

TRUE SELVES


MAGIC FEMINIZATION


KENZIE MCKAY



Copyright © 2023 by Kenzie McKay

All rights reserved.

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


CONTENTS


The Perfect Girl
Want Free Stories?

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Epilogue

Want Free Stories?

Self-Help
Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Epilogue

Want Free Stories?

Just a Dress
Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Epilogue

Want Free Stories?

Substitute Teacher
Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Epilogue

Want Free Stories?

Inheritance
Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Epilogue

Be Witched: Magic Feminization
Only a Costume: Magic Feminization
Transformed: Magic Bundle
Want Free Stories?
More by Kenzie McKay
About Me



[image: The Perfect Girl]



WANT FREE STORIES?

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

Click Here to Join

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page

[image: QR Code for Mailing List]


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


CHAPTER ONE



“Dude, you need to snap out of this." I've told him hundreds of times, but he hasn't listened to me yet. I doubt if he does this time, either.

He swigs his beer and lets his head fall back. "I know." A long, loud sigh escapes his lips. "She was just..."

The perfect girl. Everything he ever wanted. His soul mate. I've heard it so many times over the last few months that I know what he's going to say.

"... the world to me, man." He finishes his thought after almost a minute of staring at the ceiling

"But she's not anymore. So you need to find something else. What about running? It'll do you good." He and I used to jog together every morning in college. Even for a couple of years after we graduated. Until he and Brittany moved in together. Then he didn't have time for it anymore.

He waves his hand dismissively. "That's easy for you to say." He finishes his glass and walks to the bar without saying a word to me. He sways with each step. I want to help him, but I know better. Trying to help him when he doesn't want it makes him mad. So I just watch. Ready to leap up if he falls or stumbles too much.

By the time he comes back to the table, half of his beer is already gone. From spilling it and from him drinking it. "Why don't we both take it easy after this one?" I ask. "That's already your fifth beer. I'll get us some waters."

"You know your problem?" The words are mumbled and so deep that I have to strain to understand them. "You don't have anyone, so you don't know what it's like." He stares at me for so long I assume he's lost his train of thought, but then he reaches across the table and rests his hand on mine. "You still haven't met the one. But you'll understand someday."

My mouth is too dry for me to say anything. I can only stare at his hand over mine. I can only focus on the warmth flowing through my body because of his touch. What if I have met "the one"? But what if my one isn't interested in me, no matter what I do?

He pulls his hand away, and I can speak again. "You're not going to like me for saying this, but Britt wasn't the one for you. The one won’t cheat on you with her yoga instructor. She's not going to just pack up and leave without even telling you."

"Dude." He's angry now. He never yells or gets physical when he's mad. He just glowers and answers everything with one or two syllable sentences.

I hold my hands up to signal a truce. "I have an idea. I was going to save it as a gift for my mom and dad's anniversary, but I just won a trip to some all-inclusive resort. Four nights at the ocean. Why don't we go?"

Kyle screws up his lips, so I know he's considering it.

"Get away from all the places that remind you of her for a few days. A boys' weekend. Just the two of us. Remember New Orleans?" I'm not sure I really remember it. A group of us planned to go for Mardi Gras, but everyone else ended up chickening out. So he and I went on our own. That trip was so insane, most of it is just a blur now. Crowds. Standing on a stage singing somewhere. More drinks than I've ever seen in my life. And spending the morning vomiting in the airport bathroom. Those are the only flashes that are still with me. That plus a purple fleur de lis tattooed just above my right hip. But I know I never had a better few days in my whole life. I remember that much.

"I don't know."

"Yes you do. I have a good feeling about this. This is going to be a life-changing trip.”


CHAPTER TWO



When I step outside the terminal, I take a deep breath and look around. The air is thick, but still comfortable. Not too hot. Just hot enough that I'm glad I wore shorts for the flight, even if I was freezing this morning. There are mountains that seem to end just at the edge of the airport. Even now, they still have snow on their tops. I stop to take it all in, and then I hear Kyle laugh. It's something I haven't heard in months and hearing it after so long sends a tingle through my body.

"Remember how you said they'd have a driver waiting for us?" he points to a black car parked at the curb. There's a man standing outside it wearing a black suit with a white shirt and a dark tie. The only thing missing is a chauffeur's cap. "Is he for us? How do you know?"

Kyle snorts. "Read his sign."

I look at the driver again. He's holding a white sign just a little bigger than a sheet of printer paper, and—"Oh my God." My cheeks turn as red as the hibiscus flowers lining the walkway.

"That's hilarious, dude. Did you have them do that?"

"Absolutely not." I glance back at the sign. Bold black letters: Mr. and Mrs. Kyle Winford. I want to run back inside the airport and hide, but Kyle is already walking toward the car with his suitcase in hand. I take a deep breath and follow him.

The driver welcomes us and lifts our luggage into the trunk of the car.

"That sign is obviously wrong, by the way." I don't know why I feel the need to explain that to him. He can see for himself. He just shrugs his shoulders and opens the door for me to get in.

Other than Kyle chuckling every few minutes, the drive is quiet. And if the sign makes him happy, I guess I can live with the embarrassment. Even if I already know that he's never going to let me live it down. For the rest of my life, he'll call me Mrs. Linford.

We both look out the front window when the driver slows and flips on his turn signal. The dark green forest to the right looks almost impenetrable, but there's a dappled brown sign at the edge of a side road that I probably wouldn't have noticed otherwise.

"Chez Femme?" Kyle asks. "That's a weird name, isn't it?"

I stare at the sign as we turn down the road and into the forest. The gold letters seem to glitter in sunlight, even though the sign is completely in the shade. "I guess? I never really thought about it. The only thing I thought about was free vacation." I bump my shoulder against his and grin.

It seems like we're on this road for hours, and the only break in the verdant forest on both sides are the yellow and red and orange flowers growing wild under the canopy. When we finally get to the main building, I gasp. It's enormous. At least ten stories tall, and it looks like it stretches on forever. Even when we stop and the driver opens the door for me, I can't take my eyes off it. There must be thousands of rooms. I walk around to Kyle's side, and he's just as much in awe as I am.

"How did you ever win a free vacation to this place?"

I smirk. "Online poetry competition."

Kyle stares at me, one eyebrow raised. "Poetry? You're shitting me."

I shake my head.

"That must have been a hell of a poem. What was it about?"

A man who cut himself off from the world, doomed to always be alone and unnoticed by the only person he ever loved. But I can't tell him that. "A bird digging for food on the beach?”

Kyle stares at me, trying to see if I'm serious, but I keep my face still.

"Welcome to Chez Femme." The hotel porter startles me. He's almost too cheerful as he takes the luggage from the driver and then escorts us into the building.

Even for the scale of the hotel, the lobby is enormous, with more doors and hallways branching away than I can imagine. It's like being inside the center of a spoked bicycle wheel. The porter leads us to the desk and then steps behind us. He's so quiet now that I forget all about him as soon as he's out of sight.

"Gentlemen, welcome to Chez Femme." The woman behind the counter spreads her arms wide. Her hair is combed into a severe part, but her smile is inviting. "I hope, in the next few days with us, you will find everything you've ever desired. I'm Ms. Camille, the hotel manager."

Kyle and I look at each other. That's quite the overdramatic welcome, no matter how nice the resort is.

"Kyle, Noah, may I call you by your first names?" We must look startled because she chuckles and then explains that she knows who were are because the car delivered us from the airport. "We have a bit of a staffing shortage at the moment, and your rooms aren't quite ready. I wanted to greet you personally, so I could apologize. But I assure you, this is just a minor inconvenience. The rest of your stay will be exactly as you dream. To that end, please accept these complimentary spa passes for the duration of your stay. Massages, facials, manicures, pedicures, waxing—anything you desire—all free for both of you."

"A massage sounds great." I almost quiver as I imagine lying on a table while a sexy masseuse runs his hands along every inch of my body, working away all the tension I've stored inside. But when I look at Kyle, I'm deflated. His lip is curled up, like he's disgusted by even the thought of going to the spa.

"We happen to have two openings right now," Ms. Camille says. "Shall I phone up and tell them you'll be on your way?"

I want to say yes, but Kyle looks like he would rather do anything else. And this trip is all about him. "I guess, we should probably pass. But thank you." I try, but I can't keep the disappointment from my voice.

“No.” Kyle grabs my upper arm, and my heart squeezes tight. "You should go. You want to. I'll hang out here." He looks around and then motions to a group of armchairs in the corner.

"Nonsense." Ms. Camille says it so forcefully that we both look at her. Kyle’s hand drops from my arm. "Noah, I'll inform Ms. Wilson to expect you at the spa momentarily. And Kyle, Mr. Shea here," she points to the porter who has apparently been standing behind us the whole time, "will escort you to our sports lounge. If I'm not mistaken, the Salt Lake City-Houston match should be starting soon."

Kyle and I look at each other. How in the world could she have known that? A couple of years ago, Kyle decided that he was going to become a soccer fan. He made himself watch matches all the time, and somehow he did eventually come to love it. Salt Lake City is his favorite team.

"Noah, if you'll come with me? This place can be a maze, so I'll accompany you to the elevators. The spa is on the 12th floor and has the most stunning views. Ocean to one side, mountains to the other. I could spend all day there just gazing out the windows." I see Kyle and the porter walk down a hallway in the opposite direction as Ms. Camille puts her hand on the small of my back to guide me toward a bank of elevators.

"I know, I'm repeating myself," she says, "but I'm delighted to have you here. You and Kyle, but especially you. This long weekend is going to do so much good for you."

"Oh. Thank you, but this is mostly for Kyle. He's got a lot going on, so I brought him here to take his mind off all that."

"And you certainly will, my dear. Now just press the button for the 12th floor. The elevator opens right onto the spa, so you can't miss it. And trust me, when Ms. Wilson is finished, you'll feel like a brand new person."


CHAPTER THREE



"You must be Noah."

I'm barely off the elevator when the woman greets me. She has long blonde hair that falls almost midway down her back and just a hint of an accent.

"I am."

"Pleased to meet you." She extends her hand to shake mine. "I'm Marie. I'll be taking care of you. Right this way, please."

Behind the counter, there’s a white stone wall with water trickling down. It splashes musically into the pool at the bottom. Everything is light here. White walls, white ceiling, a floor that is so light I can't tell if it's light blue or if the blue is just a reflection from the floor-to-ceiling windows all around me. Ms. Camille wasn't lying. The views are exceptional everywhere I look. Mountain peaks rising above everything in one direction. Crystal clear, light blue ocean spreading as far as I can see in the other. And Marie is so beautiful she fits right in.

"So, what will we be doing for you? Everything?" Her voice curls up when she says the word everything. It almost makes it sound devious. Or seductive.

She leads me to a room with an entire wall made of glass looking out on the ocean. I'm drawn to it, and when I'm so close that my breath leaves flashes of condensation on the window, I see a dolphin jump. I turn to Marie with a huge smile on my face.

"They say it's good luck to see a dolphin jump." She's staring at me. How could she have seen that? Her eyes move down my body and then back up again, almost like she's examining me. "You'll feel so much more comfortable once you get those things off."

The heat rises in my cheeks, and I wonder if this is what she meant by everything. "I, uh, I don't know. I don’t really want to—"

"I can't very well work my magic on you while you're dressed like that, now can I? There's a robe hanging right over there. Just open the door a crack when you're ready, and I'll be in."

I slip my clothes off, folding each item neatly on a chair. But I hesitate before reaching for the waistband on my boxers. She didn't specifically say to take my underwear off, but she didn't tell me to leave them on either. I add them to the rest of my clothes, tucking them under my jeans to hide them. Then I take the robe from the hook.

I've never felt a robe like this before. It's thicker than any towel I've ever used, but it's so soft I can't help but rub it against my cheek. When I draw it tight and tie it, it rubs against my cock, and I have to stand perfectly still for almost a minute to regain control of myself. Once I do, I open the door and sit on the table in the center of the room.

My legs dangle above the floor, so I rock them gently back and forth while I watch the ocean. If seeing dolphins jump really is good luck, I could stand to see a few more. But before I see any, Marie comes back in.

"Much better, right? Now, what have you decided? The works? Do you want it all?" Her face lights up like she's hoping I'll say yes.

"Just a massage, please." I smile at her, but her face falls. Her emotions are contagious, and I feel disappointed in myself, right along with her.

She walks up to me and unties my belt. I can't move. What is she doing? "I will turn my back. Take off your robe and then lie on your stomach. Let me know once you are ready."

Oh. As soon as I'm sure she's turned away, I open my robe, and lie on the table. I align my face with the hole at the headrest and relax into the padding. Even before she starts, this is so comfortable I could fall asleep.

"I'm ready."

I hear her walk over to me. Then she clicks her tongue like she disapproves of something. I want to ask her what's wrong, but her hands dig into my back before I get a chance. I can't help myself. I groan, and she giggles. "Does that feel good?"

Good doesn't begin to describe how it feels. I've never felt anything like this in my life. No one has ever touched me this way. And I'm not sure I would ever want them to. I'd do anything anyone asked if they could make me feel this good. That kind of power in one person could have consequences I could never imagine.

She works her hands up my back to my shoulders and then down again. Kneading every inch over and over as she goes. Down to the small of my back. Down to my ass. My thighs. My calves. Then back up to my ass. She stops there this time. Her fingers pressing in almost to the point of pain but never crossing that line. When she lifts her hands, I stop breathing. I had been drawing in my breaths in time with her motions.

"You're so very hairy. Does it ever bother you?"

"No, I actually kind of—"

She runs a finger down the outside of my thigh and then back up the inside. Her touch is light, but it sends sparks right to my dick. It presses into the table below me, and I have to shift before I get too uncomfortable. "You want the boys to like you, don't you?"

Just one, but he never will. So what's the point? "I don't know."

"I think you do." Her mouth is so close to my ear now that I can feel her warm breath against me. "I think you'd look so much prettier without all this hair. Don't you?"

"I..." I can't believe I've never thought about it before, but it is gross.

She presses a finger between my shoulder blades and then starts drawing circles. Small at first, but she spirals outward and they grow larger with each rotation. "Let me wax it. It will sting for just a few seconds, but then you'll be pretty and hairless. You'll feel so much better."

I would. I nod my head without even thinking about it.

Marie claps her hands. "You'll be so happy you did this. And so will that special man in your life."

"There's not... He isn't..."

"Shh. Just relax." She spreads a warm goo all over my legs. It feels like being wrapped in a blanket fresh from the dryer. "You know how the men in the movies always scream when they get waxed?"

I gulp and nod my head.

"Men are such babies. Not like us. You’ll be fine. I promise. Are you ready?"

I whimper.

"Three... two..."

I hear her rip away the hairs a fraction of a second before I feel the tug and then the sting. I gasp, but she's right. It doesn’t feel anything like I expected. "You didn't even get to one." I protest weakly.

"I find the anticipation is worse than the pain, so I like to yank it away before you expect it. If we just relax and accept things as they come, life is much easier."

"Mmm." I exhale, and I'm so relaxed it seems like my body shrinks into the cushioned leather.

I lay there motionless for several more minutes while she rips strip after strip of hair away. Each one is less painful than the one before and by the last strip, I barely even feel her tug on it. She runs a finger down my back again. From my neck to my toes and back up. And it feels so much better now. So much smoother. So much sexier.

"I need you to roll over now, Noah. I have to do the front."

I sit up slowly, careful to keep my hands cupped over my balls and my dick. She doesn't turn away this time. "Do you have a towel or something I can cover myself with?" My eyes dart around the room, but I don't see anything.

"You don't need a towel, silly. It's just us in here. No one is going to come in. Now, lie back."

I bite my lower lip, but then take my hands away from my crotch and lower myself down.

"There. This will be just like the back, except you know what to expect now, so maybe you'll even fall asleep while we do this. You never know." She giggles.

"Where are you from?" I ask. "I can't place your accent."

Marie freezes in the middle of spreading hot wax on my chest. "You must have a good ear if you can pick up on that. I'm… from New Jersey." She hums as she starts spreading the wax again.

I'm not an expert, but I know that's not a New Jersey accent. But I don't say anything more. I just close my eyes and smile, thinking about how I'm going to be almost completely hairless soon. What will Kyle think of it?

"So about this?" She teases a finger across the tip of my cock, and I suck in a breath. "Should we get rid of it too? I think we should, but what do you say?"

I stare at her, and her eyes are locked on mine. If I believed that someone could see straight into my soul, I would swear that she is doing just that. "Get rid of it?" I ask.

"Oh good! That's the right decision. This boy you're smitten with, he prefers you hairless?" She spreads the wax over my pubic hair, and I relax back onto the table. For a second, I thought she was talking about getting rid of my cock. I must be jet lagged from the flight.

"There's no boy. At least not like that."

"Don't be shy, Noah. Anyone can see just by looking at you that you're in love."

"I..." I what? I am in love, but what difference does it make? It just makes me miserable. Every time I see him—every second I spend with him—just reminds me I can never have him. It's not that he doesn't find me attractive. It's that he never thinks of me in that way at all.

"Maybe this is just what you need. This boy, who must be blind to not see how wonderful you already are, will have a brand new appreciation for you once we’re finished."

I sniff. If only.

