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CHAPTER ONE



Why won't this damn thing go? The engine revs when I stomp on the accelerator, but nothing happens. "I hate this fucking car anyway!" I slam my hands against the steering wheel. When I get back, I'm getting a new one. One that works. And one that doesn't remind me of her.

I push open the door, and even that takes more effort than it should. I throw my weight into it until it finally swings out, and then I toss my bag over my shoulder. I'll get the rest of the things tomorrow.

The cabin didn't seem so far away from the car, but I'll just have to walk the rest of the way. Maybe tomorrow I can call a mechanic and have him figure out what the hell is wrong with this thing. I try to kick it as I walk by, but I bash my shin against the bumper instead and double over while I curse it. Definitely getting a new car when I get back. Whenever that will be.

Not anytime soon. The instant I'm back, everyone will want to know what happened. "You two seemed so perfect together... Bro, you were even talking about buying a ring. Guess you never saw this coming?" And I don't want to hear it. I don't want to answer any of their questions because I don't even know the answers.

Halfway up the driveway, I slip on a patch of ice and tumble into the snow. "Why not?" I scream into the crisp air. My words are an explosion of steam. "Why not see just how bad everything can get for me?" By the time I can finally stand up, I'm covered in snow. I should have gotten my coat from the backseat. Is that where it is? I don't remember if I had it on when I left the bar. Or when I went into the bar. Maybe I didn't bring it. Maybe it's still at her place. Fucking coat.

I clean myself off the best I can, but the snow only melts under my hands as I brush at it. At least if I don't touch it, it won't melt, and I'll stay dry. I pull my bag higher on my shoulder, and it almost makes me lose my balance. But this time I catch myself.

The steps to the cabin are one giant snowy slope, so I move slowly up each one to make sure I don't trip. When I get on the porch, I stop. There's a light on. Did my brother forget to turn it off when he and his wife left? Asshole would never let me hear the end of this, so I can't wait to let him know. With any luck, I can get him so mad at Christmas that he'll refuse to speak to me.

I set my bag on the wooden rocking chair and search through it for my key. I shouldn't have just thrown it in. Now, there's no telling where it is. I flip the bag up and dump it all onto the porch. Underwear, a bag of chips, bottle of tequila, earbuds. But no key.

I drop to my knees and go through the bag one more time, but it's still not there. I clench and release my fists over and over. If I don't, I'm going to throw everything out into the middle of the yard. Maybe that's what I need to do. Just throw something or hit something. Anything to get rid of all this tension inside me.

I look around and find a rock sitting on the porch. It's the size of a baseball. And it's perfect. I hurl it toward my car, hoping I'll hear the crash of glass or at least a thud as it bounces off the metal. But there's nothing.

I fall back on to the porch and scream. The sound is eaten by the quiet snowy night. I can't do anything right tonight. No wonder she doesn't want to be with me. I splay my arms out to the sides like I'm going to make a snow angel. Why not? I slide them above my head, and something brushes against the back of my hand.

As soon as I tap my finger across it, I know what it is. My key! I grab it and hop up. Everything spins around me, and I have to grab the side of the cabin to keep from falling. Thank God! I make my way to the door—still holding on to the wall—and pull open the screen door. It takes a few tries, but I finally get the key into the lock and twist.

I don't open it right away, though. I need to remember the code. I'll have 30 seconds after I get in. I run through all the combinations I can think of. My birthday. My brother's. My mom's. None of them are right. It's simple. Dad always uses simple codes. 1-2-3-4? Or maybe 9-8-7-6-? It's one of those. I'm sure. And 30 seconds is plenty of time to try them both if I need to.

I shake my head to get it as clear as I can, and twist the door handle. It springs open just a crack and I listen for the beep... beep... beep of the alarm, but it doesn't come. I push the door open the rest of the way and take two steps in before I freeze. A flash of cold surges through me, and my pulse takes off.

"Gimme one reason I shouldn't shoot you right now."


CHAPTER TWO



"Who the fuck are you?" I sway a little as I look him up and down. A little shorter than me, dark hair, hasn't shaved in months, wearing black pajama pants and nothing else. He doesn't look familiar, but between the gun in his hand and the cabin spinning, it's hard to be sure.

"I should be the one asking that." His voice is rough, like stones rubbing together.

"Did my parents hire you?"

He cocks the hammer back on the gun. It's not quite pointing at me, but it’s close enough that it wouldn't take him even a second to aim.

"Calm down, fucker. I'm Evan Marshall. I'm allowed to be here. Sorta."

"You're allowed to be here? Is that so?" He sneers.

"I'll show you my ID." When I reach for my wallet, I lose my balance and fall into the doorframe.

"How fucking drunk are you?" The man lowers the pistol and peels back the front blinds just far enough to see out. "How did you get here?"

"My key."

"No. You used the spare key I had hidden under a rock. I watched you on the camera. I mean, how did you get here? Your tracks snake all the way down the driveway, but you couldn't have walked from town in the shape you're in."

"Walk? I drove. My car's right out there."

The man huffs and looks like he wants to hit me. "Jesus Christ. You're so goddamned wasted you don't even know what house you're going to, but you thought it was a good idea to drive? Brilliant. Who the hell did I piss off in my past life to earn this shit?"

"Excuse me?" I move toward him and pull my right arm back just a little, ready to swing at him if he keeps up this attitude. "I know exactly what house I went to. What I don't know is why you're here."

He glares at me without saying a word. "You can't even stand without wobbling." Just as I hold myself still to prove him wrong, he turns away. "Go sit on the couch like a good little boy, and I'll be right back. And if you touch anything at all, you're going to regret it. Got it?"

"Who the hell do you think you are?"

His jaw tenses, and he tucks the gun in the back of his waistband. "Come on." He grabs me by the shoulders. His fingers press in harder than they need to as he guides me to the couch. When I'm against it, he pushes me. I gasp as I fall, but then my ass hits the cushion and my head snaps against the back. Asshole man chuckles as he walks away.

I look around. The cabin is nothing like I remember. The living room is smaller and separated from the kitchen by a fireplace. There are a couple of closed doors and then a staircase that goes to the second floor. It all seems so much bigger in my memories. And better decorated. There's almost nothing here. No pictures on the walls. None of my mom's vases or tchotchkes. No sign at all that it's even been lived in other than a couple of lamps on the end tables, two remotes, and an open hardcover lying face down. I pick up the book to see what it is, but my eyes can't focus in the low light. I toss it back on to the end table, but it slides to the floor with a slap that echoes around the room.

"What the hell was that?" The man's steps thump down the stairs. When he gets to the base, he looks around and then looks at me. "What did I tell you?"

A lot of bullshit. How am I supposed to remember it all? I shrug.

"Unbelievable. You're lucky you're this drunk, or I would throw you out in the snow to fend for yourself. Tomorrow morning, you're gone. You hear me?"

"Tomorrow morning," I say, "I'm calling the police and having you arrested for trespassing."

He tosses a rolled-up blanket at me so hard that it knocks the wind out of me. "Yeah, good luck with that, kiddo. You stay on the couch tonight unless you have to piss. And I'm gonna get you a trash can in case you have to puke, but if you puke, it needs to be cleaned up and out of here by the time I come down in the morning." He watches as I unfold the blanket. "If you know what's good for you, you'll be gone in the morning before I come down too."

"What?" I'm trying so hard to spread the stupid blanket over me, I can't pay attention to what he's saying.

"Never mind. Here." He yanks it from my hands and shakes it out in one motion. "Your clothes are soaked. You need to take them off before you go to sleep. Give them to me. I'll hang them up."

We stare at each other, but neither of us moves. "Aren't you going to turn around?" I ask.

He tosses his hands in the air, but he turns away. "God, you're worse than a woman."

I peel everything off and set it all next to me on the couch. When I'm stripped of everything but my briefs, I wad the clothes up and throw them at him. His head snaps forward and his face is as red as a cranberry when he spins around. I burst out laughing as soon as I see it. The side of his lip opens in a snarl, and that makes it even funnier.

"Not the best idea to piss off a man who is being nice to you against his better judgement." He picks my clothes off the floor and spreads them across the back of a chair. "Are you going to behave tonight? Please say no, so I'll have an excuse to throw you out."

I give him two thumbs up, crawl under the blanket, and close my eyes. I'm still chuckling as I hear him storm up the stairs.
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"I think I found your problem."

I groan and roll over, and then feel a giant piece of ice on my cheek. I jump. My head feels like someone is slamming it into a door with every heartbeat. "What the hell!" I look up at the man standing over me and then around the room. I don't recognize either of them.

"I found your tequila on my porch this morning." He tosses the bottle onto my lap, and I swat it away before it freezes my dick off. "That should have been you out there. You're lucky I'm so nice."

"Where am I?"

The man chuckles. "Knowing where you are seems to be a struggle for you. You're in my cabin. The one you broke into last night. And you still owe me a thank you for not shooting you, by the way."

I don't even know what to say to that.

"You don't remember any of that?" he asks. I shake my head. "You got a problem with the liquor, my man."

Yeah, tell me something that Miranda hasn't already told me a hundred times. "Whatever. Do I owe you anything?" I reach behind me for my wallet and realize I'm just in my underwear.

"Owe me? Other than for my time and the amount of bullshit I had to shuffle through last night? No, you don't owe me anything. If you're looking for your wallet, it's sitting on the chair over there."

I hop off the couch like he's racing me for it and rip it open. It looks like everything is still inside.

"Now hold on." The man's voice is so loud it hurts. "You're the one who broke into my place, but when you wake up, you think maybe I robbed you? God, you're one in a million. More than that. My odds of winning the lottery have to be better than ever running into someone quite like you."

I pull my jeans on and ignore him. He can keep his sarcasm and attitude. As soon as I get dressed, I'm out of here. "What did you do with my keys?"

"Worried I stole your car? I hid them so you wouldn't get the ingenious idea to go for a drive in the middle of the night."

"So, where are they now?"

He reaches into a kitchen cabinet and pulls them from the back. I want to walk up and snatch them from him, but I don't.

"These aren't gonna do you much good today, though. At least not in the way you're planning. Look outside."

I spin and look out the broad window. Half of the bottom pane is covered in a snowdrift, so I have to walk closer to see out. "What am I supposed to be looking at?" Everything is white and covered in snow, and I can't make out a thing.

"That's all fresh—well over a foot—covering everything. All new since you decided to grace me with your lovely presence."

"So, what are you saying?"

He chuckles. "You're a bright bulb, aren't you? What I'm saying is that unless your vehicle is a snowmobile, I don't see you going anywhere today."

"What?" I look at him and he just holds his palms up. "I'm supposed to stay here with you today?"

"Oh, hell no. For your sake, you don't want that. Neither one of us does."

I look outside again. Now that I know what to look for, I can see the giant drifts humping up across the field. I can't look too long though because the too-bright scene pierces straight into my skull. "Well, if I can't leave and I can't stay, I'm a little confused about what I'm supposed to do."

"That's where that car of yours comes in. You can't leave, but you're gonna stay in it until they get these roads cleared. Now, get everything you need because we have to hustle. I already picked up all your things from the porch and put them in your backpack. At least the things I could find under the snow."

I sit back on the couch. "You aren't serious." He doesn't say anything. "They have to come clear this road soon, right? I can stay inside until then."

He sighs and sits next to me. Just the motion of the couch shifting under him is enough to set my headache off again. "I'm not being an asshole," he says. I roll my eyes. "This really is for your sake."

"What, are you going to turn into some abominable snow creature or something?"

He grins, but it looks almost sad. I start to say that he's already about as abominable as a person can get, but he's actually being a nice to me for the first time since I woke up, and I don't dare jeopardize that.

"It's not what I turn into that I'm worried about." He looks around and sighs. "This place does things to people. Believe me or not, it's for your own good. Now get everything together. I don't know how far away your car is, so we might have a bit of a hike."

I spin and look out the window. "Yeah, where exactly is my car?"

"That's a good question, and we're about to find out. Now, come on."
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It takes almost half an hour for us to get there, and standing even just a few feet away, I would have missed it under the drifts. It looks like I tried to turn into the driveway last night but didn't make it. With a little digging, we see that I ran into a snowdrift and neither of the front wheels is on the ground. I want to collapse into the snow pile.

"Be sure to keep a window cracked anytime the engine is on and keep checking your tailpipe to make sure it's not clogged with snow."

"You're seriously just leaving me out here?"

His eyes might turn soft for a split second, but it's hard to see much of anything with the glare. "I'm looking out for you. I wouldn't do this otherwise. I shoved a sleeping bag in your backpack. Use it to keep warm. Plus, I put my book in there. The one you were so interested in last night." I shrug. "Yeah, I'm not surprised you don't remember. That's why I dumped the rest of your tequila. You need to stay away from that. It turns you into a completely different person."

I roll my eyes. Even strangers are telling me I drink too much now.

"I'm heading back up to the house now. Don't come up there for any reason. I mean it, Evan. Forget that it's even there."

He turns to go, but I stop him. "I don't even know your name. You apparently know mine, though."

"Wyatt, but you'd be better off forgetting it too."

As he walks away, I pull the sleeping bag from my backpack. A plastic container filled with brownies falls out when I do, and I chuckle. So he's an asshole who won't let me stay in his house, but he takes the time to clear my tailpipe and pack brownies for me. I take off the lid and pop a tiny piece into my mouth. Homemade.

Even inside the sleeping bag, it's not long before I'm shivering. I try running the car for just ten minutes every hour, but as soon as I turn it off, I can see the ice crystals march across the windows. I'm going to die of hypothermia if I don't run it more. But even after twenty minutes with the heat on high, I get cold five minutes after I turn it off. After another fifteen minutes, my body shakes, and I have to start the car again.

When the sun goes down, even twenty minutes isn't enough. I add more and more time until I'm running it for forty minutes straight and then turning it off for twenty. For the first time in what seems like years, I finally feel a little warm, and I just start to drift off when my car sputters and dies. I snap my eyes open, and my heart races. I push the ignition button over and over. At first, it sounds like the car is going to start up again—just enough that I relax—but then nothing. And now, each time I push it, there's silence.

I stay as long as I can. I know Wyatt told me to not come back under any circumstance, but he couldn't have imagined this. I only need to get some gas from him. Just enough to get me through the night. As I walk toward his cabin, through the new drifts that have covered our trail from this morning, I convince myself that he can't have a problem with that. Just show me where the gas can is, and I'll take it back to my car. I won't even go inside his precious house.

I knock on the door and wait. But he doesn't come. I know he's inside, and I know he's awake. I can hear the television. So I knock again. Louder this time. Still nothing.

"I just need gas. That's all. I don't need to come in."

After a few seconds, the door opens. He's silhouetted by the lights inside the house, so I can't see his face. But he's shaking his head. "Are you totally out of gas, or are you just planning ahead?"

"Completely out. Sputter-and-die-and-won't-restart out. Just give me a can or two, and you won't see me again tonight."

"God fucking damn it."

"Look, I know you said not to come back, and I'm sorry. But I just need enough gas to get through the night. That's all. I'll pay for it. I'll even go refill the can for you tomorrow once I can get out of here."

He stands frozen, and I'm just starting to wonder if he's going to ignore me until I leave when he opens the screen door and takes a step back. "There isn't a choice, is there? You'll have to spend the night in here."

I take hold of the door handle, but I don't open it more than the crack it already is. "No. I just need gas. I mean it."

"Get in here. You're letting my heat out." He sighs. "I don't have any gas. Everything I own is electric."

I take one step inside, and the warmth pulls me the rest of the way. It's like being held after waking up from a nightmare. I want to just close my eyes and let it surround me and seep into me.

"Shut the door. And you'd better hope you're luckier than me. The second night is when it starts."

"When what starts?"

He walks back into the living room. "Take the couch. The chair is mine."


CHAPTER THREE



I'm awake before Wyatt in the morning, so I pad into the kitchen and look around. He doesn't have much. A box of fancy oatmeal, a carton of eggs, and a few leftover sausage patties twisted in foil and then sealed in a baggie—at least that's what he wrote on the outside. I start the oatmeal on the stove and pull out my phone.

Still no calls or texts from anyone. I guess I shouldn't be surprised. Who is there to check up on me now that Miranda and I are over? Other than holidays and absolute emergencies, I never talk to anyone in my family. And I don't exactly have a lot of friends. Or even any. Just some people I work with, and they won't give me any more thought on a holiday weekend than I would give to them.

I scroll through the news for 25 minutes and then go back to the kitchen. The oats should be just about done, so I pull them off the burner and preheat a skillet to cook the sausage and some eggs. I just crack the eggs into the pan when Wyatt comes down the stairs. It's not like we're friends, or even get along with each other really, but a tingle goes through my body when I hear his feet on the steps.

"Good morning, sleepyhead," I say.

His eyes move up and down my body, and he sniffs. His nostrils flare just a little when he does it. It's kind of cute in an I'm-a-big-grouch-who-hates-everyone sort of way. "What's this?" he asks.

"Breakfast. You don't have much food, and I don't know what you like yet, so I made a little bit of everything that I found."

He walks around me and looks onto the stovetop and into the pans. Did he not believe me? I chuckle. "You normally make breakfast?" he asks.

"I don't know. Just felt like it today. I hope that's okay?" I don't know a lot about him, but from what I do know, he's probably mad that I'm trying to be nice.

"How do you feel?"

"Uh, fine." I drag out the word to give him more time to explain himself, but he doesn't. "Are you asking if I slept well? I did."

He moves close to me, almost too close, and looks me over again. The toothpaste on his breath reminds me that I don't know where my toothbrush is. In the car, I think. "Do you feel normal?" he asks. "Anything different?"

"God, what is wrong with you? For the first two days I've been here, you don't want anything to do with me, but now you're standing three inches away from my face and asking my life history."

He runs a finger along the side of my cheek, and I draw in a sharp breath. "You still have stubble."

I walk away from him. It's either that or hit him. "I haven't shaved yet today. Do you want to tell me how stinky I am too? I haven't had a shower since Friday morning. I can't win with you, no matter what I do."

"I mean, you still have facial hair. That hasn't changed, so there might still be time. We have to get you outta here."

"Oh my God." I throw my hands up. "We're back to this? Do you really think they plowed the road last night? Because I'm guessing they didn't. And even if they did, I need gas now, plus a tow truck to pull me off that stupid snow pile I somehow ended up on."

"Because you were a drunk idiot who thought he could still drive. If you weren't so stupid, you never would have ended up here." He goes to the closet and pulls out a pair of snow pants. "Can't see the road from here, so I have to go out and look. If it's clear, I'll call the town's tow truck guy. You can wait for him in your car. He's always quick."

I plop on the couch with a loud huff. "I really can't believe you. At least eat breakfast before it gets cold, and before you kick me out."

"I'm not kicking you out… Well, I am, but it's—"

"Yeah, it's for my own good. I just need to believe you. It's only been a day and a half, and I've heard it a million times already."

He sits next to me on the couch. "Look, I can't explain it, but this cabin changes people. That's why I wanted to know if you still felt the same." He runs his fingers through his brown hair. "I wish I knew you before, so I could compare. You probably won't know if you feel different or not."

“This is silly. Do you have an extra toothbrush I could use? I need to get cleaned up.”

"Under the sink. Still in the package. And towels are—"

"I found them last night. And I guess just throw all that food away since you don't want any of it."

"You already eat?"

I don't turn back as I walk into the bathroom. "No, but I'm not hungry anymore." I close the door.

The shower's warm water feels great as it splashes down my body, and I stay in so long that the water starts to turn cold. When I slide open the shower door, the tiny bathroom is filled with a thick fog. I take a deep breath. It's the first time I've truly felt warm in the last two days.

I pull the hairdryer from under the sink and use it to clear a spot in the mirror. Then I start on my hair. I brush it out as I blast the hot dry air along its length. It seems like it's taking forever, but it'll be so nice to have my hair done after days of just scumming around.

Halfway through, I remember I didn't plug in the curling iron. I'm probably not leaving the cabin today, but I still need to make at least a little effort. So, when I'm finished drying it, I curl it into loose waves that fall around my shoulders and then give it a quick spritz of hairspray to help hold it in place.

"Cute!" I turn my head in the mirror to see my hair from all sides. Cute? I shake my head and smile at myself in the mirror. But it is.

The bathroom is already getting a little chilly, so I hurry into my clothes and check myself in the mirror one more time before heading out to the living room. As soon as my hand touches the knob, I remember Wyatt and his mood. I take one last deep breath of the calm in the bathroom before I open the door.

Wyatt is sitting in his chair when I walk into the living room. "I feel sooo much better now." I grin as he looks at me. "And I hope getting some food in you helped you not be such a grump bucket?"

"What are you wearing?"

No, Evan, the delicious breakfast you cooked did not put me in a better mood, but thanks for trying. I push out a long sigh. "What's wrong with what I'm wearing?" I look down at myself. An oversized grey sweater, black leggings, and a pair of grey and pink snowflake-pattern slouchy socks. "It's not like I'm going anywhere today, so I want to be comfy."

He almost leaps up from his recliner. "You want to be 'comfy'? Where did you get those clothes? Where?" His voice is raised, and I take a step away from him without even thinking about it.

"I stole them, Wyatt. I went right into the store, shoved these under my shirt, and ran out before they could catch me. Do you seriously have issues? Because it seems like you might."

He scrunches up his face. "I'm not accusing you of stealing them. I'm sorry if I seemed—fuck!" The shout is so loud it makes me flinch. "Sorry. This is what I was afraid of. I need to check that road. I hope it's clear, and I hope it's not too late."

"I hope so too. God forbid I spend a second longer here than I need to." I look in the pans on the stove to see if he touched anything. "I didn't plan to be trapped with some anti-social maniac hermit, by the way. It just sorta happened. But as long as you don't go psycho and tie me to a bed, I'm going to make the best of this for as long as I'm stuck. I really wish you would do the same."

He has one boot on when he stops and looks up at me. "I'm not anti-social. I just—you know what, you go on thinking that. Yes, I'm some crazy monster who might lose control of himself any second and do all kinds of bad things to you if you don't leave." He slams his foot down into the other boot. “So let me help you escape by checking the road.”

I turn my back to him and scrape the breakfast leftovers into bowls so I can stick them in the fridge. The door slams as I nibble on a piece of sausage, but I don't look back.

For ten minutes, the house is quiet. It's the idyllic cabin in the middle of a snowy field. Then I hear him stomping the snow off his boots on the front porch, and my body tenses. The latch clicks as he turns the knob.

"It must not be cleared yet, or I would have heard you celebrating all the way up here. I'm sorry I'm such a burden to you. I really don't mean to be." My throat tightens, and my voice gets shaky. Am I about to cry because of this man? I bite down on the sides of my tongue and hope that will snap me out of whatever this is.

Wyatt doesn't say a word. His coat and snow pants swish as he takes them off and hangs them by the door. Then he stands in front of me, and I look up. If I could let myself look past the fact that he's an absolute, unstable jerk—and the fact that it looks like he's never shaved a day in his life—I could almost think he's handsome.

He looks from me to the ceiling and takes a deep breath. "I've been an asshole to you, and I'm sorry. But it's only because—"

"You were raised by bears and have no idea how to behave around other humans."

He chuckles for just half of a second, and the sound makes me smile. "That too. It's just... I know what happens when people stay here too long, and I don't want that to happen to you."

"Yeah, yeah. You tie them up and ravage them before dumping their bodies in the yard out back, probably."

He sits at the other end of the couch, and it feels like the entire room tilts in his direction. "Something like that." He looks at me from the corner of his eye and smiles.


CHAPTER FOUR



All day long, I catch Wyatt glancing at me anytime he thinks I won't notice. At first, I smile at him to let him know it's okay, but he always looks away and his cheeks turn just a little red each time. After he does this a few times, I start staring at him. I watch his eyes move side to side as he reads. His left eyebrow raises for just a bit every few pages, and I figure out that it's when he reads something really interesting. Each time he flips a page, he brings his thumb to his mouth and gives it the tiniest lick to moisten it just enough to grasp the paper. Every time he does it, a tiny bit of me melts and drips to my core. Hot wax forming a rivulet down a candle.

He still looks up at me now and then. And his eyes still dart back to the page when he sees that I'm looking at him. But now he doesn't turn red. He blows out a tiny breath. The top of the page flaps. And each time, I imagine what it would be like to feel that breath against me.

It's just barely dark when he folds over the top of a page and snaps the book shut. "I'm going to bed." He looks down at me as he stands. "You should have everything you need. If not, you know where to find it at this point."

I whimper. "You can't be tired already. Stay up a little longer?" Why do I feel this way around him?

"Goodnight." He stops at the base of the stairs, and his eyes drift down my body before he turns away. "See you in the morning."

For a couple of hours, I try to keep myself entertained. I scroll through television shows but never find anything that interests me. I swipe through news articles. I even start reading his book. A scary story about a haunted house in the middle of a swamp. I only make it five pages. If I read more, I won't be able to sleep tonight. I set the book down and roll my head against the back cushion of the couch. I wish I knew what was wrong with Wyatt. Whatever it is, it's not me. No matter how much he makes it seem like it is.

Maybe he had the right idea going to bed early. There's nothing else to do. I chuckle to myself. Am I seriously going to bed because I'm bored? I go into the bathroom so I can wash my face and brush my teeth. I guess I am. When I'm done, I root through my bag for something to sleep in. Almost everything is still in my car. Maybe tomorrow I can get Wyatt to bring it in for me if he's in a good mood. Maybe I should plan on getting it myself.

The tank top I pull from my bag is different than I expect. It looks like it would go down to the middle of my thighs. I guess it's not that much longer than the sweater I'm wearing. It just… seems strange.

I take off the sweater and leggings and slip the tank top over my head. It does fall to my thighs, and the opening at the neck drops lower than I'm used to. But when I look at myself in the mirror, it seems fine. Maybe spending the last couple of days stuck in a cabin is playing tricks on my mind.

I tuck a couple of stray hairs up into my bun and walk back out to the living room. The blanket is folded on the back of the couch. I spread it across the cushions and settle under it, my head on the throw pillow, and I wonder what Wyatt is doing. Was he able to fall asleep? Is he lying there bored? What does he look like lying in bed? I already know from the first night that he sleeps shirtless, but what about his pants? Did he just put them on for my sake that night, or does he sleep in them?

I just want a peek. A quick one to satisfy my curiosity. So I creep up the stairs. I step on each tread with just my toe at first and then slowly transfer my weight to that step. A couple of the steps squeak, but as soon as they do, I lift up and move my foot closer to the edge. The last thing I want to do is wake him.

As soon as I get to the top of the stairs, I hear him. He's not snoring, but he's taking full breaths that shuffle down his throat rather than glide. I don't know why that makes me smile, but it does. I look around. There's no hallway or landing here. Other than a bathroom, his bedroom is the entire second floor.

I tiptoe closer, my socks slippery against the wood floor, until I'm standing beside the bed. His back is to me. I don't think I've ever seen a back like this in real life. It's something from a movie. A shirtless man raising an axe above his head and bringing it down on a piece of wood, his back muscles glistening with sweat and flexing with every backstroke and every swing.

I want to crawl into the bed just so I can touch him and see what that kind of muscle feels like. But I know better. I know how he would react. And I know it's not something I should do. I'm his guest, even if it's not because of his choice. And I shouldn't feel this way. I'm not gay. Am I? But I can't stop myself.

I move as slowly as I can. An inch at a time. A millimeter. And it seems to take forever. But I know if he feels the mattress shift under my weight, it will wake him. And if he wakes, I don't know what he'll do. For a second, I imagine him throwing me out and forcing me to sleep in my freezing car. But then I'm next to him, and he hasn't stirred.

One of my legs is on the bed, and the other is still on the floor. It's the last bit left to pull up, but I'm not sure how to do it. As soon as it lifts up, all of its weight will be on the mattress. Will that be too much? I lift it slowly. Heel first, then its middle, then the toes. I extend my leg almost straight out, and I know I would look foolish to anyone watching, but I have to be careful. I can't just pull it in. Not yet.

When it's completely straight, I bend that knee. At one point, it creaks, and I hold my breath. He couldn't have heard it, but I listen for his breathing. Still the same slow and steady scrape. When my knee is pulled nearly to my chest, I smile. I'm so close now. I just need to rotate. Only a little. Barely onto my right side. Slow. I push my feet under the covers as I twist, and then finally I'm facing him. It seems like it's taken me hours. It should be almost sunrise, but the room is still as black as when I first came up the stairs.

He's so close to me now. So touchable. I don't understand why I need to touch him, but I do. I don't even have a choice. It's as necessary and as thoughtless as my heart beating. I gasp when the tip of my finger touches his back. It's so warm. Somehow, even without the blanket over it, it feels like it's burning. I press just a little more. Only enough to feel the smooth skin under my ridged fingertips. Just hard enough to fill the outline of his muscles as I glide my finger from his shoulders down toward the small of his back.

When I get to the curve, I pull away as carefully as I'd touched him, and I exhale. I didn't know, but I'd been holding my breath the whole time. I grin and drop my head down to the pillow. I'll lie here, just for a little while, to listen to him. To watch him. To see the way his chest and shoulders expand with every breath and then shrink every time he blows it back out.

As I lie there, I notice I'm breathing in the same rhythm that he is now. Knowing that sends a tingling wave through my body. It's a connection we share without even realizing it. A bond I don't want to ever break, but when he gasps and rolls over, it snaps.

I press myself flat and pray that he won't wake up. That he won't open his eyes. His face is less than a foot away from mine now. His breaths tickle across my nose. They smell like a combination of mouthwash and the tacos I made for dinner. But I don't dare breathe myself. Not when he's this close to me. This close to waking up and discovering me lying next to him.

But when he settles into the same easy breathing pattern, I know I'm safe. My body relaxes, and I try again to match my breath to his. It's almost impossible this time. I'm either too fast or too slow. And when his eyelids slide open like a barn door, I stop breathing altogether.

It takes so long for him to notice me that I think maybe he's still asleep. I bargain with the universe and vow that if he just closes his eyes again, I'll sneak out of his bed and go downstairs. I'll never say a word, and he'll never know. But then he gasps and jumps backward.

"What the fuck are you doing?"

I wanted to see what you look like when you sleep and I wanted to touch your back and then watch you for a little bit, sound like terrible reasons to sneak into bed with another man. "I... I was cold." I want to roll my eyes at how feeble my lie is.

"Get out." The words are a whisper as he sits up. His naked chest rising and falling. I try to look up at his face, but I can't. "There are extra blankets downstairs in the closet."

I don't move. I don't even know if I can.

"You need to get out of my bed. Do you need me to get the blankets for you?"

I shake my head. "I don't want to go." How have I spent two days with him without noticing how intensely sexy he is? Without noticing the things he does to my body. I scoot closer to him and put a hand on his arm. When he doesn't move, I wrap both of my arms around him and try to pull him closer to me. He doesn't budge, but I end up sliding myself against him.

"You don't want this," he says. "Trust me. And I don't either."

I snort. "You're always telling me to trust you, even when I know you're wrong. I know what I want, Wyatt. Every part of my body is on fire right now." I slide a hand between his very naked legs. "And it feels like you want this as much as I do."

He closes his eyes as my fingers curl around his hard cock. "Think for a minute... were you attracted to me before tonight? Have you ever been attracted to any man?"

"It doesn't matter. I am now. Maybe you need to think a little less and listen to what your body is telling you. Does your body want me to leave? Does your dick want me to stop?" I move my hand lower on his base and then back toward its tip. Slowly teasing. His cock expands, reaching for more.

Wyatt doesn't say a word.

"Tell me to stop, and I will. Tell me you don't want this, and I'll leave. I'll go sleep outside. You'll never see me again." I pump my hand faster now. "Just one simple word, Wyatt. That's all you have to say. Can you tell me you don't want this?"

He bites his lip and falls back onto the bed. I move to my knees, my legs straddling his. His cock is just in front of my belly, and my hand is still wrapped around it. "Do you want me to keep going?"

He blows out a long breath, and I think he's never going to answer, but then his head moves up and down. Just a little. But enough to tell me he wants this.

I'm pumping him hard now, and in the reflection of moonlight I see a drop of pre-cum form on the head of his cock. I scoot down so I can lick it off. Something happens when my lips get close to his bulging head. There's a pull, and I lower myself on to him. Just kissing at first, but then my mouth opens and I take him inside me. Sucking him while I slide my fist up and down.

I've never sucked a dick before. The thought flashes in my mind, but that can't be right, can it? It feels so natural. So perfect. This can't be my first time.

Wyatt is sucking in air now. Short fast breaths, and I know that he's already close. I move faster. Licking his underside, sliding my hand along him, and scratching the fingernails of my other hand across his sac. He moans twice. The first one is long and drawn out. But the second is short. Forced. And I know it's coming. I open to it, and he shoots ropes of cum into the back of my throat.

For a second, I feel like I'm drowning. Like I'll have to cough it all up, but then I start swallowing. The more I drink, the more he gives me, but I'm going to take all of him. There's not even a question in my mind. I swallow and suck and lick until he starts to soften and even then I don't stop until I feel his hand on my shoulder.

I look up, and his smile almost makes me cry. This man who has hated me since I first came here is smiling at me now. And I smile back as I crawl up and press my body to his.

"We shouldn't have done that."

I put my hand over his mouth to stop him. "Don't ruin it by thinking. Just tell me how wonderful it was. And I'll tell you that I loved every second of it."

"It was wonderful," he says.

"And I loved every second of it. Now, not another word. Just hold me until we both fall asleep."

I roll over and he wraps his arms around me, pulling my back into him. I could be happy staying here in his arms forever.


CHAPTER FIVE



I know it's silly—we're not even leaving the cabin—but I still want to look good for him. I brush the eyeshadow across my lids and then draw in a bold black line of eyeliner. It's barely even eleven in the morning, but that doesn't matter. I glide the dark red lipstick across my lips.

This is our first day together after everything changed last night. A brand new start, and I'm going to make the best impression that I can.

Wyatt went to my car earlier and brought my luggage back to the house. It's laid open across his bed now, and I'm sorting through it. Looking for just the right thing to wear. My heart tumbles as soon as I see it.

It's nothing fancy. A sleeveless body-hugging sheath dress. The navy blue fabric is so dark, it looks black unless the sun is shining directly on it. I slip it on and look at myself. Perfect. I love it, and I hope he does too. I step into a pair of light grey pumps and walk down the stairs. Wyatt is already sitting in front of the television with the remote in his hand.

When I woke up this morning, his arms were still around me, and I pressed my back into him. His cock came to life even before he did. Just as I reached behind me to wrap my fingers around it, his hand caught mine. "Not so fast," he said. "You're not gonna talk me into that again. I should have stopped you last night."

My stomach twisted into a knot. I thought we were past that. I rolled over to face him and he slid away from me. "So, we're back to grouchy Wyatt, who doesn't want me around again? I was good enough to suck your dick last night, but now you're done with me?"

He looked like I stabbed him, and I was glad. "You still don't get it? Look at your hair." He ran his hand along the back of mine, and I closed my eyes. It was like being petted and it was my new favorite thing in the world. "You're wearing a nightgown. You snuck in my bed last night so you could give me a blowjob."

"No. I snuck into your bed so I could run my finger down your back." He lifts an eyebrow. "Maybe you don't know, but you have a very sexy back."

"So you—"

"The point is, I didn't sneak in your bed to suck your dick. That just kind of happened. And don't tell me you didn't love it as much as I did."

Wyatt rolled over. "That's just it. You shouldn't have liked it. Were you gay before you came up here? Did you ever suck a man's dick before last night?"

I sucked his. Why does he care what I did before? "It doesn't matter. I just want to be with you. This probably makes me the biggest idiot in the world, but I like you. Like actually like you."

"You never did, did you?"

I clench my jaw as he completely ignores what I just admitted to him. "I don't know. I can't remember."

"If you can't remember, that means you didn't. It's not something you forget unless you were drunk every single time you ever did it."

"I don't drink, so it wasn't that. But what difference does it make? Shouldn't that make it even hotter for you? I thought men loved to have sex with virgins."

He covered his face with his hands. "You're talking about men like you aren't one yourself. It's this cabin. I tried to warn you—I did everything I could to help you—but it changes people."

This again. I groaned. "You keep saying that, but that's not how reality works."

"If it didn't happen to me, I wouldn't believe it either."

"Did it change you from a normal man to this cold and hateful person lying beside me?"

He twisted his head and stared at me for so long that I started to feel uncomfortable. Maybe I pushed him too far. "I came up here to get away," he said. "Sound familiar? There weren't any changes until the second morning. At the time, I didn't notice them. I only realized it when I looked back, after it was too late... I wasn't a man at all when I came up here. Four years ago. I was 26 and just dumped by my boyfriend. On Thanksgiving Day in the backyard of his parents' house."

"So you... bullshit." I rolled over and got out of bed. "There's no way."

"Evan, look at yourself."

I looked down. I was wearing a nightgown, but there's nothing unusual about that. I'm still a guy. What he said is impossible.

"Look, you say you want to be with me, so today we'll do that. We'll stream movies and spend the whole day together. And I even promise to not grump." My mind shot off a million miles per hour. It was our version of a snowed-in date, and I was going to treat it like we were going out together. "But I want you to think about every choice you make today. Every single one. Think about what you would normally choose, and then think about which makes you happier. You'll see what I'm talking about."

I didn't believe him, but I did it anyway. I thought about every choice before I made it. Then I did what made me happiest. And that's what makes the disappointment in his face when he sees me so much harder to take. I want to give up as soon as I see his face drop, but I don't. This is our first date, and I'm going to take it seriously even if he isn't.

I sit in the middle of the couch and smooth my dress under me. He watches every move I make, so I pat the cushion beside me. "If this is going to be a date, you need to come sit next to me."

"I never said this was a date."

"No, I did. It's a choice that I thought about and then made. Just like you want me to do. So I would like you to choose to come sit next to me, please."

He sighs. "And that dress? And those shoes?"

"Choices I made. Not some magic cabin. I chose what made me happiest to wear. And that goes for the makeup too, before you ask."

He looks like he wants to say more, but he doesn't. He sits beside me, but not next to me. Instead, he's practically sitting on top of the arm to make sure there's as much space as possible between us. "So what do you want to watch?" he asks. “I've got The Replaceables queued up, but we could do Too Fast or Two Fast For You if wanna watch one of those.”

"My day to choose everything, right?" I hold out my hand for the remote. He doesn't want to give it up at first, but finally he does and I scroll to My Moon and Sea.

"A Korean romance series? Really?"

"I know you like to read, so you'll be fine with subtitles."

By the end of the first episode, we're both hooked, and we let the second episode automatically play. Halfway through, he asks me to pause so he can go to the bathroom. While he's gone, I scoot over even closer to the end of the couch. There's barely a foot between me and the arm now.

Before he sits back down, he stares at the gap and then at me. I don't even look at him. He knows what I did, and it was my choice, so I don't care if he likes it or not. I hear him swallow, and as he sits, his hip and arm rub against the side of my chest. I still don't say anything or even acknowledge that I'd slid over.

At the end of the episode, I make my next move. I don't try to hide it this time. I press against him and rest my head against the top of his arm. He's still warm, like there's a furnace inside him that just constantly pumps out heat. If he had stayed with me in the car, I never would have run out of gas.

His arm twitches against my cheek, and I wonder if he's had too much and is going to stand up. "Are you sure about this?"

Oh. My heart races. Is he finally going to give in and admit that there's something between us? "Yes."

"Really sure? You've thought about this? About what the old you would do?"

The old me wouldn't even be comfortable sitting on the same couch as another man. But looking at him from a distance, he seems so terrible and sad and lonely that I never want to do what he would do. "I choose this, Wyatt. I'm choosing you."

He leans away from me, and for a second, I feel empty. But then he puts his arm around my shoulders and pulls me into him. I look up at him. He's trying not to smile, but I can tell he wants this as much as I do. He always has. He was just stubborn.

"Why don't you have a Christmas tree?"

"Kinda seems pointless. It's just me here, and I don't really celebrate."

"It was just you here." I run a finger down his forearm and then pull his hand up to my mouth and kiss it. "I think we should celebrate this year."

He sits up straight. "You... What are... you mean..."

"Do you have any popcorn?" I change the subject before he has any more of a short-circuit.

He chuckles. "For us or for our tree?"

Our tree. The words echo through my brain a thousand times in less than a second. Our tree. "For us. Popcorn and cuddling kind of go together."

"Is that what we're going to do?"

"It's exactly what we're going to do."

I expect him to argue, to put up at least a token resistance, but he doesn't. He goes to the kitchen, pops a bag into the microwave, and pulls a small saucepan out of a drawer. "You like it buttery, right?"

"What a stupid question." Is he really about to add even more butter? Is it possible he's my dream man?

"That's my girl—fuck!" I look, thinking that he burned himself. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to call you that. I just... got carried away, I guess."

He looks horrified, but I smile at him. "I don't mind. Really." I don't know if I would have even noticed if he hadn't said something.

Thankfully, the microwave beeps and saves us both from anything more we might say. As soon as he pours the butter over the popcorn, the smell floats to me, and my mouth waters.

He sits beside me, and I curl myself into him tighter than I ever thought possible and grab a giant greasy handful as I press play.

It doesn't take long before we're both in butter comas. My eyes keep closing, and I don't even pretend I'm watching the show anymore. He's even worse. He snores in a giant mouthful of air, and it makes me jump. I giggle and am just about to make fun of him when I realize the reason it made me jump is that I was asleep too.

"Maybe we should turn this off?" I ask.

He stretches, and my head rises and falls with his chest. "I think we should maybe go to bed."

"Oh?" A wave of energy rushes through my body.

"And sleep. We're both tired, so nothing else. For now." He wedges his hand between me and the couch and somehow manages to pinch my ass. I yelp.

"I suppose we could rest up for later, so we can—"

"Oh my God! Do you hear that?" He jumps to his feet and rushes to the window.

I stop and listen. There's a distant rumble, but I can't make out what it is. "An earthquake?"

"A snowplow! We have to get you out of here!"


CHAPTER SIX



Everything inside me vanishes in the space between his words and my breath, and I start shaking. Why? We'd gotten so close. Everything was right. Almost perfect. And now?

"I'm calling the tow truck for you." The phone is already to his ear, and he's talking to someone I can't hear. When he hangs up, he's almost buzzing. "He said he can be here in twenty minutes. This is great. We need to get you packed."

"What if I don't want to go?" The words stick in my throat and can barely crawl out.

He looks at me for just a second before turning away. He doesn't say anything, and maybe that means he's thinking about this and about us. He remembers that he feels it too and is going to cancel the truck. "You need to change. You can't wear that."

"Wyatt, please?"

"Go through that closet." He points beside the door. "All my things are going to be way too big on you, but they'll be better than nothing. I'll go get your bags."

He goes up the stairs two at a time, and I walk to the closet like a zombie. My mind is gone. My body is just following Wyatt's commands now because it needs someone to listen to. It latched on to the closest person who sounded authoritative. And with his booming voice, I can't blame it for listening to him.

The closet is packed with winter gear. Coats and scarves and pants and boots. Some of them look smaller, girlier, so I take those. A pink coat with matching snow pants, cream-colored boots with fur lining around the top. A white knit beanie with a pink pompom at the top. White mittens and scarf.

I set it all on the couch, spread out like a buffet filled with spoiled food. Even my body has had enough now. It stops. It doesn't want to do this no matter what he said. I look at the stairs like he'll come down to tell me he's changed his mind if I just glance in that direction. There's a thud from upstairs and then a plastic whir. I assume it's him setting one of my suitcases on the floor and then pushing it aside so he can work on the other. I can't leave here. I can't leave him. I fall backward on the couch. A boot digs into the small of my back, and I barely notice it.

"You're not dressed. You need—Oh. This place works faster than I thought. But this is good. Those will fit you better and then once this magic or curse or whatever this is wears off, maybe those will change back. If they don't, burn them. You don't want them around." My only reminders of him? "Now, where are you going?"

I don't move. "Nowhere." But I'm not going there. I'm already there.

"When you came up, you thought this was your parents' cabin. Is that where you wanted to go?" he asks. "Before all this." I thought I did, but it's the last place I want to be now. "You can go there. Stay there until you change back. Then get back to your real life."

I finally look at him, and tears leak down my cheeks. "Today was supposed to be about my choices. But I don't choose any of this Wyatt. Don't make me leave. Please don't make me leave." I slide off the couch and onto my knees. It just takes me two short crawling steps to get to him. To wrap my arms around him and hold on tight. A three-year-old throwing a fit because she doesn't want to go. But what else can I do? If he could just look and see that this is what I want.

His hand slides down my hair, my cheek, and across my lips. He holds it there, and I try to memorize everything about his touch. The rough dry skin on his middle finger. The callous on his index finger that felt like a fingernail scratching my cheek. The heat that he puts off. I kiss the finger covering my mouth and hope that it will make him realize how I feel about him. Maybe it will make him remember how he feels about me.

"I'll take your luggage out to the car. Come out with me as soon as you're dressed." He pulls my arms off him like they're no more than the twist-tie on a loaf of bread, and he doesn't even look at me as he takes my suitcases and walks out.

I fall to the floor and let out a sob that shakes my whole body. But then the zombie is back. She lets my high heels fall from her feet and then stands and peels off my dress. She tosses it behind her. It doesn't matter where it goes. Then she steps into the snow pants. Pale pink sliding up her nude legs. She doesn't stop to think that she should wear something underneath other than a pair of panties. Why would it matter? She zips them and then the jacket and sits down to lace the boots up her legs.

She doesn't even stop to think that she looks cute in a giant puffy snow woman kind of way. There's no room for anything other than what he told her to do. If she lets any thoughts in, she'll fall to the floor again and never be able to move. The pain will sweep through her and Wyatt would have to carry her to her car. And he would. He wants rid of her so badly that he would carry her all the way out there through the snow that's waist deep in spots.

It's like a little of me pops above the surface when I think about that. My knees weaken and I get ready for the impact as my body hits the wood floor. But the zombie clamps down just before anything can happen and forces my thoughts away. She just puts on her beanie and mittens and pulls her hood up before she heads outside.

The sun shining on the sparkling snow is so bright it hurts. She's able to feel pain. I twist that knowledge around in my mind as she walks me down the drive, following in the path that Wyatt's body has plowed for me. I make her look around, knowing that it stings her eyes. Everything is too bright. On a day when my world is being torn apart, it should be grey. Rainy. The sky shouldn't be a cloudless, crystal blue. The evergreen trees shouldn't look so dark and green and full. The sun shouldn't dare to show itself.

The tow truck driver is already there by the time I get to the car. There's a chain connecting the back of my car to his truck and he's talking to Wyatt. Wyatt is smiling at him. Smiling because he's finally going to be rid of me.

"There she is." The tow truck driver tilts his head back and Wyatt turns to look at me. "You sure did a number on this. I don't know how you got her wedged up on this drift like you did." He chuckles. I should probably blush or laugh too. But it takes every bit of my energy and concentration to force the sides of my lips up into what I hope looks like a smile.

"She's not used to driving in weather like we have." Wyatt emphasizes the word she like it's some inside joke between us. "She doesn't really fit in around here. City girl."

My chest feels like he hit me with a shovel. I stumble backward and collide with a snowdrift that comes up to my rear. I don't know how far I would have gone if it weren't there. Maybe all the way back to the cabin.

It doesn't take the driver nearly long enough to wench my car free. The front wheels fall with quick thumps and bounces, and then it's ready. The driver smiles at me and I think he's saying goodbye. I hope so because I wave at him. But I can't take my eyes away from my car. My driver's side door. When he drives away, there's nothing keeping me here any longer.

"He put 4 gallons of gas in it. I don't know how far you need to go, so I made him give me all he had." Wyatt holds the door handle and waits for me to get closer so he can open it for me. Zombie me shuffles toward him. “I ran the engine for a bit to warm the inside for you too. Plus, turned the heated seat on. So hopefully it's all comfy for you.”

I wonder if it's a cruel joke. One last little dig while he still can. But zombie me doesn't care. She just slides into the seat once he has the door open and pulls her seatbelt on. When the door is shut, she shifts into drive and pulls away. She doesn't look back. Somehow she knows that if she does, she'll shatter.


CHAPTER SEVEN



My parents' cabin isn't that far from Wyatt's. When I was with him, it seemed like I was nowhere near it. It could have been in a different state. A different country. But it's on the same road as his cabin. Just five more miles the other day, and I would have made it. I would have never met him. My life would have never changed.

This time, the alarm beeps when I push the door open. There's no angry stranger pointing a gun at me. I wish there were. I put in the code—7447—and the beeping stops. The cabin is silent. Empty. It's appropriate.

I toss my keys on the counter. Wyatt found the cabin key for me and put it on the same ring as my car keys, so I wouldn't lose it. But I didn't bring anything else in. It's all sitting in the unlocked car in the driveway and I hope someone steals it. I hope they take the car too. I don't need anything anymore.

When I walk up the stairs to the bedrooms, I force myself to remember the times I came here as a little boy. All the times my brother would chase me up and down the steps. Eventually I was too big for him to bully, so he ignored me instead, like mom and dad did to both of us.

Even the couple of times I snuck a girl up here on my own, it was always for them. Something happens to high school girls when they find out you have a cabin in the mountains. I try to remember it all, even though I don't want to, because I know it's what Wyatt would want me to do. He threw me out of his house and made it clear that he wants nothing to do with me, but I'm still doing what he would want me to do? How pathetic am I?

My old bedroom is almost exactly like I remember it—light blue walls and dark blue curtains left from when I was little. I take a step through the door, but the air chokes me and I stop. It's so thick and heavy. I just need to open the windows and let the house breathe, but it feels like so much more than that. It's everything in my past pressing against me.

I turn around. Mom and dad's room is right across the hall, but I've never been inside it. Even now, the door is closed, and my heart beats harder as I twist the knob and enter this forbidden cave. It's not much bigger than my bedroom, but there's a king-sized bed instead of a full. I let my body fall onto it. The sheets and blankets and pillows are tucked in the closet, all bagged up to keep the dust away, and I'm still wearing the pink coat and snow pants. My boots are still on my feet.

When I close my eyes, I don't see anything. I'd thought maybe some part of my old life would reach out to me to drag me back from whatever cliff I'm leaning over. Some memory of baseball. Or an exam I passed in college even though I'd still been half drunk from the night before. Some woman who looked at me and made my stomach flip. But that never happened, did it? Not even with Miranda. I dated her because I was supposed to. I proposed because it was what people did. And when she called it off, I wasn't broken because I was in love. I was broken because I failed. I didn't live up to expectations. I lie still and let all the nothing eat away at me.
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The sound of my phone vibrating on the nightstand wakes me, and as much as I don't want to, I open my eyes to look at it. The cabin is dark now. Maybe I'll be lucky, and it'll stay dark forever.

Mom: Are you at the cabin, sweetie? Someone used your code. Is everything alright?

As soon as I see who it's from, my body fills with lead and I can barely lift my arm. It's all back, isn't it? When I was with Wyatt, I could pretend there was nothing else. But I'm not with him now, and my old life is back.

Me: Yes. And I'm fine.

Not that she would worry. She's never worried about me once in her life, so I'm sure she's not starting now. She's probably concerned someone had broken in and was stealing the towels or bottles of shampoo.

Mom: You know I'm always here for you anytime you need to talk. I love you, Cecilia.

I sigh. Yeah, always here for me. That's a new one.

Me: Love you too.

I don't even have the energy to set my phone back on the nightstand before I close my eyes again. I let it drop to my chest.
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I scream when the phone vibrates again. My shout echoes around the empty room. Why is this so difficult? I don't want to be around anyone. I don't want to talk to anyone. I want to pretend that no one else exists, and I'm the only person left.

It's a number I don't even know. I close my eyes and swipe away the call.

"Hello?” someone asks. “Are you there?"

Shit. I must have accidentally pressed the accept button.

"I can hear you breathing. Will you say something? Please?"

A tiny jolt shoots through me, but I can't place it. "What?" Whoever it is doesn't deserve a hello from me.

"Oh thank God. I've been calling all morning." That can't be. My phone has been sitting on my—oh. That explains that dream. "Um... how are you?" he asks.

"Who is this?" I sit up and hope that whatever haze surrounding me will clear.

"Wyatt. Oh, but maybe you don't know me anymore. I didn't think about that. Uh, wrong number I guess."

Of course I know him. I just never expected to hear his voice again after this morning. Yesterday? I look outside. It's light again, so did I sleep through the night? He hangs up before I can tell him.

I call him right back. "Of course I know you. Why are you calling?"

He hesitates and if I didn't hear him draw in a breath, I would wonder if he hung up on me again. "How do you feel?"

"How do you think I feel?" I pour every bit of bitterness I can dredge into my voice.

I hear him swallow. "I thought it was for the best. For both of us." He pauses, and I wonder if I'm supposed to say that I forgive him. Well, I don't. "Did I fuck up? Because it sure feels like I fucked up."

"Not at all," I say. "From the minute you saw me, you wanted to get rid of me, so you were a stunning success."

"Fuck."

"If there's nothing else, I have a lot of miserable brooding and even some languishing scheduled for today, and I'd really like to get to it."

"Wait!" His voice, that's always been so sure, is shaking. "Come back? You can still brood and languish, but do it here with me."

I shake my head. "What is wrong with you? Seriously, because it's something."

"It was all to save you. I remember what this place did to me, and I didn't want it to happen to anyone else. Especially not someone I... But that's why I did it."

I stand and walk to the window. There's a tree just outside. Dormant branches covered in snow and ice, but they're twinkling in the sunlight. "Are you happy here?"

"I... yeah."

"So you wanted to save me from the same happiness that you have now?"

Neither of us says anything. I rest my forehead against the glass. It's so cold it gives me a headache, but it feels good. I've been numb for so long that anything would feel wonderful to me. "What happens if I come back?"


CHAPTER EIGHT



Wyatt is waiting for me when I pull up next to the cabin. He's on the porch in just a t-shirt and grey sweatpants. I want to stare, but I know if I crash into anything again, I'll never hear the end of it.

"You cleared your driveway for me?"

His lips quirk up. "Shoveling is good exercise."

I turn back to look at the driveway, and I can see the shovel marks. But that's insane. His driveway goes on forever. "The whole thing?"

"I couldn't sleep last night."

I climb the now clear steps to the porch, and I want so much for us to touch. But neither of us moves. "You have to be freezing. Do you want to go inside?"

"Do you?" he asks. "You're the one who needs to give serious thought before you step in there again."

What does he think I've been doing? Since he kicked me out yesterday, there have been two lives swirling in my head. One past and one that could be. And I tried to search through the past one for something to redeem it. There had to be one thing that made me want to stay in that life. But I haven't thought of a single thing. The other life, though, has so much promise for me. So much that I want. Every time I weighed the two of them, it was an easy choice. "I already have." I walk past him and into the cabin.

I only make it a couple of steps inside before I stop. "Wyatt?"

He wraps his arms around me from behind and nuzzles his mouth into the crook of my neck. "Surprise. I hope you like it."

I laugh. There's a giant Christmas tree beside the television. The fireplace mantel is covered in fresh boughs and pinecones and dotted in red berries. I turn to face him. "I love it. You did all this?"

His eyes smolder as he stares at me. "For you, Cecilia." He kisses me, and my legs barely have the strength to hold me as his lips meet mine and his tongue presses inside me. I've imagined this kiss, but not like this. It's like dreaming of licking the icing from a spatula, but then you get that plus the whole cake. I never knew how much I needed his cake.

When our bodies finally scream for air, we look at each other. He's smiling. I might be too. My body is still so numb I'm not sure what I'm doing. "You called me Cecilia." My mom called me that yesterday, but I didn't realize it until now.

"It's your name." There's no question. He knows it is. And so do I. I nod. "We still have to decorate our tree," he says.

Our tree. I burst into laughter, and no matter what I try, I can't stop. Our cabin. This is going to be our life. Together.

"What's so funny?"

I pull him even tighter. "Everything and nothing." All the stress and anxiety of the last few days bubbles out of me, and when it's finally gone, I wipe the tears from my eyes and pull him over to the couch. "Do you even have decorations?"

"A trunk full. I went to town this morning and bought almost everything Victoria had in her store."

I feel like I'm going to explode with joy. "You didn't."

"She looked at me like I'd lost my mind. Until I told her it was for the girl I love."

Everything stops, and I know it's not because of whatever magic is in this cabin. "You..." Nothing comes out. I just mouth the word.

Wyatt nods. "I do. I love you Cecilia. I hope that one day you can feel even a tenth of what I feel for you."

I bite my lip and drop to my knees in front of him. "I feel ten times what you feel for me. I never knew it was possible to love someone as much as I love you." I tug on the waistband of his sweatpants, watching his face the entire time. The minute the cool room air hits his cock, a shiver runs through him, and I know he wants this as much as I do. I run the palms of my hands along his inner thighs. He moans but catches them before I can go any higher. "What's wrong?" I ask.

He slides to the floor in front of me—my hands still in his—and he kisses each of my fingertips. "You're over-dressed for this." He slides the zipper of my jacket down, the metal skates across my chest and tiny wisps of pleasure spread out of it as it moves between my breasts, my sternum, my belly button, down to my waist. Then Wyatt peels it open and I let it fall from my shoulders and my arms.

"These..." He leans in and takes one of my nipples in his mouth. I gasp as white hot electricity shoots through my body. "These are wonderful." I nod as his mouth continues to work on me. They certainly are.

He presses me down to the floor. His mouth never leaving my nipple as we both float down. His arms on either side of me, holding him up and pinning me. Like I could possibly want to go anywhere else. "Take your pants off."

I slide my hands under my waistband and shimmy the snow pants and panties down. When I've reached as far as I can, he sits up onto his knees, and I whimper at the absence of his mouth. "Easy, girl." He chuckles. "I'll make sure you get plenty of me for the rest of your life." Could there ever be such a thing as plenty of him?

He pulls the boots from me and then my pants and panties. "Oh, Cecilia." He's looking between my legs. My heart stutters. Is something wrong? He bends over me and licks at... Oh my God. I squirm against the floor as his tongue runs along my folds and then my clit. "You are so perfect." His words are thin as smoke as they float up to me. I inhale them and let them fill me.

"You don't know how much I want to make you come with just my tongue, but that can wait for later tonight. I need to feel you around me now." He slides the tip of his cock against my entrance and looks up at me. It seems so unreal. He's going to fuck me. His dick in my pussy. But it seems more real than anything I've ever felt before. More than any sex I ever had as a man. More than anything I ever dreamed of.

I tilt my head, and he slips inside me. It hurts at first, and I gasp as the sharp pain radiates. He stops and pulls out. "It's your first time. It gets better. Lots better. Trust me, I've been through it." He smiles, and my muscles relax as he pushes into me again. It doesn't take long for the pain to transform into something more. Once he sees he's not hurting me, he shifts his position, just a little, but it makes my breath catch.

"This... this..."

"You like this?" he asks.

I can't move my head up and down fast enough to express how much I like it.

"What about this?" He slips his hand between us, and his thumb probes until it presses against my swollen clit.

"Oh my God!" My eyes roll back so far I'm sure I'm going to be permanently blind.

"That's my girl." Each thrust is harder now, like he can't control the force of his own body. And each thrust triggers a wave of magma to move through me as his dick and thumb work together. Each building me higher and higher.

He pushes me so far that I'm sure I'm going to die. I can't draw enough breath to give my body what it's screaming for. My heart can't pump fast enough.

"Wyatt... I can't."

He's panting so hard that he can't talk at first. "Just let go... don't try to hold on." As soon as he says it, the magma bursts out into a fiery explosion. Vaporizing everything it touches as it erupts from my core. And all I can do is scream. Over and over. With each thrust into me—into my pussy—I shriek.

"Fuck me." Wyatt pulls in a breath and freezes, and then he bucks even harder. Grunting and calling my name. His face is twisted, and he's never been more handsome as he fills me with his cum.

