

      I need to get my mind off of Jeffrey, so I walk up to her and take the book she’s reading. “Why don’t we go up to my room?” It’s not cheating if it’s another girl, right? Michelle told me that’s what Jeffrey said.

      Her eyes move down to my breasts and then back up to my face. “Okay.”

      I turn and walk toward the stairs, and the click of her heels tells me that she’s following.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good morning, Erin. How are you feeling?”

      Why is Alyssa here today? “Kinda meh, but I’ll be alright.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      I think about yesterday afternoon. About Hannah. As soon as I touched her cock, she bolted out the door. She couldn’t get away from me fast enough. No one wants to be with me. Not her, not Jeffrey. “It’s nothing. Just a down day. Where’s Nora?”

      I’ve been here for a month now, and I’ve never known Nora to not work on a weekday. It’s silly, but I’m a little worried.

      “She’s taking today off. She had a late night with one of our other patients.” Alyssa takes the blood pressure cuff off my arm and wraps it around the rail of my bed, ready for next time.

      “Oh no, I hope they’re both okay.”

      “They’ll be fine. It happens sometimes. Well, your vitals look good. Anything I can get for you?”

      “Maybe a cup of coffee, if you don’t mind? I kinda want to hide out in here for a while.”

      “Sure thing. So, who are you avoiding?” She giggles, but I don’t.

      “Well… Hannah. But I’m not really avoiding her. Just, I don’t know.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about her. I shouldn’t tell you this, but she’s the patient we had an issue with last night.”

      My heart pounds, and I sit up in my bed. “Is she okay?”

      “I can’t say anything. But she’s fine. Just spending some time in one of our observation rooms for a while.”

      “Oh my God!” An observation room? Did she try to kill herself? Was she that upset?

      I’m so lost in my thoughts, I don’t notice Alyssa leave and come back with my coffee until I smell it. I look around. It’s sitting on my nightstand, but Alyssa is already gone.

      What could have driven Hannah that far? Was it me? I replay everything that happened. She’d just finished masturbating me, and I’d started to do the same to her. But when I touched her, she pulled back. Like she was embarrassed to have a cock. But why? She’d just found out about me, so why would she be ashamed of herself?

      Maybe me touching it reminded her it was still there? I certainly understand not feeling complete without that final surgery. She might feel the same. Or maybe they told her she couldn’t have it at all. How would I feel if they told me I couldn’t? Would I be suicidal? I shiver.

      Oh my God, what if they just don’t do it at all here? What if they stopped performing that surgery? Or maybe they never did. There are clinics that lie about procedures and results. What if this is one of them? What will I do? I have to get this for Jeffrey. I have to get this for me.

      My heart is racing, and my entire body shakes. What am I going to do? I force my breaths in and out. “Alyssa?” I hope I’m yelling loud enough that she can hear. I don’t think about the call button beside my bed. “Alyssa? Please.”

      “What is it?” Alyssa comes running into my room. “What’s wrong, honey?”

      “I… I… need…”

      “Shh, just lay back and take a deep breath for me.” She holds two fingers to my wrist. “Attagirl, deep breaths. Deep breaths. Just like that. There you go. Good girl. Now tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I need a phone. Please. Can you let me use a phone? I haven’t talked to him in so long. Please.”

      “Who? Who do you need to talk to?”

      “Jeffrey. I need to hear his voice, that’s all. My boyfriend. Just two minutes. One minute. Just enough to hear him. Please. There has to be a phone I can use.”

      She looks around. “I could get fired for this. Or worse. You have to promise me that no one will find out.”

      “Find out what?”

      “I’ll let you use my phone. Just for a minute. But you have to promise. You can’t tell anyone. And you have to block the number, so your boyfriend can’t call you back. Just one time only. This is it. Promise?”

      I sit up. “I swear. I won’t tell anyone.”

      She looks around again like she thinks someone may have snuck in, then she pulls her cell phone from her pocket. I take it and dial the number. Please pick up. Please pick up.

      It takes three rings for him to answer, and I’m in tears at that point.

      “Hello?” His voice sends a jolt through me.

      “Baby? It’s me.” I sob out the words. Alyssa runs her hand along my back to calm me.

      “Who is this?”

      “It’s me. Erin. Can you hear me?”

      “Erin… The fuck! Erin? Where are you? Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” The word curls around my sob. “I’m at the clinic.”

      “What clinic? Are you hurt? Tell me where you are, and I’ll be there. I’ll leave right now.”

      “I… I don’t know. The clinic you sent me to. I just needed to hear your voice. Why haven’t you called me?”

      “I didn’t send you to any clinic. Where are you?”

      “You did. But then you didn’t call me. Even your sister called, but you didn’t. Did I do something wrong? Why didn’t you call?”

      “My sister? Of course, you didn’t do anything wrong. I’ve been looking all over for you. Tell me where you are.”

      “I need to go. I’m not supposed to make any outgoing calls. I had to sneak to do this. But please call me at the main number. I love you so, so much. Please tell me you’ll call me.”

      “I promise, honey. I love you too. Just tell me where you are. Ethan, tell me—”

      I’m crying again and can’t say anything more than “bye” as I hang up and hand the phone to Alyssa.
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        * * *

      

      Even in my room, I can hear raised voices coming from downstairs. I try to listen, but I can’t make out what they’re saying. All I can tell is that it’s two men arguing. I think of everyone I’ve met here, and the only men I’ve seen are part of the security team. Was there some kind of incident? I look at my door and wish there were a lock on it.

      The voices die down after a few minutes, and I curl my feet under me in my armchair and get back to my book. I’m Knot Gonna Take It, book 3 of the Packing It Hard Series. I just get to a steamy part when there’s a knock at my door.

      “Come in.” I look to the door and see Dr. Gooding. Is something wrong? She’s already made her rounds this morning.

      She smiles as I set the book down on my table. “This is a little unusual, but you have a visitor.”

      My head snaps. “I do? Who is it?”

      “Jeffrey Davis. He says he’s—”

      I hop out of the chair and scamper to my closet. “Jeffrey? He’s here? Now?”

      “He is. He’s downstairs. We don’t normally allow visitors at this stage, but we’re making an exception for you.” I swear she’s speaking more slowly than she was just a second ago.

      “I can’t see him like this.” I throw outfits out of my closet. None of them are right. There has to be something. I toss my hands up and groan. “I have nothing to wear.”

      She puts her hands on my shoulders from behind me, and I stop. “Erin. It’s fine. You can wear anything. He doesn’t care. He just wants to see you.”

      I shake my head. She doesn’t understand. “No. It has to be perfect. I haven’t seen him in so long.”

      “What about this one?” I look, and she’s holding a red dress that I just tossed onto the floor.

      “Too long.”

      “This purple one?”

      “He’ll think I look like a cartoon character.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Then this one. I think you look pretty in white.”

      “Hmm…” I do love the way I look in that dress, but is it good enough for him? I take it from her. “It’ll have to do. Thank you.”

      She chuckles. “I’ll let him know you’re getting ready and will be down shortly.”

      I lay the dress on the bed and go to the bathroom. Pinks. I want all pink makeup for him. I open my case and take out everything I need. The foundation and concealer. Blush. Eyeshadow palette, eyeliner, and mascara. Lip liner and lipstick. I clip my hair up and work everything onto my face. When I’m done, I run my hair through the flat iron. Will he recognize me with straight hair? I giggle. I hope so. I want him to rush up to me before I even get to the bottom of the stairs and take me in his arms while he tells me how beautiful I am. My nipples tingle at the thought.

      Before I leave, I fasten the straps on my pale pink sandals and stand in front of the mirror. My stomach drops. What if he doesn’t like this? What if he thinks I’m ugly? Maybe I can’t do this. I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the mirror. He loves me. And I love this. So that means he’s going to love it too. Right? But if he loves me, why didn’t he ever call me? I take a deep breath and walk to the door.

      I see him from the top of the stairs, and my heart feels like it’s going to burst. He’s more handsome than I remember. I want to run down the stairs and throw myself at him, but I force myself to take my time.

      I watch him as I go down the steps. He’s mostly looking down, but every few seconds, his head pops up and he scans the room. I freeze when his eyes sweep across me. I try to be calm, but I can’t help the giant smile on my face. The sides of his mouth curl up, but his head keeps moving. Did he even really see me? I stand there a moment, waiting for the cliche ah-ha moment when his head will whip back to me and his jaw will drop. But it doesn’t come. He just looks down at his shoes again.

      I reach the bottom of the stairs and walk halfway across the room before he looks up again. This time, his eyes squint as he looks at me and his mouth pops open just a bit. He stands as I step in front of him.

      “Ethan?”

      I shudder. I never expected to hear that name again, and I never want to. “Erin. So…” I grin.

      I see the tears pooling in his eyes. Then his face contorts, and he wraps his arms around me. Everything feels right now that I’m back in his arms again, and I want to stay here forever.

      “I’m so sorry.” He’s sobbing now, and his tears are running down my shoulder.

      I pull him tighter. “Sorry for what?”

      “Have you seen yourself? For this. For my sister. I didn’t know. I swear, I didn’t know.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He sniffs and steps back. “I don’t expect you to ever forgive me.”

      “Jeffrey, you’re not making sense. What do I need to forgive you for?”

      “Look at you.”

      I smile, waiting for the compliments to come.

      “It’s like you’re a completely different person.”

      I tilt my head. I don’t think I look that different. It’s just taking him a while to process everything.

      “These.” He motions to my breasts, and I beam. Until I get my last surgery, these are my pride and joy. “I can’t believe it. I’m so sorry.” He drops back into the chair and starts crying again.

      “Jeffrey, talk to me. What are you sorry for? Was there another woman while I was gone? A man? I forgive you. It’s okay.”

      “How can you say that? Ethan, look at yourself. It’s not okay.”

      “One, don’t ever call me that name again. There is no Ethan anymore. Two, what’s wrong with how I look?”

      He breaks down, and I roll my eyes. With a sigh, I sit in the chair next to his. “Jeffrey, you’re going to have to tell me what you did, because I really don’t know.”

      “We can talk on the way home. I have a plane waiting at the airport for us. Do you have any real clothes to change into? Something other than that?”

      “Now wait a minute.” I stand so I can face him. “You’ve done nothing but insult me since I came down here, and I’m not going to put up with it.” I feel my heartbeat in my clenched fists. “You obviously did something while I was gone, but with this attitude, you’re making it ten times worse. I’m not going anywhere with you while you’re like this.”

      He stares up at me. His eyes are wide and his mouth is hanging open. “You’re not going anywhere with me while I’m like this? Jesus Christ, you’re worse than I thought.”

      “That’s it. You can take your plane and fly wherever you want. I don’t care. You’re the one who sent me here, and now you want to spend all our time together arguing with me?” I spin and stomp toward the stairs.

      I’m only a few steps away when he grabs my arm and jerks me backward. “You’re coming with me. I’m getting you out of here.”

      Before I know it, David and a couple men I’ve never seen before are pulling Jeffrey off of me and literally carrying him to the door.

      “I didn’t send you here.” He’s struggling in their arms and shouting. “I didn’t know where you were until you called me.”

      I stare as they carry him out the door and down the stairs. There’s an SUV waiting with its door open.

      “Wait!” I run toward the door. My breasts are bouncing so much I have to put my arm over them to hold them in place. “Wait. Please.”

      When I get to the door, everyone turns to look at me.

      “What do you mean you didn’t send me here? This was all your idea. And I’m glad you did it.”

      He shakes his head.

      “It was! Your sister explained it all to me.”

      “You know how I feel about Michelle. Why would I have trusted her with this?”

      “I… But you did. I swear. You just don’t remember.”

      “Eth—” He clamps his jaw shut before he can finish the word. “Erin, I would remember something like that. There’s no way in hell I’d ever, ever work with my sister on something like this. I don’t even trust her to fix me a drink.”

      He has always hated her, but she told me this was all his idea. She wouldn’t lie, would she? But then why would he lie to me now?

      “I love you no matter what your name is. No matter what you look like. I don’t care about any of this. I’m just sorry that you had to go through it. I’m sorry I didn’t find you sooner. I’m sorry I believed my sister when she said she didn’t know what happened to you. That’s what I’m sorry about. And I never meant to insult you, so I’m sorry about that too. You’re gorgeous. More than gorgeous. I’ve never seen any woman as beautiful as you.”

      “I didn’t have to ‘go through’ this, you know. You make it sound like it’s something terrible. It’s not. I love it. I love everything that happened here. I love this new me.”

      He twists his mouth to the side. “I’m not doing any of this right, am I? Let me try again. I love you and want you to be happy. So if that means that you’re Erin or that other name I won’t say or someone else, I’m happy as long as you’re happy. I just want whatever you want. I just want you. For now and forever.”

      A tear slips from my eye, but I wipe it away. “That was better. Fifth time’s a charm, I guess.” I walk down the stairs and stand in front of him. “I love you, and I want you for now and forever, too.”

      My heart is beating faster than it ever has, and I know that the instant our lips touch, everything will change for both of us. I lean forward and my mouth falls onto his. This could be our 10,000th kiss, but it might as well be the first. The sound of his lips on mine. The taste of his breath, just a tiny bit sweet. The feeling of his stubbly chin brushing against mine. These are all new to me, even though I’ve experienced them too many times to count. But never like this. Never as me.
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      Jeffrey’s mother raises her glass. “To the world’s next great supermodel—”

      “It’s just one cover and only for a local magazine.” I roll my eyes and laugh.

      “We all start somewhere, dear. Who knows what the future will bring? So, to the world’s next great supermodel and to the best daughter-in-law we could ever ask for.”

      I blush and kiss Jeffrey’s cheek. “I wish Michelle could be here,” I whisper into his ear.

      “Erin, you know why she can’t.”

      I look down. “I know. But she’s still your sister. And my friend.”

      He shakes his head. “That’s only because of the—never mind. I love that you’re so sweet, but that’s never going to happen.”

      Jeffrey’s parents were furious when he told them what his sister had done. All in an attempt to break up me and Jeffrey. The very next day, they revoked her entire trust fund and kicked her out of their home. Since then, no one in the family has talked to her. Except me. She and I still message each other. Mostly just to say hi, but I always send her any new cute cat videos I find. I know how much she loves them.

      The dinner is uneventful, which is amazing, since Jeffrey and his mother can almost never be in the same room as each other for more than five minutes without fighting.

      As we all walk outside, I gasp. “I forgot my purse. Be right back.”

      There’s no one else here tonight, but I still hurry back inside, scolding myself when I see it sitting on the edge of the table. I pick it up and then jump when I feel an arm slide around me.

      “I thought you could use my help.”

      I spin to face him. No matter how many times I look into his eyes, I’ll never not lose my breath. “It’s just a small clutch. I think I can handle it.”

      “Maybe that’s not what I wanted to help you with.” His hand slides down to my ass. “Maybe there’s something that I want to handle.”

      I roll my eyes. “If they give an award for the worst pun—”

      “Or maybe there’s something I want to clutch.” He squeezes my cheek.

      “I take it back. That’s the one that would win the award.”

      “Remember last time we were here?” He grabs my hand and takes me toward the back hallway.

      I shiver when I think about it. It was the first time I ever met his parents, and I was so nervous. About them and about what I was wearing. I was so scared to wear a dress back then. And then he took me here. Down this hallway. Where his sister caught us.

      He cups my breast with one hand while he unfastens his pants with the other. It’s not as dark as I remember. “You didn’t have these last time.”

      I shake my head and bite his neck.

      “You didn’t have this last time, either.” He sticks his hand under my skirt and slides it between my legs. I moan as it moves across my pussy.

      “So, which version of me do you like better?”

      He rips my underwear to the side and lifts me against the wall. I wrap my legs around him, and my entrance automatically finds his cock. It twitches against my delicate folds.

      “I like whichever version is with me.” He presses inside me, and I gasp. “I have to admit, I do like your pussy a lot more than I thought I would.”

      “Mmm, that’s good because I love it.” I roll my head back against the wall and close my eyes.

      He pumps inside me deeper, and with each thrust, my body bounces. My breasts move up and down like an eager child nodding her head. I’m glad I decided against the backless dress today. I would have wall-burn if I were wearing it.

      My breath is ragged, and I press my lips against his. I moan into his mouth when I feel his thumb press against my clit. He circles it, and I thrash my hips. But I can’t come yet. I don’t want this to end.

      I try to fight it back, and for a while I do. But it’s too much. The orgasm builds and builds until finally it spills over whatever walls I can erect to stop it. I’m screaming with each panted breath now and even his mouth on mine can’t keep me quiet. My entire body trembles when I feel his cock pulse and then spurt inside me.

      I collapse, my legs still wrapped around Jeffrey’s waist while he pumps into me. Then he falls forward, pinning me against the wall. His forehead rests against mine and his warm breath moves across my face.

      “Fuck.” His voice isn’t even a whisper.

      I giggle. “I think we just did. I’ll never get used to how great this feels.”

      “I love you so much.”

      I loosen my legs and drop my feet to the floor. He takes a step back but still stares at me.

      “Same.” I wink and give him a quick kiss. “Ready?” I take his hand.

      “I’m pretty sure the entire staff heard what we just did. They’ll all be staring.”

      “Good. Let them see us.”
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      “Oh, it’s you.” She makes sure I can hear the disappointment in her voice when I walk into her room.

      “Oh, it’s me.” I make sure she can hear my disappointment, too.

      We both giggle.

      “So, how’s my favorite patient today?” I smile at her before I unhook the blood pressure cuff from the side of her bed.

      “Well, I’m here, so I can’t be that good.”

      “Aww sweetie, I know.” I put my hand on the back of hers. “But you’ll be good as new in no time and playing with those cutie pie dogs of yours before you know it.”

      Her face lights up. “Did I tell you what happened with Muffin last night?”

      “No, what?” I wrap the cuff around her arm and clip the oximeter sensor onto her finger.

      “It was her birthday, so Henry bought her a box of puppy cupcakes. Well, she jumped on the counter and ate the entire box the instant he walked out of the room.”

      I give an exaggerated gasp. “So bad! Did she get sick?”

      “No. An hour later she was begging for more food.”

      “She’s gonna get fat if she doesn’t watch that.”

      “Oh no, she never gains any weight,” she says. “I wish I was like that.”

      “You and me both, girl. If I look at a piece of chocolate cake for too long—”

      “It goes right to your waist.”

      “Exactly.” We both laugh. “Well, tell Muffin happy birthday for me. Your numbers look good. Can I get you anything while I’m here?”

      “No, but can you make sure my favorite nurse is the one who comes in next time?”

      “And who’s that?” I already know her answer.

      “He’s handsome and funny. You’ll know him when you see him.”

      “You forgot charming.”

      “Let’s not push it too far.” She grins.

      “Oh, okay. I’ll see if I can scrounge him up for next time. See ya in about an hour, Mrs. Orlik. I’ll try to sneak you one of those puddings you like.”

      “I guess you are a charmer, after all, Quinton.” I flash her a quick smile as I walk out.

      I move behind the nurses’ station and take the first empty chair I find. I still have a couple of patients to check on, but my feet are killing me. If I don’t get off of them for at least a minute, I’m going to give serious thought to chopping them off.

      I kick them out in front of me and grab my cell phone. There’s a video I’ve been wanting to watch. I somehow ended up on a mailing list for a casino I’d never even heard of, but every couple of days, they send me a video with tips and tricks. I saw that one came earlier today, but I haven’t had time to watch it yet. Just as I click the link, an alarm sounds. A code blue. I grab the crash cart and race down the hall.

      Beth is already doing CPR when I get into the room.

      “Whatta we got?” I call out.

      “Cardiac arrest. Possibly pulseless or asystole.”

      I stick the defibrillator electrodes on him, and Beth stands clear. The machine runs through its diagnostics and advises against a charge.

      “Fuck… Go.” I don’t need to tell her. She’s already restarted her compressions. “I need someone in here to intubate!” I yell into the hallway as I throw open a drawer and pull out a syringe preloaded with epinephrine. We’ve rehearsed this so many times, I don’t even give a thought to the dance. My feet and hands just know what to do.

      Just as I push it into the IV, two doctors rush in. I give them a quick summary. “Non-shockable. Just administered 1mg epinephrine, 7:53. First dose.”

      Then I turn to Beth. Doing compressions is exhausting after just a few minutes. She’s still going strong, but I don’t know how long that will last. “Beth, switch out. I’ll do those. We need a central line started. And someone needs to intubate.”

      “I’ve got the line.” In the corner of my eye, I see one doctor pull a kit from the cart. Beth takes one from another drawer when he’s done.

      “V-tach. Everyone clear!” The other doctor yells out to us, and we all take a step back. He charges the defibrillator, and I watch as the patient’s body convulses. “Still pulseless.”

      I press my hands against the patient’s chest and start pumping up and down. The tightness is already spreading across my shoulders and upper back. I know that in a minute or two, it will become soreness and then fatigue shortly after that. I look around the room to see who can swap with me before that happens.

      Beth is directly across from me, ventilating with a bag, and one of the doctors is behind me. He calls out the second dose of epinephrine. A few seconds later, Angel dashes into the room. I nod at her, and she moves to my side without having to be told.

      In two more minutes, I pause the compressions so we can check the rhythm. Another defibrillation. Another convulsion. I step back and Angel moves into my spot. Ready to go. But she doesn’t need to.

      “Got a pulse.” The doctor standing by the foot of the bed says.

      I turn to the monitor. It doesn’t look healthy, but it looks stable. Maybe we did it.

      “Let’s get him down for angio, stat.”

      Angel wheels the bed from the room, and I let my shoulders droop. Everyone is slumping now that the adrenaline spike has burned away.

      I feel a hand on my shoulder, and I turn around. It’s Dr. Ranganathan. “You did great, Quinton.” He turns from me to the others. “All of you did. Great job everyone.”

      He keeps his hand on me a little longer than is necessary, and I smile at him. We’ve subtly flirted every time we’ve seen each other for the last year. Neither of us ever makes the next move, though. Too soon, he drops his arm and leaves the room, giving me a wink on the way out.

      “You two need to fuck already.”

      I jump. I’d forgotten Beth was still in the room with me.

      “He couldn’t handle me. I’m too much man for him.”

      I laugh and walk out of the room and back to the nurses’ station. I want nothing more than to just collapse into a chair and not move for the next twelve hours, but I go to the refrigerator and grab a butterscotch pudding.

      “Look what I found.” I hold the pudding up as I enter Mrs. Orlik’s room. Her eyes light up.

      “Mmm, thank you, sir.”

      “You’re very welcome, sweetie.”

      “Did something happen? I saw a bunch of nurses and doctors run by a little bit ago.”

      “Yeah, but don’t worry. It’ll all be fine. Nothing bad ever happens when I’m around. I’m good luck.”
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      The man working the door has seen me so many times he lets me right in. It’s like walking into a different world. The air is thick with smoke, and there are flashing neon lights everywhere, working with the sound of jangling coins to keep people mesmerized. And they are. Too enthralled by their machines to notice anyone else.

      I walk past the spellbound crowd and through a door to the left. There’s not as much light back here. No neon and no electronic clanging. Once the door closes behind me, there’s only the sound of people concentrating and of cards being slid across the felt tables.

      There are two tables a few feet apart. One for Texas hold ‘em, and one for blackjack. Each one has a dealer and standing between the two of them is a pit boss to make sure no one tries anything. I take a chair at the far end of the blackjack table and nod at the dealer, Angelique. I like the nights when she’s here. She smiles as I pull out my wallet and set the money in front of me.

      “Only one thousand tonight?”

      “For now. I am feeling lucky, though.”

      “Fingers crossed.” She takes the cash and slides a stack of chips across the table to me.

      I scoot a $50 chip back to her for a tip and then put $100 on the table. Just the minimum bet for now. I want to get a feel for the game before I wager any more.

      I play every other game for the next half an hour. I still have $800, and now I have a running count of the cards. It’s time to increase my bets.

      I set $300 on the table for the next hand. I end up with a nineteen, and the dealer busts. The following hand is another dealer bust, and I know now’s the time to strike. I pull out my wallet and slide $3000 across to Angelique. She casts me a questioning look, but I just nod my head. She slides me the chips.

      In twenty minutes, I’ve almost doubled my money, but I know I can do even better. So I push in $2000 on this hand. When I draw a pair of eights, I take a deep breath. It’s an easy decision. I have to split, but that means I’m in for $4000. Angelique comes to me and stops. Everyone at the table is waiting. I blow out my breath. No matter what happens, I’m still ahead, so I slide in another $2000 and tell her to split. There’s no question this is the right move, but I can still hear the thump of my pulse in my ears.

      My first hand draws a seven, so I hit. King. Shit. The second hand draws a nine, and I stand with seventeen. Maybe I can at least break even on this. I watch as Angelique flips her card. Then hits. Then hits again. She ends with twenty, and I fall back in my chair so hard, I feel the front legs come off the floor. Four thousand dollars vanished like it was never there. But the deck is even more in my favor now, so I go all in for my next hand.

      I grin as soon as I see the cards. I’m holding eleven versus the dealer’s four. “Can I get credit?”

      The pit boss, Joey, walks over and stares at my cards silently for a few seconds. “You wantin’ a double?”

      I nod. “You know me. You know I’m good for it.”

      “You ain’t never settled up from last time yet, so I don’t know shit.” He looks at me and tilts his head. “Alright. Gonna be 30% interest now. On this, plus everything you owe us from before.”

      “30"%? No way. You were charging me 20% before, and that’s already a ripoff.”

      He turns his back to me and walks away.

      “Fine. 30%. It’s not going to matter. I’ll win it all tonight, plus extra.”

      “That’s what they all say.” He chuckles.