It doesn't take her long to finish the rest of my front. And once she's done, I'm hairless from the neck down. She has me stand in front of a full-length mirror, and from the instant I see myself, I know this was the right decision.

"You must love it! You're glowing like I just gave you a facial. Speaking of, you must let me give you one. If you think this was wonderful, just wait until I work my magic on your face."

I smile at her. "It's so tempting. Can I get it later though? Right now, I really just want to see what Kyle is doing. He has to be bored to death by now."

"Ah, so his name is Kyle, is it? Yes, you get dressed, so you can check on this Kyle. It's such a shame to put those old clothes over the new and pretty you, though. But no matter, I'll leave you to it. I'll be at the front desk. Just come out when you're ready." She puts her hand on my shoulder and smiles before walking out the door.

I go to my stack of clothes on the chair and pull out my boxers. She's right. It is a shame to have to put these back on. For a second, I think about just wearing the robe, but I would look like a fool if I did that. I scowl, but I put my clothes on. Once they are, I look in the mirror again. Even with these old things on, I still look so much better without all that hair peeking out on my arms and legs. This trip was worth it just for that.

As soon as I round the corner to the waiting area, I see Marie talking to Kyle. He's sitting in a light grey, faux leather chair looking up at her while she tells him something. As soon as he notices me, his eyes turn my direction.

"Ah, Noah." Marie turns toward me. "I was just telling your friend how relaxing a day at the spa can be, but he refuses to even consider it."

"Yeah sorry. Too girly for me." His lips part just a little as he looks at me. "I don't mean that—"

"Are you calling me girly?" I glare at him before laughing.

He laughs too once he sees that I'm joking. "Hey if the shoe fits..." He shrugs dramatically and winks. "Anyway, that Ms. Camille lady told me that our rooms are ready. She gave me the keycards, and our luggage is already in them. Seventh floor. Guess they save the really good floors for the paying guests."

Marie clicks her tongue just like she did when she first saw me. "I may be biased, but none of the floors are as nice as this one. But they're all superb. You two can make beautiful memories on the seventh floor just as well as on the eleventh."

Kyle cocks an eyebrow as he looks at her, but I just smile. "Thank you for everything, Marie. I had a wonderful time and can't wait to come back."


CHAPTER FOUR



Before I even open my eyes the next morning, I reach my arm out. Inching it along the sheet. I don't want to wake him. Just touch him. But I push further and further. There's still nothing. I sigh and blink open my eyes to see the empty bed next to me. The sheets and blanket on that side aren't even ruffled from someone spending the night.

This isn't the first time I've had this dream. The one where Kyle slides under the blanket next to me, pulling me up against him and holding me until we both fall asleep. I’ve had it at least a few times every week for the last couple of years. But this is the most realistic one. This is the first time I woke up convinced that he truly was next to me.

I roll onto my back and look around the room. Even through the closed slats of the wood blinds, the sun is bright, and I have to smile. I didn't wake up with Kyle next to me, and I never will. But I woke up in paradise, and that's a pretty good consolation. I grab my phone from the nightstand to see what time it is, and there's a text from Kyle. My heart beats just a little harder as soon as I see his name.

Kyle: Hey, wanna go for a run this morning?

I sit up in bed. Is he serious? I type back a quick reply—which is essentially "of course I'd love to do any physical activity with you that involves both of us getting sweaty and out of breath, even if I'd much rather do that horizontally and with a nice mattress under me, but I'll take what I can get," but without any part that might sound too much like flirting. So I end up sending "Of course! I'll be ready in fifteen minutes," and I hop out of the bed and into the bathroom to get cleaned up.

I brush my teeth and then step into the shower. It's silly to take a shower before going on a run, but I want to make sure I'm not stinky for him. Just a quick wash. I'll do a thorough job when we get back. I lather the body wash all over my smooth skin. Everything feels so wonderful now that all that hair is gone. The water, the loofah, even the sheets in the bed last night. I close my eyes and inhale. The body wash is the same scent that filled the spa yesterday. I can't believe I turned her down when she asked if I wanted the works. Before we leave, I'm going back and getting everything. If it's even half as fantastic as the massage and wax, I'll love it.

After I dry off, I take the robe from the back of the door and wrap it around me. It's the same material as the one I wore yesterday, and I could absolutely get used to wearing one of these every morning while I get ready. I use the sleeve to clear away a small circle in the mirror and look at myself. There's something different about me, but I can't figure out what it is. I lean in to look closer, and my breath fogs the area. But it doesn't matter. I already know what it is. It’s this place. How could I not seem different just by being here? I hope Kyle feels it too.

I hum to myself and sway my hips and shoulders just a little to the tune as I slide open the bathroom door. "You took a shower?"

I scream and pull the robe tighter around me. But it's just Kyle. He's sitting on the edge of my bed, wearing blue shorts and a tight black t-shirt. So tight I can see the outline of his muscular chest before I force myself to look away. "You asshole! You scared me to death! How did you get in here?"

He laughs, and I want to throw a pillow at him. "The door between our rooms. I guess there's not a lock on it."

I walk to the half-open door and look at the knob, twisting it. There isn't a lock on it. A chill goes through me. I'm glad it's Kyle next to me and not some stranger. I walk back and sit next to him on the bed. "Tell me you tried the robe. So soft and fuzzy." I rub the cuff of my sleeve along his cheek.

"Nope, not yet. Some of us don't take showers before we exercise. Speaking of that, you said you'd be ready in fifteen minutes. That was almost thirty minutes ago."

No, it wasn't. It can't have been. I just brushed my teeth and took a quick shower. I swipe open my phone so I can show him the time I sent the text, but he's right. How? I couldn't have been in the shower for more than 5 minutes. I thought. Maybe I fell asleep in there?

"Throw some clothes on, and let's go."

I roll my eyes. "Since when are you so into running again?" I walk to the dresser and pull open the top drawer.

"Since this morning. I just woke up with all this energy. I haven't felt this good since—for a long time. And what better way to wake up than a jog with my buddy, right?"

I can think of a couple better ways, but those will never happen. So this is the best I can get. "Right." In the mirror, I can see him staring at me as I pull a pair of underwear out. "At least have the decency to look away while I get dressed?"

"Prude," he says but then turns away.

I hold the underwear out in front of me. For a second, they seem different. Thinner. Skimpier? But they can’t be. They're the same briefs that I packed and then put away last night. I shake my head and step into them. I keep the robe closed until they're on, just in case Kyle decides he wants to steal a peek.

"So..." he starts. I wait for him to finish, but he doesn't.

"What is it?" I glance over my shoulder at him. His legs are stretched out in front of him, and he's looking at his shoes.

"It's stupid. But did you have strange dreams last night?"

I grab my running clothes and walk away from the dresser. Behind him, so he can't see the flash of color that's filling my face. "No, I don't think so. Not really." And I didn't. My dream wasn't necessarily strange. Just much more intense than it usually is.

"I did, but… I guess I can't remember them. I know they weren't bad. They just left that weird nagging feeling in the back of my head, ya know?"

"Hmm. Maybe your mind is finally letting loose after all this time?" I pull on my shorts, and then take the robe off so I can slip the tank top over my head. It's tight. I don't remember it being this tight before. I look at myself in the mirror. It looks good. I take my shoes and socks and sit next to Kyle on the bed so I can put them on.

"Maybe. You know, I didn't even think about her last night now that you mention that. I can't remember the last time I didn't."

I stand up and smile at him. "Then coming here was already worth it. Come on, slowpoke." I take his hand and pull him up. When we’re both standing, I notice how tall he is. That's strange. It seems like we used to be closer to the same height. But now my eyes are just about even with his mouth, and I make the mistake of looking at it. And that turns into a stare. And then all I can think about is what those lips taste like. Toothpaste? Coffee?

"What's up with that?" he asks, and I blush, sure that he caught me. "All purple? Your outfit. Shirt, shorts, shoes. All purple. It all matches."

I look down at myself like I forgot what I just put on. "Yeah?"

He shrugs. "Looks good on you." He pats my shoulder but then lets his hand trail down my arm. It feels like he's running a live electrical line along my skin. "Anyway, let's go."

I let loose my breath. Yeah. Let's go.
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"Hold... up..." Kyle bends over with his hands on his knees, and I can hear him sucking in breath after breath. "How are you not even winded?"

"I don't know. Maybe because I didn't take the last two years off? We're almost there. Can't you smell it? The salt in the air?"

He stands up straight and then winces. "I can barely breathe, let alone smell. But come on. Just let me get a head start."

He starts off even slower than he was before we had to stop. I count to five, and then I run after him. It doesn't take me long to catch him and pass him. I stick my tongue out at him as I do.

I don't know what it is, but I feel so much lighter on my feet this morning. I'm sure we've already run three miles—all the way down the forested road and back—and I’m not even tired.

At the entrance just off the main road, we found a giant tree. Almost directly across from the Chez Femme sign. I made Kyle stop so we could walk around its base. I've never seen a tree so large.

"Take my hand." I extended my arm toward Kyle, but he just looked at it. "I want to see something. Just do it."

When his fingers slipped against my palm, I heard him draw in a quick breath. Whatever that was, he felt it too. A sting and then a burn. But it was gone as quickly as it came. I pulled him to the tree and held my arms out around it. He stepped sideways, but even with our arms stretched as far as they could, we still couldn't wrap them around the trunk.

"Have you ever seen anything like this?" I asked him.

He shook his head, but his eyes never left mine. "We should probably get going."

"Yeah." I didn't let go of his hand.

"We could go to the beach," he said. "I thought maybe you'd like that."

I nodded.

"It might be kind of hard to run all that way while we're holding hands." He chuckled, and I looked down at my hand in his. This will never be what he wants, so why was I doing this to myself? I let go and started running. Too fast at first. My steps matching each pounding beat of my heart. But then I noticed that I had pulled too far ahead of Kyle, and I slowed down so he could catch up. For the rest of the run, I stayed by his side, keeping pace with him even though it took me four steps for every three of his.

When we get to the beach at last, we both stop. Empty sand as far as I can see. I take off my shoes and socks and run barefoot over the top of it. All the way to the ocean. The water is warm as it laps against my ankles.

"Come on!" I shout at Kyle. He's still at the edge of the sand, and I don't know if he can even hear me over the thrum of the waves. But then he bends over to untie his shoes and finally takes a tentative step onto the sand. He moves like he's afraid it might burn him while I keep waving him closer. At last he's at my side, and I can't resist throwing my arms around him and pulling him into me. "Isn't this so beautiful?"

He doesn't answer, but his arms close around me, and we stand like that for what could be an eternity. But then he takes a step back and studies me. I can't read the look on his face, and it worries me. "There's something different about you," he says.

"There is? Good or bad?"

"I don't know." He walks past the tideline and plops down. I sit next to him and dig my bare feet into the sand. The warmth feels good.

"Remember Ms. Camille?" he asks. "The manager? Yesterday, while you were off getting pampered, she told me that the resort offers boat rentals. Since I have my boating license from back home, we can take one out by ourselves. I thought maybe we could go fishing this afternoon. If that's something you want too? I've always wanted to go out on the ocean and see what I could catch."

"Just us?" I ask. The thought of being alone on a boat with him terrifies and excites me.

"Yeah."

I lean against him, expecting him to pull away from me, but he doesn't. We both sit still and stare at the water. "I'd like that," I answer.


CHAPTER FIVE



I step off the golf cart and look at the marina. There are three boats tied to the dock. Two small fishing boats and one that looks like a yacht compared to those. My stomach flips. I trust Kyle. Growing up, he spent weekends out on his family's boat. But this is the ocean, not a lake.

I watch as Kyle tips the driver, who tells us to call the resort when we're ready to be picked up and then whirs away. "She's beautiful, isn't she?"

"I really hope you're talking about that big one?" I follow behind him down the ramp.

He laughs. "I wish. No, the one in the middle. With the rust on the sides."

I stop. "Kyle..."

He turns and looks at me. I can't see his eyes behind his sunglasses, but his mouth is set. I shake my head. There's no way I'm going out in that thing. I wouldn't use that to cross a creek.

"I'm kidding. Of course it's the big one. Come on." He holds his hand out toward me, but then drops it when I get closer. "See that top deck? That's called a tuna tower."

I cock an eyebrow at him. There's no way that's really what it's called.

He chuckles. "When you go up there, you can see fish in the water. And the seabirds on the surface. That way, you know if you're in the right spot."

He turns and leads me down the dock. There's a worker waiting for us. They go over some things that I don't understand or care about, so I tune them out and stare at the rusty boat next to us. Up close, it's in even worse shape than I thought. I wouldn't be surprised if someone could step right through the bottom.

When the dock worker is satisfied that Kyle knows what he's doing, he steps off the boat to let us on. Kyle goes first and extends his hand toward me again, but I just look at it, afraid he's going to pull back like he did earlier. I step on the side rail just like he did but I hesitate, and the boat sways just enough that I lose my balance. I don't even have time to think. I suck in as much air as I can, convinced that I'm going to fall into the water between the boat and the dock. But Kyle yanks me forward onto the boat.

"Are you okay?"

Other than being embarrassed, having a near-fatal heart attack, and almost emptying my bladder and bowels at the same time, I'm great. "Yeah. Thanks." My voice is as shaky as the rest of my body, but I hope he can't hear that.

"That's why I held my hand out for you."

And if I knew for sure that you wouldn't pull it away from me, I would have taken it. "I'm not used to boats, I guess."

"Well, lucky for you, I am. I'll show you around."

We explore almost every inch of the boat. The living quarters; the kitchen; and maybe most impressive, the bathroom, which is bigger than the bathroom of my first apartment. Then he shows me the deck and rod holders and up to what he still insists is a tuna tower. The only way to it is on a ladder that seems to go straight up into the air for hundreds of feet, so I stay with my feet planted firmly on the deck while he goes up. A couple of times he yells down with something that he thinks may tempt me to join him up there, but there's nothing that will get me up that ladder.

After we've seen everything, he fires the engines and double checks the fuel, and I pull in the ropes that were holding us to the dock. He's still on the tower. He says he prefers to captain from there because he can see better. I sit in one of the chairs along the side of the boat and just watch the land slowly pass by as we putter through the harbor.

Once we pass the breakwater, though, Kyle yells down for me to hang on. I hear the engines roar to life just a second before the front of the boat lifts out of the water. It takes my breath away, and I'm sure we're about to flip. But when I realize we’re not, I relax back into my seat again and look at the shore. It's amazing how quickly it gets smaller as we bounce our way through the chop and out into the open water.

I use my phone to time us. He runs the engines at what I think is full throttle for almost thirty minutes, and then he stops and we drift. The coast is just a line on the horizon now, but past that I can see the main building of the resort rising through the surrounding trees, and even further beyond that, the mountains. I think I can just barely make out the chateau on the mountain. There are internet rumors of treasure somewhere in that building and of ghosts that haunt it. To me, both sound like stories designed to lure gullible tourists.

The rocking of the boat is just enough to throw off my sense of equilibrium but not enough to make me sick. Kyle, though, seems to have no problem with it. He scurries down the ladder and grabs a couple of rods. "You ready?"

"For fishing?"

"No. I brought us fifteen miles out so we could work on our synchronized swimming routine. We're right over a school of baitfish, so there should be bigger fish lurking around too." He points to my left, but I just roll my eyes at him. "That tank has bait in it. Grab one and we'll get this line in the water."

I stand up, and it takes me a few seconds before I feel secure enough to move. When I do, I flip open the lid. "Uh, these are still alive." There are dozens of fish swimming around inside.

"Live bait. It does better. Just reach in and grab one, and I'll put it on the hook."

I look back in the tank and grimace. Here goes. It takes me a few tries, but I finally get ahold of a fish that doesn't wriggle out of my grasp. I hold it out for Kyle and he drives the hook through the back of its head. I wince and jump back from a tiny spurt of blood that seems determined to land on me.

Kyle laughs and takes the fish from me. "You know, you could have dressed a little more appropriately for fishing." He casts the line into the water and then sticks the rod into a hole in the rail.

I look down. Maybe the white shorts weren't the best idea, but the black tank top is fine. "Sorry. I didn't pack any fishing clothes."

He glances at me and smiles. "Or shoes. I'm not sure I would have chosen flip flops."

"Well, next time, I'll get your permission before I get dressed." I drop into my seat and cross my arms over my chest.

"You got the next bait ready?" I just look at him but don't move. "Guess not. Don't be like that Noah. I'm sorry. I was just teasing."

I turn to look out at the ocean.

"If it makes you feel better, I think you do look nice. I just don't want you to ruin a good outfit out here."

"Maybe I should take it off and fish naked then."

He stares at me for so long that I think he must be challenging me, so I stand and start lifting my shirt. "Whoa!" He spins away. "How about you keep that on, and I'll handle all the messy parts? Deal?"

I pull my shirt down and sit back in the chair. "For now. If I start to get hot later, though, all bets are off." I see him smirk as he reaches into the tank for a baitfish.
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We fish until the horizon turns orange from the dropping sun. Well, he fishes. I mostly just watch. For a while, I laid topless on the bow of the boat to get a little tan on my back. When he didn’t catch anything at the first spot, we darted around to different areas. Each time, he would bait the lines and toss them out. Each time, he didn't catch anything.

“This was a waste of a day." He stows the last rod and sighs.

