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The Whole Package




Nick's apartment was already a wall of noise when I climbed the third-floor landing. I stood there for a second with my hand on the knob, gathering myself.

Twenty-first birthdays weren't really my thing. Hell, parties in general weren't my thing. But Nick had been my best friend since we were both skinny eighth graders trying to learn guitar in his parents' garage. So if he wanted me there, I was going to be there.

I pushed the door open and immediately regretted not bringing earplugs. The place was packed wall to wall, maybe sixty people crammed into a one-bedroom built for two, with the kind of party density where you had to angle your shoulders to move through a room. Someone had strung cheap white lights along the ceiling, throwing soft amber across the crowd, while a sea of red Solo cups sat abandoned on every flat surface I could see.

"Paul, you actually showed up!"

Nick spotted me from across the kitchen, already three drinks deep judging by the flush on his neck. He was grinning that wide, dopey grin that was his trademark. He shoved through a knot of strangers to reach me, threw both arms around my shoulders, and pulled me into the kind of hug that nearly crushed me.

"You came." He said it again, like he hadn't been sure.

"Of course I came. It's your birthday, dude."

He stepped back with both hands on my shoulders, looking me up and down like he was inspecting a used car. I knew what he was doing. He was checking my face for the particular flavor of social discomfort I'd been carrying around in some form since high school, the look that said I'd already started counting the minutes until I could reasonably leave.

"You look miserable already."

"I’m fine."

"You look like you wish you were home reading."

He laughed, plucked a drink off the counter, then pressed it into my hand without asking what I wanted. The cup was warm where his fingers had been. Some kind of bourbon-and-Coke situation, judging by the smell, which wasn't my first choice but wasn't worth arguing about either.

"Drink up, sad boy. You're at a party."

I couldn’t help but laugh. "Yeah, I kind of figured."

He bumped my shoulder with his before vanishing back into the crowd. It was a very Nick way of saying both I love you and you're on your own now, please make a friend.

I leaned against the kitchen counter and took stock. There were maybe forty people I didn't recognize crammed into Nick's living room. Another fifteen or twenty were scattered through the kitchen, with a few more on the little balcony I could just barely see through the sliding door.

The crowd was mixed in every direction. Couples leaning against walls, friend groups laughing too loud, a circle of guys arguing about a Lakers trade I'd half-followed the week before, a few women dancing in the small clearing where someone had pushed the coffee table aside. The whole thing smelled raunchy, full of beer, sweat, and pizza.

I wasn't on the prowl for women. I'd never really been on the prowl, not in the way some of my friends seemed to be wired for, scanning every room like sonar pinging for available targets. That kind of energy just felt off to me, like trying to fish in a swimming pool.

If I met someone, I met someone. I was twenty-two, with enough time spent in my own head to know that the women who'd ever actually mattered to me had all crept up on me sideways, never across a room. The good ones were the ones I'd talked to before I'd even realized I was attracted, the conversations that started about a book or a band or a city we'd both lived in.

So, I just stood there with my warm bourbon, doing the slow scan I always did at things like this, not looking for anyone in particular. A guy in a Dodgers cap was telling a story with his whole body. Two women near the bookshelf were laughing so hard one of them had to brace herself against the wall.

Someone had put on an old Outkast song, and a few people in the middle of the room immediately took it as a personal challenge. The whole room was buzzing in that slightly stupid way that good parties did, when no one was too self-conscious to have a good time.

It was a good party, objectively. Nick deserved a good party. I just wasn't sure I was built for it.

I checked my phone out of habit, found nothing worth answering, then slipped it back into my pocket. Two hours, I told myself. I could do two hours, easy. Then I could slip out, text Nick something in the morning, and drive home with the windows down.

I had no idea, standing there in that overheated kitchen with my warm drink resting against my polite-stranger smile, that two hours wasn't going to be anywhere close to enough.
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Nick was deep in conversation with two girls by the window when someone killed the music. A voice from the kitchen shouted, "Cake time, birthday boy!" The whole room shifted that way like iron filings pulled toward a magnet, everyone laughing already, phones coming up to record whatever was about to happen.

I straightened off the counter to make room. That was when I saw her.

She came in through the side hallway carrying a sheet cake on an aluminum board, swaying like a fucking goddess while doing it. The cake was, predictably, an absolute disaster, frosted in lurid pink, sculpted into the shape of a dick because, of course. The whole room started cackling before she'd even cleared the doorway.

But I wasn't really looking at the cake.

She was tall, even before you factored in the heels. Her hair was voluminous and blonde, the kind that took commitment, falling in loose waves past her shoulders. Her makeup was bold—dark liner, a deep wine on her lips—but it landed somewhere on the right side of the line between glamorous and try-hard.

The dress did most of the talking. Tight, black, short, with a neckline that plunged in a deep V down the center of her chest. The cut was sharp enough that your eye got pulled there at least once whether you wanted it to or not. She had the figure to wear it, full breasts pressed together at the dip, hips that flared into the curve of the fabric.

I caught myself looking too long and dragged my eyes back up to her face just as she reached the coffee table. She was smiling, biting back a laugh, fully aware of the comedy of what she was carrying. She found Nick in the crowd with one quick sweep, mouthed happy birthday, dummy, then started lowering the cake.

Which required leaning forward.

That neckline did exactly what it had been engineered to do. I'm not proud of the speed with which my gaze snapped down, the immediate, animal acknowledgment the soft slope of cleavage shadowed by the dim amber light. But I'm not going to lie about it either. It was a quarter-second, maybe less, the kind of look you take before your manners catch up with your wiring.

It was still long enough for her to notice.

When my eyes climbed back up to hers, she was already looking right at me. I'd been caught. Her mouth pulled into a slow half-smile that landed somewhere between amused and approving, the kind of expression you give someone you've decided not to scold.

Then, while still bent over the cake, she winked.

It wasn't a big, flirty, theatrical wink. It was small, almost private—the kind of wink that said I see you, don't worry about it, all in one tiny gesture, the corner of her eye crinkling before she straightened back up.

My face heated immediately. I hoped it wasn’t bright red. I glanced around the room on instinct, scanning to see who else had clocked the exchange.

Nobody had. Nick was already being shoved toward the table by two guys chanting his name. The girl on my left was still laughing at something on her phone.

Across the room, Nick's roommate was opening a fresh round of beers, oblivious, while the guy in the Dodgers cap was filming the cake with unsteady fingers. The whole exchange had happened in a kind of bubble, where my embarrassment lived in a private channel only she and I had access to.

I let out a breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding. I'd been at this party for less than an hour, had committed to nothing more strenuous than nursing a warm bourbon, then somehow a woman I'd never seen before had already made me feel like a man desperate for a quick lay. And that just wasn’t who I normally was.

She lit the candles with a long-handled lighter, fingers steady, sliding through twenty-one flames like she'd done it before. When she finished, she stepped back from the table, crossed her arms loosely under her chest in a way that absolutely was not designed to do me any favors. She kept her eyes on Nick the whole time, though I'd have bet the rest of my night that she knew I was still looking.

"Make a wish, dude!" someone yelled from the back.