      I feel like I’m soaring as Angelique slides the chips across to me. Five thousand. I add it to my bet and tell her I’m doubling down. This is the hand that’s going to change my life. Everyone is going to hear about it. Quinton Sprigg using the casino’s own money to make his fortune. I watch as she pulls a card from the shoe and flips it over in front of me. A two. How is that possible? The odds are so low that it never even occurred to me that might happen. I look up at Joey. He’s smiling. It’s never good when he smiles.

      I watch as Angelique flips over her card. A nine. She’s holding thirteen now, and I feel myself panting. I’ve got a chance. A good one. There are so many nines and tens still in the deck that she probably has close to a fifty percent chance of drawing one. When she draws a six, I sigh, and it feels like my soul escapes my body with the breath. I’m numb. I’m not really me anymore. Just a shell.

      I look at Joey. He’s laughing, and it makes my blood boil. How can he laugh about this? I grind my teeth and do my best to say a friendly goodbye to Angelique. She looks as heartbroken as me.

      I push through the door into the main room, and the lights and sounds push back at me. My body stops like it ran into a wall, and I squint my eyes, willing my feet to move.

      “Hey! Yo, Springs! Quinton Springs!”

      I turn to look for the man mispronouncing my name. He’s small. And dark. Not his skin, but his entire aura. Everything about him is black. I’ve never seen him before.

      “Come with me.” He turns like there’s no question whether I’ll follow him. And there isn’t. Nothing good will come of this, but I know these aren’t people that you can just disobey.

      “Where are we going?”

      He doesn’t bother turning to talk to me. “Boss wants to see you.”

      Shit. I’ve never met anyone higher than Joey before, and I don’t want to. “Is it something that you can just tell me? I don’t need to waste his time. If it’s about the money, I’ve got it. Just need a couple days to get to it. That’s all.”

      He doesn’t say a word as he unlocks a back door and motions me inside.

      To my left there’s a wall of monitors with a man watching them. There are multiple angles on each machine and table. This is something I would expect at a legitimate casino. Not here.

      “Quinton, my friend, come in.”

      My jaw drops a little when I see him. He’s at least six inches taller than me and his shoulders are so broad, I wouldn’t be surprised if he has to walk sideways through doors. I walk into the office and look around. Everything is a dark brown wood. I would go crazy if I had to work in here.

      “I’m Dominic Morneau. Pleased to meet you. Have a seat.” He doesn’t offer to shake my hand. Instead, he walks behind me and shuts the door. “It appears you’ve had a little bad luck tonight.”

      My face goes red. “Just a little, but nothing to worry about. I’ve got the money I owe. Like I was telling—”

      He holds up a hand to silence me, and I snap my mouth closed.

      “I’m not worried about that.” He walks around his desk and sits so he’s just a couple of feet away from me. He leans back and rests against its edge. “I’ve had my eye on you for a while now.”

      “You have? So you know me then. You know I’m honest.”

      “I know lots about you.” He grabs his waistband with both hands and unzips his pants.

      My eyes go wide.

      “I know that you like the boys more than the girls.” He reaches inside his fly and pulls out his cock.

      I gasp when I see it. It’s already hard and swollen. The dark pink head looks like it’s ready to burst.

      “I thought you might be interested in this.”

      I can’t take my eyes away. “That?” My mouth salivates just looking at it, and I have to swallow.

      “I’ve been pinned in this office all day, watching some sexy-ass women and men come through here. It kinda gets me going a little, if you know what I’m saying. And my hand just isn’t the same as a nice warm mouth like yours. Seeing as we’re practically friends, I thought maybe you could help me out a little.”

      I blow out a breath and realize that I accidentally blew it onto his penis. Get ahold of yourself, Quinton. Has it been so long that you’re really just willing to throw yourself at the first cock you see? No matter how much I try to talk myself out of it, the answer is yes.

      “We’re just two men who both have needs, right? And you could take care of those needs by wrapping your pretty little lips around my dick here. I know you want it.”

      I do. There’s something about this, about him. I haven’t wanted it this badly in a very long time. I drop to my knees in front of him.

      “Does that mean you want this?”

      I look up at his green eyes. He looks hungry, like he wants to devour me right here. I nod.

      “Attaboy.”

      I kiss his moist tip and taste the mix of pre-cum and sweat before moving further down his shaft, kissing from the tip to the base and then back again. My own cock is hard now inside my pants, and my breath is already ragged. When I get back to his head, I wrap my lips around it and suck. Gently, for now. I don’t want to give him too much too soon. I look up and see him close his eyes. I do the same.

      I squeeze his length with one hand while I move more of him into my mouth. When I get to the ridge separating head from shaft, I run my tongue around it a couple of times, and I hear him moan. Then I move further. Sucking on him the whole time.

      There’s no way I could ever take him all into my mouth, and when I feel his head bump into the back of my throat, I stop. I don’t try to take any more. Instead, I work back along his length, moving my tongue around while I pump the rest of him with my hand.

      I can’t remember the last time I gave a blowjob to a man like this. It wasn’t a problem to fit every inch of my last boyfriend into my mouth. But this is a challenge. A puzzle. I have to coordinate my tongue and my lips and my hand. They all have to work together to get him off. And when he yanks my hair and pulls me into him, I know I’ve got it.

      Before long, his cock grows even tighter, and I suck harder. My hand squeezing and tugging against his shaft while I move my head back and forth. He tenses, and I pull back, teasing my tongue around his head. I feel his first spurt hit my cheek, and I take him into my mouth now. Milking everything he has, drinking it all. When he’s drained, I lean back and look up at him. His eyes are on me. I run a finger along my chin and cheek, smearing his seed across my face, before putting my finger up to my mouth. I make sure he watches my tongue glide across my finger as I clean all of him off of it. When I’m done, I bite my lip and sit back on my heels.

      “God damn, Quinton.”

      I don’t say a word. I don’t move. I just stare at him.

      He walks to the other side of his desk and opens a drawer. I’m still motionless as he comes back around and wipes something across my face. The familiar citrus scent fills my nostrils. A hand wipe. I chuckle silently.

      “Be back here Saturday at 8pm. I’m going to put your talents to work.”

      My jaw drops open. What does that mean? Does he expect another blowjob? More? No. I won’t. I’m not a sex worker, and I have no interest in becoming one. This was just one time. That’s all. I stand up and walk out of his office without saying a word.
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      “Are you sure? I don’t think I take this one.”

      “Let me double-check.” I walk back to the computer and scroll through her med list. And it’s not there. I look again, but I still don’t see it. “It’s not on your chart. Let’s take these others for now, hon, and then I’ll go do some investigating on this one. Maybe it’s new.”

      I hand her a cup with the pills in it and watch her swallow one at a time. Sometimes, she struggles with her shaky hands, but she never lets me help. When she’s done, she slams the cup down on her tray like it’s an empty shot glass and sticks her tongue out so I can see all the pills are gone. I laugh.

      “I’m going to go check on this one, sweetie. Need anything when I come back?”

      “If there’s some hot man roaming the halls, maybe you could send him in.”

      “I thought Mr. Orlik was out of town until Tuesday.”

      “He is. I said a hot man, not my husband.”

      “Girl, you’re bad.” I chuckle. “If I see a hot man wandering out there, I’m liable to take him for myself.”

      “How about we share?”

      “Deal.”

      I hear her laugh as I walk to the nurses’ station. I sit down and look through her chart again. There’s no order for this med, so where did it come from? I look through the logs, and I gasp when I see it. This can’t be. There’s no way. I sit there blinking at the screen for several seconds.

      It’s this damn game room and Dominic. The closer it gets to Saturday, the more I think about him. Now, he’s almost all I think about. Earlier in the week, I knew I could never go back there. I would find a way to pay what I owe, and that would be it. But now I don’t know. I swear if it weren’t for work and these casino videos that I keep getting, I would totally lose my mind. But if these thoughts are starting to interfere with my work…

      “Quin, what’s wrong? You look like you’re about to cry.”

      I look up and see Beth on the other side of the desk and blow out a breath. “I almost gave a patient someone else’s medication.”

      “Almost? Or you did?”

      “Almost. Thank God she noticed it when I handed it to her.”

      “Then it’s all fine. Don’t beat yourself up.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not fine. What if she didn’t catch it?”

      “That’s why we go over their meds with them each time. It’s another safeguard. Don’t look at me like that. Everyone makes mistakes. Even the super nurses like you who just annoy the rest of us because you’re so perfect.” She laughs, but I’m not in the mood.

      “Obviously, I’m not perfect. I hope Becca is in a good mood today when I send her the report on this.”

      Beth rolls her eyes. “Quin, we all know you’re her favorite. And deservedly so. She’s always in a good mood when it comes to you.”

      “She shouldn’t be. Not when I make mistakes like this.” I leave her behind and head toward Mrs. Orlik’s room.

      When I get there, I walk in and sit on the chair at her bedside. She smiles when she sees me, but I can’t smile back. I can barely look at her.

      “I see you didn’t bring a man in with you.”

      “No, not this time. But I did find out about that medicine. I’m the one who messed up. If you wouldn’t have noticed it, I would have never even known.” I don’t know if it’s possible for me to sink any lower in the chair.

      “Well, good thing I caught it then.” She laughs.

      “I’m so sorry, sweetie. That should have never happened. It’s the kind of mistake that can have terrible consequences.”

      She shrugs her shoulders. “But it worked out fine, didn’t it? Life’s too short to worry about all the things that didn’t happen. You’re still the best nurse here, even if you did try to kill me.”

      My jaw drops, and she roars with laughter. “Oh my God, don’t joke about that! I feel terrible!”

      “Honey, you’re fine. Don’t you dare waste another second feeling bad about this. I forgive you, even though there’s nothing to forgive. Hell, maybe I would have liked that med, anyway. Was it something good?”

      “A cholesterol pill.”

      “Do you hear yourself? You’re feeling this bad because you almost gave an old woman a cholesterol pill? The way you’re acting, I thought maybe it was heroin or something. Now, get out of here before you make me mad. I don’t put up with wallowing. Never have.”

      I stand up and force myself to smile at her.

      “You’re still my favorite.” Her eyes twinkle.

      “You’re mine too.”
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        * * *

      

      I feel a drip of sweat run down the back of my neck as I stand outside the white concrete block building Saturday night. There are cameras everywhere, so I’m sure Dominic already knows I’m here. But I can’t bring myself to go inside. Not yet.

      I’ve walked back to my car three times already. Each time, I tell myself that I’m going to get in and drive away. But then I come right back. Why am I here? No sane man would ever do this. I should have gotten the money from someone. A loan if I needed to. Then I could make a clean break, but instead, I’m standing out here fighting with myself.

      “Hey.”

      I scream when I feel a hand on my back. I spin and see that it’s Dominic. Somehow, standing outside makes him look even bigger. His black hair is slicked back and his eyes seem dead even in the well-lit parking lot.

      “I don’t have all night.” He grabs my hand, and I feel my knuckles crack under his rough grip as he yanks me toward the door. “Come on.”

      I’m only vaguely aware of the usual noises and lights all around me as we walk through the game room and toward the back. When we’re in his office, he closes the door behind us and runs the back of a finger down my cheek. I close my eyes and try to stop my trembling.

      “Do you know how long I’ve been watching you? Just waiting for the right moment. But now you’re ready. Have you enjoyed those little videos I’ve been sending you?”

      What videos? The only videos I can think of are the ones from the casino newsletter.

      “You’re scared of me right now, but just give me some time. I’m not such a bad guy as long as you do exactly what I want. And you don’t have much of a choice in that, do you?”

      I look up at him. “What’s this about? What do you want from me?”

      He smiles and unzips his pants. They fall to his knees.

      His thighs look even more muscular than his shoulders, and I don’t know how that’s possible. I gulp as I trace their lines up to the bulge behind his underwear.

      He tugs his briefs down, and as soon as he does, his cock falls free. I bite my lip. Is that why I’m here tonight? Am I that lonely and desperate that I’ll do this just for a taste of him?

      “Do you want this?”

      Of course not. No. Absolutely not. My head betrays me and nods up and down.

      “There’s something you need to do first. Put this on.”

      I look up and see him holding a dress. Black and tiny. “You’re joking.”

      “No. Take your clothes off and put this on. I even have a sexy pair of panties for you to wear under it.”

      My throat goes dry, but my body tingles. I stare for a second, but then I take it. It’s just a dress. What’s wrong with wearing it for him?

      “Good girl. I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me. Trust me, you don’t ever want to disappoint me.” The words are even rougher than his hands.

      I set the dress on the chair next to me while I take off my clothes. He watches the whole time. His eyes follow my hands while he holds his cock in his.

      When my pants and boxers are on the ground, I take a deep breath and reach for the panties he holds out to me. I should be humiliated. My face should be burning and my heart pounding. But it’s not. I’m not. Lots of people wear panties. I pull them up and slip the dress over my head.

      It’s tighter than anything I normally wear, so I have to tug it into position, but once I have it in place, I look at him. His hand is working up and down the length of his cock, and his eyes are glued to my body. I stand still. I’m not sure what he wants me to do.

      He’s breathing faster now, and there are groans mixed with the pants. I watch as his cock tenses and then his hips pump. His hand is moving even faster. Up and down from his base to the tip of his head. A drop of his pre-cum shakes loose and falls to the floor. It seems like everything is in slow motion as I watch it. When I look up, I see him snarl, and then the cum explodes from his cock. I bite my lip as I watch the thick ropes shoot from him.

      When he’s done, he looks up at my face. “You make me so fucking horny looking like that.”

      I blush. But it’s not embarrassment. It’s pride?

      “I got some shoes for you to go with that dress. I can’t wait to show you to the rest of the boys. They’re gonna love that cute little mouth as much as I do. And I bet your ass is even better.”

      Whatever trance I was in snaps when I hear that. My heart stops and I shiver. “No. No, no. I’m not doing that.”

      He turns away from the closet and faces me. “Do you think you have a choice?”

      “I’ll find some other way to pay you back. Just give me a day or two, and I’ll have it for you. But not this. I won’t do this.”

      He walks up to me, and I swear I can feel the floor shake with each of his steps. With his hand on the middle of my chest, he pushes me backward into the wall. Then he keeps pushing, and I wince from the pain.

      “You’re not a very bright girl, are you? You’re going to do exactly as I say. I don’t care if you pull every last dime of that money out of your ass right now. This isn’t about that money. This is about all the money you’re going to be bringing to me in the future. Now be a good little girl, and keep your fucking mouth shut unless someone is shoving a cock inside it. We’ll get along just fine as long as you do. Understand?”

      I can’t say anything. I can’t even breathe. I just nod my head. He walks back to the closet, and as he does, I silently grab my car keys and then inch to the door until I feel the handle against the palm of my hand. As soon as he bends over, I twist it, and sprint out of the office, away from him.

      I don’t even care that I’m barefoot and wearing a dress. I just have to get away. I run through the game room, dodging the people and the slot machines.

      I’m almost surprised when I push through the door. I didn’t know if I would make it this far. The guard doesn’t say a word as I fly by him. When I get inside my car, I lock the doors and slam it into drive as soon as I start it. I see him then. He’s standing just outside the door, not chasing me, just shaking his head. I push the accelerator all the way to the floor and my car hesitates for a couple of seconds before it finally takes off. It’s way too slow, but it doesn’t matter. Dominic just waves as I drive past him.
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      I can barely see as I step off the elevator into the parking garage. I lean against the cold concrete wall and wipe my eyes, but it’s pointless. Today was the hardest day I’ve ever had as a nurse. Mrs. Orlik was fine. Until she wasn’t. And there was nothing we could do. Nothing worked. In the end, she was all alone, surrounded by nurses and doctors while she gasped for air. Her husband wasn’t even able to make it in time.

      I’ll never forget the panic on her face. All I could do was hold her hand while a doctor injected a sedative into her IV. She never regained consciousness after that, but at least she didn’t suffer. Unlike those of us who were there.

      I let my back slide down the wall until my butt thuds against the concrete. My sobs are sloppy and echoing through the garage, and I don’t care. What’s the point of all the good days we have if things just end up like this? If we just end up suffering and scared and alone? I wrap my arms around my knees. I never want to come back to this hospital.

      “Are you alright?”

      I sniff and look up. The woman is standing a few feet away from me. There’s a blue teddy bear in her hand. I force a smile for her sake and nod my head. “Just a really, really rough day. I’ll be fine.”

      She studies me, and I can see her debating what to say next. “You know, my baby wouldn’t be here right now if it weren’t for people like you. So, I don’t know if this helps, but maybe just try to remember all the good that you do. I know how easy it is to be overwhelmed by negative things.”

      “Thank you, sweetie.” My smile is genuine now, even though the tears are still streaming down my cheeks. “That does help. And I hope for the best for you and your child.”

      She steps into the elevator and smiles at me one last time as the doors close. I let my head fall backward against the wall, and I wait for my tears to dry. For now. I know there will be more later, but I just need to get home right now.

      I wipe my eyes, cough to clear my throat, and head down the row toward my car. I’m almost there when I hear someone pull up next to me. I don’t pay attention to them other than to move closer to the parked cars so they’ll have plenty of room to go around me. But then something clamps tight around my mouth and nose. I flail my arms, trying to shake free, but I can’t. Whoever it is just clenches his hand even tighter. My heart is roaring in my ears and I can’t breathe, and it’s not long before I don’t have the strength left to fight against him. I collapse as the world goes black.
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        * * *

      

      My head feels like someone parked a car on top of it, and every little motion I make—the slightest move, even breathing in and out—makes it worse. I don’t dare open my eyes because I know that any light is just going to make it worse. What happened? I’ve never had a hangover nearly as bad as this one. Did someone drug me?

      I jump when I hear someone yawn. Who is that? I try to make my brain go back to last night. To whatever bar I was at. To whoever I went home with. But it’s all a blank. I remember… Oh God, Mrs. Orlik. A suffocating weight falls over me, and I groan despite myself.

      “Ah, good morning, my dear. Are you waking up? This is, I’m sure, one of the most unpleasant mornings you’ve experienced, but allow me to put you at ease. You are going to be completely fine, and you are most certainly safe. So there is not a single thing for you to worry about.”

      I open my eyes and turn my head. The light blinds me for a few seconds, but then I see him. Or rather, I see his eyes. Bright blue and they pierce right through me. I open my mouth to speak, but the movement and the light are too much for my stomach. There’s no warning, just vomit. I’ve never seen so much come out of anyone. And it gushes all over his grey pants and black shoes. He jumps away from my bed, but it’s too late. He’s covered from the knees down. His jaw is hanging open and his eyes are wide. It looks like he’s searching for something to say but coming up empty.

      I put my hand over my mouth. Horrified. I look from his face to the floor to his pants. “I am so sorry. Let me help—” I start to roll over, but I have to stop. My stomach threatens another round if my head doesn’t explode first.

      “No. You stay right there. I, uh, um, I… I’ll take care of this. Don’t move. I’ll be, uh, I’ll be right back.”

      I melt back into the bed and close my eyes again, but then I realize that this isn’t my house. My eyes jerk open, and I look around, forgetting the pain and nausea. The walls are white with a light-colored wood trim that matches the doors. There’s a beige chair against a wall, and I assume windows behind that. The cream curtains are all drawn, so I can’t see outside. But I can tell it’s daytime. There’s light peeking around the sides.

      I force myself to sit up in bed. It’s a hospital bed. Did something happen to me? Is that why I feel so miserable? But this doesn’t look like a hospital. There are no monitors, no computer, no hand sanitizer for the caregivers to use when they come in. Everything is spotless, but there’s so much lacking that I can’t imagine how this facility could possibly be accredited.

      When I hear the door, I look up and see him walk in. His eyes beam into the room long before him, and I have to force myself to look at anything else. He’s not a large man, but he carries himself with a confidence that I’ve never seen before. Despite the fact that he’s now wearing a white hospital gown.

      “So sorry for the delay. I had to make a slight change to my wardrobe.” He smiles, and I think I burst into flames. He’s wearing a hospital gown and mopping the floor while he holds a roll of paper towels pinched under his arm, and I’ve never seen anyone so sexy in my entire life.

      As I watch him clean up my mess and then sanitize the floor, I try to speak. I need to ask where I am. I want to ask who he is. But I can’t say a word. I just stare. And when he starts to hum, so quietly that I’m sure he doesn’t mean for me to hear it, my heart flutters. I know the song. It’s one my mom used to sing when she was getting ready in the mornings.

      “There. The floor is now as good as new. And you, my dear, are looking so much better than you were just ten minutes ago. Tell me, how do you feel?”

      “Where am I?”

      “Ah, of course. A most natural question. Let me reiterate that you are perfectly fine and perfectly safe. You are at the Sanderstill Clinic, and we will take excellent care of you—unlike those brutes who brought you here. Dr. Gooding is an absolute artist and one of the most capable people I’ve ever seen. In fact—”

      “Where?”

      “You’ve probably never heard of us, but everything is fine. This video will answer all of your questions much better than I ever could.”

      I watch as he takes a remote from my bedside table and points it toward a television mounted on the wall. Within a few seconds, the screen bursts into color, but he pauses the video.

      “Make yourself comfortable, my dear, and watch this. I’ll be right back to answer any other questions that you might have.” He presses play and walks out of the room. Or at least I think he does. I can’t pay attention to anything other than the images flashing across the screen and the low bass rumbling in the background.
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      “Knock, knock.”

      I look up from my book. “Come in.”

      “I hope I’m not disturbing you, my dear.” He’s wearing a black suit today and carrying a vase filled with purple flowers. “I thought you may like these.”

      “David, they’re lovely.” I’m beaming, as much as I can. “Thank you so much.”

      He sets the vase on my bedside table and then just stands there. Staring at me.

      I bite my lip. “What is it? Is something wrong?”

      He looks at me for a second more and then turns his head. “I apologize. I certainly did not mean to make you uncomfortable.”

      “I’m never uncomfortable around you.” His face turns red, and I wonder if I shouldn’t have said that. “You’re just so sweet and nice and I enjoy spending time…” I’m digging a hole I don’t know if I can get out of, so I just stop.

      “Uh, I… you are all those too, and—anyway, it looks like the latest surgery was a success, so congratulations to you for that.”

      Congratulations? I giggle. “It was. Thank you. Do you like it?” My breath catches when I ask him. I know his opinion shouldn’t matter to me, but it does. I want him to like it.

      “Very much. I, uh, think you’re very pretty, Miss Quinton.”

      The room could be filled with butterflies and birds of every color, singing and fluttering, but when I look into his eyes, I don’t notice any of it. “Thank you so much David.” Pretty. He called me pretty. I could float away from this bed and drift out over the palm trees that dot the courtyard. A pretty, human-sized balloon drifting over the world, and I would never want to come back down. Pretty!

      “In fact, you’re much too pretty for that old boy name of yours. Your boyfriend back home didn’t tell us what he would like you to be called. Is there a name you prefer?”

      It’s like he shot a rifle, and the bullet tore through my papery skin. My helium is rushing out, and I’m plummeting to the ground. I cringe, expecting a thud that never comes. My boyfriend? “I don’t have a boyfriend.” Do I?

      His finger grazes across the back of my hand before he jerks it away. “Of course you do. He must care about you very much to send you here to us. Our services are not inexpensive, you see. Not something one would do unless they had very strong feelings for someone.”

      It hits me. “Do you mean Dominic? He sent me here? He’s not my…” I close my mouth. If I don’t, I’m going to burst. Anger floods through me, and my face is burning.

      “I see that he’s someone you love very much.”

      What? “No. Not with what he did… what he wanted to do to me. No.” I ball my fists so tight my knuckles turn white.

      I see David’s eyes move from my face to my hands. “Perhaps you don’t wish to speak of this—and if that’s the case, please forgive me for asking—but what did he wish to do to you?”

      “I owe him money. A lot. But he said he wasn’t concerned about that because I would make him a lot more in the future.” I shudder when I remember that night. “He told me he wanted to show me to his friends, but I ran away before he could do anything. How did I end up here?”

      David furrows his eyebrows and stares at me. Then he smiles. “You’re safe here, my dear. From everyone and everything. So please take this time to consider your name. A lovely lady such as yourself needs an equally lovely name.”

      He lifts my hand to his mouth and kisses the back of it, and everything melts away from me. That night. Dominic. The money I owe him. They might as well have happened to someone else. I hold that hand to my chest and vow to never use it again. I’ll seal it in glass so this moment will always be perfectly preserved.

      Suddenly, I know what I want my name to be. “Eleanor. Call me Eleanor.”

      “Eleanor? I must admit that’s an unconventional choice. Perhaps that’s the name of your grandmother or another relation that you’re fond of?”

      I almost snort. I don’t have any family that I’m fond of. Not since mom passed. “It’s a friend’s name. It was. She just lost her battle with cancer, but I want her to live on with me.” The image of Mrs. Orlik lying in the hospital bed, squeezing my hand as her eyes pleaded with me for help, flashes through my mind, and hot tears roll down my cheeks.

      My bed sinks as David sits beside me and pulls me into him. One arm is wrapped around my waist while the other strokes my hair. “It’s a beautiful name, and she must have been a very lovely woman to have inspired such devotion from you.”

      “She really was.” My voice warbles. I can’t think of any name I’d rather have.

      “You’re a very lovely woman too, Eleanor.”

      His hand stops and cradles the back of my head, and I wonder if he’s going to kiss me. I look up. He’s just inches away. His warm breath caresses my cheek, and my lips tingle in anticipation.

      But he stands up. “I really must be going. Please accept my apologies if I’ve overstayed my welcome or overstepped in any way. It was not my intention.”

      “No, David—”

      “I will inform Miss Tamara that I’m finished in here. I believe you have more lessons scheduled for this afternoon, so I will leave you to focus on your studies. Please take care, Miss Eleanor.”

      I fall back against my pillow and sigh. Maybe this is nothing. All in my imagination. Just some silly schoolgirl crush on him. School boy. I’m not a girl.
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      David must have gone right to Tamara’s office after leaving my room because within five minutes, she knocks on my door and walks in.