When he pulls out, his seed mixed with my juices leaks out of me and onto the floor. He rolls over and pulls me on top of him. "I never knew it could be that good," he says. "I've never..."

"Me either. Do you think it's going to feel like this every time?"

"I think we need to investigate, don't you?" he asks just as his mouth presses against mine, and I lose myself to him again.

I struggle to catch my breath. "I think we need to make this our life's work."


EPILOGUE


Even though we've had over two feet of snow this week, the sidewalks are still completely clear and dry. This is the first time I've been in the town after dark. It could be a film set. Every brick building is covered with Christmas lights, and every window is full of decorations.

There are tables set up at each storefront, the people bundled up and sheltered in the doorways, and they each have something different. Spiced apple cider, hot chocolate, spicy pork tamales, churros. I've dragged Wyatt back to the churro table three times, and I'll do it at least three more times before we leave.

"Next year we're doing this." I tell him.

"Hosting the entire town and giving them all free food?"

"I only meant we'll volunteer to work at one of these tables, but I like your idea even better." I stand up on my toes to kiss the side of his mouth and growl. The chocolate and cinnamon on his lips make me want to devour him right here in the middle of the street in front of everyone.

"Whoa girl, we still have to make it through the ceremony. Don't get too crazy yet."

I press him against the side of a building and work my hands around to his ass. "We could skip it and go home."

"Are you forgetting that you're the one who made me come to this thing? I'd have been more than happy to stay home with you all night."

"Maybe I should listen to you more often."

He runs his finger along my bottom lip, and I lift my leg so my thigh brushes against his cock. He closes his eyes and looks like he's never been in worse pain.

"Come on, guys. They're about to start."

I recognize Lucy's voice without even looking. Two days after I moved in with Wyatt, she knocked on our door with a pecan pie and pumpkin roll. Somehow, she found out I was living there and wanted to welcome me and to invite me to lunch with a few of the other girls in town. In just four weeks, we've all become such close friends that it feels like I've known them my entire life.

Wyatt insisted he didn't tell anyone, and the more I see him interact with the people in town, I believe him. He communicates to them mostly with grunts and other almost unintelligible sounds. There's no way he could have dashed off a series of clucks and sideways glances to the town rumor mill without me noticing. I suspect Lucy's husband, Henry, is the real culprit. He's the tow truck driver, so he knows my car. He could have spotted it parked in our driveway.

"Yo, lovebirds, you can make out afterward. That's when the rest of us do it." Apparently, ignoring her won't make her go away. I give Wyatt one last quick kiss and turn around. She's got a huge goofy grin on her face as she pulls me into a hug. "Merry week before Christmas!"

I squeeze her and let go. "Merry week before Christmas to you too." Wyatt just grumbles behind me. "He says 'same,'" I tell her.

"Oh, I know. The last few years we've all had to learn how to speak Wyatt." She giggles. "Between you and me, I'm glad he was finally able to get a woman. And a sexy one like you. It must be so hard without being able to speak." Wyatt glares at her, but she just winks at him and laughs.

The three of us walk to the town square. It's really just a little open space outside the town office building, but almost every inch of it is taken up by an enormous spruce tree now.

There are around 200 people who live in the town, and I think every one of them is here tonight. We form a tightly packed half circle around the tree. Mayor Denlinger is at the base next to a giant switch.

As soon as we get close, Henry comes over and wraps an arm around Lucy. I look up at Wyatt waiting for him to do the same to me, but he's looking up at the tree. "Is this bigger than the ones they normally get?" I ask.

"Dunno. Never came to this before."

"Seriously?"

"Yep." He turns to me and pulls me tight against him. "Never had a reason to come before."

Just as he says it, the mayor shouts out the countdown, and I have to blink away tears.

He flips the switch, and every one of us oohs at the same time. Even Wyatt. The entire tree is covered in lights and the glow bathes the white ground around it in daylight.

Wyatt twists me so I'm facing him, and he leans in. His lips are so close to mine that I can almost feel them, but he stops. "So, what do you think?" he asks.

"It's still a week away, but I think this is already the best Christmas I've ever had." I kiss him, and he slides a hand behind me and squeezes my ass.
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CHAPTER ONE



“What’s this? I’m not wearing this.” Julian looked at the bra his mother handed to him. It’s light blue with satin cups covered in lace the same color.

“Just trust me on this. You’ll feel more comfortable with it on. Put it on; you’ll see.”

“I’m a grown-ass adult man. I can’t wear a bra.”

“You’re an adult man who had to move in with his mom and who’s grown boobs. You need the support.” In more ways than one, she thought.

“They are definitely not boobs. Don’t call them that. They’re just… fatty lumps or something.”

“I’m not arguing. Quit being a baby and put it on. Then let me see.”

She walked away while he held the bra up. After looking at it, he slipped his arms through the straps and fastened it behind him. He adjusted himself in the cups and then looked in the mirror, turning left and right. It was surprisingly comfortable, and he liked the way it held his boobs. Satisfied, he pulled his shirt on and walked to the living room.

“Well?”

“Well what?”

“Let’s see the bra. What do you think?”

“Oh. I like it. It’s cute. Thanks.” He puffed his chest out a little.

“Does it fit? Let me see.”

“Yeah, it fits, and no. I’m not just going to show you my boobs.”

She noticed how he was suddenly calling them his boobs. “I’ll go tomorrow and buy you some more.”

“Fine. Whatever. Now flip it; the soccer game starts in a minute.”


CHAPTER TWO


CARA


Cara couldn’t believe it when she got the call. Julian’s wife Ella had found him cheating on her. Again. This time, she kicked him out and filed for divorce. He told her he wouldn’t contest it. He knew it was his fault. Cara was disappointed he’d done this, and even more disappointed that she found out about it from her soon-to-be-ex daughter-in-law.

She called Julian, but he didn’t answer or return her texts. It was a week later when he finally called her. Not because he was ready to talk, but because he needed a place to stay. After Ella kicked him out, he moved in with his mistress. They thought they were in love and would be together forever, but she thought differently once she was with him all day, every day. Now, she told him he had to leave by Saturday. That’s when he finally came crawling to his mom.

Cara couldn’t turn him away, but she hoped it wouldn’t be like old times. Throughout school, he had been a handful. He thought he was more charming than he really was and, therefore, thought he could get away with more than he really could. He never realized she was the reason he didn’t get into more trouble. She’s the one who met the high school principal when he’d stuffed piece after piece of chewed bubblegum inside a girl’s flute. In his junior year of college, she’s the one who called his landlord to beg him not to evict her son. She never got back any of the extra security deposit she was forced to pay. The first time Ella found out Julian had cheated on her, it was Cara who convinced her to give him one more chance.

“I wish I’d had a daughter instead of a son.”

Cara muttered this under her breath so many times while Julian was growing up, and she did it again as she watched him carry his television into her house. She knew he had too much of his father in him. He was just as irresponsible and reckless as Julian, maybe more. And just like with Julian, Cara always cleaned up his messes. Until the day he left her. Julian was eight, and she already knew he was going to be trouble. In a way, it was a relief to only have one man to clean up after instead of two.

The next couple of weeks were exactly what Cara thought they would be. Julian was lazy and demanding, as always. He’d been unemployed over a month and didn’t even look for a job. Every time Cara would mention it, he would say he’s too heartbroken. He needed a little more time to heal. And each time, she accepted his excuse, even though she knew it was just an excuse.

Today, though, was the final straw. She came home from the grocery store, and he yelled at her because she forgot to buy his beer. She stayed calm at first and explained that, since she doesn’t drink, it had just slipped her mind. But when he demanded she go back to the store, she’d had it.

“I wish I’d had a daughter instead of a son.”

With each repetition of the phrase, the anger built inside her until the last wall crumbled. There is someone who could help me with this.

[image: ]



She parked in front of the house. It’s a typical two-story suburban home—pale yellow siding, black shutters, and a red door. There’s a lawn sign promoting diversity and understanding, just like in front of many of the homes in this neighborhood. Cara walked up the three concrete steps and knocked on the door. She scheduled this appointment ahead, so she knew she was expected. But she wasn’t sure what to expect. In her imagination, the inside of the home would be dark. The fabrics and carpets would be black and dark maroon. The curtains would all be drawn, and the only light would come from 3 black candles in the center of a low, round table.

When Nirah opened the door, she smiled. She was wearing a bright yellow top and white shorts. She held the door open and motioned Cara to step inside.

“Cara! It’s so wonderful to see you again!” Her pink braids swayed as she hugged her old friend.

“You too. It’s been way too long.”

“It really has! Follow me. You can tell me more about your problems as we walk.”

Cara looked around. There was nothing black to be seen. Typical grey walls, grey and brown floors, plants, pictures of family. This was nothing like Nirah’s dorm room. She followed the woman downstairs, expecting that maybe things would be different there. But it was more of the same.

As they settled on opposite sides of a small walnut writing table, Cara told Nirah why she had driven the four hours to see her. She told her all about her troublesome son. The way he seemed to grow more irresponsible as he got older instead of growing more mature. She told her about his condescending attitude of entitlement. And she told her that she just couldn’t take any more—that she knew if Julian had been born a girl instead of a boy, she wouldn’t have these issues with him—and she came to the only person she knew who could help fix that problem.

Nirah leaned back in her chair and stared at the woman sitting across from her. “This is a very serious thing to ask. Very serious. You’re changing someone’s entire life. That’s not something you should just do on a whim.”

“Oh, this isn’t a whim. I’ve thought about it for years. Every time he does something stupid and I have to get him out of a new trouble he’s trapped in, I think about this. And I’m sure I’m right. I just know that he’s too much like his father. This would have never happened if he would have been born a girl… if he’d been my daughter.”

“You know I’d do anything for you Cara, but this is a lot. I can do it, but I really don’t think you should ask me to. It’s so drastic, and it may not even fix the problem. There’s a reason the old saying ‘be careful what you wish for’ has been around for centuries. If we do this, he’ll become the woman that he would have been if he’d been born a cisgender girl. I’ll have no control over what kind of woman that is.”

“I understand all that, and I really wouldn’t be here if I didn’t know in my heart that this will make his life so much better. You know how it is. A mother just knows. This is what he needs. And it is drastic, but I’m desperate. I’ve tried everything. This is the only thing that can help him.” She wiped a building tear away from her eye.

Cara had to make the witch understand. She’d thought about this for years, since Julian was caught trying to set the class cat on fire in fourth grade. Since then, she’s watched helplessly as her son’s life kept slipping further and further into bleakness. As she cleaned up mess after mess, she thought about this moment—about asking her old friend to do something so extreme that it should be unthinkable. But she was convinced that only something extreme could turn Julian’s life around now.

Nirah’s head dropped. “OK. I’ll do it. I just wanted to be sure you understood. Did you bring the money?”

Cara pulled an envelope from her purse. Ten thousand dollars. Nirah told her that a complicated and powerful spell like this would normally cost at least fifty thousand. She couldn’t do it for free, but she was giving as much of a discount as she could. A witch had to earn a living.

Nirah took the envelope without looking inside. “And then I’ll need several strands of his hair, his favorite childhood toy, and… a sample of his semen. I’m not sure how you’ll be able to get that.”

“That won’t be a problem. He leaves his filthy wadded tissues all over his room, like I don’t know what they are. I don’t know how anyone can have the sex drive that he does.”

“I can perform the incantations once I receive those. You can just mail them to me. That will be easier than driving all this way again. And I wouldn’t be comfortable if I didn’t ask one more time: Are you sure you want to do this?”

“I have never been more sure of anything in my life.”

Nirah sighed as Cara answered.


CHAPTER THREE


JULIAN


Every morning now, as soon as Julian dried off from his shower, he pulled on his boxers and a bra. No matter what he was doing that day, he felt naked unless he had a bra on. And he had a large collection—blacks, whites, nudes, blues, pinks—satin cups, lace cups, even a couple with cotton cups. But why would he wear something made of boring cotton when he had so many other pretty choices?

He noticed his mom had been acting differently recently. Before, she always seemed annoyed with him. She was always in a bad mood for some reason. But now that lifted. Now, he sometimes caught her looking at him with a smile wide across her face. When she’d notice that he saw her, she’d look away, and the smile would fade. He wondered what was going on with her. Whatever it was, she kept buying him things, so he didn’t mind.

“What’s this?” He looked at the shopping bag she just dropped into his lap.

“I thought of you while I was at the mall today. They had a display with the cutest purple bra. I thought you might like it.”

Julian practically ripped the bag apart as he opened it. “Ooh, I don’t have a purple one yet! What’s the other stuff here, though?”

“Oh. There was a sale on panties too, so I got you a few. Just to try. To see if you like them.”

“Seriously? I can’t wear panties. Those are for women. That was stupid.”

“I know. I don’t know what I was thinking. I just thought maybe they would match some of your bras. That would be cute, maybe, to match them.”

“Yeah. I guess. Maybe… But I still can’t do that.”

“No. I just wasn’t thinking. But maybe you could try on at least one pair to see what you think. Just to see. Before I take them back.”

“I suppose I could while they’re here. I need to try on the bra anyway.”

Julian took the bag into his room. With the door closed, he stripped off all his clothes and took the purple bra from the bag. This is really pretty. I hope it fits. When he slipped it over his breasts, he smiled. It fit perfectly and looked even prettier than he thought it would.

He reached into the bag and pulled out the pair of panties that match the bra. They’re the same purple satin material, but these have cream-colored lace panels on the sides. These are pretty too. He found the front and held them out so he could step into them. A wave of electricity flowed up his legs as he pulled the panties up. The higher he went, the more he could feel the tingling. When he had them around his waist and had his boy parts tucked safely inside the smooth fabric, he looked in the mirror and fell in love. This set is gorgeous! I can’t believe Mom wanted to take these back. No way! He knew they needed washed, but he didn’t care. He pulled his clothes over them and walked back to the living room, where Cara was waiting for him.

“Well?”

“The bra is a perfect fit. I’ve got it on now.” He spun a little so she could see from the sides. “I only tried on one pair of panties, but they fit too. I’ll try the others on later and then get them all thrown in the hamper so you can wash them.”

“So, you’re keeping them?”

“If they fit, yeah, but they all look like they will. Thanks for getting them. I needed new underwear. All mine are… just so blah.”

“You’re welcome. So, you like them? Like how they look and feel?”

He looked at her. “Um, yeah. Why?”

“Oh. I was just making sure. You know, you really should think about shaving your legs someday. I know how you like the smooth panties and bras. I bet you’d love smooth legs, too.”

He squinted just a little. “Yeah, I might try that tomorrow when I shower. That could be a good idea.”
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Cara couldn’t believe it. She looked across the room to her son standing proudly with his breasts encased in silky material and now wearing matching panties and agreeing to shave his legs, too. As much as she tried to contain it, she had to smile. It was like finally seeing the sunshine after a week of flooding rains. From the corner of her eye, she saw Julian looking at her strangely, but she didn’t care. Every once in a while, he would look at her like that when she was smiling. No doubt he was wondering what had made her so happy. The poor boy had no clue.

Just the other day, she was talking to him about dinner when she noticed his voice. It was so much higher pitched and brighter than usual.

“Your voice is really pretty today.”

“My voice?”

“Yeah. I like it.”

“Uh… good. It’s the same voice I’ve had since I was a teenager, so I’m glad you like it.”

Like with everything else, she couldn’t believe that he hadn’t noticed. He just accepted it as natural, the way things had always been. The same way he accepted that his breasts were a natural part of him that he’d always had. She wondered how powerful the spell was. Was she the only one who could remember the real past? Was everyone else just as blinded as Julian was? Her thoughts were interrupted by Julian’s singing. He was doing a pitch perfect rendition of a pop song by a female artist. Cara felt like she would explode from the thrill.

One Friday night, she and Julian watched television—one of his shows, of course, just like always, whether or not she liked it—and a commercial gave her an idea. It was just a standard advertisement for a chain restaurant. In it, a mother and her daughter ate at the restaurant once a week to catch up with each other. Cara stared at the television. She wanted a relationship like that, but… could it work? Was it pushing things too far too soon?

“What are you doing tomorrow?”

“Me?”

“Yeah.” Like there could have been someone else she was talking to. “Do you have anything planned?”

“No. Why? America’s Next Best Good Boy: Dog Slalom is on at 4. I’ll watch that, but that’s it.”

“Then how about you and I go out for lunch tomorrow? My treat.”

“Yeah sure. Like, you mean you go get carryout and bring it back here? We could do that.”

“No. I mean a real sit-down meal at a restaurant.”

“Oh. For real? I’d rather just get it and bring it back here. It’s easier. You don’t have to get all dressed up then.”

When you live your life in old T-shirts and shorts, putting on anything else counts as getting dressed up. “Nothing fancy. Maybe that place with the free breadsticks. I just saw them on TV, and it looked good. You like them.”

“Yeah. They’re pretty good.”

“Good. Let’s plan on doing that, then.”

“I’ve lost so much weight, though. I don’t know if I have anything to wear.”

Just the way his newly feminine voice almost whined the words made Cara’s heart skip a beat. “I’ll figure something out for you. You know I always take care of you.”

The next morning, Cara pulled nearly everything she owned out of her closet at one point or another. Julian was the same size as her now, so he could wear one of her outfits. But which one? It couldn’t be anything too feminine. She knew that would scare him off right away. But she wanted it to be something that unmistakably belonged on a woman. What was the point of pushing him if she didn’t force him to make any progress? Finally, she found just the outfit and waited for him to get up.

It was almost noon when she heard him slip into the bathroom. “Hey, I dug through some old clothes today and found an outfit that should fit you.”

“OK.”

“Wear a nude bra and panties today.”

“OK.”

When he walked out of his bedroom just wearing his bra and panties, she thought she was going to faint. She didn’t know he was so comfortable in his new body that he would just walk out in his underwear like that. Try as she did to avoid it, her gaze was eventually drawn between his legs. She could still tell there was something a little extra there, but it wasn’t much, and it would be easily hidden behind his clothes. She wanted to ask if he was somehow tucking things away or if his front was already becoming that smooth on its own, but she didn’t dare.

“So here it is.” She hands him a pair of white shorts and a black and white striped V-neck shirt. She kept her fingers crossed that he wouldn’t object to it.

“Where did you find this?”

“Just digging through some old things and came across it.”

“Where was it? I don’t remember ever wearing this.”

She ignored his question. “I washed it up for you. Try it on, so we know if it fits.”

He took the clothes and pulled them on in front of her. The old Julian would have never done this. From the age of five, he would never let her see him in just his underwear. He would always dress alone in his room and come out when he was ready. Cara’s heart beat faster. This was the first personality change that she noticed.

When he had the shorts and top on, he looked every bit a woman. His hair was still too short, and his face was too plain, especially without makeup. But if he had longer hair, makeup, and jewelry on, even she would have never guessed that he was secretly a man.

“So, how does it look?”

He’s actually asking her opinion about it? “It looks good. It fits great. Go look.”

He walked into his bedroom, no doubt to look at himself in the full-length mirror there. When he didn’t come right back out, her stomach sank. He must not like it. What if even this is too much?

“It does look good.” He called out to her. “I like it. But I can’t find any shoes to wear with it.”

He was looking for shoes to go with his first woman’s outfit? Cara wanted to cry, but she knew she couldn’t. “Hold on. I might have that taken care of, too.”

She had desperately wanted to try getting him to wear a pair of saddle-colored wedge sandals today. It broke her heart to put them back into her closet, but she knew that would be too far for him. She couldn’t wait for the day when she and her daughter would be able to fully share clothes with no concerns at all. Today, though, she just had a simple pair of black canvas shoes for him to wear. Unisex, but the low profile and the size eight marked them as women’s shoes. As she carried them to his room, she wondered if these would even fit. She had assumed since her clothes would fit him now, that her shoes would too. She hadn’t stopped to actually look at his feet though.

She needed have worried. He took the shoes from her without a word and slipped them on. They fit perfectly. He was the absolute image of a casual young woman running her weekend errands. Cara could not have been more excited.


CHAPTER FOUR


JULIAN


Julian couldn’t explain it, but just that simple trip to a restaurant with his mother opened up a whole new world to him. Before then, he dreaded leaving the house and tried to never do it. But there was something freeing about being out that day. Something he had never felt before, but something that exhilarated him. Now it wasn’t unusual for him to go out four or five times each week.

For the first couple of trips, he had to raid his mom’s closet for clothes. They were the same size even down to the shoes, and he really had nothing in his closet to fit him. The more he left the house, though, the more that changed. He accumulated things each time he went out. First, just some shorts and shirts. Then shoes. Then a few earrings and necklaces. Today he was wearing a skirt that he had just bought two days ago. He didn’t realize it, but this was the first time in his life—his male life—that he had worn a skirt. It was a golden yellow maxi skirt with white magnolia flowers printed on it, and he was wearing it with a white cotton eyelet crop top and saddle-colored cork sandals with a three-inch wedge heel. He had found the shoes buried in the back of his mom’s closet, and as soon as he saw them, he knew he had to wear them.

He wanted to look good today because he had an appointment at a nail salon. This was his first manicure and pedicure, and he wanted to look pretty. He was so excited that he checked in almost twenty minutes early. Luckily, there was a chair available, so the woman working the counter walked him back to it.

With his feet out of his sandals, he slipped them into the tub of jetted warm water in front of the chair. He leaned back in the chair and toyed with the message settings while he waited for the manicurist. He decided he could very easily get used to this, and he started to think of ways that he could afford to do this at least once a month. Too soon, there was a woman bent over Julian’s feet. Her accent was so thick, he had trouble understanding her. But she was very friendly, so they eventually worked out a system of smiles and nods that they both understood.

With his toenails shaped and painted a pale metallic blue, the woman led him to the table where she would do his manicure. He had already told her what he wanted—gel extensions going nearly half an inch past the tips of his fingers. He wanted something dramatic. Continuing the dramatic look, he picked out a bright, almost florescent pink nail color. For some reason, he liked the color pink much more than he used to.

Once the manicurist began applying the color to his nails, the woman at the table next to them leaned over to get a closer look.

“Ooh. I love that color. Sexy!”

“Thanks!”

“I’m Paige by the way.” The small brunette smiled at Julian.

“Good to meet you. I’m Jillian.” It was just a slip up at first—Jillian had somehow mispronounced her own name—but as soon as the name left her lips, it felt right. She wondered why it sounded weird to her even for just a second? Why would her name sounds strange to her?

The two girls spent the rest of the time in the nail salon chatting. Paige was having some friends over that weekend for a moving party. Her old apartment would be empty except for a stereo and whatever food and alcohol people brought. It was one final farewell to the place where she had lived for two years, but more importantly, it was one last chance to piss off the neighbors who she had hated for almost two years. Jillian thought it sounded like fun and promised that she would be there. Before leaving the salon, the two exchanged numbers.

On Saturday, Jillian started getting ready at five o’clock. As she looked in the mirror, she told herself that she had to get a hair appointment soon. For some reason, her hair had been so wild and shaggy looking recently. Before she could try to work a miracle with that, though, she pulled out her makeup bag. She went shopping yesterday just for this.

After foundation and concealer—she really needed to start sleeping better—came the fun part. She lined her crease with a deep blood red shadow and then blended that into a pink on the rest of her eyelids. Over that, she brushed a glittery translucent powder. Then she did a very bold and very black winged eyeliner that extended up away from her eyes, lifting them. With the false eyelashes she stuck in place, she already looked fantastic, and she hadn’t even finished yet. Next, she filled in her eyebrows, making them a dark brown in contrast to the light blonde of her hair. Finally came the lips. A red that reminded her of a lunar eclipse. It was almost the perfect match for the eyeshadow. When she was finished, she looked in the mirror and blew herself a kiss. She was stunning. She loved getting all dolled up like this.

Jillian had a great time at the party. It felt like years since she’d been out, and being there lifted a giant weight off her shoulders. She felt free for the first time since she’d had to move in with her mom. By the time she was on her fifth drink, she could barely tell who she was. For some reason, she started to think of herself as a man. She tried to laugh it off, but the feeling stayed with her. She needed something to clear her head. Looking around the room, she saw just the thing.

“Hey. You. Why so tonight alone?” Her words were a slurred jumble as she approached the man standing by himself against the wall.

He was taller than her, but skinny. His glasses made him almost nerdy looking, and right then, she thought he was the sexiest man in the room. She didn’t even give him a chance to respond before she pushed her body into his and started swaying back and forth against him. He started moving against her and soon they were in some sort of strange dance. When that song ended and the next one started, Jullian threw her arms around the man’s neck and stopped moving side to side. She stared into his eyes and smiled. This was exactly what she needed. He didn’t say anything, so she rose up on her toes and kissed him.

First, it was chaste. He didn’t open his mouth, no matter what she did. But then he finally did, and her tongue slipped inside. She could taste the sour cream and onion chips on his breath, and she wondered if he could taste the drinks that she had had. As she kissed him, she moved her hand along his body, trying to find the buckle of his belt. Each time she got close, though, he would pull her hand away. He gently took her by the wrist, put her hand back around him, and pulled her more tightly into the kiss. But then her hand would slip away once more.

Finally, he broke away from the kiss and smiled at her. “Honey, this is fun, and I could do it all night. But you’re drunk, so we’re not doing anything more than this. Plus, I’m not here alone.”

Jillian panicked. Had she just made out with another woman’s man? She looked around but didn’t see any jealous eyes or a mouth twisted up in anger. Just then, another man walked up to them.

“Paul, look, I made a new friend.”

“I see that. What’s her name?”

“Jillian,” she said as she sized up the newcomer. He was even more handsome than this man. And very muscular too. Maybe this would go from a good night to a fantastic night.

“Jillian, meet Paul. He’s my boyfriend.”

“Jillian, nice to meet you. I saw you and Dion having fun together. Should I be jealous?” He laughed.

“Oh my God, you’re… I’m so sorry! This is embarrassing. ”

“Honey, do not be embarrassed or sorry about that. Gay or straight, that was still phenomenal. If I were just a new baby gay on the fence, maybe you would have even convinced me that I was straight. I’m going to have you give some tips to Paul, though, because after tonight, I have higher expectations.” He laughed while Paul acted affronted.

Too embarrassed to try with anyone else, Jillian stayed with Paul and Dion the rest of the night. They were hilarious and seemed like so much fun.

At the end of the night, Paige threw her arms around Jillian, and the two stayed like that for a while.

“Thank you so much for coming tonight. I hope you had fun.”

“So much fun. I had such a good time.”

“Yeah, I saw you making out with Dion. You two looked hot.”

“It was hot. What a shame that he and Paul are wasted by being gay.”

Paige laughed. “Wanna do something next Friday? Go out somewhere?”

“Um, yes!”

“Awesome! Girl, we’re going to get you laid this Friday. You clearly need it. And we’ll make sure it’s by a straight man. Or maybe bi.”

Jillian really did need to get laid. All she could think about was fucking every man who walked by her. But she knew there was a problem in her panties that kept her from having any of them. She couldn’t let them find out about that.

“We’ll see!” Maybe there was something she could do that would ease some of this pent up desire…


CHAPTER FIVE


JILLIAN


Friday evening came, and Jillian was dressed in another new purchase. A bright blue bodycon dress with a halter neck. The front was cut low enough to give everyone a view of her generous cleavage, and the back plunged almost to the top of her panties. She wore it with spike-heeled silver sandals. Tonight, she looked good enough to eat, if she did say so herself. Her mother, though, disagreed.

“Is that what you’re wearing?” she asked when Jillian walked out of her bedroom.

“Yep! Like it?” She turns so her mother can see it from all sides.

“It’s cute. It’s just a little revealing. That’s all. Why don’t you let me see if I can find something that might be better?” She walked around the counter and toward her bedroom.

“No, that’s OK. But thanks. I like this.”

“You’re sure? You don’t want to try anything else?”

Try something else when she was practically screaming fuck me in this dress? Why would she want that? “No. I love this one. Don’t know when I’ll be home, but if it’s late, I’ll be quiet so I don’t wake you.”

“Oh… OK. Love you.”

“Love you too.” Jillian had her bag and headed out the door.

The inside of the club was full of people grinding together and lights flashing off every surface. Jillian’s eyes went wide as soon as she and Paige walked in.

“I love this place already!” She shouted over the music to her friend.

“Right? It’s the best!”

The two friends circled around the crowd once before settling into a dark booth in the corner of the room.

“So which one?”

“What?”

“Don’t what me. Which man? I told you we’re going to get you laid tonight. And you’re certainly dressed the part. So which one is it going to be?”

Jillian’s cheeks heated at the thought. Thanks to a little quirk in her anatomy, she might not be able to get laid by a stranger in the way Paige meant, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t have fun. She looked around the crowded room, searching for someone who wasn’t with another girl and who was still cute enough for her to be interested in. After a minute, she saw him.

“That one.” She pointed toward the crowd on the dance floor. “White guy, curly brown hair. Red shirt.”

Paige found him right away. He certainly stood out. And he was standing at the edge of the floor talking to a buddy, a male buddy. “No sign of a girlfriend. Go get him, tiger!”

“Rawr, bitch.”

As soon as he saw her coming, the man stopped talking and stared. Jillian appreciated the attention and rewarded him with a little extra sex in her walk as she approached him. She grinned, knowing that this would be the one.

“I’m Jillian.” She said as soon as she was close enough to be heard over the music.

“I’m Dylan. This is Bryson.”

“Hi Bryson.” Jillian turned to him for just a second before refocusing on Dylan. “Are you here alone tonight?”

“Yep. All alone.” Bryson took this as his cue to walk away.

“Poor thing.” She slid a hand along his chest. “Maybe I can keep you company?”

“I’d very much like that if you would.”

“Me too. Come with me.” She grabbed his hand and lead him away from the crowd. When she turned, she saw Paige motioning to the booth as she left it unoccupied. Jillian practically pushed Dylan onto the bench before sliding in after him. She made sure to rub her body against his as she did.

“So, um, do you want a drink?” He asked her. He looked so cute with the dazed look in his eyes.

“Not really.” She leaned into him even more and pressed her lips against his.

Soon, his hands were all over her body, and she leaned into every touch, as if each one somehow drew her closer to him. And closer to him was exactly where she wanted to be.

Her ass bumped the table out of the way as she spun to straddle him. She could feel his heat between her legs, and she wished that she could take him inside her right then in the booth. She didn’t care who was watching or who could hear them. She just wanted him. Leaning into him, she smothered him with her breasts, and he took up the challenge. Soon, he had one breast free of her dress and her bra. He massaged it with his hand, and then his lips found her eager nipple. A soft, feminine moan escaped her lips as her head started to fall backward. His mouth was moving more and more rapidly now. Sucking harder and harder. Each of her breaths became heavier and more forceful. The scratch of his stubble on the sensitive skin of her breast sent her into wild ecstasy. She wanted to howl, but she kept her bottom lip firmly pressed between her teeth, knowing that little blink of pain was the only thing keeping her in control of her body.

While Dylan sucked her—her nipple already starting to chafe from the pressure and the action of his lips—she ran her hand down his chest. When she got to his waist, she yanked his shirt untucked and shimmied her hand into his waistband. She couldn’t see what she was doing, but she knew what she was feeling for. Her hand snaked closer and closer. Warmer… Soon she felt the brush of his hair against her palm, and she knew she was close. She felt the heat he was giving off, and when she finally wrapped her fingers around it, she wondered how the whole bar didn’t feel the warmth.

She tried to move her hand up and down his length, but his pants were too tight to let her hand move that freely. Instead, she squeezed him, milking him just as he was milking her tit. He started to growl against her breast, and that just made her squeeze harder. She was pumping her hand as fast as she could and she felt his cock throbbing back against her. Its beats were syncing with hers. Squeeze, throb, squeeze, throb, squeeze. But she released the grip on his manhood. She didn’t want him to come just yet.

He muttered a soft whine against her breast, but she leaned her mouth next to his ear. “Undo your pants.” His hands practically flew to his waist. In just seconds, she felt the tightness that was confining her arm relax. She knew she had full access to him now. After a couple more squeezes, she slid her body down his, falling to her knees on the dirty floor of the booth.

Above her, Dylan slid the table back into place, presumably trying to hide what was about to happen, but it was a wasted effort. The bar was too dark. The music too loud. The patrons too drunk or too enclosed in their own spheres to notice or care what was happening at a booth in an abandoned corner.

Jillian freed his cock just as the table slid over her head. Now that she was face to face with it, she was surprised it wasn’t glowing ember orange with the heat radiating from it. She lifted to take it into her mouth, but the back of her head hit the table. No matter. She was a lioness, and this cock was her prey. She would not be deterred. It would be hers. She tilted her head to the side and took his head into her mouth.

Dylan shifted in his seat and quickly looked around. “Girl, you’re fucking nuts.”

No, I’m fucking cock. Jillian laughed at the stupidity of the thought that popped into her head. She leaned forward to take more of him into her mouth. She wasn’t sure she could take all of him, but she wanted to try. After a couple of quick bobs up and down, to get herself ready more than anything, she relaxed her throat and slid down on him. Soon, she felt the hairs at the base of his manhood tickling her nose. Knowing she was able to fit all of him inside her mouth and throat made her smile.

She lifted her head away from him, ready to move her lips up and down his shaft, when she banged her head against the table again. The back of her head started throbbing, and she felt Dylan jump in surprise at the noise. Still, as far as she could tell from her safe fort under the table, no one noticed a thing.

Being more careful this time, she moved her head up and back in earnest. Slowly to be safe. His cock slid in and out of her throat, and despite herself, she started to move faster. She needed this. She needed it now. Dylan must have felt the same because he started slowly grinding his hips up and down in rhythm with her. Her breaths became pants as she moved faster. And now she could feel Dylan’s cock come to life on its own. It tensed and then released its milky treasure inside her mouth. Like the good girl that she was, Jillian worked her tongue around, swallowing all of it.

When she pulled her mouth away, a flash of red light from the dance floor lit a thin string of cum stretched between her lips and Dylan’s cock. Unwilling to waste any, she darted forward and kissed it up. She had to make sure that every drop of it was hers.

Jillian carefully slithered up to the seat next to Dylan and leaned into his ear. “You’re so fucking delicious.” She wrapped her lips around his earlobe and sucked before nuzzling against the side of his neck.

“You’re goddamned insane.” He half yelled to be heard over the music.

“Mmm… In a good way or a bad way?”

“In the absolute best way. Can I call you sometime?”

She bit his neck before pulling away. Looking him in the eye, smiling, she pushed her breast back inside her bra and tucked it into her top. “I really need to go find my friend, but thank you. That was fantastic. You were fantastic.”

She gave him a quick kiss on the lips and walked away.


CHAPTER SIX


CARA


The next morning the sound of the door wakes Cara. Sometime between a rerun of Log Cabin Lumberers and the Princess PandaPants show that was on now, she had fallen asleep. Twisting her neck, she tried to stretch the crick, but it didn’t work. She turned and watched her daughter creeping in like she was sixteen-years-old.

“Are you just getting home?”

Jillian jumped. “God, you scared me. Did you stay up all night?”

Cara glances at the pillow behind her head and the blanket that she kicked onto the floor at some point. “So, you must have had fun.”

“I did.” Jillian doesn’t smile, but there’s a sparkle in her eye. “Looks like I missed quite the slumber party here.”

“So, what did you do?” Based on her daughter’s look, she really wanted to ask who did you do, but she didn’t.

“Just went to a couple of bars with Paige. We had fun. It was late, so I stayed with her. I didn’t want to wake you.”

“Well… So, just the two of you?”

“Yeah. We invited a couple of other friends, but they weren’t able to make it.”

“Does Paige have an extra bedroom, or did you sleep on the couch?”

“No. That honor is all yours, apparently.” Jillian chuckles.

“So, she has an extra bedroom?”

“What’s with all the questions? I’m still tired. I’m going back to bed.”

Cara watched as Jillian walked down the hallway and closed her bedroom door behind her. She leaned against the back of the couch and sighed. This wasn’t how things were supposed to turn out.

Cara didn’t see Jillian until almost eleven. It wasn’t like her to sleep that late—not like the new her, the her that was supposed to be improved. When she did finally come out, she was wearing an oversized T-shirt that hung almost to her knees. Her hair was a mess, and she still had last night’s makeup smeared around her eyes. Her lipstick was almost totally gone. She made a cup of coffee and then practically fell onto the couch.

Cara had decided she wouldn’t ask any more questions. Jillian was an adult, and if she wanted to spend the night doing who-knows-what, she was entitled to do so without the invasion of her privacy. But her curiosity proved too much, and eventually she wore down the hungover woman. Cara found out that everything Jillian said earlier was true. She did go to two different bars. It was just her and Paige. And she did spend the night at Paige’s apartment. Cara’s breath caught when Jillian confirmed that she and Paige shared a bed. She immediately made plans to call Nirah and have that fixed, but Jillian explained that there was nothing between them. Something made Cara ask if there was someone else who Jillian was maybe interested in. She knew by the pause that there was.

“So? Who is it?”

“Who is what?”

“You know.”

“I don’t.”

Cara just stared at her.

“I don’t!” Jillian looked away. “I mean… what if there was? Not someone serious. Just someone I had something with.”

“So you didn’t really stay at Paige’s last night. At least not alone. I knew—”

“No, I did. I swear. This was… separate. Different. And it was strange. I just… Forget I said anything. You don’t need to worry about it.”

“You’re my daughter. I’m always going to worry. So tell me.”

“It was a guy. And we… it doesn’t matter. Anyway, we just fooled around a little. All totally safe! And I liked it. But ever since, there’s just been something.”

Cara looked at her, but Jillian wouldn’t meet her eyes.

“Just something that seems wrong about it. Or… I don’t know.”

“Wrong how?”

“That’s the thing. There wasn’t anything wrong about it. It was good. Great—TMI—but afterward, I just felt like it was something I shouldn’t have done. Like I did something wrong.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have done it if that’s how you feel. And maybe you shouldn’t do it again. Maybe no more nights out with Paige.”

“What? No. I just—I shouldn’t have even brought it up. I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

She understood all too well. “Still, I think you need to take a little break before you go out again. No daughter of mine is going to be some basic slut.”

Cara saw the flash of anger in her eyes, but Jillian didn’t say anything. She just stood and walked to the kitchen.

“Jillian? You heard me.”

The younger woman slammed the lid of the coffee maker down as she brewed another cup.

“Jillian?”

“We’re going out again tonight.”

“Tonight? I think that’s a little much. Don’t you? You’re twenty-eight. You’re not a kid anymore.”

“I live with my mom. Sure feels like it sometimes.” When the machine was done, she took her coffee into her bedroom.
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Cara tried to give Jillian her space and respect her choices. But she was gone all Saturday night and most of Sunday. Then during the week she was either out—God only knew where she got her money—or spent the night texting Paige. It was like having a rebellious teenager all over again. By Thursday, Cara had had enough.

During her lunch hour, she called Nirah. The witch had to do something about this. Jillian was supposed to be a sweet and mature adult, the total opposite of Julian. She wasn’t supposed to be this. Nirah, however, insisted that there was nothing she could do. The spell was to make Julian exactly who he would be if he had been born a cis girl. She even had the nerve to say that it sounded like Jillian turned out totally fine. Cara hung up. It was clear that she would get nowhere with Nirah. She had to handle this herself.

As soon as she walked in the door, Cara laid out the new ground rules. “There are to be no more nights out. From now on, you’re to be home by ten o’clock.”

Jillian laughed, but Cara was silent. “Are you serious?”

“I’m totally serious. You need to grow up. This has gone on too long?”

“What has? I went out last weekend. That’s it. And a little bit the Saturday before. But before that, when is the last time I went out?”

“And this nonsense of you being gone all day is going to stop, too. You don’t have a job, so I don’t know where you get the money to do whatever it is you do. And I don’t want to know. I can imagine.”

“What is wrong with you? Did you have a stroke today or something? Where is this coming from?”

“It’s coming from your mother. You’re under my roof. You need to grow up. I’m tired of you acting this way. I didn’t go through all this, and spend all this money, just for you to turn out like this.”

“Through what? And what money? What money have you spent on me? Other than some clothes. Which I’ll pay back as soon as I get a job. And that’s going to be soon. I’ll give you my first few paychecks, even. I think that should cover it. It was just a couple of outfits.”

“It’s not about the money. It’s about you.”

“You literally just said it was about the money.”

“No, I didn’t. It’s not. It’s you. I just want you to grow up.”

“I am. You only see me as a child, but I’m not anymore. And you’re not going to set some fucking curfew for me like I am. I didn’t even have to be home by ten when I was a teenager.”

“Maybe you would have turned out better if I’d been more strict. You’re still just like your father. After all of this.”

“Jesus Christ! What does he have to do with anything? He hasn’t been around for twenty years, but you want to blame him? Seriously, what has gotten into you today? Let’s just forget this happened.”

“Don’t you walk away from me, young man! Don’t you dare or you will be just like your father.”

Jillian stopped and turned around when her mother referred to her as a young man. “What?” Her eyes widened and her muscles tensed as if she were heading into a crash she couldn’t prevent.

“This was supposed to fix everything, but you’re still the same arrogant little boy you’ve always been. Never a thought for others.”

Jillian’s mouth opened, but there was no sound. She looked like a goldfish out of the water, gasping for air.

Cara finally quieted too as the tears flowed from her eyes. She hadn’t meant to say those things. She hadn’t meant to call her a boy or to compare her to her father. She was nothing like her father. Jillian would never leave her. But in half an hour, she watched as Jillian, carrying a loaded suitcase, did just that.


CHAPTER SEVEN


JILLIAN


Jillian knew she should knock on the door, or at least text, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t even stand. Instead, she slid down the wall and hugged her suitcase between her legs. Ever since she heard the words, she had a hard time catching her breath. Young man. She could have almost ignored that. She wanted to. It was just a slip of the tongue in a heated moment, she told herself. But it gnawed at her, chewed open a hole that she really wanted to plaster over. Then, just like your father. And she started to remember. Just trickles at first. She still tried to block them away, cover them up. If she didn’t let it get out of hand, it would all be fine. But no, her mom had to kick the hole. Same arrogant little boy you’ve always been. By then, there was no doubt. There was just memory after memory.

Now, everything was swirling. She was a tiny speck caught and being whirled around. I used to be a man. She was a married man. Growing up, Mom always told me that I would be just like Dad. Does she even still have an ex-wife? Eventually, I stopped caring. Maybe I would be like Dad. Does anyone else even remember her? It almost seemed to be what Mom wanted. Someone else to fight against now that Dad left. What about her friends? Did she even have any left at the end?

“Babe? Babe? Hey. It’s OK.”

Jillian heard the words, but didn’t recognize them until Paige crouched beside her. She tried to smile, and Paige took her hand, pulling her up off the floor.

“Come on. Let’s get you inside.”

Paige pulled Jillian in one hand and the suitcase in the other as they walked through the door.

“Kidnappers have it too easy these days. I didn’t even have to use any candy to lure you inside.”

“Can I have some anyway?”

“Nope. Sorry, little girl, you need to learn to negotiate better.”

Jillian laughed for a second and then lay on the couch, staring at the old-fashioned stamped ceiling above her.

“Wanna talk about it?”

What could she say? That she used to be a twenty-eight-year-old man who was a worthless bum and somehow he was transformed into a twenty-eight-year-old woman who supposedly wasn’t much better? “Not really.”

Before all the memories came flooding back, that was the part that hurt the most. Hearing that her mom thought she was worthless when Jillian actually thought she was trying to make her life better. All the days she was out? She was sitting at a coffee shop. She filled out literally one hundred online job applications. But she couldn’t do it from home. She needed to get away to do it. Sitting at home all day was too much like being unemployed, and she didn’t like that. And the effort was close to paying off. Next week, she had four interviews scheduled. She was determined that at least one of them would work out. But maybe now it didn’t matter. It was all just a waste of time. She closed her eyes.
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After the second interview, she didn’t need any more. They offered her the position, and she knew right away she wanted it. It wasn’t glamorous. She would be taking calls all day at a health insurance call center. Not from patients, but from doctors’ offices. She hoped that meant the contacts would be at least a little less angry, but she wasn’t sure. But this was a job she knew she could do. She knew she could do it well, and maybe use it as a launch pad to something better. And for now, this paid enough that she could afford her own apartment in a couple of months. She just needed to save up the first few paychecks. After reimbursing her mom for the clothes, of course.

When she got the news, Paige promised a celebration, and she didn’t disappoint. They had met two men at a bar the previous weekend. Nothing happened between them. They just sat together all night talking and flirting. But tonight was going to be different. Paige invited them over.

The evening started innocently. They had an entire table set up with snack food, and they just watched Netflix shows for a couple of hours. There were times when Jillian caught herself leaning against Logan. Each time she would straighten and move away from him, but it wasn’t long before she felt her body against his again. One time, he even had his hand around her. She pretended to get more popcorn just so she could get away from that. It’s not that she wasn’t interested. She very much was. She loved the way she felt so small and protected when she was against him. But she couldn’t let herself do it. It wasn’t who she really was. She had to fight against her impulses.

All of her willpower evaporated, though, when she looked over and saw Paige making out with Landon. Watching them made her hot all over. Paige was going after what she wanted. She wasn’t letting anything stop her from doing it. She didn’t have any stupid doubts in her head holding her back. Why was Jillian being so uptight about this? Why was she fighting herself? She looked at Logan. By now, he seemed to have given up on her and was totally engrossed in the show—a 12 episode drama about post-apocalyptic cowboys riding the central plains of a now frozen China, herding the last of the genetically modified woolly mammoths, and struggling to live off their milk. Jillian moved to Logan’s lap. There’s no way he could think that show was more interesting than she was. Or if he did, then he had problems.

As soon as she straddled his legs, he snapped out of his torpor and sat up. There was a sudden fire in his eyes. Jillian grinned at him as she dove in. Her mouth pushed down hard on his before he could even take a breath. Their lips pressed together, tongues moving in unison. She reached down and pulled her top up. She got it above her breasts but then stopped, unwilling to break away from him for even the two seconds she needed to raise the shirt above her head. Logan must have noticed, though, because he pulled his mouth away from hers and yanked the shirt off her. Just as he did, she felt a hand behind her, pulling gently at the band of her bra. She smiled at Logan, but saw that it wasn’t him. She turned her head just enough to see her new roommate behind her. Paige was the one unfastening her bra.

As soon as Paige undid the hooks, she wrapped her arms around Jillian and cupped her breasts. From the front, Logan pushed his lips against hers again. When Paige nuzzled into the bend of her neck, Jillian didn’t think she could take any more. Her body was a confused jumble of nerves—each one firing simultaneously—screaming to her brain about some new sensation of pleasure. She moaned into Logan’s mouth.

That encouraged him, and soon he slid his hand under her skirt and rubbed the crotch of her wet panties. Now she was sure that she couldn’t control herself anymore. Her entire body stiffened, and she couldn’t breathe. But Paige and Logan didn’t care. Somehow, the three of them slid carefully off the couch. Not one of them broke contact as they did. When she fell to the plush rug, Jillian discovered that Landon had joined them. He was naked and now sitting under her. His erect cock pressed against her ass.

“I wanted you all night. Both of you. You’re so fucking hot.” She could feel Landon’s breath against her skin as he talked. His mouth was on the side opposite of Paige. Logan was still furiously working her clit through her panties.

“Is this what you want? You want to be a good little slut and take us all?”

She couldn’t imagine saying no. How could anyone ever say no to this? “Yes,” she moans. “I’m going to be a good slut and take you all.”

“Such a good little slut.” It was Logan this time who said it as he worked her panties down. From behind, Landon lifted her while Logan ripped them down her legs. Paige was at her side, her mouth still suckling on her neck while her hands played on Jillian’s breasts.

When Landon lowered her, he set her up against his cock. She was facing away from him, so she walked her body backward into position. When she felt his tip against her entrance, she lowered herself down.

“Holy fuck, you’re so huge inside me.”

He just grunted as she expanded to take all of him.

“I think someone isn’t being a good slut if she can still talk.”

She turned her head and saw Logan standing in front of her. His giant cock was wagging around in front of her face. He looked even bigger than Landon, if that’s possible. With a small bounce against Landon, she leaned forward and took Logan into her mouth. As soon as he felt her lips wrap around him, he started pumping against her face, and she dropped down, filling herself with Landon again.

She continued moving up and down on Landon while Logan thrust in and out of her mouth. Paige was beside her, bouncing in time with her. Her arms were wrapped around Jillian. Her hands massaging her breasts. And her mouth was locked onto the side of her neck, alternating between sucking and biting the sensitive flesh there.

Jillian felt as if she would burst. There was no way her body could take all of that. Each thrust. Each time she dropped down. Every bite Paige gave her. Each one would be the one that finally shattered her. Ripped her apart. She fought against them all. She didn’t want this to end. All night. She wanted this all night. Forever. Both of the boys inside her. Paige’s warm arms around her, her hands kneading the flesh of her breasts.

As the thousand tiny tears expanded and swallowed her, she couldn’t believe that she had ever doubted who she was. Even earlier tonight, she struggled against this. She was a fool. There was no doubt in her head who she was. She was certain who she was meant to be.


CHAPTER EIGHT


CARA


Cara had burst into tears as soon as she heard the voice on the other end of the phone. She was afraid she’d never hear from her daughter again. It wasn’t that she hadn’t tried to get ahold of her. She left messages. She texted. She emailed. But Jillian never responded. And Cara understood why she didn’t. She was sure if the roles were reversed, she would never speak to her mother again. But her therapist had told her to be patient, and to not give up hope. And she was right.

It had been almost two years since she had heard from her baby. Two years of soul searching. Two years of exhausting emotional work trying to move through all the issues that she had. She still wasn’t anywhere near perfect, but she was better. She really hoped that Jillian would see that.

This morning Cara pulled nearly everything she owned out of her closet, looking for just the right thing to wear. She and Jillian were meeting for lunch, and Cara knew this could be the only chance she had to show Jillian that she’d changed. That she was serious. That she loves and values her daughter. But there never could be an outfit that conveyed everything she wanted it to. She settled on a fuzzy black and white sweater over black pants. She was disappointed in it, but she told herself the perfect outfit didn’t exist for this. Besides, the outfit couldn’t do the talking for her.

When she got to the restaurant, Cara hurried inside but still sat shivering in the lobby. She was cold from the weather outside, but she was also shaking from nervousness. Her mind kept replaying a situation where Jillian took one look at her and stormed off, deciding that she couldn’t do this after all. She anxiously stared out the window, scared that if she didn’t see her daughter first, she might never get the chance.

When Jillian did walk up to the restaurant, Cara was impressed. She looked different. More self-assured, more comfortable in herself than she’d ever seen her before. She was wearing a loose, full-length black coat over a dress with black tights and black slender-heeled booties. When she walked in the door and saw her mother, Jillian smiled and gave an awkward wave. Cara smiled back. So far, so good.

The hostess led the two women to their table, Cara walking ahead of Jillian. When she stopped and turned back, that’s when she noticed it. Jillian had just slipped her coat off and was carefully folding it before placing it on the chair beside hers. How could she not have seen it before? It was so obvious. She supposed it was just one of those things that seemed so far out of the realm of possibility that her mind skipped right over it. But now…

“You’re pregnant?” Cara focused on her breathing to distract herself as her mind immediately played all the worst-case scenarios that she had feared for her daughter.

Jillian smiled and put a hand on the top of her belly.

Cara noticed the wedding band. “And you’re enormous. How far along are you?”

“Just six months.” Jillian laughed. “I’ll be big as a house before long.”

Cara smiled. “I had a big belly when I carried you, too.” She paused to really look at the woman sitting across from her. My daughter, she thought proudly. “So, we apparently have a lot to catch up on.”

Jillian just grinned as the waiter brought their waters.

They sat at the table for over three hours. Each telling the other about everything they had been through in the last two years. Cara told Jillian how much she missed her and how sorry she was. She said that she finally learned she needed help to move on. She told her about the therapy sessions. When she said that, Jillian reached across the table and took hold of Cara’s hand.

Jillian told her about her latest job—she was right that she would be able to quickly move up the ladder at the call center. She told her about Logan and their wedding. She did leave out the part about Paige and Landon also marrying and both couples living together, though. There would be time for that later, if it ever came up. And she told her about the baby.

It was her new daughter that brought them together that day. As Jillian grew closer and closer to motherhood, she thought more and more about her mother. Despite her flaws, despite the way they had parted, Jillian missed her. She told Cara that she wanted her to be part of the baby’s life. Cara started crying when she heard this.

Jillian set clear boundaries. As much as she wanted her mother back in her life, she needed to take things slowly. Cara agreed. For the next couple of months, they would meet once a week. Just small, low-pressure situations at restaurants or coffee shops. But if things worked out, Jillian said, she would really like Cara to be at the hospital with her and Logan when the baby is born. Cara wanted nothing more than to be there for that. She would do anything in her power to make sure her daughter knew that she had changed and that she loved her.
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CHAPTER ONE



“Can you believe this place?”

We haven’t even walked in yet, but I’m in awe. The impeccable brick facade, the perfectly manicured landscaping, the windows filling every wall, the classic wood doors. This should be a country club, not a school.

The builders just completed everything a couple of months ago, and tonight is an open house for the community. They want us all to see what our tax dollars paid for. And it’s impressive. Kim and I walk through the front doors and into the all-glass atrium. There are plants everywhere in here. On the floor and suspended at different heights from the ceiling. I stare at them and realize I can barely see the cables holding them. It looks like they’re floating. I wonder how they water them.

“Oh my God, Ellis, look over here.” Kim calls me to a doorway labelled Math Classroom.

Inside there are rows of tables, and at each seat is a laptop. The entire front wall of the classroom is a screen with a placard attached, explaining the touchscreen is connected to every laptop in the classroom. The teacher can show the entire class what any student is working on. They can also write on the touchscreen, and then mirror that to everyone’s laptops.

“This is so different from when we went to school.”

“Way different.”

It’s been fifteen years since we graduated, and it seems like the stone ages compared to this. We had chalkboards, classrooms with only a few windows that wouldn’t even open, and dingy hallways that were cleaned each day but still had a grime no soap could get rid of. This school has windows and skylights running the length of the halls. I wonder how my life would be different if I had the opportunities these kids will have.

What I wouldn’t give for a chance to start over. I’ve been unemployed for almost three weeks now. When I complain about that, people just roll their eyes. I know three weeks isn’t much, but I’ve always had a job. All the way back to high school. I’m not the type of person who can sit around all day. I need something to do. Someplace to go. And then there’s Kim. I love her so much, and I know she feels the same. But after years of counseling, we’re realizing we don’t love each other as husband and wife. We’re not in love that way.

We’ve just left the indoor swimming pool and are standing in the cafeteria with its four different stations, each serving a different type of cuisine when Kim stops. I turn around and walk back to her. It looks like there’s a tear in her eye.

“Do you know what I wish?” she asks.

I don’t answer. I already know what she’s going to say. It’s the reason I tried to talk her out of coming here.

“I wish I had a daughter who could go to school here.”

The entire time we’ve been married, she’s wanted kids. And we’ve tried. We’ve seen so many doctors and tried so many treatments and home remedies, but nothing has worked. She was devastated when she finally realized she could never have a biological child. Now that our marriage is slowly slipping away, I tell her it’s for the best we don’t have kids. She’ll always nod when I say it, but then she’ll sigh and not say any more. The pain is obvious in her eyes.

“I know you do, honey.” I take her hand. “And I wish you did too. You know I’d do anything to give you that.”


CHAPTER TWO



I walk into the office and into more chaos than I’ve ever seen in my life. The secretaries are dashing about everywhere. They grip papers in their hands as they move from computer to computer. At least a dozen students stand at the counter. Everyone in the room is carrying on a conversation with at least one other person. Each time someone else speaks, they raise their voice to be heard over everyone else until there’s a giant crashing roar filling the large room that’s too small to handle all of this.

I wait in the corner. My head is spinning. I don’t know how anyone does this. How can the students and the secretaries keep everything straight? I should probably walk to the counter, but I don’t. I can’t be part of this, so I stand in the corner and wait while the students, one-by-one, get what they came for and leave. Finally, a secretary notices me and calls me over.

“Yes sir, what can I do for you? Sorry you had to wait.”

My ears are still ringing. “It’s fine. There’s an enrollment problem I need to take care of.”

“Oh OK, what’s the student’s name?”

I chuckle. “That’s the problem. It’s me.”

“You’re a student here?”

“No. But I got this in the mail. It says I’m supposed to be. I’ve already graduated, though, so… obviously not.”

She takes the paper and looks at it. “Give me a minute to find out about this.” I watch as she disappears through an office door.

I laughed when I opened the envelope. A letter confirming my enrollment in high school. As a sophomore. I handed it to Kim, and she started laughing too. Obviously, it was a mistake. I’m thirty-three, so I think I’m well past the age of a high school sophomore. I tossed the letter on the kitchen table and almost forgot about it.

As I walked past it for the next few days, though, I wondered if maybe I shouldn’t ignore it. What if my records were mixed up with someone else’s? Or what if they just didn’t have the full records on the computer? What could that mean for my future? I talked to Kim about it, and she admitted she was wondering the same things. We decided I had to get my records straightened out. I tried to call the office several times, but each time, the call disconnected as soon as I pressed send. That’s why I came here in person. On the first day of school. It seemed like a good idea at the time.

The secretary comes back and, with a smile, hands me a piece of paper. It’s different from the one I gave her.

“This takes care of everything?” I hold the paper up without looking at it.

“Yes, everything is on there.”

“That was easy. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. If you need anything else, just come back down and we’ll take care of it.”

I look at the paper. “This isn’t right. This is a class schedule.”

“It’s right. I double checked it myself. I don’t know where you got that old one from.”

What old one? “But I’m not a student. Why do I have a schedule?”

“Very funny. Now, you’d better hustle or you’re going to be late. You have to go clear to the other side of the building.”

“No, I mean it. I’m not a student. I’ve graduated. I have a college degree. There’s some mistake with my record.”

“I double checked and everything seems right to me.”

“Look at me. Do I look like a sophomore?”

She just stares at me with her lips pursed. I throw up my hands.

“There has to be something we can do about this.”

“I’ll tell you what. Let me walk you to your class to make sure you find it. Then I can tell your teacher why you’re late. I’ll come right back here and check into this some more. Sound fair?”

“I guess.” What else am I going to do?

She smiles as she walks around the counter and leads me out of the office.

When we get to the classroom, she and I walk up to the teacher’s desk. She’s a blonde-haired woman who seems to be about my age, maybe even a couple of years younger. This is embarrassing. I hope the school clears this up in a hurry. Before this class is over would be ideal.

The secretary introduces me, and the teacher smiles. My cheeks erupt in red. “Hello, Ellis. I’m Mrs. Kahl. Why don’t you take that seat over there?”

I turn in the direction she’s pointing. There are no desks in this classroom. Just large round yellow tables with five or six students seated around each. She points me toward one that has only three girls sitting at it. As I glance around the classroom, I wish I could run away and hide. I’m wearing a button-down shirt and a tie. Everyone else is wearing shorts or skirts and T-shirts. So, not only am I old enough to be their dad, I’m dressed like their dad, too.

When I pull my chair out, of course, it screeches on the floor. I hear a few snickers behind me, but I resolve to ignore them. I sit on the chair and scoot it in toward the table. When I do, my knee hits one of the table legs and the jolt knocks over the open water bottle of the girl sitting across from me. She jumps up to avoid the spill, and everyone erupts into laughter. I want to die.

“Everyone? Hey! Everyone quiet down. Aubrey, here are some paper towels.” The teacher grabs a roll from her desk drawer.

“He’s the one who did it. Why shouldn’t he have to clean it up?”

“She’s right. I’ll get it.” I stand, but Aubrey is already halfway across the room by then.

“No, I have nothing better to do than clean up your mess. You’d probably just make a bigger one, anyway.”

I sit back in my chair, but I wish I could crawl under the table instead.