"It was kinda fun just being out here," I say. Alone with him.

He leans against the door to the cabin, and I spin my chair so I'm facing him. "It was, wasn't it? Just us. It was nice."

I smile.

"We should probably start heading back, though. It's going to be dark soon." His gaze lingers for just another second, then he climbs up the ladder to the upper level. It's my turn to sigh now.

After a few minutes of nothing, I hear a loud fucking damn it from above. I giggle, but then I wonder if something is actually wrong. "Kyle?" He doesn't answer, so I call again and walk to the back of the boat so I can see him on the higher level. He's on his knees in front of the console. "What's wrong?"

He climbs down the ladder and walks inside the cabin. I follow him. It's dark inside so I flip the switch for the lights, but nothing happens.

"Yeah. That's what's wrong."

I flip the switch a couple more times, but there's still nothing. "What does that mean?"

He opens a panel and uses his phone's flashlight to look through the wires. "It means we have no power, and I don't have a clue why. I don't suppose you do much electrical work as a financial planner, do you?"

"When I first started out, but now I just have my assistant handle all of that for me."

"Ha ha. Well, my friend, I think we need to call for help."

My heart is thumping harder in my chest. "That's not so easy." While he was fishing earlier, I tried to play a game on my phone, but I couldn’t. “No signal out here.”

"I already thought of that. But there's a satellite phone right here. The man at the docks showed it to me." He pulls it off the wall and dials a number. It takes so long to connect that I wonder if it even works, but when I hear a muffled voice pick up, my body relaxes. For a couple of seconds.

"You're joking... Why can't you call him in... No, that's not acceptable... so what are we supposed to do?" When Kyle hangs up he growls.

"What is it?" I think I already know the answer.

He tosses his hands in the air. "Apparently, there's only one person here who is able to tow a boat, and he turns his phone off when he goes home for the night."

"And they can't send someone to go get him?"

"I guess not. So we have to wait here until he comes in at 6am."

I look around the dark room like something in here could possibly help us. Some switch that Kyle forgot to flip. Or a key that needs turned and then everything will fire up and we can head back to the marina. There's nothing. "We can't wait that long. We can't just sleep in the middle of the ocean."

"Well, there is a bed," he says. "And the kitchen is fully stocked. So the boat's set up for this. It's just not how I want to spend my night."

Me either. I hadn't told him, but I wanted us to spend most of the night on the beach. Maybe even sleeping on the sand and listening to the waves all night. Now, I guess I get to be rocked to sleep by them instead of just listening to them. I snort.

"What is it?"

"Nothing… But I'm starving. Want me to fix something?"

The refrigerator isn't working, but there's a sealed jar of mayonnaise and cans of tuna—which seems like a joke after an unsuccessful day of fishing—so I make a quick and plain tuna salad for us. We spread it over crackers, and then we each have a granola bar to wash it down. When we're done, I throw the dirty dishes into the dishwasher, which also doesn't work.

"Maybe we should try to get some sleep," Kyle says. "That way we're up and ready for this guy, whenever he decides to show up. You take the bed. I'll sleep in one of the chairs outside."

"Don't be ridiculous. It's a huge bed. There's plenty of room for both of us."

He shakes his head.

"Don't argue. You're not sleeping outside in the middle of the ocean."

Even before the words are out, there's a clap of thunder in the distance. We both look through a window, but it's too dark to see anything.

"That settles it. You weren't sleeping out there anyway, but you're definitely not sleeping outside if it's going to rain. Now man up and go to bed with me." I mean it as a joke. I want him to laugh at it. I want to laugh at it. But neither one of us does. We sit and stare at each other over the dark table. So quiet that we can hear each other breathe. Another thunder snaps us from the spell, and we both stand at the same time.

"You first." Kyle motions me down the short flight of stairs and into the bedroom.

I head down, but when he isn't right behind me, I turn back. "You're not having second thoughts, are you?"

"No. I, uh..." I climb back to the top of the stairs and see him take his shirt off. Even in almost pitch blackness, my mouth starts to water at the sight. "These clothes are nasty after today. I don't want to get you all stinky."

"Oh. Thank you." When he slips his fingers under his waistband, I force myself to look away and go back down the stairs.

I crawl to the far side of the bed and pull the blanket up to my neck. It's too hot for this thick thing, but I need to hide myself. If I don't, he'll see what I’m thinking. And what I'm feeling. I roll over and face the wall, knowing that he'll be naked when he comes down the stairs, and not knowing what that will do to me.

His soft steps seem to echo around the room, and then the bed shifts under his weight. But I don't dare move or say a word. "I'm so sorry, Noah. If I hadn't had the stupid idea to come out here today, we wouldn't be stranded."

I bite down hard on my tongue. I didn't know how hard it would be to lie next to him with nothing but a few inches between us.

"You're mad. I deserve that. I screwed up."

"I'm not mad." I have to hold tight to each word as it leaves me to make sure it doesn't take something more with it. Something like I have had a crush on you since we first met or I've dreamed about you almost every night for years or I love you.

"It's okay if you are. I get it."

Fuck. I roll over, and I'm stopped short by his everything. His warmth, the faint sight of him, his smell, even the little fish smell that is still clinging to him. I take a deep breath and slide my hand toward him. So slowly that it feels like it takes hours. But at last my finger touches the skin of his arm. "I'm not mad. Damn it, Kyle."

He changes positions and I think it's to get away from me. But then his hand settles on top of mine. "Tell me." His voice is breathy and tempting, and it would be so easy to give in. I want more than anything to give in. And all I can think is the line from the Bible: Lead us not into temptation. But I wasn't led here. I brought myself.

I throw a leg over him and sit up, straddling his belly, looking down into his green eyes. It's so dark they look black, but there's still a light that reflects from them. "I shouldn't do this." I lean forward and kiss the center of his chest. He tastes exactly like he smells. Grass and wood and citrus. I slide down, and I can feel his cock under me now. It presses up into me. "I shouldn't do this." I kiss him again. At the base of his breastbone. I move further. His cock is digging into the bottom of my chest. "You should stop me." I kiss his belly button. When he doesn't say a word, I slide even further down. My feet are hanging off the end of the bed, and my mouth is even with his dick.

I blow a gentle breath across it and then look up at his face. I can't see his expression, but I can see that his eyes are on me. I wait. One beat. Two beats. Nothing. He doesn't say a word. Why doesn't he stop me? I kiss the tip of his penis, and he's still silent. I stick my tongue out, flicking it across the sensitive hole in the tip, slithering it around his head. He sucks in a breath, and I wait for him to say it. Just one word. Just one word, and I'm cast down. Banished forever into a pit of emptiness. But he says nothing. I take a deep breath and plunge my mouth around him.

My eyes roll backward into my head, and I don't care if I never see again. I move lower on him. Until his cock presses against the back of my throat. I want to gag, but I don't let myself. I won't. I pull back. My tongue drags along his shaft. I can feel every vein as I move toward the tip. When I get there, I wait again. His cock is coated in my saliva now, and I can smell the chocolate from the granola bar. I press my hands to the mattress on either side of him and use them to rock myself up and down. Faster. Deeper each time. And each time I let my mouth slide off the end of his dick so I can blow on it. Each time I feel his body shiver when I do, and I drive myself lower on him again. Over and over.

And a twinge runs through my cock each time. Still soft, but then it pulses. I feel the warmth spread through the front of my underwear. And almost at the same time, Kyle's hips buck. Once. And then he thrusts himself deeper into my mouth. I relax my throat, knowing what's coming, and I take it. Every salty and sweet bit of him that he gives to me, I take it all. And then I lick him clean.

I slide up just a little. Just enough to press my body against his side. And I run my finger along his dick as it softens. His beautiful cock. I would love to see it for the rest of my life. Every night. Every morning. I lean forward and kiss it. Then I wrap my arm around his stomach and rest my cheek against him.

When I'm on the verge of falling asleep, he moves, and it snaps me awake. He lifts my arm from him, and my head falls onto the mattress. "Where are you going?" I ask.

"I can't..." He walks to the stairs.

"You can't?"

There's a brief hesitation. I'm not sure if he looks back at me or not. "I can't." And I hear him walk up the stairs.


CHAPTER SIX



When we come to a stop at the dock, Kyle sticks his head into the bedroom. "'Bout time you got up, dude. We're back. You slept through the whole thing."

I didn't sleep through anything. The sun was barely up when I heard a boat roaring up to us. Then I heard Kyle talking to some man. I assumed it was the man to tow us back to shore, and when I felt the sudden lurch a few minutes later, I knew that I was right.

I don't know where Kyle slept last night. I don't know if he slept. I didn't. And I don't care if he did. He ran away. We shared something intimate and special. Something that should have bonded us. Something that should have made me more than just a "dude" to him, and he ran away.

"Luis is here to take us back to the resort. Let's get a move on." Kyle claps and then walks back up the stairs. He really claps.

I throw the blanket off of me. I'm still in my clothes, so I just slip into my flip-flops and head up to the deck. It's brighter than I expect, and I wish I had sunglasses. But wishes don't come true, no matter how big or small.

On the way back to the hotel, I call the spa. Marie answers on the first ring like she was waiting for my call. I cross my fingers and ask if she can squeeze me in today. For anything. For everything. I just really need it after last night. She tells me to come up as soon as we get back to the main building. I do. I don't even tell Kyle what I'm doing until he gets off on the seventh floor and I don't.

"Oh okay. Have fun, man." I replay his words over and over as the elevator climbs the five floors. Have fun. Fuck you.

There's no one at the spa when I get there. No wonder she could fit me in. Why is no one else taking advantage of this tiny piece of heaven inside paradise?

"Uh oh," Marie says as soon as she sees me. "Rough night?"

"I don't want to talk about it." I grumble out the words and immediately feel bad. "I'm sorry. It's not your fault. Yes, terrible night. That's why I need this. Whatever you have time for."

Her face lights up and she takes me by the hand. "When I heard your voice on the phone, I cleared the schedule, so I have time for the full menu. If you want it." She stops at the water feature wall and takes two stones from its base and then leads me down the hall in the opposite direction from yesterday.

The room we walk into is all black. Floors, walls, ceiling. And it's completely empty. "Sit right here." She uses her foot to point to a spot in the middle of the floor. "Now hold out your hands."

I do, and she drops one stone into each of my open palms. I look at them. One is a light blue-green, the color of the ocean. The other is a yellow-orange the color of the sunrise this morning. I move them around my hands. They're smaller than golf balls but very heavy for their size.

"Sit with your legs crossed and hold these stones in your palms while you rest your hands on your knees. Just like you're meditating. Got it?"

I move into the position she described and look up at her. She nods.

"The stones might feel even heavier while you go through this, but keep them balanced in your palms the whole time."

"What are they?" I ask.

"The one in your left hand—the turquoise—that provides clarity and enhances your self-expression. The citrine instills you with power and confidence."

I laugh.

"That tells me you're in desperate need of these stones. I'm going to step out of the room. When I do, the room will go completely dark, and a sound will play. It’s designed to reverberate with the stones you're holding and to awaken the chakras within your body. Don't be surprised if you start to feel... different. It's all part of the process. If you didn't want to feel different, you wouldn't be here."

I want to feel more different than some stones or piped-in music can make me, but I'll take anything that I can get.

"Are you ready?" I look at the stones again and then back up to her and nod my head. "Good. I don't know how long this will take for you. Everyone's path is different. Only the water and the crystals know for sure. Just know that when you walk out of this room, you will be a different person. Still you, but the authentic version you were always meant to be. Think of it as restoring a great piece of art so the original vibrant colors once again shine out to the world."

"Do you really believe all this?" I want to call it garbage, but I stop myself.

"I do. And you will too. If it's what you want. Are you ready to become your true self?"

I take a slow breath. At least holding on to a couple of rocks while I listen to music isn't going to make things worse. "Yes."

She smiles and shuts the door without saying another word.

As soon as the door latches, the room is pitch black, and... something begins playing. It sounds like someone striking a bell, but the tone goes on and on. First, there’s just a low drone. Then a higher-pitched ringing joins it, but neither of the sounds fades the way they should. They just stretch on and on as other tones build on them, making chords that aren't like anything I've ever heard before. It's a heavy sound, and I feel it pressing against my body. Filling me. Working inside me. Every space inside me is taken up by the sound, and it builds even more. So much that I want to close my eyes to keep it out. I can't take anymore. But I force myself to keep them open.

And then there are two chimes, one right after the other. Higher pitched than those that came before. Their sounds reverberate through the room. Through me. Louder. Softer. Louder. Softer. And it almost looks like the stones in my hands are glowing. The room is black, but I can see the turquoise. I can see the citrine. And their lights color my palms and move up my arms. Slowly. It's fascinating. The sound and the light move together, and when it gets to my shoulders, I do have to close my eyes. My mind and body are overwhelmed. But instead of my closed eyes closing me off from the world, I'm opened to it. I can see things now that I know don't exist but that move through me anyway. I feel them. Energies swimming inside my body. Inside my soul. And by truly opening myself to everything, the music becomes the only thing. It all goes dark again and there is just the low bass drone of the original bell tone stretched to infinity through me.

When I hear the door open, I keep my eyes closed. The speakers have stopped but the sound is still resonating inside me, and I want to hold on to it until it completely dies away. When I do finally open them, I blink away the blurriness and see Marie standing in front of me. Her hands are clasped together, and her face is glowing.

"This is glorious. Even better than I expected. How do you feel?"

Peaceful. Contented. Whole. Happy. "Wonderful." My throat is tight, and I cough to clear it. But it still doesn't sound quite right.

"Come with me. I told you yesterday how great the facials are, and it's time I prove it to you."

I spend the next hour lying flat on my back while she massages oils and creams onto my face. Each time there's something new, I have to lie still to "allow it to soak into the skin." And each time I almost fall asleep. The anger and bitterness that fueled me throughout the night are gone now, and my need for sleep is becoming stronger. When Marie finally wipes away the last treatment, I can barely open my eyes.

"You are stunning, my dear. But you're clearly exhausted." She looks at her watch. "There's still time. Why don't you stay here and take a quick nap? I'll wake you in a bit."

I don't even have time to agree before my body falls into a sleep. A strange sleep filled with dreams of Kyle. I walk up to him, and his eyes go wide. His mouth falls open, and I want nothing more than to kiss it. But I'm frozen, and then his mouth curls up in a sneer. He looks disgusted by me. I need to look away, but I still can't move.

But then his face changes. He smiles. "Why didn't you tell me?" Tell him what? He takes one step toward me. Then another. And I can see the lust in his eyes. My body tingles and a strange warmth spreads through my groin. His lips press against mine, and his hand massages... something on my chest, and I know now it's a dream. Please wake up. He would never touch me like this in real life. Please wake up. I push him away. Please wake up.

"Emma... Emma, dear. Time to wake up, honey." I shake my head, trying to throw off the dream, but Kyle's hands wrap around me and pull me to him. "Emma, you need to wake up, sweetie." I pry his hands away and throw my eyes open.

Marie is standing over me. Her face is contorted for a split-second, but then it relaxes and the skin smooths out. "I was worried for you. Sometimes the first dreams are too powerful, and you can lose yourself to them. But you were brave and fought through it. This is going to be a success. Come, I need to show you something."

I want to ask her what she means about the dreams being too powerful and losing yourself to them. I want to ask her how she even knew I was dreaming. But she pulls my hand, and I don't say a word as she guides me to the wall. To a full-length mirror. To...

"What is this?" My voice is still too tight, but I barely notice it as I look at the two of us in the mirror. No. As I look at Marie and some stranger.

"This is your true self. You've unlocked this and become who you were meant to be all along." She's beaming, but I shake my head and can't stop.

This has to be part of the dream too. Is this what she meant when she said I could lose myself to the dream? I shriek, and Marie takes a step back. I scream over and over. Wake up! Wake up! Wake up! But the face in the mirror—the woman in the mirror—never changes. She even looks like me. Just more feminine. More... of a girl. I tug on her long hair—my long hair—hoping that the pain will shock me out of this, but it doesn't.

Before I can pull again, Marie twists her arms through mine, and pins them against me as she sets me on the floor. She's stronger than she looks. "Emma, this isn't a dream. This is real. You can't wake up because you already are. Look at yourself in the mirror. Truly look. You'll see that this is really you. The real you."

I turn to the mirror.

"Good girl. Now look into your eyes. The same brown eyes you've always had, right? You recognize them?"

I nod.

"And your nose. It's a little smaller. The end is turned up just a bit more. But see that bump in the middle? The bump you've always had. It's here too. Look for everything that's the same."

I stare at the woman in the mirror. She has the same freckles across her forehead as me. Her left ear is a little lower than her right, just like me. When she smiles, the bridge of her nose wrinkles just like mine.

"What..." What is this? What happened? What do I need to do to get back to normal?

"This is the true power of this resort. For those brave enough to receive its gift. And this is you. Plain and extravagant. Simple and complicated. Good and bad. It's all inside here." She taps the center of my chest, and that's when I notice I have breasts. I look down. The two mounds bulge under my shirt. I want to touch them. I want to push them back inside me.

"Marie?" This is why my voice sounds different.

She rubs her hand between my shoulder blades. "Just keep taking deep breaths, sweetie. It will seem more and more normal each time you do. Because it is your normal."