      “Good morning, beautiful.”

      That word isn’t right, is it? But it makes me flush with pride to hear her call me that. “Good morning Tamara. How are you today?”

      “I’m good. We have a busy day today. Think you’re up for some walking to start out?”

      “Sure. Any excuse to get out of this bed.” I swing my legs over the side, but she stops me.

      “I mean with these.” She pulls a pair of heels from her bag, and I freeze.

      She wants me to wear those? Those are women’s shoes. But they’re cute.

      “Is this your first time wearing heels?”

      I nod. I think so, isn’t it?

      “They always look scary at first, but give it a couple days and you’ll be walking around like you were meant for them.”

      I chuckle. I’m sure that will never happen. But that doesn’t mean I can’t try, right? Just to see how they look on my feet and how they feel. “Let’s do it.”

      She lifts my feet one at a time and slips a black pump on each. And each shoe makes me inhale as it sends a tingle through my body. I hold my feet out in front of me and just look at them once she’s done.

      “What do you think?”

      “I love them.”

      “Good girl, I knew you would. Now let me help you up.”

      For my first few steps, I cling to her like I just fell off a boat and she’s a life preserver. But this isn’t as bad as I feared. I drop my arm from hers and stand for a few seconds to gather myself. She must know what I’m doing because she shuffles back. Then I walk forward. The first step is wobbly. My ankles aren’t quite sure yet what to do. But I walk anyway. All the way across the room to the wall.

      Tamara gives me a couple quick and quiet claps. “It’s not even going to take a couple of days for you. You’re gonna be running in these before the day is over. Wanna try the hallway?”

      I laugh. “Only if you promise no running.”

      I clomp behind her as she leads me out of my room. When I look down the hall, I blow out a breath. I’ve seen it many times before, but it’s never looked so long. It doesn’t matter. I want to do this. And I do. I make it to the end and back. Then again. Each time I walk back toward her, I stare at the smile on her face. That’s my motivation. I’m doing it for that. Not her smile, but the one I know is on my face. I love the way these shoes look and feel.

      Over the next couple of weeks, Tamara comes in every day except Sundays, and she drills me on everything from hair to makeup to clothes to shoes to something so simple as the way I sit and stand. And the more time I spend with her, the fewer doubts I have about what I’m doing. It doesn’t seem wrong anymore to do my makeup every morning or to wear heels when I walk out of my room. It seems natural to wear a dress when I go downstairs and meet with the other girls.

      Until today.

      I’ve just finished my lipstick when Dr. Gooding knocks on my door. “Good morning, Eleanor. I think it’s time for one last surgery. What do you think?”

      I run my finger along my jaw and just look at her. “Another surgery?”

      “The last one. The one to give you your very own vagina.” Her face is twinkling.

      A vagina? Me? I charge across the room and hug her. My entire body feels like it’s vibrating. I squeeze her until she forces her way out of my embrace. But I never want to let her go.

      “I’ll take that as an enthusiastic yes.” She chuckles. “I’ll be back this afternoon to talk more about this and let you know what to expect.”

      I nod like a bobblehead as she leaves my room. When she’s gone, I have to sit. I’m afraid if I don’t, I might collapse into a trembling heap of excitement as my muscles finally give out. My jaw hurts from grinning so widely. This is what I’ve always wanted. Ever since… when? When was the first time I wanted this?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      I know I’ve wanted it since I got here. But that was just around a month ago. And I remember sometimes thinking about it during the few weeks before I came here. Was that the first time? I was a boy before then. Wasn’t I happy like that?

      The more I think about it, the less sure I am. I have no doubt I want it now, but can I really feel that strongly if the first time I thought about it was two months ago? Something’s not right. I need more time to think about this. And space. I need to get away from here, so I can clear my head.

      Everyone in the clinic has been so wonderful, but everything they’ve done has been pushing me toward this. The facial surgery, the breast implants, the fat transfers, the lessons on makeup and how to wear a skirt. It’s all been building to this final surgery. I’m sure if I mention my doubts to anyone here, they’ll be understanding and help me through them. But I need to do this on my own.

      I go through my closet and drawers and throw the essentials on my bed. Just a few panties and bras, a couple of dresses I really like, two cute pairs of shoes. In the bathroom, I take a bottle of gel, a can of hairspray, a curling iron, and only the makeup I can’t live without. Then back to the bed to cram it all into the largest purse I own.

      It’s easier said than done. I fold and roll and squish, but the things won’t fit. Just as I dump them all out on the bed for one more try, there’s a knock at my door. I jump and stand perfectly still. As if they won’t know I’m here as long as I don’t move.

      “Miss Eleanor? It’s David. May I come in, please?”

      My heart restarts when I hear his voice. What if I talked to him about this? I could tell him everything. Would he understand? Would anyone? Yes, I want more than anything to have a vagina. But I don’t remember how long I’ve wanted it, therefore I don’t know if I want the surgery that I actually really, really, really want. It sounds so ridiculous when I think about it. How could I expect him to understand that? I hurry to tuck everything under my blanket, and then I walk to the door.

      I don’t know what it is, but just seeing him calms me. I’m able to breathe when he’s around. He’s not wearing a suit today. Just jeans and a T-shirt. His shirt does nothing to hide the lines of his muscles. And the way his jeans bulge in the front? I wipe the corner of my mouth to make sure that I’m not drooling.

      He walks to my bed, and his eyes linger just a fraction of a second too long on it. I wonder if he notices. But then he turns to me and smiles.

      “So, if I have been informed correctly, tomorrow is the big day, as people say. You must be so very excited. A jittery ball bouncing around the room, no doubt.”

      Yes. Excited, jittery, bouncing around, nervous, scared, unsure. All bundled more tightly than I ever imagined possible. I just nod my head.

      “I thought so. And I want to take your mind off of it all. Do you have a swimsuit?”

      “A swimsuit?”

      “I assumed you do, but perhaps I was wrong. I’m sure I can find one for you though, if you just let me know your size. I could guess, of course, but I’m not nearly as good at that as—”

      “I do have one, but I’ve never worn it before.” I’ve never had the opportunity, but I’ve always wanted to.

      “Wonderful. Would you be so kind as to indulge me and perhaps put it on and come with me? I thought we may both enjoy a stroll along the beach. The water is breathtaking when the light hits it just so.”

      My stomach tightens, and I look at the bed. It’s one of the things I was trying to pack. How do I explain to him that my swimsuit just happens to be on my bed and hidden under my blanket?

      “I’m so sorry. I can see that you don’t want to be bothered right now. Forgive me for intruding and for making such an outlandish request of you.”

      “David, stop. I would love to go with you. I just need to—”

      “Of course. You need a moment to change. I completely understand. Perhaps you could meet me downstairs in ten minutes?”

      I walk up to him and put my hand on his chest. It’s like touching a piece of steel. His eyes drop to my hand, and I think he stops breathing. “I’ll be there in nine.”

      He’s waiting at the base of the stairs when I take the last step. I’m wearing my pale pink bikini under a black coverup dress with a pair of pink flip-flops. I wanted to wear heels, but I’ll just take them off when I get to the beach anyway. When he takes my hand, I feel a jolt of electricity. I inhale sharply and clutch his hand tighter.

      Our joined hands sway between us on the walk to the beach. And the entire time, I tell myself to make this quick. I have to go back to my room and finish packing. But then there’s nowhere else I would rather be than here with him. Maybe I should tell him. The others seem to listen to him. If I could persuade him I need more time, maybe he would convince them. Then I wouldn’t have to hurry away tonight. I wouldn’t have to leave him. He’ll understand. I’ll make him. I just need the right moment.

      When we get to the beach, I close my eyes and take everything in. The rolling rumble of the waves. The shifting sand under my feet. The smell of the salt water. I inhale deeply. I haven’t been to the ocean since I was a child. Every year Mom would take me to the eastern shore of Georgia, just north of Florida. I would run around on the sand until I got so tired I would collapse. Then I would fall next to her, and we would both lie there, listening to the waves crashing in slow motion along the shore. Remembering it makes me miss her. I pull David into me and wrap my arms around him. I just want us to stay here like this forever.

      “Will you tell me something, my dear Eleanor?”

      Right now, I think I would tell him anything.

      “Why are your belongings scattered across your bed and hidden under your blanket?”

      I go stiff, and he looks down at me. His thumb slides across my forehead, brushing away a stray hair before he tucks it behind my ear.

      “Do you intend to leave us? Does this have something to do with the man waiting for you back home? Mr. Morneau. No one would blame you for seeking to run from him. He is a powerful and frightening man, after all. He lied to us when he applied for our services, but I’ve learned much more about him since we last spoke. ”

      I pull away from him and drop to the sand. It’s warm against my skin. He sits next to me.

      “Are you attracted to him?” His voice is quiet, and he’s looking down.

      “No!” The word bursts out louder than I intend. “I gave him a blowjob once, though.”

      “Oh.”

      “Just once. Never anything more. And that was before I knew what he had planned for me.”

      “Eleanor, can you ever forgive me for my lapse? I should have investigated more when he hired us. I should have known better than to just take him at his word without verifying what he said.”

      I slide my hand along the sand until it touches him. He doesn’t pull away, so I lace my fingers between his. “There’s nothing to forgive you for. How could you have known he was lying?”

      “I should have. I’m so angry when I think about the things he was planning to do to you. The things that I would have helped make possible.”

      “David, it’s fine. Someone told me once that life’s too short to worry about all the things that didn’t happen.”

      He lays me down and pulls me into him. His arm is draped across my waist, holding me in place. As if I would ever want to leave this spot. I feel his breath against my cheek, and I turn toward him.

      “You’re safe with me, Eleanor. I’ll never allow anyone or anything to harm you.”

      I nod my head, unsure if I can say anything.
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      We lie like that for minutes. His breath teasing me but neither of us moving closer.

      “David, can I tell you something?”

      “Anything.”

      “I don’t know if I want this surgery tomorrow.”

      He sits up, and I roll over and stare at the blue sky. He’s going to be disappointed or tell me that I have to have it or remind me how important it is, and I can’t face him while he does that. I know whatever he says is going to be true and will make complete sense logically, but I don’t want to look at it logically.

      “Okay.”

      I hold my breath, waiting for the rest. “That’s it?”

      “What can I say? I’m a man of few words. Do you want me to say more?”

      “You aren’t going to try to talk me into it?” I sit up so I’m facing him now.

      He takes both of my hands in his and studies my face. “No.”

      I laugh. “That’s it?”

      “Eleanor, if you aren’t sure you want this surgery, you shouldn’t have this surgery. It seems simple.”

      “But I do want the surgery.”

      “Then you should have it.”

      “But before I came here, I didn’t. At least I don’t think I did. I never thought about it, but now I want it more than anything. Doesn’t that seem strange to you?”

      “Eleanor, I want to kiss you.”

      “What?”

      “May I kiss you?”

      Oh. Oh my God, he’s serious. I try to say yes, but I can’t move my jaw. It’s just hanging open, so I move my head up and down.

      I watch him watching me as his lips graze softly across mine. Then I close my eyes and put my hands behind his head, pulling him in to me. Suddenly it’s like we’ve both exploded. Our mouths and lips and tongues are mashing against each other, and I twist my fingers into his hair and pull it tight. This kiss is every sun and moon and star, all combined into one giant burst. It’s better than any sex that I’ve ever had, and when I collapse to the sand and pull him down with me, I could be happy if I never have sex again as long as I always have this.

      “Before you came here, I didn’t want that,” he says. “I never even knew you existed, but now I want you more than anything. Things change, Eleanor. What we want changes. Just because you didn’t want something before, doesn’t make that desire any less real now.”

      I feel like I’m shattering, and a wind would scatter me in every direction. “That was just… you teaching me a lesson? That’s it? Nothing other than—”

      “That was me telling you I love you. Something I would have said was impossible two months ago. But now I’m lying on a beach, surrounded by a sparkling blue ocean and palm trees and tropical birds in every color, and I can’t see any of it because I can’t look past you. If I can’t have you, I’ll never be happy for a single second of my life, but if I do have you, I’ll never want anything else.”

      “David, I don’t know what to say. You have me. You’ll always have me.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day when I wake up, I see David sitting beside me, and I feel his hand wrapped around mine.

      “Wha—”

      “Eleanor, you’re awake. Everything went well. Beyond well. The surgery was an absolute success. Dr. Gooding assures me that it’s her finest yet, and I do believe her. She said it’s her gift to us. Are you in pain, my love?”

      Did he just call me his love? I smile and let my weight settle back into the bed. I’m his love. I close my eyes.

      It’s dark outside when I wake again. David is still sitting next to me, still holding my hand, but he’s asleep. It wasn’t a dream. My entire body feels weightless, and I don’t know if it’s the pain medication or him. But it doesn’t matter.

      I don’t know how long I lie motionless, watching him sleep. Watching his chest rise and fall. His lips part now and then. His eyelids flutter. But finally I must move because his eyes jerk open and he turns to me.

      “My darling, how do you feel? I must have fallen asleep. I’m sorry. I’m meant to be watching over you.”

      “I’ve never felt better.”

      “So there’s no pain?”

      “There is, but I don’t mind. If it means I can have this, then I’ll take that trade any day. Do you want to come here with me?” I pat the bed beside me.

      “I want nothing more, but not while you’re healing. I won’t cause you more pain than you’re already experiencing.”

      “You won’t. I want you here. Please?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “This bed is plenty big for two. Yes, I’m sure.”

      His eyes sparkle as he stands and then walks around the bed. He’s gentle, but I still grunt when the shifting mattress moves my legs and the newly formed area between them. He gasps and freezes, but I pull him down with me. I don’t care about the pain. I just need him here next to me. As soon as he’s nestled against me, I fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Knock, knock. Good morning, Eleanor. How are you feeling—oh, and good morning to you too, David.”

      I blink my eyes open and see Dr. Gooding standing at the foot of my bed. Then I feel David’s arm draped over me, and I remember that he spent the night with me. I smile.

      “Dr. Gooding, my apologies. I realize this is most inapprop—”

      “David, stop. You spent the night with your girlfriend after she had a major surgery. There’s nothing inappropriate about that.”

      I blush when she calls me his girlfriend. Is that what I am? Is that what he would call me? Is that what I would call myself?

      “You look very pleased this morning, Eleanor. Any pain?”

      “Some, but nothing I can’t handle.”

      Dr. Gooding reminds me about the pain pump and then examines me the best she can with all of the bandages and wraps and swelling. She then tells me that the next week will be unpleasant at best. But I don’t care. At the end of it, I’ll be complete, and I’m going to have David at my side the whole time.

      On the morning of the tenth day, he wakes me with a kiss. My lips quiver under his touch.

      “How are you feeling, my love?”

      “Waking up like that? I couldn’t feel better. I want that every morning.”

      “Then I’ll make sure you have it. Do you feel strong enough to handle the next couple of days without me?”

      “Oh.”

      “I won’t go if you’re not up to it. I have business I need to handle for the clinic, but you come first. I’ll only go if you give me permission.”

      “A couple of days?”

      “I’m planning on two. Three at worst.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To the States. I don’t really want to say anything more.”

      “Oh, of course. Sorry. You just can’t handle the excitement of watching me dilate all day long.”

      He leans in until his mouth is next to my ear. “It kills me watching you do that. There’s only one thing I ever want going into your pussy, and it’s not some plastic rod.”

      My core is overwhelmed by the heat rushing into it, and if I weren’t a swollen mess down there, I would make him take me now.

      “Go ahead. Just promise to be back as soon as you can. And be safe.”

      “I will be. I love you, my darling.”

      “I love you too.” His lips sweep mine again, and nothing could ever feel better.
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      “I have a surprise for you.”

      “Oh? I love surprises. What is it?”

      “Come with me.” David takes my hand and walks me up the stairs.

      It’s been three months since my surgery, and I’m completely back to normal now. Well, that’s not true because normal never felt like this before. I’m better than normal. I’m not sure how Dr. Gooding does it, but somehow she’s cut the recovery time by more than half of the traditional surgery.

      “Are you happy, Eleanor?”

      I stop on the stairs, so I can look at him. “What do you mean?”

      “Are you happy? With your life. The way everything has turned out?”

      Is he trying to tell me he’s not? “Yes?”

      “You’re not sure?”

      “I’m sure. I’m beyond happy. I never imagined I could feel this contented or loved or at peace.”

      He smiles, and I sigh. I know now that he’s not going to drop any bombs on me.

      “And waking up to you each morning is more than I could have ever hoped for.”

      “I feel the same about you, my love. You’re more than I ever dared to dream of. But promise me you’ll remember your happiness when you see what I’m going to show you.”

      “Uh, okay?”

      He tugs my hand, and we continue up the stairs. When we get to the top, he turns to the right, and I smile as I remember my time here.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To your old room. I want you to meet someone.”

      “A patient?”

      “Remember that trip I took right after your surgery?” We’re outside my old door now. “I was collecting a client. She’s in here.”

      “And you want me to see her?” My heart is pounding. Does he make a habit of falling in love with each new client he brings here? Is that what this is about? He wants me to see his new girl?

      He doesn’t answer me. He just knocks on the door and then pushes it open. “Miss Celina? Good morning to you. I brought a special guest for you today.”

      The woman looks at me and smiles. I introduce myself.

      “Good morning, David. Good morning, Nora. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Eleanor. But close enough.” I giggle. I never thought about it before, but I do like the name Nora.

      “So,” David turns to me. “Do you recognize anything about Miss Celina?”

      I look from her to him and then back again. “Should I? Do we know each other?”

      She shrugs her shoulders and giggles.

      “Look closely,” David whispers. “As in literature and film, it tends to be the eyes that give it away.”

      “I… no, that obviously can’t be. I don’t know. I give up.”

      David walks next to the bed and takes the woman’s hand. She smiles up at him, and I’m filled with an instant anger toward her for daring to look at him like that. I shake it away. They’re just being friendly. That’s all.

      “Miss Celina, it was wonderful to see you again. You’re making such wonderful progress. It’s taking a little longer than usual, but you’re going to be an absolute heartbreaker when Dr. Gooding finishes with you.”

      The woman giggles again, and I look her over one more time. There’s a nagging itch at the back of my mind, but I brush it away. I’m certain that I’ve never seen her before. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Celina.”

      David turns to me as soon as the door is closed behind us. “Well?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen her before. Not that I remember.”

      “You have. She’s my gift to you.”

      I feel my eyes go wide, and he chuckles.

      “Not in that sense. She doesn’t belong to you. She’s going to be her own woman by the time she’s finished here. But the fact that she’s here is my gift.”

      “I’m lost, baby. Sorry, but I still don’t get it.”

      “Do you remember why you first came here? The things that man had planned for you?”

      I shiver. Other than an occasional nightmare, I haven’t thought about him in a long time.

      “I wouldn’t let that stand, Eleanor. I couldn’t. No one will ever threaten the woman I love and get away with it.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying you just met the new and, if I say so myself, very much improved Dominic Morneau.”

      “No.”

      “I would never lie to you, my love. It’s taken longer than usual with him, given his size, but I believe she’s quite attractive now, don’t you?”

      I’m dumbfounded. The eyes. He told me to look at her eyes, and when I did, I saw him. The same man who was going to force me into sexual slavery for him. The same eyes. But sweet and innocent now instead of cold and dark.

      “David…”

      “I apologize if you don’t approve. Sincerely. But I will not abide any man attempting to do to you what he did. Not as long as it’s in my power to stop him.”

      “But to kidnap him?”

      “To do the same to him that he did to you. And do you remember what I asked as we walked here? I asked if you’re happy, and you said you are. Miss Celina will be too. She’s adjusting very well to her new life. If given a choice, she would choose it every time just the way you would. Just the way that I will always choose you. Every time.”

      I drop my head.

      “He was not a good man, Eleanor. This is a second chance for him. A gift so few people ever receive.” He weaves his fingers with mine. “Come in here with me.”

      He pulls me into another room. This one is empty.

      “Put Miss Celina out of your mind for now. Dr. Gooding gave me some great news this morning after our budget meeting. I thought maybe I could share it with you.”

      He guides me to the bed, and I wonder why I need to be sitting for this. When he pushes up my dress and slides my panties down my legs, I understand.

      “This is the news?”

      “No.” He drops to his knees and buries his face against me.

      His tongue swirls around my clit, and I’ve never felt anything so wonderful. My entire body goes weak as a wave of electricity passes through it. I try to twist my hands in his hair and pull him even further into me, but I can’t. I don’t have the strength.

      He licks his way lower, along my folds, down to my new entrance, and then back again. I gasp when I feel his finger slide inside me. This isn’t the hard plastic of a dilator.

      “David, what—”

      “Shh.” He sucks on my nub, trying to pull it into his mouth, and I forget what I was saying. I forgot everything. I fall backward on the bed. My head just misses the side rail, but I don’t think I would have noticed if I had hit it.

      As soon as my back hits against the mattress, David moves onto the bed with me. On me. He slides between my legs. “What are you doing?” I ask.

      He presses against me, against my—

      Oh my God.

      I scoot up the bed and look at him. His pants are off now, and his cock is just inches away from me. “We can’t do this.” I put my hands on his chest to hold him in place.

      He smiles. “This is the news. The first part of it, at least.” He grabs my wrists and moves them to my sides as he slides up to me. The head of his cock rubs against me, and I writhe under him. “Is this what you want?”

      Of course I want this. Every day since my surgery has been agonizing, knowing that I couldn’t have it. Not yet. Not until I was cleared. But now… “I’m scared.” I close my eyes, afraid to look at him. He’s going to think I’m a fool. Or a coward.

      “It’s normal to be scared. I’ll be gentle and only do what you want. Just tell me what you want.”

      “You know what.”

      “But I want to hear you say it.” He teases his cock along me, and I purr.

      “I want you inside me.” It feels so strange and right and wonderful and awkward and magical to say it. I want to feel him inside me.

      His dick presses against me and then slides in. I whimper and fist the blanket on the bed.

      “Does that hurt?”

      “Mmm, no. It feels great.”

      He moves in further. Just an inch at a time, giving me time to stop him if I need to, but I don’t. When he’s totally inside me, I feel so… full. So complete. This was meant to be. Everything that happened before brought me here for this reason.

      He holds himself in me for so long that I think I’m going to go crazy, but then he pulls out. Almost as slow as he pushed in. I growl and clench down on him.

      “You’re a hungry girl.”

      I release the blanket and move my hands to him. To his back. I claw my nails into his skin. He groans and arches his back. His cock presses further into me, and I dig my nails further into him.

      “Eleanor…” He’s thrusting his hips now. Moving in and out of me. Still slow. Still careful. But with each stroke, he moves a little faster. A little more. And I close my eyes. I can’t see anything anyway. The only thing I can focus on is this feeling of him—of my man—moving inside me.

      The back of my head is pressing into the mattress and my toes are curled. Each pump makes me moan, and each moan moves closer to a scream. I don’t care that I’m in the middle of the clinic. I don’t care that there could be patients and nurses and doctors walking on the other side of that door. I don’t care about anything other than me and him.

      He’s thrusting into me hard now, and each push feeds my orgasm, makes it grow. I try to hold it all in. I don’t want to come yet. But I can’t stop it. It rips from my core through my body, breaking me and leaving me gasping and trembling. And as soon as it moves past me, I feel David tense, and then his cock twitches and pulses. His cum fills me, and I squeeze down on him, milking every drop that I can take until he collapses on top of me.

      “You’re so perfect, Eleanor. So absolutely perfect. How was it for you?”

      I can’t form any words. I can barely even recognize the ones he just uttered. I push him to the side and roll on top of him. His cock stirs under me as my lips fall on his. I know it’s just gravity pulling me down on him, but it feels like it’s so much more, like neither of us could ever separate now if we wanted to. But I can’t imagine ever wanting to.

      “I assume that means you enjoyed yourself.” He chuckles. “Do you want to know the other news?”

      “I don’t know if I can handle more than that.”

      He puts his arms around me and nuzzles his mouth into the crook of my neck. My breath catches. “Dr. Gooding wants you to work for her. As a nurse. You don’t have to decide right away. Take all the time that you need—”

      “Yes.” My grin is so wide I can feel it pulling at my lips. “I would love that. Of course I want to do that.”
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      I shove the two crumpled dollar bills into the pocket of my apron, slide the dishes into my bus bin, and wipe down the table with the same dirty rag I’ve been using all day. When I get to the kitchen, I hump my tub onto the counter next to the sink and walk to the back. I toss the two dollars into the tip jar, throw my apron into the dirty linen cart, and grab my backpack.

      The inside of my car is hot enough to bake all the spinach and mushroom frittatas for the next shift. I even left the windows down. If I didn’t, my car would probably be on fire now. Putting my seatbelt on without scalding my skin on the black plastic is a challenge, and I’m not up to it today. I end up swearing at the sun twice before the latch clicks into place. Even the weather here conspires against me, trying to scare me away. But I’ll never give up. I’m going to be a star, and when I am, this will all just be part of my backstory. The man who worked his way up from nothing and made it big. I’m going to be a role model for kids all around the world.

      I back out of my parking spot, and wind through traffic toward the highway. I’ve got forty minutes. In any other city, it would be plenty of time. Here, I’ll be lucky if I’m less than half an hour late.

      But somehow I walk through the door with five minutes to spare. There’s a row of chairs set up, and in each one there’s a white male with brown hair, between 5’8” and 5’11” and 145 and 165 pounds. They all perfectly match the physical requirements of the casting call. Except me. But I won’t let a couple of inches or ten pounds keep me from my shot. I’m smaller than they want, but if they give me a chance, they’ll see that I’m more than they expect.

      No one looks at me as I sign in on and walk to the far end of the room. They’re too busy running through lines or doing breathing exercises or even humming to themselves to block out their nerves. I’ve done this so many times I don’t get nervous anymore. I just tilt my head back against the wall and close my eyes.