CHAPTER THREE



Thankfully, the next class goes much better. The teacher doesn’t say a word to me, and neither do any of the students. I’m able to sit in the back corner and be ignored. I just hope the rest of my day will be that easy.

Between the second and third classes, I walk down the hall looking for my locker. It should be somewhere around here. I hope. After English and history, I have an armful of books and no backpack to keep them in. I had no reason to think I’d be siting through classes today, so I’m not prepared for any of this.

When I get there, I flip my schedule over. On the back, the secretary stapled the slip of paper with my locker combination printed on it. I squeeze all my books under my left arm and hold the paper in front of me while I spin the dial. 5-2-34. I go around to all the numbers, but the locker doesn’t open. I try again, but before I get to the last number, the books slip out of my arm and fall to the floor with a loud clap. Why should I expect anything to go right for me today? I bang my head against the locker and let it rest there.

“Need some help?”

I turn and have to look up to see his face. He has to be well over six feet tall, and even under his collared shirt, I can see that he has more muscles than any high schooler should have.

“Um, I don’t know. I just need to throw these books in here if I can get the combination to work.”

When he bends over to pick up my books, his brown hair falls across his face. He has to brush it back from his forehead when he stands. “These books? Throw them, you say?”

I watch helplessly as he tosses my books down the hallway. My heart is pounding, and I feel like I’m going to explode.

“Oops. Sorry about that, grandpa.” He laughs and runs to catch up with his group of friends heading down the stairs. I watch as they all high five him.

I want to punch my locker, but the way things are going, I would end up breaking my hand. So instead, I walk down the hall and gather the books one at a time. When I get to the last one, I see a girl bending over it. Aubrey. Great, it just had to be her.

“Here.” She reaches the book out to me, Thirteen Reasons Why. I’ve never even heard of the book. Mrs. Kahl said that we probably wouldn’t get to it until the second semester, so I don’t know why I took a copy. I won’t be here then. If the secretary does her job, I won’t even be here tomorrow.

“Thanks. Um, I’m sorry about the drink.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sorry about Aiden. He’s an asshole to everyone, not just you.” She walks toward my locker, and I jog for a second to catch up.

“I guess that makes it slightly better then.” I chuckle, and she laughs.

“Not really. But it’s just who he is. Only a sophomore, but he’s already the varsity quarterback. And I swear his dad owns half the real estate in town.”

“So he’s got a big head.”

“The biggest. Want me to hold those while you put your combination in?”

I give her the books and spin the dial. Nothing. I try one more time and it still doesn’t work.

“Here. Let me try.”

She doesn’t wait for me to answer before she snatches the paper from my hands and dumps the books into my arms. She opens it on the first try.

“Wanna know the secret? These dials are always off by two numbers to the right. So your code is really 7-4-36. I don’t know why they don’t tell the new kids that.” She laughs.

“Probably just to laugh at us.”

“Probably. What do you have next?” She looks at my schedule. “Chem. Same as me. Put your books in and let’s go.”

We get into the class just as the bell rings. Aubrey’s friend had saved her a seat, but there isn’t another one with them. So I find the only one I can. It’s at a table in the back of the room. I smile to myself when I see it. If I can stick to the backs of the rooms today, I should make it. I take a syllabus from the stack on the teacher’s desk and then head to the back. As I do, I notice Aiden is in this class, and he’s not taking his eyes off of me. My stomach drops. Just when I thought that I could maybe make it through with no problems. Luckily, he’s toward the front and on the other side of the room, so I hope I’m safe.

The teacher spends the first fifteen minutes of the class going over the rules and showing us where the safety equipment is. It’s been so long since I’ve been in a chemistry class that I forgot most of this. Chemistry was never a strong subject of mine, anyway. After the introductions, she starts covering the material. She jumps right in with a discussion of bonds, and after ten minutes, I’m lost.

“Miss Peters? I have a question.” I announce as I raise my hand.

“Miss Peters, I have a question.” Aiden and his little gang on the other side of the room all burst into laughter as he mocks me.

The teacher doesn’t say anything to him, but Aubrey does.

“What’s your problem? What did he do to you?”

“You mean other than show up?”

“Hey guys. Enough.” The teacher finally steps in before things escalate.

And I’m glad. Being the new guy is bad enough, but needing a girl to stick up for me is even worse. But I’m still glad she did it. Maybe at least one person here has my back. I make eye contact with her. She smiles, and I smile back.

“Ellis, right? What was your question?”

I feel the blood drain from my face as my mind goes blank. “Uh… um…”

“He can’t even remember his question.”

“Aiden, will you shut up!”

“Hey, both of you! Enough! Aubrey, Aiden? I don’t want to hear another peep from either of you today. Got it? Not a peep. And whenever you think of your question, Ellis, you can ask me.” She smiles. For the fortieth time today, I want to sink into the floor. It’s not even noon.

As soon as the bell rings, Aubrey is at my side and staring down Aiden. He rolls his eyes and walks out of the class.

“We have lunch next. So does he. So let’s wait a couple of minutes before we head down. Let him get ahead of us.”

“Thank you. For… everything.” I snap my mouth shut. If I don’t, I feel like I’m going to cry.

“You don’t have to thank me. Miss Peters, can we stay here for a couple of minutes while we get things organized?”

“Actually… if you don’t mind. I need to go to the office. Want to go down there with me?”

“Sure.”

The office is nothing like it was this morning. There’s only one student in here now, and it looks like she’s helping to sort papers on the table. I spot the secretary from this morning and wave at her.

“Any luck?”

“With…?”

“Figuring out my records. Getting things straightened out, so I can leave.”

“Oh, right. That was you. No. Not yet. We’re still working on it, though. I called the district administration to see if there’s anything they can do. They said they should be able to get back with me by the end of next week.”

“What?” I look at Aubrey, but I realize from the look on her face that she has no idea what we’re talking about.

“Sorry. They’re very busy now too. Beginning of the school year is crazy. We usually don’t even process any schedule changes for the first couple of weeks, so it’s lucky that we can get to you before then.”

“But this isn’t a schedule change.”

She just stares at me and smiles. I throw my hands in the air.

“Whatever. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Just let me know if there’s ever anything I can do for you.”

The rest of the day passes quietly. Aiden isn’t in any of my other classes except phys ed, right after lunch. Since I don’t have any workout clothes, though, the teacher sends me to the library for the hour. I thank God with every step I take away from the gym and Aiden. My day ends with choir, which promises to be very interesting since my singing voice is worse than a field full of cats in heat. Even that passes quickly, though. The director doesn’t notice that I just lip-sync my way through all the songs.

When I walk in the door at home, Kim isn’t home yet. I set my books on the kitchen counter, go to the couch, and collapse. Once I’m lying down, everything hits me, and I start crying. I can’t even wipe the tears away. I don’t even have the energy to wipe my eyes.

The next morning I convince Kim to come to the school with me. Maybe if we both talk to them, we can get through. It doesn’t work. We even try a different secretary this time. She doesn’t understand the problem either until we explain it to her over and over. Even then she just tells me the same thing—that they’ll have to contact the district administration and have them take care of it, and it could be a couple of weeks. Today, though, the secretary rubs salt in my wound by telling me that I’m not allowed to drive to school. Apparently, she remembers seeing me drive off the lot yesterday. As a sophomore, I’m not allowed to use the school parking lot. It’s only for second semester juniors and seniors. I start to argue, but Kim interrupts. She says that she’ll just start dropping me off on her way to work. I’ll have to find my own way home, though. I don’t want to argue, so I just agree.

Other than the failed visit to the office, today starts off a lot better than yesterday. Aubrey saves a seat for me in English. I toss my backpack on the table and sit next to her. We spend most of the class passing a note back and forth while the teacher drones on about Julius Casear, like anyone cares about a stupid Shakespeare play.

History drags too. I don’t know anyone in there, but at least no one causes any problems for me. Then the bell rings and I walk into chemistry. Aiden isn’t here yet. For a couple of minutes, I think that maybe he won’t be coming. But then he and his group of friends walk in. I feel sick to my stomach. He looks around the room. When he spots me, his eyes stop, and he glares at me. I have to look away. When I do, I hear his laugh.

Just a few minutes into the class, something hits me in the side of my head, and I almost fall out of my chair. It’s a crumpled piece of paper. The teacher must have seen it from the corner of her eye, because she slams her textbook onto her desk. “What was that?”

Everyone looks around, but no one says anything. I look down.

“Aiden threw something at Ellis.” It’s Aubrey who finally speaks up. Aiden denies it right away.

“Ellis? Is that true?”

“I don’t know. Something hit me in the head, but I didn’t see where it came from.”

“What was it? Let me have it.”

Miss Peters walks back to my table as I bend over and pick it up from the floor. When I hand it to her, she opens it up, looks at it, and then crumples it again. She takes it to the front of the room, where she tosses it in the trash can.

“This is going to stop. I’m not having this nonsense in my classroom. I’ll start giving out detentions if I need to. If that doesn’t work, then you can go see the principal. Do you all understand?”

The entire class mutters.

“We’re going to be partnering up and doing labs for the rest of the day.”

I immediately smile and look at Aubrey. She looks at me, but then her friend Mia grabs her arm and Aubrey looks away. My stomach sinks.

“Ellis and Aiden, since you two apparently can’t leave each other alone, you’re going to be partners. The rest of you find someone to pair up with.”

She did not just say that, did she? I mean, there’s no way. She knows that he’s picking on me, so she puts me with him?

“Miss Peters…”

“I don’t want to hear it, Ellis. You two are going to work together. Now get at it.”

I sigh and drop my head to the table in front of me. A loud smack makes me jump. It’s Aiden throwing his textbook and notebook on the table beside me.

“Looks like I get to do a project with grandpa today. This is going to be fun.”

“Aiden, just please. I don’t even want to be here—”

“I don’t want you here either, so that’s two of us.”

“Just chill, OK?”

“Chill? Is this the eighties? I guess that probably is when you last went to school, isn’t it? So what happened? How did they end up making you come back here?”

“It was a mistake. That’s all. I won’t be here long.”

“Guess we’d better take advantage of the time we have then—”

“Alright everyone. There are lighters in the drawer in front of you. Pull them out, but do not light them yet.” Miss Peters interrupts him and I exhale my relief.

I open the drawer and pull out the lighter. It’s long like the kind I use for my grill at home. Aiden immediately grabs my hand, and I wince, waiting for him to crush it. On some level, I know I’m almost eighteen years older than him, but I also understand physics and can plainly see that he’s a lot bigger and stronger than me. He doesn’t squeeze, though. He just wraps my hand in his.

“This is mine.”

For a second, I wonder if he’s talking about my hand. Goosebumps ripple up my arm. Then I realize he means the lighter. He wants to use it.

“That’s fine.” I open my hand under his, and it drops to the table. He doesn’t let go right away, but eventually he does, and I can breathe again.

Miss Peters walks us through the steps of using our Bunsen burners and finally we get to light them. I watch as Aiden brushes the hair back away from his face, tucking some of the longer strands behind his ears, and then turns on the gas while holding the lighter to the tip of the burner. After he adjusts the nozzles, he squeezes his finger on the trigger, and the spark ignites the lighter and burner simultaneously. When it’s lit, he looks at me and smiles. It’s like he’s a completely different person now. He’s not the bully who’s been tormenting me. He’s a teenage boy who is having fun in a class. I smile back and realize that I’ve been holding my breath.

We spend the next fifteen minutes burning different metals that Miss Peters brings around to us. Each burns with a different colored flame. I remember doing this same experiment in my original chemistry class, and it was just as much fun then as it is now. Aiden and I aren’t exactly talking to each other much, but he’s not picking on me either. It’s a small victory, and I’m happy. At least until the end of the class.

We only have three metals left to test when I hear something smack into the glass of the window. I turn to see what it was, and when I do, I knock over a rack of test tubes. I jerk back around and fling my arms out to stop them from rolling onto the floor and breaking. I save them all, but in the process, I knock over the burner. It falls onto Aiden’s notebook.

“Oh my God!” Everyone in the class turns to see what I’m screaming about.

It doesn’t even take a second for the flames to burn the top half of the notebook. With the palm of his hand, Aiden smacks out the fire before it can spread any further. I reach for his hand—I want to make sure he’s OK—but he pulls away from my touch.

“What the fuck? I am going to kick your ass after school, grandpa. I will murder you.” I back away and move to the other side of the table. More to get away from the fury in his eyes than anything else. But just then the bell rings, and he walks away. He doesn’t even turn off the burner. Everyone watches him walk out of the room, and then they turn to me. I still can’t move. My mouth is just hanging open. Miss Peters dismisses everyone and comes to turn off my burner for me.

Aubrey is waiting for me in the hall when I’m finally able to move again.

“Where are you parked today?”

“I’m not. The school told me that I can’t drive here, so I had to take my car home this morning and have my wife bring me back. I’m going to walk home.”

“No, you’re not. I think he might be serious about wanting to beat you up. My mom picks me up after school every day. Come with me. We’ll take you home.”

“Are you sure?”

“She won’t mind. Where do you live?”

“Not too far. On Windbreak Street. Do you know where that is?”

“Yeah, we’re like neighbors. I just live on Washington. That’s just one street over.”

“Cool.” I smile, and we walk to the cafeteria together.

After lunch, I head to the library instead of the locker room. There’s no way that I’m going anywhere near Aiden today. I don’t care if I get in trouble for skipping phys ed.

When the final bell rings for the day, Aubrey and I grab our bags from where we set them against the wall in the choir room, and we walk to the front of the building. She texted her mom and told her to meet us there instead of on the student parking lot side.

When we get to the doors, I stop. “What if he’s out there?”

“He won’t be. He’ll be on the other side of the building.”

“What if he knows that we’re leaving this way?”

“How could he? It’s fine. Wait here. Let me look outside. I’ll wave you out when it’s clear.”

She walks out the door, and I watch as she looks around and then motions for me to follow her. My heart is pounding against my chest and my hand shakes as I reach for the door and go outside. I don’t see Aiden, but I don’t look around too long for him either. I hurry to her mom’s SUV and hop in the back.

“Mom, this is Ellis. He’s coming over for a little bit, if that’s OK. He’s in a lot of my classes.”

“Hi, Mrs. Trottman.”

She turns and looks me over in the back seat. For a second, it looks like she wants to question me, but she just turns back toward the front. “Good to meet you, Ellis.” Then she puts the car in drive, and we leave the lot. As we do, I look around for Aiden, but I don’t see him anywhere. It worked.

As soon as we get inside her house—we really are neighbors, she’s behind us and just three houses down—Aubrey runs up the stairs to her room and I follow her.

“Wow, your bedroom is so pretty.” Everything is a light cream, an ivory, or a shade of pink. And everything has such a soft texture. I immediately go to her bed and rub my hands on the fuzzy, dusty pink pillows piled at the headboard. “I love these.”

“Thanks. Those are my favorite. I just redid my room last year. Before that, it was all pink from when I was a little girl.” She makes a puking noise, and I laugh. “Now, though, you have to invite me over so I can see your room sometime.”

“Oh, uh… Mine isn’t anything like this.” Our bedroom is just plain white with some boring black and white prints on the walls and light-colored wood furniture. We only have a couple decorative pillows, and none of them have the personality that these do.

“That’s OK. I’m sure it’s still cute. So, what time does Kim get home?”

“Usually around four-thirty.”

“So we’ve got plenty of time before you need to be home. What do you want to do?”

I don’t know. I’ve never been in a teenage girl’s room just hanging out like this. “Cuddle with these pillows?” I chuckle. “What do you want to do?”

She bounces off the bed. “Tell me what you think of this.” She pulls open her closet and pulls out a top.

“It’s cute. I like it.”

“It’s not too much?”

“Too much? No. I bet it’s really pretty on you.”

“I think it would look pretty on you, too.”

I blush. What is she saying? “No way. It would look ugly on me.”

“Try it on.”

“I can’t try that on.”

“Why not? Here.” She takes it off the hanger and tosses it to me.

I catch it but keep it squeezed in my hands.

“Put it on. I’ll even turn my back while you do, if that makes you feel better.”

She turns around, and I hold the shirt out in front of me. It’s a sleeveless top with thin shoulder straps and a blue and orange geometric print. There’s no way anyone would ever think it’s a boy’s shirt, but I try it on anyway. I feel ridiculous.

“Ellis, you’re hot with that top on. I told you. You’d drive Aiden wild in a different way if you wore that to school.”

I shiver just thinking about him. “Don’t even say his name. I could never wear this to school anyway. I’m a boy. Besides, the principal wouldn’t let me wear it.” I laugh.

“Tell me about it. I don’t know why they’re so old-fashioned about girls showing our shoulders.”

We spend the next half an hour like this. She goes through her closet and throws things at me to try on. For the first couple, I’m uncomfortable, but then I start to have fun with it. By the time we’re on the last outfit, I’m jokingly strutting around her room like a model.

“You’re so stupid.” She laughs.

“Speaking of that, wanna do this chemistry homework? I think I get it, but I kinda think I don’t, too.” I start to take this latest shirt off.

“Sure. Leave that on. That’s my favorite on you. I want you to borrow it.” It’s a yellow cotton top with short eyelet sleeves.

I laugh. “That’s not how borrowing works. You don’t tell me. I’m supposed to ask you.”

“Then ask me, so I can say yes.”

“Can I borrow this?”

“Yes. Happy?”

I smile and pull out my chemistry book.

At five o’clock, Kim texts me, wondering where I am.

“Oh shit, I lost track of time. I need to go.” I stick my worksheet inside the textbook and pack up my backpack. I toss my old shirt in there, and wear the one I’m borrowing home.

As soon as I walk in the door, Kim notices it. “That’s pretty. That color looks good with your skin tone. Where did you get it?”

“Thanks. I borrowed it from a friend. That’s where I was. She just lives right behind us, almost.”

“Oh? Well, come help me fix dinner. Put on an apron. You don’t want to ruin her pretty top.”

The next morning, I pause as I pull my underwear out of the drawer. For a split second, something seems wrong. I can’t figure out what it is, and the moment passes.

For a couple of days, school is actually peaceful, and I don’t mind going. Aiden stares at me every time he sees me, but he doesn’t threaten me again. In phys ed, he stays away from me. In chemistry, he can’t, but he barely says anything to me. The silence is uncomfortable, but it beats the alternative. Unfortunately, it doesn’t last.

Monday in PE, we stay inside because it’s raining. That means it’s kickball day. Everyone is excited. Even me. I always loved kickball when I was growing up. We all hurry and get dressed. I see Aiden watching me as I do, but I ignore him and walk out the doors and into the gym.

Aiden is one of the team captains, of course. And I’m the last person to be picked, of course. I end up on his team, but it’s not because he wants me to be. In fact, he tries to trade me and one of his good players to the other team in exchange for nothing. The other captain turns him down and teases him about being stuck with me. But that’s OK. I’ll show them. I’m good at kickball.

I don’t get to kick in the first inning, but I come up in the second with two outs. There are two runners on base.

“Just don’t get out, whatever you do.” Aiden yells at me from the front row of the bleachers where the team is sitting.

“I won’t. I got this.”

The first pitch comes toward me, and I run to meet it. I know as soon as I swing my foot that I misjudged. It glances off the side of my foot and slowly rolls foul.

“Yeah, you got this. Sure.”

I’m going to prove to him that I can do this. I let the next pitch roll by. It’s too bouncy. That means I’m down to the last pitch. I move a couple of steps behind home plate and get ready. As soon as the pitcher releases the ball, I’m watching it. Tracking it. Anyone who ever doubted me is going to be sorry. As it nears the plate, I take one small step and another. Then I’m moving toward it at full speed. Just as it comes to home plate, I’m there and ready. I twist my hips and drive all of my power into that leg. I hope they’re all watching this.

As I swing my leg forward, I close my eyes and wait to feel the impact on the top of my foot. But it never comes. My leg is in front of me now, and I open my eyes. I don’t see the ball anywhere.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. What a goddamned waste. Was that serious? Was that your ‘I got this’ because you definitely don’t got this. And by this I mean any skill at literally anything.”

I look behind me and see the ball in the coach’s hands. He’s laughing while Aiden yells at me. I missed it?

“I knew you were a joke the minute I saw you. And then you’re swishing around the locker room in your panties like some kind of sissy.”

“I don’t swish around the locker room. I just get ready right at my locker. I—”

“You already hang out with the girls all the time. Why don’t you don’t you take PE with them? Maybe they could take it easy on you. Sissy. Go over there with them.”

The other boys are joining in now, but I can barely hear them. Everything is drowned out by the rushing sound of blood pumping through my body. I look around wide-eyed at each of them as they laugh. I can’t catch my breath, no matter how hard I try. I try to force the air in, but I can’t. The tears are starting to spill down my cheeks, and I know that any second, they’ll come rushing down in a torrent. I don’t want them to see that. I run past everyone, out into the parking lot. I keep running until I get to a stand of trees on the other side. When I get there, I sink to the ground, hidden by all the cars. My tears masked by the rain.


CHAPTER FOUR



My whole body is shaking when I feel her hand on my back. At first I don’t look to see who it is. I don’t care. But she sits on the muddy ground next to me, just wearing shorts and a tank top.

“Babe, fuck them.” She puts her arms around me.

“You should go in. You’ll freeze to death out here.” I can barely get words out through my chattering teeth.

“So will you. But I’m staying right here. I heard everything that asshole said.”

“Why doesn’t he like me?” Suddenly, the fact that Aiden doesn’t like me is the most important thing in the world.

“I don’t know, but don’t worry about him. He’s not worth your time. He’s small and petty, and you don’t need people like that in your life.”

“I know.” I start sobbing again, and she pulls me in toward her.

“You’re freezing. You need to go inside.”

“No. I can’t go back in there.” I’m trembling so much that I’m making her body shake, too. “I’m never going back in there.”

“You have to sometime. You can’t just drop out of school because of him.”

“Watch me.”

She laughs, but why can’t I? Why do I ever need to go back there? I’m a grown man freezing in the rain and the mud because a teenage boy made fun of me. I’m sobbing because he doesn’t like me. What’s wrong with me?

“If you’re not going to go back inside, will you promise to wait right here for me while I do? I’ll be right back. I promise.”

“OK.”

I watch her sprint back between the cars until she disappears.

A few minutes later, she comes jogging back out. She has her backpack on her shoulders and is carrying mine.

“How did you get that?”

“I walked into the locker room and grabbed it.”

“You can’t do that. No one said anything to you?”

“Yeah, everyone did. They told me I can’t be there. I just asked where your stuff was, marched right up, and grabbed it. Fuck them. I don’t care about them.”

“Aubrey…”

“Ellis…” She laughs. “Stand up.”

I do. I’m not crying anymore. I’m too in awe of what a badass she is. I wish I could be more like her, but I know I can’t.

“Let’s go. Mom is coming to get us, but we’re not waiting here. I told her we’d be walking. We’re going to my house. She’ll pick us up on the way.”

“You can’t just leave school.”

“Watch me. Now, let’s go.” She grabs my hand and yanks.

We walk hand in hand in the rain for a couple of blocks before her mom spots us and pulls over. We rush into the SUV and she drives us to their house.

When we get there, Aubrey and her mom drag me up the stairs and into the shower. My clothes are probably dripping muddy water across their floors, but they don’t care. Soon the water is steaming. Aubrey has me undressed and practically pushes me into the shower.

“Stay in there until you’re warm. Your towel is right here. And I’ll go get some clothes out.”

“OK.” I can’t say anything more.

The water feels so good against my skin. I just stand and let it run all over me. The muddy dirt swirls down the drain, and I think of Aiden. Fuck him. Aubrey is right. Fuck him. I don’t care about him. He doesn’t matter to me. What he thinks about me doesn’t matter. As the water warms me, I stop shivering so badly. Then I stop shivering altogether. When I do, I feel better than I have in a very long time.

I turn off the water and slide open the shower door. The steam is so thick I can barely see across the room. I grab my towel and dry off. When the door opens, I gasp and try to cover myself as Aubrey walks in.

“Oh, quit being a baby. Like it matters if I see you naked. Here. I’ll be in my room.”

She sets some clothes on the vanity counter for me. A plush purple sweatsuit and a pair of blue panties. I put them on and walk across the hall into her bedroom.

“You can do your hair.”

“What?”

“It’s going to be all tangles if you just leave it like that. Here, sit.”

She practically pulls me to her desk chair. When she leaves and comes back with the hair dryer and a brush, I wonder what she’s doing. My hair is fine. It’s so short it takes like ten minutes to dry. But when I look in the mirror, it looks longer than I remember it. Much longer. I stare at it and am suddenly aware of its wet weight against my shoulders and back. She turns on the hair dryer. It takes a while, but finally my hair is dried, brushed out and… cute? It’s cute.

“So before we left school, I worked everything out for you. I talked to Coach Bell and told her that you’re taking PE with us from now on.”

“I wish, but I can’t do that.”

“Yes you can. You’re not going back around those boys by yourself. You’re going to use our locker room, too. Coach Bell was being stupid, though. She said you can only come in once we’re all gone, and then you have to go get dressed before the rest of us at the end. But that just means less time in PE for you. So it’s kinda awesome.”

“I can’t.” Can I? There’s something not right about this.

“Can’t back out now. I already have it all set up for you. Fuck those boys.”

Why can’t I do this? It would make my life so much easier. “You’re right. Fuck all of them. Especially Aiden. Why do I need them when I have the best best friend in the world?” I walk over to her bed, and let myself fall backward onto it, laughing as I do.

I don’t stay at Aubrey’s house too long. I’m feeling way better than earlier, but I still just want to be alone. Her mom drives me home so I don’t have to walk in the rain. When I open the front door, Kim calls out from upstairs.

“Hey, it’s just me.” I yell so she can hear.

She walks to the top of the stairs and looks down. She has on old clothes and her hair is tied back.

“You’re home early. What’s wrong? The school didn’t call.”

“Yeah, I left early.” Why would the school call her about me?

“Why? Are you sick?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Then what is it?” She walks down the stairs.

I really don’t feel like talking about it, but I know she won’t stop until I tell her. “Some boys were picking on me.”

“Do I need to call the school?”

“What? No. I’m fine.”

“Which boys were they? Was it that boy you like?”

“Oh my God, Kim, that’s gross! I don’t like any boy.”

Her jaw drops. “What am I saying? Of course you don’t. Jesus. What came over me? Anyway, screw those boys, you’re better than all of them anyway. Who cares about them?”

I smile even though I know it doesn’t reach my eyes. “I know. That’s what Aubrey said. So, what are you doing home?” I hope I can change the subject before we have to talk any more about today.

“Come and see.” She starts walking back up the stairs, but then turns to make sure I’m following. “I’m not totally finished yet, since you’re home early, but I’m close.”

“What is it?”

“You’ll see.”

She leads me to one of the spare bedrooms. All the furniture has been taken out, and the walls are white now. On one wall, she painted pink dots randomly. The opposite wall has “Dream” stenciled in large script.

“Surprise!”

“Oh, I like this.”

“Do you? You’re always talking about your friend’s room, so I thought I would make this up for you.”

“For me?”

“Yeah. You need a study room. I had a desk and a table delivered this morning. And some decorations. You’re just in time to help.”

“Um, yeah. Let me go change. This is Aubrey’s so I don’t want to ruin it.”

We spend the rest of the afternoon moving things in and arranging them. She has every inch covered in plants and big fuzzy blankets and hot pink accent pillows. When we’re finally done, we’re both exhausted, and we stand back to look at it.

“It’s so pretty. I love it.”

“I hoped you would.” She puts her arm around my shoulders and pulls me into her.

“I really do, Mom. This is so great. Thank you so much.”

“Um…”

“Oh my God.” I hide my face in my hands and start laughing. “What’s gotten into us today? You know what I meant.”

We both laugh until we’re in tears.


CHAPTER FIVE



“Come on, girls. Get moving.”

I look to Aubrey and Mia. Mia rolls her eyes, but then the three of us start running. We played volleyball in PE today, and the losing team has to run two laps. Even though I scored six points and set up a perfect spike for Odeya, our team still lost. We’re exhausted and hoped that we could hide where Coach Bell would miss us. She didn’t.

“Alright everybody in.”

We finish our laps and walk into the girls’ locker room. Thankfully, they don’t make us shower, unlike the boys. As I peel off my dirty gym clothes, I gasp.

“Guys! I’m not supposed to be here.” I look at the two girls next to me.

“Why not?” Mia asks.

“Because the ten-minute rule? Coach must have forgotten, and so did I.”

It’s a hassle to end PE ten minutes early so I can change and be out of the locker room before the others come in. But that was one of Coach Bell’s stipulations for letting me take this class with the girls. And I did it last week with no problem. I don’t know how we all forgot about it today.

“That’s stupid anyway. Don’t say anything, and no one will care. Maybe she finally realized that you’re just one of us.”

Mia’s words make me pause as I’m stuffing my sports bra into the grocery sack I use for my dirty workout clothes. One of us? But I’m not. Not really. Not like the other girls in here. I’m… a boy. Just a slightly different one.

The sports bra was Coach Bell’s other stipulation. The first day I took phys ed with the girls, she yelled at me because I wasn’t wearing one. I tried to explain that I didn’t need one since I was a boy, but she wouldn’t hear it. She told me that if I didn’t bring one the next day, I would go back and take PE with the other boys.

That night, I asked Kim if she had one I could borrow. Before I even tried it on, I knew it would look strange on me. She has large breasts. I hate to admit it, but that’s what first attracted me to her back in high school. Well, the first time I was in high school. And I’m flat chested. But I didn’t care. I couldn’t go back to taking PE with the boys. I would do anything Coach asked.

I pulled the bra on and looked at myself in the mirror. It looked stupid, just like I knew it would. The band fit me, but the fabric of the cups was wrinkled on my chest. I sighed. I wished it would fit me better, but it would do until I could get my own.

The one in my bag now is one of mine. It fits a lot better. Thankfully. I check my hair in the mirror one more time before the three of us leave for algebra.

Mia comes over after dinner. We’re partners in Computer Science class, and we have a joint project due next week. We should be working on it. Instead, I’m sitting on my bed painting my nails while she’s texting someone.

“Did you see him staring at you all day in chemistry today?”

“Who?” I know exactly who she means, but I don’t want to admit it.

“Aiden. What a creep.”

“Ugh, no kidding. I don’t know what his problem is.”

“It’s a shame he’s such a weirdo. He’s hot.”

I screw the lid on and look at my finished nails. “Is he? I don’t really notice that.” I know I’m blushing. When I tilt my head up, she’s looking at me.

“Mm-hmm, sure you don’t.”

“I don’t.” I can feel the heat in my ears, and I’m glad my long hair covers them.

“Whatever. I think he likes you.”

I laugh. “He most definitely does not like me. He hates me.”

“I think that’s all just an act.”

“Um, it’s definitely not an act. You were in chemistry when he threatened to beat me up. And then you heard what he said in PE that day. I think the whole school heard about that.”

“The whole school did not hear about that. Just half of it. And I know the way he looks at you. He wants you.”

“You’re wrong, but even if you’re right, he’s out of luck because no. Just no. Not happening. Not ever. Anyway, we should try to get this coding done. I don’t even know what we’re supposed to do yet.”

The next morning, I put on my panties and bra and stand in front of my closet. I have no idea what to wear. Every time I pull something out, I wonder what Aiden would think of it. Who cares what he would think? It shouldn’t matter. It doesn’t matter. I don’t care about him. But then I wonder if Mia is right. What if he does like me? So what if he does? I don’t like him. He’s just a bully, and I want nothing to do with him.

I decide on a pair of short jean shorts and a pink and green striped T-shirt. It’s tight enough that it shows off my breasts but still keeps everything covered up. I slip my feet into a pair of flip-flops, check my makeup, and walk downstairs.

Besides, I’m a boy and I don’t think Aiden is gay. So nothing is ever going to happen.

Kim pulls up to the side entrance of the school, and Aubrey and I open our doors.

“Thanks, Miss Santos.”

“You’re welcome, Aubrey. El, wait. Do you have everything?”

“Uh, yeah?”

“So you don’t need this, then?” She reaches beside her seat and pulls out a paperback copy of Jane Eyre.

“Yeah! Where was that?”

“Right on the dining room table.”

“Oh. I guess I forgot that.” I take the marked up book and shove it into my pink backpack. Mrs. Kahl would have killed me if I forgot to bring her personal copy back to her.

“Love you. Have a good day at school.” She leans over and kisses me on the cheek.

“Love you too, Mom.”

I hop out of the car and walk inside with Aubrey. As I do, I see Aiden in the corner of my eye. He’s standing in the parking lot with his usual group of asshole jock buddies. And he’s staring at me the whole time I walk from the car into the building. It sends a shiver through my body.


CHAPTER SIX



“Mom? Is this yours?” I walk the short-sleeved wine-red dress down to her room.

“What, sweetie?”

“Is this dress yours?”

“No. That’s pretty, though. It’s not yours? One of your friends, maybe?”

“Why would I have a dress? Maybe it’s Aubrey’s or Mia’s. I’ll check with them.”

I go back to my bedroom to finish getting ready. Why would she think the dress was mine? I look at it one more time. It is pretty. There are giant orange, red, and blue mandalas all over it. I hold it up to me and stand in front of the mirror. Stop being stupid, you’re a boy, I berate myself and hang it back up.

I check with my friends at school. It has to belong to one of them. We share clothes all the time, so it wouldn’t be unusual for something of theirs to end up in my closet. But none of them remember it.

That day for PE, Coach has us line up single file along the wall of the gym. She announces that it’s kickball day, and I feel sick to my stomach. My mind flashes back to what happened the last time. Of course, that was with a bunch of super competitive jock boys, but after that, I never wanted to play kickball again. I look at Aubrey beside me, and she’s staring at me. I flash her a panicked look. She mouths, “you got this, babe,” and squeezes my arm.

Coach calls Becca and Odeya out with her. They’re going to be the captains of the two teams, and they’ll pick which of us they want. I lean back against the wall, knowing that it’s going to be a few minutes before my name is called. There are twenty girls in here, so that means nineteen names will be called before mine.

“Elena? Yo, earth to Elena.” All the other girls are giggling. I look up and see Odeya motioning me toward her.

“What?”

“Wake up. I picked you. Let’s go.”

“Me?”

“Unless there’s some other Elena who was standing behind you when I pointed at you.”

Like an idiot, I turn and look before I walk out to her. Everyone laughs, assuming I’m joking. I can’t believe she would pick me. We get along, but we’re not friends. Why would she pick me first over any of the other girls in the class? My face turns red. This is going to be an even worse disaster than I imagined. At least the boys knew I was going to be bad, so they picked me last. She must not know how terrible I am.

We start the game in the field, and Odeya sends me beside second base. I try to argue with her—lots of people kick the ball there—but she just waves me off while she heads to the center of the diamond to pitch. I take a deep breath and cross my fingers, hoping that nothing comes to me. It doesn’t. We get them out right away, and I can’t get off the field quick enough.

In our half of the inning, I’m the third person up. The first two girls are already on base. I have to force myself to breathe as I walk up to the plate. This is just like last time. No. Last time there were two outs. This time there aren’t any. So my out won’t be a big deal. I just need to not embarrass myself. I can’t deal with all these girls laughing at me.

The first pitch comes in, and as I run up toward it, I notice another difference between this time and last. My boobs. Puberty hit me since the last time I played this, and I grew. A lot. I knew it would happen. Mom has big boobs, too. I just didn’t know that I would develop them suddenly over a couple of months. I know I need to concentrate on the ball, but their bouncing distracts me. It’s not like I’m not used to them. I run every day in here with them. But this is different. I need this to be perfect. I let the pitch roll by, and I walk back behind the plate.

The next pitch comes in, and I move up toward it. Please don’t miss it. Please don’t miss it. I just need to make some contact. Any contact. Even if it bounces off my foot and somehow goes backward. I swing my leg forward, point my toe down, and I feel it connect to the ball. I want to squint my eyes closed so I don’t have to see it, but I don’t. I follow it as it carries above the pitcher’s head. That’s when I realize I should probably run. I didn’t expect to put the ball into play, so I just stopped as soon as I kicked it. As I get halfway to first base, I hear the ball smack against the wall above the short set of bleachers. Everyone on the bench behind me starts whooping, and I turn to them with my mouth hanging open. What am I supposed to do?

“Go, you goof.”

It’s Mia. I look at her, and she has one finger pointing up and is waving it in a circle.

I couldn’t have just done that. Could I? Even halfway between first and second, no one from the other team is coming after me with the ball. I must have. I kicked a homerun? Me? I smile as I turn and see all the girls on my team waiting to high five me once I cross the plate. I did this?

“You’re on my team every time from now on.” Odeya calls to me from across the locker room as we’re getting dressed afterward. “Definite MVP. Five runs and single-handedly getting a double-play in the third inning.”

“I just got lucky.”

“That wasn’t luck.” She laughs, and we both finish getting ready for our afternoon classes.


CHAPTER SEVEN



The next morning and the next couple of mornings after that, the dress is still in my closet. Each day I think for just a split second about wearing it, but then I tell myself that I’m a boy and I can’t wear a dress to school. Today is different, though. The whole time I’m getting ready, I can’t stop thinking about it. During my shower. As I do my makeup. While I do my hair. I keep imagining it on me. When I walk into my room, I’m determined that I’m wearing it. I put on my underwear and then take it from the hanger and slip it over my head. As it falls around my curves, I can already tell it’s perfect for my body. When I look in the mirror, I see that I’m right. It’s gorgeous on me. I smile.

All day at school, everyone compliments me on the dress, and each time they do, I can’t help my grin. I feel pretty, and I love feeling pretty. I already decide during second period that I’m going to buy lots more dresses and skirts and wear them all the time.

Third period is chemistry. Aubrey’s already seen me, but this is the first class I have with Mia, and she gushes over the way I look. I eat it all up, of course. Then she leans forward and whispers, “Look behind you.” I do and see Aiden on the other side of the room. Staring at me like usual. This time, though, his face is red. His eyes meet mine and we both freeze. Then he turns around and walks out of the classroom.

I turn to Mia. “What an asshole.”

“Girl, he likes you.”

“Clearly not.” I sit down and open my notebook.
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Two weeks later, my heart is racing, and I’m sure I’m going to be sick. It’s six o’clock and mom is driving me to the school. We have a choir concert tonight. And I have a solo in the second song. I know I’m going to faint. I’m going to stand up there, and in front of everyone, I’m going to collapse to the floor. I know this is going to happen. I’ve practiced this song so much, and I’ve sung it for everyone I can. Mom, Aubrey, Mia, even all the girls in PE. But this is different. This is going to be an auditorium full of strangers.

I’m one of the last to walk out onto the stage. The sopranos are on this end of the risers, and since I’m a soloist, I’m in the front row. As I walk out, I feel wobbly in my heels. I focus on taking deep breaths and just look ahead of me. Once I’m in place, I look out at the audience. I’m looking for Mom. There. Second row on the left side. Her friend Daniel is with her. She asked me if it was OK to invite him, and I said yes. I like him, he’s nice. When they see I’m looking at them, they both wave at me. I give a nervous smile and look away, scanning the audience for anyone else I know.

That’s when I see him. Why is he here? He’s in the back, leaning against the wall. His arms are folded over his navy sweater, and that pose makes his body look even more broad than it usually does. My knees get weak when my eyes met his, and I have to look away. Why did he have to come? This is the last thing that I need tonight.

The first song passes too quickly. I take a breath as I prepare for the second. Not only do I solo in this song. I open the song with my solo. My hands are shaking, so I hold them together in front of me. It doesn’t help. Miss Evans looks up at me with a reassuring smile and asks if I’m ready. Can I say no? Can I apologize to everyone, and then we just skip this song? Sorry folks, there was an error in your program. Elena Santos will not be singing her solo tonight. We’re going right to the next song. Thanks for your understanding. I give her a quick nod, and she raises her hands to set the tempo for me. I take a deep breath.

And it goes wonderfully. I hit every note and every pitch. It’s the best I’ve ever sung it. As soon as the first word leaves my mouth, everything just happens on its own. Just the way I rehearsed it. When I finish, I want to smile from ear to ear. I want to shout. But I can’t. I just take a step back to the risers. When I look at the crowd, Mom is doing the grinning for me. Daniel too. They both have the largest smiles I’ve ever seen spread across their faces. Daniel gives me a fist pump that makes my mouth curl up a tiny bit. I scan across the auditorium to see if he’s still there. He is. And his eyes are still on me. I look away as quickly as I can.

After the concert, Mia runs from the crowd and hops onto the stage to hug me. We stand and talk for a few minutes before I head back to the choir room. I’m so elated that it feels like I’m floating rather than walking along the half-lit hallways. Until his voice brings me back down to earth.

“Elena.”

My heart stops, and I hurry my steps.

“Elena.”

This time I stop. There’s no one in the hallway except me and him. Tears are already welling in my eyes, but I know if I don’t stand up for myself, he’ll never stop.

“Will you just leave me alone? Please. I am so over this. I don’t care who you are or who your parents are. I don’t care about you. I’m just tired of this constant bullying. It needs to stop. Why are you even here tonight?” My voice is shaky, but I hope he can’t hear that. I march toward him with as much fake confidence as I can muster, which isn’t much.

“Because of you. I came to see you. I know how nervous you were. The whole school knew.” He chuckles under his breath. “But I knew you’d be great. I came to watch you kick ass. And you did.”

I look up at him, but I can barely see his face in the dim light.

“Don’t cry. You were great. Really great.” He wipes the tears from my eyes.

His touch singes my skin, and I want his fingers to stay there forever. But I can’t let him know how I feel. Instead, I steel myself. Preparing for what’s coming next. I know it’s something. This is just the setup to whatever he has planned. My stomach twists, and more tears pour from my eyes.

But I’m not prepared for him to lean forward. I’m not ready for his lips to press against mine. I gasp, and as soon as my mouth opens, he slides his tongue inside and runs it along mine. But he’s not forcing it. He’s not forcing anything. Everything he’s doing now is gentle. I feel like I’m melting, and I need to hold on to something before I’m puddled at his feet. I throw my arms around his neck. When I do, I pull him even tighter against me. He has one hand on the small of my back, and his other is sliding under my dress. I tense, afraid that he’s going to go too far, but he stops with his hand on my hip.

He pushes me backward, and I’m pinned between him and the wall now. I’ve never felt so tiny. Even in my heels, I’m nowhere near as tall as him. He could hide me in his embrace. And I want him to. I want him to wrap me up and never let me go. I want all of him. I want that honey taste of his lips. I want that smell of manhood that rises from him. Suddenly, I want everything about him. I want all of him. The glow fires through me as I feel his body pressed against mine. As I fight to take all of him in. I don’t care that we’re in the middle of the hallway. I don’t care if there are people watching. He’s the only thing I care about right now.

When he drags his lips away from mine, I keep my eyes closed. If I open them, this will have all been a dream. Just a fantasy. Someone will still be there, but it won’t be this Aiden. It will be the Aiden who did everything he could to make my life a living hell. I shake as I think about it.

“I wanted to see you. And I wanted to give you this.”

“Um… thank you.” I can’t take my eyes from his. I know I look like a fool with my mouth hanging open, but I don’t care.

He laughs. “Not that. This.”

I look down as he takes a step back and holds a small wooden box out to me. When I look up again, he just nods and I take the box.

“What is it?”

“Open it.”

My throat is tightening. I don’t want to open it. It’s going to be something making fun of me, and that means this was all nothing. I don’t want this to have all been nothing. I stare at it so long he finally reaches down and pulls back the lid for me. I can’t see it very well, but I can tell it’s a pendant necklace. I look up and his face is lit in a smile.

“It’s a little dark here, but I hope you like it?”

“What is it?”

“A necklace.”

I giggle. “Well, I can see that. It’s not that dark. But what is it?”

“Do you remember my notebook? In chemistry?”

The red rises in my cheeks. How could I forget? “I really am sorry. I’m just a huge klutz and—”

“Stop. That’s what this is. I sent the ashes to one of those places that uses them to make jewelry. This one is called a fire crystal. I thought that seemed appropriate.”

He shines the light from his phone, and I can see the orange and red and yellow swirling in the pendant.

“That day is when I knew… Well, not right then. I was mad—”

“Mad? You threatened to beat me up.”

He rubs his forehead and holds his hand over his eyes. I want to pull it away. I don’t want him to hide himself from me.

“I was terrible. I was an asshole. And you have every right to hate me forever for that. You should. I don’t blame you. But since that happened, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. And I just—I was stupid. I know you hate me, and you probably hate the necklace. But anyway, you can do whatever you want with it. I just hoped…”

He starts to turn away, but I grab his hand. “No. I don’t hate it. I love it. And… I don’t hate you either. I just don’t get it. You always act like you want to murder me. The way you stare at me. I just don’t know what’s real.”

He laughs again, and I smile at the sound of it. “This. This is real. And so is the staring. I just can’t take my eyes off of you. Reid tried to tell me that I looked like a lion who wanted to eat you. And in a way, I guess I am.”

I’m pretty sure the heat coming from me is going to set off the sprinklers any second. “But what about in the gym?”

I can see the confusion on his face. “What happened in the gym?”

“You…” My mind goes blank. What did happen in the gym? I can’t think of anything. I don’t think we’ve ever even had a day where the boys and girls were together, so he couldn’t have done anything. “It was nothing, I guess.” I draw him even closer toward me. “Will you put this on me?”

He doesn’t say anything. He just nods and takes the box while I pull my hair up and turn around for him. His hand brushes against my neck, and I swear it feels like he’s trembling. It takes him a minute to work the clasp, but he finally gets it and I turn around.

“Beautiful.”

“Yes.”

Neither of us is looking at the necklace.

I stop breathing as he leans forward and kisses me again. I grab his hair and hold him against me, and I don’t know how long we stay like that before I finally let go.

“If I tell you something, will you promise not to be mad at me?”

“You can’t start off like that. That means I’m going to be mad at you for sure.” I giggle, but it’s just to mask my nervousness.

“I nominated you for homecoming court.”

“You what?”

“And I told all my friends they have to vote for you. And they’re telling everyone they know too.”

I drop my arms from him. “Why?”

“Because I know I’ll be voted the sophomore boy representative on the court, and I want you to be the girl beside me.”

My heart is fluttering, and I have to force myself to take deep breaths to stop it. “You want me to—”

“I do. I want you.”

“Elena? Who is that?”

I hear Aubrey stamping down the hallway toward us.

“Aiden? You get away from her right now, or I swear to God, I will kick your ass down this hallway.”

Aiden backs away.

“Aubrey, it’s alright.” I smile at her. “It’s alright.” I want to burst. I want to tell her everything. And I will. Just not with him standing there.

“So, um, I’ll see you around. I just wanted to tell you how well you did. You have a very pretty voice.”

“Um, thanks. See you around.”

As he walks away, I grab Aubrey’s arm and drag her back toward the choir room. “He just kissed me, and gave me this, and I think I’m going to die.”

When I’m sure that no one’s around, I stop her in the hallway and tell her everything that just happened. Even just remembering it so I can tell her gives me goosebumps. Aiden Bromley kissed me! I’ll never forget this night. As I tell her more and more, we’re both squealing in excitement, but when I put my hand on her arm, I stop mid-sentence.

“Where’s my ring?”

“What ring?”

“The one I always wear. Here.” I point to the third finger on my left hand. “I never take it off. Ever. I can’t lose that.”

“I don’t remember it. What did it look like?” She has her phone out and is shining the flashlight all around the hallway floor.

“It was… silver? Just a plain band. I think? I don’t know. I can’t picture it right now. But I have to find it. I can’t lose that.”

We hunt all around the hallway, but there’s no sign of it. My chest feels mangled, and I’m sobbing and holding on to Aubrey when I walk outside to Mom and Daniel.

“Honey, what’s wrong?” They both run out of the car, and Mom puts her arms around me.

“My ring… It’s missing… I lost it.” I can barely get the words out.

“It’s OK. It’s just a ring. Which one was it?”

“That silver one you gave me a long time ago. The one I always wore. Every day. I swear I had it on during the concert. I know I did. I was playing with it on stage when I was nervous.”

“Well, it probably just slipped off then. Or maybe in the choir room afterward.” Daniel puts his arm around me.

“No. We checked everywhere. It’s just gone. Mom, what am I going to do?”

“Don’t worry about it. It’ll turn up. If not, we’ll get you a new one.”

I start sobbing again, and they squeeze me between them.

When she steps back, Mom takes my hand and holds it between us. “It’s OK, sweetie. It’s alright—”

“Mom, what happened to your rings?” I notice that she’s not wearing her engagement or wedding rings, and I panic all over again.

“Nothing. They’re fine. I had to take them to the jewelers to be resized. That’s all. I pick them up tomorrow.”

“Oh.” I swallow. “That’s good. I thought maybe you two—”

“No, your dad and I aren’t getting a divorce or anything like that.”

“Nope.” Daniel brushes the hair away from my face, and I look up at him. “You’re stuck with me forever, kiddo. Especially now. I can’t leave just as my daughter becomes a big star.”

“Whatever, Dad. It was one solo.”

“But I’ve already heard people saying that it was the best solo in the history of solos.”

I roll my eyes and laugh as I say goodbye to Aubrey and then walk to the car with Mom and Dad.


CHAPTER EIGHT



I look at myself in the mirror one more time and squeal silently. I try to wipe the huge grin from my face before I walk out there, but I can’t. Not totally. I’m just too happy. This is something I’ve dreamt about since I was a little girl.

As I walk out of my room, I have to take a deep breath. I can’t believe this is happening. From the top of the stairs, I see them all waiting for me, and my smile instantly takes up half my face. I can’t help it. Mom and Dad are downstairs talking to his mom and dad. And then there he is.

His eyes are on me. Like always, and I love that about him. I love that he truly sees me. He’s wearing a light gray suit with a white shirt and a pink and black plaid tie. And my God. I’ve never seen anyone so hot. My heart races the instant I see him. I want for us to stare at each other like this forever. Just the two of us. No one else. I walk to the upper railing, still keeping my eyes on him, and just stop. I don’t need to go down and show off for anyone else. I don’t need to go to the dance. I just need this. I just need his eyes to see me and mine to see him.

“Would her highness, like a royal escort down the stairs?” It’s Dad. Of course it is.

I roll my eyes, but it forces me to take them off of Aiden. As much as I don’t want to. Now I see the others again. Dad is wearing the same suit he wore last night to the football game when he escorted me onto the field. Mom wipes her eyes. She has on a different dress today. Then there’s Mr. and Mrs. Bromley. They both smile as they look up at me. His dad pats Aiden on the shoulder and keeps his hand there. I walk down the stairs so they can see me.

I spent the entire afternoon in the salon getting ready for this. My hair swept up and then pinned and sprayed into place. My nails set and polished. My makeup perfect. I can hear my heels on the steps, but I don’t know how. I’m not touching any of them.

My dress is simple black satin with thin straps tied at the shoulders. It drapes perfectly across my curves before flaring out just a bit at my hips. The side slit runs to the top of my thigh. My shoes are simple black sandals with two thin straps crossing over my foot and then again around my ankle. They’re just a three-inch heel. I wanted higher for tonight—I already feel so tiny next to Aiden—but Mom wouldn’t let me. She told me that my feet would kill me by the end of the night. And she’s probably right. But it would have been worth it.

I’m wearing my tiara too. As the sophomore girl representative on the homecoming court, I don’t get a full crown, but I still have this sparkling tiara. I always assumed that they were cheap plastic, but they aren’t. At least not this one. It’s metal with gemstones set in it. When it’s on, I feel even more like a princess than I do whenever I’m around Aiden.

Everyone oohs and ahhs around me and tells me how beautiful I am, but the look on Aiden’s face is all I need. I tilt my head up toward him, and he just smiles. I know he would do more if our parents weren’t here, and my stomach flips thinking about it.

The parents move the two of us together. First at the base of the stairs, then against an empty wall. Finally, outside under the sycamore tree in the front yard. I look up and see the frayed rope from my tree swing still tied around the lowest branch. I take Aiden’s hands when I see it, and I think about how far I’ve come. From that little girl until now. I know our parents are here, but I don’t care. I pull his hands down, and I stand on my toes and kiss him. It seems like our lips are pressed together forever, but I know it’s just seconds. When I pull away, I whisper “I love you.” I’m so quiet that I’m not sure he heard. But then he whispers the same words back to me, and I dissolve.

“Ahh, you guys are adorable.”

“So beautiful.”

Their voices intrude into our world, and I hate them for it. There shouldn’t be anyone else. It should just be us. Forever. When I turn to look at them, they all have their cameras pointed at us. Their faces are filled with pride. Mom is fully crying now. She’s not even trying to hide it.

“Is that enough? The car is going to be here any minute.”

Dad laughs. “My baby girl is on the homecoming court. There are never going to be enough pictures.” He holds up his phone and acts like he’s a professional photographer. Dork.

Just then, the car does pull in, and I’m saved. Aubrey is the first to get out. Our jaws drop as we see each other. She’s gorgeous, and I can tell she thinks the same about me. Then Mia comes over with Valentina, Reid’s date. We all stand at the bottom of the driveway, hugging, and I see the boys walk over to Aiden and do whatever weird handshakes it is that boys do. Before we leave, the moms insist we take group pictures. All the girls, then all the boys, then everyone together.

During the last picture, all of us crowded together under the tree, Aiden sneaks his hand on my ass and pinches me. I jump but try to regain my composure right away before the parents see what happened. As soon as I’m sure they have the picture, I spin to him. Still burning from his fingers. I’ve never seen his grin so wide and his face so bright.

“I can’t help myself. You set me on fire.”

“I can’t help it either.” I kiss him, and this time it’s a real kiss. I don’t care who’s around. I don’t care that our parents are making hooting noises in the background. I throw my arms around him, and I know that I’m never going to let go.

The End
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CHAPTER ONE



The mayor of Adamston Village is an older man with thin, grey hair and glasses. He comes around the desk to greet me, and I look him up and down, impressed with the clothes he’s wearing—a white cotton shirt under a cream-colored waistcoat, brown pants that end just below his knees, wool socks, and buckle shoes. I can see his brown jacket set carefully over the back of a chair. Everything looks like it came directly from the 1700s.

“Good morrow, how do you fare?” He shakes my hand and gestures me toward a seat.

“Uh, I fare well. Um, how do you fare… good sir?”

He laughs. “My apologies. It’s very much like living two in different realities. Occasionally, I slip up and forget what time I’m in. So anyway, I understand you’re interested in working as a living historian here at Adamston Village? Do you have any experience?”

I watch as he pushes up his tiny wire-framed glasses and dips a quill pen in a pot of ink with his other hand.

“No, not with this directly, but I was a theater kid in school. So I have plenty of experience in all kinds of performances. On stage and behind the scenes.”

He looks at me and doesn’t write anything. “I see. This is quite different from a performance. As a living historian, you have to fully inhabit the character. You can’t simply go off the stage or behind a curtain and be someone else. You literally have to be this character the entire time you’re working. When you talk to someone, when you eat, when you use the bathroom. You are the character. Anytime you’re in colonial dress. It’s a huge commitment, and I’m not sure if being a ‘theater kid,’ as you say, gives you the right experience for this.”

“I don’t mean it like that. I completely understand that this is different. But I have played different roles, so I understand that part of it at least. Even if this isn’t the same, I know I can do it. I just need the chance to show you.”

I have to convince him I’m the right man for the job. As soon as I saw the ad online, I knew. “Authentic Historical Reenactors Needed: Living Historians for immersive part-time or full-time roles. Costumes and accessories provided. NO FARBS.” A simple ad in the middle of a long list of job openings. No colorful logo. No fancy print. But my eye went to it right away. And when I saw it, I didn’t bother looking at anything else. My college roommate performed at a renaissance fair every summer, so I knew a lot about the culture and the way things worked. And it has to be a plus that I know a farb is a person who doesn’t care about historical accuracy. How many people know that?

I called right away and talked to Mr. Goldman, the man sitting across from me. I explained I was only looking for part-time work on the weekends, but I would play any role they needed. Thanks to my roommates, I need this job, and I need it as soon as possible.

They raised my portion of the rent. Now I have to come up with an extra two hundred dollars each month. My data entry job at the car dealership isn’t enough. I need something else. I need this. If I can do this long enough, maybe I can even save and move out. I would love to have my own apartment, away from the assholes I live with now.

“This really is a completely different world from what you’ve been prepared for. It’s a commitment. Not something someone should take lightly. It’s probably best if you get experience somewhere else and maybe—”

“Please, Mr. Goldman. I really need this. And I know I can do it. Anything you ask of me. I’ll throw myself completely into the role. When I’m in costume, it’ll be just like I’m living in the 1700s.”

“And you can handle that.”

“Absolutely. I swear. I’ll never break character. It won’t even be a character. It’ll just be me, straight from the eighteenth century.”

He stares at me for a minute, then leans back and rubs his nose under the bridge of his glasses. “I’m not sure about this, but alright, I’ll take a chance on you. Can you come Monday evening and meet with Margaret Spencer? She’s our village mantua-maker, and she’ll fit you for your clothes.”

“Yes. Thank you so much. You won’t be disappointed in me.” I try to hide my fist pump, but he sees it and smiles. Even through that, I can see the worry on his face. But I’ll prove myself to him. He’ll see that I’m perfect for this.


CHAPTER TWO



Right after work on Monday, I make the fifteen minute drive to Adamston Village. I stop at the gate before the parking lot, and show the worker the pass the mayor gave to me on Saturday. It’s a handwritten note on a piece of parchment giving me “free access to the Village and all shoppes and public quarters therein.”

The man looks at it and smiles at me. “Welcome, you must be the new apprentice Mayor Goldman told us about. The villagers are most excited to meet you, my dear. Go right in.” With a flourish, he waves me on. I chuckle and pull away. Even the parking lot attendants are into their roles here. I think this will end up being a fun experience.

Unlike Saturday, there are hardly any cars here tonight. The days are starting to get warmer, but the evenings are still chilly. Perfect for me, but not for tourists apparently. As I walk past the carriage house, the waiting driver rises a little from his seat and tips his cap to me. I wave at him. I suppose I could use him and the horse-drawn cart to take me to the village, but it’s only a five minute walk. After being in a windowless office all day, I want to get some fresh air.

It’s strange how much everything changes the instant I cross the village boundaries. All the noise and bustling from outside just stops. You’d never know the highway is less than a mile away. I walk down the cobblestone Main Street and look at the wood buildings. Most of them are two stories tall. At the outskirts there are houses meant to appear as they would have in the mid-eighteenth century. I can see people inside sitting down to meals by candlelight. Even with no one around, they keep up the act. Mr. Goldman wasn’t exaggerating.

Closer to the center of the village, the buildings are packed more tightly. These are businesses. A blacksmith on the edge of town, a saddler right next door. Then a tavern, an apothecary—which looks more like a candy shop for the tourists to me—a general store, and a silversmith. It’s so odd to see these stores, none of which exist anymore, except the tavern. I suppose taverns will never go out of style.

Across the street I see a candlemaker, a cooper, and a wigmaker. I chuckle when I see that. I can imagine the tourists lining up out the door to buy a wig they’ll take home and stick in the back of a drawer. Next to the wigmaker is a tailor’s shop and then a sign for Mrs. Spencer’s Mantuas. It’s a simple white building with a black door and matching shutters. Through the shop window I see a woman holding pieces of fabric against a lady’s chest. I watch as she marks, folds, cuts, and holds it up again. Then she moves on to the next piece and works her way around the client’s waist and upper body.

She works quickly and moves around the back and to the other side of the woman. I still stare through the window until the dressmaker jumps and puts her hand on her chest. She’s looking right at me now, and I realize I must have moved closer and closer to the window as I watched her work. I put my hand over my mouth and walk into her shop.

“I am so sorry about that. I was just fascinated and didn’t realize that I was staring. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Well you certainly did give me a fright, that’s for sure. What can I do for you, sir? Shopping for the mistress back home, are we?”