Nick made a show of it, hands clasped in front of him like a cartoon priest, eyes closed, lips moving silently. He always got into this stuff. Birthdays, holidays, any ritual you handed him—he gave them the full performance.

He blew the candles out in one breath, to a round of cheering loud enough to probably annoy the downstairs neighbors. Smoke curled up in pale ribbons over the obscene pink frosting. The blonde woman started laughing. Her laugh was so perfect, lower than I expected, but throaty in a way that made you want to know what had been funny.

I took a long drink to give my hands something to do. The bourbon had gone almost entirely flat. I didn't taste any of it.
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Somewhere between Nick's overly dramatic candle moment and the second round of shots getting passed out, she vanished.

I told myself I wasn't looking for her. I told myself that twice, in fact, while I refilled my drink at the kitchen counter. I made polite small talk with one of Nick's coworkers about a podcast I didn't actually listen to, but the coworker eventually drifted off to find someone more present, which was fair enough.

I made a slow lap of the apartment, drink in hand, pretending to admire Nick's wall art. I scanned the living room, the dining nook, the little hallway clogged with people waiting for the bathroom. I even peeked into the bedroom under the cover of looking for the coat I hadn't actually brought.

She wasn't anywhere I looked. There was no blonde hair catching the light, no black dress drifting through any of the doorways, no throaty laugh cutting through the room.

I was being ridiculous. I knew I was being ridiculous. I'd exchanged exactly one wink with a stranger and was already wandering Nick's apartment like a guy who'd lost his car keys.

Eventually the heat got to me—too many bodies, too much perfume, that low fog of party sweat that builds in a cramped room. I needed air. I cut through the kitchen, slipped out the back door, then took the short flight of metal stairs down to the strip of patio Nick's building generously called a backyard.

There she was.

She was alone at the far end, perched on a low concrete planter that ran along the back fence, one leg crossed over the other, a cigarette between two fingers. The little porchlight overhead caught the gold in her hair and the curve of her bare shoulder, leaving the rest of her in soft shadow.

She didn't look up when I came down the steps, but I got the distinct feeling she knew it was me.

I sat down on the planter beside her, close enough to make myself known but far enough to be polite. The concrete was cold through my jeans. From this angle I could see the faint outline of her collarbone, the way the slim chain of her necklace dipped into the shadow of her cleavage, the little crescent shape her mouth made when she pulled on her cigarette.

"Mind if I get one?"

She finally looked at me, slow, like she'd been waiting for me to speak first. That smile of hers came back, a slow lift at one corner, then she tapped the pack of cigarettes resting on her thigh.

"Help yourself."

I pulled one out. She produced a lighter from somewhere I didn't catch—did that dress even have pockets?—then leaned toward me to spark the flame.

That brought her in close. I could smell her perfume under the smoke now, something warm, powdery, with a base note that was too complex to figure out. I was close enough that I had to consciously not look at her mouth.

I drew on the cigarette like I'd seen people do in old movies, which is to say badly. The smoke hit my throat like a small fist, then I coughed, hard, eyes watering, lungs lodging a formal complaint.

She laughed. It wasn't a polite laugh either. It was honest and full, the kind of sound that surprised me with how much I liked it. It made me want to embarrass myself a second time just to hear it.

"You don't really smoke, do you?"

I shook my head, smiling, swallowing the last of the cough. "Nah." I dropped the cigarette into the planter dirt, scrubbed it out with the heel of my shoe. "I guess I just wanted an excuse to talk to you. I don't really do this sort of thing."

"What sort of thing?"

"Hit on women."

She turned her body toward me a few degrees, enough that her knee brushed the side of mine through her dress. She tilted her head, the corner of her mouth lifting into something between a smirk and a smile.

"Is that what you're doing, now?"

I laughed under my breath, looked down at the patio for a second, then back up at her. "Yeah. But I'm doing a horrible job at it."

"You really are."

She said it gently, like it was a kindness. Then she offered me her hand. "I'm Macy."

I took her hand. Her fingers were cool from the night air, slim, the polish on her nails the same dark wine as her lipstick. I held on a beat longer than the handshake actually called for.

"Paul." I let her hand go, sat back a little. "Macy. I like that name. It feels old-school in a way I like. It suits you."

She tilted her head at the compliment, considering it like a small gift she wasn't sure if she should accept. Then her smile bloomed slowly, a real one this time, with teeth.

"Thank you, Paul. I like my name, too.” I didn’t catch the oddness in that statement, right away. As if she’d chosen the name herself rather than been gifted it at birth. But later, that would all make more sense to me.

All I noticed at that moment was that the way she said my name landed somewhere under my sternum. It was just one syllable, nothing fancy, but she said it like she'd already decided to remember it. I took a slow breath, looked out at the back fence for a beat, suddenly very aware that the rest of the party might as well have been on a different continent.

We talked for what felt like ten minutes and turned out to be closer to two hours.

I don't even remember how the conversation started. One minute she was teasing me about my smoking debut, the next she was telling me about the small town in Northern California she'd grown up in, then the band she'd seen at the Fillmore the previous summer, then a podcast about cults she swore I had to listen to.

The conversation moved like that. It didn't follow rules. It looped back on itself, dropped threads, picked them up again three topics later.

I learned she was majoring in graphic design. I learned she had a brother who was a chef in Portland, a mother she called twice a week. I learned she'd seen Casablanca eleven times and The Godfather zero times, which she defended like it was a real position.

She made me laugh more in those two hours than I'd laughed in a month.

But what got me—what kept getting me, in waves—wasn't even how funny she was. It was the way she listened. She didn't half-listen, didn't wait for her turn to talk, didn't pull out her phone once.

When I told her about the bookstore job I'd had freshman year and the regular customer who used to make me read aloud to him because his eyes were going, she actually got a little quiet, then asked me his name.

Nobody asked me his name. Most people just made a little aww face and moved on. Macy asked, and when I told her, she repeated it back like a small commitment to remember.

That's when I started to feel it shift. The thing I'd come outside to chase, the thing that had pulled me down the back stairs in the first place—that surface-level magnetism, that physical sucker punch from the cake moment—wasn't even the part of her in the room with me anymore. There was something underneath, something specific to her, that I was already starting to want more of in a different way.

I noticed myself leaning closer. I noticed her noticing.

"What?" she said, half smiling, catching me looking at her again.

I shook my head. "Nothing. I just—I don't usually do this."

"You said that already."

"I know. I keep saying it because I keep not being able to believe it. Two hours ago, I was planning my exit. Now I'm seriously considering not leaving until you do."

She looked at me for a long second. Her eyes were a paler brown than I'd thought at first, hazel almost, with the porchlight making little gold flecks visible at the irises.

The smile she gave me then wasn't the smirky, knowing one from earlier. It was softer, more careful, like she was deciding something.

"I like you, Paul."

She said it quietly, like an observation she was simply reporting. There was no confession in it. She said it the way you'd say the lasagna's good—a simple fact, observed, dropped between us.

My chest did a thing I hadn't felt it do in a long time. It wasn't a flip or a flutter or any of those usual descriptions. It was closer to a slow, steady inflation, like she'd handed me something to be proud of.