      There are nine men called into the room before me. I counted each one, but I never looked at their faces when they left. Every actor knows to mask their face when they’re walking out. You never want to seem too happy or too disappointed when you leave an audition. It’s not like when you walk in. You need to show that you’re confident and in control when you do that. Own that room before you even set a foot into it. That’s what one acting coach told me.

      I stride in and see a man and a woman sitting behind a table. They look from my headshot to me and back to the headshot, and I know I have to take charge or they’ll make up their minds before they even give me a chance. I squint my eyes just a bit and give them the most self-assured grin I have while I introduce myself. I even add a little gravel to my voice. Just enough so they know I’m more macho than my small frame suggests.

      Once the camera is rolling, I go through the lines, emoting every tiny drop I can squeeze from the writing. After two minutes, they cut, and I stand there looking at them. I hit everything perfectly, and when they start whispering back and forth, I soar. They saw it too. I clasp my hands in front of me and tilt my head just a little. I need to seem humble. No one wants an arrogant actor, especially one who hasn’t had his big break yet.

      When they finally turn to face me, the woman is the one who talks for them. “Mr. Martins, we’re not going to waste your time. You’re not right for this part.”

      I feel like someone tied a concrete block to my stomach and dropped it from a building, but I don’t react other than to nod my head. At this point in my career, I’ve mastered the art of being rejected.

      “But I have a different project that’s perfect for you,” she continues. “You’ll have to go through one more audition, but I have a feeling you’ll do just fine.” She writes on the back of a business card and then holds it out for me. “Come to this address tomorrow at 10am.”

      I take the card but don’t look down at it. I’ve never had a callback before, so I’m not sure what to do or say. “Um, thank you? I’ll be there tomorrow.”

      My smile is as broad as a marquee as I walk out of the room. The other actors look at me and then look at the ground. Their lips curl down, and I know they’re debating whether they should walk out or go through the motions anyway.
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      The next day, I pull up to the address on the card at 9:30am. It’s a hotel. Nothing fancy, but still nice. I get out of the car and walk around the building. There’s too much nervous energy pooled inside me, so I need the walk to burn some of it off. Thankfully, it’s not too hot yet.

      At 9:45, I head inside. I expected at least a couple of other actors sitting in the lobby, but there’s no one. I look at the back of the card again, like I don’t already have it memorized, and head to the elevators. Room 417.

      The fourth floor is as desolate as the lobby, and my empty stomach twists on itself. Is this a prank? Did she write a random hotel room on the card? I take a deep breath before I knock on the door. Will anyone even answer?

      I don’t hear any chairs shuffling or steps coming to the door when I do knock, and I’m just about to leave when someone throws open the door. Not just someone, Bronson Ellard. His eyes are even more captivating in person. They’re a ring of brown and copper and slate and moss all dancing around his pupils.

      “You must be Will.” He takes a step back and waits for me. “Do you want to come in or should we do this in the hallway?”

      “Oh.” I try to say more, but I can’t. I can either walk, or I can talk. I can’t do both.

      This isn’t the first celebrity I’ve met since I moved here. Not even the most famous. But he is the only one I’ve fantasized about at night when I’m lying in bed alone. My face goes red when I think about the things I’ve done to him in my imagination.

      “Are you okay?” He chuckles. “Amy left her coffee in her car, so she went to get that. You probably just missed her.”

      “I… you’re…” I shake my head to clear away whatever this is. I can’t act like a star-struck fanboy during an audition.

      “I am.” He smiles, and everything else in the world becomes invisible. “You’ve got the perfect look for this. I think you’re going to do great.”

      I stare at him a second more and then force myself to take a breath. “So why are you—”

      “The elevators in this building are so fucking slow. You sure you don’t want anything while we’re waiting… Oh, William, you’re here. You’ve met Bronson then.”

      “Yeah, we, uh, we’re just meeting now. Um, hey.” If I don’t shut up, they’re going to think I’m an idiot.

      I watch as she sets her coffee on the table and then picks up a large three-ring binder. “Did you give him his lines yet, Bronson?”

      “No, I haven’t done anything. Will and I were just getting to know each other better when you came in.”

      Did he just wink at me? The Bronson Ellard? He couldn’t have. He must have had something in his eye. Dust. Hotel rooms are known for being dusty. That’s all.

      I jerk when Amy taps me on the chest with a folded piece of paper. “You’re going into this cold, so you’ll be a flaming pile of shit for the first couple takes. We already know that, and I’m keeping the camera off for now. No camera, no pressure, right?”

      Seriously? I’m sight reading with the hottest actor in Hollywood, and she doesn’t think there’s any pressure?

      “Hey, you ready? You got this.” Bronson puts his hand on my shoulder and it makes me feel like I can do anything. “We’ll start over here by the window.”

      When he steps into the sunlight, he ignites, and my hand is a moth. I have to touch him. I have to press my palm against him. To feel his searing heat on my skin. My hand is raised halfway between us when Amy coughs, and I jump at the sound.

      “Alright William,” she says, “we’re starting on page four where you say ‘I can’t hide this anymore.’ It’s an argument. You’re upset because your boyfriend is asking you to keep your love a secret. Got it?”

      I flip to page four and find the line she wants me to open with. “Wait, which character am I reading?”

      “Mia.”

      “But it’ll be rewritten for two men before shooting?” I ask.

      “No. Let’s go through it once real quick before you ask too many questions. I want to see your interpretation of it. Bronson, just feed off whatever William does this take.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He clears his throat and shakes his entire body before looking at me. And winking again. This time I’m sure. I bite my lip and stare at my feet before taking a deep breath and beginning.

      Amy stops us after a couple of minutes. “Cut. Alright, alright.” She claps her hands twice, and I look over at her. “Tell me what you were going for with that. Because if you were going for painful and cringey, you absolutely nailed it, my friend.”

      I feel my face go red. “I’m sorry. This just threw me. I was expecting to read a part that I could actually play, but I’ll do it better this time. I think I’ve got some ideas.”

      “Hold up.” Amy puts her hand between my shoulder blades and guides me to a full-length mirror. “I want you to look in here and see Mia. You are her. These aren’t lines for someone else. They’re for you. They are you. Now, get over whatever hangup you have, and be Mia. This is your role. Prove it to me.”

      It’s common for auditions to use scripts from other projects when the writers haven’t finished yet or when projects need to be top secret, but I’ve never heard of having an actor read a role that he’s clearly not cut out for. Is it some way of testing my range? I suppose if I can play some guy’s mistress, then whatever role they finally give to me should be a piece of cake.

      I walk back to my spot in front of Bronson and mouth an “I’m sorry” to him. I don’t want Amy to hear, but I want him to know that wasn’t my best. Not by far.

      This time, though, is different. The lines are flowing through me, and I’m caught up in the role. So much so that I push Bronson against the wall and stop myself just inches short of his mouth when the script calls for me to kiss him. We stand there and let our breaths mix as we study each other. He’s so into his role I see a fire burning in his eyes. What I wouldn’t give to look into those eyes and see that desire for me. The real me, not just some part I’m playing.

      “Cut. That was so much better, William. Brilliant. And great as always, Bronson. But why’d we stop?”

      I look from Bronson to Amy. “Uh, the next part calls for a kiss. It says ‘with passion.’ Do you want us to pick it up after that part?”

      “Both of you go back to your original marks. I’m going to roll the camera for this one. Do it just like that last take, but don’t stop until I tell you. Got it?”

      “So you want us to…” I turn to the man standing next to me, the man I would love to kiss.

      He smiles. “I’m willing if you are, babe.”

      My jaw drops. “I… uh…”

      “We’re rolling. Action.” Amy’s yell is so loud I’m sure the people in the neighboring room can hear her.

      Bronson and I fuel each other like two dancers twirling around a dance floor. Pressed together, moving as one. Neither of us thinking. He pushes and I pull, and we balance each other perfectly. The tension builds until he’s against the wall and my hand is on his chest. I feel his heart beat against my palm, and I look up at him just as he brushes his lips against mine and then spins me so I’m against the wall.

      Now, he presses his mouth down against me and runs his tongue along my lips until I open for him. I moan as his tongue moves into my mouth, and I’m glad I’m the one leaning on the wall. I grab the back of his head and hold him tight to me. I’m not thinking about the script or about messing up his hair. All I think is that I want this forever.

      He grinds his hips into me, and his hard cock pokes through his jeans. I slide my hand down his chest. Down to his waist. Lower.

      “Cut! Fucking hell, that was phenomenal! You two are goddamn magic together.” Amy is clapping like she just watched a play, and Bronson backs away an inch. His breath still tickles my nose, and now I notice that his hand is cupping my ass.

      “That was great,” he whispers and then turns toward Amy. “I think we’ve got our Mia.”
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      “Me? No. That’s not what you mean. Right? No, obviously not.”

      “Amy, why don’t you head out, and I’ll tell Will about the project.” Bronson helps her take the camera from the base and pack it up.

      I just pace the room with my arms crossed.

      Bronson’s hand is on my shoulder as soon as the door closes behind Amy. “This is the role of a lifetime. One that’s going to make you a household name. Don’t let your ego stop you from becoming a star.”

      “Playing a woman named Mia? Yeah, I’ll be a household name because I’ll be a laughingstock.” I pull away from him and walk toward the window. “Are you really serious about this, or is this a joke? Some elaborate prank to make fun of me because I’m a nobody or because I’m small or both.”

      He spins me so I’m facing him, and his mouth is just inches from me. “Of course it’s not. We wouldn’t do that. I wouldn’t do that. I know I’m a big name now, but it wasn’t that long ago that I got my first break. I know what it’s like to be where you are, Will. That’s what excites me about this. You’ve got it, but you have some disadvantages that you can’t overcome on your own. You need help. This is what you need.”

      “But a woman? That doesn’t make sense. Why? There are plenty of women out there—real women—who could play this part. They would give anything to work with you. Why me?”

      He runs his thumb down my cheek and across my lower lip, and I know then this is just a dream. I’ll wake up any second in bed, and I’ll be dry humping my body pillow.

      “Maybe I’m not interested in working with those other women. Maybe I have a certain type, and Amy knows about that. Maybe we can be more than just costars.”

      I cringe when he says “other women,” as if I’m not a man. But when he holds his thumb pressed against my lip, I can’t help myself. I take it into my mouth and start sucking on it. He can call me a woman, a moose, or a beetle, and I still wouldn’t care right now.

      “Does that mean you’ll do it?”

      I moan, and I’m not sure if it’s a yes or a no.

      “You won’t be sorry. Trust me.” He pulls his thumb from my mouth, and it takes all my willpower to not whimper. “We start filming Monday. It’s a small lot in Culver City. I’ll text you the address. Be in your trailer at 8:30am. Your own single trailer. They’ll need extra time for hair and makeup with you, but you’re going to be perfect. I can’t wait to see you.” He squeezes my shoulders.

      “Bronson, I can’t. There’s no way—”

      “8:30am. Don’t be late, and don’t worry about breakfast. Amy makes sure the craft services are epic on every project I do.” He walks out the door and leaves me alone in the empty hotel room.
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        * * *

      

      I’m exhausted Sunday night, but I can’t sleep. My mind is too busy circling over the same patch of thoughts. It’s like a plane dumping fuel before making a crash landing. I should have called Amy or Bronson and told them no. I shouldn’t even consider this. But this is the reason I have Bronson Ellard’s phone number stored in my phone. And if I maybe used some heart and star emojis along with his name, that doesn’t mean any more than the meaningless dreams I’ve had about him all weekend. The dreams where it’s not his thumb in my mouth.

      I roll over. 6:30am. The red light of the alarm clock taunts me, and I sigh. Culver City is fifty minutes away, so that means it’ll take an hour-and-a-half to get there. Thirty minutes before I have to leave. That’s not enough time to sleep, and any sleep I get now will be too little, too late anyway.

      The drive takes longer than I anticipated, so I only have five minutes to spare when I pull up to the security gate. The guard moves slower than anyone I’ve ever seen, but after what seems like forever, she hands me a pass and gives me directions. I look at the clock. Still 8:25am. Maybe she wasn’t really that slow after all.

      When I pull into the spot she told me, I look around. There are already people buzzing everywhere. They’re carrying cases and cables and just running around empty-handed. I spot the trailer that I assume belongs to Bronson. There’s a golden glow around it and it seems cleaner than all the others. And there, right beside it, is mine.

      I open the door and stop after two steps. This is nice. Nicer than the entire apartment I share with four other guys. Two leather sofas and a tv at least twice as big as the one I have at home. There’s a miniature kitchen with a small refrigerator, toaster oven, two-burner stovetop, and a dishwasher. Beyond it all is a bathroom and what looks like a king-sized bed in the bedroom.

      I’m almost convinced it can’t really be for me when there’s a knock and the door and someone walks in. “Um, Martins?”

      My mouth is so dry that I can’t speak for a second. “Yes?”

      Her face lights up. “It’s so great to meet you. I’m Kisha.” Her long black braids bounce with each step toward me. “I’ll be doing your makeup and hair. Amy told me all about you, and she was right.”

      “All about me? Right about what?”

      “Are you ready? Or do you still need some time? I probably shouldn’t say this, but I’m new. To this part of it, at least. I normally work at the side of the studio slapping makeup on the extras all day long. So if I do something wrong, just tell me.”

      I raise my hands. “I’m new too. I’ve only ever been one of those extras. And only a couple times at that.”

      “You’re so sweet to try to make me feel better. Do you want to start now?”

      She’s already unpacking her cases onto the makeup table, so I don’t think I really have a choice. I sit in the chair and stare at myself in the mirror. There’s no way I can do this. I don’t care how good she is at makeup. I watch my face go red. What if they blame her for this? Will she get in trouble or even fired because she can’t make me into a convincing woman? “You don’t have to do this, you know. I can talk to them. I’ll take the blame for it.”

      “The blame for what?” She laughs, and it makes her even prettier than she already is. All the makeup in the world won’t do that for me. “Just close your eyes and relax. You’ll be gorgeous in no time.”

      I snort, but I close my eyes anyway.

      She’s doing something to my eyes when I hear the trailer door squeak open. Does everyone just walk in? I wish she would pull the brush away so I could see who it is.

      “Wow.”

      My stomach flutters. It’s only one syllable, but I know that voice.

      “Right? She’s beautiful.” She? It sounds like Kisha is just a few inches away from my face. “It didn’t take much work. It’s like filling in a couple clouds on the Mona Lisa when da Vinci already did all the rest.”

      Bronson laughs, and I can’t help but smile.

      “Hey! Don’t move. Just give me ten more seconds.”

      I make my face as neutral as I can and hold it for her. When she gives the all clear, I open my eyes and see him. His thick, brown hair is parted in the middle and hangs below his ears, almost to his chin. He’s wearing glasses today. Thick, black rims.

      “What?” His face is glowing.

      Should I tell him I was tilting my head to see if there really are lenses in the frames of his glasses? “Nothing. Uh, good morning?”

      “Good morning. Have you seen yourself yet?” He turns to Kisha. “Has she seen herself?”

      “No. I made her wait until I was completely finished.”

      Stop calling me she and her. “Is it that bad? I’m scared to look.” I watch Bronson’s face. I know I’ll be fired as soon as someone sees me, but he’s my canary. His reaction will show me just how embarrassing this is going to be. I’m hoping for “accidentally getting into the wrong unlocked car” and not “accidentally peeing in your roommate’s dresser drawer because you were so drunk you thought it was a toilet.” His smile is friendly but not too much, and he’s not showing any teeth. And I think that means it will be closer to the wrong-car end of the spectrum.

      “Ready?” Kisha doesn’t give me a chance to answer before she spins me toward the mirror.

      Oh my God.
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      “Come on. I’ll introduce you to everyone.” Bronson tugs on my hand but lets go as soon as we walk into the studio. When his hand drops from mine, I feel like I’ve lost a limb. “By the way, you’re Taylor whenever you’re here. It’s your stage name.”

      “What do you mean? Don’t I have to file for that?” He’s already ten feet ahead of me and doesn’t hear a thing I say.

      We make our way around the room. I thought I knew this industry and had an idea of what to expect, but I didn’t. There’s so much more of everything here. More people, more equipment, more cables, more food on the craft table. I almost drool when I see it all.

      “Did I lie?” Bronson asks as he bites the end off a piece of bacon.

      “No, but all this?”

      “And this is just for breakfast. Wait until lunch. Oh, I think I see Amy. Come on, she needs to see you too.”

      I hope that he’ll take my hand again, but he just walks away, toward some offices in the back.

      The door is open, and he doesn’t knock. “Amy, remember Will?”

      Her eyes flash quickly to me and then move back to Bronson. “Don’t tell me he didn’t show.”

      I sink. It’s only been a few days, and she’s already forgotten me?

      Bronson laughs. “Have I introduced you to my friend yet?”

      “I don’t think so.” She turns to me again. “Jesus fuck, that’s not… is it? Oh my God! William?”

      She walks around the desk and stares at me, just inches away from my face like she thinks my pores hold some secret. Bronson puts his hand on the small of my back, and I press into him. When I turn my head, he’s smiling at me, and I’m sure that when I’m famous and someone writes my story, they’ll say this is the point I fell in love with him. I just hope they leave out the fact I’m wearing a wig, women’s makeup, and a pink satin robe.

      “I knew this would fucking work, but this is unbelievable.”

      Bronson kisses my cheek, and his lips are so warm and soft, I wish I had thought to turn my head so he could have “accidentally” kissed my lips instead.

      “Now, let’s get you to wardrobe.” He runs his fingers along the back of mine and I reach for his hand, but he’s already moved past me.

      The director calls Bronson away just as we get to the door, so I walk in by myself. There’s a man holding a brown suit jacket out at arm’s length, but he tosses it on the table when he sees me. “So you’re the famous Taylor Martins.” He looks me up and down. “You should do just fine.”

      “Uh, thanks?”

      “It’s great they’re taking a chance with you like this. We all need more representation in this industry, no matter which part of the alphabet soup we are, if you know what I mean.”

      I don’t, but he doesn’t wait for me to ask for clarification. He’s snaked through a maze of racks, and I don’t have a clue where he’s gone until he pops up in front of me.

      “In here.” He carries an armful of clothes into a tiny room that is curtained off from the main area. The only thing I can make out for certain is a purple dress. “Robe off, doll.”

      I just look at him, my mouth hanging open.

      “Off, come on. I know all about you. You’re not going to surprise me with anything.” He unties the belt and spreads my robe. “Hmm. Wasn’t expecting that. Lose that. I’ll be right back.” He points to my crotch before sweeping through the curtain.

      Did he mean… What exactly did he mean? I can’t very well lose that in the time it takes him to do whatever he’s doing. And I wouldn’t want to even if I could. Does he mean I need to tuck it up between my legs? I stick my hand down my shorts and pull the head back, but it just pops right out. I’m trying again, with both hands this time, when he glides into the room.

      “Whoa, girl! Not in here. That’s why they gave you the fancy private trailer. You do that on your own time, not mine. Out of those boxers, now.”

      “I wasn’t doing anything. I thought you meant—”

      “Not interested in small talk. I’ve got five minutes to make you presentable, or it’s going to be my ass that gets chewed out. So let’s hustle.” He claps, literally claps at me, even though we’re standing so close he can touch me.

      I tug the boxers down my legs and kick them off. As soon as they’re on the floor, he’s kneeling in front of me.

      “Shouldn’t I at least get your name before we do this?” I laugh, but he just looks up at me and frowns.

      “Erick. With a CK.”

      “Oh okay. I totally would have pronounced it with just a C.” I might as well tell a joke to the curtain.

      “Step into this.”

      I look down and he’s holding out a pair of nude panties for me. “Is that necessary?”

      “Underwear? I don’t believe so, but society says yes. So step.”

      “No, I mean those.”

      “Sorry, I don’t have a pair made from silk and gold thread, princess. This will have to do.”

      “I just meant—” He cuts me off with a stare, and I close my mouth and lift my leg so he can pull them on me.

      When he gets to my knees, he stops and looks up at me. “I completely get why you don’t want to, but you really need to shave these things. You’re lucky you’re already practically hairless, but this is a vain and bigoted industry. They’re going to look for any reason to hire a cis woman over you, so you need to do all the little things to take away those excuses.”

      I know it’s pointless to argue, so I just say okay and he gets back to it. When he gets to my crotch, he doesn’t even pause before he cups my balls and presses them inside me while bending my dick backward and then pulling the panties tight.

      “Perfect.”

      It doesn’t feel perfect. It feels like I’m being stretched and compressed and pulled in ways I’m not supposed to be pulled. It’s the worst wedgie I’ve ever had and I want to pull everything back out, but he slaps my hand before I even move it.

      “Don’t you dare touch it!”

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      “Mmm-hmm. Two minutes. Hold your arms out.”

      He doesn’t give me a chance to move before he yanks my wrists up. He’s slipping a bra over them and has it hooked behind me before I know what he’s doing. Then he raises the dress and lowers it over me. I can tell he’s done this thousands of times because somehow the fabric doesn’t come close to either my hair or my makeup.

      When it’s settled around me, he takes a step back—all that’s possible in this tiny cubby—and puts a finger to his mouth while he looks at me. “I wish they’d let me use padding on you, but they want your all-natural look to really shine here. C’est la vie.” He tosses his hands up and throws the curtain open. “Thirty seconds for shoes. Left foot.”

      I look at my foot and realize he wants me to lift it for him. When I do, he slips a black ballet flat on it. Then he does the same with the right. I say a quick prayer of thanks that they didn’t expect me to wear heels, but then a wave of queasiness rolls over me. What if they expect me to wear heels later?

      Erick practically pushes me out of his area just as I hear someone yelling my name.

      “On time, like always. It was a pleasure to meet you, Taylor. You really are lovely. It’s a shame the director won’t let you shine in this one. Maybe next time.”

      I want to tell him that there won’t be a next time for me as Taylor. And that I don’t want to shine in the way he’s talking about. This is just a launchpad for me. The role that proves I can play anything. But he’s already gone, so I hurry back to the set.

      On the way, I stop at craft services to grab a vegetarian sausage link. My stomach is going to growl if I don’t get something. As I eat it, I overhear a few people talking, and it’s clear they’re talking about me. I move as close as I can without being seen. The only voices I recognize are those of Amy and the director. I lose my breath as soon as I hear what they’re saying.

      “She was smart to transition,” the director says. “There’s no way she would have ever made it as a man, but as a trans woman? She got the looks and the novelty.”

      “You should have seen her as a man. I did once at an audition, and damn, that was pathetic.” Amy laughs. “She’s such a better woman. It’s obvious she was meant for this.”

      The more I hear, the more sure I am that I could spit fire at them. And I want to. I want to march over to them and tell them how wrong they are. I’m not transitioning. And Amy knows that. And I can find work as a man in this town. I don’t need this role or any of them.

      But what if they aren’t wrong? I’ve been here for three years, and my biggest role was as an unnamed extra mauled by a rabid zebra inside a shopping mall. I haven’t even been cast in a medicine commercial. Everyone I know has been in at least one except me. Maybe I do need this part, but as soon as this is over, I’m setting the record straight. I’m not trans and I’m not transitioning. I’m a man.

      I throw my half-eaten sausage in the trash and walk to the set. I go around the back, so they won’t know that I overheard them.

      I’m so happy to see Bronson. He knows the real me, and he saw what I can do. I get so close to him that I can smell the cedar and orange scent of his soap, and I want to hug him, to feel his body next to mine and his arms around me. I want that scent to rub off on my clothes so I’ll smell them all day. Just as I’m about to lean in with an embarrassing laundry-soap-commercial sniff, he turns, and I take a step back.

      “Hey, there you are. Wow.”

      “Wow?”

      “That dress on you.”

      “Oh. That. It’s not anything special. Just…” My mouth is too dry to say anything more, and I’m glad. Was I really about to say it’s just something I threw on?

      “Well, it looks great on you. Kudos to whoever in wardrobe picked that out.” He smiles, and I forget that I was just about to make a fool of myself. “Are you ready to do this for real?”

      My mind goes back to the hotel room, where his mouth and body pressed against me. Where his cock pressed against me. Yes, I’m very much ready to do that again. “I guess so… I think I am.”

      “You’re going to be great.” He raises his hand to my face, and I think he’s going to cup my cheek in his palm. I can see the desire in his eyes. He looks like he wants to take me right here. And I might let him. I bite my lip as his hand gets closer to my face, but he glances away and then brushes the sleeve of my dress. “You had a piece of lint.”

      “Oh. Thank you.” I turn and see a camera operator staring at us.
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      “You were incredible. You’ve got something special… Are you even listening?” He laughs.

      I was incredible, but all I can hear are those voices saying I’d never make it as a man. Saying I make a much better woman. The same things I heard growing up. The same bigots who look at me and think a femme man isn’t a real man, that I must secretly want to be a woman. Only now they don’t think it’s a secret.

      Bronson moves even closer and takes my hand. My heartbeats are so loud I’m sure he can hear them. “You’re wonderful.”

      I look from our hands to his face. His eyes have that look again—the same one they had on the set—and I wonder if he’ll stop himself this time, too. I brush my thumb across the top of his hand.

      “Fuck, I can’t take this anymore.” He moves so fast I’m not sure if he’s trying to tackle me. I only know when his mouth collides with mine and he uses his tongue to force my lips open. And when I open for him—as me, not as characters we’re playing—I hear a hum, as if our universes are vibrating in harmony.

      He softly pushes me onto my back with a hand kneading my chest, and my nipples get hard for his touch. No one’s ever touched me there before, and it sends tingles through my body. I reach my hand between his legs to find his cock. It’s hard even before I start massaging it through his pants.

      “We shouldn’t do this.” He breathes the words into my mouth.

      “Yes, we should.” I press my lips against his and run my tongue along his.