I inhale and exhale a couple of times, and I do already feel a little better. "Why Emma?"

She shrugs her shoulders. "It's what your parents planned to name you if you were born a girl, which you were."

I take a deep breath and whisper, Emma. Then again. Then I smile. "This is really me." I don't have to ask. It is.

"And you have a date tonight, so let's get you ready."

"A date? With who?"

"Kyle. Who else?" She helps me from the floor and leads me to another room. There are three stylist stations here, but only one of them is occupied. The lady sitting in the chair stands when she hears us coming.

"So this must be Emma?" she asks.

I nod.

"Already so beautiful, but I'll put you over the top. I'm Bianca." She taps the back of her chair, and I walk to it, looking one last time at Marie before I sit down.

"I already have so many ideas, but let me get a closer look at you." She spins the chair and takes a step back. For a few seconds, she stares at me silently, but then she nods her head and mutters, mmm-hmm, under her breath.

For the next two hours, I follow her around the salon like a puppy. She takes me from sink to workstation to dryer, to a pedicure chair, and back again. But when she sets the curling iron down on her table and then sprays my hair with hairspray, I know we're finished.

I'd tried my best to not look at a thing. Not even the red nails on my hands that I only saw in the corners of my vision. But now she spins me to the mirror, and I gasp.

It doesn't seem like a dream anymore. It seems like a fantasy. There's no mistaking me for Noah. Not ever again. My hair is still my usual brown but with lighter highlights blended in. My dark eyebrows arch over my smokey eyes. And my dark red lipstick doesn't beg to be kissed, it demands it.

I look down. My nails are the same rich blood red color as my lips. They extend past the tips of my fingers, and I have no idea how I'll be able to function with them, but I also know that I'll be able to do just fine.

I want to tell her I love it. I want to say that she made me pretty, and even though I never realized it, there was always a part of me that wanted to be pretty. I want to thank her. But I'm speechless.

"Oh sweetie, I knew. I just knew from the very first time I saw you." Marie walks up behind me and puts her hands on my shoulders. She squeezes just a little, and I smile. "So, what do you think?" She asks me.

"I want to cry."

"Oh no you don't! There's no crying anywhere on this property. Especially not after Bianca just did all your makeup. Let's go see your dress. That will distract you."

I follow her to the massage room. I was here just yesterday, but it seems so much longer than that. So much has changed.

On the hook where the robe was hanging yesterday, there's a dress now. "This can't be," I say.

"You don't like it?"

I walk up to it and run a finger down it. My red nails are so strange and so natural. This isn't a dress. It's a full-length gown. The V-neck plunges so low, I'm not sure if it would show my belly button, but if it doesn't, the dress itself might. The entire dress is lace. Black velvet flowers stitched together with gaps between the flowers. Gaps that will expose my skin. "I love it. How can I love it?"

"Because you're a woman who loves pretty things. Now let's put it on you."

It looks so small. "Will it even fit?"

"Sweetie, your body was just magically transformed a few hours ago. Do you really think we won’t be able to get the right size dress for you? Now everything off. And put this on." She hands me a pair of nude panties. I hold them up.

"A thong?"

"The dress is practically see-through. We don't want to ruin the illusion with panties covering your ass."

I take my clothes off, but when I step into the panties, I stop. I haven't seen what's beneath my underwear. I haven't even felt it or thought about it. I'm scared to. "Do I have a... vagina now?"

Marie laughs so hard, I wonder if she can breathe. "The way you said that. Your voice was so quiet when you said the word 'vagina.' Of course you have a vagina. Most women do, so why should you be an exception? Does that bother you?"

Does it? Should it? I don't think it does. "Why doesn't it bother me?"

"That means this is true for you. Who you are meant to be. If it weren’t, your mind would fight it."

She takes the dress from its hanger and carefully holds it out so I can step into it. When I do, she pulls it up my body and zips the back. I walk to the mirror. Every inch of me is a woman. My legs, my curves, my breasts, my face. And I love it all. I don't care that I wasn't born in this body. That doesn’t matter. This is who I am, and it's who I want to be for the rest of my life.


CHAPTER SEVEN



My heels click as I walk to the entrance of La Grande Bistro. My insanely high stiletto heels that I thought for sure I could never walk in. Another perk of the magic. Just before the door, I stop and take a breath. Then another. My insides are quaking. Kyle is already inside. He texted a few minutes ago, asking if I'm on my way. I am, but not like he expects.

Now that I'm here, I don't know if I can do this. When I was with Marie, it all seemed so simple. Just go in here and convince the man I love that I'm really a woman and that he should love me the way I love him. What could be easier? I shake my head just thinking about it. There's no way it's going to work.

It would be so much easier if whatever magic exists in the place could somehow make Kyle love me. But Marie swears it doesn't work that way. The magic can change a person, but not who a person really is underneath. And who we love, she said, is part of who we truly are.

I look at my reflection in the window and sigh. Even a couple of hours ago, I would have never believed that this is who I am. Now every single atom inside me knows that it's true. But will Kyle? It's time to find out.

I walk through the open door and tell the maitre d' that I'm meeting someone. "Right this way, Miss." I smile as I follow him. I have a lifetime of Miss and Ma'am ahead of me. I wonder if each one will feel as fresh and pure as this one does.

As soon as Kyle sees me, he gasps. I'm still half a room away, but his eyes are wide and stuck on me as I get closer. And when the maitre d' pulls out the seat for me—the seat directly across from Kyle—I think the poor boy may have a stroke.

"Hello." I clasp my hands together in my lap.

He tries to say something. I assume it's hello, but mostly it's a series of clicks and stutters and breaths.

"Surprise?" I smile at him, but he's still frozen. "Kyle?"

"Y-you know me?"

I roll my eyes and give him a few seconds, thinking that the recognition will sweep across his face any moment. When it doesn't, I sigh. "And you know me too."

"But how? This... must be another one of them?"

I raise my eyebrow, but don't say anything. Another one of them?

"It has to be, but..." he looks around the room and then back to me. "I can't do this."

Those words again. Like it's all he can ever say. "Kyle, you can. You know you can if you just let yourself." But will he ever be capable of letting himself? Is the wall that he has built up so strong that he can't tear it down even now?

I slip my foot out of my shoe and scoot just a little lower in my chair. Low enough that I can run my toes under the hem of his pants and up his leg. His breath catches when my skin touches his, and the confusion on his face is cute.

"You know I can't do this. I know I can't. Please stop."

I don't. I lift my foot higher, up to his calf, then back down. The hairs on his leg tickle my toes. "Why can't you Kyle? Why can't we do this?"

He closes his eyes and blows out a breath. I imagine that his cock is hard now, and I want to raise my foot to it. To torment him. "There's someone else. And I can't cheat. Not even here."

Brittany. Again. But he seemed so good the last few days. So much like his old self. He hasn't mentioned her once, but I should have known that he would still think of her constantly. I wish I knew how to snap him out of this. How to make him see me. Or at least how to get over her, even if he never sees me the way I want him to. "Kyle, that's never happening. You know it's not."

He shakes his head. "I know. And I'm an idiot for wishing there was some way it could. But last night, I thought maybe—"

My cheeks burn so hot at the mention of last night that I'm sure they must be glowing "She left you. She cheated on you for almost a year and then divorced you. I'm so sorry, but she's your past. You need to move on."

"What?" He looks confused. "Not her. I'm talking about Noah. You're in my fucking head. You know this."

My foot drops from his leg, and my body jerks upright.

"Last night was so right. I knew for so long that he felt that way, but last night, he finally took the chance. And it was wonderful. I thought it meant I was ready. I tried for years to make myself want him. Physically, the way I already do mentally. But I could never do it, but last night, something was different about him. And it let me—"

"You... I don't understand." My ears are roaring with static, and I'm sure there must be something wrong with me. I can't have heard what I heard.

"At least at first. But when he laid next to me, all I could think was that he's a man. That he has a cock too. And I tried to imagine myself taking him the way that he just took me, and it repulsed me. Actually, physically repulsed me. I'm in love with him, and the thought of his naked body repulsed me. What is wrong with me?"

I hold my head in my hands and I'm sure I'm smudging my makeup, but I don't care. Is this real? It can't be. I press my fingernails into my cheeks, but nothing changes. "I'm Noah." It sounds so wrong to say. Am I that used to thinking of myself as Emma already? I look up at him, but his face hasn't changed. He didn't hear me. "I'm Noah. Was. I was Noah. You're talking about me."

His mouth falls open, and he blinks over and over. He reminds me of a goldfish, and I want to laugh. "I'm confused," he says. "You're... I don't know your name. You never told me. Not in any of the dreams."

"What the fuck are you talking about? You've never seen me before. Not like this."

He laughs. "Since I came here, I’ve dreamed about you every night. Every time, you try to seduce me. Every time, I want more than anything to let you. But I always stop you. I can't do that to Noah. Not until I know for sure that it will never work."

The roar in my ears is gone, and now the room is so quiet I can hear the air streaming in and out of my body. He dreamed of me? Of this me? The real me that I just discovered today? "That can't be true."

"No. None of this can be." He stands up and looks at me. I can see the tears building in his eyes, but he blinks them away and they're replaced with pity. "I'm so sorry. You're gorgeous and I wish I could live out whatever fantasy this is." His eyes drift down to my breasts and back up. Then he walks away.

I'm so stunned I can't even turn my head to watch him. What is this? This isn't how it was supposed to go. I was going to walk in here, and his jaw was going to drop. His face would go red as soon as I sat across from him. He wouldn’t be able to keep his eyes off of me. And when I told him the truth, he was going to see how perfect I am for him. I was going to tell him I've always loved him, and even though he couldn't say the words yet, he would eventually. But... he's already in love with me?

Ms. Camille walks by. She's working on a Saturday evening? She doesn't look at me, but she smiles as she passes my table. I take a sharp breath in. Kyle. I turn, but I don't see him anywhere. I hurry from the restaurant. He's not in the hall, so I take my phone from my purse.

Me: Where are you? We need to talk ASAP.

When there's no reply after ten seconds, I call his number. I don't have time to wait for him to get back to me. I press send, but my call goes to voicemail right away. He has his phone off. Fuck him.

I run down the long hall. My steps clicking out a rapid rhythm. I'll never find him here. There are too many places for him to go. The building is too big. I only have one hope.

At the end of the hall, I turn left. Toward the only elevators that I know of. I just pray that he went to his room. I press the button over and over and over and over, but the elevator never seems to come. There's nothing to even tell me what floor it's on. So I hold in the button. I know it doesn't do any good, but I have to do something. I have to see him. I have to tell him the truth.

When the car does finally come, the doors don't peel back nearly fast enough for me. I shove on one as hard as I can until I can squeeze inside. Then I press the seven and hold the close door button. At last, my stomach drops as the car moves upward. I close my eyes—please be there, please be there—and don't open them until the doors slide open.

I step out into the hall and look both directions. Like I'm crossing a road. Like he would have chosen now to go exploring our floor. There's no sign of him. I knew there wouldn't be. I dash down the hall. 7414. I almost run into the door. I bang on it so loudly that I know the neighbor can hear me. I just need him to hear. I just need him to be here.

"Kyle!" There's no answer. I bang so hard my knuckles go numb. "It's me! It's Emma." Fuck! "Noah. It's Noah. Open up. Please."

"I won't do anything with you."

Oh thank God. At least he's here. I collapse against the door. "We need to talk. That's all."

There's nothing from inside the room. Maybe I imagined it. Maybe I didn't hear his voice.

"Kyle?"

"No."

Just one simple syllable, but I know that tone. He's not going to give in now. He's barely even listening. I slump to the floor and let my head fall back against the door. I'll wait here as long as it takes. He has to come out eventually. He has to notice that "Noah" is missing and go look for him.

Oh!

I rifle through my purse. How can there be this much junk in a tiny clutch? I dump it all out onto the floor. There.

I grab my phone and the keycard and go to my door. I don't have time to put everything else away. I don't care if someone takes my lipstick.

The lock turns green when I tap the card, and I walk inside my room. I hope this wasn't just a fluke. I twist the knob on the door adjoining my room and Kyle's. It swings open.

"What are you doing?" He sits fully upright on his bed. Still dressed in the suit he wore to dinner.

I hold my hands up. "Just talking. That's all. It's me, and I'm real. Look more closely. It's me."

He squints and leans forward. "The girl from my dreams..."

"Emma."

"Okay. Emma..."

"Damn it, Kyle. Will you fucking look at me! Sophomore year we went to the tri-delt party after the homecoming game." I take a deep breath. I don't want to mention her, but if it convinces him... "That's where you met Brittany. You took her upstairs. Then when you found me again afterward, it was like you were starstruck. How would I know this? I'm... I used to be Noah. This place changed me. But I'm me, goddamn it, will you please just see it?"

Kyle shakes his head. "You know it because I know it. I'm dreaming you, so you know everything I do."

Since when is he this logical? "Do you know what I did while you were upstairs banging that bitch? I watched a video on how guitars are made. It was the first video I found on the internet. I needed something to take my mind off the fact that you were upstairs fucking her when all I really wanted was for you to be fucking me instead. I don't even care about guitars, but I watched that video twice until you came down the stairs. And after one look at you," I suck in a breath, "I knew it was too late for me. I would never have you. But now we're here. And maybe I was wrong. Maybe we do still have a chance if you'll just fucking take it."

He slides off the side of the bed and walks to me. My heart beats faster with each step he takes until it feels like it's a constant drumming as he leans close. His face is just inches from mine. "How?"

"I don't know. Something happened in the spa today. Magic. That's all I know. That plus this is the real me. The me I want—"

"I didn't have sex with her that night." He laughs, and it's my turn to be confused. "We went upstairs, but neither of us even took our clothes off. We just talked and then kissed. That's all. This is really you? Not a dream?"

He's still just inches away from me, and I can't control myself. I press my lips against his. I don't do anything more. Just wait for him to back away. But he does the opposite. He pulls me into him, and his mouth opens for me. I don't hesitate. I slide my tongue in, and as soon as it touches his, he moans. All time stops, but then in one burst it catches up, and I don't know anything anymore. I just know the feel of his mouth.

"Does it matter if I'm a dream as long as I’m me?" I ask.

He lifts me. I gasp and wrap my legs around him. His cock is hard and pressing into me, and it belongs there. It belongs to me.

When I'm on the bed, he slides his hands up my back. "This dress..."

"It's so gorgeous." I almost never want to take it off.

"It's so in the way."

I reach behind my neck and start the zipper down. He takes it the rest of the way. Not gently. He yanks it down, and I really hope he doesn't damage it. But when his fingers glide across the bare skin of my back, I don't care about the dress anymore. I slide my arms out of the sleeves and let it fall to my waist.

Kyle bites his tongue when he sees my breasts. I braid my fingers through his hair and pull his mouth to my nipple. As soon as his lip touches it, I scream.

"Are you okay?" he asks.

Not at all. This is as far from okay as I've ever been. I never want to be okay again after this. "I've never felt anything like this before."

"I'll go slow."

"The fuck you will." I pull his mouth onto me again, and I fall backward on the bed as his tongue circles around my nipple. He falls with me, and I throw my legs around him. Even through his pants and my dress, his cock drives to fill me, and I can feel its heat.

"Say that again." His words are wet and tortured. "Say 'fuck' for me again."

I can barely pull in enough air to even speak. "Fuck."

He groans. "Jesus Christ, Emma. Do you know how hot it gets me when a beautiful woman talks like that?"

Beautiful. Woman. Me. The words are bolts that shoot right through me. I press my breasts up closer to him and dig my head into the mattress as a thousand little moans escape my lips.

His mouth lifts away from me, and I tilt my head so I can see him. "Are you..." His mouth falls back on me, and I close my eyes. I feel a thin line of his saliva drip down the side of my boob, and I catch it with my finger and bring it to my mouth, sucking it all.

Kyle lifts off me again, and this time his hands work down the sides of my dress. "Are you a girl down there too?" He slips off the bed, still between my legs, and pulls the dress completely off of me. When it's on the floor, he stares at my panties.

I sit up on my elbows. "I am."

He unfastens his pants, and they hang open at his hips. "Can you get pregnant?"

A chill passes through me. "I don't know." I didn't think to ask Marie about that. Would she even know? "Probably? Yes." Oh my God. I can. I don't know how but I just know it, and the weight of the change presses down on me. It's everything. Everything about me is changed. I can get pregnant. What would I be like as a mom?

I hear a ripping noise and look up. Kyle is pulling a condom from its foil wrapper, but he stops when he notices my stare. "I should have asked. I just thought we both wanted—“

"Let me put that on you." I sit up and take it from him. He takes his pants and boxer briefs off, and then I slide the condom down his length. When it's on, I lightly tease my fingernail along his underside. His body shudders at my touch, and I decide that I love these nails.

He puts his hands on my shoulders and lowers me back on to the bed. So slowly that I don't think we'll ever go all the way, but when my skin touches the sheet, he stands upright again, and hooks his index fingers in the waistband of my panties. He glances up at me for just a second. I nod. And he pulls them down. Careful at first.

"Oh shit, Em." His mouth drops open, and he rips the panties completely down my legs. "You're gorgeous."

He forces my legs apart and stares at me. Then he lines his cock up with my entrance. As his tip touches me, I whimper, and he freezes. "Do you want this?" he asks.