I tried to play it cool, mostly failed. "I like you too, Macy. I think that’s pretty obvious, though."

She let her shoulder rest against mine, just for a second, then pulled back to check her phone.

"Mmh. It's getting late. I should head out soon."

A small panic flicked behind my ribs at the thought of her leaving. I covered it. "Did you drive?"

"No. I was going to Uber it."

"Let me give you a ride."

She didn't answer immediately. She turned my offer over in her head the way she'd turned over the compliment about her name—slow, weighing, not suspicious, just attentive.

"Okay. Yeah. Sure."

It was a simple agreement, and yet it had my stomach flipping again and again.

We got up. I made myself not look at how her dress hugged her hips when she stood, which was its own kind of accomplishment. She picked up a small clutch from the planter beside her—the kind of bag that fits a phone, a credit card, nothing more.

We didn't go back through the apartment. We circled the building instead, walking together along the narrow concrete path that wrapped around the side of the building, past somebody's parked bike, and a tipped-over trash can no one had bothered to right.

I was hyper-aware of every place we almost touched—her arm next to mine brushing against my sleeve, her hip occasionally finding my hip when the path narrowed.

I found my car on the street, an old Civic that had seen better paint jobs, and walked her around to the passenger side. I opened the door for her. She paused before sliding in, gave me a look that was equal parts amused and pleased.

"What?" I asked.

"Nothing. I'm just appreciating the gesture."

I shut the door behind her, walked around the back of the car, and exhaled before getting in.

The drive was short, maybe ten minutes through quiet streets. She gave me directions one turn at a time. We didn't say much at first, but the quiet between us wasn't awkward. It was the comfortable kind.

She lived in a little fourplex with a faded blue door, the kind of place I'd later describe to Nick as cute. I pulled up at the curb, killed the engine, then sat there with my hands on the wheel because I didn't quite know what to do with them.

I wasn't going to ask to come up. I'd decided that on the second turn of the drive. She didn't need to be cornered at her own front door by a guy she'd known for three hours, no matter how good my time with her had been.

So, I just turned in my seat to face her, smiling. "Thanks for tonight. Genuinely. This was the best part of an evening I almost didn't show up for."

She looked at me for a beat, considering. Then she leaned across the center console, put one cool hand against my jaw, and kissed me.

The kiss was soft. Her lips were a little fuller than mine and so warm it was intoxicating. There was no tongue, no urgency, just careful, gentle pressure.

I felt it in stupid places—the back of my neck, the soles of my feet, the base of my spine where I hadn't realized I'd been holding tension.

She pulled back slowly, leaving her thumb resting against my jaw for an extra second before she dropped her hand.

"Goodnight, Paul."

I swallowed back my desire for more. "Goodnight, Macy."

She got out. I watched her walk up the path to her door, watched her unlock it, and watched her glance back over her shoulder once. Then she was inside.

I sat in the car for a full minute without starting it. My chest was doing the inflation thing again. There was an actual, unmistakable flutter behind my ribs—butterflies, the literal kind, the kind I hadn't felt since I was probably nineteen.

I started the car. I drove home with the windows down, the way I'd promised myself I would back at the start of the night, but for completely different reasons than the ones I'd had walking in.
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I woke up at quarter past ten with my phone vibrating across the nightstand. Sunlight was already wedged through a gap in the curtains, hitting the wall at an angle that suggested I'd slept harder than usual. I felt around for the phone, squinted at the screen, and saw Nick's name.

Nick had sent three texts in a row, all from late the night before.

Bro where r u

Did u leave??

Where'd you go, bro?

Then one more, from earlier that morning:

Call me u disappearing act

I rolled onto my back, rubbed the heel of my palm into my eye, then hit his contact.

He picked up on the second ring, sounding rough. "There he is. Paul, the social butterfly. What the hell happened to you last night?"

"Sorry, man. I should have said goodbye. I just—" I stopped, then started again because I might as well own it. "I met somebody."

There was a short pause. I could hear Nick fumbling with what sounded like a coffee pot in the background.

"Oh shit." His voice came back louder, awake now, all the teasing already cued up. "Good for you, bro. You finally get laid?"

I rubbed the back of my neck even though no one was there to see me do it. "Nah. It wasn't like that."

"Of course it wasn't, you giant pussy." He laughed, that loud open laugh of his. "You found someone to talk philosophy with at a party. Of course you did. Which one was it?"

I could feel myself smiling at the ceiling. The smile from the night before was still right there, easy to find. "Macy."

The line went quiet.

I sat with the quiet for a second. Nick wasn't a quiet person. Nick was reliably loud about everything, even the things you sometimes wanted him to be a little less loud about.

The silence on the other end was so out of character it took me three full seconds to register that it was happening.

"What?" I said.

"Oh, nothing."

"What?"

"It's nothing, dude. I just—" He sighed, in that way Nick sighed when he was about to say something he wasn't sure he should say. "Um. You know she's trans, right?"

My heart did a weird thing.

It wasn't a full stop or a skipped beat exactly—it was more like a small misfire, the kind you feel in the back of your throat. I shifted up onto one elbow. The room felt slightly less morning-warm than it had thirty seconds before.

"Wait..." I cleared my throat. "What do you mean?"

He laughed. It wasn't a mean laugh. It was Nick's I assumed everybody already knew laugh, the same one he used when he'd casually mention his ex's new boyfriend halfway through brunch.

"Trans, dude. She wasn't born a girl. And I don't think she's had bottom surgery yet. Just letting you know before...well, you know."

The way he said it was so casual it almost didn't register. He spoke like he was passing along information about a missed call from a contractor—no weight, no caveat, no warning shot.

I didn't say anything for a beat. I couldn't tell if I was processing what he'd said or already past processing it. My free hand was on my chest without me having decided to put it there.

"Yeah," I managed. "Thanks."

"All good, dude. Just figured⁠—"

"Yeah. Thanks, Nick. I gotta go. I'll call you later."

I hung up before he could say anything else or before I could lose my composure and seem like a total transphobe. I wasn’t, I’d just never been confronted with this sort of thing before.

I lay back on the pillow and stared at the ceiling for a while. The popcorn pattern overhead had a coffee stain in one corner I'd never bothered to paint over. I'd been looking at it for years without ever really seeing it.

I went through the rest of the day in a fog. I made coffee. I let it go cold.

I scrolled through my phone without registering any of it. I started a book, read the same paragraph three times, set it down again. By the time night finally came, I'd stopped pretending I was thinking about anything else.

I brushed my teeth, killed the lights, and got in bed. My ceiling did the same thing it had done that morning—loomed at me like it had questions. I stared up at it with my hands laced behind my head, the way I always did when my brain wouldn't shut off.

Macy was everywhere in my head—the way she'd laughed at me coughing on the cigarette, the angle of her curves under the porchlight, the cool press of her mouth against mine in the car. I kept circling back to the moment she'd said I like you, Paul, plainly, like a fact she was simply reporting.

Underneath all of that ran Nick's voice on a loop, low and inconveniently casual: she wasn't born a girl.