      “Not here.” I can barely hear his words about the roaring of my heart. “Someone could see us.”

      I tilt my head and move my lips to his neck, but he pulls away and clears his throat.

      “I don’t know what I was thinking. Anyone could find out about us. I won’t do that to you. I won’t ruin your reputation like that.”

      I try to pull him back to me, but he stands up. “It’s fine. No one is going to catch us, and so what if they do? I’m already wearing a dress and makeup. Do you think finding out I’m gay will surprise anyone?”

      He shakes his head over and over. “I can’t do it. What people think matters in this business. It matters more than you think.”

      “But it shouldn’t. And it’s my choice to make.”

      “I can’t. Not here. Trust me, you’ll thank me later. Now I need to get some air. I’ll see you back on the set after lunch. Be sure to fix your makeup so no one can tell.”

      He doesn’t even look at me before he rushes out. I sink into the couch and don’t move until an assistant knocks on my door to give me a ten-minute warning.

      All afternoon Bronson ignores me except during our scenes. When I walk near him, he finds some excuse to walk away. When I say something to him, he either pretends he doesn’t hear me, or he gives me a curt answer. By the end of the day, I’ve had enough. I’m sitting behind the cameras, watching him and the director go over the next scene. But all I want to do is go to wardrobe to get my real clothes and then wash all this suffocating garbage off my face. I want to sneak away from here without him noticing me. I don’t care if he ever notices me again.

      “Hey, Taylor.”

      I spin to see who’s whispering to me. It’s Amy. She motions for me to follow her. Maybe she’s going to tell me I can leave early. Maybe she’ll tell me I’m fired. It will be a relief if I am.

      She walks into her office and then closes the door behind us. “So? How’s your first day as a star?”

      After overhearing her earlier, I can’t look at her without trying to stare daggers into her. “Fine.”

      “Just fine?” She chuckles, but I can’t.

      “It could have been worse. It could have been pathetic.” Just like she said I was as a man. I desperately try to set her on fire with my mind, but she doesn’t even break a sweat.

      “Well, you were fucking great. Anyway, Bronson told me what happened, and he wants to show you he’s sorry. So I have a car set up to take you to his house as soon as we finish here.”

      “Today was just a mistake.”

      “Do you think I’m blind? I saw how you’ve looked at him ever since you met him.”

      I turn away. “That was before. I’ve seen some things since then too. Things that made me change my mind about him.”

      “Honey, that’s obviously not true, or your ears wouldn’t be this red. He’s not some damned nobody. He’s got a reputation to think about. What do you think happens to his career when it gets out that he banged some young trans girl in her trailer over their lunch break?”

      “I’m not a trans girl! You know that! I’m sick of everyone thinking I am.” I know my voice is too loud, and I hope there’s no one outside the door.

      “I know that.” Her voice is a whisper now. “But that’s what the headlines would say. He’d be branded as an abuser, and even if you told your side of the story—even if you never wore a bit of women’s clothes the rest of your life—you’d still always be the trans woman who was victimized by the big Hollywood star. Nothing more. People here don’t care about the truth. The truth is boring.”

      I rub my hand along my cheek until I remember I’m wearing makeup. My stomach is in a knot because I know she’s right. Growing up as a feminine gay boy in the Midwest showed me how gossip destroys lives and clings to you forever. No matter what you do to shake it away. When I came here, though, I thought I was getting away from all that.

      “I’m going to tell the director that Bronson is done for the day. I’ll make up some diva excuse about the light not being right for his skin or something. Without him, they won’t need you, so go back to your trailer to get ready. At least go hear him out before you make any decisions that you’re going to regret.”

      I sigh. “Can I ask you something?” I really hope she says no.

      “Of course.”

      “I heard some people talking about me earlier. They said I would never make it as a man, so transitioning was good for my career. Do you think that’s true?”

      If she feels any shame or embarrassment about being part of that conversation, she doesn’t show it. Her face doesn’t turn red, and she doesn’t even hesitate before answering. “Do you want the truth?”

      I don’t know, so I look down and don’t say anything.

      “Hollywood likes to pretend it’s some shining example of diversity, but it’s not. Sure, we celebrate the people from minority groups who make it big. But have you ever noticed that they’re all perfect? Not just a black man, but the most handsome black man you can imagine. Not just a Puerto Rican woman, but a Puerto Rican woman who’s so stunning you think it has to be from plastic surgery. You don’t get to be a star unless you meet this idealized version of beauty.

      “That’s what every struggling actor is battling against. So no, you’re never going to make it as a man. You just don’t physically have it. That’s bullshit, but that’s how it is. As a woman, though? Even as a trans woman? You’re gorgeous. You’d be on equal physical footing with all the other beautiful women. Then your talent could shine through, and trust me, it does. You’ve been brilliant in the scenes that we’ve shot today. But brilliant as an attractive trans woman, not as a small and average looking man.

      Each word twists inside me, ripping away a tiny piece of my dream until it’s lying shattered at my feet.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just the truth. Why don’t you head back to your trailer now? I’ll take care of things here. Just be ready when the car comes.”

      I’m barely aware of anything around me as I walk through the studio. Everything I always wanted—the only dream I ever had—is gone. I spent my whole life wishing I was someone else. Someone famous who was above all the petty concerns that weighed me down. But I’m never going to be that person. I’m always going to be no one.

      When I’m in my trailer, I throw myself onto the couch. Growing up, I swore that I’d never again let another person make me cry, but this is the closest I’ve come since then. It would be so easy to lie here and let myself dissolve, but what would that accomplish? Does that fix my broken dream? If I’m going to mope, I’m at least going to do it upright, so I push myself up. And that’s when I notice the black garment bag hanging in the corner. There’s a yellow sticky note on it. It just says “Wear this tonight.”

      I’m not sure what I think when I unzip the bag. I should have guessed there would be a dress inside. I hold it up to me and stand in front of the mirror. The coral fabric drops to a few inches above my knees. I only debate a minute or two before I shrug out of the dress I’m wearing and slip this over my head. It’s brighter and more summery than the purple I had on. I watch myself in the mirror while I twirl left and right, but that just makes me feel like an idiot. What man puts on a dress and does that?

      There are shoes in the bottom of the garment bag, but I’m not sure what to make of them once I see them. Tan sandals with a heel. To someone who grew up wearing heels, I’m sure it’s small, but to me, it’s enormous. At this point, though, what does it matter? I slip off the flats I was wearing and slide into these. When I stand, I’m thrown so far forward, I nearly tip. I laugh. It would be appropriate for a pair of heels to kill me just after I found out my dream was dead, at least as a man.

      It only takes me a few steps to make up my mind. There’s no way I can wear these. They do look a lot better with this dress than the black flats, but the flats look a lot better than a cast on my ankles. With the flats back on, I study my reflection. It’s the first time I’ve really looked at myself all day. Before, I was looking at the makeup or the wig or the dress, but not me. Now, I finally see what everyone else has been seeing all day, and I have to look away before I get sick.

      Lucky for me, the car comes before I have much time to brood. The driver tries to make small talk a couple of times on the drive, but I can’t do it. I just sit in the back and pretend to be on my phone.
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        * * *

      

      Bronson’s house is amazing. It’s all stucco and glass, and there are plants vining off every level of the tiered terraces. But I know this isn’t its best side. As we pull through the gate and up the driveway, I see glimpses of the ocean just on the other side of the house. So close, he can probably open his back door and grab a fistful of sand from the beach. This is the house I dreamt of living in since I was a boy.

      He’s waiting at the door when the car stops. His broad grin almost makes me forget the rest of the day. I wish I were coming home to that every day, to his arms around me and his lips on mine.

      “You’re even more beautiful than before.”

      He holds me around the waist, but I twist away. “This house is incredible.”

      “Not nearly as incredible as you.” His hand finds the small of my back and slides lower until his palm settles on my ass. I can feel his breath on the side of my neck.

      I want so much to lean into him and let his hands and mouth wander wherever they will, but I can’t, not after what happened at lunch. “What is this between us, Bronson?”

      “I think we both know what it is.”

      His lips brush against my skin, but I take a step back. “Are you seriously trying to be the most confusing man on earth? At the audition and then in my trailer today, I thought I knew. But then you ignored me all afternoon. More than that, you acted like you couldn’t stand to be around me. And now we’re back to this?”

      “Do you think I don’t feel the electricity shoot through my body every time you look at me? Or feel the heat when your skin touches mine?” He takes my hand and pulls it to his groin. “Do you think this doesn’t happen when I just think about you?”

      I yank my hand back. “Then what? You only want me when no one is around?”

      “I want you all the time. But it’s complicated.”

      He moves toward me, but I walk away, to the window overlooking the beach. The sun is setting, and the ocean looks like a giant oil slick that caught fire.

      “I have to think about my career.” His voice is pleading.

      “Amy explained all that to me. But do you really think people would see you as some predator? You’re not. I want this as much as you do. Apparently more.”

      “It’s not just that. It’s… like it or not, I’m a sex symbol, and I have an image I need to maintain.”

      “Are you seriously saying that—”

      “Yes! If I’m spotted dating a man or even a trans woman, that’s gone. That’s why we have to be caref—”

      “Jesus, Bronson, this isn’t the 50s. The only person who cares about that is you.”

      “You know what happened to Andre Sova. Everyone knows what happened to him.”

      I watch his reflection get closer to me, and when he puts his arm around my waist, I finally give in and lean back against him. Our bodies fit together perfectly, and I close my eyes when I feel his heat rush into me. “That wasn’t the same thing. He took advantage of those men.” It takes every bit of my strength to speak when all I want to do is melt into him.

      “And they’ll say I took advantage of you, too. Please tell me you understand.” He slides his hands down my belly but stops them just above the one spot where I need him to be.

      “I do, but I don’t want to hide. I spent my whole life hiding, and it was terrible. Is that really want you want?”

      “What if we didn’t have to hide? What if there were a way we could let the world know about us without having to worry about anyone’s reactions?”
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      He can’t be serious. I fall into the chair, holding my head in my hands.

      “Just think about it. Wouldn’t it solve everything?”

      I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out. Not even a whisper. It’s so idiotic, so… wrong. There’s no way.

      He drops to his knees in front of me and rubs his hands along my arms. “Babe, just think. We could be together. In public, in private, on set. Everywhere. No one would judge us. And you know what this would do for your career. This would be perfect.”

      I drop my arms and look at him. “Perfect? If it’s so perfect, why don’t you do it?”

      “I would in a heartbeat. If I were you. But if I did it, it wouldn’t solve anything.”

      “We could be together.”

      “And both be unemployable. But if you do it, we can be together and be a power couple. We’re instantly the hottest thing in this town. You can’t tell me you don’t want that.”

      I do want that. But do I really want it that much?

      “You want to know what I think, Will?” He puts his hands on the sides of my face. “I think I want to be with you forever. And I think you want that too. And I think you want to be a star more than almost anything else. And you know what else? You haven’t said no, so I think you know this could work.”

      I shake my head and stand up. “Do you know how crazy this is? Do you know what you’re asking me to do?”

      “Of course I do.” He reaches for my hand, but I pull away. “But answer me—wouldn’t this solve everything?”

      “But this? Bronson…” The air is sticky in my lungs.

      “Yes, this. Everything you’ve ever wanted, Will. Everything.”

      “I need to go. I need some air.”

      “You need to think about this. I understand. I’ll get my keys and drive you home.”

      “No. I need to be alone. I’ll walk.” I barely register where the door is but start moving toward it.

      “Will, don’t be ridiculous. You live on the other side of town. You can’t walk. At least let me call you a car. You can’t just leave.”

      I’m already out the door and on the driveway before he catches up to me. He wraps his arms around me from behind and holds me in place.

      “It’ll be here in 5 minutes. Please wait for it. Please? Inside with me?”

      “No.” I shake my head again. “I’ll wait at the gate. By myself.”

      “Okay, okay.” He takes a step back toward his house. “Promise me you’ll text to let me know you got home safe?”

      I nod.

      “Please keep an open mind, Will. I want this for both of us. I lov—look forward to seeing you again.”

      My heart stops. Was he going to say he loves me? I turn to face him, but he’s already on the steps and heading into the house. He doesn’t look back. I stare at the closed door until the car pulls up beside me.

      I don’t know how I make it upstairs and into my apartment. I don’t remember getting out of the car or walking in. I think I may have seen Scott playing video games. He might have said something as I walked by. Maybe he asked why I’m wearing a dress. I’m not sure. What if I do this?

      I look around my room. The peeling paint in the corner, the closet door propped against my clothes because it won’t stay in place, the window that won’t open. I would never have to live here again. I unlock my phone and text Bronson. Just a quick “made it” to let him know I’m safe. I watch as the dots of his reply appear and disappear. Appear and disappear again. Appear and stay. Thirty seconds, a minute, two minutes. Then his reply: “Okay.”

      I set the phone beside me and close my eyes. I would be trading everything I am, everything I ever knew, for a chance to live my dream. Is that worth it?
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        * * *

      

      “You must be Miss Taylor and Mister Bronson—Oh. Please accept my apologies, Mister William. I noticed the look on your face and realized right away that I’d gotten ahead of myself. I meant no offense.”

      I smile and want to tell him it’s fine, but he doesn’t stop long enough.

      “It is my absolute pleasure to welcome you to our little island. I trust your flight was satisfactory? Of course, the weather here is nearly always satisfactory. Last year, they tell me we had sunshine on 310 days, and I believe we may have even more sunny days this year. Being from Southern California, though, you must be used to that. Oh, I nearly forgot to introduce myself. My manners are practically non-existent this afternoon. I’m David Lattimore, Vice-President of the Sanderstill Clinic. Please, right this way.”

      Bronson and I look at each other as David ushers us to the waiting SUV. As soon as our seatbelts are on, I reach my hand toward Bronson. He raises my hand to his lips before lacing his fingers between mine.

      Thankfully, the ride is only ten minutes, because after three minutes, I’ve already had more of David than I can take. I’m from Hollywood. I should be used to people who are in love with the sounds of their own voices. But they aren’t like this. They at least breathe once in a while.

      When we pull in front of the clinic, I hop out of the car before it’s even in park. I need whatever quiet I can get, even if it’s only a fraction of a second. And that’s about all I have before David is at my side, leading me into the building. I pause just inside the doors and look around the lobby. There are a couple of women sitting next to an unlit fireplace. I stare longer than I should, and David interrupts my thoughts.

      “I assume you’re wondering if those are clients, and yes, they are.”

      “Did they… um, you know, used to be…” I swallow, and it’s so loud I’m surprised the women don’t look up at me.

      Bronson moves to my side and puts his arm around me. I rest my body against his.

      “My sincere apologies,” David says, “but I cannot answer your question. Our patients’ confidentiality is second only to their safety and well-being.”

      I feel my face turn red. It was foolish of me to ask. And what would change if he answered my question? Would I feel better about this if he told me they used to be men? Would I feel worse? I’m better off not knowing.

      “Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to Dr. Gooding’s office.”

      Her office is empty when we get there, but David insists we make ourselves at home inside while we wait. I go right to the windows and look out. There’s a courtyard in the center of the building, and it looks like two wings on either side. Maybe this was an old colonial mansion. I shudder as I imagine the things that could have taken place here.

      “Hey, you’re going to be fine. From everything I’ve researched, this place is the best.” Bronson slips his arm around my waist and pulls me into him. “And they’d better be for the money it cost me.” He chuckles.

      “But…”

      “But what?”

      “You’re supposed to say ‘but you’re worth it’ at the end of that.”

      “You are certainly worth it.” He kisses my cheek and stares out the window with me.

      “What if this is a mistake?” I ask.

      “Do you think it is?”

      “No.” I’m going to have everything I’ve ever wanted. I just have to trade my dick to get it. “I just wish…” I sigh. “Never mind.”

      “Tell me. What is it?”

      “We’ve talked about it a hundred times already. I just wish I didn’t have to do this to be with you.”

      “I know you do, babe. And I wish that too.” He kisses my forehead. “But you know the world we’re living in. We’re in an insulated bubble, but that can pop at any time. You don’t tempt fate by poking it with a sword.”

      “You somehow said that with a completely straight face.”

      “It’s called acting, my love.” He smiles, and it reminds me why I’m doing this.

      “Tell me you love me.”

      “You know I do. I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone in this world.”

      “I love you too.” I wrap my arms around him and stay like that until Dr. Gooding comes in.

      “I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting. Rounds ran a little longer than I expected. I’m Dr. Kendall Gooding. You must be Bronson and William?”

      She reaches her hand toward me. I shake it, and Bronson does the same. Then she motions us toward the couch. She sits in a chair across from us.

      “You both look nervous.”

      I giggle, but then turn toward Bronson. Is he nervous? He hasn’t told me that he is, but is he just putting on a brave face for me? I watch as he smiles and looks at the floor. “You are nervous. Why?” How did I not notice this before?

      “Because you’re doing this. For me. It’s a lot, you know?”

      “It’s for us.” I put my hand on his leg. “And you should have told me.”

      “You were already nervous enough. You didn’t need to think that I was worried, too.”

      “Bronson…”

      “I can assure you both this will be a very successful course of treatment,” Dr. Gooding says. “Anyone who knows me knows I don’t like to brag, but I am excellent at what I do. And you are already very feminine and pretty.”

      I wince. “I’m sorry. That’s been an insult all my life. I have to get used to it being a compliment from now on.”

      She smiles. “I understand.”

      “And you can help with that too, right?” I ask. “Brainwash me so I believe that I’m a normal woman?”

      It’s her turn to wince. “It’s not brainwashing. Nothing like it. We incorporate hypnotic suggestions to make you more comfortable with the physical procedures we perform and the new role you’ll be taking on once you leave here. It doesn’t make you into someone else. Think of it as freeing you from shame and teaching you to enjoy the pleasures of the new you. And please don’t ever refer to other women as normal. That tells me you think of yourself as abnormal, and you certainly are not.”

      “But when he’s done, he’ll be…”

      “A 'normal woman?” Dr. Gooding sticks her tongue out at me, and I grin. “Yes. At that point, she will think of herself as a woman. Not because she’s been brainwashed, but because she will be a woman. It will be just as natural as you thinking of yourself as a man. I understand that it’s important to both of you. I assure you that will not be a problem.”

      I look at Bronson and blow out a long breath.

      “Are you ready for this, babe?” he asks.

      “I am.”
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      I slam the eyeliner down and snarl at the mirror. Every time I do it, I either poke myself in the eye or, like now, blink and end up with a giant black streak across my eyelid.

      “Can’t I just be one of those women who’s happy without wearing makeup?”

      “Of course.” Nora reaches around me and grabs the eyeliner. “But are you one of those women who’s happy without wearing makeup?”

      I sigh and look down. “No.”

      “Then take this and try again, sweetie. You’ll get it. It’s not natural to hold a sharp stick next to your eye. You just have to do it over and over until you get used to it.” She leaves me alone in the bathroom, but as she walks out, I hear her mutter, “Jessi isn’t allowed to take a vacation ever again.”

      “I’m telling her you said that when she comes back.” I giggle.

      “Oh, I’ll tell her myself before you get the chance. Asking me to fill in for a beautician is like asking a beautician to help with a surgery.”

      “Both end up with people getting poked by something sharp.”

      “I’ll poke you if you don’t watch it.” She giggles, and sits in the chair next to my bed. “Aren’t you going to have people who do this for you back home?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “I think sometimes? But not always, so I need to learn how to do it for myself.”

      The past three weeks have been packed with lesson after lesson. I never knew there could be this much to learn. Everything is different. My clothes, my shoes, my hair, my nails, my morning routine, my evening routine, my sometimes-in-the-middle-of-the-day routine. The way I walk, the way I sit, the way I stand, the way I talk, the things I say, the way I act around other women, the way I act around men, the way I act when I’m alone at the end of the day and can finally let my hair down. Nothing is the same.

      When I started, it felt like I was playing a role. But the more I do it, the more it becomes something natural for me. Just the boring old sameness of life, day after day. I’ll never forget the first time Jessi brought me a pair of heels. My entire body erupted in a combination of excitement and trepidation. And when I could walk around my room in them, I wanted to high five everyone in the entire clinic. Now my only thought is whether they’re cute, whether they’ll match my dress, and how long I can wear them until my toes start to throb.

      It’s amazing how unexciting my life has become. I’m transforming myself from a man into a woman so I can be with the man I love and become a star, but I spend my days just like any other woman would. It’s so beautifully undramatic. Until the morning Dr. Gooding walks in and asks if I’m ready for my bottom surgery.

      I’ve never felt so much energy flowing through me. This is it. The last time under anesthesia. The last recovery. And finally, it’ll all be done. I’ll finally be me. I want to run and hug her, but I hold on to the rail of my bed to keep me in place.

      I act cool. “Oh, I think I’m ready.”

      “You think you are?”

      “I suppose.”

      “For being an actress, you’re not fooling anyone, you know. I see you bouncing on your tiptoes. And your eyes are gleaming.” She laughs.

      “So I need more acting lessons when I get home? Can I hug you? Is it silly that I want to?”

      “Girl, this is a big step.” She walks forward and wraps her arms around me. “It’s something you’ve been looking forward to, so it’s natural to be excited.”

      I squee, but only a little. “Can I call Bronson? Please?”

      “This is the giant step at the end of the path. Of course, you’ll want to talk to him about it. I’ll tell Nora to bring your phone.”

      She might as well have not told her, though. He doesn’t pick up when I call. It’s been eight days now since I’ve talked to him. I know he’s shooting a movie in Vancouver and is probably busy all the time, but he can’t call for a couple of minutes? Or text? I’m starting to worry. Maybe something happened to him. Maybe he’s having second thoughts about me. Or maybe he met someone else. I call one more time, but there’s still no answer. So I send yet another text, and set the phone on the table beside my bed.

      It seems like everyone in the entire clinic comes to my room throughout the day to congratulate me about my surgery. The nurses, cleaners, administrators, David and a couple of guys I haven’t seen before, even some of the other patients. This is a big deal, and it is worth celebrating. I just wish I could celebrate it with the person I love most. But he still hasn’t called or texted when I hand my phone to Nora just outside the operating room.

      “I’m sure he’s fine, sweetie. Just busy.” She tries to comfort me.

      I nod my head and lie back on the table.
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      “Mr. Ellard’s phone.”

      I jump a little when the woman picks up, and it makes me wince from the pain. “Can I talk to Bronson, please? Is he there?”

      “I’m sorry. Mr. Ellard isn’t available at the moment.”

      “But it’s me, and I need him. It’s Taylor. Tell him it’s Tay—” The beep cuts me off as she hangs up.

      Why did another woman pick up? I drop my phone to the floor. For just a second, the thud and clatter is satisfying, but then the wave of exhaustion and emotion and pain hits me as I sink backward into my bed. I press the button on my pain pump and fall asleep.

      I’m out of it for the rest of the day. There are times that I remember seeing Nora or Dr. Gooding standing beside me. And times I remember no one being there with me. But they’re just flashes. Every time it becomes more than that, I press the pain pump so I can go to sleep and forget everything.

      The next morning, I know Nora is stroking my hair, and she says something about my medication, but then she walks away. She gets to the door before I’m able to stop her.

      “Whatterya doin’?” My words are so slurred I don’t know if she can understand them.

      “I lowered the dose and frequency on your pain pump. You’ve been using a little too much.”

      “No.” I press the button, and I’m not sure if it’s to spite her or because I’m becoming too aware of everything around me.

      “Yes, sweetie. I know it’s a lot of pain, but we can’t have you getting addicted.”

      “I want… Another woman? Why?” I smash the button as hard as I can, but nothing happens.

      “You want another woman? Dr. Gooding? Dr. Gooding will just tell you the same thing. I’m sorry, sweetie. If it gets too bad, call me. There are some things we can do that aren’t narcotics.” She closes the door behind her.

      As the pain medicine evaporates from my body, the thoughts I’ve blocked seep in. Thoughts of pain. The stabbing and burning pain in my crotch and the pain he left me with. Did I mean nothing to him? Was all of this fake? I should have known to not fall in love with an actor. He’s with another woman while I’m lying in pain because of the surgery I got for him. No. That’s not true. He was only a part of it. I got this for me. For my career. And I won’t let him spoil this. Not when I’m so close to everything I want.

      I toss the control to the pain pump off the side of my bed, and it swings against the IV pole. I’m not going to hide behind that. I’m a strong and entirely capable woman, and I’m going to stop cowering. I wish I could jump out of the bed and throw open my door to walk into the hall, but I yip when I move my leg even a tiny bit. Tomorrow will be a different story.

      And it is. In the morning I move to a chair, and by evening I walk to the wall and back inside my room. I’m going to do this, and I’m going to be better than ever. It’s easy to tell myself that until Nora comes with my phone in her hand.

      The instant she tells me I have a call, my heart races, my stomach flutters, and I curse my mind and body for betraying me. I was going to be strong, but that resolve melts away when I know he’s on the other end of the phone. I hold it up to my ear, but I don’t say anything. His breathing makes me feel empty. My hands and lips are alone, and I’m cold without him next to me.

      “Hello? Will? Are you there?”

      I groan at that name.

      “Will, oh my God. It’s me, babe. Please say something.”

      “My name is Taylor.”

      “Damn it. Taylor, right. I’m sorry. Once I got my phone back, I saw that you called, and… are you okay?”

      “Who had your phone?” Damn this new voice. It’s not nearly as gruff as I want it to be.

      “Cora. She’s my assistant on this shoot because Amy couldn’t make it. But are you okay?”

      “Why did she answer your phone?”

      “It’s a long story. Look, will you please just answer me? Is everything alright?”

      “I’m fine. You can call me if you ever want to tell me the truth.” I press the red button and watch the screen flip back to the picture I took last week of a palm tree by the beach.

      He calls back right away. Part of me soars when the phone rings—maybe he does love me, maybe there’s a legitimate excuse for him not calling—but mostly I just look at the screen in disgust and anger. I wish I could not answer it.