"More than anything, but you're my first. I... don't know what to expect."

He pulls his cock away and slips a finger into me. I gasp as it slides inside. "You're so fucking wet." He wriggles his finger around inside me, and I moan. "I think you're ready."

This time, it isn't a finger that goes inside me. And this time, I don't just moan. He starts slow. The weight of his body pressing down on me while he slides deeper. Deeper. And then pulls out. But I dig my fingernails into his back and pull him down even tighter, and he speeds up. Faster. Until he's slapping against me. Until I'm bouncing up and down. My breasts flapping between us.

"You feel so good." His voice is scratchy and more breath than sound. I want to tell him damn right I do, but I can't speak. I can't even pant. Every single part of me is smoldering. My pussy is on fire. My boobs are burning. My pinky toes are fully engulfed. And those flames are sucking all the oxygen from me. Replacing it with heat until I'm sure I'm boiling. And I'm sure this is the end of me. But such a glorious end. And when I shriek and he grunts and his cock pulses and I clamp myself down on him, I don't know how there could ever be any more after this.

But then I draw in a breath. And then another. As my body trembles, I open my eyes. He's slid out of me now and slipped down far enough that his head is resting on my chest. His cheek on my breast. I rub my hand along his hair, and he looks up at me. The side of his mouth is curled up, and it makes me laugh.

"You're perfect," he says. "Absolutely perfect."

Even without him telling me, I already knew. As soon as I understood what happened to me, I knew it was perfect. I knew this was me. The me I always should have been.

Kyle drops off the side of the bed and onto his knees. Then he grabs my thighs and yanks me toward him. "Our flight doesn't leave until eight tomorrow night. That still leaves us plenty of time here." He lifts my legs onto his shoulders and presses his mouth against my pussy.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck." I never knew it could feel like this.

When he groans and his lips vibrate against my clit, I know he wants this as much as I do. He looks up at me. "And I know exactly how I want to spend every second that we have left here."


EPILOGUE


The light shining into my eyes wakes me, and I feel his hand groping my chest. I pull it up to my mouth and kiss his knuckles, starting with his index finger and moving down to his pinky. "Good morning, Mr. Linford."

He sucks in a breath and stretches, and his cock presses against my ass. "Good morning, Mrs. Linford."

I smile and kiss the platinum band on his ring finger. Every morning for a month, the sun shining into his bedroom window has woken me. And every morning, he has called me Mrs. Linford. And every morning, hearing him say it makes me feel so light I'm sure I would float away if his arm weren't tethering me to the earth.

I never thought this would happen. But we're here in our bed, our bodies twined around each other. Our rings on our fingers. I hold mine out and look at it. A single diamond nestled between two sapphires on my engagement ring. An eternity wedding band with diamonds set all around it next to it. The two rings fitted together in a perfect set, and I can't help but think that metaphor was made for the two of us.

"Have I told you about the best idea I ever had in my life?" Kyle asks me.

I roll over so I'm facing him. His lips are so close, I have to kiss them. "Only every morning for the last month. And I want to hear it every morning for the rest of my life."

"It all started when the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen broke into my hotel room. I took my phone, ready to call the police, but she dropped to her knees and begged me not to."

I laugh. "Oh, is that how it happened now?"

"I wouldn't lie about something like this. So I asked what she would do for me if I didn't call them. She came to me and slammed me down on the bed. Before I knew what was happening, she had her dress pulled up to her hips, and she was straddling me."

"Her gorgeous dress."

He slides his hand to my ass and tickles a finger along my crack. "The second most gorgeous dress I've ever seen. But as she was forcing herself on me, I started to feel sorry for her. This poor, wretched girl was willing to break into a stranger's room and have sex with him. I knew I had to help her."

I reach behind me and take his hand in mine. I pull it between my legs. His finger glides along my folds, and I purr. "What did you do to help her?"

"First, I made love to her. All night. She was obviously in desperate need of it—"

"That part is true."

"—so I made her come again and again."

I moan.

"But then I decided I needed to do even more for her. And I remembered the resort manager, just the day before, told me that the resort had a wedding venue available to all guests. And just like in the old movies, I knew there was only one way to turn this girl into an honest woman."

His finger flicks against my clit, and I bite my lip.

"So I dropped to my knees—"

"Between her legs."

"I skipped over that part."

"Mmm, but that was such a good part."

"It really was." He kisses me while his finger strokes tight circles around my nub. "But I dropped to my knees and asked for her hand in marriage. I had made such an impression on her that she leapt at the opportunity and begged me to marry her right then."

"Mmm-hmm." I roll my eyes.

"So I called the concierge, and she set everything up for that afternoon. It was only a few minutes later when someone came to whisk the girl away. At first she was so frightened it was the police that she clung to me and refused to go, but I finally calmed her and convinced her it was alright. She was gone for hours, and I still don't know what they did to her."

I slide my hand down his front and wrap my fingers around his cock. His body tenses as soon as I do. "She was taken to the top floor of the hotel. To the spa, where two very kind women were waiting for her. They whisked her straight into a chair and started working on her hair. The whole time, they kept asking if it was what she really wanted. And the girl wasn't sure. The strange man seemed nice, and she supposed that he was okay in bed. At least in a pinch."

"Hey!"

"She could do a lot worse,” I say, “so she supposed she should take a chance on this man. So the two women spent the next few hours cutting and coloring and curling and pinning her hair until it was perfect, just like the girl. Shaping and painting her nails until they were as pretty as her. And then doing her makeup to make her even more stunning than anyone had ever thought was possible."

"She really was."

I tease the back of my nail around his swollen head, and he groans. "And then they showed her the dress. The most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. Sheer white lace that would hug her every curve. Beaded stones casting a prism with each move she made. Seeing the dress is what finally convinced her to go through with the wedding. She wasn't sure about the man, but she loved the dress."

Kyle pulls his hand from between my legs and crosses his arms over his chest.

"When she was dressed, the women led her to the beach. There were dozens of flickering white candles forming a path that lead to a circular arch lined with white and yellow and pink lotus flowers. And standing in the center of the arch was the man. When she saw him now, she realized that he was the most handsome man she had ever seen." I kiss Kyle's lips and squeeze his cock. "He was wearing a grey suit—so light that it almost looked white—and a turquoise tie that perfectly matched the ocean behind him. And she knew that she loved him and could never love anyone else for the rest of her life."

Kyle uncrosses his arms and leans his forehead against mine. "I knew I loved her from the minute I saw her."

"And as soon as the girl stepped onto the lighted path, a violinist began playing. The notes carried her down the path, and with each step toward the strange man, she grew more and more sure that she never wanted to be apart from him. Not even for a second. When she was next to him, she took his hand—"

"No, he took hers."

"She took his hand. She just had to touch him, even if it was just a brush of their fingers. And during the entire ceremony—through everything that the resort manager said as she officiated—the girl only had two things in her mind. The feeling of his skin against hers and the realization that she was never whole until that moment when she committed herself to this strange man forever."

I stroke my fingers up and down the length of Kyle's dick, and he slips his hand back between my spread legs. "The man was feeling the same thing," he says. "When he saw the girl walking toward him in a dress that was almost as beautiful as her, he knew that he had never been in love before. Nothing could ever compare to what he felt when he looked at her. And when the girl promised to love him forever, and he slipped that ring on her finger, he was sure that the ocean roared above and crashed down on him. It took all his strength to stay on his feet. But he did it for her."

I moan as his fingers press harder against my clit, and I stroke his cock faster. I can see in his eyes that he's close. "Then the strange man squeezed her hand and led her down the beach. Away from everyone. Where it seemed that they were the only two people in the world. He picked her up and lay her on a blanket. He took off his pants while she lifted her dress, and then he lay on top of her."

Kyle leans in and rests his head against my shoulder, and his breathing is as hard as mine. The orgasm is building inside me, but I hold it down still. "And then he pressed himself inside her," he says. "And even though they had made love all night before, it was like they were together for the first time there on the beach. He thrust into her until she was calling his name."

"And he was grunting hers."

"And as they both exploded and then collapsed into each other, they looked into each other's eyes and at the same time, told the other 'I love you.'"

As if it were timed, my eyes roll backward on the very last syllable, and I can't hold on anymore. All the energy that has been building rushes through me and then bursts out. And under my hand, Kyle tenses, his cock so swollen that it seems impossible, and then he pulses, and his thick ropes of cum shoot out onto the bed. Onto my body.

We both fall into our pillows and stare at each other.

"I love you."
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CHAPTER ONE



I groan as I reach for my keys. They're just on the counter. Only 2 feet away from me. But my shoulder pops and crackles like I'm swinging one handed from a gym class rope. Somehow my body knows that today is my 40th birthday, and it's taking every opportunity to remind me.

Maybe this is revenge for years of neglecting it. A lifetime of sitting around and playing video games instead of jogging. Eating chips instead of vegetables. I say it every year, but maybe this is the year I finally get serious about taking care of myself. The year I become a vegan gym rat. I pat my belly like I'm Santa and slip my keys into my pocket. Yeah right.

I look one last time in the mirror and straighten the knot of my tie. Again. I swear it goes crooked if I even lift an index finger. "Gotta look good for work." I roll my eyes and want to roll back into bed. Just thinking about work deflates whatever part of me sprung to life over the weekend. It pays the bills. That's the only good thing about it.

I still stare at myself. Maybe plastic surgery. An eyelift. A little liposuction. Some hair transplants. A new life would be cheaper and easier. I would shrug, but I'm afraid that might completely pop my shoulder out of socket.

When I open the front door, the chill wind hits me like a thousand little needles, and I shiver. Maybe I should go back for a jacket, but I'm already late. And I'm only going to be outside for a few minutes as I walk to and from my car. I can handle that. I shut the door, and before I can even turn, my foot catches on something. I gasp and spin, looking down. It's a box. I stare at it as my hand, thankfully, automatically grabs for the black iron railing at the side of the porch.

I blow out a breath, shake my head, and look more closely at the box. White cardboard with pink ribbon wrapped around it and tied into a smashed bow on top. Something for my birthday? But from who? I bend over to read the label, but the print is too small. And my glasses are too out-of-date.

The excitement builds in my stomach as I pick it up. Maybe I have a secret admirer? Maybe some girl from my past who suddenly realized that she made a mistake leaving me? I move the box closer and further until I find just the right distance to read the return address: BTNY. That doesn't tell me anything. But then I notice the rest of the label. It's addressed to Gabrielle Stephens.

Obviously, it's someone's idea of a joke. I flip off the box with my free hand, unlock the door, and slide it just inside. I'll deal with whatever it is later.


CHAPTER TWO



When I get home from work, I wonder what it would be like to close myself in the garage with the car running just so I never have to go back there again. Hours of moving numbers from one spreadsheet column to another and then hours more, as seemingly everyone else in the company dumps their work onto me. Gabriel won't mind doing it. No, of course not. My chest tightens, and my heart pounds, but I force myself to take long, slow breaths. I'm not going to let a bunch of lazy and juvenile assholes drive me to that ledge. I turn the car off, grab my bag, and head around to the front door.

I forgot all about the box until I see it laying on the grey-tiled floor of the entrance. I flip it off again just to reiterate my point from this morning. Then I pick it up and toss it onto the sofa. It smacks with a solid and satisfying thud. Part of me hopes that it's something fragile, and that I just broke it. I'll find out later. Right now, I'm starving, and there’s a giant bowl of leftover spaghetti in the refrigerator that I’ve been thinking about all afternoon.

I just sit down and start twirling my fork through the noodles when my phone chimes. I glance at it, determined to ignore whoever it is, until I see that it’s a message from her.

Paige: So, how was your birthday? What did you think?

Me: It's just another day. Another work day. So that should tell you what I think about it.

Paige: I meant, what did you think about my gift?

Gift? I search back through any emails and texts I may have missed, but there’s nothing. I even walk to the front door and look around the porch in case I overlooked something earlier. There’s nothing there but my black rug.

Me: It must not have come yet. Really hoping it's that electric car I've been wanting.

Paige: Something even better, and hopefully more useful. It says they delivered it this morning at 7:53am. Are you sure there's nothing? I hope no one stole it.

Me: Only thing that came today is a package addressed to Gabrielle Stephens. Someone apparently didn't develop a sense of humor past 2nd grade.

Paige: Who's it from? It's not BTNY, is it?

I lift my bowl so I can look at the shipping label on the box.

Me: Yeah. How did you know?

Paige: That's too funny.

Me: You're the one who sent that?

I shove a giant forkful of spaghetti into my mouth. My best friend is the one who made fun of my name? She thinks I didn't get enough of that when I was growing up?

Paige: Not on purpose! I swear, I typed Gabriel when I ordered it. Someone at the company must have screwed up. Anyway, did you open it yet?

I untie the bow and toss the ribbon onto the sofa. There's no packing tape, so I lift the lid off. Inside, there's a tiny chocolate nestled on a bed of tissue paper, the same pink as the ribbon. This obviously isn't a typical mail order company. I unwrap the chocolate and pop it into my mouth.

Me: OMG, if the rest of what's in here is as good as that chocolate on the top, I'm going to love it.

My eyes close as the chocolate coats my tongue. It's by far the best chocolate I've ever had, and I hope the whole box is just filled with more of that. When it's finally melted, I open my eyes and pull the tissue paper away, saying a silent prayer for more chocolate under it all. But it's not. It's a book. Making Over Your Mind: Annihilating Anxiety Once and For All. Oh.

Me: A book. Thank you!

Before I hit send, I debate the appropriate number of exclamation points to use. If it was a box of those chocolates, one hundred wouldn't be enough. But a self-help book? It feels like question marks would be more appropriate. A book? Thank you? But at least Paige thought of me. That's more than most people did. Not a single person at work even remembered that today was my birthday. Or they didn’t care enough to say anything if they did.

Paige: I knew that much, but what book? I hope it's one you'll like. And one you don't already own.

My stomach knots. She didn't even pick out the gift that she sent me?

Me: Did you have your personal shopper pick it up for you while he was on the way to wash your Rolls?

Paige: Hardly. He was in my Bentley. No, this is from the Becoming The New You Book Club. I bought a six-month subscription for you. One book each month, but they pick out the books based on interests you fill out when you sign up. You always say life is passing you by. I thought maybe this could help.

Me: And you told them I was interested in anxiety?

Paige: Haha. It's a long list of things. And yes, I selected anxiety. Honey, you're not going to tell me that you don't spend most of your free time just sitting around worrying.

I move the book to the coffee table and stare at it. I don't have anxiety. Not really. Not in the way some people do. I don't have panic attacks where my heart thumps out of my chest.

Me: I'm just screwed up because my best friend decided to move across the country and leave me behind.

Paige: You know I'd love you to move out here with me. But if I recall, you had approximately 147 bullshit excuses why you couldn't do that.

Me: You always have to be so dramatic. It was only 142 excuses, and only half of them were bullshit. I must sound ungrateful. Sorry. Thank you for thinking of me. And for actually putting thought into the gift. I just wasn't expecting some new age self-help book. I guess you're already becoming a true Californian.

Paige: Just promise me you'll read whatever they send you. Maybe they'll help. And next year, I'll buy you some crystals to realign your chakras.

Me: You keep your hands off my chakras, you filthy pervert. I promise I'll read the books, but just don't expect miracles. This is me we're talking about.

Paige: Yeah… but maybe we'll both be surprised by the new you.


CHAPTER THREE



Despite myself, I pick up the book later and start reading it. I have such low expectations—I planned to read the first sentence and then throw it aside in disgust—that I'm surprised when it's actually readable. And then surprised when I finish the first chapter. And the first section. And then the entire book. All in one evening without ever setting it down. Without even moving from the sofa.

But when I close the cover, I look at the clock and see that it's nearly 2am. A panicked flush runs through me. I have to be up in 4 hours. But instead of taking hold and causing my thoughts to spiral, the worry passes through me. I'll be tired tomorrow, but I'll make do. I don't think any more about it as I go to bed.

It takes a cold shower and 3 cups of coffee to wake me the next morning, but I'm finally able to snap out of the stupor. When I pull into the parking lot at work, though, I wish I had it back. Another day of dealing with a job I hate and with coworkers I can't stand.

I push through the doors with my usual sigh. Mary is standing at the entrance to the break room, and she stares as I pass by. "Good morning." I call to her, and as soon as she's behind me, I roll my eyes.

"Uh, good morning." She seems shocked that I even talked to her. And maybe I shouldn't have. Maybe I should ignore her the way that she's always ignored me. We have kind of fallen into a shared silence with each other. In fact, I have with most of the people here. Sometimes I think it's the only way I can tolerate them.

As soon as I walk into my cubicle, I feel like someone is squeezing my chest. I have to force the breaths in and out. The same wave of crushing pressure falls over me every morning, and I should be used to it by now. But each day I still have to set my coffee mug on my desk, sit down, and close my eyes so I can concentrate on my breathing, imagining the steam of air flowing in and then being pushed back out. 60 seconds and the weight settles down to tolerable levels. But today James interrupts me before I can get there.

"Yo, Gabby." He chuckles. He's been here for two years, and he still thinks it's cute to call me that. "Oh wow, that's... certainly different."

"What are you talking about, James?" I spin my chair and look up at him. His mouth is hanging open just enough to make him look like a fool.