As we talk, the woman who was being used as a living dress form walks to the back of the shop and disappears through a doorway.

“No, nothing like that. Mayor Goldman told me to see you for a costume fitting? I’m going to be working here part time as a reenactor.”

“Oh, that’s you. Forgive my manners, come right in here with me.”

I walk into the room and look out the window. My face goes red as I imagine what I must have looked like to her.

“I really am sorry about watching you like that. It was just so interesting.”

“I don’t want a worry flitting about in your pretty little head. Maybe we can talk later about apprenticing for me if you’re still interested in it. You’re a little old to be an apprentice, though, but I suppose I could make due.”

We both laugh.

“You’re Richard, right?”

“Rich, but yes. Margaret?”

“That’s me.” She turns toward the back of the building. “Polly? You can come out. This is Richard, a new member of the Village.”

I hear the other woman shuffling about, but she doesn’t join us.

“She’s very shy around strangers, but don’t worry. Once you get to know her, she’s like family. In fact most of us are. We’re a very tightly knit community, and I just know that you’ll love it here.”

“Thank you. I think so too. So what do I need to do for the fitting?”

“Just stand there like you are, and let me get my tape. I won’t need to cut to your body the way I was doing with Polly. At least not for these first basic pieces. Maybe later when you need something more formal, but for now, I’ll just have your measurements, and you can be on your way.”

As she wraps the tape around me, my eyes wonder around the room. There are fabrics everywhere. Cottons and silks, brights and pastels. She doesn’t have many manly colors. No browns or blacks or navy blues that I can see. That surprises me. But I suppose more women order clothes from her than men.

“That’s it. Let me see… Polly’s dress is practically finished. Then one for Abigail and one for Dolly. So just two other dresses before I can work on yours. And I can have the tailor make your stays. He always complains about having too much free time. Idle hands and all. I should have everything for you done by Saturday afternoon. Do you want to come back then?

“Sure. You don’t think you’ll be too busy then with the tourists?”

“Tourists?”

“All the people who come here. Like, from out of town?”

“Oh, the outsiders. I sometimes see them conducting trade with Mr. Peeblum at the apothecary or Mrs. Marcwithe at the store. But most of the time I never even notice them.”

“OK. I guess I’ll be back Saturday afternoon. I’ll see you then.”

She giggles. “Uh, yes. It’s not as if I’ll suddenly become invisible. Fare thee well, my new friend.”

Saturday comes before I know it, and I’m back in the Village. Things are much busier today than they were Monday evening. The town is full of people, mostly families. I smile as I walk through them, darting around from shop to shop, walking up to the houses where they peek through the windows to get a glimpse of everyday colonial life.

Just as Margaret said, the apothecary and general store are the two busiest shops. I stop at both and look in the windows. People are packed inside wall-to-wall. Most are dressed in jeans and T-shirts or sweatshirts, but scattered in with them are women in long full-skirted dresses and even a couple of men wearing breeches and jackets.

This time I don’t see Margaret working in the front room, so I’m not sure if I should just walk in or not. I knock on the door, but when there’s no answer, I push it open.

“Hello? Margaret?”

“Pardon me, good sir. I shall join you forthwith.”

I walk into the fitting room and look around for my suit, but I don’t see it. She must have it in the back. A stack of dresses folded over the back of a cushioned chair catches my eye, so I walk over to them. They’re very good work. The top one is a pale blue cotton with white lace trim around the neckline and two rows of pastel yellow bows running down its front. I just reach out to took at the dress below this one when I hear footsteps behind me.

“Richard. So good to see you. Pray forgive me for that ‘sir’ nonsense I uttered. I didn’t know it was you.”

I just smile at her. I’ve never had someone apologize for using good manners before.

“Do you like those?” She motions to the dresses I was just looking at.

“I do. They’re very comely.” Comely? I’m sure I misspoke, but the smile on her face tells me that she understands my meaning even if I used the wrong word.

“I’m so glad they please you. Would you like to come to the back with me, and I’ll fit you with your underwear there?”

“Oh, uh, you can just show me where to go, and I’ll do it myself.”

She throws her head back in laughter. “Your first time? You’re quite a jester, aren’t you. Come now, and I’ll help you into them.”

She leads me through another door and into a small room with no windows. There is a pile of what looks like frilly skirts and laced vests in one corner of the room.

“Let’s start by getting you out of those. I really don’t know how you can stand to wear such cloths. You must really be looking forward to getting into something more appropriate.”

Before I know what’s happening she’s lifting my shirt over my head. When I raise my hands, so she can slip it off, she must assume that I’m taking over for her because she immediately moves to the waistband of my jeans. She unfastens them and pulls down both my pants and my boxers. I gasp and cover myself.

“Oh don’t be modest. It’s just us. Come now. Be done and slip out of them and those monstrosities you call shoes.”

Something about her tone tells me that there’s no arguing with her, so I strip completely naked. As I do, I reason that she’s the one who makes all the costumes for the Villagers, so that means she’s used to seeing people naked. It’s not a big deal for her, so why should it be for me?

“Arms up.” She slips a silky shirt over my arms and head. It hangs past my knees, and I wonder if it’s some sort of dressing gown. Maybe she is concerned with my modesty after all.

Before I can lower my arms she wraps something around me. It’s stiff, and I wonder if it’s some sort of early American armor.

“What’s this? Plating or something?”

She laughs. “You’re so funny. These are your stays. Take a nice breath now. We’re not going to tie it too tight, though. That’s for women in stations way above ours.”

I watch as she pulls the laces in front of me and tightens the stays on my body. I can barely breathe, so I’m relieved when she stops pulling and ties a bow.

“We’ll worry about the stockings later. Right now I just want to make sure everything fits you properly. So here. Let’s get you into your petticoat. Step up.”

“Wait, a petticoat? No.” I might not know anything else, but I do know what a petticoat is. And I know it’s something that only women wear. “Very funny. So where is the real costume?”

“What real costume? This is exactly what you ordered.”

“It’s definitely not.”

“Forgive me, but I’m at a loss. You said you liked the dresses.”

“Yeah those. That has nothing to do with me though.”

“It does. Those are yours. We have to get you into the proper undergarments before you can wear those though. Without this, those dresses will just hang on you and won’t be very pretty at all. You don’t want that, do you?”

“I don’t want any of this. I’m not wearing a dress. I’m a man. Now, where’s the real outfit that you made for me?”

“Margaret?” A man calls out to her from just outside the door.

“Prey forgive me, sir. Just a moment longer, and I’ll be with you.”

“Margaret, it’s Mayor Goldman. Is Richard in there with you?”

Thank God. He can get all this straightened out. “Yes, I’m right here. Can you come in here and talk to Margaret? She’s got my costume all messed up somehow. I don’t even know how.”

He starts to open the door, but Margaret yanks it shut. “Mayor, you can’t just come in here. She’s completely naked.”

Now I’m getting mad, so I put my hand on the doorknob, over her hand, and twist. I’m easily able to overpower her and open the door.

“Margaret, Richard, my apologies. This is most inappropriate, but it is a unique situation. Could you leave us alone for just a moment Margaret? Perhaps prepare some tea, and we can discuss this civilly?”

As she stomps off, I hear her mutter “So unladylike.”

“It’s good to see you again Richard.”

“You too. Now, can you please get her straightened out and make her give me the real outfits that she made for me? She was trying to get me to wear petticoats and a dress.”

“I’m afraid that is the outfit that she made for you. There are two dresses. To start with that should be plenty. I was afraid there would be some confusion, so I wanted to come and help ease you through things.”

“Confusion? Yeah. Clearly. She’s confused about what I’m going to be wearing. And maybe you are too. You’re not suggesting that I try on one of the dresses, right?”

“I am. Yes. Both dresses in fact. We have to make sure they fit properly if you’re going to work with us.”

“What does that have to do with working for you? These aren’t going to be my costumes.”

“They are. Richard look at yourself in this looking glass. You’re only wearing a chemise and your stays, but do you think you look more like a man or more like a woman right now?”

“Excuse me? But I’ll just take these off right now. Then, there’s no question about it. When she was dressing me, I didn’t know that these were women’s clothes.”

“It doesn’t matter. Look. Then look at me. Do you see how much shorter than me you are? How much smaller? It’s natural for a woman to be smaller than a man, just as you’re smaller than me.”

“No, that’s not natural. People come in all kinds of sizes. There are plenty of men and women who are bigger than me. There are lots of men who are smaller than me too.” It’s an obvious lie, but right now I don’t care. I’m only five-feet-two-inches tall, so there are actually very few men who are smaller than me. There are very few women who are either, but I’m definitely not going to admit that to him right now.

“Richard. We all have our place here. This is yours. You can’t expect a dainty woman to work as a smithy any more than you could expect the brawny smithy to spend the day doing the woman’s work of maintaining the household. We can’t argue against nature Richard. We may wish differently, but our bodies determine the roles that we take on in life. Yours as much as mine as much as Margaret’s. Now, can I call Margaret back in here, so she can finish with the duties that she’s meant for?”

I want to storm out of here. And I should. My real clothes are piled against the wall. I should take this… garbage off, put them back on, and be done with this place and these people. I should do that. But I’m frozen in place. Every time I think about moving, I think about this job. The money that I need. I think about becoming homeless because I’m too proud to let them put a dress on me. As soon as they do, they’ll realize how ridiculous this all is. Maybe I could let them go through with it, so they’ll learn. They won’t have a choice when they see me in the dress.

“OK, fine. Let’s do this.”

He smiles and pats me on the shoulder as he leaves the small room.

In a minute Margaret walks back in. “Are we feeling better now?”

I want to roll my eyes, but I don’t. I’ll just play along. “Yes. Thank you. I’m sorry about that. I can’t wait to see what I look like in the dresses.” And I can’t wait for you to see either.

She holds the petticoat out for me, and I step into it. Once it’s tied around my waist, we walk back out to the main fitting room. The mayor is sitting at the small desk and the corner, but he stands when we come in. I ignore him.

Margaret holds the first dress out in front of me and wraps it around my upper body. “I think this will fit perfectly.” She bunches up the fabric for me. When she’s ready, I lean over, and she drops it over my head. I move my arms back and forth trying to find the sleeves in the yards of material. Finally my hands poke through and then we work together to lower it over me. As we do, she explains that I can wear the dress closed to hide the petticoat underneath or open if I want to show it off. I let it go in one ear and out the other. The only thing I’m interested in showing off is how stupid I look in this dress.

Margaret steps back and looks at me. “Oh my…”

I turn to the mirror behind me. It’s an antique, so the reflection is a little more distorted than I’m used to. But I can still see myself. The dress clings tightly to my upper body before flaring out and dropping to the floor. The outfit makes my hips look two or three times bigger than they are, and it makes my waist look half the size. Somehow the stays push up enough skin on my chest to make it look like I have breasts.

“So beautiful. And, Margaret, a perfect fit as always.”

“Thank you, Mayor. I agree. She’s simply stunning. Now I can’t wait to see you in the other dress. It’s my favorite.”

My jaw drops open. How can this be? How can I not look like an absolute idiot in this dress? I spin and look at them. They’re standing side-by-side with the same grin on both of their faces.

“Well?” I ask even though the answer is obvious.

“Perfect. You’re going to be just perfect.”

I sigh. My plan could not have gone more wrong.

“I can’t wait a second longer. I have to see what you look like in the other dress.”

Margaret walks away for just a second, and the Mayor comes up to me. “So Richard? What do you think now? You’ve seen it with your own eyes.”

I want to deny it, but he’s right. I have seen it. I thought that wearing this dress would finally prove to them that their idea was insane. Instead, it’s made me think that maybe they’re right. Maybe this is a role I can play.


CHAPTER THREE



“The money… The money.”

I keep repeating it to myself as Margaret slips the second dress over my head. This one is a light pink with mint green lace and bows. At first I hated the colors, but as soon as she slipped the dress over my head, I changed my mind. She’s right. Both dresses are pretty, but this one is even more so. I just wish I weren’t the one wearing it.

“Would you mind if I steal her for a bit? We have some things to discuss in my office?” The mayor asks Margaret.

“Of course. But not as she is. I need just a quarter of an hour more to make her presentable.” She takes my arm. “Follow me, Mary. Let’s finish dressing you.”

Mary?

She leads me back to the original dressing room where she has me sit on a stool. She drops to her knees and buries herself in my skirt and petticoat. I can’t help it. I start to laugh at the absurdity of everything.

“Are you quite alright, my dear?”

“Yes… I…” I wipe the tears away from my eyes, but more take their place. I can’t stop laughing.

“Shh, don’t let him hear you. His mother was prone to fits of hysteria, so he’s always predisposed to think the worst anytime a woman is enjoying herself even a bit too much.”

When she refers to me as a woman, it makes me laugh that much harder, but this time I cover my mouth with my hands. If she’s right, I don’t need to make the mayor think any less of me. I stop laughing when I feel Margaret start to slide something up my foot. I try to look, but she’s completely hidden to me.

“What is this?”

“Your stockings, of course. If the mayor wants to see you in his office, you can’t very well go half-dressed. We should have put these on you earlier, but I didn’t expect company or for you to be called away. Now lift your leg a little higher for me.”

When the stockings are pulled up, she ties garters around my lower thighs to hold them in place. Then she slips boots on my feet. When she’s done, I stand and wobble because of my new center of gravity. Apparently the boots have a heel. I kick my leg out far enough to see, and there is. Not as much of a heel as modern high heel shoes—and this one is closer to the center of the shoe instead of the actual heel—but it’s enough to make standing and then walking difficult. Still I manage to make it back to the main room and the man waiting for me.

We say our goodbyes to Margaret and he leads me outside, holding the front door open for me and waiting until we’re outside before pulling on his tricorne hat. When I see everyone in the street, my face blazes, and I stop. He simply smiles at me, puts his arm in mine and leads me away as if this is the most normal thing in the world. And to everyone around us, it must be. No one says a word. No one even gives me more than just a casual glance. It still seems like it takes an hour to walk two buildings down to the city hall and Mayor Goldman’s office, though. I exhale my relief when we’re safely inside.

“Please have a seat.”

I walk around the chair, something that’s much more difficult with the petticoat pushing my dress out so far. When I get in front of the chair I smooth my skirts under me and sit. My stays hold my upper body uncomfortably upright and force me to take shallow breaths.

The mayor sits across from me and takes me in. “You look even better than I imagined, Mary.”

I open my mouth and start to object, but I stop. What can I say? I’m sitting here dressed fully as any woman in the 1700s would be. I don’t have any reason to object if he tells me I look good or calls me by a woman’s name.

“What are your thoughts? Is this still something you want to do?”

I think about the shock when Margaret first told me to step into the petticoat. The anger I felt. My sureness that once they saw me in a dress, they would realize this is all a mistake. The embarrassment when I walked into the street in front of hundreds of tourists. Each moment was a flash so bright I couldn’t see anything else. But then they each faded. The dark scar of each still lined my vision, but it too is fading. Now I can’t think of anything other than the money I need for my rent.

“If you’ll have me, yes. Do you really think I can do this, though?”

“What happened to the man who sat there and confidently told me he would do anything we needed him to do?” He laughs. “This is what we need. And I think you’re perfect for it. Through the King’s grace, this Village and these people are my responsibility. I would never do anything I thought would harm them. I’m sure you can do it. In fact, I think having you here will be a benefit. There’s someone I’d like you to meet if you have the time.”

We walk outside and the mayor hails a carriage. It’s just a short ride, but even though I object, he insists no lady in his presence will be forced to walk more than a single block. I cringe every time he refers to me as a lady.

In just a couple of minutes we pull onto a long dirt covered path. There are trees lining each side, and I imagine we’re heading up to some large home with a grand, columned portico. Instead, we pass a stand of trees and pull up to a small wooden building that looks like it has the space for only three or four rooms. Some of the boards on the outside of the building are rotted at the bottoms, and all of them need painted. The door, though, looks new. It’s painted red and gleams in the sun. If it’s possible to keep the door standing but demolish the rest of the building around it, I would recommend that.

“Wait right here.” Mayor Goldman steps from the carriage, and I’m not sure if he’s talking to me or the driver. Neither of us moves.

He disappears around the corner of the building and I then I can hear his voice and that of someone else. They’re too far away for me to pick up more than a few words, syllables really, that I’m not able to fit together into any kind of sense.

“Mary? Could you step out please?”

I take a deep breath and move to the side of the carriage. Before I get to the step the driver is at my side, offering me his hand. I take it. I suppose there are certain parts of this I could get used to. I step onto the ground just as the mayor rounds the corner heading back toward me. I start to walk toward him, but then I see the man behind him and stop.

My feet are suddenly digging into the ground, taking hold here. The rest of my body is motionless. I have to look down to make sure I haven’t transformed into one of the trees scattered around this property. When I move my gaze away from him, a wave of lightheadedness comes over me, and I realize I haven’t been breathing.

He’s so much larger than the mayor, both in body and in presence. His skin is the color of the earth, and his hair as dark as the black spokes on the wheels of the carriage. He’s wearing black breeches over black stockings and black shoes. Unlike the mayor, he isn’t wearing a jacket or a waistcoat. Just a white shirt that’s unbuttoned halfway down his chest. The two walk closer to me, and I’m still unable to free myself. When he’s just a few feet away, I can see his eyes. Each is a night sky holding everything.

“Augustine, this is Mary. The woman I was telling you about.”

The man, Augustine, stares at me. His chest rising and falling more rapidly than mine. I count the breaths that pass his lips before he says anything. Thirteen. Then he jerks his entire upper body away from me, and the world is flat. Like the tide if the moon vanished.

“Mary, it is truly a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” He doesn’t look at me but when I hear his voice, I bite my lower lip so hard I think it may bleed. “But Andrew, we have spoken about this, and the answer is no. Now just as it ever was.” He storms away, back around the side of the building.

As soon as he’s out of sight, my body goes limp. I hadn’t realized how tense I was. What was that? I was standing in front of a strange man while wearing a dress with stockings and heeled shoes, and when he looked at me, my body burned but not with embarrassment. I’m not gay. I’ve never been attracted to another man before. I’m still not. That wasn’t attraction. That was something more. It was fishing at a new depth and pulling up something never before seen. Does it sting? Is it poisonous? Is it edible?

The mayor holds up a hand as he hurries after Augustine, and for the first time I see how old and small he is. Around the other villagers, he seems so commanding, but here he’s nothing. He’s as insignificant as me or the driver or the dirt on the path we took.

As I stand there, I test my legs, sliding first my left and then my right foot. Just a little. Just to make sure they can move. But I don’t want to go anywhere. When he comes back I want him to see me in the same exact spot. But after several minutes, the mayor comes back alone.

He walks up to me, and puts his hand on my upper arm. “Don’t worry about him. He’ll come around. He knows what he has to do. Let’s go back to Margaret’s for now. You can change and make your way home. But on the morrow, I want you to come here. Eight o’clock. Henry will be the horseman. I’ll instruct him that he’s to drop you off at this door. Your garments will all be here. And I warrant you Augustine will change his mind once he better knows you.”


CHAPTER FOUR



It’s still a few minutes before eight when Henry pulls me up outside the building where I’m supposed to meet Augustine. He helps me down from the carriage, and I wave goodbye as he drives off. I look around unsure if I should knock, walk inside, or walk around to the side of the building where Mayor Goldman met him yesterday. I’m not looking forward to seeing him again. I tarry for a few moments and then decide to knock on the door.

As soon as I release the clapper against the plate, I hear him grumbling inside. I take a step back from the door and wait. His footsteps stop on the other side, but he doesn’t open the door. Not right away. He waits so long I wonder if maybe he snuck away, but at last I hear the release of the latch and the door swings open. He looks at me for just a second and then turns away.

“What cheer, my lady. Your dresses are taking up space in my wardrobe. I’ll be outside in my shed.”

What cheer indeed. There’s none to be found in him this morning. I sigh as I watch him walk away. Then I look around inside the building, shocked to learn this is a house. I’m in what I suppose is a combination living and dining room. To my left is a bench that resembles a modern sofa without any the cushioning. On the wall opposite there’s a fireplace with two wood rockers on either side of it. I can see through the fireplace into the room beyond, but I can’t tell what it is. To my right is a dining room table with just one chair. Straight ahead of me is a doorway. I walk through it and see the kitchen, as much as it could be called a kitchen. There’s prep space for food, cabinets for storage, and the other side of the fireplace. In the fireplace there are are several cast iron pots hanging from iron brackets that can be rotated closer and further from the heat.

After peeking into the cupboards, I walk back to the main room and then toward the last door. I assume this must be the bedroom. When I walk in, I see a tiny bed. So much smaller than the queen-size bed I have at home. I suppose two people could fit on it, but you’d have to hope that neither one of them rolled over in their sleep. I walk to the wardrobe, and pull on the knob. The door is heavy and solid and moves on it’s hinges without a sound. Inside I see the two dresses that Margaret showed me yesterday. Along with the petticoats, my chemise, and a pair of shoes. I don’t see my stays or stockings. I assume they must be in one of the drawers on the other side of the bed.

I sigh when I see the dresses. I can’t believe I’m doing this. As soon as I left last night, I resolved that I wouldn’t come back today. I was done. I would call the office and tell them that there was no way in hell I was going to play the role of a woman. I went to bed with everything planned out. But when I woke up this morning, I wasn’t sure anymore. Maybe I should at least try it to see what it’s like. I always loved acting, and this is the ultimate acting job. Plus, in this era women’s parts were usually played by men. There’s a strong historical precedent for what I’m doing. That doesn’t take away the turbulent feeling in the bottom of my gut when I slip the chemise over my head though.

With the shift on, I walk around the bed and pull open the first drawer. I’m still new to this, so I can’t tell the different items of clothes apart yet. But I can tell these are Augustine’s. I could fit into them twice. I go through drawer by drawer until I find mine. In the bottom. Pulling the drawers out, though, had given me the chance to really examine them. Each drawer is perfectly level and slides easily in and out of the case. The corners are all held together with dovetail joints that have been fitted perfectly. There’s no gap in any of them. Whoever made this dresser was a master furniture maker. I wonder at having such fine furniture in the bedroom of a house that seems like it should be condemned, historical reproduction or no.

When I’m fully dressed, I feel twenty pounds heavier. And I probably am. I’m not sure where to stash my contemporary clothes. I don’t see Augustine’s anywhere, so I just stuff mine in the bottom drawer of the dresser and make my way to the kitchen. I’m determined to make a good impression, so I’ve decided to make coffee this morning.

I look everywhere, but I can’t find any coffee. There is plenty of tea, though, so I brew enough for several cups and then walk the tea pot and two cups outside to Augustine’s shed

“Excuse me?”

He’s sawing a small piece of wood, but stops and looks up. I feel like I’ve stepped in front of the blacksmith’s bellows. I’m sure my forehead must be covered in sweat.

“I, uh, I made some tea for us. I hope that’s OK?”

“Pardon me.”

I hold the serving tray even further out in front of me so he’s sure to see it. When he still doesn’t respond, I speak, louder than before. “Tea. I brewed a pot of tea. The kettle was dry, so I assumed that—”

“No. Pardon me. That’s what you say. Not ‘excuse me.’ You say ‘pardon me.’ I heard you about the tea the first time. What were you thinking?”

“Um, that you might want some tea?”

“It’s bad enough they send me anyone, but they send me the most foolish woman in the colonies? This is my workshop. You don’t bring my tea service into my workshop. That’s for the great room.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I can take it back in for you if you want. It’s still warm.”

“I don’t want. I want you to leave me alone, so I can get my work done.”

“OK. I’m sorry. What kind of work do you do?”

A loud exhale is the only sound that he gives me. After just a couple of seconds, his stare physically hurts me, like long rods driving through my chest. I have to turn away and walk back to the house.

The rest of the day passes in the same way. I spend the late morning making a stew over the fire. In his pantry, he has potatoes and carrots and pieces of dried meat. I put them all in the pot with water, salt, and a pinch of the few spices that are in the cabinets. I’m skeptical until I try it. It’s actually fairly good. While I’m making it, I see tourists occasionally look into the windows and watch me. Luckily this house is out of the way, so I can’t imagine many people coming here. The few that do already make me think of myself as an animal in a zoo.

A little after noon, I still haven’t seen him in the house since this morning, so I walk to his workshop again and tell him that I’ve made lunch for him.

“Dinner.”

“You want me to make dinner too?”

“You made dinner. The midday meal is dinner. Do you really know nothing?”

“This is dinner? Then what’s later… for dinner?”

“That’s supper. And you don’t make it. You just have leftovers and whatever old scraps there are.”

“Oh. OK. Then I made dinner. Come and eat.”

“I’m not hungry.” He’s been staring at me the whole time, but I’m staring back. I’m not going to be intimidated the way I was earlier.

“Have you even eaten anything today?”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Suit yourself. More for me. It’s good.” I turn and half dance my way out of the barn and back toward the house. I just want to let him know he’s not getting to me, but to my right I hear laughter. I look, and see an older couple filming me on their phone. I smile and look away.

A little before dark, I hear the steps of a horse out front, so I set my book down and open the door. It’s Henry again.

“Good even, madam.” He tips his cap to me and then steps from his perch.

“Good even, Henry. Is it time for me to leave already?” I look at the clock behind me. Seven. I didn’t realize it was so late.

“Yes, ma’am, but first you have a visitor.” He opens the door of the carriage, and Mayor Goldman hops down the steps.

“My dear, how was your first day?”

“Overall it was good. I didn’t know what to think this morning, but I liked it. It’s quiet out here. Not many people came to watch us.”

“No, I don’t suppose they do all the way out here. How was our grump?” The word seems so out of character from him that it makes me grin.

“He was grumpy. But I’m not letting him get to me.”

“Good woman, I’m glad to hear it. Be patient with him. He’s had his heart broken, so this was a retreat for him. He’s not used to having someone else around, but he needs it. He needs someone to bring him back to civilization.”

“What happened?”

“It’s really not my place to say, so I won’t tittle-tattle. But he lost a long-time lady friend, and he’s taken it quite hard.”

I put my hand to my chest when he tells me this. Suddenly Augustine isn’t a man who’s rude every time I’m around him. He’s a man who had his space invaded when all he wanted was to be alone. I want to go to the barn, wrap my arms around him, and tell him that I understand. But then I shake off that impulse. What am I thinking? I’m not going to go hug him. I’m not even going to go out and say goodbye to him. I’m going to the bedroom, so I can change my clothes. He can do whatever he wants.

Augustine is leaning against the doorframe between the great room and the kitchen when I come back out. “So I suppose this is goodbye then. You certainly tried, no one can fault you. I’m sure the mayor can find some other place for you here in the Village.”

“Oh no, I’ll be back right here Saturday morning. Is eight o’clock good again?” I smile when I see his jaw clench. “Fare thee well.”

I don’t look at him as I walk outside toward Henry and the mayor who are standing outside the carriage. When I get close, Henry opens the door, and the mayor takes my hand while I climb the two steps into the coach.


CHAPTER FIVE



Friday night, I can barely sleep. I’m so excited for the next day. I know I said I’d be there at eight, but I step down from the carriage a little past seven. The front door is unlocked, so I walk inside. I hope that I beat Augustine here today. I want to have everything ready before he walks in. First things first, I need to light the fire. I’ve never done this before, but I spent the week researching on the internet. This was the top of the list, since everything in colonial era houses revolved around the hearth.

After I do that, I walk outside to the well and draw up a couple pailfuls of water. I nearly drop them when I get back in the house though. He’s there in the kitchen. His normally neat and braided long hair is flying all around his face. When he turns to face me, the light from the fire behind him makes his hair look like a black halo surrounding his head. His long white shirt is an angel’s robe. That dark patch of chest pushing through the unbuttoned top of his shirt, though, is purely of this world. I’m glad I carry buckets in both hands. Nothing else could have stopped me from walking up to him and rubbing my hands across his chest. I have to literally shake my head to stop myself from imagining it.

“Good morrow, husband, how fares thee?”

“You’re not dressed.” His eyes look up and down my body. I’m still wearing shorts and a T-shirt with sneakers.

“No. I didn’t want to get my costume dirty. You’re not dressed yet either.”

“The smell of smoke woke me. I thought there was a fire.”

“You slept here last night?” I set the pails down.

His eyebrows scrunch, and he stares at me. “I sleep here every night. This is my home. Did you not—”

“No. So you… live here? I thought this was just another one of the replica houses. Does anyone else know? I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

Being alone in this small room with him is like being on the deck of a ship, and I don’t have my sea legs yet. Every breath he takes, every time he blinks, I’m tossed to one side of the other. But each time I end up just a little closer to him. Somehow without moving, I’m so close now that I have to look up to see into his eyes.

He chuckles, and I think it’s the first time I’ve seen him smile. “Everyone knows. I needed approval from the Village before I could move in.”

“Oh. So you sleep on that bed?” I point to my right, but he doesn’t see it. His eyes don’t leave mine.

“On that bed.” His voice reverberates through my entire body

I can’t stop staring at his lips now. At the outer edges, they’re as dark as his skin, but as they move toward his mouth, they get more and more pink. When his tongue darts out to wet them, my mouth opens, and I notice that I’m just inches away from him now.

He reaches out and puts his hand on the side of my face and it feels like I’m being branded. Instead of recoiling, though, I lean into it. I want to be forever marked as his. I reach up and put my hand over his. Next to his skin, my hand is an ice cube tossed into a stove. He gasps as it touches him. When I see his lips part, I move mine closer. I’m on my toes to reach his mouth. Just as I feel the tickle of his exhale on my lips, he turns his head away and steps back, dropping his hand from my face.

“I’ll leave you to finish your duties here while I ready myself for the day. You may use the bedroom once I’m finished and vacated.”

I watch him walk away, but I don’t move. I don’t think I can. I hear him banging around in the bedroom. He’s slamming drawers, but I’m still here. When he’s fully dressed and walks through the kitchen door, I’m still here. It’s the sound of the backdoor shutting against the frame that finally snaps me from my stupor.

Augustine refuses to come to the house for tea that morning, but later I do convince him to join me for dinner. When he does though, he sits at the far end of the table, facing the wall rather than me. Even before the last spoonful is in his mouth, he’s standing and walking to the kitchen with his bowl.

Once I have the kitchen and dining room table cleaned from dinner, I change from my house shoes into a pair of boots, and walk out the back door, stopping at the shed.

“I’m going to town. Do you need me to get anything for you?”

“Did you hire a carriage?”

“No, I’m going to walk. It’s nice. Some company would be nice too, if you want to come with me.”

He doesn’t say anything. He just looks at me. But then he lowers his head back to his workbench. “No, I’m very busy. Go to the store and buy some more tea while you’re in town. Now that you’re here, we seem to be going though it much more quickly. Tell Mrs. Marcwithe to put it on my tab. Please.”

I smile at the word, knowing what progress that is from where we started. “I’ll be back later.”

He chuckles at my modern idiom, but doesn’t correct me.

The first place I go in town is to Margaret’s. I see through the window that she’s working with a client, but I walk in anyway.

“Mary!” She drops the cloths that she held in her hand and wraps me in an embrace. “How are things? Wait.” She turns her back to me. “Bertha, I do apologize, but there are important things to which I must attend. Could we perhaps resume this in two hour’s time?”

I watch as the woman steps from the stool she was standing on, and leaves out the front door.

“So how are things with him?”

“Augustine? They’re, um, well that’s kind of why I’m in town today. Can you help me?”

When I explain what I want, Margaret practically pulls me down the street to the apothecary’s shop. Inside, she takes me to a shelf on the back wall.

“Here is everything you could ever dream of.” She waves her arm in front of her like she’s showing me an entire warehouse stocked from floor to ceiling.

In reality, it’s a one-foot long section of one shelf. But it’s exactly what I want. Blue pencils, glass containers of cinnabar, and tins containing the red powder of crushed beetles or the pulverized flakes of oxidized lead. I take one of each.

“Will you show me how to do this?”

“Of course I will.”

Back at her shop, I sit at a table in front of small mirror. Margaret is showing me how to use everything. How to power my face with the lead powder, how to draw in tiny blue veins with the pencil, how to color my lips and cheeks with the crushed beetles, and how to mix the cinnabar with oil and rub it on to my fingernails to leave them a crimson red when I buff the mixture off a few minutes later.

“Almost perfect, but you need this.” She takes something tiny from the table, brushes the back of it, and holds it to the corner of my left eye.

When she lets go, I look in the mirror. It’s a tiny black fabric heart. “What is it?”

“A beauty mark. When you put it there, it means you’re feeling passionate.”

“But I—”

“It’s already obvious, but make sure he sees that.”

By the time I walk up the long dirt path leading to the house, a small sack of tea in my hands, I’m a new person. A new woman. I should set the tea in the kitchen first, but I don’t. I walk right to his workshop. I want him to see me before I do anything else.

There are a few people standing outside his workshop when I get there, but I snake through them.

“Augustine? I’ve got the tea.”

“Thank you, Mary.” He doesn’t look up from his work.

I walk to the bench where’s he’s sitting and set the tea down on the piece of wood he’s chiseling. “Augustine?”

“For the love of God, woman.” He springs up, and I can see the anger on his face. But he’s finally looking at me.

I watch as his eyes move, taking in my face. “Do you like it?” I touch my fingers against the back of his hand. When he doesn’t pull away, I take his hand in mine and pull it up. I move closer, and our hands are pressed between our chests.

“Mary…”

“Aug—” I can’t even finish his name before his lips are pressed against mine. He walks me backward until my body slams hard against the wall. I groan, but his lips are still on mine. The noise just makes him push me harder into the wall. His mouth works against mine, and I feel his hand slide behind me and grab the cheek of my ass through my dress and petticoat. I faintly hear the gasps of the excited crowd outside the workshop, but then they fade away, and I can’t think of anything but him. With his mouth pressed over mine and his body pushing me into the wall, I can barely breathe, but I don’t care. I want to be here for ever, unable to ever leave because of him, trapped between him and this wall.

I gulp when I feel his cock rising toward me. With my free hand, I reach between his legs. He moans when I squeeze it through his breeches. I start moving my fingers around it, teasing him, and when I do, he bites my lip. I can taste the blood, and I rub the palm of my hand against his crotch. In my mind I can see it, the long dark shaft, the end moistening as my hand rubs it, as he thinks about me.

When my shoulder is pushed painfully into the wall, I open my eyes and see him backing away from me.

“I can’t. I just can’t. Mary just…” He storms out and toward the woods at the rear of rite workshop. I hear each step like someone is knocking on the hollow of my heart.

The tears are pouring down my face now, and I run from the workshop and to the back door of the house. As I do, I hear the crowd that I’d completely forgotten about erupt into applause. I slam the door behind me, and hope to shut out the noise they make.


CHAPTER SIX



“What the hell, Rich?” Tony and Alvaro both stick their heads into my office. “You really did?” They both laugh like it’s the funniest thing they’ve ever seen.

I stop typing and turn to face them. “Yeah, it was a joke, and it kinda stuck around longer than I expected.” I hold my hands out in front of me and look at my nails. My red nails. But they’re not a joke. And it’s not lasting longer than I expected. I knew it wouldn’t come off right away, but I didn’t care. I did it for him. A lot of good that did.

“Bro, you’re nuts. You’re the talk of the whole dealership. You’re lucky you work back here and not out on the floor.”

That is so true. I could never handle that. I can barely tolerate this. The constant frat boy attitude from the sales staff—men and women. At least back here I’m able close my door and shut them out most of the day. They’ve learned to just come to me when they have papers to drop off. Every once in a while, they’ll try to drag me into whatever supposed fun they’re having. I use to play along with them, but recently I’ve lost the patience for it. Recently I don’t even want to be here.

I’ve been thinking more and more about working full-time at the Village. Every day at the dealership is torturous, but when I’m at the Village, it doesn’t feel like I’m working. I’m just doing what comes naturally. If it weren’t for my bills and that extra rent I have to pay, I would have already left here.

As soon as they leave, I close my door and collapse back into my chair. The weekend can’t come soon enough.

Saturday morning Augustine isn’t home. His bed barely looks slept in. But I can smell bacon fat, so I know he cooked breakfast this morning. I gather my clothes from his wardrobe and dresser and get dressed.

Once I’m clothed, I walk out back with my pails. I have to fetch the water for the morning chores, but I stop when I see him leaning against the well. He’s holding a bunch of flowers in his hand and smiling as I walk up. I wonder if he’s celebrating something.

“Good morrow, Mary. How fares thee?”

“Well, and thee?”

“Most well… Are you shy for once?” He laughs.

I haven’t moved any closer since I first saw him.

“If you won’t come to me, I shall come to you.” He walks to me and extends the flowers, several stalks of blue irises.

I just look at them.

“Do you not like flowers? I thought most women loved them. Or is it just these flowers that you scorn?”

“I… these are for me?”

“Indeed, and I do hope you find them pleasing.”

I smile. “They’re beautiful. Thank you.”

He smiles and brushes his hand against mine as I take the flowers from him. “Set down the pails and come with me.”

“Where?”

“Just come.”

He leads me past the well and through a dense stand of trees. Beyond that is a meadow where the plants come up to my waist. I’ve never been back here before. We keep walking, and I wonder how far we’re going to go. When I see the stone, I realize the answer.

As we near, he takes my hand and pulls me closer to the edge. We’re standing on a stone outcropping that must be more than fifty feet above the river below. He sits with his feet dangling off the edge, and pats the stone next to him. I’m scared, but I trust him. So I sit.

“This is my favorite spot on the whole property. I bought it just for this view.”

I look at the reddish brown river coursing and surging below us, the green tops of the trees directly across from us, their bases dotted with small white wildflowers. Even the light blue sky above with not a cloud in it. Everything is so vibrant here. I can see why he loves it. I look at him. His skin even darker than the river below. His eyes more black the depths of the forest across it.

He must sense that I’m looking at him because he turns toward me but then immediately turns away.

“I’m sorry, Mary. For what I’ve done. You don’t deserve that.”

“The kiss was—”

“Not the kiss. I mean the way I’ve been. My behavior and attitude toward you. I’ll never in a thousand thousand years apologize for that kiss.”

I see the corner of his mouth turn up as he thinks about it, and I want to kiss him right here. But I don’t.

“I loved a woman once. And I thought that she loved me. She did. She did love me, but it wasn’t enough. We met here. Well, in the Village. I’d just started. Only a couple of days each week, like you’re doing now. She was a serving girl in the tavern. We had an instant connection and started dating. Things became serious between us. Here and in the outside world. And I knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her.”

He pauses, and I wait for him to continue. But he doesn’t. I watch as he just stares into the distance. I put my hand on his. “What happened?”

My touch startles him. “I thought we both wanted the same thing. To get away from everything outside. I was sure of it. So I talked to the mayor, and he told me about this property. The person who lived here before had died with no heirs, so the house was just falling into ruin. I came and walked the property. That’s when I found this spot. I knew then it was perfect, but I didn’t tell Caroline. I wanted it to be a surprise. When I did finally tell her, I discovered this was never her dream. This was just a job for her, and she never had any desire to live here permanently. She was so gentle about it, but the words broke my heart. She tried to make things work after that, but I couldn’t. I just… retreated. Hid. Being near anyone was just too much of a burden.”

I squeeze his hand and he looks at me. I can see the tears starting to build in his eyes, so I wipe them away. He laughs quietly as I do.

“I was convinced I wanted to be alone. Forever. I was busy making furniture, and when I was done at the end of each day, I was too exhausted to care that there wasn’t anyone beside me. It just became my life. Until you showed up. You and your annoying determination. I tried to drive you away but couldn’t.”

“No. I wouldn’t let you. I still won’t.”

“You won’t have to. I give up. You win.”

“Do you mean that?”

I lie back and roll over, so I’m facing him. He does the same.

“I don’t want to lose you too. Even if it means I have to go back out there.”

“You won’t lose me.”

“I don’t even remember anymore what people out there do, but pick something and let’s do it. Tomorrow. Anything.”

“And are you asking me to ask you on a date?”

“I suppose I am.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



No matter how much he begs, I refuse to tell Augustine what we’re doing. I didn’t even know myself until I was driving to work this morning. All last night, I tried to think of something fun we could do. Anything that wouldn’t be too much for him. He’s lived in the Village and away from the modern world for a couple of years now, so I didn’t want to scare him by taking him to a noisy bar or even a loud movie theater. The man hasn’t even watched TV in years. I shudder when I think that he hasn’t seen a single episode of Bringing the Ham in Birmingham. I don’t usually watch reality shows, but a show about a celebrity butcher and her spoiled teenage children? I’m there every week for that. Except tonight. I’m missing it tonight, as Augustine helps me into Henry’s carriage.

I’m still in my dress and petticoat. Augustine doesn’t have any modern clothes anymore, and he was worried that he would stand out too much and embarrass me. Now we can both stand out and be embarrassed. The truth is, though, I dreaded wearing modern clothes for this. All my modern clothes are men’s clothes, and that’s just not who I am when I’m with him. That’s not the person I want to be when I’m with him.

I ask Henry to drive us to the far side of the parking lot tonight instead of the usual stop. When we get off, we just have to cross one street and we’re there. Colonial Lanes Bowling Alley. I haven’t been to a bowling alley since I was a teenager, but when I saw it this morning as I pulled into the lot, I thought this would be perfect. Bowling and beer. Two things that won’t be unfamiliar to Augustine. At least I hope not. I’m pretty sure I read once that the colonial era Americans had a form of bowling.

We walk in, and the sound instantly punches me in the gut. It’s so loud that I have to close my eyes for a moment. When I open them, I look to Augustine, worried that he’s not able to handle it, but I’ve never seen a grin so wide before.

“Dutch nine pin? Mary, this is great.”

“It’s not called that. It’s bowling. And I think they might have added an extra pin or two since back in the day.”

“Yes… bowling.” He has a faraway look on his face, but he’s still beaming.

When we walk up to the counter, an older man greets us. “Let me guess, you two work at the Village?”

“How ever did you know, good sir?” I laugh.

“Just a hunch. Bowling tonight or just here for the ambience?”

“Oh it’s both. Bowling and the most romantic atmosphere around.” I slip my arm through Augustine’s.

“In that case, take the far lane over there. Nice and private for you two.”

The corner lane is quieter than the rest, but it’s still almost too noisy for me. It’s mostly the clanging and electronic music blaring from the arcade games. Even with no one playing them, they’re so very loud. When a server walks by, I order us each a beer, hoping that it will help me block everything else out.

At the end of the third game, and at least twice as many beers, I’m not sure if the bowling bowl or my head is spinning. When it’s my turn, I grab my ball and walk it toward the lane. As I swing it back, though, I lose my balance and tumble over to my right side. Augustine is on me instantly.

“Whoa, I think that’s enough. Come on, let’s get you up.”

I look down at where I think my legs should be, but I can only see my petticoat splayed around me. Suddenly, it’s very important that I be able to see my legs, so I start kicking them. When I kick Augustine’s shoe, I erupt into laughter that I’m sure is even louder than all the noises in this building. He helps me up and back to the bench beside the scoring table.

“Auggie, you’re the best. Do you know that? What would I do without you?”

“You’d have to find someone else to help you up.”

“No one else would help me. Just you. That’s why you’re the you. You are. I mean it. You really are.”

He’s sitting beside me now, and I throw my body into his, wrapping my arms around him.

“I love you.”

He stiffens as I nestle my face into him.

“Everyone’s a lover when they’ve loved too much the liquor. You don’t mean what you say.”

“No, I do. Auggie? Please tell me you believe me. I really do.”

“OK, OK, I believe you. Now, do you think you can stand?”

“I can do anything.” I jump to my feet but then fall back into his lap before he even has a chance to stand. “It’s this stupid bowling alley’s fault. Why is it moving? That’s so stupid.”

“Come on. Let me help you this time.” He stands first and then pulls me up. As soon as he does, the bowling alley starts to move again, but he keeps his arms on my shoulders and stares at me until it settles down.

I lean forward to kiss him. “You’re the sexiest man I’ve ever known. Do you think you’re sexy? Because you are. So sexy. I want to rip your waistcoat off right here.” I slide my hands toward his waist, but he stops me.

“Oh no you don’t. Not here. Not tonight. Come on. Let’s go this way.”

With his hands under my arms, he guides me from behind and we eventually get to the counter. The same man is working, so I wave at him and shout hello.

“Little lady had a bit too much fun tonight?”

“That she did.”

“Pfft! You can never have too much fun. Don’t you think he’s gorgeous?” I point my thumb at Auggie. “He’s as sexy as a person on fire. No, wait… A flamey person? What’s it called?” I put my arms around Augustine, but when I do, I lose my balance and have to hang on him.

“Make sure she drinks plenty of water, or she’s going to feel this in the morning.”

“I thank you for your concern, good sir. Fare thee well.”

“Uh, yeah. You too.”

I see the man wave, and I want to wave back, but Auggie has my arms pinned.

The fresh air outside helps to clear my head. I try to walk on my own, but Augustine keeps an arm wrapped around me. I’m glad.

“Our shoes!” I stop in the middle of the parking lot. “We have to take them back.”

“We already did.”

“No. Not those shoes. The bowling shoes.”

“Yes. I turned them in to the man at the counter. Right before we left, remember?”

“No. That old man? He’s such a sweetie. Can we go say goodbye to him?”

“No, come on. We need to get you home.”

“I meant it, by the way.”

“I know. But we can’t go back and say goodbye now. They’re, uh, closed.”

“Not that, silly. I love you. That. I meant that. I mean that. I means that? I mean… mean… Is that even a word? Mean…” I repeat the word over and over, slower and faster. I’m sure I’m just making it up.

“Stop!” He yanks me back so hard that we both almost fall over. Something goes racing by in front of me.

“What was that?” I turn my head and stare at the strange red glow it’s casting.

“It’s a car.”

“That’s not a carriage.”

“No it’s a car. It almost hit us. We must be more careful.”

“It’s so fast. Can’t they stop?”

“Come on. It’s safe now. Let’s hurry across the street and then we’re back.”

We finally make it back to his house, and he guides me to the bed. Neither of us tries to take any of my clothes off.

“Now get some sleep and you’ll feel better tomorrow.”

“Where are you going?” I try to reach for him, but he’s too far away.

“I’ll sleep on the settle in the great room. Good night.”

“No. No. You sleep here. With me. Or I’ll sleep out there with you.”

I try to push myself up, but I’m not sure which direction is up. Before I can figure it out, his hands are on me. My breath quickens and I feel my nipples pebbling. I wrap both of my hands around his arm and pull, but I’m not able to budge him.

“Stay with me. Please? Pretty please?”

He sits on the edge of the bed. “Fine. But you’ve had too many spirits this even. We’ll sleep. Nothing more. I need to take off my shoes and breeches first.” He stands back up.

“Yes, do take off your breeches, good sir.”

“Mary, I mean it. Nothing more. Just sleeping.”

“Yes, sir.” I throw my head back in what I intend as a pout. He just laughs, and I fall asleep within seconds.

The next morning I wake and feel him next to me. My head is spitting, but as long as he’s there, I feel fine. I kiss the back of his neck, not concerned with waking him. Then I gasp.

He rolls over and faces me. “What is it?”

“Monday. It’s Monday.”

“Yes it is. All day in fact.” He smiles at me.

“But I’m not supposed to be… I spent the night here? Aug, I have to work in a couple of hours.”

“Don’t worry. There’s time to get there. You’ll be fine.”

“But I won’t be. Auggie… I don’t want to go.”

“Then don’t go. Stay here with me all day. You can go back to that world tomorrow.”

“No, I mean I don’t want to go. Ever. I want to stay here.”


CHAPTER EIGHT



“What are you saying?”

“I’m not sure. I think… I don’t know—no, that’s not true. I do know.”

“What do you know?”

I reach out and set my hand on his face. His skin is rough against my hand, I rub against his stubble and then I lean in and kiss him quickly.

“I know that.” I kiss him again. “And that.”

“Is that all you know?”

“I know this too.” I slide down and kiss his right pec. Then his left. “And I’d really like to get to know more.”

“Maybe I can teach you some things.”

“I’d like that.”

I look up at his eyes, and I swear I see more animal than man. He takes my hand in his and puts it over his cock. It stiffens instantly at my touch.

“Would you like to know that?”

“I’d love to know that.”

“Then that can be our first lesson.” He lifts his hips up just enough that he can pull his nightshirt above his waist.

I swallow. If I don’t, I’ll drown in the saliva from my watering mouth. I’ve never seen a cock so beautiful. So beautiful I’m almost afraid to touch it. I look to him again—for permission this time—and he nods his head. When he does, I slowly move my hand toward him. Even inches away, I can feel the heat rising from it, and I want that warmth inside me. My fingers brush along it’s length at first, but then I wrap them around him, not able to go all the way. With him in my hand, I close my eyes and enjoy the feel of him. I say a silent wish that I could feel him inside me the way a wife should, but I push that thought aside. I know nothing will come of that. With my eyes open again, I see the moisture at his tip, and I know he wants this too.

I bend my head down and swirl my tongue around his bulging head. Then I wrap my lips around—

“What the devil is that?”

Someone is pounding on the front door and shouting Augustine’s name.

“Wait here. I shall murder whoever this is.”

He rises from the bed and pulls his nightshirt back down. I smile when I see the bulge he makes.

I’m standing behind him when he answers the door. It’s Johnathon. I’ve never been formally introduced to him, but Margaret has pointed him out to me a couple of times in town.

“Augustine, come quick! The Siever’s barn is burning, and with this wind, their house may be next. Hurry!”

Johnathon looks quickly toward town and then back to Augustine. That’s when he sees me.

“Mary.” He clutches his hands in front of his chest as if he’s holding a hat. “I didn’t expect you to be…”

I watch as his eyes move from me, back to Augustine, and then lower.

“Oh! Pray forgive me for interrupting. But this is an emergency. We need everyone. You too Mary, if you’re able. All hands are helpful.”

“Of course. Aug, our shoes?”

He rushes back to the bedroom to get them, and then the three of us run to the Siever’s farm.

We haul water for hours, and in the end save the house but not the barn. We all smell of smoke and have black soot over our clothes and bodies, but I thank God that no one was hurt. Even the two black mares housed in the barn were able to kick the door open and escape before the flames overtook them. I watch them now, towering over me with their nostrils flaring to pull in the air. Steadying themselves for the new world they’ve abruptly woken in.

With the fire out and our adrenaline settled, I become the talk of the town. Everyone makes a circle around Augustine and me, and they all shout questions trying to be heard over the others. I finally get them all to quiet down.

“First things, first. Why are you all here so early? Do you all actually live here?”

I look around from Margaret to the Mayor, Johnathon to Mrs. Marcwithe to Mr. Peeblum. They all nod their heads.

“But what about you?” Margaret asks.

The mayor smiles when she asks the question. Like he knows the answer before I even say it. Before I even fully realize it.

“I…”

“We were talking about that very subject when Johnathon knocked on our door. Like to knock the entire house down, he did. You know it’s in disrepair.”

“Talking were ya? Is that what we’re to be calling it now?”

The others titter.

“Anyway…” I want to change that topic as soon as I can. “Yes we did talk about that this morning, but we didn’t decide anything. Or maybe I did, but it’s not my place to decide such things.”

“Mary, you know I’m not like that. We’re equal in everything. You’re free to make the decision that you want.”

“But the decision I want requires me living in your house. I think that’s a decision that needs you, too.”

I look up into his eyes, and see that he’s crying. As I wipe his cheeks dry, I smear soot all over his face and laugh. “I made a mess of that.”

He puts his hands on both sides of my face and smears them down toward my chin. “There. Now we’re a matching set.”

“Now we are.”
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We don’t wait long. We both know that we want this more than anything else. So two weeks later, Henry drives us to the center of the village. Augustine goes to the tavern with his friends. I go to Margaret’s to get ready. As soon as I walk in, she wraps me in her arms.

“I am so excited for you, Mary. You’re finally going to be one of us. Truly. I’ve been waiting for this moment since I first met you. I knew it would happen.”

I tingle at the thought. There’s nothing else I want. Well, maybe one or two things.

She practically pulls me through her shop and toward the back. Polly and Elizabeth are waiting and they both takes their turns embracing me as well. Then it’s down to business. The ladies strip me completely down. I’m still embarrassed about what’s hidden between my legs, but they don’t seem to even notice it.

Margaret hands me a pair of white silk stockings that I roll up my legs and tie off with pink garters above my knees. Then one of the girls drops a chemise over my head. I’ve never felt one this soft before. It’s nothing like the cotton shift that I wear everyday. When it’s settled on me, I can’t help but run my hands along it, loving the way that it feels as it rubs against my body. If I were alone, or with Auggie, I could spend the entire morning doing this. But I’m not, so I force myself to stop.

Polly and Elizabeth slip the stays around me while Margaret laces them. This is different from the corset I normally wear. There are shoulder straps. And as Margaret pulls each course of laces tighter, it not only becomes more difficult to breathe, but the straps somehow force my shoulders back. When she’s finished, it feels like my shoulder blades are practically touching, and I’m completely incapable of bending or twisting my upper body. I look at myself in the mirror and gasp. Well, as much as I’m able to. The stays have boosted my cleavage and changed my posture so much I look just like the upper class European women of the drawings in Mr. Ternble’s newspaper. I want to cry, but we have to finish getting ready. There will be time for that later.

I step into petticoat after petticoat. Three of them. Each made of white silk just like everything else I’ll be wearing today. Each ending in a lace ruffles at the bottom. When I have them all on, I worry that I can’t fit through a door. I’ll be trapped forever in Margaret’s shop. I giggle at the thought.

Just then Polly comes toward me with a rod she pulled from the fire. She carefully twists it into my hair. I can hear my hair sizzle and then smell it burn as she holds it in place. I cringe at the smell, but I suppose some sacrifices must be made for beauty.

While she’s doing that, Elizabeth is powdering my face. We ordered a brand new tin of lead powder just for this. I want my face to be as white as my dress. And when she’s done, it is. My lips and cheeks, though, are a bright red, My eyelashes black with the coal tar she rubbed on them. She finishes it off by adhering a tiny red heart to my face. To the top of my left cheek. I smile when she holds it in place, knowing what it means. Knowing that today really is the day.

When my hair and makeup are finished, I walk to the main room of the shop. The one with the window. And it looks like there are hundreds of people outside. My hands start to tremble when I see them. I know they’re here to watch me. Mayor Goldman made sure that this day was advertised widely, especially to the outsiders. A genuine colonial wedding. He was convinced that people would flock from all over to see it, to see us. And he was apparently right.

“Just ignore them, and it’s like they go away,” Margaret whispers in my ear.

“I don’t know if I can.” My entire body is stuck, and I can’t turn away from the window.

“Yes, you can. Come on.”

She takes my hand and pulls me away from the window. And she’s right, as soon as I’m not looking at them, they just vanish from my mind. My body instantly relaxes, and I’m just a bride getting ready with her friends for her wedding,

When she leads me toward the corner, I freeze for a different reason this time. It’s stunning. Margaret sees the smile on my face and rubs her hand along my arm.

“It’s going to be even more beautiful when it’s on.”

She walks to the chair and picks it up. It’s so heavy that she strains as she does. She gathers the skirts and holds them down in front of me. I step in. She and Elizabeth pull it up my body, over my stocking covered legs, my petticoats, my stays. I slip my arms into the sleeves, and they pull it up over my shoulders. Margaret fastens the back. Slipping each button through a loop of fabric to hold it in place.

When she’s done, I look at myself in the looking glass propped beside the fireplace. I can’t believe my reflection. I am most certainly the most beautiful woman in the Colonies and possibly in all of Europe as well. I want to touch the lace fabric covering my body, but I don’t. It’s so delicate and insubstantial that a single graze from my fingers might push it out of place. I know it’s silly, but I’m scared to move. I’m afraid that if I do, everything will be torn apart. Ripped away, leaving me with nothing.

I watch as Polly’s hand comes toward my shoulder. I want to scream. I want someone to pull her away. Please don’t do it. Please don’t touch me. Everything will be gone if you do. It will all vanish, and I don’t know what I’ll be left with. I don’t know who I’ll be when I’m left. I cringe and pinch my eyes shut. Then I feel her hand. And nothing seems to have changed. I still feel the weight of the dress pulling down on me. The bracing around my body holding me straight as a chair back. Margaret and Elizabeth are still chattering on the other side of the room.

“You’re gorgeous. Augustine is most fortunate to have found you.”

I open my eyes and in the mirror, I see Polly smiling at me. I see myself smiling. I can’t help it. This look is never going to leave my face. I should have known better. Nothing will spoil this day and this life for me.

“Tis I who is favored by fortune.”

It’s not long before Johnathon rushes in—he always seems to be rushing somewhere, that’s why he’s frequently the messanger for the entire Village—and tells us that it’s time. Polly and Elizabeth gather the train on my gown, and Margaret finishes lacing my boots before holding the door open for me.

As soon as I step outside, I see them again. More than before. Many more than before. My body goes numb. I know my feet are moving, but I don’t know how. I’m sure its not because of me. I’m not capable of moving right now.

“Just look at the church. Think about Augustine inside waiting for you.” Margaret wraps her hand around mine.

When I look at it… when I think about him inside—inside and waiting for me to come—everything else becomes unimportant. The people lining the street are vapors blown away by the wind. The streets are empty now. Everyone is in the church. Everyone is waiting for me. But I don’t care about them either. He’s inside. He’s inside. I repeat it with each step until I’m walking up the steps and through the church doors.

The inside of the church is packed. Every seat in every pew is taken. There are guests shoulder to shoulder along every wall except the far one. There is only the priest and Augustine. I smile when I see him and start walking toward him. I don’t know if I’m supposed to wait for a cue or not. I don’t care. I’m going to be with him. As I walk down the aisle, I notice music. To the right, the mayor is playing a fife. He’s surprisingly good. I look at him, my face locked in a permanent grin, and he nods.

There’s no leprechaun’s treasure when I get to the end. There’s more. There’s the man I love. I take his hands in mine and we stare at each other. We don’t even realize that the priest has been speaking until he clears his throat.

“Once more for those who missed it the first time.” He chuckles. “Wilt thou have this woman to thy wedded wife, to love, honor, and keep, so long as ye both shall live?”

“I will.” He slips the ring on my finger.

“And wilt thou have this man to thy wedded husband, to obey, serve, and love, so long as ye both shall live?”

I know I’m giving away a part of me that I can never get back, but in exchange I’m gaining everything. “I will.” I slide the ring onto his finger.

“Then with the authority of His Majesty King George II and with the omniscient embrace of the Almighty, I declare thee husband and wife.”

Augustine pulls me into him, his arms squeezing me tighter than my stays. I’m on my toes. Our lips come together and I breathe him into me. His soul is mine, and mine is his. Our lips, our tongues just confirm the union, but it was already set the day that we saw each other. The day that shook us and left us forever changed. Forever chained to each other.

“Well, alright then.”

Augustine and I pull away from each other and look at the amused look on the priest’s face.

The priest leans forward and whispers so just I can hear him. “Welcome home, Mary.”

Anyone outside would wonder at the multi-colored light illuminating the street. How could they not? Who could imagine that the glow radiating from me through the stained glass should outshine the sun?


CHAPTER NINE



The reception after the wedding goes too long. There’s ale and wine and cheese and fish and clams and oysters and cake. Enough to feed the entire village thrice-over. Everyone eats and drinks until they’re bursting. Everyone except Augustine and me. We don’t touch the food or the alcohol. We’re saving our touches for each other.

Finally the last of our guests leaves, Henry stumbling back toward the stables. I throw the bolt as soon as the door is closed and latched. I don’t want anyone intruding on us now. I may just keep that door locked, both of us trapped in here forever with each other. As soon as I turn around Augustine is on me. His arms are strong around me, and his lips are pressed into mine. I twist out of his grasp and duck under his arms. Smiling, I take his hand and lead him to the bedroom.

“I need you to unbutton me.”

“But then you would be naked for the whole world to see.”