      “Bronson.” In just the last few seconds, I’m already getting better with this voice. I make his name sound like a curse word.

      “Babe… Taylor. I’m sorry. For everything. You don’t know how sorry I am. Please don’t hang up. Just listen. You don’t even have to say anything, okay? Hello?”

      “Let’s hear this story that’s magically going to make me understand why you haven’t called me in over a week.”

      “It’s not a story, it’s… I was in the hospital.”

      My chest is suddenly so tight I can barely breathe. “Oh my God, Bronson, are you okay? What happened?”

      “No, I’m not okay. That’s why I need to talk to you.”

      “Of course, tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I didn’t want to go to the hospital. I suppose that’s kind of obvious. The director made me go. Involuntarily. I… had a breakdown on set. Several breakdowns. Every time I looked at the actress playing opposite me. I kept seeing you and thinking about what I’m making you do, and I just…” He’s sobbing so much that I can’t understand the words.

      “Brons, just take your time. I’m right here. Breathe for me, okay sweetie. I’m not going anywhere. Just keep breathing.”

      “I just can’t believe this… Taylor, what the fuck did I make you do?”

      “Nothing. You didn’t make me do this. I decided to. And it’s only been a day since the final surgery, but I’m already so glad I did it. I’m happy—”

      “The final surgery? Do you mean… that you don’t have a… uh…”

      “I have a vagina now, yes. Somewhere under the bandages and swelling.” I force a laugh to hopefully lighten his mood.

      “Oh my God, Taylor. I’m too late. I’m too fucking late. You’re never going to forgive me, and I don’t deserve forgiveness anyway. I’m so selfish, and I convinced you to give up your whole life for me.”

      It sounds like he’s choking. “Bronson, is there someone there who can help you? Are you alright?”

      “No!” The word spurts out between a cough and a gasp. “How can I be alright after what I did to you?”

      “You didn’t do anything to me.”

      “Maybe not directly, but I might as well have. I made you mutilate yourself for me.”

      My entire body goes cold. “Mutilate myself? Is that what you—I am not mutilated. I am a beautiful young woman who is very happy with the way she looks.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Listen to me, and stop being fucking sorry! I love my body now. I love who I am. And it’s not because of you. You don’t get the credit anymore than you would have gotten the blame. This is because of me. I made the choice to do this. You didn’t hold a gun to my head. This was my choice, not yours, so stop trying to make me into the victim. I’m happy. Do you hear me? Happy!”

      “How can you say that?”

      “Because it’s the truth. I’m finally me. There was always something off. My entire life, there was something that wasn’t right, but I never knew what it was. Until now. Now that feeling is gone, so I know this is who I was meant to be. And if you don’t respect that, then you obviously don’t love me how I love you.”

      “Do you mean that?”

      “Which part? Never mind, it doesn’t matter. I mean all of it. Everything I said. Other than possibly losing the man I love and wanted to spend the rest of my life with, this is the happiest I’ve ever been.”

      “I want you to spend the rest of your life with me, and I want to spend the rest of mine with you. I love you more than I ever thought was possible. I’m going to prove it to you. I know what I need to do, and you’re never going to doubt my feelings again.”
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      “I can’t wait until I can fuck you.” Bronson brushes a finger across my pussy, and even through my panties it makes me squirm and arch my back against the couch.

      “I can’t wait either.” I kiss his cheek. “Dr. Gooding says I still need another month.”

      He groans under his breath.

      “But that doesn’t mean we can’t do other things.” I shift to the edge of the sofa and lower myself to my knees. I wish I could move more gracefully. When I dreamed of doing this, I would flow in one smooth, uninterrupted motion. I didn’t stop and start and twist myself around like a clunky windup figurine while grunting at every move.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea? You’re still recovering.”

      “No. But I don’t care. Do you know how long I’ve wanted this?”

      “Yes. Because I’ve wanted it since then too.” He unzips his pants and pulls them to his knees.

      I take them the rest of the way down, and my breath catches. His cock is beautiful. I run a fingertip over its veiny surface, and Bronson quivers. His dick curves up toward my face, and he slides to the edge of the couch.

      “Can I…?” I look up. My lips are parted, and the saliva is pooling in my mouth.

      He nods, and I kiss around his bulging pink head before taking it into my mouth. Just the tip. Nothing more yet. I suck and work it in and out of my mouth while I graze my fingernails along his balls.

      “This is already better than I imagined, Taylor.”

      I pull my mouth from him with a pop and smile at my new name. My real name. “You haven’t felt anything yet.” I scrape a fingernail along the top of his shaft and he moans.

      I lower my mouth over him again, and this time I go lower. Moving down until he bumps against the back of my throat, then I lean forward so I can take even more. My tight throat closes around his head while I stroke the base with my fingers, running them along the skin between his cock and his balls. His entire body shakes, and I look up to see that he’s fallen against the back cushions of the couch.

      I move my mouth up and down now. Just teasing him. I want to make this last all night. But he has other plans. He curls his fingers into my hair and forces me down further. I flick my tongue across his underside, and he pulls my hair. I wince at the pain, and the combination of that plus having his cock in my throat makes my eyes water. I’ve never been so turned on.

      “I don’t know how much of this I can take,” he pants.

      I growl, and my voice rumbles against his dick in my throat.

      “Jesus Christ, that.”

      I do it one more time before he yanks my head back and then forces me back down on him again. Over and over. He’s taking charge now—pushing me and pulling me—and I love it. I slide my hand in time with my mouth, moving it down his slick shaft while I take more and more of him. Sucking as he pulls my head back and opening my mouth and exhaling along his length when I punge forward.

      “I’m going to come already.” His cock tenses and then pulses as he thrusts his hips against me. His hands are wrapped tight in my hair now, and I couldn’t pull back if I wanted to. But I would never want to. I feel the first spurt of his cum against the back of my throat. I swallow the trickle, but then it becomes a flood. He fills my mouth with his seed, and I take it all. Pulse and thrust and spurt, and it’s all mine. It’s always going to be mine. This is my cock now, and it’s the only one I ever want.

      When he’s spent, he lets out a slow exhale and unwinds his fingers from my hair. I pull away with one last lick around the tip of his cock and then look up at him.

      We stare at each other, neither one of us moving, until I finally break the silence. “I’m the luckiest woman in the world.”

      “Just you wait. I’m going to make your pussy scream.”

      I purr and rest my head on his thigh. “You know, you don’t have to do this tomorrow.”

      “No, but I want everyone to know. You don’t have to do it either.”

      “I know.” I smile and take his hand as I stand up. “We’d better go to bed.”

      “I love it when you flirt with me, Miss Martins.”

      “We have to get up in three hours. I think we have time for another round.” I run a finger along his cock and saunter toward the bedroom while he kicks off his pants.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome back to Sunrise Today.” The host smiles toward the camera. “We’re here with Bronson Ellard, who you all recognize, and his girlfriend Taylor Martins, who many of you may not. At least not yet.”

      I smile at the host while making sure my head is angled enough that both the camera over her shoulder and the one to my right pick it up.

      “So, Miss Martins—”

      “Taylor, please.”

      “Taylor. So how did you and Mr. Ellard—Bronson—meet?”

      “The same way everyone in Hollywood meets. On set.” Bronson and I share a laugh. We knew this would be one of the first questions, and we decided meeting on set was more romantic than meeting in an audition that his friend partially staged as a hookup. “I didn’t even know he was going to be there, and when I walked in—”

      “When she walked in, she lit up everything around her. I knew right then she was the one.”

      “Ooh, ‘the one?’ So, a true story of love at first sight?”

      Bronson and I look at each other and nod.

      “It really was,” I say.

      “Now, I understand you two have news you want to share. And I have to caution everyone at home that none of us knows what this is going to be. Your team told us it’s something big, but they refused to say anything more.”

      Bronson chuckles. “That’s right.” We agreed he would handle this part.

      “The crew and I have a bet, and I think it’s a pregnancy announcement. So my fingers are crossed for that.” The host holds up her hands to show her crossed fingers to the camera.

      “Sorry to disappoint you, but it’s not that. At least not yet.” He winks at the host and squeezes my hand. Does that mean he wants children? We’ve never talked about this before. Do I? “This is something Taylor and I have wrestled with for a while now, and there’s really no good way of handling it. In an ideal world, this would be a private matter just between us, and not even the worst gossip columnist would be interested, let alone a morning news show on a major network.”

      “If I wasn’t intrigued before, I certainly am now.” The host raises a finger to her lips and leans in.

      “We all know that representation is so very important today.” Bronson leans back and smiles. He wants to appear relaxed and calm, but I know inside he’s trembling as much as I am. “That’s why we’ve chosen to be public about this very private part of our lives. Baby?” He looks at me, and holds our joined hands up between us so the camera can see them.

      “I am a proud transgender woman.” I pause for a second to give everyone time to process the words and so it doesn’t seem like I’m rushing through a series of lines. “As a beginning actress, I’ve kept this a secret because I knew so many doors would be instantly closed once people found out. But I just can’t reconcile being proud of who I am and everything I’ve accomplished in my life with hiding this part of me.”

      “Wow.” The host leans back in her chair, her mouth hanging open. “I will say that none of us had that in the pool.” She looks around at the crew and chuckles nervously. “So why now? Why here?”

      “I don’t want to hide myself. I want the world to see, and more importantly, I want any LGBTQ kids out there—kids like me just a few years ago, who may be questioning themselves or even hating who they are—to see that we really can do anything we want. We can love anyone we love.” I look toward Bronson and lean in for a kiss, but he doesn’t meet me halfway. This is the most important part. How could he forget this?

      His eyes are so bright they could light the entire room as he slides from the loveseat and down to one knee in front of me. What is he doing?

      “Taylor…” He doesn’t take his eyes off me. Not a single glance at the host or any of the cameras to make sure that he’s in the shot. “I can’t imagine living without you. I want us to be beside each other every day for the rest of our lives. For every victory and every heartache.” He swallows and his adam’s apple bobs up and down. He’s not doing this, is he? This can’t be what I think it is. “Every time I look at you or touch you or hear you, I feel like I’m overflowing. And I want the entire world to witness my love for you. Will you be my wife?”

      I’m frozen. I can’t even blink as I stare at him. Is he serious? Why didn’t he tell me anything about this? I watch as he pulls the jewelry box from his pocket and opens the lid on the most gorgeous diamond ring I’ve ever seen. And I still can’t move or speak. He’s biting his lip now, and I know that means he’s nervous. I want to shout yes and hold my hand out so he can slide the ring onto my finger, but I’m stuck.

      “Is there drama brewing here?” The host’s voice is too slick and eager for there to be even more to this story than what we’ve already given her.

      “No.” I hear her gasp when I say the word. “There’s no drama here. Yes, Bronson. Together, every single day for the rest of our lives sounds so wonderful. Oh my God, yes!” The tears are pouring from my eyes and for once, I don’t stop them. I don’t care what I look like. I just care that I’m his and he’s mine. Forever. I drop to my knees and wrap my arms around him.
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      I notice him across the room. And how could I not? He’s taller than anyone else here. The space is filled with people, and the only light comes in flashing bursts of color. But there he is, skin changing from red to blue to green to purple with each strobe of the alternating lights. But no matter the color, his eyes penetrate me. They’re not looking through me, though. They’re looking at me the way a shark looks at a smaller fish, but I don’t imagine a small fish feels the way I do under that gaze.

      I silently curse the other students as I struggle and bump my way across the room. When I finally make it, I don’t see him anywhere. I spin to look all around me, but there’s no sign of him. My stomach sinks. Maybe I imagined him. The hottest man in the room, finding me at a party? Finding me so attractive that his eyes could have burned holes in me? If a friend told me this story, I’d never believe them. If Shelby came to me now and told me she saw her dream man but then lost him in the crowd, I would tell her she’s had too much to drink and insist that it’s time to go home. And maybe it is. I haven’t had any alcohol tonight, but I look at the half-empty can in my hand and wonder if someone put something in it.

      I’m still staring at the can when I feel something brush the side of my neck. “Wait five minutes and meet me behind the shed outside.”

      I spin just in time to see the back of his head as he walks away. “Wait! I’m coming!” I start to follow behind him, but then I stop. What if he doesn’t want to be seen with me? I look around the room again, searching this time for anyone watching me. I don’t see anyone, but I keep my feet planted, swaying with the music to give me cover.

      It kills me to wait, but I do. Maybe not for five minutes, but as long as I can. Finally, I can’t take any more and have to follow him.

      The backyard is almost completely black. No lights and no moon tonight. I look around. There are only two other people back here. A man and a woman leaning against the fence. His hand slips under her skirt as she moans. I walk past them and toward the back of the yard.

      The path behind the shed is narrow, and I’m not sure if the man I saw could even fit in it. Maybe he tried and gave up. Maybe he’s waiting somewhere else. When I get to the corner, I smell sandalwood. I inhale and take a blind step around the bend and run into a wall.

      Not a wall. Him.

      I stumble backwards, but he catches me before I can fall. This is the first time I’ve seen all of him. He’s massive. Tall and even broader than he looked inside. The outline of his muscles ripples through his T-shirt. When he’s sure I have my footing, he lifts the baseball cap from his head and runs a hand through his hair before pulling it back on.

      “You came.”

      “I did.” I grin. “I wasn’t sure if—”

      I can’t even finish my sentence before he presses against me and his lips take mine. There’s nothing gentle about this. This is an animal taking his prey, and I fall back into the wall and let him have me. I wrap my arms around his neck to pull him even closer, and then I feel his dick poke my belly. I drop one hand and massage it through his jeans. He inhales, and I know he wants the same thing I do.

      I drop to my knees and look up into his eyes while he fumbles with his pants. When his cock springs free, I just stare at it. My mouth is salivating, but I’m not sure what I should do.

      He must take my hesitation for doubt because he takes a step back. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “Yes. I just…” I can’t tell him I’ve never done this before. That would be an instant red flag. “I don’t know how you like—”

      “This is your first time, isn’t it?” His lips curl up, and my face turns red. I try to stammer out a lie, but only a few nonsense syllables come out. “We’ll go slow. First, what’s your name?” he asks.

      “Dylan. What’s yours?”

      He chuckles, but then just stares at me. “You really don’t know who I am?”

      I study his face, but after a few seconds, I give up. “I’m sorry. It’s dark. Do we have a class together?”

      “You’re serious… No, we don’t. I’m Owen. I just thought maybe you’d seen me on campus. Guess not.”

      There’s no way I’ve ever seen him before. I wouldn’t forget someone who looks like that. I’d never be able to get him out of my mind. “Guess not.” I smile and blow out a breath. “It’s good to meet you, Owen.”

      “How did I get so fucking lucky?” His words are so soft I can barely hear them, and I’m not sure that they’re meant for me. So I ignore them and kiss the tip of his cock. Somehow, just knowing his name makes me forget all the doubts about what to do.

      I can’t believe how warm his dick is on my lips. I hold it there for a second and take a deep breath, smelling soap mixed with his natural muskiness. The scent makes me hard. I’ve never been this close to someone before. Not like this.

      I lick along his length like it’s a popsicle while I watch Owen’s face. He closes his eyes and exhales, so he must like this. I lick a couple more times before I wrap my lips around his bulging head.

      I press myself down on him, taking more of him into my mouth while I hold on to the back of his thighs. When I feel his tip bump against the back of my throat, I move forward and back. In and out. Faster and sloppier each time until I’m slobbering along the length of his dick. I try to suck the saliva back into my mouth, and when I do, Owen moans. I look up. The side of his head is rolled against the shed. I do it again and again. Moving up and down and sucking him into me as I do.

      “This can’t be your first time.” His words are choppy and tense, and they fill me with pride.

      I squeeze my hand around the base of his dick, and his entire body goes rigid. His cum sprays into the back of my mouth. I try to swallow it all, but I can’t. I feel the hot fluid running down my chin and on to the weeds below. And then I feel something else. My cock tenses and pulses on its own. My face goes red as I fill my underwear with my seed. I can’t believe this. The only thought in my head is that I need to go clean myself before he finds out.

      “I, uh, have to—”

      “How can you be that good if you’ve never done this before?” He puts both of his hands on my shoulders, and his stare holds me in place. “Can I see you again?”
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      “So who’s the mystery man?” Shelby moves aside a blue sweater and takes its place on my bed.

      I look away. “There’s no mystery man.”

      “Mmm-hmm. All this is just for a night out by yourself? And the reason you won’t tell your best friend where you’re going is because there’s no one else involved, right?”

      “Well, I mean…” I twist my lips to the side and spin to look at her. “You have to promise not to tell anyone.”

      Her eyes light up. “Oh my God, are you fucking one of your professors?”

      “Eww, gross! All my professors are like eighty. Or women. Either way, no. Just no.” I give her a dramatic shudder to show how I feel about the prospect of sex with any of them.

      “Then who?”

      “Promise first.” I hold out my hand, and she wraps her pinky around mine.

      “I promise. Now tell me!”

      “His name is Owen.” I turn back to my closet and pull out a red collared shirt, then toss it onto the pile on the bed.

      “Okay…”

      “And we’ve had a few dates now, and I think I might like him. Like, really like him.”

      Owen and I have gone out three times, and each time he’s made me feel like I’m the main character in a romantic movie. The way he looks at me, the way he touches me when no one else is watching, the way he exhales and then rubs the side of his face whenever he sees me. When we’re together, I’m the only person in the world to him, and he’s the only person to me.

      “And I’m just now hearing about this?” She throws the red shirt at me and twists her lips into a pout.

      “He made me promise not to tell anyone. That’s why you can’t say a word about this. I mean it.”

      “Oh Dylan, he’s not one of those people, is he? The anti-gay bigots who have a secret boy on the side. Is he a preacher who makes you go to hotel rooms and give him blow jobs while he smokes meth?”

      “Jesus, Shelb, that’s a rather specific image. Where did that come from?”

      “It’s just how these people are. A tale as old as time. So is he? Is he older? Does he have a family? Is that why this has to be a secret?”

      “No, he doesn’t have a family. He goes to school here. I met him at the Beta Pi party a couple weeks ago. You know, the party you made me go to and then abandoned me at.”

      She ignores my dig. “Then he’s dating someone else. He’s using you to make his current boyfriend jealous? Or maybe his boyfriend isn’t putting out, so he’s using you for the sex?”

      I slide a hanger against the side of the closet with a smack. “Why are you doing this? Can’t you just be happy for me?”

      I hear her climb off the bed and walk toward me, and then she wraps her arms around my midsection. “Of course I am, doll. I just don’t think you should have to hide this. You can’t even tell your best friend? That doesn’t sound like the basis of a healthy relationship.”

      “What would I know about healthy relationships? Besides, he didn’t say I couldn’t tell you. He just asked me to keep it quiet. And I’m telling you now. Better late than never, right?”

      “Only because I made you.”

      I spin around so I’m facing her—her hands are wrapped around the small of my back now—and kiss her on the nose. “I love you.”

      “That’s not going to get you out of this. I’m serious, Dylan. It sounds like he’s going to hurt you in the end.”

      I kiss her again. “And because I love you, I’m ignoring that accidental pun, which was actually quite good.”

      “Oh, shut up.” She rolls her eyes. “I love you too. Just be careful with this guy, okay? Where are you going tonight?”

      “I don’t know yet. He gave me an address in Watkins to meet him at. A store parking lot.”

      “Middle-of-nowhere Watkins? Where there’s literally nothing to do?”

      “We’re just meeting there. We do that. Then we go together from there to wherever it is he has planned.”

      “So he makes you drive an hour away just to meet him even though he goes to this school? That doesn’t seem strange to you?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “Maybe a little. I just never think about it. It’s not a big deal, Shelb.”

      “I don’t like this.”

      “It’s fine. Stop worrying so much about me. Now which shirt for tonight?” I hold out the two I’ve narrowed it down to.
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      Owen is leaning against the hood of his car when I pull into the parking lot. He’s wearing a dark grey jacket over a white T-shirt that looks two sizes too small for his torso. I can see every curving line of his muscles, and that’s all I can see. I have to stomp the brake pedal to avoid crashing into his black Audi.

      “Nice driving.” His laughing smirk makes my dick thrum.

      “It would have been your fault, you know. There are laws against distracted driving.”

      “I’m pretty sure they don’t work the way you think they do.” He wraps his arms around me and plants a kiss on the top of my head. “I’ve missed you so much.”

      It can’t be nearly as much as I’ve missed him. “We just saw each other a couple days ago.”

      “A couple of days? Promise me we’ll never be apart that long again.”

      I laugh, but he doesn’t. “So, what are we doing tonight?”

      “Dinner, and a surprise.”

      “Ooh, I love surprises! What is it?”

      “You’ll have to wait. Are you ready?”

      No. Not if it means that I have to let go of him. I clutch him even tighter, and I hope that he’ll get the picture. When he squeezes me, I think he does. But then he drops his arms and takes a small step back, as much as he can with my arms still around him.

      “C’mon. I made reservations for eight.”

      I exhale and walk around to the passenger side of his car.

      The restaurant parking lot is lined with pickup trucks, and not one of them is new. “You made reservations for this place?”

      “The lady did sorta laugh when I called.”

      “I see why. Have you been here before?”

      He shrugs his shoulders and shakes his head.

      “Then how did you pick this place?”

      “Good reviews on the internet. Let’s go.” He throws open his door and bounds toward the front of the restaurant before I even have my seatbelt off.

      The inside is a combination of a diner and a dive bar. There are booths and tables in one half of the space. Each has the same formica top, and each seat is covered in the same cracked and peeling red vinyl. On the other side of the room, there’s a bar that looks decades old. No one is smoking, but I can practically smell the cigarette smoke oozing from the dark wood. Behind the bar is a mirrored wall of liquor bottles that just looks like two shelves of Jack. The blond waitress takes us to a booth in the corner, drops the menus on the table, and then leaves to get waters for us. Her ponytail swings from side to side as she walks away.

      “So, this place?” I look across the table, but Owen is already buried in the menu.

      “The steak. 48 ounce ribeye. Supposed to be the best in all of Western Kansas.”

      “Hmm. Here?” I scan through my menu and settle on the chicken breast. “Can I try a piece of yours?”

      “I’d be glad to give you a piece of my meat, baby.”

      I snort. “That was so stupid. And I’m not sure the local cow folk would appreciate the way you looked at me when you said that.”

      He looks around the room and then runs his thumb across the back of my hand. “They seem pretty fascinated by their beers at the moment. But I suppose you’re right.” He pulls away with a wink, and the absence of his hand leaves my entire body cold. I scan the room and then look down at the menu.

      It’s not long before the waitress is back to get our orders and then to deliver our food. She sets Owen’s plate down with a thud that rattles the silverware on the table. The steak is massive with black crosshatch marks, and it’s sitting in a pool of light pink juices. I’m not normally a steak person, but it makes my mouth water. I look from it to Owen. His eyes are wide, and the sides of his mouth are curled up. I want to wave my hand in front of his face to see if he even notices it, but I’m afraid that he might bite it off in a meat-induced craze.

      “Oh my God, it is! Owen Bostick… dude!” The man rushes to our table before I can make sense of what’s happening. “Can I get a selfie?”

      Owen smiles and waves him even closer. “Sure.”

      The man holds his phone at arm’s length while they both lean in and smile. “Bro, this just made my day… shit, my whole goddamn month! You’re the greatest, man. You think you guys got a chance at the title?”

      Owen shrugs and looks at me, his eyebrows furrowed. “I think we might. Tough schedule ahead, though.”

      “Yeah, Central Oklahoma is a friggin’ beast this year. Anyway, I’ll let you two get back to it.” For the first time, the man looks at me, and his eyes drift from my head down to my feet before turning back to Owen. “And don’t worry about me. I’m cool with all this. I ain’t gonna tell no one about you two.”

      “What do you mean?” Owen’s face is red, and he clamps his lips so tight the color drains from them.

      “What two adults do in their own time is their own business, right? Ain’t mine or nobody else’s. Anyway, so great to meet you! I can’t wait to tell everybody about this. Go Busters!”

      “Go Busters.” Owen mumbles the words and tries his best to smile, but he ends up looking down.

      “Who’s that?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. Just some random guy.”

      “Some random guy knows who you are and wants to take a picture with you?”

      Owen cuts off a piece of steak half the size of my hand and shoves it into his mouth. I’m staring at him, but his eyes don’t move from his plate. “Maybe we can get this to go. I’ll get the waitress.”

      “Owen, who was that?”

      “I don’t know. Honestly. Just someone who recognized me, I guess.” He spins around and waves the waitress over to our table.

      “Recognizes you from what?”

      “I might be a little famous to some people. Do we have to talk about this?”

      “I want to know how some man who lives in the middle of nowhere and who looks like he’s spent his whole life in the same 20-mile radius knows my boyfriend.”

      “Keep your voice down!” Owen looks around the room. The only person close to us is the waitress bringing Owen’s credit card back, and she’s still fifteen feet away. “Don’t say that here. I’ll tell you. I promise. Just not here.”

      Owen and I walk to his car in silence. When we drive away, I quickly lose track of where we are on the dark country roads. My heart thumps when we pull through an open gate and down a gravel road.

      “Where are we?”

      “This is the surprise.” He glances at me and grins.

      I start reliving all the true crime shows Shelby and I have watched together. The unsuspecting victim lets her boyfriend drive her to the middle of nowhere and then he ties her up, has his way with her, and either shoots her or just leaves her to die. Hunters stumble across her body during the next deer season, but by then she’s so decomposed they can’t tell who she is until they get her dental records back. I run my tongue along the crooked tooth in the back of my mouth. Is that tooth the only way they’ll be able to identify me?