"Uh, nothing. Just Miss Thompson wants to see you in her office."

My heart skips right to 200mph, and the weight pressing on me is tripled. "Did she say why?" Maybe in other workplaces, bosses call people into their offices all the time just to chat about normal things, but not here. If it's something innocent, Miss Thompson comes around to see us. If it's something serious, then she summons us into her lair. Most people leave in tears and with an escort from security while they clear out their cubicles.

James just shrugs his shoulders. His eyes flick up and down my body, and then he's gone. The sound of his giggling stays with me, though.

I hold my mug up to my lips, but I'm shaking too much to drink. I would probably just be sick even if I could. My feet shuffle out into the hall. Her office is just at the end of the row, and I can see her through the open door. She's staring at her computer screen and doesn't see me walking closer. When I'm outside the door, I start to lift my hand to knock, but I stop halfway and look down. Bold colors remind us of our power. The sentence from the book echoes through my mind, and I stare at my shirt. Bold colors.

"Mr. Stephens, come in."

I bite my lip and walk in. Her eyes are on me now, and I search them for a clue of what's going to happen. But there's nothing. "You wanted to see me?"

She motions to the black plastic chair in front of her desk. "Have a seat." I do and cross my legs, not taking my eyes from her. "That's an interesting outfit," she says.

At the bottom of my eye, I see the bright yellow of the shirt. Bold colors... power. The white polka dots move with each breath I take. I wasn't sure about it when I first saw it in my closet this morning. I don't even remember buying it. But I thought, why not give it a chance? And the instant I slipped it on, I felt better. Not cured. Not dreading the workday any less. But more confident that I could handle whatever came to me. Even if she's going to fire me. I rest my hands on my white pants, and the corners of my lips curl up just a little. I can handle anything she tells me. "It's new." At least, I think it is. "I'm trying something different." I lock my eyes on to hers, almost challenging her to give me the bad news.

"Hmm... Anyway, you've heard that Natalie and Rose are going to be off for the next two weeks?"

Of course, I've heard that. We all have. I'll never understand why Miss Thompson ever approved two-week vacations for the top two workers during our busiest time of the year. And based on everyone's whispers, no one else understands it either. I keep looking at her without giving an answer. She knows that I know about it.

"Anyway, while they're gone, we all need to pitch in and help out any way that we can, so I'm going to let you take over the PharmLand account while they're gone. Just for the two weeks. Then Natalie can take it back."

In other words, I get stuck crunching all the numbers that are due in twelve days and once I'm done with that, Natalie will get the account back just in time for our spring evaluations and bonuses. It should bother me, and based on the look on Miss Thompson's face, she thinks so too. But it doesn't. "It'll be a struggle to do that, plus finish the work I already have, but I'll do my best."

She glares at me. "This has to be done on time."

"I'll do my best." I look down at my top and smile at her. "Is there anything else you need?" I don't wait for her to answer before I stand up.

"Um, no, that's all. Thank you, Gabe."

"You're very welcome." On the walk back to the cubicle, I feel taller. The shoes I'm wearing have a little higher heel than what I'm used to, but it's more than that. Maybe this anxiety book actually helped, just a little.


CHAPTER FOUR



"Hey, I'll be out in a couple minutes. Just need to log out and grab my stuff."

"No problem." Kisha is already gone around the corner before I can even get the words out, so I just keep walking. Out the double glass doors and into the warm spring sunlight. My heels click on the asphalt as I walk out to my car, pulling the backpack higher on my shoulders.

I'm not sure if Kisha ever looked at me twice until recently, but things at work have changed so much over the last month. In just a couple of weeks, we've gone from barely noticing each other to becoming friends. At least in the office, and now maybe outside, too.

A few days ago, my latest book was delivered, Transformations: Building the Body You Deserve. Normally, this is the type of book I wouldn't even look twice at. I wouldn't even look once. A bright yellow cover with an insanely fit woman who obviously spends more time at the gym each day than she does sleeping. Sorry, society, but that's just not my thing. If being healthy means being so obsessed that I miss out on the things that bring me joy—things like ordering way too many fast food tacos and eating all of said tacos on my sofa while I binge the latest season of How to Marry a Millionaire—then I'm not interested.

But last month's book was so helpful, I knew I needed to give this one a try too. So I did. The spine creaked as I turned to the first page. And after just a paragraph, I was hooked. I ended up reading it all in one night. Staying up way too late, which violates one of the book's guidelines. But it all made so much sense. And as I looked down at myself the next morning, lifting my shirt to look at my flabby belly, I knew I should make a change.

More fruits and veggies. Less unhealthy fat. More motion. That's it. When I sat down at lunch the next day with Kisha, unwrapping a chicken wrap instead of a leftover burrito, she looked at me strangely.

"Just something I read that really sunk in with me," I said. "About eating better and exercising. I think I might even look into a gym. Maybe one has classes for fat, out of shape people."

"Omg Gabe, come to mine! I go three days a week, and it is amazing! It's a barre class. I was so out of shape when I started, but I can really tell the difference now."

"A what? I've never heard of a barre class. Does it involve drinking?" I chuckled.

Her eyes twinkled, and she pulled out her phone. "I'm texting the instructor now to add you to the class. Start Monday after work?"

She looked up at me, and I knew that she wouldn’t take no for an answer. "Sure. This had better not kill me."

And now, I'm standing outside my car, waiting for her to come out so we can make it to the gym. The class doesn't start for 30 minutes, but I don't want to be late. Thankfully, she really is only a couple of minutes behind me, and we get there in plenty of time.

The gym is nothing like I pictured. My only experience with anyone ever working out was in high school gym class. Dirty, crowded locker rooms, squeaking shoes, and cramped weight rooms filled with sweating teenaged boys. The instant I walk in, I know this is going to be so much better.

Between the windows and a ceiling full of high intensity lights, it's bright in here. Even though it's busy, there's still plenty of room to move around. And it looks like it's an even mix of men and women on the machines and lifting free weights too. That instantly relaxes me. For some reason, the thought of going to a gym and being surrounded by a bunch of guys—a bunch of testosterone—is intimidating.

Kisha guides me to the check-in counter where I sign up for a guest pass good for one week and then to a wall of doors. The changing rooms. There are a couple of single-sex locker rooms for men and women, but this gym also has four gender neutral rooms. I made sure before I came. I've never been comfortable in men's-only spaces, especially not now. I give Kisha an excited, and nervous, smile before slipping into one of the private rooms.

I toss my backpack onto the wood bench and sit next to it, slipping out of the heeled loafers I wore today and taking out my workout clothes. I set them on top of my backpack and finish undressing. I drop out of my grey dress slacks and unbutton the lavender blouse just enough that I can slip it over my head. Then I peel off my cami and pick up the tank top. It's pink and bright and seemed so tiny when I first saw it. I thought there was no way it would fit, but I tried it anyway. There's no room for any extra pounds, but that's the point of this. I smooth it out and then step into the dark grey leggings. They're so tight that I imagine this must be what wearing pantyhose is like. I don't know why women would ever do it. But Kisha insisted tight clothes are best for this class, so I listened.

When I'm dressed, I look at myself in the mirror. My eyes instantly go down to the bulge between my legs. It's not much. I'm not going to win any contests with any of the men here. But it still bothers me. I reach down the front of my leggings, and with some wrangling and twisting, I tuck it between my legs, out of the way. So much better. I sit on the bench to put on my grippy socks and then slide my shoes and folded work clothes into the backpack and head out the door.

Kisha isn't there, so I slide my belongings into an empty locker and wait for her. As I stand there, I see several women trickle into a room just off the main floor. They're all dressed similarly to me, so I wonder if those are the other students of the barre class. I try to peek through the door, but I can't see anything other than a white wall.

"Damn." Kisha's jaw is hanging open as she walks up to me.

"What?"

She gestures along my body. "Do you even need to work out?"

I giggle. "Trust me, everything is held in place with spandex or whatever these clothes are made of. If you'd see me without them, you'd see all the flab."

"If you say so. The class is right in here." She looks me up and down one more time as she walks by. I follow her into the room where the other women disappeared. Inside, there are about ten people. I'm the only man, but no one even looks at me twice, so I hope it's not a concern for anyone. We all stretch and mill around the room until the instructor walks in.

"Alright ladies, are we all ready?" She looks over the room and then walks to a wall with a bar running the length of it. She goes to one end, and everyone else fits in along its length. I follow Kisha, and we end up on the opposite side. "First, your firsts. Good. Now, we'll start with some pliés."

It's only her second sentence, and I already have no clue what I'm supposed to do. I watch Kisha and imitate her. I think I'm doing pretty well until the instructor comes up to me.

"Our newbie. What's your name?"

I look up and give her a quick smile. "Gabriel."

"Gabrielle, I'm Ash. Ladies?" The room echoes with a quick chorus of hellos. "Couple things I want you to work on." She holds her hands a few inches away from my body and looks at me. Her eyes are wide with a question, but it takes me a few seconds to realize she's waiting for me to give her permission to touch me. When I do, I nod. "Eventually we're going to want you to get just a little deeper on this, but for now focus on keeping your spine long."

She pushes on the small of my back and my chest, and I straighten myself into the position she wants.

"That's it. You almost always want a long spine in this class. Posture is everything. Now let's go down and up." She lowers her hand from my chest to my stomach and presses in as I bend my knees. "Again, but make sure your knees track straight over your feet. Not in or out. Straight out and up. Attagirl. Everyone give me 8 more." She turns from me before I can correct her misgendering of me. But it's not like it matters anyway.

The rest of the hour is filled with more pliés and planks and poses and something called a pretzel that I'm still not sure I totally understand. But most of all, it's filled with trembling. Lots of uncontrollable trembling. When it first starts, I mouth to Kisha, "I think I need to quit." She rolls her head back and laughs so loud that it get's Ash's attention.

"Gabrielle has the shakes."

The instructor walks over with an enormous grin on her face. "Does she? That didn't take long." I stop, but she just shakes her head. "Keep pushing. The shakes are caused by your body transforming. All those muscles that you thought you had are being reworked and elongated. Each shake is a tiny step toward the body you've always dreamed of."

I extend my leg back out behind me and clench my glutes. The shaking comes back almost immediately. "I just want a body that can actually do this without feeling like every muscle is on fire." The whole class laughs, and I wonder what they know that I don't.

When we're finally done, I feel like I'm going to collapse. There's no way I can stand up a second longer, let alone walk to the changing room. I press my back against the wall and let my body slide down. A few of the women stop by to say hi and to commiserate with tales of their first classes.

"Need help?" Kisha holds a hand out for me.

For a second, I just look at it, but then I take it and she pulls me up. "You could have warned me I'd be paralyzed after this class."

"What's the fun of that?" she laughs. "Get dressed, and I'll have a treat for you."

I cast her all the side eye I can, but it's not much because even that hurts.

"You'll like it. I promise. No wait, you won't. But it's nothing like this. It involves sitting and sucking."

I feel like a new person as soon as I get out of the shower, and even though I thought I was going to die just a few minutes ago, I realize as I'm drying my hair that I can't wait for the next class.

With their three-inch heels, my loafers cause my calves to burn constantly as I walk back out into the gym where Kisha is waiting. "Come on." She takes my hand and pulls me outside and two stores down the street into a smoothie bar.

"Smoothies? Seriously?"

"I know, but these aren't just any smoothie." Her lip curls up, and I can't tell if it's friendly or devious. But she turns to the guy working behind the counter before I can study it more. "Two small Green Goddesses, please."

There are several clunks and then the whir of blenders and finally the worker slides two cups across the counter to us. We take them and sit at a table overlooking the sidewalk out front.

"So, I'm sure you've noticed Henry at work." Kisha swirls her straw around the glass while she stares at me, waiting for my response.

Of course I've noticed him. He's been there longer than me, and I don't think we've said two words to each other in that whole time. And I still don't think we have. But for the last week or more, he's always been there. Wherever I am. And always looking at me. At first, I thought he was going to make fun of my clothes the way everyone else did when I decided to change things up about a month ago. Instead, he would just smile whenever I looked at him. Then he would look away until he thought I wasn't watching.

"I guess. I don't know. What do you mean?" I put the straw in my mouth and try to look as innocent as possible as I take a drink.

"Oh my god, Gabby. You know exactly what I mean. That man has such a huge crush on you!"

I spit a little of the smoothie onto the table as I nearly choke. "What is this?" My face is so puckered that I don't know if I can ever relax it back to its normal position.

A grin takes over Kisha's face, and I know now that earlier look was pure devilishness. "I warned you that you wouldn't like it. I'm pretty sure it's just pure pureed kale mixed with enough lemon juice to make it unpalatable and then some protein powder to top it all off. Absolutely terrible, so it has to be good for you."

"Oh my God, Kish. This is beyond terrible." I try to wrap my lips around the straw to take another drink, but they refuse to close. I set the glass on the counter, and my arm pushes it away without me even telling it to. Every part of my body wants that glass of dumpster water as far away as possible.

Kisha shrugs and takes another sip of hers. "So, Henry?"

"Okay, I might have noticed that he's been acting strange, but that doesn't mean he has a crush on me. Don't be ridiculous."

"Honey..."

"It doesn't! Why would he have a crush on me? Do you think he's into... I don't know. People like me?" I'm not even sure what I mean by that.

Kisha sets her glass down, tilts her head, and stares at me. I feel like she's a principal, and I'm a student who was just caught sharing a vape pen in the bathroom. She knows I'm guilty and will give me that look until I admit I took a puff too. "Sexy people? Gorgeous people who are going to be even better looking because they're hitting the gym with their friend every day after work? Yeah, that's right. As soon as we're done here, I'm telling Ash that you and I are coming every weekday from now on."

I groan and decide to get an ice cream sundae as soon as I drop Kisha off. A last meal for the condemned. "Whatever. He totally doesn't have a crush on me, no matter what you say. But it doesn't matter anyway. I'm not interested. So he can covet this all he wants, but it's not going to get him anywhere."

Kisha's eyebrow quirks up. "Henry is hot and smart and funny and… did I mention hot? So if you're not interested in him, you’re either dating someone or have someone else in mind. Spill."

My mind flashes immediately to Paige. To the last time I saw her before I drove her to the airport so she could move to California. It was cold and snowy, but she was wearing a long flowered dress. "I have boots on. That makes it okay," she said. And somehow it did. She was gorgeous.

"You wouldn't be smiling unless there was someone else. Who is it?" Kisha asks.

I shake my head. "There really isn't. I was just thinking of something." Paige is my best friend. That's all. I've never once thought about her as anything else. And it wouldn't matter. She's gayer than a unicorn blowing rainbow bubbles while it sashays through a field of violets. She's told me that she's never once had a true romantic thought about a man, not even when she was a girl, and I believe her.


CHAPTER FIVE



The blouse is the boldest thing I've worn for a long time. Maybe since I was a kid. It's a mix of oranges and blues and purples and pinks. Enormous flowers and tiny blooms. Floral fireworks all over. And I love it. I don't remember buying it and I don't know where it came from, but it makes me happy. And as I look at myself in the mirror—the material just sheer enough to show the cami I'm wearing under it, just silky enough that it gives me goosebumps each time I move—I can't stop wondering what Paige would think of it. What she would think of me in it? I take a selfie and send it to her.

I'm not sure when it happened, but I've started to think of her as more than a friend. Our conversations are more than just sharing memes and catching each other up on our days. At least to me. But I'll never tell her that. I'll never tell her how I lie on my back the whole time we talk, imagining that she's next to me. Pretending that I could reach out across inches instead of miles and run my finger along her skin. Fantasizing that she could reach back and wrap her hand around my swollen cock.

Paige: That looks so pretty on you!

Her text snaps me out of my reverie, and I notice the time. I'm going to be late. I hurry out of my bedroom and throw my wallet and keys into my messenger bag as I scurry down the porch steps and out to my car.

Of course, Miss Thompson, who is usually always late, is already at work when I get there. And of course she's waiting in my cubicle. She's sitting in the one very uncomfortable and almost unpadded chair that I have in case anyone should come to see me. It's strange to see her sitting there. I don't think I've ever seen her sit anywhere except behind her desk or behind the table in the conference room.

"Mr. Stephens, nice of you to join us." Somehow she makes each word sound both friendly and like a knife that stabs into my gut.

I freeze in the entrance to my space. I could maybe walk around her, but the way she has her legs, the left crossed over the right, I would either have to squeeze by her or she would have to move. She's effectively got me blocked from my own desk. "Miss Thompson. Sorry. This morning was just one thing after—"

"That's a very interesting top." She stands up, and it only takes her two steps to clear the distance between us. She runs a finger along the collar of my blouse and screws up her mouth. "Especially for a man to wear, don't you think?"

"I, uh..." my heart is pounding so hard that its beats are the only things I can hear. I am a man. Is it strange for me to wear this? "Maybe? I don't know."

She hooks a finger between two buttons and pulls on the fabric. I lean closer to her to keep her from ripping it. "Is that what took you so long to get ready this morning? You had to make yourself pretty? Did you think about wearing makeup too?"

"What? No! I'm a guy. I wouldn't—"

"But you'd wear a woman's blouse." She looks down. "And those shoes. Do guys wear pumps?"