“Not the whole world. Just my husband. Just my world.”

He leans down and presses his mouth against my neck. His lips caress my tender flesh, but then he pulls me into him and bites. I yip, and he opens his mouth, releasing me from him, but he slides down further and does it again. And then again. All the while, his hands are around me. He’s blindly fumbling with the buttons and loops on the back of my dress. My breaths are more shallow now. Becoming pants. I want him now, but he’s still grasping at the buttons. Finally I spin in his arms.

“I can’t wait. I need you now.”

“Impatient, are we?”

“Are you not?” I reach my hand back and squeeze his firm cock, straining to break through his breeches.

“Indeed, I am, mistress. Indeed I am.”

As soon as the last button is unfastened I let the dress fall from me and I loosen the laces on my stays. When I do, my breasts spill out and fill my silk chemise. My breasts? I touch them through the fabric, and they seem real.

“Am I moving so slowly you would take things into your own hands?”

“If I wait for you, the frost may be nipping at me instead of your teeth.”

“Oh, my teeth will nip at you plenty before the turn of the seasons.”

“Give me a turn and see if I’m seasoned for your taste.”

“So perfectly, I’ll never want another taste to cross my tongue again.”

He yanks the chemise down my shoulders and exposes my breasts. His mouth wraps around my nipple, and he sucks. I feel it growing firm under the wet heat of his mouth. My entire body clenches, and a low moan billows from me.

My hands reach blindly for his breeches and unbutton them. When I do, I slide them down his body and cup his sac in my hands. I gently stroke it with my thumb, and now he’s the one moaning. His lips vibrate against my nipple, and the sensation is carried right to my core.

I look down. I want to see him. I want to see my husband, but in the dim candlelight his skin is as dark as the night. I can catch only flickers. I put my hands on him and guide him to the bed. When we’re there, I push him down, and now it’s before me. Now I see what is mine. Rising like one of Mr. Franklin’s lightning rods. I touch it, and the electricity stings my skin.

“I wish I could take you the way I want. The way a wife should.”

“Why can’t you?” He lifts me and sets me on the bed beside him.

“You know why. I’m not whole.”

“I know the whole of you belongs to me, and I intend to fill every inch of it.”

His hand twists through the maze of my petticoats, darting toward my warm core. When it gets there, I gulp. That can’t be. I slide my own hand up my leg, meeting his, pushing his out of the way. And I feel it. The heat coming from within me. My mouth agape, I look at him. His lis are curled.

“You know, I’m beginning to suspect you would have been happier marrying your own hand rather than your husband.”

I twist and pull up my skirts, so I’m straddling him. My flesh against his. “Augustine, tell me it’s real.”

“Tell you what’s real?”

“All of it. Me. You. This.” I pull his hand between my legs, onto the folds where they meet. “This. Especially this. Please tell me it’s real.”

“Real enough to hook my rod and pull me in. But you did that long before. You know that. But yes, this is real. You’re real. It’s the magic of this place. It makes us who we should be. Somehow. I don’t understand how—“

“I don’t care about how. As long as I’m who I should be, and you’re who you should be. I just wish you would get to where you should be.”

“Say no more, good madam. My entire staff simply awaited your marching orders.”

“Then I order you—“ He slides inside me, and whatever thought I had is driven from my mind. All of my being is focused on him. I start moving up and down. Sliding on him. Taking more of him. More than I could have imagined taking. I take it until all of him is inside me. All that he is is within me. Our panting grows more rapid as he thrusts. And I move up and down on him. I hear his cock slipping in and out of me. Filling me.

My legs tremble and weaken, and he flips me onto my back. His cock somehow never leaving me. I never want it to leave me. It’s mine, and I’m his. Forever. The passion builds inside until I think I can’t take any more, but he keeps driving. Ramming himself into me. I squeeze down on him, and my body arches. I’m not in control of any of it. My pants have become moans and have become screams. I’m sure the entire Village is listening to me, but I want them to hear this. I want the entire world to know this frenzy.

I feel his body tense inside mine, but he doesn’t speed up. He keeps the same slow infuriating pace that is inflaming me. Every thrust engulfs me in his dark blaze. And finally I can take no more. I dig my shoulders into the mattress and throw myself at him. Two thrusts for his every one. And it comes. It feels as if every atom of my body is melted and reformed in his crucible. The energy tearing through me is remaking me. I’m not the same woman who walked into the church this morning. I’m not the same person who walked into the mayor’s office. I’m his, and I’m me. For the first time in my life, I feel like I’m me.


CHAPTER TEN



Things have changed so much since the trade show in New Burlington. Auggie intended to showcase his normal chairs and settles, but when he sat on the padded settee I created, he knew that it would be a hit. And it is. People throughout the colonies are clamoring for an Augustine Washington settee. So much so that he’s had to stop taking orders.

It’s going to take us at least a year before we can fill the ones we have now. He’s worried he may run out of wood before he runs out of demand. I’m just worried that I can’t keep up. I stitch the upholstery for each one and then stuff it with his leftover sawdust and whatever horse or goat or dog hair that the villagers bring to us.

This couldn’t have come at a better time for us. We were getting desperate, almost having to rely on the charity of those around us. The house, which was already dilapidated, was starting to literally fall apart. The children didn’t help of course. No household with four rambunctious children is ever in pristine condition, and when that home is already a disaster before the first even enters into this world, there’s no hope for it.

But now we’ve been able to hire a proper carpenter to fix our home. He and Auggie have even built two new additions. One for the boys and one for the girls. Two of each at first. But now there’s another. A boy. George, named for our King.

He’s just four months old, and I can already tell he’s going to be the worst of them all. He’s never still. Always squirming and moving around. And he’s clever. Too clever for his own good. Sometimes when I look into his blue eyes, I swear I’m looking into the eyes of an adult instead of my child.

Before I met Augustine, I never believed in fate or destiny. Now I know better. Holding George and looking into those eyes, I wonder what fate holds for him. Good or bad, I’m sure it will be something much more than furniture making.
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CHAPTER ONE



From the corner of my eye, I saw him marching toward me and then slamming down the empty cardboard tray onto the coffee table in front of me. I bobbed my head, hoping he’d get the hint that he was blocking my game, but he didn’t care.

“Amari! What the hell?” I set my controller down. “And you probably got sugar all over too. Now we’ll get ants.”

“This is the third pack I’ve bought, and how many have I gotten a chance to eat? None. Not a single one!”

“Well? Maybe eat them instead of just leaving them lay around. I told you I can’t control myself around those. Keep them in your room or something.”

“I shouldn’t have to keep them in my room! Buy your own if you want some. They had my name all over them. I even tried to hide them. Just grow the fuck up and stay out of mine! Think about someone else for a change.”

“Sorry bro, I seriously can’t help it. They’re too good.” It wasn’t my fault I was addicted to those colorful little marshmallow birds. I was salivating just thinking about them.
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I walked out of my bedroom, still groggy from sleep, at two o’clock the next day. Amari was sitting on the chair packing a backpack.

“Hey what’s up? You in a better mood today?”

“Dude… I just get tired you know. I mean I work, and then I have to come home and do my half of the chores. Most of the time your half too. And you just sit here gaming all day and drawing unemployment. It stresses me out. Then when I saw you’d eaten all my candies, again, that set me off. It was just the final straw.”

“Enough said. I totally get it. I forgive you, man. We’re good.” I heard him sigh as I dropped down to the couch. “So what’s up? Whatcha doin’?”

“Camping tonight. With Corey and one of his friends.”

“The Middlebury Mini? Haha, have fun with that.”

“One, that’s rude. Quit calling him that. Two, he’s not even that short. You’re just tall.”

I laugh and load a game.
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When Amari came back the next day, he brought several bags of groceries with him. He had stopped on his way home. As he was unloading them, he walked out and tossed a pink pack of marshmallow candies into my lap.

“What’s this?”

“I gave up. I decided to buy you your own.”

“Sweet.” I ripped open the package and tore one of them away from the others, little strings of marshmallow stretching between them until they snapped, sugar like sand rubbing against my fingers.

“There are two more packs out here. Another pink and a yellow.”

“I owe you dude.”

“Yeah, I’ll add it to page two hundred of your tab.”

I laughed.


CHAPTER TWO



I was unusually energetic when I woke up the next morning. I’m normally not a morning person, but there I was hopping out of bed at 10:30 am and heading straight to the bathroom to clean up. I didn’t notice anything unusual until I went to get dressed for another long hard day of sitting on the couch and killing fascists.

“Whoa, what the hell?” I’d just pulled on my sweat pants, and they were massive. Like extremely massive. Like you could fit two of me in them. How did these get so stretched out? I pulled the drawstring tight and had to tuck it in so it didn’t hang down to my knees. Must have gotten caught on something in the dryer.

But when I slipped into a T-shirt, it was the same story—way too big on me. So I pulled another off the hanger, and it was too big too. There’s no way they all got caught in the dryer. I walked out of my bedroom and into Amari’s room. He was probably already at work, but he had a full-length mirror and I needed to use it. When I saw myself I looked like a clown. It’s like I was wearing some parachute pants from the 80s along with a tent that had the Death by Bunnies band logo on it.

I took my clothes off to look at myself. I’m…smaller? Like a lot smaller? Did I lose weight recently? I must have. I twisted so I could see myself from other angles. Yeah, I had definitely lost weight. Everywhere except my ass, it looked like. At first, I thought it was bigger than ever, but then I realized it was probably smaller too. It just looked bigger proportionately. Probably still big from sitting on it all day. I laughed. I’m not sure if I like being this skinny. It’s probably unhealthy or something. I’d better start watching what I eat and make sure I get enough.

Guess I have an excuse to eat more of those marshmallow birds. I only had one package left. I’d need to have Amari get some more for me next time he goes to the store.
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“Hey man, do I look different to you?” I stood in front of Amari.

“Whatya you mean?”

“I don’t know. Like this?” I pulled my way-too-large shirt tight against me so he could hopefully see. “I mean, I’ve been trying to gain weight, but it’s all going up here.” With my free hand, I motioned to my chest.

“Oh. Yeah, I guess. I just didn’t notice under that sack you’re wearing.”

“Yeah. I really should go buy some new clothes I guess.”

I’d just been wearing my baggy clothes for the last week, thinking that if I’d lost weight that quickly I could put it on quickly too. It hadn’t gone the way I planned though.

“You’re smaller than me… you don’t have any clothes I can wear to the mall do you?

“I’m not smaller than you.” He laughed. “Not anymore at least. Let me go see if I have something that might look halfway presentable on you.”

“I’d appreciate it, man.”

“No problem. By the way, I got you some more of those candies. Five more packs. In the cupboard.”

“Sweet! You’re awesome.” I grinned and walked toward the kitchen. Might as well have one right now.

The one turned into five. One full row. I couldn’t stop once I started. They’re so delicious.

“Hey, so I’ve got something that might fit. It’s pretty wrinkled though, so it’ll need ironed. Here.”

He tossed a pair of jeans and a T-shirt onto a chair in the living room. I went out to see what he had found. I held the T-shirt up first. It was tiny and had broad lavender, baby blue, and yellow horizontal stripes. I raised my eyebrow as I looked at it. Then I looked at the jeans. They looked even smaller than the shirt. Way too small to ever fit me.

“Dude, what is this stuff? There’s no way it’ll fit me. This isn’t yours, is it?”

“What? No. Those are Erin’s. That’s why they were wrinkled. I forgot about them, and they were bunched up in the back of a drawer.”

“I can’t wear these then.”

“Why not? Hold them up to you, and let me see.”

I looked at him incredulously for a second but then held them up, starting with the jeans.

“I think those’ll both fit you perfectly.”

“There’s no way. Am I thinking of the right girl? Erin was tiny, wasn’t she?”

“Yeah, she was small, I guess. Probably about the same size as you. Just go try them on and see. It doesn’t hurt to try.”

“Yeah. I suppose. I don’t even know if I can get these on though.” I laughed.

I took them into my bedroom and tossed the shirt on my bed. I held the jeans out in front of me. There’s no way. I won’t even be able to fit one leg in here. I took off my sweats, no underwear to worry about since none of them fit me anymore, and stepped into the jeans. I knew right away that they wouldn’t work. They were already skintight around my calves. But with a couple of shimmies and bounces, I was able to pull them up all the way. Moment of truth! I buttoned and zipped them. No way! They feel a little tight in the rear, but not bad at all. I walked around my bedroom a bit, and they were fine. Better than fine. They fit perfectly. Maybe Amari has an eye for this stuff. I took off my shirt, getting lost in the excess fabric as I did, and pulled on Erin’s old shirt. It was way too wrinkly to wear, but it fit me too. If Amari had decided to bet me I would have lost so badly on this.

“Hey, can I use your mirror?” I really should get a full-length mirror of my own.

“Sure.”

I walked across the hallway and into his room. Flipping on the light I went to the mirror, and…. Ooh! This looks good on me! I turned one way and the other, checking out my ass and side. I stared at my chest for a while.

“Hey, Amari? Does this top make me look like I have boobs?”

He set down the book that he was reading and told me to spin so he could see me from different angles. “Yeah. It looks really good on you.”

“You sure?” I put my hands on the side of my boobs and squeezed them together, creating a little more cleavage in the v-neck of the shirt. “Yeah, I guess so. I like it. Thanks!”

“Hey, no problem.”
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The next morning I got up bright and early, so I could head to the mall. After I showered I felt my face and looked in the mirror. Nice. I don’t have to shave. I wish I could get by without that every day.

I’d ironed my clothes the night before, so now the shirt and jeans were hanging in my closet by themselves. I had bagged up everything else and was donating them. They didn’t do me any good, so why keep them? When I pulled the shirt on I noticed my nipples were poking out. That’s going to be embarrassing. Maybe I should get a bra before I do anything else.

At the mall, my first stop was Victoria’s Secret. I walked past the fragrances and loungewear and went to the lingerie. I was a man on a mission. A man who suddenly realized he had no idea what size bra he wore. I just stared at the displays, frozen.

“Can I help you with something?” A worker came up to me breaking my paralysis.

“Um, yeah. Please. I need a bra.”

“OK! What kind?”

“Uhh… I don’t know.”

“Then what size? We can go from there.”

“I, um, that’s the problem. I don’t know that either.”

“Oh OK…”

I lower my voice to a whisper, “It’s my first. I’ve never worn a bra before.”

“Oh. Oh! I can definitely help then! Let’s get you fitted before we do anything. Come with me.”

I followed her into a fitting room where she measured around me at a few different spots.

“You’re really well endowed. Let’s start with a 32F, and see how that fits.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. “Oh, thanks.”

“Now, are we looking for any special purpose or occasion? Like do you just want bras for everyday wear or any special outfits that you have? And a lot of bigger girls like minimizer bras to help make things look a little smaller. Is that something that you’d want to try?”

For some reason, the thought of making my boobs look smaller horrified me. Absolutely not! I love my breasts! “No to the minimizer. And just some for everyday wear. Nothing special in mind.”

“Great, I’ll be right back with some for us to try.”

A few minutes later she walked back into the fitting room with a rainbow of bras. So many different colors and styles and materials, my head was swimming. The first one didn’t fit me right. The second fit better but poked me all over. The third, however, was magical. My breasts had never looked or felt so good in my whole life. And the bra was so pretty too! Where has this bra been?

With the size and style settled on, I turned to the girl. “This is going to sound silly, but can I buy this one but keep it on?”

“Of course! I’ll just pop a couple of things off so you can walk out without the entire police force hunting you down.”

I giggled.

I ended up leaving the store with seven different bras, four of them in that style, and fourteen panties. I figured one bra and two panties for every day of the week sounded right. The less laundry I needed to do, the better.

At the end of the day, I walked through the door of our apartment with several bags of new clothes, and a lot less in my bank account. That was a problem. That was supposed to be my rent money. But as I pulled out a see-through black lace top, my favorite pick-up of the day, I reminded myself that it was all worth it. In fact, I deserved to celebrate; I walked to the kitchen for a couple of marshmallow birdies.
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The next day reality came back and hit me hard. I can’t believe this. What am I going to do? I couldn’t believe I had been such an idiot.

“Amari? Can we talk? Please?”

“Sure. What’s up? You sound worried.”

“I am… I don’t know what I’m going to do. Yesterday? When I went to the mall? Well, I spent a lot of money. A lot a lot. Like, some of that was my rent money.” I buried my head in my hands. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“Oh. Well I mean you had to have the clothes right? So I can’t really blame you.”

“Right.” I whimpered into my hands.

“Don’t worry about it. We’ll figure something out. Maybe you can do my part of the chores for the last two weeks of the month and then just pay extra next month. Sound fair?”

“Oh my God!” I stood up and threw my arms around him. “You are literally the best!” My face was buried in his chest. His warm chest. His muscular warm chest. His fragrance filled my nostrils. I could have held on to him like that forever.

“I would like to get in the shower sometime tonight, so whenever you’re done…” He laughed, and the image of him in the shower filled my head. I imagined the rivulets of water streaming down him, matting his dark brown body hair against his skin. I had to physically shake my head to clear the thoughts and be able to let him go.

Later I was sitting on the couch scrolling through my phone when he walked out with only a towel wrapped around his waist. His bare chest was just like I pictured it. My eyes traced the ridges of each ab. Then his pecs, so broad and firm. I felt the heat rise within me as my nipples hardened under my nightie and my manhood started to stiffen inside my panties.

“I was thinking, maybe this Saturday you can make dinner for us. We both know I can’t cook, so I never get any good homemade food anymore. Not after Erin and I broke up.”

Why on earth would that girl ever break up with him? “Sure! I’m not exactly a good cook either though. What… I don’t even know what you like.”

“I’ll just see what we have, and we can figure it out from there. Sounds good?”

“Sure!”


CHAPTER THREE



Saturday I was cooking when Amari walked in. I turned and smiled at him, scrutinizing him in a way that would have seemed so strange to me just days ago, before turning my attention back to the stove. I had my long blonde hair in pigtails and was wearing a cute turquoise-blue apron outlined with frills. Below that, a pink off-the-shoulder T-shirt stretched to the limit over my bulging chest with a pink plaid school-girl style skirt. On my legs, I had white thigh-high stockings and a pair of pink sneakers. All a gift from Amari earlier that day. I was any man’s school-girl wet dream.

“You look so fucking hot, Christie.”

He came up behind me and wrapped his left arm around me. In his right hand, he held a yellow marshmallow treat. He brought it to my lips.

“Bite.”

I open wide and latch on to the confection. He pulled it away from me, tearing it in half.

“Mmm.”

I melted backward against him, leaning my head against his chest. He returned his half of the candy to my mouth. This time I didn’t try to bite it. I kissed it. Gently. Then I ran my tongue from his thumb along the bottom of the candy, the artificially yellowed sugar granules flaking into my mouth and dissolving into sweetness in my moist heat.

Amari pulled the candy from my mouth and brushed it against my lips and down my chin and my neck. I purred. He then dragged it across the top of my chest, following the plunge of my cleavage before rising up the steep ascent on the other side.

“I’m going to be a sticky mess if you don’t stop.”

“Maybe a sticky mess is exactly what I want.” He turned me just enough that he could lean over me and lick the skin along the top of my shirt. “You’re delicious.”

A thousand tiny blasts burst along the line traced by the wet roughness of his tongue. I was almost glad he stopped, unsure I could take anymore. He nuzzled his nose into my neck for just a moment before pulling out and raising the squishy gooey candy to his lips, almost touching it to them before returning it to my mine.

“Take it.”

I opened wide, and he let go. Tilting my head back I took the remaining half into my mouth. Swirling it around with my tongue, letting its taste melt into me. With the candy still in my mouth, I turned my head to kiss him, but he had already moved away.

“What if we skip dinner tonight?”

I swallowed my marshmallow and reached behind me, turning off the burners. The knobs clicked my answer to his question.

He led me to his bedroom where he lay on his back across his bed. I slipped my shoes off and climbed on top of him. With each movement, I felt the tacky dried sugar glaze tugging gently to keep my skin locked at the moment when Amari had run its marshmallow stickiness across me.

I wanted him to lick every inch of me clean, and he tried. Pulling away from his pressing tongue just enough, I peeled my T-shirt off and unhooked my bra. My pendulous breasts fell into his face. I watched his eyes light up as if he just found a golden egg, opening as wide as my thighs as I pressed myself back on top of him. I pushed on his shoulders, and his teeth latched to my nipple as we both glided down until his back was firmly against the mattress. My weight was against him, my breast a pillow pressed against his face as his tongue circled my nipple round and round.

I sat up, and against my ass, I felt his risen manhood. I began to bounce up and down, tenderly, teasingly. Tormenting both of us with the motion. I reached between my legs, the fabric of my skirt draping over my arm, and felt for his belt. Finding it, I worked to unfasten it. It was challenging to do that upside-down and backward while his mouth played across my tender breasts, but finally, I was able to release it and pull it free. My body begged me not to move, not to leave his mouth, but I slid down the bed until my heat was straddling his knees.

I deftly unfastened the button and then the zipper on his jeans. He thrust his hips up and shimmied his pants and boxer briefs down as far as he could reach. I pulled the rest of the way, moving them to his ankles. Freed of its purgatory, his cock instantly hopped up, reaching for me, tempting me. It was so beautiful. So big and so beautiful. It’s as if I had been blind from birth but was miraculously gazing upon a perfection that I could only imagine in my previous darkness.

I bowed my head to kiss it. I just wanted to taste it. To feel his tender tip against my tender lips. With my mouth pressed to it—moving silently and slightly as if praying—I inhaled his scent, and his musky aroma filled my nostrils. I held it there. I wanted it inside me. I wanted every part of him inside me. I opened my mouth and plunged like a newborn being submerged only to rise pure and forgiven. Again and again. My tongue ran along the veinous underside, up to the bulbous head.

As I pulled away, a string of my saliva connecting my mouth to his manhood, my soul to his, I looked up at him. His face was frozen in rapture. His head arched back into his pillow. I knew then that he was as much mine as I was his. I devoted myself anew to him, my only mission to make him come. To accept him into me. And he did. And I did. As he thrust into my mouth, losing himself in his convulsions, I drank every last drop as if I were emptying a chalice. I had to close my eyes as our full glory shined like the sun. Drained of everything except the new spirit filling me I collapsed on top of him. Bone of his bone. Flesh of his flesh.
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I opened my eyes in the middle of the night, unsure where I was until I felt Amari’s arm around me. As motionlessly as I could, I hopped out of bed and padded back to my bedroom. My heart racing as quickly as my thoughts. What have I done?

I silently closed my door. Tears streaming down my face, dripping onto my breasts. I climbed onto my bed and under the covers, wrapping my body with the linens, wanting to entomb myself, to seal myself off from the world. I buried my sobs in my pillow. What have I done?

His taste still lingered on my lips. His smell persisted in my nostrils. I wanted nothing more than to be free of his taste and his smell, free of him. But I wanted nothing other than to have more of him inside me.

I’m a boy! I shouldn’t want him like this. My mind bounced around from thought to thought. I can’t wear things like this! My legs unconsciously rubbed together, the stockings slipping past each other with a swish. What have I done?

No, no, no, no, no! This is wrong! I tried to work through the situation logically. I’m a boy! A straight boy. Yes, maybe there were times in the past when I thought about Amari in this way. But no! I shouldn’t want him like this.

As I went to wipe the tears from my cheeks, my arm brushed against my breast. My breast! I felt across it with the pad of my finger. How did this happen? I started sobbing anew. I can’t let him hear me. What if he comes in? What would I do? What would he do? Would he come to me? Would he come? Would I want him to? Would I want him to lie next to me? Would I want to feel the mattress sinking under our combined weight, the surface warping and stretching, pulling us into each other, the two of us becoming one flesh. My thoughts spiraled and swirled, twisting away from me, taking me places I didn’t want to go. I’m a boy! I shouldn’t want him like this.

I roll on my side and wrap my arms around myself, trying to think of anything but him. Thinking only of him.
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I woke the next morning still thinking of him. But the doubts that had started to overwhelm me last night had transfigured into a beautiful resolve. It was no longer a question of whether or not I should want him. I do want him. I so clearly want him. I wanted every part of last night. I wanted every part of him. And he wanted me. I won’t let any “should” get in the way of that.

Thinking of last night brought a smile to my face. A smile I wanted to share this morning. I hopped out of bed and into the bathroom to brush my teeth. Then, without showering, I padded back to my bedroom to take off the clothes I still had on from last night. Clothes that were marked with our scents and the sweet stickiness of the night we shared.

I searched through the top shelf of my dresser. I had to find just the right set for him. Finally I saw it, the purple drawing my eye. The one indulgence I had allowed myself while I was shopping. I stepped into the panties first, pulling them up my smooth legs, around my round ass, and nestling their silkiness along my gloriously flat front. Then I threaded my arms through the straps of my bra, reaching behind me to pull the band taut and then securing it. I leaned forward and scooped my breasts upward, settling them in the satiny smooth black cups, a sheer purple lace overlaying that fabric, stretched out to contain and caress me.

Once those were on I stood in front of the only mirror in my bedroom—a girl really needs more than just this one tiny mirror—my tiny makeshift makeup kit in my hand. It was a spur of the moment purchase at the mall the other day, and now I wished I had bought more. I’ll have to make due with what I have.

I wanted a dark seductive look, so I dipped my brush into the black eyeshadow and ran it close to my lash line, blending it out into a slight gradient as I moved upward toward my crease where I blended it with a faint hint of purple. The purple wasn’t quite as dark as I wanted, but I still liked it. I really need to buy a bigger palette. I ran the brush lightly under my lower lash line to mirror the black on that side. Then I tried my hand at a bold cat eye with my eyeliner and finished my eyes by building several layers of mascara on my lashes.

All the tutorials I’d been watching the last few days said to use a lipliner, but I didn’t have one. In fact I just had one lipstick, a dark red. I carefully spread it across my lips, inhaling its waxy fragrance, accentuating my natural bow, being careful to not color outside the lines.

With everything done I stepped back and looked at the wider picture. I love it! It was only the third time I had used makeup, and the first I would ever show it to anyone else, but I had done a really good job! And that combined with the bra and panties? So sexy! I rubbed my hands across my breasts, my nipples tingling in anticipation. I started to snake a hand down my belly, but stopped before I got to my garden. That fruit was meant for Amari.

I crossed the hallway, hoping he was still asleep. The door was still cracked open, so I squeezed my way through. My left breast bumped against the door sending a jolt through me. He looks so angelic. The blanket rose and fell—each breath a new wave. The morning light diffused yellow around the room, coloring his sleeping face. His hand was resting where my body would be if I hadn’t panicked. Where my body should be.
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There was so much I wanted to do to him. I moved closer, close enough to feel his breath across my lips as I leaned in to kiss him. The instant my lips touched his my body grew so weak I nearly fell, but I didn’t stop. I kissed his lips, his nose, each eye, giggling as my lipstick left marks across his face.

He opened his eyes, squinting at first, and smiled once he focused on me.“Mmm, I could get used to waking up like this.”

“I could get used to waking you up like this.” I climbed into the bed beside him, into my side from last night. My side of the bed. The thought warms me.

“You’re so gorgeous this morning. Even more than usual.”

“I’ve never wanted something as badly as I want this, Amari. I need you. Inside me.” I begged, praying that he’d give me the release I needed.

“Oh my God, Christie.” He moved over me, pressing me against the mattress, his knees on either side of my legs. I felt his hardness brush me. His cock became all I could think about. I could no longer deny the hold it had over me.

He leaned into me, and his breath brushing across my neck gave me goosebumps. He blew a tender breath down the line of my throat. Down to my breasts, encased in their satin and lace. When he got to them he started kissing across the tops of them, blessing me as his. I pushed my hips upward and started to grind against his shaft. Even through my panties and his boxer briefs I could feel his heat.

“Please. I am so wet for you.”

“You don’t know how much I want this…. So much.”

I felt his cock push back against me, trying to find my slick entrance. I ran my hands along my sides, ready to slide my panties down so he could enter me, but he caught my hands in his.

“I need you so bad. But we can’t do this. Not yet. There’s something I have to tell you first.”

I lifted my head up and started kissing along his chest. His firm pecs had no give against the softness of my lips “Mmmhmm… we can talk later. I need this now.”

“Me too. I need you so bad it hurts, but we can’t. I mean it. We have to stop.”

I immediately dropped my head back, and he moved off me. Did I do something wrong? Was last night just one night?

He must have seen the worry on my face because he leaned toward me and kissed my forehand. “It’s not you. You’re perfect. You’re absolutely perfect.”

Oh God! Last night was just a one-night stand. He’s really going to give me the “it’s not you, it’s me” speech here. I’m so stupid!

“Stop that. Whatever it is you’re thinking, stop it. You are perfect. And I really do want you so much right now. I just… I need to tell you something so you can choose what you want.”

“What I want? That’s easy.” I reach my hand for his cock, but he stops me.

“It might not be, once I tell you this. Do you remember living as Chris? As a man?”

I winced. “Don’t. Please don’t. I don’t ever want to think about that.”

“I need you to think about it. I… you’re probably not going to believe this. I have certain abilities.” I purred. “I don’t mean that. I mean, more… magical. I’m the reason you’re not Chris anymore. I’m the reason you’re a girl.”

“Stop teasing. This is ruining the mood.”

“Good. I need it to ruin the mood. I did this to you. You pissed me off. It was stupid. It was over those stupid candies.”

“The marshmallow birdies?”

“Yes. Do you remember how you kept eating all of mine, so I finally bought you some packs of your own? Well, I put a spell on those.”

“Why are you telling me stories when there’s so much else you could be doing with that mouth?”

“I was just so tired of you never caring about anyone else. So I… did this to help you see things from a different perspective.”

“That’s not—obviously not… that’s not possible.”

“Think about it. You remember being a man with… all the parts?”

“Yeah?”

“And now?

“Now I’m… Are you serious? You did this?”

“Yes. And I’m not sorry. I just needed you to know before we did anything else.”

“So you got mad at me and put a love spell on me? You made me fall in love with you because I ate your stupid Easter candy?” Love? Did I just say I fell in love with him?

“No! Absolutely not! This was not a love spell! It just changed you to help you see things from outside your usual—I hate to say it—selfishness. What happened between us was all real.”

“I can’t believe you! I mean, this is… this is insane! How dare you do this? What gives you the right to do this? Change me back right now!”

“I can’t right now. I would need to gather the ingredients, but I will. I’ll get them as soon as I can.”

“Then go now!” I’m shrieking at this point. “Go get them right now!”

“It’s not that easy. It’s going to take a few days.”

I rolled over and out of the bed. His bed. The bed up until five minutes ago, every inch of my being told me I wanted to be in. Now… well now is different, right? “Fuck you, Amari! Fuck you for doing this!”

I storm out of his room and across the hall into mine, slamming the door behind me.


CHAPTER FOUR



At first, I was too angry for tears. Too angry to process any emotions. How dare he play God with me! But when I thought about him, I didn’t just think about this. I thought about how absolutely sexy he was. I thought about the way he’d made me feel the last few days. I thought about how sweet he was. Even before this, even when I was Chris, he was the sweetest man I knew. I never would have confessed it, but I really liked him. I always loved being around him. I looked forward to the time each day he would come home from work. I would secretly get excited about the things we would do together. I thought of him as my best friend. If I was being honest, I sometime had flashes where I dreamed he was more.

But I could never show him that. I could never admit I cared. I just wasn’t built that way. Laying in bed that day I thought about that too. The ways I always held things in. The way I hid behind detachment and meanness and sometimes even cruelty. The way I was always afraid someone would see the real me and reject me.

I rolled over and stared at the ceiling. I didn’t know how long I stayed like that. Long enough that my back started aching. Long enough that the bright white daylight became more and more orange. Long enough that things finally went dark.

When I looked at my phone it was 10:30 pm. I’d been lying here for thirteen-and-a-half hours. Sometimes thinking, sometimes not. And in that time I realized that I love myself. Not the old me, or the me that Amari wanted me to be. Me. For years I had forsaken myself. I was afraid to be me. Well no more. That stone had been rolled away, and I would not be put back inside.

Getting out of bed I realized that I was still wearing the same bra and panties from this morning. The ones I put on with plans to entice my friend to fuck me. I kept them on and walked to the living room where I heard Amari watching television.

I stood in front of him, blocking the television, with my arms folded under my breasts, inadvertently forcing them to project even more than normal.

“I’ve been thinking about this all day. What you did was wrong. But I forgive you. I love me, who I am now. Who I’m able to be now. And that’s because of you. So thank you. And I can finally admit that I think I might love you. I’d felt that for so long, but I couldn’t let you know. I was too afraid to show that. Now I can. I don’t know where that leaves things with us, but I want you to know.”

“Christie?” I nodded my head. “Christie come here.” I took two steps toward him and he put his hands on my hips and looked up into my eyes. “I can’t say I love you. I’m not there yet. But I do like you. This you.” He kissed my belly button. “I really like you.” He kissed a couple of inches lower. “I really, really like you.” He kissed just above the waistline of my panties.

Each kiss was a song to me, unleashing a new rhythm inside. My soul danced to discover itself. And when, after that last kiss, Amari slid my panties down my legs, and left me to stand naked before him, I was complete.

He spun me around and guided me down to the couch while he knelt in front of me. With his palms he parted my legs and then ran his fingers up and down my folds, pressing just a little harder every time he passed on the sides of my clit. I started breathing heavier with each stroke he took.

“Do you like that?”

“Yes. A lot.”

“Just wait.” He laughed, but his laughter was buried because just then his lips pressed against my dripping warmth. Every muscle in my entire body clenched, and I wrapped one leg around him while I used the other to push myself closer to him. Whatever he was doing I needed more, and I needed it right away.

He didn’t disappoint. Soon I felt his tongue probing and then flicking across my nub. I whimpered. This man had peeled away every layer of me and exposed my very core. I threw my head back and pushed even more into him. I curled both legs tighter—one pulling him into me even more, the other pushing off the front of the couch, sliding my essence closer and closer to him. At that moment I needed him and would do whatever I could to have him.

When he pressed his lips around my clit and began to suck, I lost all control. I couldn’t make a sound to let him know how much I loved this. I couldn’t breathe. Instead, I pushed myself even more into him. I pushed too far. With a gasp, I plopped to the floor and knocked him over to his side. All the wonderful tension that he had worked so hard to build inside me bubbled out. I hid behind my hands, tears of laughter streaming down my cheeks, and fell over beside him. My face inches from his.

“Well, that was certainly something.”

I couldn’t help myself, I snorted.

“So you liked that?”

I pulled my hands away from my face and nodded my head. I leaned forward to kiss his forehead. “That was magical. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. We’re not finished.”

He jumped up to his knees and using my legs pulled my body so the couch would be out of our way. I shrieked in surprise at his yank and then felt the warm burn of the carpet as I slid over it. He was now between my legs, a position so similar to the one we found ourselves in just this morning, yet so very different. I smiled up at him, knowing with my entire being that I wanted this.

He shimmied free of his shorts, and my mouth opened. I didn’t know how it was possible, but he looked even bigger than he did last night. As he pressed his body against mine and I felt his tip glide up to my essence, I worried that I wouldn’t be able to take all of him. Before I could tell him my concern I felt him slide in. My slick folds easily parted to make space for him to enter. I inhaled suddenly as he slowly pushed into me, expanding me, filling me.

“Fuck you are so tight for me, Christie.”

I couldn’t do more than moan in response and start rocking my hips in time with his slow thrusts. He started moving his body into mine faster with each stroke. Harder. Soon I had stretched to take his full length. Any pretense to gentleness was now gone as he slammed into me over and over. Each thrust was pushing me across the carpet. My ass was on fire, and I didn’t care. Each thrust, each push, each stroke inside me brought me closer and closer. I squeeze my muscles around his cock.

“Jesus Christ! I don’t know how much of this I can take.”

His pace quickened even more. The pushes more forceful. With each one, my moans called out the rhythm that he was driving into me.

“I’m going to come,” I whimpered, and then in a scream, I flew apart. Pieces of me flying out every direction. Each piece became a star in my vision until I closed my eyes and blackness surrounded me. Amari thrust a few more times before collapsing on top of me. His heart beating through the wall of his chest and into mine.

“Oh my God, Amari. That was the most intense thing I’ve ever felt in my life.”

“You were so fantastic. That was beyond intense,” he panted breathlessly into my breasts.

I felt him slip out of me as he rolled to the side, his arm draped across me. Our bodies pulled together by something more than ourselves. Our souls reformed into this new reality. We had been born again into a new world.
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CHAPTER ONE



I don't want to open my eyes. As soon as I do, he's going to be there. Brian. Sitting beside me. I didn't have to deal with him while l was asleep, but the jolt of the wheels and the sudden roar of the plane's reverse thrust slowing us down and throwing us forward in our seats make it impossible to even pretend to be sleeping now. I slowly crack open my eyes and look at him without looking. He's staring down at his phone, but as soon as I stretch my leg just a little, he looks at me.

"Can you believe this?" He holds his phone up, but the screen is too bright, and my eyes aren't awake enough yet to make out anything other than a blur.

I shrug my shoulders. "Work texts already?" Half of the Biloxi office quit within the last month, so the company fired the regional manager and sent us to do damage control until they can find a permanent replacement. At least the weather will be a lot better than in Chicago. I almost want to laugh at everyone back home bundled up against the snow while I walk around in shorts.

"Not work," he says. "The Sea Eagles. They were up 3-1 in the 3rd when we left, but they blew it. Can you believe it?"

I shake my head. "They're always going to be losers as long as Schaftling owns the team."

"Right? Anyone with half a brain knows they need to spend the money to get a good defenseman, but he'll never do that."

I grunt as I look out the window. The airport seems tiny as we taxi closer to the terminal. Just three floors, and it looks like only a couple of runways. Compared to O'Hare, this is a toy airport. But it looks clean and modern with windows that seem to fill the whole walls. The bright blue skies and sunlight reflecting off the glass helps. Back home, the weather has been so grey that most people probably assume the sun is no more real than a fairy tale filled with magic godmothers and handsome princes. Despite my bad luck on every dating app I tried in the last few years, I think handsome princes are more common than the January sun in Chicago.

Even before we pull up to our gate, the other people on the plane begin their shuffling. Seatbelts unfasten. Overhead compartments open. Bags and purses and backpacks are pulled down into laps and across shoulders. I look around the cabin to take it all in. The noise of impatience always causes a nervous energy to bubble up through me. I twist in my seat and wait for Brian to step into the aisle so I can stand up without bashing my head on the compartment above me. But he isn't moving. He's leaning back against the headrest, and his eyes are closed.

I nudge him. "We can get our stuff now."

His lips curl up, and he turns to face me. "Despite what everyone apparently thinks, that doesn't actually get you off the plane any quicker."

"I just like to be ready."

I'm not sure if he says hmm under his breath or if it's just my imagination, but I do know that he closes his eyes again and leans back in his seat. I clench my fist, and wonder if it would be rude to climb over him. I let out a low groan and settle into my seat. His grin widens just enough to let me know that he heard it, but he still doesn't move.

Finally, when the plane stops and the murmur of antsy people becomes a full roar, he looks around the cabin, stretches, and then winks at me before slowly standing up. I move with him, almost pushing him with my body, and wait while he opens the door above us. When he does, he hands me my black backpack, and I sling it over my shoulders. Was that so hard? I want to ask him.

"See? We still have plenty of time to sit here and wait."

I root through my bag, hoping he'll think I need something. I wish I had asthma, so I could pull out an inhaler just to make him feel bad. But the best I can come up with is the half-eaten baggy of gummy bears that I packed before leaving this morning. I pop three of them into my mouth and don't offer him any.

When the door finally opens, he stands in the aisle and blocks traffic so I can get in front of him. All I want is to get off this plane and into the terminal, but the woman in front of me stops to let everyone out. Even the people who haven't gotten their carry-ons yet. I sigh each time. Louder with every stop, and once she looks back at me from the corner of her eye. But we still continue our slow stop-start walk to the front.

I pass by her on the jetway. My steps rattle the structure just a little, but each one takes me closer to the terminal. I sigh when I walk through the door and see the black vinyl-upholstered seats all lined up on the pebbled carpet. It's almost comforting knowing that it's always the same in every airport. When I get to the aisle, I stop and turn around. Brian is only a few people behind me. I'm surprised. I thought he would still be leisurely strolling off the plane.

"Can't wait to get to the house?" he asks when he catches up with me.

"Nope." I hate waiting for anything.

When I step from the carpet to the shiny tile of the main walkway, my footsteps turn from a dull thump into a rubbery slap, and I lead us further into the building. We go down an escalator that takes us under a wood and metal sign. "Welcome to Gulfport-Biloxi." The font is a little too thick. Like the designer took one look at the boring letters and decided the best way to spice them up was to make them yawn even louder. When we get to the baggage claim, the belt isn't even turning yet. I blow out a breath, and tap my foot to an invisible rhythm that not even I can hear.

"What's that?" Brian asks. He points to the wall above the carousel. "'Become what you were always destined to be…' A help wanted ad for baggage handlers?"

I look up. The words are printed in a dark navy font running across the wall. There are strange symbols surrounding the phrase. At the very bottom, almost too small to see, it says Vanshana. "Probably some ad for a voodoo place trying to lure gullible tourists."

Even before my words are out, the belt starts up, and I inch to the edge. The metal board presses against my shins as I lean over it. There are several thunks and thuds behind the wall, and then my black suitcase glides out. The first in line. I take it and pull it toward the door. One of the wheels is sticky and chirps with each rotation. Probably from a baggage handler tossing it around.

When I get outside, I take a deep breath without even thinking. It's not hot. Barely even warm, but it feels wonderful. I woke up this morning in winter, but now I'm in spring. I expect daffodils and hyacinths to be exploding into color, but even here, it's a little too early for those blooms.

"So, does it feel like being home?" Brian walks up behind me and asks.

I take the keys from him, unlock the rental SUV, and throw my suitcase in the back. "I'm from Georgia, not Mississippi. And I haven’t lived there since I was 17."

"Close enough. Just like home." He puts on a fake Southern accent and smiles as he gets in the car. The accent I spent the last seven years working to get rid of.


CHAPTER TWO



"There has to be more to it. An addition in the rear. Something." I pull into the driveway of the house the company rented for us. It's turquoise blue with white shutters on each window and a full-glass front door. It looks like it's taken care of, but it's practically a shed.

Brian doesn't say a word as we walk up the front steps and I unlock the door. I should be grateful that the company managed to find a house so completely inadequate that it silenced even him, but the disdain filling my mind doesn't leave room for anything else. The two steps I take inside don't do anything to convince me that this house will work.

There isn't an addition to the back. From the tiny front living room, I can see straight through to the backyard. Green and full of trees and shrubs and none of them flowering yet, because despite what my body tells me, this is the middle of winter. Just a winter that years of living in the north has made me forget.

I stand in the middle of the room and look around. It doesn't take much to take it all in. A sofa, a chair, a television, some end tables. The room is open to the kitchen. It's the same size as the kitchen in my first apartment after college. But at least there's room for a dining room table here. Not that we'll be using it. I don't plan to sit down to any meals with Brian, and I'm sure we're not going to entertain anyone in this tiny space.

"I like it," he says. I snort as I spin to look at him. Of course he would like it. "It's... quaint. What you would expect from a seaside house?"

"Quaint? You mean puny. And this isn't a seaside house. We're supposed to live here for... we don't know how long. Probably at least a couple months. They're not going to get someone permanent in here sooner than that."

Brian straightens one of the light green throw pillows on the chair. "You never know. And this is only two blocks away from the Gulf. That's practically seaside. We can hang at the beach on the weekends when it's warm."

The beach? We've worked together for three years, and he doesn't know me at all. I walk down the hallway. There are three doors. One opens onto a bedroom decorated all in yellow. One onto a bedroom decorated in the same blue as the exterior of the house. And one onto a bathroom that is barely big enough to hold a toilet and a bathtub.

"One bathroom? Seriously?" I toss my hands up as I flick on the light.

"What did you say?" Brian peeks around the corner from the kitchen.

I said that this whole trip is a joke, and I can't wait for Simon to call and tell me to come back home. "Nothing." I look at the bedrooms again. The yellow room seems a little bit larger, so I walk inside. There are two white dressers, and the closet might be the largest thing in the entire house. It's bigger than my one back home. But with only one suitcase of clothes, it's all wasted space.

"This room is mine." I yell so he can hear me this time.

"Okay." It's almost a whisper, but I jump and spin to face him. I can't help the snarl on my mouth as I walk past him. He has some nerve sneaking up on me like that.

I take the keys out of my shorts pocket and click the button to open the back hatch. It rises, and I slide under it, pulling my suitcase out. The wheels clack as the case drops onto the concrete, and I ratchet up the extendable handle. I look at Brian's suitcase still sitting in the back, and for a second, I think about bringing it into the house for him. But we're going to be living together, and I need to have clear boundaries between us.

"Back's open. Go get your bag." I toss the keys on the entryway table as I wheel my suitcase into my bedroom and then heft it onto the bed. The mattress bounces under its weight, and I fumble with the luggage lock before finally unlatching it.

"Hey, wanna go get something to eat real quick?" Brian calls from the living room, and I hear the keys jingle.

I look down at the suitcase. I haven't eaten since this morning, and I'll do almost anything to put off unpacking. "Yeah, sure."

He's standing in the doorway, and when I get close, I feel the cool air flowing inside through the screen door. I hold my hand out, but he just looks at it. "Keys. The seat's already set up for me."

"It's a power seat," he says. "It's not that hard to change."

"I get motion sickness if I don't drive." It's a lie, but he doesn't know that. He shrugs his shoulders just enough that I notice and hands me the keys. I walk out. The fact that the screen door doesn't slap closed tells me that he's following me.

There's a fast-food restaurant just down the street from us. Its orange and white striped paint is faded from years of weather, but the sign out front looks new. The shrill voice of the girl working the drive-thru makes me wince. She sounds like she might be eight and way too eager to deal with customers all day for fast food wages. But she's quick. It's only a couple of minutes before we have our food and are headed back to the shanty.

I tip the bag up and dump everything on the kitchen counter. I didn't get any fries, but I steal a few from Brian. They aren't bad. A little undercooked, but better than I thought they would be. I unwrap my burger and lean back against the kitchen sink.

"We have a table. You could actually join me like a civilized person." Brian spreads a napkin like a placemat and then sets his food on top of it. I take a bite and watch as he unfolds the yellow wax wrapper, smoothing out the creases, so it lays as flat as he can make it. He moves his burger to one side and shakes the fries container so they all slide easily and gently onto the space he made for them. He’s even annoying when he eats.

It's just a few more bites before I can shove the rest of the burger into my mouth. I turn around to wash my hands and head toward my bedroom. I don't know why I always dread unpacking on trips. It's just a couple outfits and some soap and shampoo. A few hangers and a couple of drawers. That's all I need. Still, I take a deep breath as my fingers find the zipper's pull and slide it around the edges.

"What the fuck is this?" I mutter and close the suitcase so I can examine it. The same black case. The same white scratch in the same exact spot. Even the tag is red. I flip it open and look at the name. Jordan Vickers. That's me, but this isn't mine.


CHAPTER THREE



I slam the phone down beside me, and it bounces on the sofa cushion. "How is it this hard?"

"No help?" Brian is sitting across from me. So close in this tiny room he probably heard everything.

"You'd think things would be tracked more closely these days. What's the point of having the barcodes on everything if they can't track down the people who handled it? I don't suppose ragged shorts and a faded t-shirt would make a good first impression tomorrow." I stand up so he can see what I'm wearing. My usual flight clothes. Grey knit shorts and a shirt that over the years has gone from the color of a ripe orange to the pale orange of the sky just after the sun lifts above the horizon.

Brian looks me up and down. "Maybe if that shirt didn't have tiny little holes all over it from washing it a thousand times. I would offer something of mine, but it would look like a dress on you. So you might as well wear the real thing in that case." He chuckles. "Why don't you just go to the store and—"

"I'll see what's in the suitcase," I say. There has to be something that will work."

The suitcase is still sitting there on my bed. I run my fingers along the scratch and then the lock. Did someone pick it? Did I forget to lock it? Is this someone's idea of a joke? I open the case and start to pull the clothes out. The first three things are dresses. A pink one, a grey one, and a blue one with white flowers. I toss them on the bed. Next is a shirt—probably technically a blouse—but it's plain white and has buttons running down the middle. Just like a man's shirt, basically. I set it to the side, smoothing the wrinkles from it, and turn back to the suitcase. There has to be an appropriate pair of pants in here.

When I finally find a black pair that looks like it will fit me and that isn't obviously women's at first glance, the pile of clothes next to the suitcase looks almost three times the size of the case. How did they cram all of this in there? I need to take lessons from them.

I pull off my t-shirt and shorts and slip into the button-down shirt—not a blouse—and pants. They seem to fit. The mirror above the dresser is tiny, but I study myself the best I can in it, twisting left and right. They aren't that different from men's clothes, really. In fact, I'm not sure I would notice the difference. But I need a second opinion. I roll my eyes as I walk into the living room. I can't believe that I'm about to do this. "Hey, so how does this look?"

Brian glances up from the television and his head snaps back a tiny bit. "You were serious. Uh... I guess it's okay?"

"Not too girly?" I spin slowly so he can see it from every side.

"You know, you could just buy—"

I toss my hands in the air. "Dude, yes or no. I don't really have any other choice here, so I hope this works."

He squints at me and raises an eyebrow. "Then, yeah. That looks fine. I mean, the buttons are backward, aren't they? But I don't think I'd notice if I didn't already know."

I can almost feel my chest puffing out as the weight is lifted from me. "Thanks." I smile at him and turn back to my bedroom. When I walk through the door, I look at myself one last time in the mirror. He's right. This does look good. Good enough, at least. I grin, but when I see the bed over my shoulder, the smile falls from my face.

What a disaster. I can't just leave it there. It takes up the whole bed. And it will all wrinkle if it hasn't already. I throw open the closet doors and blow out a grateful breath. Two racks stretch from either side of the door to the far wall. I walk in and look around. It's more than big enough to hold everything in the suitcase. There's even a shoe rack. I forgot about shoes. I look down at my feet like somehow magic is real, and it's going to make a pair of shoes materialize for me.

I walk back to the suitcase. There's no way these shoes will fit me, but I have to look. Somehow, there are still clothes left inside. A couple of nighties and bras and panties. I brush them aside, and oh my God! I jerk my hand back and hop away. Is that...

I lean forward, bending over it like I'm peering down at a poisonous snake inside a tank. Nestled between the pumps and flats and the loafers that I wanted to look at is a mammoth black dildo. I lower my hand toward it, ready to jump back at the slightest movement. Who would pack a dildo in their luggage? My lip curls up in a sneer, but then I stop. It's not that someone packed it. Whoever did this to my suitcase put it in here on purpose. Now I know this is all someone's idea of a practical joke, and it feels like someone turned a propane heater on full blast and pointed it right at me. The anger boils through me when I think about someone—some pathetic loser hiding behind his security clearance—breaking into my bag, dumping my real clothes out, and then putting all this in there instead. He probably laughed especially hard when he dropped the dildo inside. Well, fuck him. I wrap my hand around the silicone toy and yank it out. The head flops and bounces with the sudden movement, and I stare at it. The thick shaft is lined with ridged veins. Now that I'm holding it, I don't know what to do with it. I look around the room. I can't just leave it laying out. And I can't walk it out to the trash. Not past Brian. I hold it away from my body and walk to the other side of the bed. That's it. I pull out the bottom drawer of the nightstand. It's empty, so I quickly push the dildo inside and slam the drawer shut. I'll never have to see it again. Let the next person who lives in this house deal with it. Maybe they'll actually enjoy it.

As I turn back to the bed and the mess on it, it's like my mind blocks out the dildo and by the time I tip the suitcase upside-down and the shoes tumble onto the bed, I'm not thinking about it at all. All my focus now is on these shoes. There's one pair that could pass as men's, but they're so tiny that they might as well be for children. I pick one up and look inside. Size 7. I guess I should have known. My shoes are flung on the floor between the bed and the door. A pair of ratty brown slip-on loafers that I got from my dad when I was sixteen. The only thing he ever gave me that was worth a damn. But now they're scuffed and stained and so stretched out that the only time I wear them is when I have to get through security at airports. They slip on and off almost easier than a pair of flip-flops. Not what I want to wear on the first day at a new office when I'm trying to project authority. But I don't have a choice. It's not like my feet would ever fit into any of these other shoes.

By the time I finish hanging all the dresses and tops and skirts and pants and putting the shoes on the shoe rack, the closet is full. I take a step out of the door and look at it all. Clothes line both sides of the walk-in closet. How did they all fit in the suitcase? I turn around and look at it lying on the bed. It's like a clown car. I never would have believed that it all came from there if I hadn't been the one to unpack it. Even now I only half believe it, but I'm not going to worry about it. The only thing I'm going to concern myself with is getting my real clothes back tomorrow. The airport baggage desk opens at 7am, and I'm going to be on the phone right then. I won’t rest until they find my things, find who did this to me, and fire his ass. Maybe I'll even involved the police. This is theft, after all. But first, I need to get some sleep.

Putting everything away drained whatever energy I had left. I zip the suitcase and wheel it into the back of the closet while I strip down to my boxers. I just let my shirt and shorts lay on the floor where I drop them—I'll get them whenever I get a chance to do laundry—and slide under the covers. Almost as soon as my head settles down into the soft, puffy pillow, I fall asleep.
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I'm so tired the next morning that I don't even recognize the alarm at first. The room is white and yellow, and there's a golden cast to everything. It takes me several seconds to remember where I am and then several more before I can find my phone to turn off the alarm. I fall back into the pillow and dig the heels of my hands into my eyes. I've been asleep for nearly ten hours, but it feels more like ten minutes. Lying here isn't going to change anything though. I hop up and make my way to the bathroom. There's no sign of Brian. I stand in the bathroom doorway and listen. Maybe he's in the kitchen. But a pair of birds cooing outside the bathroom window is the only sound, so I slip in. I'll hurry, so he'll have plenty of time.

By the time I'm finished in the bathroom, I'm humming to myself. I almost don't want to leave the warm, steamy room, but I wrap the towel around my waist and open the door, swaying a little side-to-side as I do.

"Morning," Brian mumbles from the living room sofa.

His light brown hair is shooting out in every direction, and his face looks sandpaper rough. "Good morning. Hurry while the bathroom is still warm." He blinks several times like his eyes aren't working yet, but I raise up on the toes of one foot and spin back toward my room. It's a couple of minutes before I hear him groan as he stands up. By now, all the hot air will be gone. I tried to warn him.

The not-a-blouse and pants are spread across the bed. No one will think there's anything suspicious at all about this outfit. There's no way. I toss my towel onto the bed next to them. My eyes start to search around the room, but I stop and my stomach falls. I didn't even think about underwear. How could I be so stupid? I pick my boxers off the floor, and raise them up so I can sniff at them. But just holding them in my hand, I know I can't wear them again today. Even if they smell like a field of flowers, just knowing I wore them yesterday and then didn't wash them is too much. Fuck.

I sit on the edge of the bed and rub the fabric of the pants between my thumb and fingers. It's soft. And there's not much of a zipper. Maybe I could wear these without underwear. I slip them on and walk around the room, but my balls and dick rub with each step. And even the short zipper is too much. Its teeth scratch along my skin, and I know I'll be raw by the end of the day if I don't have something separating me from the metal.

I sigh as I sit back down. If Brian weren't so much bigger than me, I could borrow something from him. If I weren't so small... A thought just sparks at the edge of my consciousness, and my mind throws water at it before it can form into something more. But it still ignites and flares so brightly that it fills my head. If the pants fit me, the panties probably do too.

I laugh and look around to make sure I'm alone. The thought is so crazy, I don't want anyone near while I'm even thinking it. But who would know? I go to the dresser and open the top drawer. All the panties and socks are still folded neatly where I put them last night. There's so much pink and lavender and lace I almost slam the drawer shut without even looking, but I search through it anyway. Buried at the bottom is a pair of light blue cotton panties. They have a lacy waistband, but the rest looks almost like a pair of men's briefs. There's no fly in the front, and they are lower cut than any briefs I've ever worn. But they might work.

I take the pants off and pull the panties up. They feel different. Lighter. Almost like I'm not wearing anything. But in the front, they cradle my cock against my body. I close my eyes and focus on the feeling. It's comforting. This isn't going to be bad at all. I pull the pants back on and then tuck the not-a-blouse into them and look at myself in the mirror. I twist so I can see the front and the back. There are no panty lines, so I'll be safe. And more than that, I look good. At least until I put my shoes on. It's embarrassing. If I could just go barefoot, I would.

"You ready?" As he calls out, I realize that I haven't heard the sound of the shower for a while. I wonder if he's been waiting long.

We still have twenty minutes and the office is just five minutes away, so we have plenty of time. But I always like to be early, especially on the first day. "Uh, yeah." I look down at my shoes again, and I nearly gag. "Be there in a sec."

I take my wallet from the dresser and reach behind me. I scrape my fingernail along the smooth, unbroken material over and over and then turn to look in the mirror. What the hell? I straighten my left side, and slip my fingers into that side pocket, but they only go in to my middle knuckle. I shake my head. How did I end up with the only pair of pants in the world with no pockets? It's too late to change now, though. I'll just stash my wallet in a desk drawer once I get to work.

The office is in the middle of a strip mall behind a nearly unmarked and very unremarkable glass and metal door hidden in plain sight between a shipping store and a nail salon. Tiny white print on the door says "JDK Enterprises," but there are no hours. No phone number. No indication of what we do. And that's fine. No customer would ever walk in here.

The inside is nothing at all like I expected when I parked the car in the front. It's enormous and well-lit. There are no windows, but it's so bright I would never know that. And there has to be enough office space and cubicles for forty workers here. Counting Brian and me, there are only seven.

I hand Brian the car keys as we walk in. He looks at me, but I just shrug. "I don't have any—"

"Hi, what can I do for you two?" The woman's accent reminds me of my cousin's. She walks around her desk and comes over to us. Her straight blonde hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and it swings from side to side with each step. Her eyes are as blue as the outside of the rental house, and they flit from me to Brian and back again.

Her smile is tight and suspicious. "I'm Jordan Vickers. This is Brian Coulas. We're from the Chicago office."

"You?" She looks us both up and down, and her gaze sends a shiver through me. Her shoulders droop. "Oh. I'm Savannah. I'm glad to meet you." She doesn't sound glad.

"Savannah, as in the city?" Brian asks.

She nods. "That's where I'm from. You don't know how bad teasing can be until you grow up as Savannah in Savannah." She forces a giggle and extends her arm to shake our hands. When she does, I see her nails. Pink, long, and a couple of them have a symbol painted on them. It's almost like a snowflake, but the branches twist in the wrong directions. I've seen something similar before, but I don't know where.

Savannah catches me staring. "One of the perks of working here is the nail salon next door." She looks down at her nails briefly. “We've got two offices set up for you, and I went ahead and had some of the girls pull some paper records that I figured you might want to look through. Those are all set up in one of the meeting rooms for you.”

They have more than one meeting room here? That seems like a waste of space, but I guess they have plenty. "Sounds like you're prepared for us."

"I do my best." She turns and we both follow her as she gives us a tour of the office. Brian makes a point to repeat everyone's name back to them, but I don't even pay attention to them. There's no way I'll remember, so why should I bother? I'll learn them in time. Maybe.

Once we've seen it all, Savannah takes us to our offices and then the meeting room. There are two laptops and four stacks of folders on the table. Against one wall, there's a cart with a coffee maker and a microwave. She really is prepared. Just as she leaves us to get started, I knock a file off the table. I try to catch it before it falls all the way, but I end up having to pick it up off the floor. When I set it back on the stack, I notice Brian staring at me from the corner of my eye.

"Impressed with my reflexes?" I turn away so he won't see me roll my eyes.