I shifted under the sheets, suddenly aware I'd been hard for a while. I shifted again. The frustration came from everywhere at once—at Nick for dropping the news so carelessly, at myself for letting it become a thing in my head, at the fact that my body had clearly already decided what it wanted while my brain was still circling.

Underneath the frustration, plain as anything, was desire.

I closed my eyes, let my hand drift down under the sheet, slip past the elastic of my boxers, and close around the heat of my cock—already firm, already insistent.

I gave it a slow stroke.

I tried to picture Macy naked: the curve of her breast, the dip of her waist, the soft folds of a pussy I’d expect to be there. My body responded fast, that familiar tightening at the base of my spine. I worked my hand along myself with a steady rhythm, the way you do when you're not in a hurry.

Then the picture started to drift.

The body I'd been imagining stayed mostly the same, but the picture shifted, settled, rendered something else.

It was Macy, the same face, the same mouth, the same fall of blonde hair, but the body now had a cock between the thighs.

My stroke slowed. I waited to recoil. I waited for my body to lose interest, for the hard thing in my hand to soften by half a degree, for the picture to slide back to something more familiar.

None of that happened.

If anything, my grip tightened. If anything, my hips lifted a half-inch up into my own fist. The picture sharpened instead of fading—Macy on her back, that fall of blonde hair across the pillow, her face the exact face I'd been looking at all night, her cock laid against her stomach in a way I shouldn't have been able to render in detail but somehow could.

I stroked faster. I didn't decide to. My body decided.

The rhythm changed under me, harder, more urgent, the friction building heat at the head, my hips moving small involuntary pulses up into my grip.

I felt my breath getting short. I felt the climb starting at the base, that familiar tightening, that point of no return inching forward.

Then the guilt landed. I pulled my hand away.

I lay there for a few seconds, breathing harder than I wanted to be, my body in clear protest. The ache didn't disappear—it just sat there, asking. I stared at the ceiling, both hands flat on my stomach now, very deliberately not where they'd been.

My phone lit up on the nightstand.

I turned my head. The screen glowed pale blue in the dark room, showing a single notification halfway down—an unknown number, a short message preview underneath.

I reached for it before I'd thought it through. I knew, somehow, before I tapped the screen, who it was.

Hi, it's Macy. I got your number off one of Nick's friends. Hope that's okay? I was wondering if you wanted to hang out sometime.

I read it twice. Then I read it a third time, slower.

She had a clean, polite text voice. There were no emojis, no exclamation points, just plain words with a small careful question mark at the end to make sure she wasn't overstepping. The whole message was about a tenth as bold as the woman who'd kissed me in the car.

I let out a breath I'd been holding for what felt like the whole day. It came out shakier than I expected. It landed somewhere between an exhale and a laugh that hadn't quite committed to becoming one.

I didn't text her back. I couldn't, not yet, not while my body was still doing what it was doing, my head still doing what it was doing. I wasn't ready.

I turned the phone over screen-down on the nightstand and rolled onto my side. The dark of the room felt different now, less empty, like Macy had reached across the city and put her hand against my back through the wall.

I closed my eyes.

Sleep didn't come fast. The last thing I remember thinking, just before I went under, was that I was going to have to figure out what to say to her in the morning, and that I was actually looking forward to figuring it out.
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I woke up with my chest fluttering. It was Macy. The whole of her was parked behind my sternum, refusing to leave.

I lay there for a minute, just letting myself feel it.

This wasn't a normal morning feeling for me. I didn't usually wake up with anyone in my chest. I'd dated, sure—a few real relationships, some shorter things, the usual mix—but the women who'd actually made it past the chest-aching threshold were a much shorter list. With them, it had usually taken weeks. It had never been one night.

Macy had done it in maybe four hours.

That alone should have been suspicious. I was the guy who didn't trust fast. I was the guy who told friends, with absolute confidence, that anything that started in a single night was infatuation cosplaying as something deeper.

And yet here I was, lying in bed with a hand on my chest, acting like a man who'd had something happen to him.

I'd known her for twenty-four hours. I'd never connected with anyone, with anyone, in that small a window. The connection had been the whole point—the laughter, the listening, the way she'd looked at me when I told her about the bookstore customer.

I wasn't ready to give that up. That was the part I knew, even with my brain still working through the rest.

I reached for my phone.

It was still face-down where I'd left it. I picked it up, thumbed the screen on. Her message was right there on the lock screen, like it had been waiting for me.

I read it one more time, taking in the same clean, polite text voice—the little careful question mark, the plain words, the absence of any pressure on the other end.

I opened the thread. I didn't overthink it. Overthinking would have meant letting yesterday's noise back in, and I'd already done my time with yesterday's noise.

I typed three letters, deleted them, typed two more, deleted those too. Eventually I just sent the thing I'd already decided to send.

Yeah. When?

The three little dots showed up almost immediately, then disappeared, then came back. I sat up against the headboard, suddenly wide awake, watching them pulse like I was thirteen years old.

A reply landed.

[image: smiling face with smiling eyes] How about tonight? Buster's.

I let out a laugh, the surprised kind, the kind that escapes without your permission.

Buster's was a small bar a few blocks from the bookstore where I used to work. It had low light, a decent jukebox, the kind of vibe that wasn't trying to be a scene. It was a good choice—a Macy choice, even though I'd only known her one night, shouldn't yet have had any clue what a Macy choice looked like.

I typed back without overthinking it again.

Sounds great. What time?

The dots came back.

8? I'll meet you there.

I typed See you at 8, hit send, then set the phone face-up on my chest where I could feel it vibrate if she sent anything else.

She didn't. The conversation was done. The plan was made.

I lay there with the phone resting against my sternum, both palms flat against the mattress, smiling at the ceiling for absolutely no good reason.

There was still unresolved territory, and I knew it. There was still a conversation she and I hadn't actually had yet, with no clear sense of who was supposed to bring it up or when. There was still the asterisk, sitting in the margin of all of this.

But none of that was for this moment. This moment was for the yeah, when? I'd just sent, the [image: smiling face with smiling eyes] I'd just gotten back, the fact that I was going to see her tonight.

I rolled out of bed, headed for the shower, told myself out loud, like an idiot, to play it cool.

I wasn't going to play it cool. I knew that already. But I was going to show up.

[image: ]


I got to Buster's eight minutes early.

I sat in the car for two of those minutes pretending to check my phone, which fooled no one, not least myself. The chest ache from that morning hadn't gone anywhere. It had just put on a shirt and driven across town.

At one minute to eight I finally made myself get out of the car. I pulled the door to Buster's open, ducked under the string lights wrapped around the entryway, stepped inside.

The place was about half full. A couple at the bar were arguing affectionately over a basketball game on the TV. In the corner, a booth of friends were mid-toast, while a slow indie song I half-recognized played low under the talk.

Macy was already there.

She was sitting at a small two-top in the back, near the jukebox, with her phone face down on the table and a glass of something amber in front of her. She saw me before I'd gotten three steps in. She did a small, quick smile that was less performance than recognition, the kind of smile that says there you are, finally.

I had to take a second.