      When we park, I stay in the car until Owen comes around and opens my door. “Come on.” He holds his hand out, and I look at it for a second before taking it. He leads me toward a group of trees, and I’m not sure if I should rip a button off my shirt and drop it as a clue to lead someone to my body. I look around. There’s nothing here. No houses, no sheds, no cars. No one would ever find the button, so I might as well keep it on the shirt. If I’m going to be murdered, I’ll at least look good doing it.

      “Are you hot?” Owen asks me.

      “What?”

      “Your palm is sweaty. Maybe we should take off some of those clothes to help cool you down.” He pulls me toward him and nibbles my earlobe.

      “Oh, uh, no. I’m fine. Thanks.” He’s not really the murdering type, is he? Would a murderer care if I was hot? “You still won’t tell me where we’re going?”

      “Just up ahead. We’re almost there.”

      After a few more steps, the trees abruptly end and we’re in an empty field. We walk to the center of it, and he stops, pulling the backpack from his shoulders.

      “This?” Is this the last place on earth that I’m going to see? I spin to take it all in. Dark, tilled soil with dried corn husks scattered over it. There are woods to three sides and another field on the other. That field hasn’t been cleared yet.

      Owen spreads a blanket and drops to the ground, pulling me down beside him. “The family of one of my teammates owns this land. He had a huge party for all of us and our girlfriends right here last year. We burned the wood from an old barn. You should have seen how high the flames got.” He looks up like he can still see it.

      “Teammate? And did you come with a girlfriend?” My chest tightens when I repeat the word. I don’t really care if he had a girlfriend then. He’s got me now. And as long as he doesn’t murder me, I’m happy. So why am I asking?

      “There was a girl, but I wouldn’t call her my girlfriend. We were just kinda there for each other when we needed something, you know?”

      “Oh.” My face flushes, and I want to know what this girl looks like. “Do you still…”

      “No. Of course not. Here.” He lies back and pulls me down with him. “Look up there.”

      I follow his hand toward the sky and gasp.

      “Incredible, isn’t it?”

      There are millions of stars—billions. The entire sky is covered in white pinpricks of light. I scoot my body toward his until we’re touching from our shoulders to our feet. I don’t know if I’ve ever felt so empty and so whole.

      “It’s beautiful.” My voice is just a whisper.

      “This is my favorite place ever, so I had to bring you here. My favorite person and my favorite place.”

      He kisses me on the cheek, and I want to turn so my lips match with his. I want more than just his lips. But I can’t take my eyes from the sky.

      “Dylan, I want you to know everything about me. All the silly little things like what brand of toothpaste I like the best, and all the important things too. Like who I really am. I haven’t lied, but I haven’t been completely open either. There’s a reason that man in the restaurant knows me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Yes! Yes! Oh my God, Owen, go! Go babe—boys! Go boys!” My cheers are drowned out by the 70,000 other fans all standing and screaming as Owen dashes away from the blitzing lineman and down the field. Forty yards and into the end zone, where he sets the ball at the base of the goalpost and then jumps into the arms of his teammates.

      Just a couple of weeks ago, I thought I despised football. But that was before Owen told me he’s the school’s starting quarterback and one of the best in the country. The next day, I went to the team shop and bought a number 12 jersey with BOSTICK written across the shoulders, and every day since then I’ve been watching internet videos, trying to learn everything I can about football.

      “Did you see that?” I scream in Shelby’s ear, and she spins to face me and then grabs my arms, jumping up and down with me. People all around are looking at us now, and we collapse back into our seats in a fit of giggles.

      “He’s so much faster than that player chasing him. That poor guy didn’t have a chance to keep him out of the goal zone.”

      “The end zone.” I smugly correct her as if I didn’t just learn that in the last week. She rolls her eyes, and we both turn to the field. I can’t wipe the smile from my face.

      We watch through the first half and almost all the third quarter, watching Owen squat each time with his hands under the front lineman’s rear end. It took me way too many videos to realize that position wasn’t a joke or just an excuse for the quarterback to feel the other player’s ass. I’m still not entirely convinced it’s not one of those. Everything looks normal this time as Owen takes the ball from between the man’s legs—that had to have started as a joke at some point, no one will ever convince me otherwise—and then steps backward while looking for someone to throw to. I see the trouble before he does, and I gasp. Number 54 on the other team is sprinting, and there’s no one between him and Owen.

      I cover my eyes just before they make contact, and the entire stadium groans. I grab Shelby’s arm, and when she doesn’t say anything, I peek between my fingers. Owen is on his back and using both hands to hold his leg up. I can’t take it, so I wrap my arms around Shelby and squeeze my eyes shut.

      “Please tell me he’s okay. Please.” I feel a tear roll down my cheek, and I sniff as I cling to her.

      When Owen held me under the stars, he told me his biggest fear is getting hurt this year. He said a serious injury could drop him from one of the first players picked by a professional team to one of the last, and that would mean millions of dollars lost if that happens. And now, there he is, lying on the field. His nightmare coming true, and I’m stuck in the stands.

      I should be down there with him. Or at least close, so I can see him and he can see me. So he knows I’m here for him. But I’m trapped up here. No one to tell me what’s going on. No way to take his hand or even just look him in the eyes and tell him it’s all going to be fine.

      “They’re helping him up.” Shelby works her arms around me. “Now they’re having him flex his leg.”

      My heart thrashes against my ribs, and its sound drowns out almost everything else. I need to get down there. I don’t care who finds out about us. I try to push away from Shelby, but she holds me tighter.

      “Where are you going?” she asks.

      “Down there. I have to be with him. I don’t care about all that other shit. I have to.”

      “Dylan, you can’t, doll. They wouldn’t let you anywhere near him anyway, but it would just make him mad if you somehow got in. He’s walking off the field now. He looks… fine, actually.”

      Everyone around us erupts into applause. “What’s happening now?” I ask her.

      “Open your eyes and look. He just waved to the crowd. He’s going to be okay.”

      I crack my left eye just a little, as if opening it all the way might let in too much of a vision I don’t want. But she’s right. He’s walking off the field and pumping his right fist into the air. The stadium gets louder until it feels like the entire metal structure is rolling under my feet from the shouts of the fans. I collapse onto my seat and blow out the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. In the corner of my eye, I see Shelby looking down at me.

      “What?” I ask her.

      “This is a lot more than just some casual dating, isn’t it?”

      “Of course not. I just care about him. That’s all.”

      “This is love.”

      My mouth goes so dry my tongue sticks to its roof.

      “You’re in love with him.”

      I swallow and shake my head. “You know I’m not. Love isn’t real.” I saw that firsthand with mom and dad. They were always saying “I love you” to each other. But one morning I woke up and found dad loading a moving truck. He actually had the nerve to make me help him take things out of our house so he could leave us. I knew then that true love doesn’t exist.

      She sits beside me and wraps my hand in hers. “What you’re feeling seems real to me.”

      I don’t say anything. She can think what she wants. I know better.
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        * * *

      

      “I still don’t understand. You said Donovan is taking a friend, so why can’t you just say that I’m your friend?” I stroke my hand over his bare chest and give him my poutiest doe eyes.

      He puts his hand over mine—mine is so tiny compared to his—and pulls it toward his mouth. His eyes are locked on mine as he takes my index finger between his lips and pulls it inside him. A spark shoots from my finger right to my cock.

      “You’re not going to distract me.” I push the sheet from his hips and stare at him. He’s already hard again, and my mouth is salivating. It’s only been a few minutes since I had him inside me, but my body reacts like this is the first I’ve ever seen him. I close my eyes. “Not until you tell me I can go with you.”

      “Dylan, I can’t. Donovan doesn’t have as much riding on this as I do. Plus, everyone on the team already knows he bangs anything with a pulse. Some of them are suspicious about me.”

      I flick my finger against his dick, and he groans. “And they don’t care. At least they shouldn’t.”

      “They don’t. And I wish they could know you.” He kisses the back of my palm and holds my hand against his chest. “But they aren’t the ones who are making the million dollar decisions about my future.”

      “Do you really think it matters?” He trembles as I glide a finger along his erect length.

      Owen sighs and rolls onto his back. His eyelashes flutter as he stares up at the ceiling. “Sometimes I just want to say fuck it all. I love who I love.”

      He turns his head, and his eyes burn through me. My skin heats under his glare until I’m sure it’s going to set this bed on fire any second. That word. Love. The word I swore I would never let myself use. The word I told myself was just a meaningless syllable. But then why is my heartbeat so irregular when I hear it from him?

      “Then do it! Take me.” It’s his last football team banquet, and I’m sure he’ll get at least one award. I want to be there to watch him get it, to celebrate with him. Just like the girlfriends of the other players will be.

      “Dylan…” He moves to the edge of the bed and looks me up and down. His eyes are hungry, and I know exactly what he wants.

      “Tell me yes, and you can have this.” I slide my hand from my chest down to my cock and wrap my fingers around it. “Say yes. Please.”

      He swings his legs over the side of the bed and stands up. “I’m so sorry, babe. You know I want to. I just can’t. This has been my dream since I was a little boy. I can’t risk it.” He stares down at me, tears welling in his eyes. “I love you. Maybe it’s too soon to say that, but I love you so much. But I just can’t do it.”

      He bites his lip and turns toward the bathroom. I follow behind and stare as he takes his toothbrush from the cup next to my sink. The plastic shaft is almost lost in his fingers. He takes it to his mouth and moves it in and out, his fist pumping, and I slump against the wall, wishing that was something other than his toothbrush.

      I watch him like a helpless dog who knows his master is about to go away. After he rinses, he turns to me. “We can’t do tonight. But let me talk to my agent and see what he thinks about us. I want everyone to know how I feel about you. I really do.” He takes my hands and leans his mouth against my forehead. I inhale the scent of his toothpaste. “But I need to be careful. I can’t take a chance when I’m this close. Tell me you understand?”

      I do. I know this has been his only dream since he was five years old, but it still hurts that he’s choosing it over me. The same rejection twists my gut now as the day when dad hauled away his favorite chair. It was silly that carrying a chair to the moving truck would make me break down, but it did. It was the one thing in the whole house that was just his, and he was taking it away.

      “I’m sorry, baby.” Owen kisses the top of my head. “I’d give almost anything for you to be there tonight, to squeeze your hand under the table. To squeeze something else.” He chuckles under his breath. “I guess I can’t expect you to understand, but it has to be this way. For now. I promise I’ll talk to my agent, and he’ll come up with something. I love you too much to hide you away.”

      There’s that word again. It makes my knees buckle and threatens to send me to the floor if I wasn’t already leaning against the wall. I look up into his eyes, and they’re pleading with me now. Begging me to give him permission to go without me. Praying for me to tell him I understand. And I do. But my mouth won’t move. My entire body is frozen, and all I can do is watch him. Watch him stare at me and then watch him walk away. I hear the door close, and I slump to the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh my God, this would be too cute. Can I borrow these?” I hold out a black and white floral top and a bright pink cropped jacket, and put on my best smile for Shelby. “You have the best taste.” It’s her closet I’m raiding for date outfits, so I need to suck up as much as I can.

      She just squints at me, her eyebrows furrowed and her lips pursed. “What’s gotten into you recently?”

      “What do you mean?” I try batting my eyelashes to see if that has any effect on her.

      It doesn’t. “I mean this.” She points to the clothes in my hand. “You’re borrowing my clothes? And you’re wearing eyeliner. That’s not mine, is it? That’s not something you should really share with someone.”

      “No.” I draw out the word over three or four beats. “And if you don’t want to share your things, I’ll put them back.” I huff as I plod back to her clothes and slip the hangers over the rod.

      “Just a little dramatic, don’t you think? Here, let me see.” She brushes against my back as she reaches over my shoulder and takes the clothes off the rack. “Face me.” She holds them against my body and leans back. “It is cute. I don’t mind sharing with you, but why all of a sudden? Does Owen tell you to dress like this?”

      I throw my arms around her. “You’re the best! Thank you! And no, Owen doesn’t tell me how to dress. He says he loves me however I am.” I want to twirl as I say the words. “But I still want to look good for him.”

      She shrugs and twists her lips.

      “Ooh, do you think these will fit? Can I?” I yank a pair of black ankle boots from her closet. The toe has a sharper point than most of the knives in our kitchen.

      “Are you going to a drag bar?”

      My insides turn to lead at her words, and I drop the clothes onto the floor and glare at her. “Are you saying I look like a drag queen?” I storm off and bite the inside of my cheek to keep from crying.

      “Honey, no. Of course not. Come back.”

      I don’t turn to see how close she is when I slam my bedroom door.

      “I’m sorry, doll. I didn’t mean it like that. But… those have a heel. Have you ever worn heels before?”

      I throw myself onto my bed and don’t say a word.

      “You can wear them if they fit. I don’t mind. You’re welcome to anything I own. You know that. Dylan?”

      She cracks the door open and peeks inside. When her eyes meet mine, her face softens, and she walks in and sits beside me.

      “What’s wrong?” She strokes her hand down my arm.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “My best friend just told me I look like a drag queen.”

      “No, I didn’t. At least I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry if it came out that way. This is just so different from the you I’m used to. And besides, you know as well as I do that drag queens are some of the prettiest women out there. So that would be a compliment if I even did call you that.”

      I snort out a laugh. “God, they are so pretty, aren’t they? I wish I could be pretty like that.”

      “Do you really?” Her thumb sweeps across my hand. “I think I have the perfect pants for that top. Let’s see if they fit you.”

      Shelby pulls me into her bedroom and shoves the floral top and a pair of black leather leggings into my hands. When I don’t move fast enough, she yanks my jeans down to hurry me along. But when I start to pull the leggings up my legs, she stops me. “How far do you want to go?”

      I cock an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      She reaches into the top drawer of her dresser and tosses something red at me. I catch it and look at the silky material in my hand, not sure at first what it is.

      “I think you should wear those.”

      “Panties?” I ask.

      “If you meant what you said. Those are going to make you feel so sexy.”

      Just holding them is already making me feel sexy. I tug my briefs down while she watches. Kicking them to the side, I pull the red panties up my legs. The smooth material tickling my hairless legs as I do. When I get them around my waist, I shimmy and tuck everything out of the way, and I just look at Shelby. She’s biting her lower lip and shaking her head. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she says. “I’ve just known you since freshman year, and I never knew you had this side to you.”

      “I… I don’t think I knew I did either until recently. Is it okay?”

      “Stop asking that. Of course it is. Now, let’s get you dressed before Owen gets here.”

      Shelby spends the next half hour helping me get ready. All the clothes and shoes fit me perfectly, so then she drags me to the bathroom and does my makeup. More than just the eyeliner I had on. She paints me with eyeshadow, mascara, and lipstick, and then she runs gel through my hair and attacks it with her curling iron. It’s too short to do much with, but she works on it anyway. When she’s done, she spins me toward the full-length mirror, and I gasp.

      “Is that...” The words catch in my throat. I still look like me, but a better version of me.

      “I’m not very good at makeup. Sorry. But if you like it, you can keep practicing and get better.”

      Like it? I turn to the left and the right. I’m not sure if I should, but I do. I bite my lip.

      “Stop that. You’re going to ruin your lipstick.”

      My mouth falls into a small O before I close it. Just then, there’s a knock at the door, and my stomach flips. Owen. What is he going to think of this? I look to Shelby, and the panic must be written all over my face because she knows exactly what I’m thinking.

      She laughs. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you. You could rub dog shit all over your face, and he would think you’re gorgeous.”

      I wince at the image, and she chuckles while she goes to answer the door.

      His presence fills the apartment as soon as he walks in. Even from Shelby’s bedroom, I can feel it. And then there’s his voice, booming through the entire space as he and Shelby talk. I can’t hear what they’re saying. I don’t know if I want to. I just stand still, staring at myself in the mirror. I look... like a feminine version of myself. My heart skips as I think that I almost look cute.

      “Dylan? Yo, Dylan? We’re waiting.” Shelby’s voice cuts through my thoughts, and I look away from the mirror. This is it.

      My feet stop on their own just before I get to the door. What if he doesn’t like this? I can take it all off, but I don’t know if I want to. I take a deep breath and hold it as I push forward.

      “Oh… Shelby wasn’t lying. You’re, um…”

      “Pretty?” Shelby offers him the word, and he takes it.

      “Yes. Very. Like a girl. I don’t know what to say. I didn’t expect this.”

      I blush and look down. “I hope it’s okay.”

      I hear Shelby groan as Owen moves toward me. He holds a finger under my chin and pulls my gaze up to his. “You never have to worry about that. Whatever you do is okay. Beyond okay. I was just caught off guard for a second. I expected my handsome boyfriend, and I got his beautiful sister instead.”

      I giggle at his words, and they peel all my doubts away.

      “Let’s go show you off.” He takes my hand.
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      “Axe throwing?” I stare at the building as we pull up.

      Owen is out of the car and opening my door before I know it. “M’lady.” He laughs, but a warmth spreads through my body at the words. He holds my hand as I stand up. Then he laces his fingers with mine and guides me inside.

      The room is brighter than I thought it would be. It’s filled with tables, but along two walls there are large painted targets. Each one is separated from the others by what looks like a fence, and the whole section is roped off from the rest of the bar.

      We walk to a table, and Owen pulls a chair out for me. I smile up at him as I sit down. “What do you want to drink?”

      He’s not gone more than a couple of minutes before he sets my strawberry gin smash in front of me. He slides his chair so close that we’re touching, and he takes a drink of his beer.

      “Did Rashad get ahold of you yet?”

      “Who?”

      “My agent. I talked to him about us. He was supposed to reach out to you. I gave him your phone number.”

      I shake my head. The name sounds familiar, but I’m sure it’s because Owen has mentioned him before. “What did he say when you told him?”

      “At first, he said there was no way to make it work. But I told him he had to do something because I wasn’t going to keep you a secret forever. You mean too much to me for that.”

      He slides his hand along my leg, and I automatically part just a little for him. But he doesn’t move any further.

      “Then he said he might have an idea. He was supposed to text you.”

      I pull out my phone and swipe through my texts. Owen, Shelby, Peter from my Econ class, some random number that just started sending me fashion videos.

      “No. Nothing. Maybe he sent it to the wrong number?”

      Owen grumbles. “Maybe. I’ll tell him he has to get ahold of you this coming week. You think you’re ready for this?” He jerks his head toward the roped-off section.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for that.” I sip my drink.

      “Come on.” He pulls me up by the elbow.

      I watch him do it first, and he makes it seem so easy. Raises the axe over his right shoulder and flinging it. It smacks against the wood with a thud and sticks just outside the red ring in the center. He grimaces, and I know that he’s not happy missing the bullseye. But when he turns to me, he’s smiling.

      I mirror everything he did, lifting the axe above my shoulder and throwing it down the lane. Or I try to. It lands several feet short of the target and skids along the rubber mat.

      “That wasn’t bad.”

      I snort. “It wasn’t?”

      “Well, it was, but that was your first time. That was just a warmup. Try it again. See that lady over there?”

      I follow his finger and see a woman stepping up to the line. She holds the axe in both hands above her head and tosses it. It clatters against the wall and falls to the floor. She bends over, hands on her knees, and groans. But I would be happy just to hit the target.

      Owen hands me an axe, and I lift it above my head. I take one step toward the target and snap my arms forward. It flies and catches on the board with a smack. The handle shakes, but it stays in place. And I throw my hands up and whoop like I just won a tournament. Owen laughs as I dance over to him, my hands still raised above my head, and I grind my body into his. His eyes dart around the room. When he realizes no one is watching, he puts his hands on my hips and pulls me into him. I can feel his erection pushing against me.

      “God, you’re a nerd.”

      “Oh, you love it. I know you do.”

      He looks around one more time before lowering his mouth to mine. My body freezes when he slides his tongue along my lips to get me to open for him. I do, and his tongue pushes inside, bringing the taste of the beer he drank. He slides his hands around to give my ass a squeeze before he lets go and takes a step back.

      “My turn.”
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      I might as well be dancing as I move around Shelby’s room, gliding and whirling from drawer to closet and back until I have everything laid out on the bed. She did tell me I can borrow anything she has, but I hope she doesn’t mind that it will be awhile before she gets these back.

      I pull the black panties up my legs and then sit on the edge of the bed. I’ve never worn tights before, and my heart flutters as I roll them up my legs. They instantly make my legs look so much sexier, and I can’t wait to wear them for Owen. When I have them on, I want to look in the mirror, but I can’t. Not yet. I told myself I wouldn’t until I’m completely dressed. As hard as it is, I force myself to look in the other direction as I clasp the bra around my back. For the first time all day, I feel a heaviness press down on me as I adjust the empty cups. I wish I could fill these. I think about stuffing them with socks or tissues or baggies of rice, but it just wouldn’t be the same. The weight would hang there all day, reminding me of what’s missing. Soon…

      I push away those thoughts and grab the makeup bag from Shelby’s shelf in the bathroom. I’ve never done anything more than eyeliner on my own, so searching through all the cases and brushes is intimidating. Every time I’ve worn full makeup, Shelby has been here to do it for me. It would be so much easier if she were here now too. But she wouldn’t understand. I have to do this before she comes home.

      When I finish my makeup—eyeshadow and a dark red lipstick—I slide the dress over my head, and slip my feet into the boots. When everything is twisted and pulled into place, I finally let myself look at the mirror, and my jaw drops just a little. My hair is still way too short, but everything else is as perfect as I can get it. The sunset yellow dress draping over my body and falling down to my knees. The black tights caressing my legs. The three-inch heels of the black boots, elongating my legs and forcing me to stick my chest out just a little. My eyes gleam as I take it all in, and I feel beautiful for the first time. I hope Shelby and Owen will understand why I have to do this. I swipe open my phone and send a group message to them.

      
        
        Me: Guys, this is really big news, and I hope you can forgive me for not telling you about it before. I didn’t want either of you to talk me out of it. I’m going away for a while. Probably close to two months, depending on how things go. But it’s for a really good reason!

      

        

      
        This is my chance to finally be myself, so I have to take it. I know either of you would do the same in my shoes. I don’t think I’ll be able to talk to you for a while—that’s one of the rules at this place—but I’ll be thinking of you both all the time. And I’ll be fine and come back better than ever. I promise!

      

        

      
        And Owen, I’m going to find our star each night, and blow a kiss to it. I know it’s not the real thing, but I hope you’ll feel it and think of me. Please wait for me. I care about you so, so, so, so much. And you too, Shelby. Can’t wait for you two to see the new and improved me!

      

      

      I turn off the phone, slip it into my purse, and close my eyes. Even now, I still can’t tell Owen that I love him. Why can’t I just say the words?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When we land, the pilot taxis us to a hangar just off the main runway. There’s a black SUV parked outside, and David, the man I met this morning at the airport, leads me to it once the plane stops. He’s been an absolute angel. The flight was very bumpy, but he lent me a pair of earbuds and played a relaxation playlist that kept me asleep most of the flight. I would have panicked without that. I don’t like flying even in good conditions.

      “Miss Kaylee? Miss Kaylee, are you ready?”

      I’m watching the palm trees sway on the other side of the runway, but I jerk my head around when I realize he’s talking to me. “I’m so sorry, David. I was daydreaming.” I smile at him as I slide into the backseat of the SUV.

      “Quite alright, my dear.” He closes my door and gets into the driver’s seat. “It looked like you were admiring our beautiful weather. Did you know—”

      “I was. It’s so gorgeous here. I would love to live somewhere like this.”

      “Perhaps one day you will be able to. But for now, be sure to take full advantage while you are here. Of course, you will be inside most of the time while you recover from your procedures, but there will be ample time to enjoy the great outdoors, as people say.”

      “Oh, I can’t wait. Maybe you can show me around some day?”

      “It would be my honor. My wife and I would love to show you the island we call home. You’ll get to meet her later today. She’s the primary nurse charged with caring for you. I admit to being totally biased, but she is quite possibly the best nurse that you’ll ever have.”

      In the rearview mirror, I see his face light up as he talks about her. It’s the same way Owen’s face lights up when he sees me. “How long have you two been married?”

      His face is beaming now. “It will be 15 years this March. The most wonderful years I’ve ever experienced. Far more wonderful than I deserve. That’s for sure.”

      “Don’t say that. I’m sure you both deserve all the happiness that you’ve found. Can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course, Miss Kaylee. I am an open book.”

      “Has it been hard?”

      He looks at me through the mirror and squints a little.

      “Being married. Love. You love her, right? Has that been difficult?”

      “I love her more than anything I could ever imagine. And no, it hasn’t been difficult at all. We have our moments when we don’t see eye-to-eye, but even in those, I can’t imagine living without her. Over the years, we’ve intertwined like two vines growing beside each other, and now it would be almost impossible to separate us. I wouldn’t be myself if it weren’t for her. I’m sure that makes no sense to a young woman such as yourself, but I hope that one day you’ll understand.”

      I think I already do. I close my eyes and picture Owen. The untamable hair that falls into his blue eyes no matter what he does to it, the way he smells of sandalwood and tea after he showers, the deep rumble in his throat when he wraps his arm around me and pulls me closer to him on the sofa. I can’t imagine being me without him.

      “Ah, we’re here. We have to break our traditional protocol because Dr. Gooding is unfortunately delayed by a procedure at the moment, so I will escort you to your room, and she will be in this afternoon to introduce herself and tell you what to expect. If I understand correctly, you are scheduled to begin the treatments bright and early tomorrow morning.”

      My heart pounds harder in my chest. “That soon? Do you know what it’ll be?”

      “You’re scheduled to receive your breast implants at 7am sharp, but of course, Dr. Gooding is much more knowledgeable and will have many more details for you than I ever could provide. Now, if you’d be so kind to take my arm, I’ll escort you inside.”

      I wrap my arm around his, and we walk up the steps. Breasts? Already? I want to run into the building, but I force myself to walk at his pace, biting my lip to contain my smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh my gosh, girl, just look at you!”