"Are you..." His voice is as quiet as two sheets of paper slipping across each other. "Are you wearing panties?"

My heart stops and I clutch my chest as I spin to face him. His mouth is hanging open. "It's not like that. I didn't have any underwear this morning. What was I supposed to do?"

"Hmm..." His eyes drift down my body as he sits. Then he looks away. I growl and hope that he hears me. I want him to know just what I think about him and his judgement.


CHAPTER FOUR



"You almost finished?" Brian sets the keys on the edge of my desk. I glance at him briefly and then hold up a finger while I finish typing with my other hand. We've been here for five days now, and each day he stands silently and waits for me to finish work before giving me the keys so I can drive us home. At first it made my blood boil. I hate being watched while I work, and he should have been able to tell that when I didn't say anything to him. But he still stood there. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday.

Yesterday was the same. He set the keys on my desk and asked if I was ready. I rolled my eyes. If I was ready, I obviously wouldn't be staring at my computer screen. But then he chuckled, and I looked up at him. At his smile. "Stupid question, I guess," he said. I couldn't help myself. My lips curled up just a little as I turned back to my computer screen.

Today, I hit the last few keystrokes with extra emphasis and then look up at him again. "Done. Week one is over." I feel like balloons should drop from the ceiling and the other workers here should come throw confetti at us. Instead, we're the last ones here. Just like we have been most of the week. The old manager was apparently not very organized and didn't believe in documenting much of anything. And from a few things that the workers have said here and there, I get the impression that no one here really liked him. I look down at the keys—a black key fob and two tarnished brass keys, one to the front door of the house and one to a back door that we haven't used once yet—and nudge them just a little on the wood top. "You can drive, if you want."

Brian takes a step backward and his eyes squint as they move from me to the keys and back again. "You sure?" He draws out each word like he's not sure what he wants to say. "What about your motion sickness?"

"Oh." I forgot that I'd told him that. I just shrug. "We'll see how it goes."

His hand inches toward the keys while his eyes stay locked on mine. He looks like he thinks I'll snatch them away at any second with a shouted "Can't believe you fell for that, you idiot." But I don't say anything or move until the keys are in his hand. Once they are, I stand up and walk around him. I'm halfway to the door when I notice he's not following me. He's stuck in place, staring down at the keys in his hand. "Coming?" I ask. His fingers close around the keys, and he turns toward me, his left eyebrow higher than the right. "I mean, unless you want to spend your Friday night here instead of at home watching the Sea Eagles."

That seems to snap him out of whatever stupor he's in. When he's standing next to me, he looks me up and down and then shakes his head before turning away. "No way I'm going to miss watching them kick St. Louis's ass all the way back home." He holds the front door open for me, and we both walk out to the car. The only one left in this part of the parking lot.

[image: ]



"I'll get it." I kick out from underneath the blanket.

Brian's eyes follow me as I stand up from the couch. "Like that?"

I quickly peek down at myself and then walk toward the door. I'm wearing pajama pants and a matching shirt. What exactly does he think is wrong with that? The delivery person is waiting, and as soon as I swing the door open, she pulls the pizza boxes from her bag. The garlic is the first thing I smell, and I inhale deeply. I smile as I take the boxes from her.

"Thank ya, ma'am. Have a good evenin'" Her dark, brackish vowels glide between the tall cypress consonants that rise up and cast everything in the shadow of her accent. I shut the door behind me and pull in one more deep breath.

Brian stares at me with his eyes wide. "I figured that might happen," he says. That I might get high on this delicious smell? I cock an eyebrow in his direction as I walk toward the kitchen. I hear him stand up and shuffle behind me. "I figured she might call you 'ma'am.' Because of what you're wearing."

I set the boxes on the counter and throw my hands up. "What's wrong with what I'm wearing?"

"You don't think it's... a little girly?" he asks.

It's a navy blue satin pajama set with silver and gold moons. I'm wearing it with a pair of grey fuzzy socks. "I doubt if she noticed that it buttons on the wrong side for a dude."

"Not that. It's just... Never mind." He turns from me to the pizza and opens the boxes. As soon as he does, the smell of oregano and pepperoni fills the room, and I forget everything he was saying about my pajamas. Well, almost everything.

I hand him a plate and step back so he can get his food and then get back to the game. "It's not like I have a lot of choice in clothes right now. And this is kinda cute."

His hand freezes midway between the box and his plate, thick strings of melted cheese stretch and then droop from the piece in his hand down over the cardboard below. He looks at me. "Cute? And are you somehow getting shorter? Rapid onset osteoporosis or something? I swear you used to be a little taller than me."

"Whatever. Now I know you're just messing with me." I bump him out of the way with my hip as I slide in and fill my plate with pizza and garlic bread.

The game is already in the third period when we sit back down in front of the television. The Sea Eagles are up by two, but that doesn't mean anything. They're one of the worst teams in the league, and St. Louis is one of the top. Momentum and the will to defend their home ice against their rivals can only get them so far.

When St. Louis scores with fourteen minutes left, Brian and I just look at each other. He groans, and every muscle in his face sags all at once. We've both been through this often enough to know what usually happens now. We'll be lucky to even get to overtime at this point. I set my plate beside me, too nervous to eat any more.

But when the final horn sounds, the Chicago players sweep over the boards and onto the ice while St. Louis sulks away. Brian and I both fall back in our seats, as exhausted as if we'd been on the ice ourselves.

"I think I've had about all the fun that I can take for one evening." I look up at the clock. Thanks to the late start and way too many offsides penalties, it's almost 11:30pm, and I had to fight to stay awake for the last few minutes of the game. The blaring horn at the end made me jump awake.

"Wimp." Brian laughs. "I'm too wired to go to bed yet. Did you even see the end? All the shots that Järvinen saved? He was flying all over the crease. He's never played like that before, and you missed it."

"No, I saw it. Most of it—some, at least. I'm just so wiped out after this week."

He looks at me and nods. "Yeah, we both had a hard week of sitting around an office in fairly comfortable chairs."

"Shut up." I chuckle as I plod to my bedroom. When I get there, I peel back the covers and fall onto the bed. The springs send out a brief squeaking welcome, and I roll onto my back. The living room light sneaks in through the crack of the mostly-closed door and competes across the ceiling with the light from the streetlamp outside. The golden and bluish stripes cross each other, and I just stare up at them.

My brain is swirling now. Replaying everything that's happened since our plane landed. The walk to the baggage claim. The suitcase. The airline and airport both denying any responsibility for anything that happened. The stares from Savannah when she doesn't think I'm looking. I lie here and go through it all, and now I'm not tired.

I close my eyes anyway. I imagine the rocking clack-click-clack of a train. The pattering rumble of rain on the roof. I pretend that the mattress and pillow are giant and soft as clouds, cradling me as we float above anything below. But my mind won't turn off.

I sigh as I roll over and yank on the nightstand drawer. My hands are so dry that the skin will crack if I let them go all night. I always hate the thick, greasy feeling of lotion, but there's something about the air here that dries out my skin. I've asked Brian and a couple of the girls at work, and no one else seems to have a problem. But I need to moisturize almost constantly or the skin on my hands and face draws so tight that it will split.

I pump a little lotion into my hand, but I can smell right away that it's not lotion. I hold my hand just under my nose. The room is too dark to see, but I hope the scent will give it away. It doesn't, so I shine the light of my phone onto my hand and then into the drawer. When I see the bottle, I roll my eyes. Lube. The pink bottle is right beside the bottle of lotion. Right beside the black dildo from my suitcase.

I close my eyes and grumble. The last thing I want to do is get out of bed to wipe my hand off, but that's what I'm going to have to do. I swing my legs over the side of the bed and look down again. The black silicone catches my eyes right away, and I stop. It's like it's somehow glowing, but I know how ridiculous that is. I start to slide the drawer closed with my clean hand, but slip my hand inside instead and wrap it around the toy.

What would it feel like?

I hold it in front of me and look at it. Black matte in a black room, but I can see it clearly. My breaths are short and quiet and almost don't exist. Just the tip. There's nothing wrong with that, right? I only want to know if it hurts.

I drop the silicone cock onto the bed and squeeze my hand under my waistband, standing just enough to tug my pants down. Below my knees. To my ankles. Then I kick them off and sit back. I rub the lube onto the head of the fake dick. It glistens in what little light there is, and I see a bead run down the shaft toward my hand and the base. I slide my hand down to catch it and laugh at myself. It looks like I'm pumping someone's cock. I jerk my hand up and down a few more times and then pull it up to my face. I don't know why, but I want to know what it smells like now. What it tastes like.

When my tongue touches it, I recoil, expecting it to taste like rubber and oil and plastic. But it doesn't. It tastes like fruit. Like coconut... like mango? I lick it again, and I feel my cheeks blaze when I do. What the fuck am I doing? I fall to my side. My hand squeezes the slick toy as I move it behind me. It slips right between my parted cheeks. Right to my asshole. I gasp when it touches, and my heart races. Without even thinking, my eyes close, my mouth falls open, and I push it inside me.

My entrance expands to take its tip, so I slip it even further in. It doesn't hurt, but it doesn't send waves of pleasure through me, either. It just makes me feel full. Satisfied. I roll my head so my face is buried in the pillow and push it in further. Bit by bit, like I might break it if I push too hard. Like I might break myself. But then my entire body tenses. For just a split second, lights flash across my eyes.

I pull the toy out a little and then slide it back in. Oh my God! And now it’s like I'm not in control of my own body. The toy slides in and out. Slowly for the first couple of times but then faster. In and out. In and out. And I feel like each breath I take is a shriek, an exclamation of joy as the dildo slides against whatever magical spot this is inside me. My dick is hard and pushing against the mattress below. It's searching for something to pump into, but I'm the one being pumped now. I'm the one being fucked. And I never knew it could feel like this.

I keep moving in and out. My hand is flying now while the rest of my body trembles. I'm sure my cock has never been this hard. And I grind it into the mattress. I'm moaning. I know I need to stop, but I can't. I can't do anything except fuck myself. There's nothing else except that giant black dildo moving inside me. The ridges and bumps and veins tickling me. Bringing me to an edge. And then I push past it and it's like I've jumped into nothingness. I'm weightless. I hear the sounds around me. The squeaks of the mattress. My ragged breaths that sound more like pleas than moans. The slick slapping of hand and the silicone. And then it all stops and there isn't anything.

I drift back into myself, and as much as my body screams in protest, I pull the dildo from my ass. It's like a cork. After the slippery pop, I sink down and gasp for all the air that I never thought I'd need again just thirty seconds ago. My eyes flutter open. The room isn't so dark to me now. I bring my hand around and look at the toy again. It's the same and totally different. So much more than just a silicone imitation of a penis. So much more than I ever imagined it would be. I hold it out in front of me as I scoot to the edge of the bed. I need to sneak and clean up. I look at my door to see if the living room light is still on. That's when I see a shadow pass along the hall.


CHAPTER FIVE



Even in my office, I can hear Brian's growling voice. "... all over the counter. I don't even have room for a toothbrush." I shake my head and walk out into the main area. He's talking to Mitch, and they're both laughing. I know exactly what this conversation is about—I've already heard it this morning—so I don't have a problem jumping right in.

"It's because I have more things than you. Like I explained thirteen times already." I make a point of sighing dramatically and rolling my eyes when Brian turns to face me.

Mitch pulls his smile into a wider grin when he sees me. "Morning, Jordan." He turns back to Brian. "I should probably get to work. But I have a wife, so I get exactly what you're saying." Mitch chuckles and looks at me one more time before he walks away.

"And what are you saying, Mr. Coulas?" I smile at him playfully, and his eyes twinkle.

"I'm saying I'd like at least enough counter space in the bathroom to set down a cotton ball."

I wave my hand in front of him as I turn back to my office. "I suppose I can consider it. But do you even use cotton balls?"

He walks in behind me and closes the door before sitting in a chair across from my desk. "It's the principle. Besides, do you even use half of that stuff that you have spread all over the sink?"

I hold my palms up. "I use the things on the sink. Not so much all the stuff in the medicine cabinet though, but what else am I supposed to do with it?"

Brian scrunches his eyes. "Keep it in your suitcase? Hell, throw it away if you don't use it. What was that makeup stuff on the counter this morning? Why are you saving it?"

My cheeks get warm, and I hope I'm not blushing enough for him to notice. He's talking about a tube of mascara and a bottle of concealer. I forgot to hide them away this morning after I used them. But there's nothing wrong with a guy using that stuff. It's barely even makeup. I still wish I would have put it away before he saw it, though. "I don't know. I just... whatever. You seem to be getting close to Mitch." I hope he won't notice that I'm changing the subject.

"Jealous? He seems cool. I just thought it might be nice to have a guy to hang out with while I'm here." I clear my throat, and Brian's eyes dart down the length of my body even though the desk is blocking most of his view. "A guy who's not.... I mean another guy. In addition to you."

"A guy who doesn't take up so much room in the bathroom with his things?"

Brian grins. "Something like that."

I flip him off and turn back to my computer while he works through the stack of folders.
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The rest of the day drags. Nothing goes right. The entire file system I need to work on is corrupted, and there's no backup. Just the paper files kept in the dark and musty backroom. I make Brian go back with me while I pull what I need, and it's still spooky. I jump at every little noise and every time a shadow passes in front of me. Even when it's my own.

By the time 4pm comes, I've had enough. In our first week here, Brian and I already put in enough late nights that the company owes us at least one early day. Before I say anything to him, though, I walk over to Savannah's cubicle and plop in one of her chairs.

"Hey, long day?" she asks. Her blonde hair is pulled back into a low ponytail, but there are two loose tendrils that frame the sides of her face. She's wearing minimal makeup, and the colors are so natural it hardly seems like it's there at all.

I drop my head to one side and let my tongue flop out of my mouth. "The longest. You know that nail salon next door? The one you said you go to? Well, I think I could use it after the day I had today."

She drops her hand from the mouse and looks at me. "Oh." She doesn't say anything else. She just stares. And I wonder if I've crossed some boundary I shouldn't have.

It was foolish to ask. I'm technically her boss. Maybe a boss shouldn't invite his employee to get their nails done together. Maybe she doesn't even need to have her nails done. I look at her fingers. There's a little gap where her nails have grown out since her last manicure, but it's unnoticeable unless someone is specifically looking for it. Of course she doesn't want to go with her boss when she doesn't even need anything. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said anything. I just—"

"I'll go with you. If you really want to go, that is."

"Girl, I want the works today. Wanna go now? I'll go tell Brian to go home without me. I'll call for a car when we're done."

Savannah's eyes drag along my body, but then she nods. "Yeah. I guess if the boss tells me it's okay to leave early, then it must be, right?" She chuckles, but her eyes are still fixed on me.

"Right." I smile and walk away to find Brian. He asks me what I'm doing, but I don't tell him. I only say that I'm doing something with Savannah. I want this to be a surprise. If I let myself be honest, I want to see if he even notices. I don't think he will.

Savannah is waiting at the door with her jacket pulled tight around her when I get back to the front. The weather even seems chilly to me. I didn't bring a coat, but I wrap my arms around me as soon as we walk outside. The nail salon is just next door, but I still give a quick shiver as I walk inside its warmth.

A short woman standing behind a counter smiles at us when we walk in. Savannah greets her like they're close enough to exchange holiday cards and ask about each other's families but not quite close enough to hug each other. When she tells the woman that we want manis and pedis, the lady nods her head. Her long black hair bounces as she motions to a wall of nail polishes.

I'm not sure what colors I want, so I watch Savannah for a second. Her hand goes to a muted pink. It's pretty, but I want something different. I scan through the rows and stop when I see an icy grey-blue. It's the color of a snowy sidewalk just as the sky picks up a hint of twilight.

"Ooh, pretty. Fingers or toes?" she asks.

"Toes." I roll the bottle between my thumb and index finger and scan the wall for the perfect fingernail color. My eyes fall on it right away. A red the color of pomegranate seeds. I bite my lower lip as I reach for it. I didn't know it until I saw it, but it's exactly the shade I was looking for. Before I leave the wall, I pick up a third color, a vibrant white, and then turn to face the woman behind the counter.

She walks us back to a row of recliners. There are clear plastic tubs of blue bubbling water at the foot of each chair. Savannah and I slip out of our shoes and socks and roll up the cuffs of our pants. My face turns red when I see sparse brown hairs dotting my shins. I should have shaved this morning. But neither the woman nor Savannah says anything to me as I sit and plunge my feet into the warm swirling water. I close my eyes and let my head roll back against the headrest. I could sit here forever with nothing more, and I would be happy, and for a few minutes I think that I might just get the chance to do it. But then another woman comes from the back.

She and the original lady talk briefly in a language I don't understand, and then the new woman kneels in front of me and takes my left foot into her hands. She kneads her thumbs into the sole, and I moan just a little. Savannah looks at me and giggles. "Is this your first time?"

I nod. "But I already know I'm going to be a regular."

Her eyes glaze over just long enough for me to notice, but not long enough for me to be sure. Then she turns away. The woman massages along my arch and I forget all about it. I'm even close to forgetting that Savannah is sitting next to me. There's just me and this woman and the incredible things she's doing to my feet that I never knew I needed but that I now want every single day for the rest of my life.

As she massages and scrapes and soaks and massages again and then trims and paints my nails, I drift off into something between relaxation and a nap. It's not until she taps the inside of my ankle and motions for me to slip into a pair of thin foam slippers that I realize she's done. The grey-and-almost-but-not-quite-blue nail polish shines under the fluorescent lights, and I'm sure my feet have never been this pretty. When I stand, I look at my socks and black chunky-heeled loafers pushed against the side of the recliner, and I think it's such a shame that I can't wear sandals to show off my pretty toes.

Savannah and I look down at each other's feet and smile while we cross the light grey tile floor to the tables at the other side of the room. The chairs here aren't recliners, but they are still padded. We sink into them and set our hands out on the table in front of us. The lady takes my left hand in hers and nods while I explain what I want.

I notice Savannah spy a couple of times as the woman extends and shapes my nails, but once it's time for the colors, I do everything I can to keep her from seeing. It's not that it's anything elaborate, but I just want to see her reaction to the final product, not the little steps along the way.

When we're finally done, the woman rubs a bit of cuticle oil on each nail, and I hold my nails out and to the right, away from Savannah sitting on my left. My heart skips every other beat as I look at them. A dark rich red with angled white French manicure tips. If it's possible for a man to fall in love with his fingernails, I'm in love with mine. I don't think I'll ever be able to stop staring at them. Not even when Savannah clears her throat behind me. Not even when she says, "Well?" Not even when she says "Jordan," as if me turning and looking at her is the most important thing in the world.

I scrape them along my legs, and I can feel them scratch through my grey pants. For a second, I imagine that I'm scraping them along Brian's skin—through the short brown hair twisting and curling on his chest—but then I shake that thought away. What a ridiculous thing to pop into my head. I flip my hands over, palm side up, and slide back toward Savannah. I clack the tips of my nails on the underside of the table, and her lip curls up. Finally, I decide she's had enough anticipation, so I set my hands on the table.

She draws in a quick breath. "Jordan..." I don't know if that's a good "Jordan" or a bad "Jordan" so I stare at her, waiting for more. Then her mouth twists from a grimace to a grin. "Those are gorgeous!"

I blush. "Do you really think so?" I look over at her nails. The pink is so pale, I almost wouldn't be able to tell that she has nail polish on if it weren't for the silver metallic flakes scattered on the surface. "Yours are really pretty too."

She smiles. "And a little more practical for typing than yours." I look at my fingers again. I may have gone a little longer than I should have, but now that they're finished, I can't imagine them ever being shorter.

"I'll just make Brian do all my typing for me."

"While you sit in your office and look pretty?" She giggles. "What's he going to think of them?" The way she asks it implies that I should care what he thinks. And even though I know I shouldn't, I do. I'm just not willing to admit that to her. Or to myself. I shrug.

Even though I don't want to admit that I care, I can't stop imagining his reaction during the entire ride home. Savannah insists on driving me. She's quiet the whole ride, running a fingernail just below her lower lip and stealing quick glances at me when she thinks I'm not looking. Every time I start to look at her, though, she focuses on the road and pretends she was never looking at me.

"Oh, this is cute." She finally breaks the silence when she pulls into my driveway.

I smile at the compliment. "Right? The perfect little seaside house. I was worried it would be too small for us at first, but it's exactly what we need. Why don't you come in for a bit? We could order dinner. Brian's been home alone for over an hour, so it could be a disaster in there. But I can clean up well enough real quick."

She sighs and her face falls like someone let go of all the strings holding it up.

"You don't have to. You're probably busy, so I understand. Thanks for the ride. "

"It's not that," she says. "I need to talk to you. I have to tell you something that you're not going to like. In fact, that's an understatement."

Now it's my turn for my face to fall. "I think I already know. Today was really, really fun, but I should have never asked you to go to the nail salon with me. There needs to be a line between boss and employee. I didn't mean to cross it, but I suppose I did. I'm sorry."

"It's not that." Savannah closes her eyes, and I hear her swallow before she takes several deep breaths. "Did you really have fun today?"

Her eyes open, and her burning gaze makes me shift away from her and against the door. I nod, and she smiles. It's not a full smile, but her blue eyes still twinkle.

"I did too," she says. "I can't stay and visit today, but next time I will. I promise." She puts her hand on my arm and looks almost sad when she touches me.

"You'd better. Now what did you want to talk about?"

I put my free hand on hers to comfort her. She seems like she needs it. "You really had fun today? Like really really?" she asks.

"Of course, I did. What's wrong?"

She just shakes her head. "It's nothing that can't wait. We can talk about it later. Let me know what Brian thinks about those." She looks down at my hand and chuckles.

I'd forgotten about him for a few seconds, but now my stomach flips over when I wonder what he's going to say. "I'll text you tonight." I grab my bag from the backseat and slip it over my shoulder as I get out of the car. "See ya tomorrow."

I wave goodbye, and she slips the car into reverse as I walk up the steps to the front porch. The door is open a crack. I don't know if it's because Brian remembered I didn't have a key or if he forgot to close it all the way.

"Hey, there you are." Brian looks up from the chair as soon as I push the door open. I smile and give him half a wave before remembering that I don't want to show him my nails just yet. His eyes go to my waist where I have my hands curled into fists. His eyebrows furrow as he looks at them, and I know I pulled my silly little wave back too late. "I didn't make anything for dinner. I didn't know what time you'd be home. Want to go get something?"

"Sure."

I barely even say it before he stands and tosses me the keys. I wasn't expecting the throw, so I twist my body sideways. They hit the fleshy part of my arm above my elbow and fall to the wood floor. Brian and I both look at them laying there, and I wonder if he did this on purpose. I bend over to pick them up, and he blows out a breath.

"Jordan, what has gotten into you?"

And with just that one sentence, I want to cry. I hoped for a Damn, those are sexy, but I knew I shouldn't expect anything more than Yeah, I guess they look alright. But I never imagined this. "What do you mean? Nothing has gotten into me."

He huffs like he's blowing out a candle. "The nails, Jordan. That's what. The way you dress." He looks at me and shakes his head. "The little bit of makeup you put on this morning that you thought I didn't notice."

My heart beats a little harder with the knowledge that he pays enough attention to notice that. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"You're even starting to pick up the accent. At least I can understand that. You're from the South, so it's probably natural. It's everything else that—Don't you dare cry. I didn't mean to make you feel bad."

No, obviously not. Who could have ever predicted that being attacked as soon as I walk in the door could possibly make me feel bad? "What's wrong with trying to look good?" My throat is swollen, and I have to choke back the tears. "I just wanted to look pretty." The last words come out as nothing more than a bare hiss of air.

"You're a man. Men don't do this stuff."

He reaches for my hand like... what? He wants to hold it while he insults me? I yank it back and walk to my bedroom. "I'm sorry I'm not manly enough for you." I don't know if he can hear the words or if they're drowned out by the sobs that pour from my throat.


CHAPTER SIX



Brian doesn't even knock when he comes into my office anymore. I tell myself it doesn't matter. We're coworkers. We live together. We're with each other almost 24 hours a day. But the way he does it isn't about familiarity. It's about aggression and disrespect. Just like the look on his face every time he sees me. The sneer when he looks down at the heels I'm wearing. Or the So you're wearing lipstick now? he shot at me yesterday morning.

"I'm going out after work," he announces. "I already talked to Savannah. She'll give you a ride home."

He turns around without even giving me a chance to reply. "Where are you going?" He's already in the entrance when I ask, and I'm sure he'll pretend he didn't even hear it.

But he stops. "Just out." He doesn't turn back to look at me. Another disrespect, but in a way, it's better than seeing the disgust on his face. "I don't know when I'll be home." He starts to lean back into my office, but he hooks his hand on the doorframe and uses it to pull himself out.

"Tonight?" It's silly, but I'm suddenly worried that he's moving out.

"Tonight. Probably late." He's in the broad open area outside the office and his voice is muffled by the distance as it bends through my door to me.

I lean back in my chair, and it tilts so I'm staring at the ceiling on the other side of the room. Just out. I don't even deserve to know where he's going anymore? Is this payback for getting my nails done Tuesday? I push away the thought as soon as it occurs. It's definitely not that. It's more. I just wish I knew what. I hold my nails out in front of me. Seeing them still makes me smile. One of the only things right now that does.

I barely do anything the rest of the afternoon. I'm too busy replaying everything that has happened between Brian and me in the last couple of weeks and then trying to convince myself that I don't care anyway, so it's all just a giant waste of time. When Savannah knocks on my door, I jump.

"Hey girl. Sorry. Just checking to see if you're ready." She looks at my empty desk and the computer screen behind me that turned to energy saver mode a long time ago and laughs. "If you're not too busy to leave."

I scan the office, but I don't even have anything to put away, so I grab my purse and try to smile at her, even though I'm sure it looks as forced as it is. "I think I can pull myself away. Thank you for doing this."

I make it all the way to the car before I ask her if she knows what Brian is doing. "I don't know," she says, "but he and Mitch left together. So whatever that means."

"Probably a bar." I say it more to myself than to her as I click the seatbelt in place. Brian isn't a drinker. Not really. But I get the feeling that Mitch is. And the way Brian has been acting recently, I don't know what to expect from him anymore. "Does he seem different to you?"

She looks at me as she makes the left turn onto Popp's Ferry Road. "Brian? I guess maybe a little? But I've only known him a couple of weeks, so I don't really know." Her eyes stay on me so long that I start to worry she might not notice the stopped traffic ahead of us. "What about you?"

"I think so, yes. He seems a lot different."

"No, I mean you. Do you seem different?"

I chuckle. "Me? I don't think so. Same old Jordan Vickers I've always been. Do you think I do?"

She stares straight ahead. "Don't worry about Brian. Men are... strange sometimes. They bottle everything up until they can't hold it anymore, so he's probably just blowing off some steam tonight. It has to be tough coming to a new place and helping to redo an office when you don't know anyone."

"He knows me. And it's all new for me too."

Savannah laughs a little but then bites her lower lip. "I forgot. It just seems like you've been here forever. That might be another part of his problem. It's tough for some guys to work under women. Even sexy boss babes like you."

I roll my eyes and stare out my side window. It's starting to rain, and it's making an already early darkness even deeper. The roads are black and shiny under the lights of all the cars filing from stoplight to stoplight. "Do you think he... never mind." Just thinking about it is embarrassing.

"Do I think he what?"

I clamp my lips shut and stare at my reflection ghosted over the street outside. There's just enough light shining on me that I can see my blonde hair falling on both sides of my face. My eyes outlined in black. My lips painted a dark red that almost matches the color of my nails.

"We're besties. You can tell me anything." She puts her hand on my arm and squeezes.

"It's so stupid. It's probably just because he's been living with me, but it's been kinda nice having him there in the morning when I get up. And at night when I go to bed. Even if it is in a different bedroom. Even when he's being a jerk like he has been this week. You know what I mean?"

She sighs. "Oh girl. How bad is it?" She looks at me. We're just three houses away from mine, and I wonder if she's going to miss the driveway. But she doesn't.

"How bad is what?"

"How bad do you have it for him?"

I look back out the window. If I don't, I'm afraid I'm going to cry. Under the front window of my house, there are a couple daffodils that have pushed up. The yellow is just starting to sneak out of the bud on one. They're early this year.

"Let's go inside," she says. "In vino, veritas, as they say. Plus, I think you could just really use a mammoth glass of wine, regardless."

As soon as we're in the house, Savannah orders me to sit while she goes to the kitchen. I hear her uncork a bottle of wine, and then I hear the glug as she pours us each a glass. When she comes back out, she hands me one of the glasses—the one with more wine—and sits next to me, her body twisted so she's looking right at me. I don't look at her, though. I just hold the glass to my lips and tip it back.

"What do you remember from before you moved here?" she asks.

"Are you asking if I remember college? Some nights might be a little hazy, but I think I remember most of it." I giggle. She and I both went to Ole Miss. It's where we met. We had the same section in statistics with the same terrible teaching assistant who refused to explain a thing but who was so handsome no one in the class minded. At least not the girls.

Savannah sets her wineglass down and takes my free hand. She holds it in front of her face, held between her two palms. "I'm so sorry, Jordan. It was never supposed to be like this. What do you remember about Chicago?" I tilt my head as I look at her. Chicago? "What do you remember about being a boy?"

"What?" I want to assume that she's already had too much wine on an empty stomach, but she's barely touched her glass. I try to laugh, but something stops me. A boy? She's joking. Obviously. Why is my stomach knotted so tightly then?

"The old boss, Darrin, was an ass. Especially to the women. We literally had a party the day after we found out he was fired. Shelby brought in cupcakes. I bought bags of balloons, and we spent the morning blowing them up and then putting them in his office. The floor was covered when we were done."

"When was this?" It had to have been at least a couple of years ago if I don't remember it, and if it's that long ago, I'm not sure why she's just now telling me.

"A month ago. So many of the other workers quit instead of working for him. As excited as I was when he was fired, I worried that the next person would be just as bad. So I... did something I thought would prevent that." She pauses, and her head drops.

I chuckle. "I'm so confused right now."

"I know you are, babe." She presses my hand tight between hers. "I practice magic. Since I was a teenager. All the women in my family do it, and I happen to be pretty good. Maybe better than I thought. I cast a spell to ensure that the new boss would be a woman. I figured a woman probably wouldn't be a sexist pig who spends more time harassing the girls in the office than actually doing the work, right? I never meant to actually transform someone's sex, though. I just wanted to make the company hire a woman into management for once."

"So you're a witch? And you cast spells? I'm going to need a lot more wine before I'll believe this." I take a drink and end up downing what's left in my glass.

Savannah falls backward against the couch cushions and closes her eyes. "You really don't remember being a man? Living and working in Chicago?"

Should I play along? Tell her yes, that I distinctly remember all of it? The tingly feeling of a cock bouncing between my legs with each step or whatever it is men feel to make them so protective and insecure about what they have down there. Maybe if all of my genitals were just hanging out in the open like that, I would feel the same. "I definitely need more wine. Do you want more?" I ask, even though her glass is still full.

"You called the airport from your office the first day you were here. You yelled at them so loud we could all hear it. It was because they… damn it, the memories are even getting foggy for me. Something about a lost suitcase maybe?"

"My clothes." I whisper. "I thought someone at the airport tampered with the clothes in my suitcase." But that's not right. Is it?

"So you remember?"

Do I? Or am I just imagining all of this? I shake my head. "It's a good story, I suppose. And it took my mind off Brian for a bit, even if it does make me wonder now if you're sane." I stick my tongue out at her. "But I'm starting to get tired. I think I want to call it an early evening."

"Jordan, think. You're so close."

She stands and I stand with her, thinking that she's leaving. I wrap my arms around her. "Thanks for trying to make me feel better."

"I wasn't trying to. At least tell me you forgive me."

"Always. Even if I don't know what I'm supposed to be forgiving you for. You're my bestie, no matter what. Ride or die, bitch, and all that."

She laughs. "You've always been such a dork. I mean—"

"It's why you love me."

"Part of the reason," she says. "Call me if you need me this weekend, alright?"

"I promise." I close the door behind her and look at the clock hanging on the wall. It's only eight. I can't go to bed this early. I'm not 92.

I walk into my bedroom, peel my clothes off, and pull a nightie out of my dresser. I slip it over my head and grab my Kindle from the nightstand. I don't know what time Brian will be home tonight, but I want to wait up to make sure he's okay.

The blanket is already spread over the back of the couch. I sit in front of it and wrap it around me, leaving just enough of my arms out so I can read my book. I pull my knees up into my chest and open the case. The screen flashes on, and I swipe open the book.
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"You should be in bed."

I inhale as deep as my lungs will let me and blink open my eyes. Brian. I smile, but then I smell the beer and cigarettes on his breath. All the memories of this week drag back inside me with the stifling breath.

"Were you waiting up for me?" We both look at the clock. A little after midnight. I must have fallen asleep.

"I was just reading." He laughs, and it makes him wobble. He has to put his hand on the back of the couch to steady himself. It's just inches away from my shoulder, and I can feel the heat pouring off it. "I hope you didn't drive home like this."

He moves across me, his body spinning. Halfway through the move I'm sure he thought would be graceful, it becomes a fall, but the couch is there to catch him. The cushion bounces me up as he drops down on it. "I called a car. I'm not dumb."

"You just act like it sometimes." I mumble so low I know he can't hear me. "So, did you have fun? It smells like it."

"No. I was miserable all night. Do you know how many girls there are in Mississippi?" His words are slurred, and I lose track of how many extra syllables he adds to Mississippi. "And they all make me think of you. Every. Single. One. But none of them are you, and you're not them either." I'm sure he's trying to stare at me, but his eyes are so glassy and unfocused that he might as well be looking at the wall behind me.

I want to roll my eyes. "That's, um, really profound, Brian. So deep. Now that I know you're home, I'm going to go to bed." I unfurl my legs from under me and straighten up, but he locks me in place with his arms. His face is just inches away. His mouth is hanging open, and his breath is enough to get me drunk.

"You can't leave. I just got here. I didn't have a chance yet."

"A chance for what?"

His lips press against mine before I can even react. It's something so unexpected. I'm not sure what I would have done even if I did see it coming. But all I can do now is gasp. A gasp that opens my lips and that Brian takes as an invitation. His tongue slides into my mouth, and his kiss tastes even more like beer and cheap tobacco than his breath does. But I don't pull away.

When he slides on top of me, when he pins me between his weight and the cushions, I don't struggle. I don't push him off me. I hook my arms around him and hold him in place. My hands slip down his back, and he's so warm. I know it's probably just from the alcohol, but it feels like I slipped my hands into fluffy wool mittens. "We can't do this," I say. "You're drunk."

"Doing this is exactly why I went out tonight. First to get drunk, so I could stop thinking about doing this to you. Then to get so drunk, I'd have the courage to finally do it."

My head falls back, and he starts sucking on my neck. It almost overwhelms me, but I have to get him to stop. "Brian."

"I don't know how I got lucky enough to share a house with the hottest woman in the entire state, but I count my blessings every morning when I see you." His thick fingers knead into my breasts, and my back arches.

My breasts? She wasn't lying. Oh my God! "No, no, no, no, no, no. Brian, you have to stop. Right now. Please." I try to push up on him, but he's too heavy, and I'm not strong enough to budge him. "Brian, please. We can't do this." My lungs feel like they've collapsed, and I have to force the breaths in and out of my open mouth.

He lifts his body a little to look at me, and it's just enough room for me to squeeze under him. Thankfully, he's so drunk his reflexes lag by a couple of seconds. I'm standing by the time he tries to hold me in place.

"You don't want this. Not really. Neither do I." The warm ache between my legs screams to tell me how wrong I am, but I block it out. I can't do this. Not with him.

I look around me. I have to get away, but the house is so small there's nowhere to go. The front door is still open. I dash through it and down the driveway. I'm two houses away when I hear him calling out for me. His drunk and slurred "Jordan" sounds more like a bellowed "Join" as it echoes around the quiet street. It pushes me into a full sprint. My bare feet slapping against the concrete sidewalks.

I don't know where I'm going. I'm not even sure if I'm going anywhere. Just away. Away from him. Away from that house. Away from whatever happened to me. There's no traffic on 90 as I race across it. When I'm in the sandy, grassy median, I finally know where I'm going. I look behind me to make sure that Brian didn't follow me, then I make myself walk the rest of the way slowly. My heart is still pounding faster and harder than the drumbeat at a nightclub, but with each step past the street and through the parking lot, it calms a little more.

I've always been surprised at the way Biloxi just ends. Houses, and buildings, and hotels all just stop. From a distance, it looks like there's a giant hole that eats everything that gets too close. It's not until you hear the waves and feel the sea air that you realize it's the ocean. A thin strip of sand serves as the transition from civilization to the untamable sea.

The feel of the sand under my feet makes me smile. Even after everything. I used to hate the beach. I remember that. But I remember loving it too. Summers I spent as a little girl in the Florida panhandle. Mom and dad still together. Never divorcing. I would dart in and out of the water until the waves got too big and scary. Then I would walk along the coast, sticking the handle of my shovel into every hole. I was convinced that I would find a baby turtle.

But at the same time, there was the summer when I was a teenaged boy, and I snuck away from home with my best friend to go to Jekyll Island. It was just supposed to be for a day on the beach, but then his car broke down. We slept in his car that night, too scared to call anyone. But the next day, I finally called my dad, and he came to pick us up. He wasn't even mad that I went without his permission. He just yelled at me for not being prepared. "You can never count on anyone except yourself. You boys need to learn that lesson right now." He told us that over and over during the two-hour ride home until I never wanted to hear his voice again.

I drop down and work my hands and feet under the sand's surface. It's still a little damp from all the rain we had earlier, but the sky is clear now. I stare straight up into it. At the millions and millions of stars that are twinkling above me. They're blazing on proudly because their world wasn't ripped in two. They haven't had everything they've ever known snatched away from them.

But aren't I happy now? For once in my life? I blow out a long breath like I can blow away the thought. But it's burrowed into me now. Am I? I let my eyes close and imagine the ocean rising and dragging me away from everything.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Something wakes me. I'm not sure if it's the orange glow of sunrise or the whimpering chirps of the sandpipers scurrying along the coast as they try to avoid the waves lapping in. But whatever it is, I instantly smile and take in the salty air and droning roar of the surf.

I could get used to this. I roll onto my back and pull the blanket up to my chin. I already have gotten used to this. And is that wrong? I've spent my whole life trying to prove something to other people. Trying to show my dad that I don't need anyone else. Trying to show everyone at work that I'm the one they should come to if there's ever a problem. Even trying to show Brian that I could handle this trip all by myself. Nothing has ever been for me, and what's that gotten me?

Am I happy?

Before I came here, the answer was easy. If someone asked me that, I would tell them I don't need to be happy yet. Happiness will come later. In school, it was always after the next assignment. Now, it's always after the next project. But it's never here for me now. And deep inside, I knew that was a lie. I knew that I would never have happiness, but that was fine. Happiness made people soft.

And maybe I am soft now. I brush a hand across my chest—across my breasts. I am soft in more ways than I could have ever imagined. But I'm happy. Not because I finally proved something to someone else. Not because I proved something to myself. But just because I am.

A pelican soars right above me. Its wings spread out as it floats along the currents in the wind until it disappears behind a high-rise hotel. The whole time I watch it, it never flaps its wings once. Why have I always insisted on flapping even when I don't need to? Why do I—

A blanket? The realization comes embarrassingly late to me. I didn't bring a blanket with me. How do I have one now? I sit up and examine it. It's mine. The same blue and white blanket that was draped on the back of my couch. I look around, my arms behind me, hands in the sand, holding me up. There's someone curled up in the sand on the other side of the green beach flag. His back is to me, but I'd know him anywhere.

I stand and shake the sand off the blanket and then brush it from me. But as my hand runs down my leg, I blush. I'm standing in the middle of a public beach wearing nothing but a hot pink nightie. I hurry to wrap the blanket around my shoulders and draw it tight across my chest and then tiptoe across the sand to Brian. When I get close, I hear his breaths. Not a snore, but too loud for someone who's awake. I stand there and watch his chest rise and fall for several beats, then I lower myself next to him. The sand shifts and piles under my feet and knees, but I'm careful to keep it from touching him. I don't want to wake him yet. I don't know what will happen when I do, so for now I just want to lie here and know that I'm with him.

When he sniffs and rolls over to face me, I smile. His eyes are still closed, and I think he's mostly asleep. But I can't wait. I pluck a blade of grass growing up from the sand and tickle it across his eyebrow. He doesn't respond at first, so I circle around his eye, then his eyelid, and down his nose. I stay away from his nostrils since I'm in the path of any sneeze. So I move to his mouth. His lips. First the top. I follow his bow from left to right. Then the bottom. Then I drop the grass and trace my finger along his lips instead.

"Mmm, good morning." His eyes are still, but he smiles at me.

I make my voice as deep as I can. "Good morning, sir." Unfortunately, that's not very deep anymore.

"I still know it's you."

"But do you know which one of me?"

He finally opens his eyes and leans across the sand to give me a quick kiss. He doesn't taste like old beer and cigarettes anymore, just morning breath. But I don't care. I roll over so I'm straddling him.

"There could only ever be one of you," he says.

Does that mean he doesn't remember the old me? My body goes limp for a second when I realize I'm already thinking of that Jordan as a different person. Not me. I don't ever want to forget him, but with my body pressed down on Brian's, I'm more sure than ever that I don't want to be him again.

"What are you doing here?" I ask.

"Keeping my girl safe." Every muscle in my body tightens when he calls me his girl. I draw in a loud and deep breath. My toes curl. And suddenly it's too hot for this blanket. "When you ran out last night, I knew you'd come here, and I wasn't about to let you spend the night alone on the beach."

I rest my head on his chest and work my arms through the sand under him. "I could have been going to Savannah's."

"It's too far to walk, and you didn't take your phone so you couldn't have called for a ride."

"Why didn't you let me know you were here?"

He strokes his hand through my hair. "You were angry. What would you have done if you knew I was here?"

I don't answer. I would have gone somewhere else. Anywhere to get away from him. No matter how long it took me. "The blanket?"

"Once you fell asleep, I snuck up and spread it over you. It was chilly, and you weren't exactly dressed for a night outside."

"Why are you so great when I just wanted to be mad at you?"

He chuckles. "You'll have to take that up with my parents. They raised me to look after the things I love. I guess I learned the lesson too well." My heart stops when he says it. And a few seconds later, he gasps when he realizes what he just said. "I don't mean... No, I do mean it, but I just didn't..." He stammers and spits the words.

"I love you too." I kiss his chest through his shirt, but then I make a gagging sound. "We really need to get you out of these stinky clothes, though. They're terrible."

"You're not into the scent of cheap beer and nicotine and nervous sweat?"

I make a show of pinching my nose. "I'm very much not. Come on. Let's go home."
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Everything feels different when we walk through the front door. It's the same white walls, the same light sea green pillows on the couch and the chairs. The same small rooms. But they aren't tiny to me anymore. They're perfect. Just what I need. Just what we need.

Brian presses me against the wall beside the television. His kisses trail along my jaw to my ear and then down to my neck as his hand slides down the satin of my nightie and toward my crotch. It throbs as his hand gets closer, but I push him away. "Do you believe in magic?" I ask him.

He snickers. "Not until I came down here and met you. Now, I'm sure it exists."

"Me too," I whisper. "But your old bar smell didn't magically disappear just because we walked inside my house. Shower, mister."

"Only if you come with me." He slips his hands under my nightie and lifts it up to my belly. I can't do anything but shriek and then slap at his arm. But his hands are already around my rear, cupping my cheeks and walking me toward the bathroom with him. We waddle down the short hall with our bodies pressed together. Then through the door, where he looks at the vanity and shakes his head.

I laugh. "I guess I do maybe see your point." The whole thing is covered in creams and toners and makeup remover and lotions and face wash and my small makeup bag, even though it's propped out of the way in the corner. "Maybe we should stop so I can put it all away now?" I tease him.

He reaches behind him and turns on the shower without looking. "I think there might be a more pressing matter to attend to first."

"Oh?"

He pulls my hand down and between his legs. His cock is so hard it's like touching a steel rod. A scary thick and long steel rod. "I honestly think it's going to burst if I have to wait even one more minute."

"Well, I definitely don't want that." I rub it through his pants while he rips the shirt above his head. When he unzips, I pull my hand away, but I look down. His boxer briefs look like the seams are about to rip out from the stress of his bulging cock.

"May I?" He nods, and I slip my thin fingers under his waistband and pull it down his legs. I start slowly, but when I see the anguish on his face, I hurry and yank them down. As soon as it's free, his cock springs up, lunging for me, and I bow my head, ready to take it here.

His hands sliding under my arms is the only thing that stops me. "Not yet. I smell, remember?" There's so much saliva in my mouth that I have to swallow it before I choke. At this point, I don't care what he smells like. I just need him inside me. Any part of me. "Come on, lift your arms." He raises the nightie above my head and then tosses it onto the floor.

He steps back as much as he can and just looks at me. His eyes move along my body, and goosebumps ripple my flesh. "Damn it, Jordan." He blows out a breath and the warm air tickles across my hard nipples. "Take off your panties. I want to see all of you."

I bite my lip as I lower them down my hips and my legs. When they drop to the floor, I lift my feet just enough to step out of them and then kick them to the side. The cool air hits my pussy, and a tingle goes through me. I've never done this before, but my body knows exactly what's coming. And it can't wait. I'm surprised I'm not dripping onto the floor.

Brian slips a finger between my legs, and I fall back against the wall. "Jesus." He raises the finger to his mouth and kisses its tip before licking it clean. His eyes are focused on me the entire time.

When he's done, I step into the shower and turn to look over my shoulder at him. His eyes have drifted from my face down to my ass, and I can't think of anything else I'd want him to be looking at right now.

"I promise I'm going to be better than that toy you were playing with the other night." So he was outside my room. I hope the hot water masks the embarrassment rising in my cheeks.

He presses his way into the shower, and as soon as the water hits him, I pull him tight against me. "That's probably clean enough."

He chuckles. "You sure you don't want me to take my time and get all nice and clean for you? I could let you lather every inch of my body."

As tempting as the thought is, that will have to wait for another time. Right now, I just need to feel him inside me. I growl, and he lifts me. His hands under my thighs as I wrap my legs around him. Then I feel his tip against my entrance. "Oh shit."

"Just wait until we actually start." He presses me against the shower wall and slides inside me, and I already want to scream. It's so different from anything I've ever felt before. So different from even the dildo I slid into a different hole just a few days ago.

He moves in and out of me. Slow at first, and I wonder if he's as scared of slipping on the wet floor as I am. But then he moves faster and faster, and I feel him bottoming out as he slaps against me. Again and again and again. And my head rolls back along the wall. It's useless now. Every part of me is. If he weren't holding me up, I would melt to the floor and through the drain.

"You feel so good around me." I can only respond with a long moan that makes him laugh. Add my throat and vocal cords to the long list of body parts that he's completely broken.

Each of his thrusts now builds something inside me. A retention pond that has been dry for years, but is inundated by record rains. The water rises and rises. The system that was designed to let it slowly percolate into the earth below is completely inadequate for this. And now the water is at the top, spilling out. Just inches—just a few thrusts away from catastrophic destruction. When it bursts, I let loose a wail that I'm sure rattles the shower door, and it just makes him push harder into me. Like his cock feeds on my ruin and won't be happy until I'm completely obliterated.

Somehow, even with everything flooding through my body, I'm able to feel his cock pulse as he unloads his cum inside me. Pulse and thrust and pulse and again until we're both so weak that we sink to the floor of the shower. The water patters against our heads and runs down into our faces, and he pulls me into him. For the first time, I feel like I'm home.


EPILOGUE


"Come on, 54! Hit him like you mean it!" I can't be more than a few feet away from him, but I still cup my hands around my mouth to make sure he hears. A few of the people sitting by me turn in my direction, but most of them know me so they just laugh.

Savannah slaps my arm. "You're bad. You're going to feel terrible if something happens now."

"Oh, if it's anything dirty, I'm going to go out there and throw down."

"Honey," she says, "you're smaller than me. Pretty sure you don't want to 'throw down' with some six-foot-tall hockey player."

I look at her and wink. "Small but fierce. And there might be one hockey player that I want to throw down with."

Savannah rolls her eyes and turns back to the rink. There are only a couple minutes left in the game, and we're down by four. Brian always says he plays because he loves the game and doesn't mind losing, but every time they lose, he's quiet for at least a day afterward.

When the siren sounds, the players shake hands, and Brian looks for me just like he does after every game. I hug Savannah goodbye and walk to meet with him, just like I do after every game. The wood board presses against my belly as I lean over it.

"You did good." I pull him in as much as I can with the waist-high wall between us. The sweat is dripping down his face, but I give him a quick kiss and then rest my forehead against his.

He shakes his head and growls. "We lost." He's going to take this loss even harder than usual because it's the Mobile Mayhem. They've won the southeast championship for three years in a row, and Brian thought a win today would help draw attention to our team and maybe get more sponsorship money.

"But you did so good out there. All of you did, but especially that ruggedly handsome winger. Maybe you could get me his number sometime? He really could use a shave, though." I run my hand down his rough cheek. He hasn't shaved all week. He won't admit it, but I'm sure he hoped it would bring luck for the game.

Brian catches my hand and kisses the back of my knuckles. "He wouldn't be so rugged looking if he shaved. Would you even be interested in him then?"

"I'd be even more interested."

His eyebrow quirks up, and he kisses me one more time. "I heard you telling number 54 to hit me, by the way. Is this still about the dishes last night?"

"Maybe. Are you going to start rinsing them off before you put them in the dishwasher?"

He slides backward just a little on his inline skates. His hand still holding on to mine. "I was, but if you're going to be abusive like that, I just don't know anymore." He chuckles when I sneer. "Gimme fifteen minutes."

"That's a long time. I might get bored. Maybe I'll wonder over to the visitors' locker room and see what 54 is doing."

"I'd take you a lot more seriously if this place even had a visitors' locker room."

Not surprisingly, Biloxi didn't have a lot of interest in hockey when Brian started this team. Ice hockey or inline. We had to practically beg to get rink time from the only rollerskating rink that was big enough to hold a game. And they only have two locker rooms. One for men and one for women. Even though we rent the entire rink during games, the owner keeps the women's locker room locked, so both teams have to share the same space. And I can't really blame her. I know how messy Brian can be in the bathroom, so I don't want to imagine what a team of twelve men could do.

"Fine, I'll be out in ten. Only because I love you so much it makes my jaw hurt."

"I think that's because of the check you took. Not me."

He shrugs as he turns away. "It could be both."

I reposition the purse strap on my shoulder and walk outside. The sunlight is blinding—almost too bright for early April—but after the cold winter we had this year, I'll take it. I know I look like a fool, but I hold my arms out and let the sun warm every inch of me. I tease Brian that he brought the winter with him when he finally moved here full time from Chicago last December, but I think the truth is that I'm not cut out for temperatures below fifty. Regardless of what I lived in that other life, I'm completely a southern girl now, heart and soul. And apparently accent. Brian tells me all the time that my accent is the first thing he fell in love with. I always tell him that his everything is the first thing I fell in love with.

I barely have time to get into my book before I hear the driver's door open. I swipe the app closed and watch as he slides behind the wheel. "Who are you, and what have you done with my husband?" I touch Brian's freshly shaved cheek, and he smiles.

"I left him tied up and stuffed in one of the lockers. I knew the minute I saw you in the stands that I had to have you. I could barely focus on the game."

I stick out my tongue. "So that explains why you lost."

"Your beauty left me so awestruck, I could barely skate. It's all your fault." I lean over and kiss his smooth cheek as he pulls out of the parking spot. "Tempt me not, you seductive maiden."

I sit back in my seat and run my fingers lightly along his arm. His dark hairs lie flat and then spring up as my fingers pass over them, and his breathing gets more labored. He pretends to watch the road, but every few seconds, I see his eyes flick over to me. At the two stoplights that catch us, he closes his eyes and leans back against the headrest.

It's only a few minutes later when we pull into our driveway. I smile when I see the turquoise blue house. "I thought we would never get here," he says and slams the car into park. As soon as we're stopped, he turns to me and his lips find mine. "Do you know what you do to me?"

"I think I have some idea." I think it's the same thing he does to me. Every touch from him sends hundreds of jagged bolts through my body. Every time I look at him, my breath catches and my body tenses. Each morning when I wake up next to him, I tell myself that I'm never leaving our bed—never leaving the touch of his arm draped over my waist.

"I can't believe how much my life changed when I came down here." His hand slips between my legs and massages my aching clit through my jeans.

"Yours?" He'd never believe me if I told him the way my entire world changed when I took what I thought was a temporary position here. "But it was the best thing that ever happened. Maybe we should finish this up inside where the neighbors can't see us? I'm a respectable lady, after all."
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CHAPTER ONE



"Well?" Austin turns toward me with one hand on his hip as soon as I walk in the door. He's standing at the kitchen sink wearing a dark grey apron and holding a wet dishcloth in his other hand.

I lift my hands. "I think you already know the answer to that." Pretending to sigh, I plop on our couch. Julia has been practically begging me for a date all semester, so I finally gave in, knowing that we weren't even compatible enough to spend more than a one-hour class together, let alone have a relationship. "You have it easy. You're lucky."

He laughs as he sets a plate in front of me. I close my eyes and inhale the spicy garlicky scent. "Do I have it easy because I'm attracted to men?" he asks as he settles on the couch. "Or is it because I'm trans? I hate to break it to you, but neither of those makes the dating scene any easier."

"Maybe it would be easier if you actually came out of the closet and lived as the girl you really are." It's a conversation that we've had before, and it always goes the same direction, so there's no point in having it again. "I didn't mean it that way. I just meant because you just refuse to date anyone. I wish I could do that, but I would never hear the end of it from my family." I lift the plate and take the chopsticks in my hand. "Is this from Preeda's?"

Austin smiles. His leg is pulled up, and he's facing me. "Of course. Is there any other place to get post-date recovery pad thai? And I don't refuse to date. I'm just holding out for the right person." He stares at me as I chew through a giant mouthful of rice noodles and tofu.

"What?" I ask as I swallow. "Did you ask for extra spicy or something?"

"No. I got your usual."

I look at him suspiciously as I eat more, and he finally looks away. His cheeks are pink. "It's almost worth going on these stupid dates just so I can come home to you and this deliciousness."

"You know you don't really have to go on these dates. You can tell people no. Tell your family that you're not ready to get serious with anyone yet." His eyes flash up at mine for just a second before he turns back to the television. "You're only a junior. 21 is young. You're still finding yourself."

The cheap wood chopsticks make a light and hollow clack as I set them on the side of the plate. "Everyone in my family was married by the time they finished college. I'm practically a solterón by their standards. Some shriveled old man destined to always be alone. They're too old-fashioned."

"Bear, you are not some sol—whatever you said." Austin leans across the gap between us and puts his hand on my knee. As soon as he does, I feel a jolt shoot through me, and I shift so his hand falls harmlessly to the cushion where my knee used to be. "The only reason they think you're a shriveled old man is because they have eyes and can see you."

Austin sticks his tongue out at me, and I playfully swipe at him. I'm at least twice his size, and even though football season ended a couple of months ago, I've still been hitting the weight room almost every day. So, I'm far from shriveled. "What are you doing for break?" I ask, even though I already know the answer.

"I told Dr. Tybus I could pick up some extra shifts at the library if she needs me."

"Hardly anyone is going to be here. Just a few grad students, maybe. Come back home with me. The library will get along fine without you."

He laughs, but it seems nervous. The sound of it still makes me smile, though. "You just want to pretend to be dating me so your parents will get off your back."

"These are desperate times," I say. "I have to do something." I flick a peanut at him. He laughs when it hits the top of his head, and it's real this time. His eyes twinkle as he rolls them. "No, I mean it. My sister is the only one who's ever met you, and I talk about you all the time with my parents. They'd love to get to know you. And if finally meeting my best friend distracts them from pressuring me to find a girlfriend, then that's a bonus." I chuckle as Austin pretends to be angry.

"I knew there was some devious plan behind it. But because I like you so much, I'll go along with it anyway… Even though you're using me for your nefarious purposes."

I put on my best innocent face. "I don't even know what that word means."

"Mmm-hmm. Try that line on someone who doesn't know how much you study." He pops the peanut into his mouth and walks away, flipping me off over his shoulder as he goes.


CHAPTER TWO



"I should warn you, my parents are... different." I twist to face him as he unbuckles his seatbelt.

"We've lived together since freshman year. Pretty sure I already knew that." He blows out a quick breath that anyone else would miss, but I know it means he's nervous.

I put my hand on his arm. He has on a thick black puffer coat, but I can still feel the warmth radiating off him. "I know, but... you're going to be fine. I mean it when I say they're going to love you." For all four hours of the flight, his leg kept bouncing up and down, even when I tried to reassure him. I told him that they'll probably end up liking him more than me, and I wouldn't be surprised if that's true. I've never known anyone who didn't love Austin once they got to know him. There's something about him.

As soon as my hand touches his arm, he looks up at me. His eyes squint just a little, and his cheekbones rise. He looks like he's hoping for something, and I want to stare at him until I can figure out what it is. But he turns away before I can. "We should probably go in, right?" he says and pushes open his door.

"Um, yeah." I hurry to the door and unlock it. "Ma? Pa?" I call out for them as the door swings open. Austin follows me so close I can feel him behind me. When I go around the corner to the living room, I see them. Mom is reading a book and dad has a newspaper spread out in front of him. They both act like they didn't hear me come in or yell for them.

"Hey, I made it."

Mom looks over her book at dad. "Escuchas a alguien?" she asks him. Do you hear someone?

"No." Dad shakes his head and keeps reading.

"Very funny guys," I say. "You act like we don't talk on the phone all the time."

Dad gives out a laugh that's too deep for his small body and mom finally rushes over to me and wraps her arms around me. "Mi Alberto is finally home. It's been way too long since I've seen my baby boy." Her hands move to my cheeks, and she pinches them. Her fingers feel like a vise, and I try to pull away, but I'm afraid I can't without causing permanent damage. But when I turn my head, it forces her to look past me, and she notices Austin. "And who is this? You didn't tell me we were having company?" Her face reddens, and she looks around the room, as if there would ever be a single speck of dust or a thread out of place.

"This is Austin." He doesn't make a move to join us, so I take his hand and pull him closer with a quick wink. "My roommate and friend. You know him. You've just never met face to face."

My mom quickly moves to him and embraces him, and as Austin raises his arms to hug her back, I realize I'm still holding his hand. I drop it and take a step back, bumping into my dad. He looks down at my hand and then at Austin before looking back at me. His lips curl up, but he hugs me before I can ask him what he's grinning about. Unlike mom, dad's hugs will crack bones if you let him. Sometimes it can be a good thing, though. Like when I'm stiff after a long flight. So I just stand still and let him squeeze me tight.

"So you two finally..." dad whispers in my ear before letting go of me.

"Us two what?"

He taps the side of my cheek twice. It's still burning from mom's pinch. "We both love you and want you to be happy."

"Uh... okay. Love you too." Dad is smiling awkwardly at me now, so I turn toward Austin. "Hey, we can go up to my room so you can put your stuff away."

He only has a backpack, but he looks relieved and follows me after saying polite goodbyes to mom and dad. When we get to the top of the stairs, I push through the door and sit on the bed. "Sorry about that," I tell him.

"It's okay." Austin looks around my room before sitting next to me. His leg is bouncing again. "It's kinda sweet how much they care about you." He lays back onto the bed, staring at me and smiling.

I just shake my head. "I suppose. I just don't know what all that was about. I mean, they haven't seen me for a couple of months, but that was weird."

Austin shrugs his shoulders and sits up so he can look around my room. I follow his gaze as it moves across the posters and pictures I've had hanging since my senior year of high school. Football players I grew up idolizing, bands I loved, women I thought were hot. I see him bite his lip, and my face goes red. Suddenly everything here seems so childish and wrong. These are snapshots of who I was, and I just now realize how much I've changed in the three years since then.