She'd traded the black dress for a gold one. It wasn't the same kind of dress at all.

It had a modest neckline, a hem just above the knee, and a faint shimmer woven into the fabric that caught the light every time she shifted.

Her hair was the next thing I noticed. The blonde looked different against the gold. It was warmer and brighter like the dress had been picked specifically for it. It was pulled back loosely tonight, no big volume, just soft, with a few strands escaped at her temples in a way that read entirely accidental but probably wasn't.

The makeup was lighter, too. There was no dark liner tonight, no deep wine on her mouth—just a soft warm flush at her cheeks, something neutral on her lips, the kind of look that was about ninety percent her own face.

It somehow made her more striking, not less.

I swallowed the lump that had appeared, uninvited, somewhere just below my Adam's apple. Right behind it came the wave I'd been carrying all afternoon—the asterisk, the embarrassment, the what am I supposed to do with this, all rising up at the back of my throat like they'd been waiting to introduce themselves.

I crossed the bar to her anyway.

She tilted her head up to watch me come, the smile she gave me growing a few degrees on the approach.

"Hi."

"Hi yourself."

I slid into the chair across from her, the small wooden one with a wobble in the back leg.

"You look like you walked over here from a job interview."

I laughed. She was looking me up and down with that same amused-by-me expression from the patio. I'd put on a button-down. I hadn't, until that exact second, registered that I'd over-dressed.

"It's just a shirt," I said.

"It's a shirt shirt. There's a difference. You ironed it."

"I did not iron it."

"I think you totally ironed it. I can see the line."

She was pointing at my chest. She was right. I'd ironed it.

And just like that, the wave of nervousness receded.

The bartender came by, took my order. I asked for whatever was on tap that didn't suck. Macy laughed her low, throaty laugh, ordered me a specific local IPA on my behalf without consulting me, which I let her do, because by then I'd have let her do quite a few things on my behalf without consulting me.

The conversation started up between us the same way it had two nights before. There was no warm-up, no awkward where-do-we-start. We just dropped right back into it, like the patio conversation had been a tab she'd left open and was now clicking back into.

We talked about her degree. We talked about a hiking trail she swore I'd love. We talked about how neither of us had been to New York and felt vaguely lazy about that.

Two hours in I noticed the bar had started to thin out. I noticed, without alarm, that I had no interest in leaving. Macy didn't either; she'd ordered a second drink at some point I hadn't tracked, slow-spinning her glass on the wood with two fingers, listening to me describe a customer at the bookstore who used to bring his cat in a backpack.

I kept catching myself looking at her in pieces—the dip just below her collarbone where the gold fabric started, the way her hand curled around the glass with long fingers, nails painted that same dark wine, the little crinkle at the corner of her left eye when she was about to deliver a punchline.

Somewhere around eleven, the bar dimmed the lights another notch and the bartender swapped the indie playlist for something slower, lower, more late-night. The couple at the bar finally figured out their argument, left. Macy was telling me about a movie she'd seen six times because of one specific scene she swore I had to see, looking at me across the table the way you look at a person you've decided is worth a sixth viewing of anything.

I was, by then, completely cooked.

I liked her more than I'd liked anyone in years.

When the bartender finally said last call, friends, I felt my stomach drop a little. I didn't want the night to be over. I really didn't want the night to be over.

But it was a Tuesday. We both had real lives. We'd already crossed all the way over from drinks-with-a-stranger to whatever-the-hell-this-was, which felt like enough for one evening.

We split the check, even though I tried to fight her for it. She gave me a look that suggested I should stop fighting her for things. I helped her into her coat. We walked out together under the string lights, into the cool, quiet street.

I stopped on the sidewalk, hands going to my pockets. "Did you drive?"

She gave me a small, embarrassed smile. "I Ubered. I knew I was going to drink."

"Let me give you a ride. I’m still quite sober."

"You don't have to."

"I know I don't have to."

She let me see her think about it for a second, the same slow consideration she'd given the offer the first time. Then she nodded, just once.

"Sure."

The drive was short, the same ten minutes it had been before, the streets quieter at this hour, the radio turned down low. We didn't talk much. The conversation in the bar had filled us up; the silence in the car wasn't running on empty, just resting.

I pulled up at her curb. The little fourplex with the faded blue door looked the same as it had the first night.

I killed the engine. Neither of us moved.

She was the one who finally turned in her seat to face me, one knee tucked up under her against the leather. Her gold dress caught the streetlight through the windshield, throwing pale shimmer across her thigh. She looked at me for a long second before she spoke.

"I really like you, Paul."

"I really like you too."

"I'd invite you in." She paused, the careful pause she did when she was picking her words on purpose. "But there's something you should know first."

I swallowed. The lump from earlier hadn't fully disappeared—it had just been doing other things. I knew, with absolute clarity, what she was about to say.

I didn't make her say it.

"I know," I said. "Nick told me. I hope that's okay. I hope he didn't, like...out you when he shouldn't have."

Her eyes widened. She actually went still for a beat, processing it, that careful Macy face I'd seen a few times now coming over her features.

"No, no. I mean..." She trailed off, sat back a half-inch against her door. "You knew? This whole time?"

I nodded. I let my eyes drift past her, out the windshield at the dark street.

"I didn't at the party. But I knew before tonight."

She didn't say anything for a moment. She just looked at me, that paler-than-I-expected brown working over my face like she was rereading me.

Then I noticed her bite her lower lip. It was just a small thing, a soft press of her teeth against the bottom of her mouth, but it caught my attention the way small things she did kept catching my attention.

"And you still came?" she said. Her voice was quieter than it had been all night.

I reached across the center console, cupped the side of her face in my hand. Her skin was warmer than her fingers had been the first night. I let my thumb move once, slowly, across her cheekbone.

"I don't think I could stay away from you if I tried."

A single tear left the corner of her left eye and tracked down to where my thumb was. I felt it land, warm, against the edge of my hand.

Macy was a person who came across, almost always, as the most composed body in any room she walked into—the joke at the cake, the smirk on the patio, the I see you, don't worry about it wink. Seeing that single tear felt like watching a door open onto something I hadn't known was even there.

I started to say something. I don't even know what. But she didn't let me finish—she leaned across the console, both hands sliding up the sides of my neck, and kissed me hard.

This kiss wasn't the soft one from outside the bar. This kiss had a hand fisted into the collar of my shirt.

This kiss had her tongue against mine, her teeth against my lower lip, her breath coming faster than the kiss should have been able to take credit for in the time it had been happening. My free hand—the one not still cupping her face—found her hip and pulled her into me.

She pulled back to look at me, breathing hard. Her lipstick was gone from her mouth, mostly onto mine.

Her hair was coming out of its loose pull. Her hazel eyes were huge in the streetlight.

"I want you to fuck my brains out, Paul."

She said it plainly. It was the same voice she'd used to tell me she liked me on the patio—the same Macy plain-fact voice, just delivering a different fact.

I got hard so fast it actually hurt. My breath caught. My throat closed up to about half its normal width.

Whatever I was supposed to say in response—a clever line, a confident yes, something a man with even basic composure might have produced—I lost access to in real time.