My face feels like it's on fire as I look at my shoes. Bright blue high-heeled pumps. There's nothing even close to manly about them. "I suppose not—"

"Hey Gabby!" Kisha's voice makes us both jump, and it shakes me out of whatever is going on. Yes, these are my shoes. So what? "For lunch, I thought maybe we could—Oh! Miss Thompson. Sorry, I didn't see you."

"No, I suppose you didn't." She stares at Kisha for a second over my shoulder and then turns back to me. "Gabby?" She rolls her eyes and then makes a brushing motion with her hand that is obviously meant to tell me to get out of her way. I do.

"Gabby," she draws out the word as she says it to Kisha, "won't be able to join you for lunch. He has time to make up and extra work that needs to be finished today. So sorry."

Her shoulders sway from left to right with each step down the hallway. When she gets to her office, she turns around and scowls at us. It sends a shiver through my body, and I duck into my cubicle just to get away from it.

Kisha follows behind me, and as soon as I sit down, I look up at her. She rolls her eyes so much they take her head on the trip with them. We both burst into quiet giggles. "What crawled up the wrong hole with her this morning? And what's up with that 'he'? Like she doesn't know better."

"Know better?"

She ignores my question. "So no lunch, but at least we still have class and smoothies after work, right?"

I mime throwing up into my trash can, and we both laugh again. "Only if she doesn't decide to give me more work. You'd better get out of here before she dreams up something else for me."

"That's true. Have fun dealing with her today. See ya after work, girl."

"See you then." I let out a long sigh and log into my computer.
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When I get home after class, there's a box waiting on my stoop. White with pink ribbon, and my pulse picks up just a little as soon as I see it. As sore as I am, I would just leave it until the morning if it were anything else. But I can't wait to see what the book is this month. I don't know that my life has really changed too much because of the other books, but they've both been interesting at least. And I feel better about myself than I have in a very long time. So with enough groaning that I'm sure the neighbors think I'm having an orgy on my porch, I bend over and pick it up.

I set it on the kitchen counter next to my keys and my bag, and I go upstairs to change into sweats and a t-shirt. When I come back down, I practically rip the ribbon off. Inside is the same pink tissue paper with the same piece of chocolate. I pop it into my mouth and swirl it around with my tongue as I pull out the book. Unleash Your Lioness: Let the World Hear You Roar. I chuckle when I read the title. I'm pretty sure the world did just hear me when I bent over out front.

I walk the book out to the sofa, where I sit and curl my legs under me. The light pink sweats catch on the upholstery, and I untwist them before I settle back and crack the book open on my lap. Unleashing my lioness and letting the world hear me roar could mean so much. But after just a couple of pages, it's clear that this book is about setting boundaries in life and how that struggle will ultimately prepare me for success. I smile. Perfect timing after the day I had. I take a drink and settle in for a night of reading.

The next morning, as I'm getting ready, I notice a small pink bag on my counter. I have no idea what it is, but it's the same color as the ribbon on the packages from the BTNY Book Club. As soon as I unzip it, I realize what it is. My makeup. I snort. I must be more tired than I thought to forget that. The bag clatters as I set it back on the vanity, but then I stop and look inside. Miss Thompson did mention makeup yesterday, after all. Maybe just a little for her.

When I get to work, she's nowhere to be seen, and I'm more than a little disappointed. Not just because of my makeup, or the wide-legged floral pants I'm wearing—the girliest I could find in my closet—but because I busted my butt this morning. But unless she comes by soon, she'll never know that I'm ten minutes early even after I did my makeup.

It's another 30 minutes before she saunters in. Purse slung over one shoulder and a coffee in the other hand. She walks right by my cubicle and stares at me as she passes. I huff as quietly as I can to relieve the bubbling pressure inside me and turn back to my computer screen.

"Hey Gabs." I don't have to look up to know that it's James. Miss Thompson's personal lackey. "So, what are you doing this weekend?"

Is he really making small talk with me? Or is he asking for some other reason that I don't even want to consider? "You can call me Gabby like everyone else does. Or Gabrielle, if you want to be formal. And I'm not sure what I'm doing yet." I look up at him long enough just to acknowledge him, but then look down at the keyboard and hope that he gets the hint.

"I like Gabs. I like to be different. Anyway, you've been summoned by the boss lady."

I toss my hands up, and start to ask him why, even though I know he doesn't know, but he's already gone. I log out and make sure my bag is locked in my desk and walk down the hall to see whatever she's dreamed up for me this time.

"Well, aren't you all dolled up this morning, Mr. Stephens."

My face goes red, and my instinct is to look down. But I don't give in to it. I stare directly at her. "I would appreciate it if you would no longer call me that."

Her nostrils flare just a little, and I wonder if it's in anger or amusement or both. Then she waves her hand to the side. "No matter. I need you to take a look at some files that I'm going to send you. Four of them. Get them corrected and categorized properly by noon. Thank you, Gabby." Not only does she not try to hide her disdain as she says my name, she exaggerates the sneer and the curl of the word so much that there's no way I can miss it.

"What is your problem with me?" When I ask, her head snaps back just enough to tell me that she wasn't expecting me to question her. "You've always had some issue, and it's unprofessional and needs to stop. There's no way I can have those files finished by noon and still get my own work taken care of. You'll have to find someone else to help you." Each word that comes out of my mouth feels like a pebble being lifted from me. Not much on its own, but combined with the others, a huge weight is suddenly gone.

Miss Thompson stands, and when she does, she's at least three inches taller than me. She tries to use each inch to intimidate me, but I force myself to lean in closer to her. To let her know I won’t be cowed. "My problem is that I don't care for people like you. You might have everyone else here fooled into thinking you're a real woman—that you're Gabrielle—but I know exactly who you are, and I'm never going to let you forget that I know. And as for the files, I think you might have misunderstood me. So let me be clear. This isn't optional. You will have them finished by noon. And you will still find time to finish everything else that is due today. Do we understand each other?"

The hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and my entire body trembles. "Or what?" I ask. My eyes don’t even breaking away from hers long enough to blink.

"If you don't do what I say? Well, then I guess that would mean you're either incapable of doing your job or unwilling. So I would do the same thing I would do to any other employee who showed himself to be incompetent. I would have to fire you."

I knew it was coming, but my stomach still clenches into a giant knot. But then I blow out a long breath, and it unties itself. That really is her only card. To fire me from a job that I hate. "Okay."

"I knew you'd see things my way." She starts to lower herself back into her chair, but I stop her.

"No, I mean go ahead and fire me. I'm not going to do your work for you. It's unfair that you think you can just dump that on me."

Her face turns so red that it's easy to imagine her head could explode. I subconsciously take a step backward so the eruption doesn't stain the white blouse I'm wearing. "Because I'm nice," she says, "I'm going to give you a few seconds to reconsider that." Her jaw is clenched so tight I can barely understand her.

"Thank you, but I don't need any time to reconsider. Do it, if you're going to do it."

Her eyes are wide and her nostrils are flared, definitely in anger now. "Mr. Stephens, your services are no longer needed here. Please pack your belongings and leave quietly, or I will call security."

"Gladly."

I wink and turn out of her office, almost skipping down the hall. Humming to myself as I stuff my bag with my belongings. Not much for three years of working at the same desk.

Just as I drop a bag of tropical jelly beans in, Kisha walks up, and I hear her gasp. "What happened?"

I smile up at her and pull the bag over my shoulder. "I was fired. And I should probably leave soon before Miss Thompson makes good on her threat to call security."

"Honey..." She takes my hand. "Let me talk to her. We don't get along, but maybe I can make her see that she's being terrible."

"Kish, thank you, but don't bother. This job has made me miserable for years. She's doing me a favor."

"But—"

I squeeze her hand and put my other on her shoulder. "I mean it. I feel better than I have in a very long time. And I'll still see you at class tonight." I pull her tight for a quick hug and then walk away. Heads pop up over cubicle walls as I pass by. I don't bother trying to be quiet. I hum even louder as I march out the door.


CHAPTER SIX



The first thing I see when I walk in my door is this month's book. Still sitting on the coffee table where I left it last night. "Guess not everyone likes the lioness I unleashed," I say to the empty room. "But it felt so good to finally roar for once." I kick off my heels and collapse on the sofa, pulling the book to my chest.

As soon as I hit the cushions, the wave overcomes me. What did I just do? I've despised that job for almost as long as I've worked there, but that was reckless. Irresponsible. A grown woman doesn't just tell her boss to fire her like that. Woman?

My stomach fills with what seems like seawater, and it feels like there's a hundred pounds pressing against my lungs from the inside. How stupid am I? But I needed to do this. Right? I was never going to be happy there. And didn't I feel the weight lift from me the instant she told me I was fired? But how long can my bank account support me? I need to talk to someone.

Me: Hey, I know it's still early there, but can you talk?

My phone rings almost before I have a chance to flip to a different app. "What's wrong?" Paige asks as soon as I say hello.

I want to joke. I want to ask her how she knows that something is wrong. But nothing comes out. Nothing but a heavy sigh. Nothing but tears that build in my eyes and require all my attention to furiously blink away.

"Babe?"

Hearing her call me that sends a marching army of tingles through my body. Maybe calling her was a mistake.

"I can hear you breathing, so I know you're alive. But at least say something. Do I need to fly back? Call an ambulance for you?"

"No." It comes out so weak and squeaky. Like a quick puff of a word that disappears as soon as it's created.

Paige blows out a breath. "Good. Then take your time. Gabby, I'm going to be right here as soon as you can talk, okay?"

Gabby? That's not—but it is. It is my name. It's what everyone at work calls me. Called me. It's what everyone always calls me. Since I was a little girl, everyone except my grandma called me that. She's the only one who insisted on calling me Gabrielle. But that's not right either. Is it? I wasn't a girl. I'm not a girl.

I slip a trembling hand between my legs. I'm not sure which result scares me more. And there it is. Just like it always has been. Not much. Barely noticeable under clothes, but there. My cock. I run my finger across its top, and the blood flows into it. But that's not right either, is it? "Something's wrong."

Paige chuckles a nervous laugh. "Um, yeah, I figured that much. What's wrong, babe? Talk to me."

"My job. I was fired."

Even through the phone and over thousands of miles, I hear her tense up. "What happened? Layoffs? There's no way they'd just fire you. You're one of the best workers there."

"Tell that to Miss Thompson." I take a couple breaths. "I finally told her no today."

I don't have to tell her any more. She knows that I always had everyone's extra work pushed off onto me. "Attagirl! But she fired you for that?"

I tell her the whole story. About how I called her bluff and basically dared her to fire me. Everything except how Miss Thompson called me a man. And how that felt like such a terrible insult, for some reason I don't understand.

"I'm not minimizing your feelings right now, but good! This has been a long time coming."

"I know."

"You've been miserable at that place for years. How many times have you told me that you would quit if you didn't get along so well with the people there?"

"I know."

"So why are you moping about it now?" she asks. "You should be out celebrating. You should be flying out here so we can go out tonight."

The thought of going out with her—of even just seeing her in person again—brings a smile to my face. "I wish."

She doesn't answer right away, and I'm just about to ask if she's still there. "What's stopping you now?"

"Stopping me from what?"

"You know what. Moving here. With me. You don't have a job tying you down. Your house is in a great neighborhood that would sell in a heartbeat. Come here. You could live with me."

My heart feels like it's been shot by an electric current with a chaser of caffeine and cocaine. Does this mean that she feels the same connection? "Live with you?"

"Yeah. I know it's a big step, but why not? Doesn't it feel right?"

It feels so much more than right. It feels like this is the final piece that I've been waiting my entire life for.

"I have plenty of space. It'd be just like college, except you'd have a much nicer bedroom this time. Trust me, you should see this guest bedroom in person. Amazing."

Oh. The guest room. My body goes numb. "I don't know if I want a repeat of college." It was a nonstop procession of girls going to her bedroom every night while I tried to study. And while I tried to wipe away thoughts of someday being one of the girls who gets to be with her. Not a girl! What the fuck?

"Well, not exactly like—"

"Hey, I need to go, but thank you for being there for me. Like always."

"And I always will. I love you, babe."

I mumble something that I hope sounds like a reciprocal love you too before I hang up. What is going on with me? None of this is right. None of it.


CHAPTER SEVEN



I lie on the sofa, twisting so my face is pressed against the back. The air around my face is warm and moist and thick as my breath becomes trapped in the small space. I slip my hand under my pants again. Under my panties. It's right there. I'm not a girl. Why do I keep thinking that I am? Why do I have to keep pushing back against that feeling?

I rub my fingertips over the sensitive head, and it twinges. I wait for it to get hard, but it doesn't. I press a little more firmly and close my eyes. I imagine Paige. She walks in my front door wearing just a black lace bra and panty set. Her breasts bounce and shake with each step she takes. I can't take my eyes off them. And now she's kneeling in front of the sofa, leaning forward so her breasts are just inches away from my lips. Her bra is gone somehow. Disappeared. It doesn't matter. It's exactly what I want.

I lean forward and kiss her nipple and then look up at her face. How will she react? Just before her eyes close, I see them roll backward, and I don't need more invitation than that. I wrap my lips around her nipple and suck it in toward me. With my hand, I cup her other breast. Massaging it. Tracing its skin in wide circles. Narrowing with each lap until I'm ringing her nipple with my index finger.

We both moan at the same time. Our pitches and tones nearly identical. But then I notice it. My dick. Paige vanishes from my fantasy as all of my attention turns between my legs. My entire body feels like it's on fire, but it's not hard. I press into it and then wrap my fingers around it, stroking up and down. Squeezing so much that it feels like I'm ripping the skin. But nothing.

What. The. Fuck?

There's a knock at the door, and it makes me jump so high that I hear the springs squeak under me when I land. It's her. Somehow I know the thought is stupid before I even think it, but it still forms in my brain. And my face goes red at my foolishness. I just talked to her. She's very much still on the other side of the country.

I reach behind me and drag my fingers across the coffee table until I find my phone. Once I have it, I roll over to my back and pull up the feed from my doorbell camera. No one. But there's a box. White with a pink ribbon and bow. Already? It's only been a day.

I walk to the door and open it, expecting to find an empty porch. Thinking that the video was wrong. But there it is. Identical to the box that's still sitting on the top of my recycling bin. Did they accidentally send me the same book twice? There's only so much roaring I can do before I go hoarse.

With a sigh, I set the box on the kitchen counter and untie it. My belly rumbles as soon as I see the chocolate piece on top. At least I get an extra one of these. I pop it into my mouth and pull out the book. The cover is pink and red, and there's a woman dressed in white, centered on the cover. She's smiling, but her head is tilted down shyly. Her eyes are turned almost to the camera, but not quite. Like she's looking at someone just beside the photographer. The New You: Remaking Yourself in Love's Image. I laugh as soon as I read the title. It would take more than a makeover to give me the love that I really want. I drop the book back into the box and head upstairs to wash my face. Barre class will be starting soon, and I definitely need the physical pain to get my mind off of everything today.
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The rest of the week just becomes a blur as I binge everything I've ever even remotely wanted to watch on television. Paige and Kisha both text me several times a day. And I'm always sure to reply to both of them. But my texts are short. Just answering to whatever they say. The barre classes are the only times I even feel close to my old self. But that's not even true. In the classes, I feel better than I ever have. Nothing in my old self's life made me feel the way I do when the tug of the tight workout clothes embraces my quivering body that's just on the verge of giving out. And then I look around and see the other women in the class who have become almost like sisters to me. Each of them has the same pained smile on her face, and it makes me grin too. We're each remaking ourselves into something more perfect.

Despite my trembling muscles, the thought makes me giggle. We're remaking ourselves, but is it in love's image? What a silly title for a book. But I thought that about a couple of the other books, and I've ended up enjoying each one. Maybe this one deserves a chance too. When I get home—once I can move far enough to actually get it—I take it off the bookshelf. And just like with each book so far, I'm enraptured as soon as I start reading it. Every word pierces through me, tearing little holes that bring me to tears and then healing them and filling me with laughter.

When I snap the cover closed, the whole house is dark except for the one lamp on the table at my side. I turn it off, and I'm plunged into blackness. It takes my eyes a couple of minutes to adjust, but I don't want to see anything now anyway. I want to just think. To fall into myself. To know what I want to do. Reading the book made it clear what I need to do. It's such an enormous step. Such a risk. But anything short, and my life won't be in love's image. Suddenly, that's very important to me. I turn on the light and open up my laptop. I have to do this.

There's one seat left on a flight that leaves in an hour. It's going to be close, but I have to make this work. As soon as I click to book it, I dash up the stairs, filling my carry-on bag with whatever my hands fall on. I don't check to make sure anything matches. I don't even check to see if I have everything I need. As long as there's something in the suitcase, I'll be alright. I'll make do. Just as I'm ready to zip it up, I toss in my makeup bag, curling iron, hair spray, gel, and my laptop.

I run down the stairs—the suitcase thuds each step behind me—and grab my purse. I make sure my ID and keys are in there, and I'm out the door. The airport is only fifteen minutes away. When I bought this house, it worried me to live so close to an airport. I wondered if it would be noisy all the time. Now, I'm glad that I'm so close.