"Hey, so you want to go do something?"

He turns to me, his green eyes a little wider than normal. "Sure. Like what?"

I have no idea. I just need to get him out of my room. To get him to stop looking at the person I used to be. "You just agree without knowing what I have planned? What if I want to take you skydiving?"

Austin chuckles. "You wouldn't. You know I'm scared of heights." Scared of heights doesn't go far enough. He won't even climb a ladder. I was surprised he came on the plane with me this morning. If he would have seen a spider onboard, it would have been his worst nightmare come to life. "So what non-skydiving activity do you have planned for us?"

I turn to face him, and my leg brushes against his hand. I draw in a breath at the feeling it sends through me. Every time we touch, it's like static electricity sizzles between us. "Nothing exciting. I just thought maybe I'd show you around the town. Some of the places I used to hang out. Now that I say it out loud, it's stupid. You don't want to see any of that stuff."

"I do. I'd love to." It has to be my imagination, but it feels like his hand is pressing just a little more into my leg.

I hop off the bed and pull him up with me. He's so light I could carry him out to the car, and I wonder what it would feel like to have him that close to me. Would I be able to feel his heart beating? "Cool." When I get to the top of the stairs, I turn around and look at him. I want to warn him to not say anything to my parents or they'll take that as an invitation to ask him a million questions, but seeing him distracts me. I chuckle. "Forgetting something?"

He tilts his head a little and then looks around.

"Your coat. It's not exactly 75 degrees outside."

"Oh." He runs a hand along his bare forearm. "Just being with you gets me so hot I didn't think I would need it." He stares unblinking for a second, but then he laughs.

I roll my eyes. "If that's the kind of line you use on guys, then I know why you're single."

Austin clasps his hands over his heart. "Hey! My lines are fine, thank you. I just need the right guy to use them on." He spins away and back into my bedroom. When he comes back, he's zipping his jacket. "You obviously can't handle the temptation of seeing my sexy arms."

"Obviously." I flip him off and hurtle myself down the stairs like I've done thousands of times in my life, shouting at my mom once I get to the bottom. "Hey Ma, Austin and I are going out for a bit. I don't know when we'll be back." I take his arm and tug him toward the door before we're stopped.

But it doesn't work. I groan when I see her. She's standing in the dining room in perfect position to intercept us before we can make it outside, and she takes advantage of it. She slides in front of the door and smiles. "Aww, you two have fun. We won't wait up." It looks like she winks, but she must just have something in her eye. She's probably been dusting her already immaculate house. "It was good to finally meet you in person, Austin. Tiago and I look forward to getting to know you a lot better."

"Yeah, you too, Mrs. Garcia." Austin's eyes sparkle as he looks at her and then turns to me. I'm just about to tell her to move when she steps aside on her own. She never misses a chance to interrogate one of my friends, so I can't believe she's not seizing this opportunity.

"Call me Yesi," Her face is brighter than the shining wood on the china cabinet behind her as she grins at Austin, and my jaw falls open. Only family is allowed to call her Yesi. Her closest friends call her Yesenia. She even makes our cousins call her doña Yesenia. "Or you can call me suegrita..." She looks away as she lets the word trail, and I've had enough. She and dad have clearly been smoking something. Whatever they do in the privacy of their own home is their business, but I'm not going to subject my friend to any more of it than I have to.

"Come on." I take Austin's hand and pull him outside. He doesn't move at first, but I yank so hard he has to follow or fall on his face. I don't say a word even once we're inside the rental car. I don't know what to say. I just slip the car into gear and drive too fast down the long asphalt driveway.

When I pull onto the road without using a turn signal, Austin puts his hand on my arm just long enough to get me to glance at him. "What's wrong? Did I do something?"

I shake my head and try to smile at him. I wish he was the one who had done something wrong. It would be a lot less embarrassing than admitting my mom has lost her freaking mind. "It's nothing. Don't worry."

"You'd tell me, right? If I made your mom mad, you'd let me know so I could apologize?" There's no one else on the straight road, so I'm able to look at him. His eyes are wrinkled up with worry, and he looks like he needs a hug. I wish I weren't driving so I could give it to him. "That's what happened, isn't it? That word she said that made you storm out of there… it means she's mad at me."

A little snot shoots out of my nose when I snort. "That's not what that word means at all. It's the opposite. She was being friendly." Way too friendly, but I don't want to talk about it. I don't even want to think about it or that word. "My old school is just right down the road. I'll show you where I scored all those touchdowns that made me so irresistible to the ladies." I don't need to look to know that he's rolling his eyes so far back that he can see out the rear window.


CHAPTER THREE



We hop the fence to the football field at the high school. The years of memories flood back into me as soon as I feel the grass under my feet. I take a deep breath that puffs out my chest and then bolt down the field toward the opposite end zone. Just as I throw my hands up to celebrate my pretend score, I hear Austin's mix of giggling and panting coming up behind me. "Not so fast, football boy. You're about to be sacked from behind."

I turn around. He's running at full speed but I could easily get away from him if I wanted. Instead, I stand still to see what he does. I think it confuses him because as he gets a couple of yards away, his eyes go wide and he tries to pull up. But it's too late. I turn my head away as he crashes into me. It barely moves me, but when I look back, Austin is on the grass. Dazed at first, but then he laughs so hard tears start to leak out the corners of his eyes. I try to pull him up, but I'm laughing too hard. So I just drop down beside him. "You're a fucking idiot. I'm at least sixteen times bigger than you."

"No more than fourteen."

"Are you hurt?" My laugh dies away as I look him over to make sure he's alright. No broken bones jutting through his skin. No blood dripping from his nose.

He leaps to his feet, holding his arm out like a broken wing on a bird, and dashes to the end zone. "I score! I win!" He slams his arm downward, and I realize that he was pretending to hold the ball and now to spike it.

"Such an idiot."

"You're just jealous because now I'm the irresistible one." He runs by me and slaps my head like we're playing a game of tag.

Determined to not let him get away with it, I jump to my feet and chase after him. He screams and tries to zigzag away, but it just slows him down more. I tap him and then wrap my arms around him to force him to stop running. He looks up and gives me the meanest and ugliest face he can. "Irresistible, huh?" I ask, and we both erupt into laughter like a couple of giddy, pre-pubescent kids. "Every game when I scored a touchdown—"

"Which was every game, of course," Austin teases me.

"Of course. So every game, mom and dad would take me to Perry's afterward to celebrate. You have to try their fries. There are only two reasons I would ever murder someone: to protect a person I love and to get those fries."

"Uh, maybe don't hold me so tight while you're talking about murdering people?" He squirms against my grip, and I let him go. As soon as he's free, the cold slithers through my hoodie and sweatshirt, and I start to shiver.

I tap his shoulder and jog past him to the fence, where I wait to help him over. If it wouldn't wound his pride, I could just lift him over the three-foot fence, but I give him a boost to make him think that he's doing most of the work. Then I hop over after him.

Perry's is just a few minutes away, and it looks as majestic as ever. As I pull into the parking lot, I swerve around the potholes that are so big my friend's car had to be pulled from one my senior year. It didn't help that it was a tiny two-seat sports car. Or that he had snuck a few shots of tequila before deciding to drive. Being swallowed by the pothole might have saved his life that night, even if it did mean he was grounded for the next two months for being so stupid.

When I pull up next to the building, Austin chortles. "This? Your parents took you to a bar on Friday nights after your games?"

I get out and look up at the grey-brown boards on the side of the building. I don't know when it was last painted, if it ever was. It's always had this same weathered wood siding for as long as I can remember, always looking like it should be condemned—or like it might fall down on its own—but it's still as solid as ever. I push on the side of the building as if I'm trying to prove its sturdiness. Austin walks up and looks at me. His eyes questioning. "Trust me," I say.

The wood-framed door squeaks as I pull it open. I hold it until Austin passes through. Then I follow him. As soon as we're inside, I smell the fat. The oil from the deep fryers. The grease from the burgers. And I can almost picture being here just a few years ago. Mom and dad sitting at one table while me and my friends sat at the table beside them. I look at our tables. We came here so often they held them for us every Friday during the season. There's no one there today, so I walk over and sit down. The same wobbly chair against the same wood-paneled wall. The same spot where Courtney would slide her hand up my leg and massage my dick when she was sure none of the adults were watching. My dick gets hard just thinking about it.

"What is it?" Austin asks as he sits across from me.

"Nothing. Just remembering coming here." When I look across the table at him, the shiver that goes through me is more powerful than anything I ever got from Courtney. I must have missed this place more than I thought. "We always used to—"

The screech of Austin's chair as he slides back from the table blasts around the room, and everyone looks at us. My face goes red, and I try to cover my embarrassment with a nervous smile. "That must have been your leg. Sorry."

"What did you think it was?" His face is stark white.

I slide back a little and point at the center table leg. It's covered in pink and white and blue. Gum from years of immature students who thought it was their way to leave a mark on the world. "We'd all stick our gum there. I just wanted to see if they ever scraped it off."

"Oh." His eyes move from the leg to the top of the table, and he moves in closer, still as pale as a stabbing victim. "So they do serve alcohol here, right?"
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"The best fries... ever!" Austin practically shouts as his head falls against my shoulder. I shush him and unlock the door with my right hand while I hold him tight with my left arm curled around his back. It's only nine. There's no way my parents are asleep, but I don't want them to get the wrong impression about Austin. In the three years I've known him, this is only the second time I've seen him drunk. "And those Purple Dahlias! Do you think they'd give me the recipe if I call them in the morning?"

I'm pretty sure he won’t feel like calling anyone in the morning. And I'm just as sure that the recipe for that drink is just whatever alcohol they feel like pouring in, mixed with grape frozen slushy mix. "Let's get you inside. We can find out in the morning."

"Oh my God, Alberto, you don't know how good that was. It was so good. You're so good too. Why are you so good?" Before I can react, he runs a finger across my lips and presses his mouth into the crook of my neck.

"You two are back early." I jump and push Austin away when I hear dad's voice. He and mom walk around the corner of the kitchen, and they both light up when they see us. Austin stumbling and slipping his arm through mine, gripping it so tight that the blood can't flow through to my hand.

Two seconds too late, Austin gasps at them. "Isn't Alberto the best? You two did such a great job with my little Bear." He runs a hand along my head like he's petting me, and he leans in. If I didn't know better, I would think he's trying to kiss me. Instead, his nose ends up smashing against my chin, and I spin him around, gripping him by the waist and holding his back against my chest while I waddle him toward the living room. I want to be mad, but I guess I owe him. I'm usually the one who gets wasted while he takes care of me.

"You're so sweet together," mom says as I walk Austin away from her.

"Ma, please." I growl. It's bad enough having to deal with drunk and clingy Austin tonight. I don't need to deal with whatever has come over her too.

I just set Austin down on the couch—his head lolling from the right to the left as he gives me a smile so wide I can almost see if he still has his wisdom teeth—when I hear steps behind me. I drop onto the couch and look up. Mom and dad are standing there, and they have grins that could match Austin's.

"So, your mamá and I have been talking this evening..."

"And we love you very much, and are very proud of you." Dad's head nods up and down in agreement as she says it. "Close your eyes."

"What? What's gotten into you two?" I throw my hands up and apparently Austin takes that as an invitation. He wraps his arms around me and buries his face in the side of my chest.

"This is unusual," dad says, and I couldn't agree more. "As far as I know, this has never happened before, but times change, and tradition has to keep up. Now close your eyes."

I shake my head. "What are you up to? Why do I need to close my eyes?"

"Porque soy tu mamá y punto. And Austin, give me your hand."

Because I'm your mom. Like I'm some five-year-old. But Austin follows her orders and sticks his right hand out for her. She takes it and glares at me. Finally, I give in and close my eyes. Something small creaks, and I'm tempted to look. But having to deal with an angry mom is worse than having to deal with this strange version, so I keep them closed.

"What is it?" Austin's words slur into one long rolling wave.

"Tito, all we ever wanted was for you to be happy and loved," dad tells me. "Our baby boy finding what your mamá and I have. And now you have, and we're so thrilled."

Austin gasps, and I feel an electric quiver run through his body. "So beautiful."

I can't take anymore. I open my eyes. Dad is smiling at us while mom still holds Austin's hand in hers. Something gleams on his ring finger and catches my eye. "What the hell?" It's a gold ring with three small pearls set along the top. There's something familiar about it.

Dad rests his hand on my shoulder, and I look up at him. "The men in our family have passed this ring down for hundreds of years. Every time a first-born son brings home his true love, his parents place this ring on her finger to bless their union. And it's never failed in all those years. This is the first time it's ever been given to a male, but I don't see a reason why it won't work for you two the way it did for tu mamá and me. And for abuelito y abuelita. Generations back as far as our history goes."

Mom is beaming at us while Austin holds his hand out, turning it left and right as he admires the ring. Is he so drunk that this nonsense isn't even registering to him? And I just sit here gaping at them all until a small laugh bubbles up from my throat. Then another. It turns into a geyser, and I can't stop it long enough to even breathe. I have to force gulps of air as the corners of my vision turn black.

"We're not... We're..." I can't get the words out. Mom and dad are both looking at me now. The happiness on their faces mixing with concern. Austin burrows his face against my side again, still holding his hand out so he can see the ring. I put my arm around him and force his hand down. He doesn't need to encourage this ridiculousness. "He's not my 'true love.' He's my friend. That's all."


CHAPTER FOUR



I can't help staring at the ring as Austin walks into the living room. He sits beside me on the couch and mutters a quick "hey" under his breath as his eyes flick up to mine before looking down to his lap.

"You know you don't have to wear that thing. They're not going to get mad. They just... I don't know. They're so obsessed with the idea that I'm going to meet the one in college, just like they did. And just like Bel. So they'll obviously latch on to anything. No matter how stupid it is."

The side of his mouth curls up, but then he bites his lip as he holds his hand out, spinning the ring around his finger. "Yeah, I mean... us? Right? We're just friends." His voice is low and flat. If I didn't know better, I would say it almost sounds sad.

"Right." My mind flashes back to last night. His head leaning against me. His arms wrapped around me. The warmth I felt from him. The tiny little sparks that pattered across my skin on the football field yesterday when I caught up to him and held him in a bear hug to keep him from darting away again. "Just friends. Let me have the ring. I'll explain to mom and dad and hopefully make them see through this nonsense."

"Yeah, nonsense." He slides the ring up to his middle knuckle but then stops. "What if we don't say anything yet? They seemed almost ecstatic last night. Just let them enjoy this until we go back after break? We can leave the ring on the dining room table right before we leave."

They were really happy last night. Maybe it wouldn't hurt to give them a few more days of that before telling them the truth. And it's not like Austin and I need to act any different for them. I'm not going to pretend to be his boyfriend, and I'm sure that he has no plan to pretend to be mine. Friends. That's it. "Yeah. I think maybe that would be okay as long as they don't start acting too weird. But if they make you uncomfortable, then no. We stop it right then."

Austin leans his head so it rests against my shoulder for just a second before sliding to the far end of the couch. "They're great. They're not going to make me feel uncomfortable."

I wish I felt the same.

Almost like she knew we were talking about her, I hear a shuffling and look up to see my mom standing in the doorframe. "Dad and I are going to the movies. Why don't you boys come with us—a family night out? Unless you had something else planned..."

I'm not sure what she's implying with the drawn out curl of the last syllable, but I know that there will be none of whatever it is. "Uh, sure. We can—I mean, if Austin is okay with it." He nods his head, and I turn back to mom. "Yeah, we'll go."

Her shoulders raise like someone is pulling them tight with strings from above and her face beams. "Wonderful. We're going to leave in a few minutes, so go get ready."
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The movie theater is mostly empty. There are some couples scattered around and a group of middle-aged women parked in the exact center of the room. Dad leads us to seats a couple of rows behind them.

Everyone takes their coats off and piles them into an empty seat. When we do, my eyes draft to Austin. "Are you sure about that?" I ask him for what has to be the fifth time since he got dressed. He's wearing a fuzzy, oversized light pink sweater with red and dark-pink daisies all over it. It's obviously women's, and I can't believe he even owns it, let alone packed it for this trip.

"Will you quit? What's wrong with it?"

What's wrong with it is that he's even wearing it. Our freshman year, a very drunk Austin pressed himself against me in our dorm room and told me that he's really transgender. Then the next morning, a very hungover and panicked Austin made me swear that I would never tell anyone his secret. He won't tell me his girl name or let me use anything other than male pronouns, even when we're alone. And I've never seen him wearing anything remotely feminine until now. "There's nothing wrong with it. It's—"

"I think it's pretty," mom says from beside me, and I'm suddenly reminded that there are other people here.

I take the seat next to Austin and smile at him. "It is. It's pretty on you." And it's not even a lie. The sweater does look good on him, and I wish he would take more chances like this. But he's always been adamant that he could never do that.

He grins and wiggles his shoulders before leaning across me and saying "thank you" to my mom. As soon as she turns away, I flip him off and pretend to be engrossed in the soda commercial on the screen.

For the first half of the movie, Austin and I do our best to ignore the film. It's a silly romance that neither of us has any interest in, so we fill the time making fun of the male character's too perfect hair and the female character's impeccable makeup, even when she wakes up in the morning. This earns us a few shushes from mom, and even dad, and a couple of glares from the other people in the audience, but what do they expect? This isn't the type of movie that was written to draw the interest of two twenty-one-year-old guys.

At least I didn't think so. An hour into the film, I throw a piece of popcorn at Austin. It hits him square in the cheek and rolls down his sweater to the floor. But he doesn't move. I throw another, and his only reaction is to brush me away. His eyes are glued to the screen. Mr. Perfect Brown Hair is sitting next to Miss Impeccable Makeup on a park bench. He's staring at her as he inches his hand closer to hers. When they touch, Austin bites his lip and looks down. Pain flashes over his face before he looks at me and smiles.

"What is it?" I mouth to him, but he looks away, back to the couple holding hands while the camera zooms out.

Just as the screen turns black and then shows the start of the new scene, I feel something warm on the back of my hand. Austin's fingers. He's not looking at me, just sliding them up until his hand is completely over mine. Once it is, he weaves his fingers through mine and grips my hand. It's like it squeezes the breath from my lungs. I need to gasp, but I can't. I can't do anything. I'm just in shock. He's really holding my hand in the middle of a movie theater? With my mom and dad sitting next to us? And I'm letting him?

As I stare at our hands together, I'm able to breathe again. The air rushes in at the same pace that the warmth flows from his skin into mine and up my arm. I lift my thumb and run it along the side of his finger. When I do, he finally looks at me. Even in the blue reflection from the screen, I can tell that his cheeks are red. His eyes lock on mine. They look resigned to the fact that I'm going to let go, push him away from me. And when I slip my hand from his grip, his face sinks. He knew it was coming, but it's still a disappointment. But the way his mouth drops open tells me that he wasn't expecting me to flip my hand over so I could work my fingers through his. His eyes move down to our hands, and he freezes. I wait for him to look back at me, but he doesn't.

"You're going to miss the movie," I say, and he nods. Still staring. But finally his eyes break away and go back to the screen. He pumps my hand, and I press back to let him know that I'm not letting go this time.

At the end of the film, when Mr. Perfect Hair dashes past security and storms into Miss Impeccable Makeup's office to tell her he's finally realized that he's loved her all along, Austin's hand tightens on mine again. And when she walks around her desk and pulls him into a kiss that leaves no air in the room for anyone else, Austin turns toward me. I twist just a little, quirking up the corner of my mouth, and he leans closer. I hold still and wait, but nothing comes. His steamy breath pulses against my cheek, and I spin to face him.

"What?" I ask.

He opens and closes his mouth twice before shaking his head and looking back at the screen. Watching as the couple, a few months later, haul boxes into their new shared home. Austin's hand slips out of mine, and the theater's air conditioning must come on at the same time. I shiver and wish I had my coat to wrap around me.

When the lights come up, I hop from my seat, eager to put this boring movie behind me. Maybe Austin and I can still play some video games tonight. I take his coat from the pile and toss it into his lap. He wipes his finger under his eye as he smiles up at me and then slips it on. "I need to use the bathroom," he says. "I'll wait for you out front." He walks by me before I have a chance to respond. His face is pale, and he looks sick.

I watch him dart up the aisle, weaving between the slower moving people, and then I turn back to mom and dad. With my thumb, I motion behind me toward the exit to tell them that Austin already left, but dad just shakes his head at me. He looks more disappointed than when I got my first B in tenth grade. I'm just about to ask him what's wrong when he turns away and helps mom into her jacket. Once she has it on, they move into the aisle, leaving me standing alone at my seat.


CHAPTER FIVE



The blaring alarm makes me gasp and jump out of the bed, blankets and sheets twisted around me. I almost crash into my dresser when the still-attached sheet catches on the corner of the bed and yanks my thighs back.

"Sorry! I'm so sorry! I thought I had the ringer off." Austin crawls out of the bed behind me and turns off the phone. He's wearing a light blue tank top with matching shorts, and the material is so thin that I can see the bumps of his nipples poking through.

Looking at them sends a tingle through my cock. I shake my head. Just morning wood. That's all. I shift my legs and glance at my phone. 7:30am. "It's fine. I needed to get up shortly anyway." Austin nods and disappears out my bedroom door.

Since the movie last night, he's been acting different. Quieter than usual. We both went straight to my room when we got home. I booted up my game console, and he lay on the edge of my bed. But when I handed the controller to him, he just shook his head. "I'm tired. I just wanna lay here." I shrugged and played by myself.

Every few minutes, I would look at him from the corner of my eye. First, he was lying on his back with his phone held above his face. His thumbs swiping across the screen while I tried to concentrate on the game. But not long later, the phone was on his chest, and his eyes were closed. Maybe he was just tired. That's why he was acting so strange tonight. I went back to the game, but still checked on him every few minutes. When he didn't move after almost half an hour, I turned off the game and stood over him. I set his phone on my nightstand and pulled the blanket over him, tucking a stray hair behind his ear as I did.

The night before, Austin had offered to sleep on the floor so I could have my bed. And I let him. His pile of blankets and pillows was still beside the bed. But that seemed so silly to me as I looked down at him. It's a queen mattress, and there was no reason we couldn't share it. Once I changed and brushed my teeth, I crawled onto the other side of the bed. Even with a couple of feet between us, he warmed my bedroom, and I fell asleep right away.

I untangle myself from the mess of covers and collapse onto the bed. I'm wide awake now, and there's no hope of falling back asleep. So I stare at the ceiling and replay the way he walked out of my room. There was something different about him when he did it, but I can't put my finger on it.

By the time I find the motivation to work through a shower and then walk down the stairs, mom and dad and Austin are already sitting at the dining room table. "Look who finally decided to join us," mom says. I roll my eyes, but only make it halfway around when I notice Austin. And his hair. It's... longer, even though that's not possible. But it's more than his hair. His face is softer, and his voice matches it. Although the only reason I know that is because I overheard him before I walked into the room. As soon as I stepped across the threshold, he clamped his mouth tight and found something interesting on the floor to stare at.

"Did you know that Austin has never had mandoca?" dad asks, as if it's a sin on par with not knowing the words to the national anthem or never having heard of Luis Aparacio. I look down at the plates. There are scrambled eggs with tomatoes mixed in, but next to it are the golden-brown fried mandoca rings. Cornmeal and plantains and cheese and normally my stomach would rumble just thinking of them, let alone standing so close, but today I can barely look at them. Something has come between me and Austin, and I have to find out what it is.

I sit directly across from him and wait for him to look up, but he doesn't. "So, what do you think of them?" I finally ask.

He runs a hand through his long brown hair, brushing it behind an ear, and glances at me for just a second before his eyes fall down to the half-eaten food on his plate. "They're alright." Mom and dad both laugh and Austin shares half a grin with mom.

"You should have heard him before you came down," mom says. "He was going on and on about them. It's a wonder any of them made it to the table. He ate them as fast as we made them."

"You... helped mom cook?" I ask, and he just shrugs. Austin hates cooking, and I feel guilty that I wasn't down here this morning to save him from being roped into that.

"He practically took over for her once she showed him how to do it," dad says. "This boy of yours is going to keep you well-fed. You'll be fat like your papaíto before too long." He pats the tiny layer of fat on his stomach that would be unnoticeable if he weren't sticking it out.

"That's... He's... "There's so much wrong with what he's saying that I can't decide where to start my objections.

"I need to go into the office for a couple of hours this morning," he continues, like I hadn't interrupted him. "Thought maybe you could come with me? It wouldn't hurt to show your face around there every now and then." Dad is already planning for the day when I can take over the business so he and mom can retire.

"Dad, you act like I don't work there every summer. But sure. Maybe Austin can come too?" I turn toward him and look for any sign of interest. "Then you can see the family business."

He does finally look up at me, and a flash of fire sweeps across his face when he does. His eyes dance, and his nose scrunches up from his smile. But then it dissolves into a simple grin as his eyes go from me to my mom and then back. "I'd love too, but not today. You boys will have to be on your own. Your mom said she made plans for us since she's off today."

"Oh. That's fine." But my stomach sinks. In just the few seconds that I thought everything was back to normal between us, I planned to have him at my side all day today. And knowing that he won't be, leaves me empty. "What are you two doing?"

Austin shrugs and mom's smile takes over her entire face. "It's a surprise," she says. "Now you two guys scoot so tu novia and I can get started on our day."

I'm glad I don't have anything in my mouth when she says it, or I would be on the floor choking. My girlfriend?

[image: ]


As soon as we walk into the office, dad goes off and does his own thing, so I find a quiet desk and spend the next couple of hours on my phone. Or I try to. I keep hearing mom over and over again. Calling Austin mi novia. But it's not just her, is it? If it were, I could dismiss the crazy realization that just popped into my mind. By the time dad comes out of his office and tells me that he's ready to go home, I feel sick.

As soon as I slide into his car, I face him. "Papá, what is that ring you and mamá gave Austin? It's not a normal ring."

He chuckles and backs out of the parking spot. "No.... It's un anillo bendito. A blessed ring. No one knows anymore how old it is, but no relationship has ever failed once the ring was given." He smiles at me like I should be encouraged by what he's saying. "Your love for Austin will always be just as strong as it is now. And the same with his for you. No matter what disagreements you two have, you'll never have to worry that your feelings will change."

Each beat of my heart feels like an explosion, and I'm glad I didn't have more than a polite bite at breakfast or I would throw up all over his leather car interior. "But what if we're not in love? What if we're just friends?"

"Don't second guess it. The best loves are built on friendship first. That's how I knew your mother was the one, and that's how—"

"No. You're not listening. Austin is my friend. Mi amigo. Not my boyfriend."

Dad laughs, and it's more than a chuckle this time. "Mi hijo ciego. You must truly be blind if you don't see it. Everyone else can tell. As soon as you see him... as soon as you even mention him—all the times you've talked about him on the phone for the last couple of years. You know how everyone says pregnant women glow? Well, you two have that when you're around each other. It's like you each light the other. Maybe you're so close you can't see it, but we can."

"Pa—"

"Tito, no. I don't want to hear any excuses. See with your heart, and you'll know." I blow out a long breath as we move up the driveway toward the house.


CHAPTER SIX



Dad opens the door and walks in like he's not afraid that his world is going to shatter into a million unmendable pieces. I stay behind him, not hiding, but trying to keep myself from seeing Austin.

As soon as she hears the door open, mom comes up to us. Her hair is pulled back in a high ponytail and she's wearing blue and white swirled leggings and a matching tank. The sweat marks are just visible around her neckline. "Hola mi amor." She wraps her arms around dad's neck and kisses him. "That didn't take very long."

"No. Jessica has everything under control. I just had to sign..."

I don't hear anything else he says because the sight of Austin overwhelms all of my senses. There's nothing but static and bright bursts of light and arcing pulses of electricity racing along my skin. His outfit is almost identical to mom's, but his is pink and white. And instead of a tight tank top, he's wearing a sports bra. A sports bra that does nothing to compress the two very large mounds on his chest. Mounds that I know weren't there just hours ago.

I try to fight away the crackle and flashes that fill my senses, but when his arms go around my neck, I know it's pointless. "Hey." He says it like there's nothing more that needs to be said.

"Hey..."

He rises to the tips of his toes and presses his lips against mine. The delicate porcelain vase that held my world falls to the floor. Its crash echoes in my soul and turns into the tinkle of each piece, bouncing and skittering along a hard tile floor. And pieces of me bounce and carom along with them until I'm indistinguishable from the shards. Without any self-control—without any self to control—I feel my tongue slide into his mouth as his lips part for me.

My hands, lost at first, now find their way to his hips and then around to his ass. I feel the damp sweat wicking through the material of his workout clothes. Something in my brain whirs to life at the moist sensation on my fingertips, and I wonder if he's moist anywhere else for me. No. That's not even possible.

He pulls me tighter, and his breasts push against my chest. I try to look down, but I can't take my mouth from his long enough to see anything. But they feel real. How can they be real? How can any of this be happening? My dick begins to swell and press against Austin's front, and I gasp.

"No!" It comes out too loud, and everyone looks at me. "What was that? What are you doing?" What am I doing?

I back away and look at him. His hair is pulled back too, but I can still see the highlights. And the makeup around his eyes. Makeup that makes him even prettier than he already is. I put my hands on the sides of my head and squeeze, trying to force the thoughts away. He's my friend. That's all.

I watch as his hands lift to meet mine. His nails are long and painted lilac with gold and silver lines twisting around each other. "What's wrong?" he asks, and he looks worried. Scared.

"Your nails?" I take his hand in mine and hold it in front of me. It burns like I just grabbed a hot coal from a fire, but I don't let go.

He smiles. "They're pretty, aren't they? That was your mom's surprise. A girls' day at the salon." He radiates as he says it, and I hear my dad's voice telling me that Austin and I glow when we're around each other.

"No... no..." I stumble away from him. The bursts of light that filled my vision are gone and have left spinning black vortices. With over half my vision blocked, I make my way to the stairs, tripping on the first one, and crawling the rest of the way up to my room, where I slam the door behind me. Still chanting "no" over and over. An incantation to ward away whatever has happened to Austin. And to me. I fall onto the bed and close my eyes. Not tight enough. The tears still leak through and seep into my pillow.

[image: ]


The sky outside my window turns dark, and I can smell grilled pork and garlic rising from below. The smell reminds me that there are other people out there—that Austin is out there—and it makes me sick. I roll over and scoot closer to the wall, putting as much space between me and the rest of the world as possible. Just as the smell fades, or I get so used to it that I can't notice it anymore, my door creaks open.

"Bear?"

Why does it have to be him? Why can't it be dad? Or mom? Or a crazed serial killer coming to slowly torture me before leaving me to die? I'd rather it be any of those. The mattress shifts under his weight, and he sighs. Even that sounds different. Lighter.

He brushes a finger across my forearm. It's so light that I can barely feel it. When I don't pull away, he rests his hand on me, and the touch burns my arm. "I saved some dinner for you."

"I..." Nothing comes out. I have to swallow and clear my throat several times. "I'm not hungry."

"Bear, please don't be like this."

He slides his hand down my arm, and I stare at his light purple nails. When his fingers get to mine, I want nothing more than to take his hand. I start to spread my fingers without thinking about it, and it takes every bit of willpower to stop them from knitting with his. "What's happening to you?" I ask, like he'll know any more than I do. Like I don't already know the answer.

"It's this ring." He pulls his hand away from mine just as I'm about to give in and wrap my hand around his.

I spin around and face him. "You know?" He's wearing a cream-colored see-through open knit sweater over a matching cami. Somehow his breasts look even bigger than earlier, and they're pressed together to form a deep line of cleavage. "We have to get it off you. We have to stop this."

He knots his hands together in his lap, shielding his right ring finger from me. "What if I don't want to stop this?"

I freeze in the middle of a breath. He has to want to stop this. No one would want to be transformed like this. The idea is so foreign that I know he has to be joking, and a little laugh escapes my lips. His hand shoots out to the inside of my thigh and stops the laugh before it can become anything more.

"This is what I've always wanted." His voice is wispy. "Why would I ever stop this?"

I should move away from his touch, but I can't. His fingers are melted into my skin. "Austin, this isn't you."

Now he laughs, and it's as harsh as metal grating on metal. "This is more me than I've ever been. And I want this more than I've ever wanted anything else in my life." His hand slides up to the junction of my legs. To my erect cock trapped under the jeans holding it tight against me. "And this is what you've always wanted too. Do you think I didn't see the way you look at me? The way you pull away anytime we touched? We've both wanted this since the night I first told you I was trans. But we've been cowards."

I shake my head and think of the past few years with him. Is it really possible he saw all that?

"We don't have to be afraid to admit this to each other anymore. I love you, Bear. From the instant I first saw you. And I don't have to hide it anymore. Neither do you."

He massages my dick, and I groan. We can't do this. He's my friend. My best friend. And he's a man. My breaths grow shallower under his touch, and I stare at him. He's a man. I stare at his face. His makeup. His long hair. A man. At his breasts. The curve of his waist and flare of his hips. A man. The brown skirt hiding his—I grab his hand. "We can't give in."

"It's what we both want."

"We can't give in." The repeated words solidify my resolve, and I pry his hand open. The ring is right there. All I have to do is slip it off his finger, and all of this will end. It will all go back to normal. It has to go back to normal. Back to hiding the way we feel? I push the thought aside and extend his finger with one hand while I reach for the ring with my other.

"No! Bear, stop!" His shrieks are so loud I wince, and he pushes against my chest, trying to get away from me. But I don't let go. I have to get the ring off of him. He slides a foot up to my stomach and presses it into me. It forces the air from my lungs. My midsection burns and I don't know how much longer I can hold on, but I know I have to. And the whole time, he keeps screaming. Screaming, until I hear a thunder of steps growing louder up the stairs. Then my door flies open.

"Qué chingados! Tito, deja ir de ella! Ahora!" Dad roars into the room and pushes me so hard that my shoulder blades hit the wall. "Tito, what the fuck are you doing to her?" As my back slaps against the cold plaster, my hands open and Austin leaps away from me.

My eyes stick to him, unable to look anywhere else. He's shivering—quaking—and his entire face is shiny from the tears rolling down his cheeks. He stares at me for a second before turning away toward the door. To where mom is standing, a look of horror on her face.

Austin throws himself at her and clings to her. His body convulsing in giant sobs. Mom pats his back and shh's softly into his ear, but she glares at me. My skin burns under the look that she gives me, and that's when I notice dad is pinning me against the wall with one hand and screaming something at me. His face is twisted and tiny specks of saliva are flinging themselves from his mouth.

Mom pulls Austin tight into her and walks him down the stairs. I watch as they disappear. Dad's fingers might as well be knives in the soft flesh under my collarbone. "... not how my son treats a lady!" My brain is finally able to process the words he's shouting at me, and I snort.

"He's not a lady! Do you not see this?" I knock his hand away. He's silent now, but his face is just as red as when he was screaming at me. "Don't you know what that ring is doing to him?" I push past him and out the door. He grabs my arm to try to stop me, but I shake loose and walk down the stairs. There's no sign of mom or Austin down here, and it's just as well. I don't want to see him. I don't ever want to see him. I take the car keys from the table and walk outside, not bothering to close the door behind me.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Without a destination in mind, I just drive. Out of town. Past the next town. Until I finally get tired and pull over in a neighborhood that looks almost like the one where I grew up before we moved into our house now. There's a spot in front of a green one-story house, and I stop there.

As soon as the car is off and the radio is silent, everything from tonight floods back into my mind, and I feel like I'm trying to breathe underwater. Can he really be happy like this? Knowing what's happening to him? I remember the look on his face when he greeted me as I got home. The euphoria. The love. The possession. He was looking at me like I was his. And didn't I feel each of those things when his lips touched mine? For a flash. Before my mind told me that it was wrong. But it is wrong. How can he not see that?

I let my head fall back against the headrest, and when I close my eyes, I see him beside me. The two of us, sitting side-by-side, pulled over on the shoulder of a deserted road. There are no lights other than the glow from the dash, but he's never been more gorgeous. I reach out for him, trying to touch his face, but I somehow brush against one of his breasts. He draws in a quick breath and puts his hand over mine, holding it in place. I cup his soft flesh, and his mouth falls open. And I don't need any more invitation than that. I lean across the armrest and kiss him, and when I do, I know. Fuck.

My eyes snap open, and I feel stretched too thin when I see the empty seat beside me. I didn't know when I first met him—not the way he told me he knew—but sometime in the last three years, I did fall for him. Even if I could never admit it. And then I fell more. As long as I never hit the bottom, I could deny it. Pretend that I wasn't dropping. That I wasn't whizzing down to whatever fate had for me. But now I know what it is. Now I've splattered on the ground below, and I can see the rock wall towering above me. It's slick and there are no handholds. No way of ever getting back to the top. No way of ever getting back to where I was before I fell in love with him.

I start the car and pray that I didn't destroy the most beautiful thing in my life.
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The house is dark. Since it's 3am that shouldn't surprise me, but it still does. In my mind, it should be fully lit and Austin should be waiting at the door for me. My stomach twists a little when I push the door open and realize he's not.

Dad is sitting sideways on the couch in the dark. His arms are folded across his chest. I've only ever seen him sit like this one other time—when I was 14 and told him I was spending the night at a friend's house but really went to a party instead. He waited up all night just so he could yell at me. He never did tell me how he found out. I brace myself for what I know is coming, but it doesn't. And when I look closer, I see that his eyes are closed, and his head is bobbing just a little with each breath. Asleep. Perfect.

I tiptoe up the stairs, skipping the squeaky fourth step, but when I get to the top, I stop. There are three bedrooms, and Austin could be in any of them. I look at each of the closed doors and decide to start with the one straight ahead. My room. I creak the door open slowly. There's no light. Not even a sliver of moonlight shining in through the curtains. But as soon as the door is open just a crack, I know that he's in here.

Still unsure of what I plan to do, I walk to the bed. He's asleep. But not "him." There's no way I can rightfully call him that now. There's nothing masculine about him. And the thought that scared me so badly before now fills me with joy. The one thing she's wanted her entire life, and now she has it. In a way that she could have never imagined just a few days ago.

I drop to my knees beside her and watch her sleep. Her lips are parted just a little and there's a thin thread of drool hanging down from her mouth. And even with her puffy eyes, I can't imagine anyone ever appearing more angelic. I want to crawl into the bed and pull her tight against me, but that would wake her.

I want to kneel here forever and look at her, but I need to touch her. Almost on its own, my hand reaches toward her. I brush my fingertip across her cheek. Her skin is so soft and perfect and one touch isn't enough. I rest my palm against the side of her face. When I do, she turns her head almost like she's leaning into my touch, and I imagine that everything is fine between us. She's forgotten how cruel I was, and with time I'll forget it too. But then her eyes blink open. As soon as she sees me, she scurries to the other side of the bed and pulls the blanket that had slipped from her shoulders tight around her.

Her eyes are wide and darting around the room, around me, and I freeze when they finally settle on me. "Please don't," she begs me. "Please, Bear. Please don't do this. Don't take this away from me."

When I see the tears pooling along her lower eyelids, I collapse back on my heels and wish I could die. She's my best friend, and she's so terrified of me that she sobs as soon as she sees me. My throat tightens, and I have to force my breaths as I shake my head. "I'm a monster. I'm so sorry." I hide my face behind my hands. When I feel the dampness on my palms, I realize I'm crying, and that causes the tears to pour from me. "A fucking monster." I can barely choke out the words. As soon as I do, I fall to my side and wrap my arms around my head so she can't see me as I crumble.

The wood floor is cold against my chest, and I do everything I can to will my body to stop breathing. To let this be my end. Heartless and frozen and shunned by the people I love, and I deserve this. I blow out one last breath and try to relax my body. All the fight is gone, and when a surge of warmth moves over me, I assume I'm getting my wish.

"Shh, it's alright." Austin wraps her arms tight around me and pulls me into her chest. But no matter what she says, it's not alright. "You were scared. That's all."

"I was awful. I was selfish." I curse myself for taking in air to say the words.

She kisses the side of my cheek. It's like someone holds a match to my skin, and if this is what it feels like, I want to be burned alive. "You're not going to try to take it now, are you?" she asks. A question, but I can tell by her voice that she already knows the answer. I shake my head. How could I have ever wanted to take that from her? "Then stop. You were awful. You were selfish. But it's fine now."

I snort and open my eyes. Her face is so close to mine that it makes me flinch when I see her. "It's never going to be fine. Not after what I did."

"It's fine," she repeats and runs a hand along my hair.

Her eyes are still glistening, but they aren't frightened. They're sad. And I think that might be worse. I stare into them until I can't take anymore. I lean in and kiss her. If I don't, I'm going to break apart, and I think I probably still will if she recoils from my touch. But she doesn't. She gasps, but she doesn't pull away. I reach behind her, weaving my fingers into her hair to hold her mouth even closer. When I pull her hair a little, her mouth opens, and I slip my tongue inside. Part of me waits for her to bite down. I would deserve it if she does. Instead, she kisses me back, and my dick smolders at the feeling of her giving herself to me even after what I've done.

I guide her shoulders to the floor while I move over her. "I would do anything for you," I whisper. "Even if you tell me you never want to see me again, I would give that to you. It would destroy me, but I would do it for you."

She closes her mouth, and I lean back just far enough to see that her lips are curled in a slight smile. "I could never want that." Her hand slides up my stomach to my chest. I groan as she twists one of my nipples. Just enough pain to focus all my attention on her touch, but then she slides her hand back down. My nipple tingling and burning and erect in her aftermath. No one has ever played with my nipples before, but she doesn't give me time to think about it. She tugs at the button on my jeans, trying to undo them.

"Are you sure?" I put my hand over hers, stopping her.

She lets out a long moan that sounds more animal than human. "I'm so sure. But are you?"

I press her hand down to her belly and sit up. I look down as I straddle her. Her long hair is flowing in every direction. Her lips are swollen. Her breasts move up and down with each short, rapid breath that she takes. And I shake my head. "I'm not."

She tries to hide the disappointment on her face, but even though she's changed so much, I can still read the emotion as it flares and then is covered. She reaches for my hand and holds it with both of hers. "It's a lot. And I know the way you feel about me, even if you won't admit it, but I get it. And I'm willing to—"

"What's your name?" I ask, and her mouth falls open and then closes. "I can't call you Austin anymore. And you always refused to tell me your real name."

She takes a deep breath before looking away. "Annika." She says it so softly that I can barely hear her.

I pull her hands to my mouth and kiss each of her thumbs. "Annika. That suits you so much better." I move to her index fingers and kiss them. Then her middle fingers. "Annika…" I kiss her ring fingers. First her left, then her right. Then I take her right ring finger into my mouth, moving my lips down until they touch the ring. The ring that I thought had caused so many problems. The ring I blamed for taking my best friend away. But the ring that actually brought us closer than I ever let myself dream of. I pull back, her finger coming out of my mouth with a pop. "I love you, Annika. Even without this ring, I loved you, but I could never admit it. Now, I want everyone to know." I take a deep breath, so I can yell at my full volume. "Annika, I—"

She covers my mouth with both of her hands and the rest of my sentence comes out as a muted mumble. "Your parents are right downstairs!"

"I want them to hear. I never should have hidden this. Even when you were... well, before all this. I shouldn't have let my fear keep me from doing this." I lower myself and kiss the side of her neck. "Or this." I move down and wrap my lips around one of her nipples through the thin fabric of her nightie. She moans and kicks her left leg around me. "I definitely should have done this." I suck harder on her nipple and grind my hard cock against her. Her head rolls to the side. Her eyes are closed. And I swell, knowing that I'm doing this to her. Knowing that she's my girl.

Just as I lift myself up enough to unfasten my jeans, there's a knock at my door, and we both jump and gasp. "Annika? Are you okay? I thought I heard something." It's mom.

"Oh my God!" Annika whispers and then covers her mouth. Her eyes are wider than when I woke her up.

"One of us has to answer her. Do you want me to do it?" I tease her. Her head moves side to side so fast, she's going to give herself whiplash.

"Uh, yeah. I'm fine. I—" I slide my hand between her legs, and an involuntary moan escapes her lips. "Ooh... I probably just cried out in my sleep. But everything is good." As soon as she finishes the sentence, I swirl my finger around her clit. She's ready for it this time, but she still has to bite her lip to keep quiet.

"Okay. If that son of mine tries to come, you let me know, and I'll handle him." Her voice is angry and reminds me of what I did earlier. The damage I caused won't be undone with just a snap of my fingers. No matter how skillfully I use them.

Annika giggles. "Thank you, but I'm pretty sure if he tries to come, I can handle him now." I pull her panties aside and slip a finger inside her. "Oh my God! Oh." Her breaths are so loud, I imagine the neighbors can hear them. She tries to slap at my hand, but I don't budge.

"Annika?" Mom asks from the other side of the door.

"Sorry. Just a, uh, cramp. Ouch. But it's all gone, and I'm going to lie back down now."

"Hmm, okay. Let me know if you need anything. A heating pad helps, so just say the word if they come back. Buenas noches, mija."

"Thank you. Goodnight, Yesi." We both listen, and as soon as mom's steps disappear down the stairs, Annika slaps my shoulder. "What the hell was that? She could have heard!"

I laugh. "I'm sure she did. I'm surprised she doesn't have you calling her suegrita yet."

"You never did tell me what that means."

I sit up and slide my jeans and underwear down to my knees. My cock pulses once it's free of its tight prison, and then I yank Annika's panties down before I lower myself on her again. "It means mother-in-law." I don't give her a chance to respond before I tease my dick along her folds and then press half my length inside her. Her eyes shoot open and her body arches back. "God, you're so tight. It's not too much, is it?" I suddenly remember this is her first time.

"Fuck no. I need it all."

She squeezes down on me and suddenly, I'm the one moaning. "God damn it, Annika." I press all the way into her and pull out slowly. My plan is to fuck her all night. I want her orgasm to build and build until she can't take any more. Until she's so lost to the pleasure that she doesn't know if she's screaming my name or just imagining it. But she wraps her legs around me and presses me even further into her. And the combination of her tight pussy around me and her heels spurring into my ass makes me lose control, and I thrust inside her. Over and over. Her head rolls side to side with each stroke. We slide up and back, and I grunt in time to it all.

"Alberto." She struggles to get my full name out. "I can't... oh God... I'm going to…" And even though I'm on the edge of exploding myself, hearing her say that sends me to another level. But there's no way I'm coming before her. I tighten down and push into her even faster. And now I think she might be screaming, but I'm the one who can't tell. When I feel her body tense and then flutter under me, around me, I let go. My dick pulses over and over, and I can't even breathe.

Wave after wave of searing flames pass through us and finally move past us. And we both collapse, panting, parting at last. But only for as long as it takes me to lie beside her and pull her tight to me.

"I've never felt anything like that," she says. She sounds almost too exhausted to form words. "Nothing close."

I press my lips to the top of her head. "Me either."

"Tell me again that you love me."

"I love you, Annika Daniels. And I'll make sure you know it every day for eternity."


EPILOGUE


I'm sitting at the dining room table when Annika walks out, and I'm struck, just like I have been every day for the last four years, by how perfect she is. Her perfect hair falls perfectly past her shoulders. Her flawless breasts flow flawlessly to her slender waist. The impeccable curve of her hips carries my imagination to what's hidden by her long, flowing floral dress.

"Why am I nervous about this?" She rests her palm against my cheek and then sits on my lap. I groan as my dick stirs under my black slacks, and it takes all my willpower to not throw her dress up and bend her over the table. I put my hands on her waist and shift her, so she can feel exactly what she's doing to me. She giggles when she feels the pressure I'm under.

"A new baby is always a big deal." I pinch her ass, and she jumps. "Mom and dad are going to be so excited today."

She takes my hand and pulls it to her lap, and I suspect it's to keep my hands off of her. At least for now. "For their first grandchild? Your mom is going to be beyond excited. And you know what this is going to lead to... sooner or later."

"I know. We just need to stick to our guns, right?"

"Right." Her voice is firm, and it takes away any doubts that I have. "Let's do this." She gives my hand a quick squeeze before standing and tugging on my arm to get me to stand with her.

When we pull up to mom and dad's, there's a strange car already parked near the garage. It has to belong to my sister Bel and her husband. They live on the other side of the country, so aside from holidays and special occasions, we hardly ever see them. I feel the nervousness pulse through Annika as I put the car in park. "You and me." It's something that one of my teammates used to say before every football game. As we sat at our lockers, he would walk to each of us, hit us on our shoulder pads, and then yell "you and me out there" before moving on to the next teammate. On the surface, it was silly. Obviously, a football team is more than just two people. But damn, if it didn't fire us up every time.

"You and me." She puts her hand on top of mine and smiles at me. Since we graduated, it's become our saying now. Our way of reminding each other that we're always there for the other one. No matter what.

As soon as we walk inside, Annika gasps and darts into the living room. "Oh my God, she's such a cutie!" Mom is sitting on the couch holding tiny Desiree tight against her chest, and Annika sits next to her. I stand next to dad and look down at the newborn. She's almost entirely covered in blankets, but her face and several tufts of incredibly dark hair are sticking out. Dad smiles at me for just a second before turning back to his granddaughter.

Bel gave birth to Desi a little over three months ago. And there have been hundreds of photos and video calls since then. But this is the first time any of us are seeing her in person, and if I thought I loved my niece before, it's nothing compared to what I feel now that I see her in person.

Mom looks up at my sister and then hands Desi out toward Annika. She's hesitant at first, waiting for permission, but when no one says anything, she cups her hands under the delicate newborn's head and holds her body against her own. "Alberto?" she calls out to me, and I take the last spot on the couch. My body pressed against hers as she holds Desi between us. "That's your Uncle Tito. He's not as scary as he looks. He's a giant teddy bear. And I'm your Aunt Annika."

Desi sneezes an introduction, and we all laugh. Annika uses the edge of a blanket to wipe some snot from the baby's nose. She shifts so Desi is directly between us now. Her warm body touching both of us. When Annika's eyes move up to mine, I know she's thinking the same thing I am. Maybe we shouldn't wait to start a family. Maybe Desi would like a cousin her own age. Maybe we can start working on that tonight when we get home.
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CHAPTER ONE



"So, you're going, right?" she asks.

I allow my head to fall back dramatically, letting it hit the couch cushion behind me. "I don't want to."

She twists and looks at me. I know what's coming, and I preemptively roll my eyes. "No one thinks that way about you. I wish I could convince you of that."

Everyone thinks that way about me. It's impossible to take one look at me and not. And she expects me to stand up on a stage in front of a crowded room, just so my bosses can accept some award while everyone in the audience stares at me? And they all would. There are just six of us, so I couldn't even hide behind someone, my go-to defense whenever I have to do something like this. "You know that's not true, Ti. You might not see it, but everyone else does."

"I wish you could see it from someone else's perspective. Just to prove how wrong you are." Ti takes my hand, and that tingling warmth pours from her fingertips into my skin and rolls up my arm to my chest, where my heart pumps it out through my body. I close my eyes and feel it moving through me. It happens every time we touch each other, so I should be used to it by now. But I'm not.

I sit there for a minute, enjoying her touch and the silence that we always fall into when we have this discussion, but then I open my hand and stand up. "I'll go. You know I will. I think I just like to whine sometimes." I smile at her. It's just my imagination, but even with her sitting and me standing, it seems like we're eye-to-eye.

"Only sometimes? I always knew you were delusional, but that's extreme, even for you." She curls her lip into a sneer and then laughs. "Do you want me to go with you?"

I snort. "As a sympathy date, or as a way to showcase how short I really am?"

"Neither. To support my best friend. And maybe to get some free food. I've always been curious what they serve at these things."

I shake my head and go to the kitchen. "Do you want anything while I'm up?"

"And you do realize you're not even that short, right? It's not like you're a little person. You're just a little on the shorter side of normal. So what?"

I take the clip off the bag of cheese puffs and pop one into my mouth before carrying the bag back to the couch. "I'm 5'2". That would be 'on the shorter side of normal' if I were a woman. For a man, that practically makes me a freak." I tilt the top of the open bag toward Ti, and she takes a handful.

"Hey! I'm not going to let you say that about yourself."

"It's true. That's why I'm the only 25-year-old virgin in the entire United States. Maybe in all of North America. Women aren't exactly lining up to spend time with me."

"I'm here."

"Says the lesbian woman eating all my cheese puffs. You know what I mean."

In the corner of my eye, I see her shake her head. "Just relax and be yourself. You'll find the right girl someday."

"Says the single lesbian woman who hasn't found her own right girl yet."

She bumps her shoulder against mine. "Someday."


CHAPTER TWO



After Ti leaves, I open the browser on my phone and type "suits for very short men who really do not want to wear a boy’s suit to a fancy event." It's a joke so I don't expect anything, but the page is filled with results on selecting the right suit for shorter men. The only problem is that most of those articles talk about selecting a suit for a short man who is 5'7", practically a giant in my mind. In the middle of the page, though, one result catches my eye and then makes me chuckle as I read it.

Savile Creations

Bewitchingly Bespoke Suits and Captivating Couture Gowns for hard-to-fit clients. A master tailor, trained in London by the best practitioners in the lost art of...

The copy ends there, so I click to see what mysterious lost art they're claiming to know. But their website is nothing like the search result. Pictures of handsome men in suits and beautiful women in gowns. Just like any other site. Just as I'm about to tap the back button, a window pops up. At first, I assume it's the typical Give us your email address, and get 25% off offer that websites always seem to have. But it isn't. "Schedule a free consultation to see what magic we can perform for you." Then there's a phone number. No signup form. No link to another page. What would it hurt? I save the number in my phone and close the browser tab.
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A man answers when I call the number on Monday afternoon. He sounds older and has an accent that I can't quite place. At times I'm convinced it's English. Then I'm sure it's Australian. There are even a few moments where it sounds like he's from the American South. When I hang up, I try to think of the different things he said and the way he said them, but it just leaves me confused. All I know is that I have an appointment right after work. I'm not sure how good the company can be if they're able to get me in that quickly, but the address he gives me is in one of the most affluent areas of the most upscale street in town. There's no way they can afford the rent there if they aren't successful. And extremely expensive. But I'm willing to spend for something that will look good on me and last for years.

Savile Creations is between a jewelry store and a shoe store so high-end I've never even heard of them—I take a selfie in front of the shoe store and send it to Ti, knowing that she'll be jealous and wondering if she'll recognize the name. If it weren't for the bright pink numbers above the door, I would have walked right past the tailor's shop in the middle. The walls are a black matte, and there's no sign. Just the name painted in a glossy black above the door. It's elegant and understated, but also almost impossible to read. But they probably don't have to worry about walk-ins. I'm sure their clients are the type to make appointments.

The inside is nothing like I expect. I had imagined a small counter with a woman standing behind it. Her white blonde hair would be pulled back so tight it would look like she had a shaved head from a distance. She would be wearing something impossibly modern in all black or all white, and after she checked me in, she would walk me to a sleek waiting room where everything was made from concrete and leather. She would offer me a glass of champagne and tell me that "the master tailor" would be with me in just a minute. But there's no counter and no woman and no waiting room.

The inside is navy blue. Everything. The walls, the carpet, the dress forms. The room somehow even smells the way navy blue should smell—of prestigious old money, solid and unconcerned with brighter colors because it knows it will always be right here while they come and go. There are at least a dozen dress forms in different states of dress. Some have the beginnings of suits, grey and black and even green, lined with white marks. A couple have long dresses flowing down from their curved shoulders to the floor. And there are some that hold completed suits.

I walk toward one of them. Even a few feet away, I can tell this isn't the typical suit fabric I'm used to. The weave is so tight I can barely see it. When I run a finger along the cuff, it feels smooth like a silk, but it's obviously not. It's too firm and sturdy for that. Whatever it is, I shudder when I think about how much it must cost. No wonder they can afford to be in this area.

"You must be Mr. Thatcher. Welcome. I'm Charles Roberts." Just from the few words, I know it's the same man I spoke to earlier. His accent that seemed so varied and out-of-place over the phone fits this place perfectly.

I turn to look at him. He's tall, easily over six feet, and his hair is an almost even mix of black and grey. A true salt and pepper. He has just a hint of five o'clock shadow, and he's wearing a navy blue vest over a white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His pants taper gracefully to a pair of dark brown oxfords that look to be old but cared for. They glint under the overhead lights. Everything together makes him look elegant but practical, like a silver set that has been polished over and over but whose age sometimes peeks through proudly.

"Call me Grayson, please." I extend my hand to meet his. He smells like cotton and leather.

He looks me over, but doesn't make a point of looking down at me the way so many people do. Instead, his brown eyes come quickly back to mine. "So you're interested in a suit. As you know, there are many different types. What specifically are you looking for?"

I shift my weight away from him just a little. No, I didn't know there were different types of suits. I thought it was always just a pair of pants with a jacket and maybe a vest if you're looking for something old-fashioned. "I, uh, I'm not really sure. There's this big industry awards ceremony, and my team at work is being honored. So I need something for that. But I'd like it to be something I can wear to other events too."

He takes a step back and really looks at me now. The way his eyes bore into me makes me feel like a specimen being analyzed before a dissection. But he doesn't notice my discomfort. Every so often, he nods as he mutters to himself. "Shawl... single... no vent... certainly flat... Turn please."

It takes me a moment to realize that he's talking to me and not himself, and it makes me jump a little. Hopefully not enough that he notices. When I'm facing away from him, I look over my shoulder, and he has his hands raised, framing me the way an artist might.

"Ah, stand straight but relaxed, please."

After standing like that for a minute, I hear him step closer to me. Then he wraps a tape measure around me. He seems to take measurements almost every inch from the top of my chest down to my ankles. Then he measures the length of my inseam, the distance from the floor to each knee, the distance from the floor to my waist, and then the distance from my waist to my shoulders in the front and the rear. I've only been fitted for a suit one other time in my life—when my ex-friend Adam was married two years ago—and it was nothing like this. The woman that day probably only took four or five measurements. This man might have almost one hundred by the time he's finished.

"Thank you," he announces when he's done. "I believe I have enough to work with, at least until our first fitting. Before I begin, do you have any requests for me?"

I laugh. "Well, it would be great if this suit could make me taller."

He stares at me for more than a minute. "I won't make you taller," he says with complete seriousness, like I wasn't joking, "but there are things I can do to make your height appear more... normal to everyone who sees you. But normal is no fun. That which makes us different is that which makes us who we are."

Yeah, well, I wish I wasn't me. I nod and grit my teeth for an instant before smiling at him.

"Do you mean that? That you wish you weren't you?"

My jaw drops. I didn't say that out loud, did I? Oh God, he must think I'm an idiot. I try my best to laugh, so he'll think that it's a joke. "Of course not. I just..." Of course I do. Would anyone blame me for thinking that?

The man clucks and then covers his mouth with the tips of his fingers. His eyes run up and down my body several more times and then back to the tablet where he recorded my measurements. "There are a couple of directions we could take. I won't know which is correct until we begin journeying, as it were… I need two weeks," he says with a loud finality. "Come back in two weeks."


CHAPTER THREE



Ti and I walk into the little shop right at noon. She moves a few steps ahead of me and then stops to take it all in. The smile on her face grows as she looks around the room. "I never knew places like this existed. Is this how the top 1% is living?"

"It's how I'm living." I wink and laugh. There's no sign of the tailor, so I stroll to the other side of the room, to the area where he took my measurements. There are two large tables set up here with fabrics and papers spread all over them. I peer down, but I'm not able to tell if any of them are mine. When I look up, a flash of red catches my eyes.

One of the dress forms pushed against the wall has a red suit jacket on it. It looks like any other blazer here except shorter, and for a second I wonder if it's mine. It looks like it could be the right size, but red? I run my hand along its back. Wool, just like so many suits, but it's supple and almost seems to dance as I run the tips of my fingers down its length. I don't know where this guy gets his fabrics, but I suspect that's his real secret. I lean my head against the wall, so I can see the jacket front without moving the mannequin. Under the jacket there's a red and black floral turtleneck, and I feel stupid as soon as I see it.