I managed one syllable.

"Okay."

She let out a small breath, something between a laugh and an exhale of relief. She kissed me one more time, fast, then was already reaching for her door handle.

We got out of the car. I followed her up the path to the faded blue door.

My pulse was somewhere it had never been before in my life, my entire body operating one full beat behind my own brain.

She unlocked the door. She held it open. She looked back at me over her shoulder, that smile back at the corner of her mouth, slow, knowing, finally inviting me in.

I went inside.

[image: ]


The door clicked shut behind me and she was on me before I'd registered the lock.

She kissed me with both hands gripping the sides of my jaw, walking me backward into her entryway until my shoulders met the wall. The hallway light was off. Her place smelled like vanilla, like that perfume from the patio, like a candle she'd lit before she'd left.

I kissed her back. My brain caught up half a beat behind my mouth, my hands, my hips, all of which had apparently already made decisions without consulting me.

One of my hands had found the small of her back. The other was sliding up the line of her spine through the gold fabric.

She was already pulling at the buttons of my shirt.

"Hated this shirt," she murmured against my mouth, not really meaning it. "Such a good shirt, but I hated it the whole time."

She got the top three open before she gave up on patience, slid both hands under the fabric, pushed it back off my shoulders in one motion. I helped her get my arms out. The shirt landed somewhere I didn't see.

We were moving while we kissed. We weren't doing it consciously. We were just moving the way you do when two bodies decide together they need to be horizontal.

We moved down her hallway, past a closed door, an open bathroom, the slow blue glow of a streetlight through a high window, into her bedroom.

There was a lamp on in the corner, low warm light. The bed was made. The bed was about to not be made.

I found the zipper at the back of her dress. I had to break the kiss for one second, look down, line my fingers up.

Her hair fell forward over my hand as I drew the zipper down—slow, careful, the way you'd unzip something expensive. The gold fabric loosened at her shoulders.

She let it slip down to her waist. The bra underneath was simple, nude, structured, the kind of bra a woman wears when she's planning to take it off in front of someone.

I reached behind her, fumbled once at the clasp like an idiot, got it on the second try. She laughed against my mouth, a low private laugh I hadn't heard her use yet.

The bra came away. Her breasts were full, fuller than I'd let myself imagine even at my worst, the nipples a soft dusty pink, already drawn tight against the cool of the room. I dropped my head and then kissed her breasts.

She made a sound—surprised, low, somewhere between a hum and a sigh. Her fingers tangled in my hair. I closed my mouth around one nipple, then the other, taking my time with both, learning what kind of pressure made her breath catch.

When I let her go I stayed close, my breath warm against the skin of her chest. Her hand was still in my hair, gentler now.

I looked up at her face. She was watching me with an expression I hadn't seen on her before, something open, like she was deciding to let me see more than usual.

I let the dress drop the rest of the way.

It pooled at her feet in a soft gold collapse. She stepped out of it without taking her eyes off mine.

And there she was—the rest of her, finally.

She was wearing a pair of black panties, plain cotton, almost surprisingly modest after the rest of the evening. The hard line of her cock was clearly visible against the fabric, pressed up along her stomach, held there by the elastic.

I'd told myself I was ready to see it. I'd run the picture in my own head, more than once, in places I wasn't going to revisit later. None of that had prepared me for the actual moment—for Macy, the real woman, in her actual bedroom, with her actual body, standing there waiting to see what I was going to do.

I looked. I let myself look.

Her hips were narrow but soft. Her stomach was flat with the faintest sloping curve at her lower belly. The cock straining against the panties was hers—the same hers as her mouth, her shoulders, her gold dress on the floor.

I noticed her bite her lip again. It was the same lip-bite from the car, except this one wasn't nerves about telling me something. This one was nerves about being looked at.

I reached up, caught her lip between my finger and my thumb, drew it gently out from under her teeth. Then I leaned in, sucked it slowly into my own mouth.

She let out a sound that was practically a whimper. I felt her hand land on my chest, palm flat. Her fingertips were cool against my warmth.

"Tell me what you like,” I said.

I said it quietly, low, right against her mouth. I felt her exhale at the question. She held it for a second longer than the question really needed—the look I was learning to recognize as Macy weighing whether to say a true thing.

"I still...um..." She wet her lower lip with her tongue. "I still like it when a man goes down on me."

She watched my face when she said it, watching me to see what would land. There was the smallest amount of bravery wrapped around the sentence, like she'd shipped it across the country in bubble wrap to me.

My heart did something I'd never felt it do before. It wasn't the stutter from the phone call, wasn't the inflation from the patio.

It was something quicker, more electric, like the moment a switch closes a circuit.

I'd never, not in any version of any night I'd ever imagined for myself, pictured going down on a trans woman. The thought had simply never been in my mental rotation.

It wasn't there now because I'd practiced it, planned for it, mentally rehearsed it. It was there because Macy had just said the words, and saying them had made it the most natural-feeling proposition I'd ever heard.

I wasn't going to do it because I wanted to be brave. I wasn't going to do it because I had something to prove to anyone, including myself. I was going to do it because she'd asked, plainly, in her plain Macy voice, and I'd already passed the point where I could imagine telling her no.

So, I didn't say anything.

I held her eyes. I touched two fingers under her chin to make sure she was still with me. Then I dropped, slowly, one knee at a time, until I was kneeling in front of her on her bedroom carpet.

She made a sound when I went down—small, sharp, halfway to a gasp. I felt her fingers tighten in my hair like she hadn't expected the gesture.

I looked up at her from this new angle, the angle no one had given her in a while, judging by the look on her face.

Her mouth was open just a little. Her eyes were wet. I held the gaze, both of my hands settling at the warm curve of her hips, just waiting.

I hooked my fingers into the elastic of her panties at both hips.

She breathed out, slow and uneven. I drew them down, carefully, watching as her cock came free of the fabric and stood up against her stomach. It was hard, full, and slick at the tip.

The panties pooled around her ankles. She stepped out of them, balancing one hand briefly against my shoulder.

I lifted my hand. I wrapped it around her, learning the weight, the heat, the give of her.

Her cock was a good size, a little narrower than mine, but the warmth of it in my palm was the part that surprised me. Skin is just skin until your hand is on someone else's. Then it stops being so simple.

She made a soft sound above me, breath catching. I looked up the line of her beautiful body—her stomach, her breasts, her parted mouth, the gold of her hair falling around her face.

Her eyes were on me, huge, watching me handle her like there was an unspoken question hanging between us. Are you sure?

I was. Or I was sure enough. The part of me I'd been listening to all night—the part that had crossed the bar to her, that had said I don't think I could stay away from you, that had dropped to its knees on her carpet without a single hesitation—was running the whole show now.

I parted my lips. I leaned in.

The first contact was just the smooth, hot head of her against my bottom lip. I held it there for a beat, learning the heat, the texture, the small tremor running through her thighs in front of me, then opened my mouth and took her in slowly.

Macy moaned the second I closed around her. It wasn't a performed moan. It was the surprised, low, almost-broken sound of someone who hadn't expected the world to give them this particular thing tonight.