      My cheeks grow warm at her compliment as I twirl for her. I’m wearing a light blue dress that flares out at my hips and falls halfway down to my knees. My hair—now much longer thanks to the extensions I got last week—is pulled up into a messy bun, and I’m wearing gold drop earrings that show off the length of my neck.

      “David’s outside with the car. Are you ready?”

      “Just need to grab my purse.” I throw my lipstick into the white purse and slip it over my shoulder. Then I follow her down the stairs. David is sitting in a tiny white convertible that looks too small for two people, let alone three, but somehow Nora and I squeeze in. She insists on riding in the back, so I can see everything.

      The island is small, so the tour doesn’t take long. There’s just one road that follows the coast as it circles around the inactive volcano rising from the center. On the side opposite the clinic, there’s an abandoned fishing camp. An open air shelter with a worn roof and a stone fire pit at one end with a metal grate across its opening. We stop there for lunch.

      “This is, in my opinion, the best view on the entire island. Especially when I’m here with two lovely ladies such as yourselves.” David lifts a picnic basket from the trunk of the car and walks it toward one of the tables under the roof.

      I grin and stare out at the sea. I’ve never seen water so blue before. It’s almost the same color as my dress, and it’s so clear I can see the vibrant fish darting around under the surface. “Is it okay if I walk along the beach?”

      “Of course, sweetie. Mind if I come with you while David gets everything set up here?”

      “Not at all.” I slip out of my sandals and wiggle my toes in the sand. For a second, I close my eyes and enjoy the warmth on my feet and the sound of the surf slowly crashing on to the shore.

      “I just love it here.” Nora’s knuckles brush against the back of my hand as she walks past me.

      I take a couple of quick steps to catch up to her. “I think I could stay here forever.”

      She glances at me and then looks out at the ocean. “That could be an option, if you really mean it. We can always use more help. I came here just like you, and, other than a few quick trips, I haven’t left since.”

      I take a deep breath. Everything here is so wonderful. The clinic, the people, the sun, the air. But there’s no Owen. I imagine him on the beach, running toward me, lifting me and pulling me into him. “Do you love David?”

      “So much it hurts sometimes.” She chuckles.

      “How did you know?”

      “How did I know I love him? I’m not sure I have a good answer for that. I didn’t know at first. But then I noticed I felt like I was flying whenever David was with me, even if he was just quietly snoring in the chair next to my bed. And when he wasn’t around, I felt like part of me was missing. That probably doesn’t answer your question, though.”

      “No, it does… I just wish it didn’t.” I watch my feet, and it’s several steps before I say anything more. “I swore I would never let myself believe in love, but now I—”

      Nora’s laugh interrupts me. “Sweetie, it doesn’t work that way. Love isn’t the tooth fairy. It happens whether you believe in it or not.”

      My stomach turns until it twists itself into a knot. “But love just hurts people in the end.”

      She stops and pulls me so I’m facing her. “Pardon my language, but that’s a fresh and steaming pile of bull poo. Love never hurts anyone. It’s the jealousy and insecurity that do that. And those aren’t love any more than a thistle is a daisy. They might be distant cousins, but they are not the same thing.”

      I look past her at the waves rolling in. Dad was always afraid that mom would find someone else. I would hear them arguing late at night when they thought I was asleep. It got so bad that he started telling her she couldn’t leave the house unless he knew where she was going and who she was going with. That’s so different from what I have with Owen. I wish I could be with him all the time, but I know that he has to have time on his own. Just like I do.

      But he’s made it clear that I’m his second priority. His career comes first. And that makes sense. He’s dreamed of being a professional quarterback his entire life, and he’s so close to achieving it. How can I blame him for putting that ahead of me? But I do. It’s always been a wall between us. No matter how close we get, we can never get as close as I want us to. And I don’t know if that will ever change. Will I always be second string in his mind?

      “Do you think David is set up yet? Maybe we should head back.” I turn and see David standing with his hands on his hips, looking out to sea. When he sees that we’ve started walking back toward him, he smiles and waves.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t tell Owen or Shelby that I’m coming home. I want it to be a complete surprise for both of them. And when Shelby shrieks as I walk into our apartment, I know it is.

      “Who the fuck are you, and how did you get in?”

      I giggle. “It’s me, silly. Surprise!”

      She grabs her phone and moves behind the kitchen peninsula. “You need to give me a name and a good explanation, or you need to get out right now.”

      “Shelb, it’s me. Kaylee.”

      Her eyebrows furrow as she examines me. “You’re not any Kaylee that I know. And I know that door was locked, so you need to start explaining.”

      “Are you really going to make me say it? I used to be Dylan.”

      “Dylan?”

      I wince, and she takes a couple of steps toward me. Her eyes move from my head to my feet, where I’m wearing the same black boots that I borrowed from her almost two months ago. “Oh my God, Dylan!” She dashes from the kitchen, wraps me in her arms, and spins me around. “Sorry. Not that. I meant Kaylee.”

      It feels like we hold on to each other forever, but then she takes a step back and shoves me in the chest so hard I fall into the armchair behind me.

      “Where have you been? Do you know how terrified we were?” Her face is dark red, and she’s screaming the words.

      “I texted you before I left and said that everything was fine and I would be gone for a while.”

      “And you think that was okay? To just dump that on your best friend and boyfriend with no warning and then you don’t answer a single text that we’ve sent you since then? What the hell, Kaylee? Do you have any idea what we went through?”

      I bite my lip and look away. “I couldn’t use my phone—”

      “I don’t want to hear it. That’s not something a friend does.”

      I try to look up at her, but everything is blurred. “I’m so sorry. I… I guess I wasn’t thinking about that. I was just so excited to go, and I thought that the text I sent explained it, and I didn’t mean anything bad, and looking back now, I really messed up, didn’t I? Like really bad. Oh my God, Shelby, I’m so sorry. To you and to…” Hot tears pour down my cheeks and choke away my words. I wrap my arms around my chest and sink into the corner of the chair and let the sobs overtake me.

      “Hey, stop. Look at me. Stop.” Shelby slides next to me and pulls me into her. “You did mess up. It was bad, and I can’t forgive you for that yet. But I will, and I still love you. And you’re here now. That’s—I thought I was never going to see you again.” She brushes a hair from my face, and I look at her. Her chin is trembling. We just look at each other for a minute, and then she blows out a long breath. “When you’re ready, you can tell me what happened, starting with how these happened.” She squeezes my breast like it’s an air horn, and I giggle.

      “It’s just one of the things I had done. How’s Owen? He doesn’t hate me, does he? Please tell me he doesn’t hate me.” It takes everything I have to hold back the tears pooling in my eyes.

      “No, that boy is still head over heels for you. But he feels the same way I do. We’re both hurt and angry, and it’s going to take time and a good explanation before we can get over it.”

      I hang my head and let my body go limp. “Is it okay if I ask him to come over so I can explain it to both of you?”

      “Of course it is. The sooner we start, the better.”

      Owen is there within ten minutes, and it’s all I can do not to drag him into my bedroom. His hair is shorter than when I left, and he’s got the beginnings of a beard. I want to feel it against my cheeks and chin. I just want him to touch me, but he doesn’t. He walks around me like he might catch something from being too close. When he and Shelby are side-by-side on the sofa, I take a deep breath and tell them everything.

      I start with the text telling me there’s a clinic that could help me become the woman I’ve always wanted to be. Everything was already paid for, but I wasn’t allowed to tell anyone what I was doing. I only had two days to get ready.

      Owen leans forward and holds up his hand to stop me. “And you believed this and didn’t think to discuss it with me? Or Shelby?”

      “It was true. You can see it was.” I hold my arms out at my sides and turn a little in each direction for him. “And it was so hard to not tell you guys, but I couldn’t. The text said not to. I was scared that even the message I did send would be too much, and they wouldn’t let me do this.”

      “And what exactly did they do? I mean, some of it is obvious, but what about…” Stacey doesn’t finish her sentence.

      “They did a lot. I don’t know exactly how many procedures because I was pretty out of it, but they did everything I ever wanted and more.”

      “Everything? Does that mean… that?” Owen’s face goes white as he points toward my crotch.

      I can’t stop the smile that spreads across my face as I nod my head.

      “And you wanted that? Because you never gave me a clue about any of this.” He slouches against the back of the couch.

      “Me either. And we’ve been best friends for years now. You didn’t think you could tell me?” Shelby looks hurt, and I want to hug her and apologize over and over. I need to. I never meant to hurt either of them.

      “You sorta knew. I would borrow your clothes all the time.”

      “Just over the last few months.”

      “No, it’s been since we’ve lived together. Hasn’t it?”

      She shakes her head, but she has to be wrong. This didn’t just start recently. I look from her to Owen, but he’s not saying a word. He’s just staring at me. I can’t read the look in his eyes, and that makes me sick. What if I’ve lost him? I sit next to him and pull his hand to my mouth, kissing his knuckles. “Please tell me you understand.”

      He snorts out a laugh. “I don’t understand a damn thing about this. None of it.” A tear slips from the corner of my eye before I can blink it back. “And I’m still mad—furious—that you thought it was okay to just leave me the way you did. But I love you. At times over the last couple months I wished I didn’t, but I do. Not your dick or any other body part. I love you, and maybe this is stupid, but I still want to be with you.”

      I swing my leg over his so I’m straddling him. Our faces are just inches apart, and our breaths are mixing. “That’s not stupid. That’s what I want too. More than ever. I—” I think back to all the times that he’s told me his career comes first, that he has to do whatever it takes to make the pros, and my throat catches. How can I take that leap when he’s made it clear from the beginning that I’m number two?

      “You what? Tell me.” The words are warm coming from his mouth.

      I shake my head. “I want to be with you too.”

      He sighs and leans back, and Stacey pats me on the back as she stands up and walks away. I can feel the disappointment from both of them, but I work my hands around Owen’s back and fall into him. “I’m so sorry.” He wraps his hands around me and pulls me even tighter, and we sit like that for what feels like hours.

      I let myself smile just a little when his hands slide along my back and down to my ass. “Maybe you could give me a tour of all the changes,” he whispers into my ear. I bite my lip and nod.

      Without warning, he stands and lifts me like I weigh nothing. I yip and throw my legs around him, crossing my ankles behind his back. His hands are digging into my ass now, and I grind myself against him. “Do you know how much I missed you?” His words are a growl, and I roll my head back, exposing my neck for him. He leans in, and I expect him to nuzzle his stubbled face against me. But I gasp as he bites me. His teeth pinch and release my soft skin, and he holds his lips there. His mouth is warm on my skin, and he sucks, pulling me into him. The thought of him marking me—letting everyone know that I’m his—turns me on, and I moan just thinking about it.

      When he sets me on my bed, I grab my waistband, but he pulls my hands away. “Not yet. I want to see the rest of you first.” He yanks my T-shirt above my breasts and just stares. It sends a shiver through me. When he reaches behind my back to unfasten my bra, he does it so quickly I’m sure he’s had practice at it. I raise my arms above my head, and he follows my lead, ripping the shirt from me and then tossing my black bra toward the corner of my bedroom.

      “Jesus, Kaylee.” He runs a finger around my nipple, and it pebbles under his touch. Before I can even process the feeling of his finger, he takes my bud into his mouth. His tongue works in circles while his hand massages my breast, and I can’t breathe. A thousand jolts shoot through me with each new movement.

      “Do you like this?”

      I can’t answer him in words. My panting does all the talking for me, but he understands just as if I had said it.

      “How about this?” He sucks on my nipple, pulling it into his mouth, and I dig my head into the pillow. A soft whimper falls from my lips as I raise my chest to him so he can have it all. “That must be a yes.”

      That’s a choir of yeses all singing out at the same time. My entire body is on fire now, and I don’t understand how it can feel this good. Part of me wants to know how his mouth can make me feel like this, but mostly I just want to make sure he never stops. I put my hands on the back of his head and hold him against me. “I’m going to come.”

      “Oh no you don’t. Not yet.” He sits up just enough to take his mouth off my nipple, and I feel cold.

      “Please, Owen.”

      “You don’t have to beg. At least not this time.” He kisses under each of my breasts. Then in the center of my chest. “I’ll make sure you come.” His lips move down the center of my belly to my navel, and each time he moves lower, my body writhes at his touch. “I’ll have you screaming my name.” He inches my pants lower, his warm and wet kisses following my waistband down.

      When they’re halfway down my ass, I stop him. “This is embarrassing, but I’ve never used this before.” I motion between my legs. “Not like this.”

      “Do you want me to stop?”

      I shake my head. Why would he even ask? I never want him to stop. “I’m just… nervous.”

      “I’ll be gentle, okay?” His eyes are so sweet, and I know I can trust him with anything. I nod.

      He pulls my pants and panties down to my knees, and I hear his sharp intake of breath. “Kaylee… you’re gorgeous.” He rolls off me to rip the pants from my legs. “Can I touch it?”

      Yes! Oh my God, please! “Yes. Am I your first—”

      “Woman?” My body heats at the word. He’s calling me a woman. He shakes his head. “No. There have been others before you. A few. But I never felt like this about any of them.”

      “Like what?”

      He smirks and lowers his head between my legs. I can’t help the moan that escapes when his tongue moves around my clit. He sucks on it, holding it gently between his teeth before he moves lower. His tongue lashes across my slit, and then I feel something slide inside me.

      “You’re even wet. How?”

      I squirm against his finger, and he moves it around like he’s looking for something.

      “Owen!”

      “Found it.” He slips his finger out, only to plunge right back inside me, stretching me even further this time. I look down to see what he’s doing, but his mouth is over my clit again, blocking my view and making it impossible for me to think of anything else.

      He becomes my whole world. His fingers sliding and pressing inside me, and his tongue slashing across my bud. There isn’t anything else. There isn’t room for anything else. I push my heels into the bed to give him a better angle and to press myself into him, and I hear him groan. But then he stops and pulls out of me.

      “Owen…”

      “I know, baby. Christ, I know. But I’m not letting you come like this for your first time.”

      I whimper as he slides up, his body rubbing against mine, and my eyes shoot open when his cock bumps against my entrance.

      “I can’t believe how drenched you are. Is this okay?”

      I whimper an “mmm-hmm” through my closed lips. I’m afraid of what sounds might come out of me if I part them. But when he slides inside me, I can’t help it. My mouth falls open, and I breathe out a moan.

      “Does that hurt?”

      “It feels so good.”

      He smiles and pushes into me further. My head falls back, and my breaths are even more shallow now. He continues, sliding softly into me and out of me, filling me and leaving me empty. My body opens to him each time and never wants to let him go.

      When he moves faster, I have to close my eyes, but I can still hear him sliding into me. Faster and faster, but somehow careful to not hurt me. His body is warm against mine, sweat coating both of us, his weight covering me, protecting me. And with each thrust inside me, something builds. Spinning and gathering more and more until I can’t stand it.

      “Owen… I can’t… breathe.”

      He grunts. “That’s normal, babe. Don’t fight it. Just let it all—”

      All at once, everything explodes. “Fuck! Owen! Owen!” My breaths are back now, but they’re heavy and forced gasps and pants as I try to rebuild everything inside that was just blown apart. “Owen…”

      “I’m going to come. Shit, Kaylee, I’m going to come.” His cock pulses and then spurts inside me. His fluid fills me, and he groans with each thrust. Each push still sending tiny bursts through my body until finally he collapses beside me.

      “How was that? How do you feel?” he asks.

      “Incredible. Beyond… just beyond everything.” I feel like a completely different person. How could I ever be the same after that?

      “I love you, Kaylee. So fucking much.”

      I love you too. I want to say it. I try. But my throat closes and blocks the words. I plant my lips against his and then rest my head on his chest.
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      I wind my arm even tighter around Owen’s as we step into the room. The stage is flooded with lights, and there are several rows of tables in front of that. He walks me to the front row, his mother and agent following behind us.

      I’m in a beaded silver dress that flares over my hips and a pair of four-inch pumps that only brings my eyes to the level of Owen’s shoulders. The dress does very little to hide my breasts, and I’m sure that I’m turning at least as many eyes as Owen when we walk up to our table.

      Owen pulls a chair out for me, and I sit, crossing my legs as he pushes it in. He then does the same for his mother. This is only the second time I’ve met her. She and Owen have never been close, and he wouldn’t have invited her if his agent hadn’t insisted. He said it would damage his image if he didn’t. His agent, Rashad, sends chills down my spine. He’s been staring at me all evening, and even now I look up and find his eyes glued to my chest. But I don’t say anything. I can’t make a scene.

      Owen’s hand between my shoulders distracts me, and I look into his eyes. This is his night. The one he’s been waiting for and dreaming of his whole life, and I’m here beside him. I reach up and kiss him and then rest my hand on his knee.

      His mom excuses herself to go to the restroom, and as soon as she’s out of earshot, Rashad sets his empty glass on the table and leans closer to us. “I really should charge you an extra 3% for making this possible.” He moves his finger between me and Owen. I look away. I just want to ignore the man as much as I can tonight. He makes me ill.

      “What does that mean? Don’t you get enough already?” Owen chuckles.

      “It means that if it weren’t for me, you’d be hiding your little boyfriend at home tonight while you sat here alone with me and your momma. I told you I would take care of things with Dylan, and I did.”

      I snap my head back to him. There’s something about the way he says my old name. I can hear the sneer in his voice.

      Owen isn’t laughing anymore. “I don’t understand.”

      “You don’t have to understand. That’s why you pay me. Dylan was a problem, so I took care of it. Now you have sweet little Kaylee here.” He pauses and stares at me. It looks like he wants to devour me, and I grip Owen’s knee so tight I know I’ll leave a mark. “I found a clinic that secretly specializes in this. All it took was a few videos with some hypnotic suggestions, and she was flying off like it was her idea. Do you know how hard it was to not laugh when you called me in a panic because Dylan disappeared?”

      “So you… Kaylee is—”

      “Breathtaking. She’s exactly what you need. I wasn’t about to let you tell the world that you’re a fag. Not when you were on the verge of making me millions of dollars and all you had to do was keep your mouth shut and your dick in your pants. But you weren’t going to do that, were you?”

      I look up at Owen. “What is he saying?”

      “Your boyfriend here was going to announce to all the teams that he was in a relationship with you. And that would have ruined everything I had built up for him.”

      “You’re the one who sent her to that clinic?” Owen spits the words across the table, and his face is so red, I’m worried he could burst.

      “And you’re welcome. That would have been an absolute shitshow if I hadn’t handled it. But now we’re all happy, right? You get your dream, Kaylee gets her true love, and I get my 3%. Everything works out in the end.” He turns toward the stage and leans back in his chair.

      The first thing I notice is the table sliding away. I wonder at first if someone is pulling it closer to the stage, but then I feel Owen’s thigh flex under my hand. By the time I look at him, he’s already leapt across the space where the table was, and he’s holding Rashad by his lapels. Rashad’s jaw is hanging open, and his face is twisted away, eyes clamped tight.

      “You son of a bitch. I am going to murder you. I’m going to rip off your fingers and shove them up your ass, and then I’ll do the same with your hands and your arms. And I’ll make sure that you’re alive and awake for all of it. I want to hear you scream each time, like the pain is brand new.” He’s whispering, but everyone around is staring and some people are leaving, no doubt to get security.

      “Owen!” I put my hand on his arm, and the heat coming from him could burn me. “Owen! Let go right now!”

      “No. This mother fucker is going to pay for what he did to you!”

      “Let him go this instant! Everyone is watching you. You can’t blow it now. You’re so close to getting this.”

      He lets go and spins to face me. “Let them all see. None of this means anything to me without you, Kaylee... Dylan… fuck. I don’t even know what to call you.”

      “Kaylee. Always Kaylee. And I’m not going to let you destroy your dream for this roach.”

      “This isn’t my dream anymore. I’d trade all of this in a heartbeat for you. Even if I have to sell used cars for the rest of my life. I’ll be happy as long as you’re there with me.”

      “Owen…”

      “Oh my God, Kaylee, what he did to you…” He lets out a growl that makes me shiver, and then he turns to face Rashad again. “You are not getting away with this. I will make you pay.”

      I put my palm to his cheek and turn his face so he’s looking at me again. “Owen, breathe. It’s good. It all worked out. Not the way we planned, but it did. And we’re happy, aren’t we? You and me? Aren’t we happy?”

      “How can you be happy like this? Knowing what this—”

      “Don’t say it. But I am. I’ve never been happier. My life is so much more than anything I ever imagined, and that’s not because I have a dick or a vagina. It’s because of you. I love you so much it literally makes me ache. Are you hearing me? I love you, Owen Bostick, and I’m in. No matter what your life brings, I’m in. But don’t let this asshole ruin things. He’s not worth it.”

      Owen looks from me to Rashad and back to me. Then he rests his forehead against mine. “You’re right. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”

      “What’s the problem here?” I look up and see a man dressed in all black. He has a utility belt around his waist with pepper spray, a taser, and handcuffs hanging from it.

      Owen points to Rashad. “I want him gone before I do something that’s going to make my girlfriend think less of me.”

      I whisper that I would never think less of him, but no one hears me as the security officer pulls Rashad to his feet. The agent doesn’t say a word and doesn’t resist. I think he’s relieved to get away from Owen. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a dark patch on the front of his pants.

      Owen pulls the table back into place, and then sits beside me, pulling me so close that I’m practically on his lap. “He’s fired. Effective immediately. I’m never going to talk to or see him again.”

      “But don’t you have a contract?”

      “There’s a morals clause and I know he doesn’t want the details about this leaking out, so he won’t fight it. It’s a lot better for him to just let me go. But even if I have to go to court, he’s never getting a dime of my money.” He’s looking toward the podium, but his eyes are distant. “Not a dime.”

      I rest my head against his shoulder and wrap my arms around him. “Tell me again that you love me.”

      “You first.”

      “You know how they say fish can’t imagine a world outside of the water? That’s how I feel about you. There’s nothing for me without you. I love you so much.”
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      “Oh my God, that game was crazy. I still can’t believe Chino jumped that cut block and got around the end for that sack in the third. I always forget how fast he is.”

      “Yeah, you should see how fast he weasels out of work around the house. It’s even more impressive.” Kim rolls her eyes, and I laugh.

      We’ve been friends since Owen’s first year with the Leopards. She was the first person to really welcome me into the closed off group of team wives and girlfriends. Until then, they mostly ignored me, some of them even literally looking down their noses at me. And I couldn’t blame them. I was the girlfriend of the new hotshot quarterback The kid who was getting paid more than a lot of their husbands combined.

      I was handing out coloring books at a team charity event the first time she spoke to me. I’d just finished listening to a little boy tell me he wanted to grow up to be a firefighter, when Kim pulled me aside. “You should really wear a dress to these events.”

      The heat flowed into my cheeks instantly. I didn’t think I looked bad. I was wearing jeans, but they’d cost almost $1000, and I was wearing them with a blouse and heels.

      She shook her head. “I know, it’s stupid, but that’s how the league is. The girlier we are, the better. It’s all about the image with them.”

      That’s when she took me under her wing, and I clung to her for the rest of the year. Gradually the other women warmed to me, but I never got as close to any of them as I did to Kim. She’s been with me through everything, almost as close as Shelby. Sometimes closer. Kim knows that nagging voice in the back of your head telling you that each game could be your man’s last. And she knows the pit that forms in the bottom of your stomach every time you read trade rumors. We’ve helped each other through those dark moments. But on the other side, I sat in the hospital waiting room all night when she had her first baby, texting the latest news to the other girls. And she and Shelby were the joint maids of honor at my wedding.

      Now we’re sitting together in the family area of the stadium waiting for our husbands to come out of the locker room. The other wives have already left. Their husbands were quick to get in and out, but Owen and Chino are the two captains, so everyone wants to talk to them after the game.

      Finally, the door opens, and they walk in together. I stand and bounce Paige in my arms. “Look who it is.” I point toward the door. “It’s daddy. Do you want to go say hi?” She gives a non-committal mutter, but it’s good enough for me. I walk to the door where Owen is stopped.

      He had a rough day today, and it shows. He can barely move, but his face lights up as soon as he sees us. “There they are.” He bops Paige on the nose, and she giggles. “My two favorite girls in the whole world.” He kisses me, and even after all this time, I see starbursts when his lips touch mine.

      “How’s my favorite man?”

      “Tired and sore. But I forget it all as soon as I see you.” He leans his head against mine, and we stand like that until Paige starts wriggling in my arms and yelling for her daddy.

      “What is it, sweetie?” He cups the side of her face, and my heart explodes at seeing her tiny face in his enormous hand.

      “Daddy… ball!” She points toward a ball she was playing with earlier.

      “You want to play ball?” He sighs and smiles at me. I raise my eyebrows to question him, but he nods so I set her down. She tromps across the room, picks up the ball in both hands, and flings it toward Owen. It rolls almost five feet wide, but he runs after it even though he can barely move.

      “Seeya, Kaylee.” Kim and Chino wave at me as they walk toward the player parking lot.

      I wave back and then turn to see Owen pick up Paige and spin her upside down while he holds onto her legs. I would be nauseous, but she’s laughing like she’s never had so much fun in her life.

      After a couple loops, he sets her down on the carpet, and he collapses into a chair. “Daddy needs a break.”

      I sit next to him and take his hand, running my fingers over his calluses. “Are you sure you can handle another one, old man?”

      “Hey, you’re six months older than me, grandma. Did you change your mind?”

      I shake my head.

      “Me either.”

      Paige is the greatest thing that has ever happened to either of us, but there’s always been that feeling, telling me she needs a little brother or sister. So a few months ago, we contacted the adoption agency that placed Paige with us and told them we wanted another baby. They called last week to tell us about a potential match. A woman who is seven months pregnant. Owen and I said yes right away, and we’re scheduled to meet her on Tuesday.

      If everything goes well, we’ll have another little one in a couple of months. More sleepless nights and dirty diapers, but more first words and first steps too. I close my eyes and smile, thinking about the family I never let myself believe I wanted.
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