"Ooh, stylish." Ti leans against my back as she looks down on the jacket. "Is that yours? Are you getting bold in your old age?"

It takes me so long to catch my breath that I worry my lungs have completely stopped. But finally I'm able to slip away from her. "I'm pretty sure I don't qualify as old by any definition, and no, I don't think it is." I look back at it one more time. It's not bad. If not for the girly shirt under it, I might even like it. But like she said, it's bold. And that's not me.

"You'd be old for a woman in the Middle Ages. You should have already had great grandchildren by now."

"Pretty sure that's not physically possible. Even if this was the Middle Ages. And if I was a woman."

"Grayson, please forgive me." The room is filled with fabrics, but the tailor's voice still somehow reverberates. "I was delayed on the phone. Problems with a supplier. Oh, and I see you've brought a friend today. Lovely to meet you, I'm Charles Roberts, master tailor, and the man charged with transforming your friend's life."

The way his voice curls the word friend makes it sound like he thinks there's something more between Ti and me. A lot of people think that when they meet us. It's embarrassing to admit, even to myself, but I thought there might be a chance of that when we first met. But that will obviously never be. I normally correct people, but it doesn't seem worth the effort today.

"I'm Kristina Evans." Ti shakes the man's hand. "So you really think one suit can change a person's life?"

The man's eyes seem to twinkle, and the side of his mouth quirks up. "I've seen it many times. Our clothes are a simple but powerful way to change everything about us. This jacket, for example." He spins the dress form holding the red blazer so it's facing us. "You see this, and you automatically think the person wearing it must be assertive and, dare I say, even bold. But would you believe that she's actually terribly modest and even shy? At least until she wears this." His last sentence is so quiet that I wonder if it was meant for us.

Ti giggles. "At first I wondered if that was part of Grayson's suit."

The tailor looks from the blazer to me. "Oh no. This wouldn't fit him. Not unless.... But I suppose we should get to our business. No doubt you two are very busy today."

Not really. We have reservations at an escape room after this. Ti has wanted to do one for as long as I've known her, and even though I have no interest, I agreed to go with her today. I hope after this, she can scratch it off her list, and I won't have to hear over and over about how fun they must be.

"Right this way, please." He guides us to a different area of the shop. There are scraps of fabric and scissors and a tray full of pins on this table too, and when we get there, he holds one of the fabric pieces against my chest. "Normally, I like for you to wear the same undergarments for your fitting as you will when you wear my creation, but for today, this will do."

I look down at the faded black t-shirt and jeans that I have on. I never thought about dressing up for this. Should I have worn a button-down shirt? My dressiest pair of boxers? I have to bite the inside of my lip to keep from chuckling.

"That's going to fit?" Ti asks, and it makes me look at the scrap of fabric against my chest. Or what I thought was a scrap. It's pinned in several spots and lined in dashes and dots that look like road markings leading in all directions at once. Now that I look more closely, I see that there are sleeves and the beginnings of a thin lapel. Ti is right to question it because there's no way that it's going to fit. I can already tell it will be too tight across my shoulders.

"Not quite," the tailor answers. "There is still plenty of fabric left to make all the adjustments we need. For these fittings, we settle for almost perfect and move closer and closer to our final goal with each one."

I suppose I should have asked before ordering, but I just assumed after all the measurements he took last time that I would only need one fitting. "How many fittings will there be? I need this in a few weeks."

"As many as it takes to make sure all is exactly as it should be." His face is firm at first but then softens. "Everything will be finished on time. I've never missed a deadline. Now, let me help you into this. Careful, so none of the needles poke you." He holds the jacket out behind me and slips it over my arms as I extend them.

When it's on, he hums to himself as he moves pins and draws new lines. At a couple of points, he cuts away what I assume is excess fabric. All the time, I watch Ti's face for any sign of what she thinks. But she's so enraptured by the man's movements that her face is blank.

"Tell me, Grayson, what do you want this suit to announce when you walk into the room?"

I snicker. I suppose when handcrafting high-end clothes is your living, you take it seriously, but sometimes he seems to go overboard. What on earth could a suit possibly announce? "I don't know. I just want to look like I fit in. For once."

Ti gives me a sympathetic smile.

"You want more than that," the tailor says. "Don't be shy. I'm remaking you into something new and exciting, so tell me what you want that to be."

If I thought he was being overly dramatic before, he just flew so far beyond that he might as well be on a different planet now. What I want is to tell him that it's just a suit. It's not a heart transplant.

"I just want to look good in it."

"Yes. And?"

"And... I don't know." I try to visualize myself walking into the ballroom of the downtown hotel. I picture red carpet lining the entrance and round tables covered in white table cloths. There are white plates sitting on golden chargers with gold silverware arranged carefully on the sides. Suspended from the ceiling, there are white and black and gold balls, all lighted and all different sizes. The room is dim, like a three-star restaurant, but the stage is so bright it draws my attention to it. There's a clear plexiglass podium holding a single thin black microphone. Behind it, the red backdrop is the same color as the carpet in the entrance.

I imagine walking onto that stage with the rest of my team. The moment that we've all spent years working toward, and the moment that I've been dreading for months. My shoulders hunch, and I look around for someone to hide behind. That's it right there, isn't it?

"Confident," I say. "I want to feel confident and look good. No, sexy. I want to feel confident and sexy." For once, I want people—not just people, women—to notice me for something other than my height.

"Very good. And..." The tailor looks from me to Ti. "Is there a specific person who you wish to attract?"

She and I both snort at the same time. "Not her," I say. "I'm not really her type." Ti looks down, but I stare at her for a beat longer. No, not her type, as much as I used to wish I could be.

"Ah, I see." He holds his tape against my left shoulder and then records the measurement in his tablet. "Indulge me for a moment, if you will. What type of woman do you wish to notice you?"

I catch myself chewing on my lower lip. This is twice now that he's known what I've been thinking. Am I that obvious? "Someone fun, I guess. Someone who will push me out of my comfort zone."

"Amen to that," Ti whispers. I shoot her a dirty look that forces her to clamp her mouth tight.

"Someone willing to share everything with me and always be there. Pretty standard stuff, I guess."

The tailor looks from me to Ti again and then nods. "Pretty standard. And all very achievable. Yes."

"Hey, if you can make that happen with this suit," I say, "then I'll pay double."

"Not this suit. But by the time we're finished, I will."

I look at Ti to see what she thinks. She shrugs her shoulders, and I just shake my head. Apparently, she doesn't know what to make of this guy either.


CHAPTER FOUR



The woman working at the escape room seems almost glad to see us. There are no cars parked outside, so I wonder if we're the only customers she's had all day. After we sign the disclaimers, Ti and I put our phones into a locker, and I slide the lanyard with the key around my neck.

Ti is so excited she's bouncing up and down, and as soon as the worker closes the door behind us, she turns to me with a huge grin on her face. "There's gonna be a jailbreak!" She takes my hand and drags me behind the bars to what is supposed to be the warden's desk.

"You're a dork."

"A dork who has to break her brother out of jail before the gangs get to him. He's too pretty to survive on the inside." She yanks open the drawers and searches through the papers, looking for the key code that will open the door to the next section.

I shake my head and scan through the papers she hands me. "A dork who invented an entire backstory for this game?"

"Damn it, Grayson, he's innocent and you know it. The system failed—Hey, what about this?" She stiffens and, after a breath, points to the inside of the drawer. There are 4 letters carved into the wood. H-N-A-G.

"Well, the last three letters are certainly right. But come look at this. I noticed this safe on the wall when we came in." I walk around the desk to the safe and look at the dial. There are 10 letters around the outside and then 10 numbers below them. I try twisting the knob to H-N-A-G, but nothing happens. I go the other direction, but it's still locked. "Damn it. Hold on. Try these numbers on the door."

I read her the numbers that correspond with each letter carved into the warden's desk. When she presses the last one, the door beeps and the speakers in the ceiling play a loud clanking sound, a recording of a jail cell door opening.

"Hell yeah." She bounds down a short hallway and into the next room, and I have to almost run to catch up with her. "They didn't realize my boy and me mean business."

"Oh nah, they didn't." Despite myself, I'm actually starting to have fun as I look for the next clue. I flip the levers at the guard station to see if any of them do anything. As far as I can tell, they don't. There's a torn and coffee stained paper titled Seven Facts I Bet You Never Knew. I skim the list quickly, noting that at least number four—"Jupiter is the fourth planet from the sun"—is false. At the bottom, it says Rock Island Almanac, pg 44.

"Wait..." That can't be. I take my glasses off and read the name of the publication again.

"Did you find something?" Ti is holding a mop that looks like it may have been used for years to clean an actual jail.

I look from the paper to her and back again. This is... how? I fold my glasses and slip them into my jeans pocket. "Maybe, but it's my eyes. I'll explain later. No time now." I glance up at the digital clock on the wall. The red numbers are huge and tell us that we have only 30 minutes left and we still need to clear two more rooms after this.

My pulse quickens as I think that we might not make it. I set the paper down and turn to the wall behind the desk chair. There is a series of red and green lights. Seven of them. It can't be a coincidence that there are seven lights and a list of seven facts. "Look for something that has seven switches or buttons," I call out to her.

"Already found it. In the janitor's closet."

I have her flip a switch and the light changes from red to green. This has to be it. We work through the fact list, flipping a switch up and turning the light green for every statement that is true and pushing the switch down for every one that's false. Neither of us is sure about number five, but since we know the others, it's easy to try it both ways. When we mark it as false, the speakers play the sound of a cell opening again, so we hurry into the next passage.

This one is low and dark. I don't have to duck, but when I hear a thud and then Ti muttering a curse behind me, I know that she should have. "That's what you get for being six feet tall, you giant."

"I'm only 5'11" and a half, thank you. And that hurt. They should put super reflective yellow and black caution tape on it to warn people."

I chuckle. The ceiling did have that tape on it, and apparently, she even saw it before hitting her head anyway.

"Keep laughing, and I might just have to shank you."

I shake my head and walk into the next room. There are three cells in here. Pale yellow bars separate each one. The first two are open, but the last one is closed. I see the hallway to the next section behind its closed gate. So, that part is straightforward at least. I go into the cell on the right, leaving the one on the left for Ti.

I'm only two steps into the cell when I hear her breaths. They're hard and forced, so I turn to see what's wrong. "Did you hit your head so hard you can't breathe now?" She doesn't say anything. She just stares into the cell. There's a wooden chair overturned on the floor and a frayed piece of rope tied to a grate in the ceiling. How are we supposed to believe that a prisoner got rope and a chair inside his cell?

I put my hand on the small of Ti's back, and she jumps. "Hey, are you alright, for real?" When she turns, I see the gleaming path of tears down her cheeks and my insides knot. "What is it? Do you need to sit down?" I try to nudge her to the cell bed, but she doesn't move.

"Grayson..." Her voice is more frayed than the ends of the rope above her head.

"Babe, what is it?"

She wraps her arms around me so tight that it makes my chest ache. "Get me out of here." She sounds like a five-year-old girl with a squeaky voice, and as the last word clears her throat, her body tenses in one sob and then another.

"I'm right here. You're safe." I squeeze her. "Hey, can you hear me?" I yell to the woman monitoring the room, but I'm so loud that people in the building next door can probably hear me. "We need out. It's an emergency. We need out!"

There's a camera in the corner of each room, so the woman working the desk can track our progress. I look up at it, and hope that between that and the microphones in each room that she told us about before we started, she'll notice us and do whatever she needs to do so we can get out. And she must. The room speaker plays the recording of the unlocking jail cell, and then the woman comes on. "It's all open. Just follow the hallway. Do you need paramedics?"

I don't know what to tell her. I look up at Ti. For a second, she doesn't say anything, but then she finally shakes her head and her grip around my back loosens. "Please don't leave me."

"I'll never leave you. I promise." I take her hand and pull her out of the cell. "No paramedics," I announce to the lady at the desk.

As soon as Ti is out of the cell, she relaxes. She doesn't clench my hand so tightly, and her breathing isn't nearly as loud as it was just ten seconds ago. But I still don't let go of her as we walk through the last cell and back into the warden's office—what was supposed to have been both the first and last room to clear, but its door to the lobby is open now.

The woman is standing just outside the doorway. Her face is pinched up and her hands are clutched tight in front of her. "Is she okay? What's wrong?"

"I don't know. She hit her head in the hall, and then just... I don't know."

"I told them that was a problem. Are you sure you don't want me to call an ambulance?" Her voice sounds like she's almost pleading for Ti to let her do it.

But Ti shakes her head. "Just home. Please?" She looks at me. The tears are still pouring down her cheeks. Her face is as red as the suit jacket we saw earlier.

"Sure, babe. Of course. I just need to get our things." I take the key from my neck and try to slip it into the lock, but I'm shaking so much that I can't get it to fit. "Fuck." I try again, but I still can't get it.

"Here." The worker takes the key from me and opens our locker. I take our cell phones and the keys to Ti's car and thank the woman. She looks like she could cry now. I tug Ti's hand to get her out of the room before she starts. It's the last thing Ti needs.

Her grey SUV is still the only car parked outside. I walk her to the passenger door and help her slide in. The seat is pulled up for me, so she bangs her knees against the dash but doesn't say anything. The fact that she doesn't jokingly curse at me tells me she's still not alright. "You need to tell me what's wrong Ti. Do we need to go to the hospital?" I hand her the seatbelt. She looks at it for a second, but then fastens it.

"No. Just take me home. I'll explain then." She sighs and closes her eyes.

I take her hand between mine and give it a squeeze as I lean in and kiss her cheek. I don't know why I do it. I'm not even thinking. I just want to let her know that I'm here for her. She doesn't react, and I shut the door and hurry to the other side, afraid to leave her alone even a second longer than I have to. As soon as I'm in the car, I hold my hand out for her, and she takes it.

Neither of us speaks on the ride home. As I pull her car into the garage, she lets go of my hand. "I'm better now." She still sounds shaky, so I know that's a lie. But it's a good sign that she's talking.

"Let's get you inside." I go around to her side of the car and help her out. We go up the two steps into her kitchen and I take her right up the stairs to her bedroom. She starts to pull away from me as I peel back the blanket, but I grip her hand tighter. "You don't have to sleep, but you need to rest." She sighs when I guide her to sit on the edge of the bed.

As she lies down, I slip her shoes off and pull the blanket over her. Then I get in on the other side of the bed and slide until my body is pressed against hers, the blanket between us. I tuck her hair behind her ear and run my hand along it and down to her shoulder, where I let it drape across her. "Tell me what's wrong."

She pulls in a deep breath and holds it before blowing it out between her pursed lips. "I don't like to talk about it."

"Tough tuna, Ti. Now spill."

She chuckles, and the sound makes me smile. "Tough tuna?"

I shrug even though she can't see it. "What's wrong, sweetie? We tell each other everything. So tell me."

"I've never told anyone this. Only my mom and my brother know." She rolls over to face me and presses her forehead against mine. Her breath smells like the slice of cherry cheesecake she had with lunch. "It's so stupid."

"Ti..."

She exhales, and it blows my hair into my eyes. I brush it off my forehead without taking my eyes off her. "When I was seventeen, my dad hanged himself. And that cell... that setup..."

"Oh, Ti." I pull her so tight there's barely room for the blanket between us. "That has to be so tough."

"That's the thing. It was, but it's not anymore. I still think about him all the time. The way we fought and fought when I told him I wanted to quit basketball in the ninth grade. Then the next day, he took me out for ice cream after school. He made the girl behind the counter mix cherry cordial and chocolate and vanilla for me because he knew that's how I ate it at home. And he never said another word about basketball. He never gave any sign at all that he was mad at me after that. About anything. I thought everything was fine..."

"Honey, it's not—"

"I know it's not. I guess. He did it right after I left for college. I saw a therapist there for months. She told me over and over that it wasn't my fault. That it was just mental illness. And at last, I got to the point where I mostly believed her, and that made it bearable."

"The first time you went back home must have been so hard."

She pulls away and looks into my eyes. She's not crying. She probably doesn't have any tears left. But somehow she looks even sadder now. "I didn't go back." She pauses, and I think she's waiting for me to say something. But there's nothing to say. I'm not sure I would have gone back home that first year, either. "I've never gone back." The words are barely louder than her breath.

"Ti—"

Her lips press against mine, and for four or five heartbeats, I'm not sure what she's doing. Then her tongue slips between my lips and slides against mine. She's kissing me? As soon as I realize it, my body goes weak. I should pull away. I should push her back. But isn't this what I've wished for since I first met her?

She rolls me over onto my back and then swings a leg over me. I'm cocooned in the blanket and held in place by her legs now as her mouth continues to press against mine. Her hand slides down to my chest, and she massages my nipple. Even through the blanket and my t-shirt, her touch feels incredible. I can't help myself. I moan against her lips. She giggles.

"That's my girl." My core burns, and my dick swells when she calls me that. I try to wrap my legs around her, but I'm trapped in the blanket and can't move. "You were so good to me today. You're always so good to me. I want to thank you." She slides down and her mouth follows. Moving along my chin and my neck and then to my collarbone. She sucks on the skin, drawing it into her mouth, and I never knew it could be so sensitive.

We shouldn't do this. The voice in my mind is tiny. Almost drowned out by the rush of blood and the soft moans we're both making. We shouldn't do this. We shouldn't do this! I press my head back into the pillow. My long hair catches and pulls, and it jolts me. My long hair? We should not be doing this! "Ti... God damn it."

"Mmm." Her lips vibrate against my skin and make me lose my breath.

"Ti, stop." Fuck that. Please don't ever stop.

"No." She slides a hand down my belly and presses against my hard dick through the blanket.

I gasp. She can't mean this. I know she doesn't. "Ti, stop it now." I try to pull a hand free, so I can grab hers, but I can't get loose. "Ti, I mean it. Stop this."

She freezes and then lifts her head up. Her dark green eyes are dancing, and her lips are parted. Her breaths coming fast between them. "Don't you want this?"

"You know I do." My cock pulses, and she must feel it because her lips turn up into a grin. "But you don't."

"Oh, but I do." Her hand squeezes around my dick, and I have to close my eyes and take several deep breaths to stop myself from coming right now.

I shake my head. "Ti, you don't even like boys, so why are you doing this?"

"You're not really a boy, though, are you? Don't you want to be my girl?"

Fuck! I growl and roll over, getting away from her touch before I burst into flames. Why does it feel so good when she calls me her girl? "Not today, Ti. You're not thinking straight today. Just lay back down, and I'll..." Go masturbate before my dick explodes? "I'll go make us some dinner. Just something quick."

"No." She draws the whining word out so long it becomes a guttural croak. "Stay right here with me."

I bite the knuckle on my thumb. Does she know how much she's torturing me right now? "Promise me you'll stay on your side of the blanket, and you won't try to touch me again like that."

She whimpers but then slides off me. "I promise—for now—but you have to be a good girl and stay right here with me. Deal?"

"Deal."

She reaches behind her and somehow her hand goes right to my cock. "That's not good enough. You have to say it."

I grind myself against her palm and then pull my hips back. "I promise I'll be a good girl and stay right here with you," I say.


CHAPTER FIVE



I don't take Ti with me to the fitting this time. I haven't even talked to her in the last week. I don't know if we're both avoiding each other or if I'm just avoiding her, but I know I can't talk to her. Every time I think about her, I hear her calling me her girl, and every time, it makes my body tingle even though it's so obviously wrong. I'm not her girl. I'm not a girl, period. I know we need to talk about it eventually, but I'm not ready for that. She was just emotional and didn't know what she was doing. And I was... what? What's my excuse for the excitement I felt every time she said it?

The tailor is standing in front of a mannequin when I walk through the door. He's wearing the same navy blue vest that he has worn every time I've seen him, but this time he's practically covered in fabrics. There are black cottons draped over one shoulder and a gold sequined fabric over the other. The table behind him is a mess of blacks and golds and silvers and one streak of sheer red that looks like a river cutting through it all.

"Grayson, wonderful to see you. You've caught me quite literally with my hands full. Give me just a moment, please." He leans forward and pins the gold material onto the dress form. It runs diagonally from one shoulder to the opposite hip. A sash for someone who just won an extravagant contest. He carefully lays the rest of the materials on the table and then turns to me, his smile as broad as the sparkling sash and almost more brilliant. "You did not bring your girlfriend today?"

My face instantly heats to a temperature that could melt iron. "She's not my girlfriend."

"Maybe not yet." He winks and stands in front of a different dress form, blocking it from me before I can see what's on it.

"And no. She's not here today."

He clicks his tongue against his teeth. "Such a shame. She would love seeing this. Take off that shirt."

The black button-down shirt I wore specifically today because I thought he would want to see how the suit jacket fit over it. I want to toss my hands up, but he's the expert. I unbutton it and then set it over the back of a chair. The room is chilly in just my thin white undershirt.

"Now, close your eyes." When I don't do it right away, he cocks an eyebrow at me, and I give in. "Very good. Keep them closed, please. Remember, this is just a preliminary fitting. Think of it as a rough draft with many changes still to be made, including some dramatic ones. But I have a feeling you'll love this."

His voice pitches up little by little with each of the last few words, and at the end, I almost feel an electricity pulse through me. When I feel the fabric slide up my left arm, my eyelids fight to open. I have to clamp them shut—it takes almost all the concentration I have—but the tickling that runs across my skin under the suit makes it hard to focus on anything except the million twinges rolling up my arm and racing to the far ends of my body. Even my breaths are falling under the rhythm of those waves. When the jacket is on, I shrug and take a deep breath. It's like the air is completely different now. It's not the stale smell of fabrics and time. There's something light about it. Floral and unconcerned.

My eyelids flutter just a bit, but as soon as they do, a hand presses against them. His hand. His skin is worn rough, each ridge of his fingerprints a mountain scraping against my skin with the slightest movement either of us makes. "No peeking." His voice is everything that his hand isn't—soft and smooth, understanding. With his other hand, he tugs on the jacket, and my shoulders wobble. But then it stops and his hand pulls away. He takes a deep breath, and he's not as close to me now. "I already see some areas that will need adjustments, but open your eyes."

I blink at him and wait for him to tell me more, but he motions behind me. There's a mirror set up there, and I gasp as soon as I see myself. "This..." I brush the hair out of my eyes and tuck it behind my ears.

"Almost perfect. Well on the way to stunning, if I do say so myself."

My eyes flow down the black satin lapels to the deep V that forms just between my chest and my waist. There's just one button holding it here, but it's holding it tightly against my belly. The way the material is cut makes it look like—no. I run my hands down my sides, smoothing it. The only thought that comes into my mind is that this isn't wool. It's softer. So much softer. And there's a very faint pattern to it, but the more I stare to see what it is, the more it seems to blur. As my hands press lower, they draw in at my waist before widening at my—oh my God.

"The primary fabric is my own variation of a silk ciselé velvet. It's something that you'll not find anywhere else in the world. The lapels and welt pockets are made of a satin, of course, and—"

"Hips?" With my hands on the beginnings of their curves and the jacket darting in so tightly at the waist, there's no doubt as I look at myself in the mirror. "Why do I have hips?"

"I do believe, my dear, the vast majority of humans have hips."

I turn on him. Several strands of my long blonde hair fall in my face as I do, and I have to tuck them away again. His face is twisted in a friendly smirk. "These. I didn't..." Exactly what am I thinking? That I didn't have hips like this before I came here? That's absurd. My bones didn't just suddenly transform. It's the suit. Its cut. "Is this too tight?"

He brushes my hands aside and tugs on the jacket. First down and then out to the sides. Then he takes three steps back, his head tilting a little more with each one. "Turn for me." He draws a circle in the air with his index finger, and I spin. "Not at all. When you have a lovely figure, as you do, you ought to show it off. Drawing in the waist is just one way I added a little femininity to what could otherwise be a very masculine garment."

I nod as he says it, and the material choices make sense now. Satin and velvet. Just another way to set it apart from a man's suit jacket. I wonder what the pants will be made of. Why doesn't he have me try those on too? "Are there—hold on, femininity?" The word catches on my tongue, like even it can't believe that it could be right.

"Of course. A lovely young woman such as yourself surely wouldn't want to wear a suit designed for a man. Would you?"

No, obviously not. My face pinches tight as a bolt of pain sizzles through it. "I'm not a woman?" I'm not. I repeat it silently, over and over. I'm not. I'm not. But I'm not sure. Not until I see the tailor's face. It's placid. Not a ripple even while my mind is being sheared into a froth by unbearable winds. "I'm not!"

"Aren't you?" He smiles and reaches out for me. His hand would feel so warm and comforting right now, and isn't that what I need? Something to calm me and help me see clearly. I smile just thinking about it. It's almost like slow motion, but it's so close now. I just need to accept it.

I scream and back away into a rack of dresses behind me. My voice seems to be higher pitched than it was before, but it's the same as it's always been. "What is wrong with me? You!" His hands are clutched in front of his chest like he's praying, and he still has that same warm and welcoming look on his face. "How is this... What are you doing to me?"

"Grace, I'm giving you everything you wanted."

"I wanted a fucking suit!" The words are so loud they distort and crackle in my ears.

He takes a step back, putting a table between us, and I start to relax just a little. "You wanted to be someone else," he says. "Someone whose height wouldn't be seen as a disadvantage. Someone sexy and confident."

"A man. A sexy and confident man."

"And you wanted Kristina to love you. Could she ever love you as a man?"

I shake my head, and all my rage boils so hot that it overflows. I slam the mannequin beside me to the ground and then glare at the tailor. "So you did that to her last week?"

He looks confused, and I think it might be genuine. If I saw that look on anyone else, I would know that it was. "I did nothing to her."

"Bullshit. You made her say that to me. You made her…" I spit the words at him, even though I somehow know he's telling the truth. My fingers tremble as I struggle to undo the one button on the suit. When it finally slips free, I rip the jacket from me and toss it to the floor. "I'm done. Undo whatever it is you've done to me because this is over." I look down at myself. What did he do to me? Nothing seems different, but can I trust myself?

"Grace, I do apologize, but it doesn't—"

"Don't call me that!" I clench my fist as I back away from him, toward the front door.

He holds his hands out to calm me. "Grayson... you may leave. And given time, things will return to what you think of as normal." He picks up the crumpled jacket and smooths it before draping it over his arm. "But I will continue to work on your garment, perfecting it, in case you decide to come back."

I snicker. "There's no way I'm coming back. Not ever."

"There are two possibilities open for you to choose. Take your time deciding."

"I don't need time." The door knob presses into the small of my back. "I know what my choice is." I jerk the door open and stumble outside. The sun is too bright. The air is chilly. I forgot my shirt, but he can have it. There's no way I'm going back in there for it. Not for anything.


CHAPTER SIX



My hands are shaking as I call Ti. I don't know why she would want to talk to me after what happened. After what I let happen. But her message said that she does.

"Hey," she answers.

"Hey." My mouth is suddenly clogged, and I swallow, hoping it clears everything away. "So I need to apologize. I need to do more than that. A lot more than that."

"Who... is this?"

My stomach sinks. There's no way her phone didn't show her who was calling before she picked up. Unless she deleted me from her contacts. Would she have done that? "It's me. It's Grayson."

"It is? Are you okay?"

No. After everything that's happened to me, I am not okay. Not close. "As okay as I can be after what I did to my best friend."

"You sound different." Her words are slow and hesitant, like she still doesn't quite believe that it's me.

Damn it! It's that asshole and these changes. It has to be. But I can't tell her that. Oh, remember that tailor who's making a suit for me? Yeah, turns out he's some kind of evil wizard or something, and he's trying to transform me into a girl. She wouldn't think I was crazy if I told her that. No, not at all. "Yeah, it's just allergies or something. Southern California in January, you know how it is." I try to sniffle, but my nose is dry and it just sounds like a normal inhale.

"I didn't know you had allergies. Anyway, it doesn't matter. I'm so sorry about last weekend. I don't know what got into me, but I should have never done that. And I—"

"You? I'm the one who fucked up. You were emotional, and I took advantage of that."

Ti snorts. "You practically pushed me off of you because I was making a fool of myself. I can't imagine how hard it was for you to do that when this is something you've always wanted."

My breath catches. "That's not true." I sound so weak and distant.

"Grayson, it's obvious. And I feel terrible that I couldn't be into you that way, because other than that little bit between your legs, you're perfect. I wish almost perfect was enough for me."

I should make a joke that the bit between my legs isn't little. It could give us both an easy way out of this conversation, but this doesn't feel like the type of conversation that has an easy way out. It sounds like the type that's going to end with us in tears. "Are you saying—I mean, I get it, and I don't blame you. So I guess..."

"I'm saying come over." She rushes the words into the space I was leaving empty. "Right now, or... whenever. I want to see you."

I look down at myself. At my changed self? How could I explain this to her?

"Please?"

I blow out the breath I'm holding. "I can be there in half an hour."
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I've made the drive to her house so many times that I'm sure I could do it while passed out and in the backseat. But today I make three wrong turns on the way, and what should have been a thirty-minute drive takes closer to an hour. When I pull into her driveway, she's sitting against the back bumper of her SUV.

"Did you get lost?" She chuckles as I get out of the car.

"Just three times."

She walks toward me, but stops when I close the door behind me. "What the hell?"

Her eyes are wide, and she's covering her hand with her mouth. Shit. I looked in a mirror before I left home. I thought the shirt was baggy enough to hide anything different. Apparently it's not. "Do I have something in my teeth?" I smile at her and hope that she'll do the same, but she doesn't. She just stares. "Ti?"

"This doesn't make any sense." She doesn't move her hand when she speaks, so her words are flattened and mumbled. But I could have known what she said even in a different language. How could she say anything else?

I shuffle up to her until I'm so close we could hug each other. But we don't. She still just stares down at me. Her body looks permanently rooted to the concrete beneath her feet. "It's never going to make sense, no matter what I tell you. Can we just pretend that everything is normal?"

"Are you trans? Even if you are, that doesn't... Is it—How does this happen in a week?" She reaches toward me, and I hope that she's going to touch the side of my face. Just that one touch could destroy everything between us, but I need so badly for someone to touch me right now. I need that feeling of someone else's warmth signaling to me that it's all going to be okay. Because deep inside, I don't think anything will ever be okay again after this. But she doesn't touch me. She touches my hair. Pulls it out to the side. Tugs it until I say ouch. And then drops it.

"I told you it won't make sense." I smooth the hair back down. "Do you want to go in?"

She scrunches up her face, and I'm afraid it means the answer is no. That she'll never want me anywhere near her again. And when she shakes her head, I wish that her SUV would slip into gear and crush me under its wheels. "We're going somewhere. Get in."

"Where?"

"You'll see." She finally smiles at me as she goes to the driver’s side and opens the door. I follow suit and lift myself up into the passenger seat, feeling even more like a child because the seat is still set for her. I tense as I remember what happened after the last time we were in here together.

She doesn't say a word to me as she drives, but she does keep looking over at me. Sometimes shaking her head. Sometimes biting her lip. Sometimes clucking her tongue. Sometimes just silently. Those are the times when she looks at me the longest. At every stoplight, her face turns toward me, and my face burns.

When we pull in off the 154, my stomach fills with butterflies. "This is where we're going?"

She grins and slides her hands up and down the steering wheel. "Yep."

"You remembered?" She nods but doesn't say anything.

One night when we'd both had too much to drink, we curled up on the ripped and stained sofa in my small studio apartment. I was sitting with my back to her, and she had one arm around my belly while she stroked my head with the other. I was wasted, but the moment is seared into my memory because I tried to convince myself that it meant there could be something between us. Even though I knew she was a lesbian and I was straight, I wanted to believe. We sat like that all night, telling each other stories of our lives before we met. I told her about the last few years before college, living in a base house at Vandenberg before my parents separated. "As soon as I got my license," I told her, "I'd drive to Cachuma Lake every time my parents would start arguing. I'd just sit along the shore and look at the hills rising above the water on the other side." The hills never screamed obscenities at the lake. The lake never threatened to leave. For a sixteen-year-old boy who was used to everything changing, it was as close to permanent as I could get. By the time I left for college, it wasn't my mom or dad or even my friends that I missed the most. It was the lake.

"Did you ever go out on the lake?" Ti asks as she pulls into a parking space.

I shake my head. "I'd just sit against an old tree and look out."

"Good. You're going to do something new today, then." She's out of the car and walking toward the marina before I even have my seatbelt off.

I rush to catch up to her, but between her long legs and my short legs, she's at the door before I can. "What are you doing?" I ask, but she doesn't answer. She just walks to the counter and introduces herself to the woman there. Once she does, she finally turns and tells me that she called ahead to reserve a boat. The worker walks us through all the paperwork before finally handing the key to Ti with a "You ladies be safe out there" that makes my face redder than the life jackets tucked under my arm. I don't even wait for Ti. I whip out the door and down the concrete steps to the ramp and the rows of waiting blue boats below.

"You can't blame her." Ti calls out when I stop.

"I know." I look at the algae-covered stones under the water.

Ti walks past me and stops at one of the boats. "This is us." It's not much bigger than a canoe. It might even be a canoe that someone stuck a motor on. But we get in. The boat sways dangerously as we do. I drop to the wood bench that serves as a seat as soon as I can, but Ti tries to stand up a little too long. I gasp, certain that she's going to tumble into the marina, but she catches herself and sits down with a sigh.

"Have you ever been on a boat before?" I ask her.

"Been saving my first time for you." She winks as she starts the motor.

She takes us through the no-wake zone and across the lake into a small bay. Almost as soon as we're in the channel, she kills the motor and we drift to a stop in the still waters. There's no one around us.

Ti moves to the bench beside me, even this little movement amplifying through the boat. "Do you know how many times I wished for this, Grayson?" She slides a finger down my arm, and it gives me chills.

"To go boating with me?" I giggle nervously. "Maybe next weekend we can go out to the Channel Islands."

"To be attracted to you. I meant it when I said you were almost perfect." She cups her palm on my knee. "But I suspect you might be more than that now." Her fingers inch up, and I'm sure they're burning holes in my jeans. But I can't look down to see. I can't even look at her. There's a blade of grass taller than the others on the shore. The wind keeps trying to knock it over, but each time it stands up tall again.

"You won't tell me what's going on?" she asks, and I shake my head. Her fingers are just inches away from my crotch now. But she doesn't move her hand any closer. Instead, she tucks my hair behind my ear and kisses my neck. Sucking the skin into her mouth so hard I know there's going to be a mark, but I don't care. I want her to mark all of me.

"Tell me no, Grayson." Her hand leaves my leg and goes to my chest. To my nipple, and I moan as she swirls her thumb around it. "Tell me to stop." I can't breathe, so there's no way I could ever speak. But I don't want to. I could never tell her no now. I could never tell her to stop. Not when I've waited so long for this. Not when I'm sure this is what we both want.

"I mean it. You just have to say the word. Tell me you don't want this as badly as I do, Grayson."

Her lips are just inches from mine now, but she's stopped moving. Her lips hovering so close to mine that I can feel them even though they aren't touching me. "Call me Grace." I press my lips against hers, and the boat could capsize right now without either of us noticing it.


CHAPTER SEVEN



As soon as I get out of the car, Ti takes my hand and holds me against her side. "Are you sure?" She and I have talked so much about this over the last two weeks that I don't know if there's anything let to say.

She didn't believe it when I told her the truth about what had happened to me. And why would she? But it didn't matter. We were happy. We were together the way we'd both always wanted to be. But then the changes started to reverse. One night, she ran her hand down the side of my body and said that I felt different. My hip didn't jut out as far. We both joked about it because neither one of us took it seriously. But a couple of days later, my hair was half the length it should have been when I woke up. It felt like someone was crushing my chest when I looked in the mirror and saw it. My lungs couldn't expand to take any air. I grabbed the sides of the sink and gaped at myself in the mirror. A me I almost didn't recognize anymore. A me I didn't want to recognize.

That's when Ti finally believed that somehow, despite all logic and everything we've ever been taught, the man inside this building was responsible for what had happened to me.

I wanted to storm down here right away and demand he undo whatever was happening, but Ti held me off. "Let's both live with it for a while longer and see what we think. Maybe this will be good enough." And it was for a few more days. But then my stubble and body hair came back and my voice deepened. Ti tried to treat me the same. She said it didn't matter, even though her eyes told me the opposite. But even if she would have been fine with it, I wasn't. I was back in the same body I'd hated for the last ten years of my life. But the hatred was deepened because I knew there was a way out. For such a brief moment, I loved my body, and I knew that was possible again. "I have to go see him," I told her. It didn't matter what she said, but when she nodded, all the weight that had been building fell away from me.

I squeeze her hand and look up into her eyes. The eyes that don't see me the same way anymore. "I'm sure. Are you?"

She swallows hard. "I am." I shut the car door, and we walk the half block to the front of Savile Creations.

The tailor is hand stitching the lapel on what looks like a tuxedo jacket when we walk in. He doesn't look up from his work, just mutters, "Be with you in just a moment, please."

I suck in a ragged breath when he says it. There's still time to walk out the door. And why wouldn't I? What man would ever do this? A man who always felt trapped by his body. A man who would take any chance to live a normal life, no matter how extreme. I run my thumb along the side of Ti's hand and look up at her. Are you sure about this? The question hangs in her eyes. It makes me smile—she makes me smile—and I know that no matter what other reasons I have, she's the only reason I need.

We wait in silence for at least twenty minutes, even though I'm sure it's really only one or two, and when he finally looks up at us, my body straightens and Ti grips me tighter. "Grayson..." There's a question in his tone, but he quickly covers it with a smile. "And Kristina. I am pleased to see you both. What can I do for you?"

I give Ti's hand a quick pump. "I'm here for my final fitting."

The tailor beams. "Excellent. I promise you'll love it. It really is some of my best work. If you'll follow me to the dressing room in the back, please. Just you. We want this to be a surprise for Kristina, yes?" He winks.

"Wait," Ti says. "We want to know how this works with everyone else first. Will they remember Grayson after this? Will I?" Once I convinced her I was sure about doing this, that became Ti's only worry. What if it makes me forget this version of you? I tried reassuring her that it didn't matter, but she insisted that it did.

"For everyone else, it will be as if Grace has always been," he says. "But it will be different for us. Think of it as being in the eye of a hurricane. We're at the center of forces that will swirl and whip around us, but their effect on us will be slightly different. Have you ever seen a photograph that was double exposed? The primary image is still clear, and it's what you see when you first look at the photo. But if you look longer, you can see another image under it all. Both existing at the same time on the print. Grace will always be the dominant image for all of us, but if we focus, our memories of Grayson will still be right there." His dark eyebrows quirk up as he waits for Ti's response, and in the corner of my vision, I see her nod her head.

She pulls my hand so I'm facing her now, and she leans down and kisses me. I know the feel of my stubble against her chin disgusts her, but she holds her lips against mine. "I love you so much," she whispers.

"And I love you even more than that." I tap my lips against hers before I let go of her hand and walk away. Toward the back. Toward the end and beginning of everything for me.

The tailor has his hand held out for me, and when I get to him, he puts it on the small of my back. "How do you feel?"

I laugh. Does he actually care? "Terrified... excited. Ready."

"I promise it will be absolutely painless." He holds a curtain aside for me. "And you will love it. Give me one minute to get everything you need."

I step into the room. It's much larger than I expected. There are two armchairs in here and mirrors on three of the walls. The carpet is the same dense carpet that's in the front room of the shop. Still navy blue with brown lines swirled in it.

He isn't gone long, and when he comes back, he's holding a garment bag and a large box. "Well, I suppose this is the moment. Any last words?" He pauses, and I'm not sure what to say. "Just a joke. I've seen too many old movies. You'll want to start with these." He takes the lid off the box and hands me a pair of panties. They're black and incredibly thin and silky.

I rub the fabric between my fingers, amazed at how they glide over it. "So when I put these on, my... uh..." I motion to my crotch. "That disappears?" I'm surprised at how absolutely fine I am with it. I wondered if I would cling to it and refuse to lose it when it all came down to it. But I'm okay with losing it because I'm gaining so much more.

The man chuckles. "No. Not yet. Those are just normal panties. They do feel wonderful, though, don't they?" He looks at my hand, still rubbing the material, and I blush.

When he turns his back, I know what he expects. I peel off the t-shirt and sweats, and then stand there in just my boxers. I blow out a deep breath before taking them off too and sliding the panties up my legs. I can't believe the way they feel as they slide across my skin. They're so soft, and once they're on, it's almost like I'm wearing nothing. Well, it would be if something wasn't straining against the silky material. "Okay. I'm ready."

"Of course you are, my girl. You wouldn't be here otherwise." My body freezes when he calls me a girl. I'm just minutes away from that for the rest of my life. I force myself to take a breath, to search for any doubts that might have popped up at the last minute. There aren't any.

When I finally look at what he's holding in his hands, it's not what I expected. "A dress?"

"Suits do look fabulous on some women, but I thought this would be more appropriate for you. Please..." He crouches at my feet and holds the black dress out for me.

So this is it. I don't even hesitate before stepping into it. I truly am ready for this. As he pulls it up around me, I don't feel any different. There are no tingles or sparks or lightheadedness or choirs of angels in the background. Just me and the dress. I look in a mirror as he zips it. It's beautiful. Patterned velvet with a dark pink lace overlay. I chuckle. Is the pink an inside joke between us? It doesn't matter. The dress is stunning. I run my hands down the sides of my body, and that's when I notice the change. The drawn in waist. The flare of hips. It's back. My hair is tickling my shoulders, but as my eyes move up to look at it in the mirror, they're caught by something new. Breasts. I can't help myself. My hands go to them right away. I cup them through the material. They aren't too large—just a little larger than Ti's—but they're... nice. My breasts are nice. The thought makes me grin. "So this is—" My voice is back. I didn't realize until just now how much I've missed it the last few days.

"It is. This is you. The new and much improved you. What do you think?"

I look from mirror to mirror, and then I spin to see it all. "I think I love it." Already this body feels like home in a way that other one never did. My eyes float from my hair to my now delicate nose and chin. To my full lips. To my breasts and then the curve of my waist and hips. The gentle taper of my legs. Everything encased in a dress that makes no attempt at all to hide my curves. "Isn't this a little long, though?" I motioned to the dress pooled at my feet. It's something I was used to as a man. Everything was too long on me. Is this life going to be more of the same?

"Not at all." He turns to the box and pulls out a pair of heels.

My stomach flutters when I see them. They're too high. I'll never be able to walk in them. But when I slide into them. When I take my first steps, it's like I've worn heels my entire life. And I suppose I have.

"If you're ready, I believe Kristina would love to see you." He walks me to the door, but then stays behind as I enter the main store. Ti has her back turned and is examining a mostly finished dress as I tiptoe up behind her. She doesn't hear me coming or notice me standing behind her. It's not until I clear my throat that she jumps and turns to face me. As soon as she does, her hand flies to her mouth and clamps down tight. Her thumb pinches against the side of her nose, and I wonder if she can breathe.

"So?" I do everything I can to force down my smile as I hold my arms out, but it doesn't work. The grin bubbles up and takes over my face.

"Grayso—Grace, oh my God." Her hand is still pressed tight against her mouth and I can barely hear her, but I don't need to. The tears streaming down her cheeks tell me enough.

I wrap my arms around her and pull her tight against me. "It's done, babe. It's all done." The feeling of my breasts being smashed against her body is new and sends a wave down to my core. Oh my—I have a... my body trembles. How did I just forget that in the last five minutes?

"Are you... okay?"

I lean back. "No." I put on the saddest face I can. I wish I could make myself cry. But when she goes stiff, I know this is enough even without any fake tears. "I'm fucking ecstatic, Ti. How does this feel so much like me already?"

"You bitch!" She slaps my shoulder just hard enough that it stings. "Don't do that to me! I was scared for a second." She takes a step back and looks me over, and the tears roll down her face again. "That dress is gorgeous. You are gorgeous. Oh my God, Grace, I can't believe this. Even after I knew it was real, I still just can't... Oh my God."

"It still astonishes a little part of me each time too." The tailor walks toward us. "And I've been doing it for years. So, ladies, what do you think? Is she perfect?"

Ti nods her head quickly up and down. "Absolutely perfect. In every way."
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"You should probably change so we can go home." Ti's arms are wrapped around me and her belly is pressed against my back. We're standing in front of a mirror. Me in my black full-length evening gown, and her in a pair of jeans and a crop top with a faded "Proud Santa Barbarian" printed over a rainbow and a drawing of a leather-clad woman holding a sword.

I lean back and bury the top of my head under her chin, purring. "I don't ever want you to let me go. And I don't ever want to take this dress off." There's an irrational fear bouncing around and telling me that all this will end as soon as I take the dress off. I'll go back to being who I was before and Ti will go back to being my best friend, not my girlfriend.

"I don't ever want to let go of you either, but I think this man would eventually like us to leave his shop." The tailor loudly sets his shears on a table just then, like he is agreeing with Ti, but is too polite to actually say it.

I bend my lips into a pout. "Fine. But you have to help me get this off."

She slides her hands lower down my front. "You want me to help you get naked?"

When her hands press between my legs, I gasp, and suddenly I want out of this dress right now. I work my fingers through hers and tug her toward the back.

Just as we get to the curtain, the tailor stops us. "If either of you ladies needs anything, you'll have to come and get me. The dressing area is totally soundproof." I swear he winks as he turns back to the pile of fabrics in front of him.

I pull her even harder toward the back now. When we get there, I draw the curtain closed behind us, and my lips fall onto hers as soon as I turn around. We've kissed before—so many times in the last few weeks—but none of the others made me feel like I turned to water. I cling to her shoulders, unsure if I can support myself if I don't. Even with my heels on, she's so much taller than me, but we fit together perfectly.

As our tongues dance around each other, she slides the zipper of my dress down. Her hands are like warm stones running down my spine. When it's unzipped, she pulls my arms away from her neck. I whimper. "I know baby," she says, "but I need to see you."

I slip my arms out of the dress and it falls into a puddle at my feet. I pick it up and carefully drape it across the back of a chair and then step out of my panties before turning back to Ti. She's motionless. "Say something. Please."

She doesn't at first. Her eyes just move up and down my body several times. But then she swallows. "Oh my God." It's at least the tenth time she's said that in the last thirty minutes, but this time I don't know if she means it in a good way or a bad way.

"I'd really like a little more input than that." I try to laugh, but it comes out as a nervous choke.

Ti walks up to me and presses on my shoulders, moving me backward. The backs of my knees press against the front edge of an armchair, and I fall into it. As I do, Ti, lowers herself to her knees and moves her hands to my breasts. She cups them and kneads them. And when her thumbs press against my nipples, I moan and my head rolls back.

I can't catch my breath as I stare at the ivory-colored ceiling. When I'm sure I can't take any more, she stops. Her hands move lower, tickling the fine hairs on my belly and giving me goosebumps. Past my belly button. To the tops of my thighs. She pries my legs apart, and I shiver as the cool room air hits the folds of my vagina. As she sees everything.

"I meant it," she says. "You're absolutely perfect." She lowers her head between my legs. Her tongue barely even touches me when I suck in a loud breath that sounds halfway to a shriek, but she doesn't let up and let me process these new feelings. Her tongue laps against me while her finger finds my clit. She looks up at me with a devilish grin. "This is going to be too easy." She presses against my nub, and I have to cover my mouth to keep from screaming. I pinch my eyes shut and let my head roll in any direction it wants to.

Between her tongue licking along my seam and her finger circling and pressing and circling, I feel like a herd of galloping bison is driving me closer and closer to a cliff. I only stop when I can't move back another inch. "Ti... please."

She stops, and I look down at her. Only her eyes are visible, but she's staring at me. "Please what?" she asks, and I don't know. Am I begging her to stop or to push me even further?

It takes me a moment to gather enough breath to even speak. "Please... more."

"That's my girl."

I do scream this time as she presses against me. As I plummet into an abyss that I don't ever want to come out of. I scream over and over as every muscle in my body clenches and then shudders. And she keeps going. Her tongue and finger are spurs, and she uses them mercilessly. I have no control over my body anymore. Everything I am belongs to her now. And with one last tremble, I collapse.

"Oh my God, Ti... what the fuck... was that?" I ask between broken gasps.

"The first of many to come," she says.


EPILOGUE


As soon as she puts the car in park, I wrap my hand around hers. "Are you sure about this?" I ask her for at least the thirteenth time today.

She turns to me. "No, I'm not sure, but I need to do it."

"No, you don't. We can turn around right now. We can meet them in town. Or we can fly them to California. It doesn't have to be in this house."

She gives me a weak smile that doesn't come close to her eyes. "Is that what you really think, or are you just trying to make me feel better if I decide to be a coward? Do you think I should run away from this again? Do you think Michelle would tell me to run away?"

Michelle is Ti's therapist. What happened in the escape room convinced her that she wasn't even close to over her dad's suicide. Together, we found Michelle. She specializes in grief counseling, especially traumatic losses, and Ti's been seeing her regularly for the last year. It was Ti's idea to come here—to introduce me to her family—but she never would have done it if Michelle didn't think she was ready for this.

I squeeze her hand so hard I'm surprised I don't hear her knuckles pop. "I just want what's best for you. Whatever that is. I'm not going to leave your side the whole time we're here. You need to go pee? I'm going with you, missy."

"I love you so much. Even when you're being silly. Now let's go. I want them to meet the woman I love." Ti opens her door and then looks at our hands.

"Oh. Yeah, I guess I need to let go. But just for now." I hurry out of the car and take her hand again as soon as I can. It's mostly for her. But I am a little nervous too. I've talked to her mom and brother on the phone, but this will be the first time to meet them in person. What if they hate me?

"You know you have nothing to be nervous about, right?" I swear, sometimes we can read each other's thoughts. "They already love you, and they'll love you even more as they get to know you better."

I really hope so.

We walk hand-in-hand up the four steps and onto the porch. The floor and ceiling are painted grey, the paint chipping in a few spots. It looks suspiciously clean. Like someone did it just for us, and that sends a little tingle through my body.

"It feels so strange to use the doorbell," Ti whispers, "but I'm not sure if we should just walk in."

I look around while we wait. The grass in the front lawn is so green it would look artificial if the wind weren't blowing the blades. The same wind that keeps threatening to lift my sundress if I weren't holding it down with my free hand. "Are you sure we shouldn't have brought something?" I ask.

"It's my family. We don't have to bring anything."

"I just feel bad. We did kind of cut them out of the wedding."

"We cut everyone out of the wedding. They understand. Trust me, they'd still be telling me about it if they didn't."

Ti and I didn't have a ceremony. Just a service at the courthouse. Small and quick and perfect for us. But I've felt bad for our families and friends ever since. Sometimes we talk about having a ceremony for them, but it's so hard to find a time when everyone is available.

Just then, a middle-aged woman pulls the door open. Her hair is short and has been recently highlighted, but other than that, she looks exactly like Ti. She's pretty, and I smile, thinking that Ti will look like this in another twenty years. "The door was unlocked. You coulda just come in."

Ti holds the screen door open for me while we walk inside. The inside is bright and old. It looks like the wood floors are original to when the house was built.

"You must be Grace. So nice to finally meet you in person." Laurie throws her arms dramatically wide before wrapping them around me and practically crushing me. "You're such a petite little thing."

I scrunch my nose. It's strange how being short doesn't bother me anymore. I never even think about it. Especially since I have Ti to get everything off the top shelves for me.

"Jake," Ti's mom yells toward what I assume is the kitchen. "Get out here and meet your sister-in-law. And say hi to Kris too, I suppose." She gives Ti a wink before embracing her. Unlike me, her bones don't pop out of socket.

"Just about done. The gravy needs to thicken a little more." A man calls out. I recognize the voice right away. "Hi Grace. Hey sis."

"Uh, hi," I say mostly to the doorframe between us.

When he does come through the door, he looks exactly like he does on our video chats. But so much bigger. Ti warned me that he was even taller than her, but I thought she just meant an inch or two. He has to duck his head as he walks into the living room. When he's just a couple of steps away, he sticks his hand out. I start to extend mine too, but he stops and looks down at the apron he's wearing. "Ah fuck it, c'mere." He hugs me, but not nearly as hard as his mom. I'm actually able to breathe, and I'm glad because he smells delicious. Pork and roast carrots and so many other wonderful smells that my nose can't decipher.

"You two sit while Jake and I finish getting everything ready. He's been cooking all day to get ready for this."

Jake throws up his palms and grins. "Not every day that my sister finally brings her wife home to meet us."

"Hey, you know you can fly to California sometime too," Ti says. "There's not an IQ test for getting on board a plane."

"Obviously not. They let you fly. " Jakes sticks out his tongue at her.

Laurie puts an arm around Jake and turns him toward the kitchen. "Alright, you two. At least let Grace relax a little before you scare her away with your antics."

"I am really glad you came back, sis. I'm proud of you." Jake looks over his shoulder at us as he walks away. His eyes are twinkling like he might be tearing up.

I take Ti's hand as we move to the couch. "So, how are you?" I whisper so her mom and brother don't overhear us.

"It's not as hard as I thought it would be. I don't think I want to go to the backyard, though. At least not on this trip. Mom had the shed torn down, but just knowing it was there..."

I pull her tight against me. She's leaning so close that our cheeks are touching. "You don't have to go out there. Just coming back is a huge step. And I'm so proud of you for taking it. Have I told you that I love you?"

"Not enough. You can never, ever say it enough."

"I love you, Ti Evans."

"And I love you Grace Evans."

I tilt my head back so I can look at her. "That reminds me. Do you remember me talking about Dave at work?"

"The asshole?"

"He's not that—well, yeah, I guess he is. But anyway, his cousin is getting married in a few months, and I overheard him saying he needs a new suit. I told him about that guy who made the dress I wore to the award ceremony last year."

"The ceremony where you were the sexiest woman in the room?"

I kiss her. "Second sexiest. You were the sexiest. Anyway, that guy makes suits too, right?"

"Yeah, I think I remember seeing some there. I'm sure he'll be able to help Dave."
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"That's where my talent really lies. I can see who people truly are. Under all the layers of pretend they use to hide themselves."

It's just a silly costume. I have to pretend to be a woman for a few hours at the party. Just a dress and heels. It's definitely a blow to my manly ego, but I'll survive.

But then he comes up to me.

I have no idea who he is, but when he touches me, something changes. And even though I tell him I'm actually a man—that I'm not gay—I wonder if that's really true. Could it be that he knows something about me that I don't even know?
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BECOMING WOMEN: 20 BOOK MEGA BUNDLE

TWENTY of Kenzie's top books.

Get every story from The Injected Series, The Girls Series, The Trophy Clinic Series, and The Club Series.

THE BEST WOMAN: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

I planned to never see him again. And I didn't. For ten years. Until I ended up standing next to him at my best friend's wedding.

THE CLUB BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Club series. It's just an LGBT club. But for these men, it becomes so much more. It's a way of finding their true selves.

CONVERSION THERAPY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

The therapist promises Alex that no one will think of him as a gay man again. And once all the changes are finished, Alex will be a brand new person.

DISCOVERED: 8 BOOK BUNDLE

Sometimes someone sneaks past our defenses and sees the real us. They show us that we can finally live the life we've always dreamed of.

FATED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I dream of him every night. He's dressed in a tuxedo. I'm wearing a sparkling black gown. But there are two problems. First, I've never seen this man before. And second—I'm a man.

FOREVER MADDIE

Matthew needs a new administrative assistant to replace the one he just fired. He doesn’t realize he’s the perfect woman for the job.

THE GIRLFRIEND RING: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic. Not until my best friend put on that ring.

THE GIRLS SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in The Girls series. One company. Five executives determined to have their way. Five men who don’t know what they’re in for...

HER DRESS

No one else is here, so when I see the dress hanging in the closet, I have to try it on. Who would ever find out?

HER NEW DAUGHTER

Even as a grown man, Julian expects his mom to clean up his messes. But this time she’s had enough. And she knows a witch who can make him a brand new person.

HIDING: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Being forced into witness protection could be Henry's chance at a new life—a life as Jessica. But that's only if the mafia doesn't find him.

HIS ASSISTANT: CROSSDRESSING ROMANCE

What happens when someone discovers your deepest secret?

HOMECOMING

My wife wants a daughter. But we’ve tried everything. There’s just no way…

INHERITANCE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I never believed in magic, but now I know better. I should walk away. But this is my only chance, and I have to take it. No matter what.

THE INJECTED SERIES BUNDLE

This bundle contains ALL 5 BOOKS in the Injected Series. A new drug that transforms men into women has the power to change so many lives…

JUST A DRESS: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

There's no way a dress can ever change the way he thinks of me. Not unless it's magic…

JUST PRETEND: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

He's my best friend. We love each other. How hard can it be to convince mom and dad that we're actually in love… And that he's a girl.

MOTHER OF THE REVOLUTION

I need a part-time job. Quick. When I see the ad for a historical re-enactor, I know it’s perfect. I don’t know it will transform my life.

NOT A NANNY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Everything is changing. My clothes, my body… the way Logan looks at me. But no matter what changes, his feelings never will. Will they?

NOT HER TYPE: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I know that Emily is the one for me, but she always tells me I'm not her type. With a little magical help, that might be about to change.

ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

"That's where my talent really lies. I can see who people truly are. Under all the layers of pretend they use to hide themselves."

ONLY ON WEEKENDS: A TRANSGENDER, CROSSDRESSING STORY

Put on makeup and a dress and dance for some drunk guys? It sounds simple. But standing in front of the crowd, I know there's no way I can do this.

PARTNER TRACK: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Mason's path has always been clear—to make partner at a big law firm. But he's about to become a partner in a way he's never imagined.

PEN PALS: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

For years, Carter and Maya exchanged letters. But there was a secret that could tear them apart. Maya was really a boy named Max.

THE PERFECT GIRL

Sometimes a change of scenery can make our dreams come true. Even if it’s in a way we never imagined.

PRETTY SECRETS: 5 BOOK BUNDLE

This bundle contains 5 stories of secret transgender women who found that special someone to bring their true beauty to the surface.

PROMISED: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

Parker knew life would change when she came out as trans. But she never expected an arranged marriage.

THE PSYCHIC: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

I've known something was wrong for years, but it's not until I visit a psychic that I find out everything I know is about to end.

A RESPECTABLE LADY: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

Jordan thinks living and working with Brian will be the hardest part of his new job. But when he opens his suitcase, he discovers something he never expected…

RENOVATED

After living with my outdated and broken kitchen for way too long, I finally hire someone to renovate it. The hot, muscular contractor wants to transform more than just the kitchen, though. Will I submit to the changes he has planned for me?

THE RIDE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

When he hands me that little pink bag, I should refuse. I definitely shouldn't reach into it… I definitely shouldn't wear what's inside…

THE SECRETS WE KEEP

Dani thought she could trust him. She thought their love could survive anything. Then she told him her secret, and it blew everything apart.

SELF-HELP: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

It's the perfect gift: A subscription to a self-help book club that promises to transform its clients into brand new people.

SUBSTITUTE TEACHER: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

The other teachers joke that there's something magical about this classroom. That it helps you find your soulmate. Well, unless it can transform me into a woman, it won't work for me.

TEACHING THE PROFESSOR: RELUCTANT FEMINIZATION

I know better than to get involved with a student… And I learned the hard way to never admit my secret.

TRANSFORMED: 8-BOOK MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

THE TROPHY CLINIC BUNDLE

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

TRUE SELVES: MAGIC 5 BOOK BUNDLE

5 stories of men who are magically transformed into women. Men who find that their new lives are much more fulfilling than they could have ever imagined.

WRONG CABIN: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

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


[image: Kenzie McKay]


ABOUT ME

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

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

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page

[image: QR Code for Mailing List]


Point your smartphone camera

at the QR code to open my signup page.

[image: Amazon icon]
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