Her fingers tightened in my hair. Her hips made a small involuntary shift toward me before she caught herself.

I figured it out as I went. I'd had it done to me enough times to know roughly what worked—the suction, the rhythm, the way the underside of the head wanted attention—but doing it from this side, with her body in my hands instead of my own, was a different curriculum entirely.

I went slow. I watched her face. I let her sounds tell me what to do more of.

Her hand stayed in my hair the whole time. The taste was new, but intoxicating. Skin, salt, and something a little sharper underneath. I built her up slow, then faster, finding a pace she liked. Her breathing went uneven.

Her thigh muscles tightened against my palms where I was bracing her. She started making small, helpless sounds at the back of her throat.

"Paul..." Her voice was thin. "Paul, I'm⁠—"

I didn't pull off. I didn't even think about it. I tightened my mouth, kept the rhythm, kept my hands on her hips, gave her a small nod of confirmation against her stomach.

She came with a low, ragged sound, the kind that didn't quite get released into the room. Her hand fisted in my hair hard.

I felt her pulse, felt the warmth of her release at the back of my mouth, felt her thighs shake under my hands.

I swallowed every drop of her delicious cum.

I held her hips while she settled, kept her steady. When her breathing started to come back, I let her slip from my mouth, slowly, careful with her in the moment after.

I pulled back. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. I looked up at her from the carpet.

She was wrecked. Her cheeks were flushed deep, her chest still rising hard, her eyes half-closed and dark in a way I hadn't seen them before.

I'd planned to be reverent. I'd planned, somewhere in the back of my head, to handle the moment after with care, to maybe ask if she was okay, to be the right kind of gentleman.

What came out of my mouth was something else entirely. "Bend over the bed." My voice was rough, lower than usual. I hadn't planned the words. I hadn't planned the tone.

They just arrived—my own body apparently having finished its own calculation about what was supposed to happen next, no input from upstairs.

Macy's eyes widened, then a slow smile spread across her wrecked, flushed face—a smile that was a hundred percent yes, a hundred percent please, with a small extra ten percent of finally on top.

She nodded.

She got up off the carpet on shaky legs and crawled onto the bed. The heels stayed on, somehow, two thin straps still wrapped around her ankles, gold against the cream of the comforter.

She positioned herself on all fours, hands flat on the bed near the pillows, back arched in a way that wasn't asking for credit but absolutely deserved some. She turned her head to look at me over her shoulder. The hair had given up on its updo entirely.

"Lube's in the nightstand," she said. Her voice was quiet, husky, used.

I stood up off the floor. I was already working the buckle on my belt before I'd fully gotten to my feet.

My jeans came off in a single fast motion—boxers with them—shoes, socks, all kicked away in some sloppy pile by the foot of her bed.

My cock sprang free, hard the way I hadn't been hard in years—aching, full, the head already wet at the slit. I'd been ignoring it through the whole oral thing. It was making me pay for the ignoring now.

I opened the nightstand drawer. The lube was right at the front.

I uncapped it, drizzled a generous amount into my palm, worked it up and down the length of myself. The slick felt good in a way my own hand right now felt good against absolutely anything. I closed my eyes for a second, breathed out, made myself not finish in my own grip before I'd even touched her.

I climbed onto the bed behind her. I slicked a little more onto my fingers. Then I put my hand between her cheeks—gently, just at first—and found her.

She was tight. Her hole was small, puckered, drawn up against my fingertip the way a body does when it's been anticipating something but isn't sure when it's coming.

I worked one slick finger in slow circles around the entrance, not pushing yet, just letting her get used to me.

She let out a low moan, dropped her forehead to her forearm. I watched her reach down between her own legs. Her hand wrapped around her cock, which had softened a little after coming, but the slow, steady stroke she started giving herself was already coaxing it back to hardness.

The image was something else.

There was Macy on her hands and knees, blonde hair spilled forward, gold heels still on, one hand bracing the comforter, the other working her own cock back to hardness while my finger circled the tight ring of her. I knew I'd be carrying that picture around in the back of my head for the rest of my life.

I slipped one finger in, slowly, careful, just past the tight first ring of muscle. She made a sound that was both startled and welcoming, hips canting back toward me.

I worked her open in slow, patient strokes. One finger became two when she'd settled around me.

I added a little more lube without asking, used my other hand to brush my thumb along the small of her back, soothing.

She was ready before I was. Or I was ready and just trying to be polite about it.

The whole length of me was throbbing in time with my pulse, the head leaking a slow steady drip onto her sheets that I was going to feel weird about later if I let myself.

I pulled my fingers out. I lined up the head of my cock against her opening. The contact alone was enough to make her breath catch.

I pushed in.

I went slowly, the way you push into someone you'd like to keep around, not the way you push into someone you're trying to use. She opened up around me by inches, that tight first ring giving, then the deeper softness past it, then more, until I was halfway in and her body had taken me without breaking.

I held there, halfway in, breathing through my nose, letting both of us adjust. She let out a long shaky exhale.

Her hand had stopped on her own cock. I noticed her grip tighten on the sheets.

When I was sure she was ready, I rolled my hips forward, pushed the rest of the way in. She made a sound somewhere between a moan and a held-back sob, the kind of sound that meant good, not bad.

I started moving.

I went slow at first, finding her rhythm, then a little harder, my hands on her hips guiding her back into me on every stroke. The slap of skin on skin started up between us, low and steady.

Her hand went back to her own cock. The sounds coming out of her mouth were not sounds I would have predicted Macy made—rougher, more honest, more here.

I was right on the edge of giving over to the angle, to the pressure, to the steady pull of being deep inside her like that, when something cut through the fog in my head and made me slow down.

I couldn't see her face.

That was the thing. I was inside her, my hips against the warm seat of her, my hands holding the curve of her waist, and I couldn't see her face.

I'd been doing what my body had asked for in the bend-her-over moment. My body, with its very basic curriculum, had just been asking for the angle, the access, the pace.

My body didn't know yet what the rest of me had figured out two days ago in bed, on a phone call, on a patio, at a table at Buster's.

I didn't want to fuck her.

I mean, I did, obviously. But I didn't want only that. I didn't want to do it without seeing her, without watching what I was doing register across her face.

I slowed to a stop. I held her hips, kept us connected for one more breath, then pulled out slowly.

She made a small confused sound, started to turn her head. "What⁠—"

"On your back." My voice came out steadier than it had with bend over the bed. "I want to see you."

She held still for a second. Then her face softened—the surprise giving way to something else, something quieter, something that looked, even from above, a lot like the chest ache I'd been carrying around in my own ribs for two days.

She rolled over and stretched out underneath me.

The full picture finally hit me—all of her, no angles hiding anything anymore, no fabric in the way. It was just Macy, on her back, the lamplight gold on her skin.

Her hair was spread wide across the comforter, a pale blonde fan. Her breasts moved with her breathing, the dusty-pink nipples still drawn tight.

Her stomach was flat, soft in the right places. The gold heels were still on her feet, somehow ridiculous and somehow perfect at the same time.

And then there was her cock, fully hard again now, lying heavy against her stomach, her hand back around it in a slow lazy stroke.

The whole of her was laid out in front of me—the breasts, the cock, the soft stomach, the curve of her hip, all of it her—like an answer to a question I hadn't realized I'd been asking my whole life.

I kneeled between her legs, lifted them, hooking the back of each knee in my hand, drawing her thighs up toward her chest until I'd opened her completely.

She gasped at the new angle. Her ass lifted off the comforter.

The puckered hole was exposed, still slick, still loose from how I'd worked her open. Her cock bobbed gently against her stomach with the movement.

I lined myself back up and slid in.

It was easier this time. Her body remembered me. There was no first-ring resistance now, just heat and welcome, my cock disappearing into her in one long, smooth stroke.

I bottomed out, held there, both of us breathing hard, eyes locked.

I reached down between us. I took her hand off her own cock gently and replaced it with mine. The weight of her in my palm was familiar now, like something I'd been doing for years instead of minutes.

Macy's free hand came up to my face. Her thumb brushed my lower lip, the way mine had brushed her cheek in the car—the same gesture, returned.

I leaned all the way down.

I covered her body with mine—chest to chest, hip to hip, my elbow braced beside her head, my other hand still moving in slow strokes along the length of her cock between us. I kissed her on the mouth.

This was the kiss the whole night had been building to.

It was slow. It was deep.

It was a kiss two people give each other when they're already inside each other, when the want has been answered, when there's nothing left to perform. My hips started moving again, smaller strokes this time, deeper.

She made small soft sounds into my mouth on every push in.

"Fuck me," she moaned against my lips. Her breath was hot, ragged. "You feel so fucking good."

I groaned into her mouth in response.

I broke the kiss, ducked my head, found her nipple with my mouth. I sucked on it, harder than I had earlier, my hips working her at a faster pace now.

Her hand fisted in my hair. Her other hand was pinned somewhere between us, holding onto my forearm.

I could feel her getting close again under me. Her cock in my hand was full, twitching. Her body was tightening around mine in pulses I could feel against the length of me.

I was right there with her. The pressure had been building at the base of me for what felt like an hour, but had probably been less than five minutes. My rhythm was getting messier, harder to control, the way it always did at the end.

I lifted my head off her chest to look at her face.

I needed to see her come. She was already coming. Her eyes had gone glassy.

Her mouth was open, her hair sticking to her temples in damp strands. She was looking back at me, holding my gaze the whole time, like she was choosing me with her eyes the same way I was choosing her with mine.

We came together.

The hot pulse of her cum hit my hand the same instant my own climb broke. My whole body emptied into her in deep, shuddering pulses I couldn't have stopped if I'd wanted to.

I kept moving through it. I kept stroking her through it. I kept watching her face the whole time, watching her watch me, both of us going through the same thing in opposite-but-matching ways.

I collapsed onto my forearms above her, careful not to crush her, still inside her, still half-hard, both of us breathing like we'd just run a long distance.

Her hand was still in my hair. Mine was still wrapped around the softening length of her.

I lowered my forehead to hers.

It was the only thing I had left in me to do. I rested my head against her head, our noses just barely touching, our breaths going back and forth between us in the small humid space we'd built.

Her hand smoothed slowly through my hair. My thumb made a small absent circle against her hip.

Neither of us said anything for a long time. There was nothing to say yet. We were still inside the moment.
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Eventually we moved.

I pulled out of her slowly and rolled onto my side beside her. She turned to me right away, fitting herself against my chest like she'd been doing it for years.

I got my arm under her shoulders, and she settled her head against the dip just below my collarbone. She let out a long quiet breath into the curve of my neck—the kind of breath that arrives when a person has decided, on a body level, that they're safe.

The lamp in the corner was still on. The room smelled like both of us. Somewhere in the distance, traffic hummed.

I started tracing her skin without thinking about it. My fingers drew light, slow lines along the smooth top of her shoulder, down the outside of her arm, across the back of her hand.

She made a soft contented sound at the contact. We were quiet for a long time, maybe five minutes, maybe ten. I lost track. Then she shifted a little, tipped her chin up so she could look at me from the curve of my arm.

"Can I ask you something?"

"You can ask me anything."

I watched her work up to it. There was the careful Macy pause again, longer this time. She bit her bottom lip without realizing she was doing it.

"Have you ever been with a trans woman before?" She said it quietly into the skin of my chest, like she was asking the question of my heart rather than my face.

"No." I let the word sit there for a beat before I added the rest. I wanted her to know it wasn't a hedged no. "You're my first. I haven't done any of this before."

I felt her relax against me a little, then tighten again, like she was processing how to take that.

"And it's okay?" she said. "All of it?"

I pulled back enough to look down at her face. The vulnerability she'd let me see in the car—the single tear, the door opening onto something she usually kept locked—was right there again, unhidden, asking.

"Macy, I really, really like you. I liked you the second you walked in with that ridiculous cake. I liked you more after the patio. I liked you so much I couldn't sleep. I like your laugh. I like our conversations. I like that almost-private smile you do."

She didn't say anything to that for a moment. Her eyes had gone wet again.

"I do want bottom surgery," she said quietly. "Eventually."

The sentence landed in me like the previous one had—plain Macy fact-voice, a piece of information she was deciding, in real time, that I could be trusted with.

I tilted her chin up with my knuckle, the same way I had in the car, made her look me in the eyes.

"I'm sure you'd look beautiful. You're going to do that whenever you want to, however you want to, and I'll think you're beautiful then."

I held her eyes for a beat longer. "But you're also so beautiful as you are, right now. Just so you know."

She looked at me for a long moment, eyes going wet again. Then she smiled—small, slow, the most vulnerable smile I'd seen from her yet.

The Macy who'd handed me a cigarette had finally, fully, given way to the Macy who'd been underneath the whole time.

She tilted up off my chest, kissed me. The kiss was soft and slow. Her hand came up to rest against the side of my jaw, the same place mine had rested against hers in the car.

When she pulled back, she let her forehead rest against mine for a second, the way mine had rested against hers after.

"You better be careful, Paul," she said, voice quiet, almost teasing but not quite. "Or I might fall in love with you."

I laughed. It was small, breathy, the kind of laugh that surprises you with how much weight it's carrying. I tightened my arm around her, pulled her even closer in against my chest.

"I think I might already be in love with you."

I said it quietly. I didn't dress it up. It was the way she'd said I like you, Paul on the patio—a fact dropped between us, no further commentary required.

She made a small sound against my chest that wasn't quite a word. Her hand fisted gently in the hair at the back of my neck. She didn't say anything back, but the way her whole body settled into mine in the seconds after said something close enough.

We didn't move for a long time after that. We didn't need to.

I kept tracing her skin. She kept her hand at the back of my neck. Somewhere outside the building a car passed, slow and quiet, headlights briefly painting the ceiling before sliding off again.

Eventually, in some order I didn't pay attention to, we fell asleep. The lamp stayed on. My arm stayed around her.

The chest ache I'd been carrying for three days had settled into something quieter—not gone, just home. All I knew was that I couldn’t wait to wake up the next morning and start my life with her in it.
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