Ten minutes later, I pull into the parking garage. It's the most expensive place to park, meant just for short-term stays, but it's the closest to my gate. Once I'm parked, I lift my bag from the trunk and pull it behind me as I sprint toward security. Halfway there, I'm struck with the thought that I might not have locked my car. But I don't care. There's no time to go back.

Thankfully, the line at security is short on a Friday evening. There are fewer than ten people in front of me, and if I didn't know better, I would think the TSA agent sped them through once she saw me get into the line. When I get up to her, I do know for sure that she smiles at me, and it makes my jaw drop open. The only human emotion I've ever seen from any agent is frustration. I just assumed that after dealing with so many people all day long, it became all they were capable of.

"Ma'am, I need you to step over here for a moment, please." She waves me out of the scanner and she looks as disappointed at the delay as I feel.

I check my watch. The plane doors won't close for another ten minutes. It should be plenty of time, but I don't want to cut it any closer than I have to. "Was there a problem?"

"The system showed an anomaly. I just need to do a quick manual check and then you can be on your way."

"Manual?"

"Spread your legs please, ma'am."

Oh. She stands in front of me and runs the back of her hands up and down my thighs and along my crotch. When she's finished, she takes a handheld scanner and follows the same path. When that's done, she looks at me and smiles again. "So sorry about that. Sometimes the scanners are a little extra sensitive with certain people. You're good to go. Just two gates that way." She points to her right. "Don't stop along the way, and you'll have plenty of time."

"Uh, thanks." I've never had the TSA give me directions before. I stare at her for a second before taking my carry-on from the table and doing my best race walk down the hall.

At the gate, the flight attendant scans my boarding pass and tells me that they were just about to announce for me. I apologize and follow her down the jetway to the plane. My seat is almost all the way to the back and in the middle of two large men, neither of whom is excited to see me and neither of whom wants to give up a single inch of my seat that they've claimed for themselves. But as soon as they see me struggling to lift my bag into the overhead compartment, they both hop up. The one nearest to me takes over and shoves it into place. The man next to the window motions to the seat, and he waits until I'm sitting before he drops down into his. For the entire flight, both men sit with their legs together and their arms crossed, and anytime one of them accidentally bumps into me, they apologize.

The four-hour flight seems to pass in a blink, and before I know it, I'm wheeling my suitcase through the airport. I still haven't told Paige that I'm coming. I need it to be a surprise. So I call a car and have them take me to her place.

Her house is bigger than I expected. A two-story light colored stucco. It's too dark to make out any of the colors or details, but there will be time for that later. Right now, I just need to see her. I wave a goodbye to the driver as she pulls away, and I walk to the door. I push the doorbell and wait. Nothing. I push it again, and there's still nothing, so I peek in one of the windows. There's a light on in a back room, but there's no sign that anyone is home. I knock, rapping my knuckles as loudly as I can, and when there's still no response, I plop into one of the two rattan chairs on her porch.

Was this a mistake? It's Friday night. Maybe she's out with friends. Maybe she's out with a girlfriend. She hasn't said anything about meeting someone special out here, but what if she just didn't want to tell me? Maybe she's scared to hurt my feelings, or maybe she just wants to wait until she's sure. My stomach sinks, and the longer I wait, the more I know I shouldn't have done this. I could have called her first. It's not fair for me to expect her to be here just because I decide to drop everything and fly across the country.

I'm swiping through my phone, looking for hotels, when a car pulls into the driveway. The headlights are so blinding that I have to close my eyes. And then I don't want to open them because I don't want to see that Paige is with someone. That she's bringing someone home. I sit still and force deep breaths and wonder if I can be so motionless that she won't even see me.

"Gabby?"

Apparently not.

"Oh my God, girl." I open my eyes when I hear her running steps pounding against the concrete. "Is everything okay? Are you alright?"

I smile and stand up, and as soon as I do, she throws her arms around me. Her body is so warm next to mine, and how could I be anything but alright now? "I'm fine. I just..." I can't say it.

"You just what? What is it?"

"Are you busy?"

She laughs. "Well, I mean it is Friday night, so obviously. No, I'm kidding. Help me haul in these groceries, and we can talk inside."

I follow her back to the car, where we each take a bag and walk inside. The walls are mostly bare. Some generic prints, a television, a fireplace mantle with a couple photos of her family—I recognize her nephew—but that's all. There's nothing that tells me it's her space. Nothing to distinguish it from any other house in this neighborhood.

"Okay, so talk." She puts the carton of oat milk on the top shelf of the refrigerator and then stares at me across the kitchen island. "Not that I don't love to see you, because I do, but why are you here?"

I gulp in a lungful of air and stare at her. My hands are trembling, but I know I have to do this. "Would you believe me if I said I flew across the country to confess that I'm in love with you?"

I look down as soon as I say it, so I can't see the look on her face. But I hear her laughter, and it sears into me. I should have never come. Then she goes quiet. Then she takes my hand in hers. Her thumb runs across the back of my palm, and it sends goosebumps up my arm.

"You're serious?"

I nod my head but don't look up. She drops my hand, and I hear her step away from me. So stupid! So completely impetuously stupid! I want to cry, but I can't burden her with that. It's not her fault. "I'm sorry. I'll just find a hotel and—"

I gasp as she grips my shoulder and turns me to face her. Her eyes are dancing, and she runs her tongue along her lips. "Why would you do that when I have a perfectly good bedroom here?"

"I just think it would be less awkward if I—"

"And a wonderfully comfortable bed that is more than big enough for both of us." She kisses me, and just the touch of her lips sets my core on fire. I squirm in the chair as the flames lick at me. "Do you know how long I've wanted to hear you say that?" Her lips press against mine again, and this time I part for her tongue. It slips in, and a strangled groan leaves my lips. "Do you know how long I thought I was the only one who felt that way?"

She takes both of my hands and pulls me from the seat. I'm powerless to do anything other than what she wants right now, and what she wants is for me to follow her. She holds my hand as she walks me down the hall. To a door. And when she pushes it open, I see the bed in the center of the room. It's covered in the same blanket she had back home. The same blanket I would fantasize about lying under. I want to run and jump on it, but I look at her instead.

Her grin is enormous, and her cheeks are so red she looks feverish. "Do you realize what you do to me?" She bites her lip as she slides her free hand between her legs. "I've imagined you so often that I know what every inch of your body looks like without having ever seen it."

"Same."

"Come here." She pulls me down on the bed, and her hands immediately paw at my breasts, cupping them in her hands. Kneading them. And my head rolls back. Nothing I've ever felt compares to this. And as I struggle for breaths, I realize why. No one has ever touched me like this before. No one ever could. I didn't have—but that can't be.

I fall back on the bed and pull her down on top of me. "Please." I jab at her lips with mine, and I run my hands along the curve of her back.

"Please what?" She moans.

Please... don't stop. Please give me more. Please take me. "Just please. I need you."

Paige lets out a noise that is somewhere between a growl and a rumble and it's all passion, and I know that she needs this as much as I do. Her fingers hook in the waistband of my pants, and she doesn't even try to be gentle as she rips them down my legs, my panties with them. I kick the flats from my feet so she can pull my pants completely down.

When she does, she sighs. "You're such a pretty girl. I can't wait to make this pussy mine." She lowers her head and blows a breath between my legs, and my body quakes. I close my eyes as her tongue glides across me. I can feel each tiny bump of her taste buds on my sensitive skin.

"Oh my God."

And then I gasp when it feels like she slips something inside me. "And so wet." I look up just in time to see her pull two fingers from me. She takes them between her lips to lick them clean. Then she pulls them out with a pop. "God, I love your taste."

But that can't be. I slide a hand along my hip and across my front. Between my legs. Down to my... Is that? I circle a finger over what feels like a clit. But there's no way.

Paige pulls my hand away. "Such an impatient girl. Don't worry. I'm going to make you come so many times tonight that you'll forget who you even are."

"But..." Her finger pressing against my clit makes it impossible for me to say more. The only thing I can do is arch my back to thrust my core—my pussy—closer to her. Part of my brain wants to understand what's happened to me. To know how this can be. But when she puts her mouth between my legs again, that part of my brain stops working. A tiny closed sign sways on its door.

She alternates from licking along my folds to twisting her tongue around my clit. Over and over. And each time I care less about anything other than her perfect mouth and her immaculate tongue dancing across my flesh. And each movement tosses more kindling onto the fire that is burning inside me. Until it gets to be too much. The flames erupt. An explosion that engulfs both of us.

I wrap my legs around her back. Pressing her into me. And I shriek as the inferno burns away my body. I don't know if this is pain or pleasure. I don't know if there's a distinction anymore. There's just me. My body. Her. And I'm never going to be apart from her again.


EPILOGUE


"Good morning, Miss Stephens." Paige purrs the words into my ear as soon as I open my eyes.

I give her a quick kiss before realizing that it's been over 24 hours since I brushed my teeth. "Good morning, Miss Winston."

It's a wonder that either of us can speak this morning. After all the screaming and moaning of last night, our throats should feel like raw flesh. Our voices should be so hoarse that neither of us can understand the other.

"Do you have anything planned for today?" I ask, hoping with every part of me that isn't shattered and blown away that the answer is no.

She takes my lower lip between her teeth and bites. I groan as the pain rips through me. Then I slide my hand between her legs. Her pussy is dripping again. I don't know how she does it. "I do. Important plans that I can't cancel."

She sighs and my heart sinks.

"First, I have to get my girlfriend out of bed." She stands and tugs my arms and only then do I realize that she's talking about me. That I'm her girlfriend. Electricity ripples through me at the thought. Once we're both standing, she pulls me into her and whispers into my ear. "Then I have to get her cleaned up. After all the filthy things we did last night, she's a very dirty girl."

I want to melt as her hands slide around to my ass. "How are you going to do that?" I ask.

She pulls me into the bathroom and lets go of my hand so she can turn on the water in the shower. When it's up to temperature, she steps in and then pulls me with her. "Come on." I follow her and let the water flow over me. Neither of us has any clothes on. We got rid of those long ago.

Paige takes the bottle of body wash from the shelf and squirts a handful into her palm. Then she rubs it across my belly. Up to my breasts. Her fingers moving gently around each of my nipples. The scent of strawberries fills my nostrils, and I take a deep breath to pull it all in. Then she glides between my legs. She's gentle here. She knows that I'm raw after a night filled with orgasms more powerful than I've ever experienced. But even with that pain, my body still comes to life at her touch. And when she sinks to her knees, I'm engulfed by the same flames that left us nothing more than grey ashes last night when we finally fell asleep from exhaustion.

Her tongue flicks against my clit, and I lean against the tile wall. It's the only thing that keeps me from falling to the floor. Dissolving. Being washed down the drain. "Jesus Christ."

"No. Just me. I thought we settled that last night." Her fingernails dig into my ass cheeks, and if she isn't drawing blood, she's at least leaving marks that will be with me all week.

All week. Now the wall isn't enough to hold me up. I slide down its wet surface. Onto my ass, and I just stare at Paige. "How am I so lucky?"

"Don't you want to know what happens after I get my girlfriend cleaned up? I take her to this brunch place I discovered last weekend. The food isn't that great, but people go there just to be seen. And I want her to be seen. I want the world to see her on my arm and know that she's my girl."

I lean forward and kiss her forehead. Her nose. Down to her mouth. The spray from the shower head is beating my face now, and I close my eyes as I lean my head against hers. Water drips into my mouth as I breathe in the air that was just inside her. "Then what?"

"Showing her pretty body off to everyone is going to turn me on. So then I'm going to bring her back here, and have my way with her all day. Over and over and over until there's not a single doubt left that she's mine. Forever."

My heart races at the word. Does she mean it? "Forever?"

"Forever," she says. "I'm never letting her go."
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CHAPTER ONE



"Dude, I want that." I smack Benz on the arm so he'll pay attention.

He pushes me but then follows my finger toward the chest. "That thing? That looks like something my grandpa used to store his old paint cans in."

I shake my head. There's no way someone would ever store paint cans in this. This is a chest that's seen the world. I get as close as I can and then crouch to see it better.

The chest is big enough for an adult to hide in. It's impossible to tell what color it was originally. The old paint has aged to a matte grey in the spots where it hasn't worn off. And the brass hardware—the handles, the hinges and locks, and the hammered metal protecting the corners—looks dark and sooty, like the face of a firefighter who just walked out of a burning house. There’s a lot more to this chest than meets the eye, and that's exactly the type of thing I'm looking for.

A blast of feedback and then the rattling voice of the auctioneer snaps me out of my reverie, and I look around. Benz has already walked to the front where the other bidders are gathering in front of a portable speaker. There are only five of us here, so we don’t need the speaker. We probably don’t even need the auctioneer. I'm sure we could all just agree on the things we want and the prices we're willing to pay. But I walk around to join the group anyway.

"Theo! I was wondering if you inhaled some old fumes off that thing and passed out. You're about to miss the best part." Since we got here, Benz has had his eye on an electric scooter, and he’s practically salivating as he looks at it now.

I don't know why an abandoned storage unit would have one, and I tried to warn him that it's probably stolen from downtown. But he won't listen. "I still don't know when you're going to use that thing. You've got a car and a bike. Why do you need that?"

His eyes flash to me quickly before turning back to the stand where someone is wheeling the scooter next to the auctioneer. "Because it's cool. Way better than that old beat up crate you want."

"It's a travel chest. Who knows where that thing's been?" I let my words drift away because he's not paying attention to me anymore. I step back and wait for the bidding on the chest, running through numbers in my head to figure how much I’m willing to spend.

When it does come up for bidding, I'm the only person interested. A quick raise of my hand as the auctioneer starts out at twenty and that's all there is to it. Until it's time to load.

Benz pulls his SUV as close as he can. "This thing had better not weigh a ton," he says as we walk to the chest. Each of us moving to an end and looking down at it.

"Who knows what's in it? It could be full of gold bars. You're not gonna be bitching about how much it weighs then."

"It came from the same storage unit that had a framed oil painting of a marijuana leaf. I'm guessing there won’t be gold in here." He chuckles and lifts on his handle. The entire side of the chest comes up with ease, and my stomach sinks. He must see the disappointment on my face. "Come on, let's get it loaded. You go to enough of these with me, and you'll learn how to separate the gems from the trash."

"Gems like that scooter?"

He just shrugs, and we carry the chest to the back of his SUV. It can't weigh more than 25 pounds. I was expecting the wood and the hardware alone to weigh more than that. Maybe Benz is right, and this is just trash.

At my apartment, we're able to pull right up to my door. Even though I could probably lift the thing myself, Benz helps me haul it inside. We set it in the living room where a coffee table would go.

"So you gonna open it, or what?" he asks.

I stare at it for a minute. As sure as I was before that there was some mysterious treasure inside, I'm just as convinced now that there are only going to be a few rolling papers at the bottom. Maybe some mouse shit too, just for the hell of it.

The leather straps creak as I unfasten them, and the buckles jingle as they drop against the sides of the chest. There's a key in the lock. I twist it, but there's no sound or sign that it catches on anything. I twist more and more. It just spins in complete circles. Apparently, it's only for decoration, or it's long been broken. I shake my head, and I lift the lid and look inside.

"Well?" Benz walks out of the kitchen with two bottles of beer.

"You know how much I hate to admit that you were right about anything?" I ask. "I think I might have to now. This is all that's in there." I hold out the red fabric, and it unfurls like a stage curtain closing.

"That's it?"

"That's it," I say. "Just a dress." It's a silky material that flares out at the bottom. It doesn't even look old, so I can't sell it to a vintage clothing shop.

Benz's face coils into a tight smile, and he takes a swig of beer before handing me the other bottle. "Maybe it'll fit you. Aren't you going to try it on?" His laugh is deep, and it makes my face burn. He'll never let me live this down. I take a drink from my bottle and shake my head.

"I still have a bit before I need to be home," he says when I don't respond. "I'll take you for a ride on my scooter so you can see what real treasure looks like."


CHAPTER TWO



He's been gone an hour, but I can still hear Benz's laughter ringing in my ears. And it makes my face burn. More than anything, I wanted to impress him—to get him to look at me as something other than his bumbling sidekick—and I thought maybe this was my chance. He's always talking about the cool things he finds at auctions of abandoned storage units, but it's mostly toys or tools.

I thought that chest was different. I just knew whatever was inside would forever change the way he looked at me. Instead, it reinforced everything he already thinks. I'm the friend who's good for a laugh. The one who flubs his way through life. Never serious, and never one to be taken seriously.

But that would have changed when I opened the chest and found it filled with antiques. Or old books and paintings that some woman had shipped from Europe to America decades ago. And ever since then, they've sat in her attic, passed down through generations until they were forgotten. Somehow it ended up in a storage unit on the west side of town, sandwiched between a taco truck and a Buy Here, Pay Here used car lot. Like so many other things in my life, I should have known better.

Just a dress.

I look at it wadded on the other end of the couch. "You couldn't have even been old? Like from the 1800s maybe? At least from the 50s?"

I kick at it, but my leg isn't long enough to reach. And even that is an impressive failure. I'm 6'7". Tall enough that every stranger I meet always leads the conversation with, "Oh, I bet you played basketball." No, you annoying asshole, I did not. I'm tall, but I have the grace of a drunk toddler. I couldn't even dribble a ball, let alone put it into a hoop.

The dress just sits there, like dresses will, as I stare at it. I need to get rid of it. As long as it's sitting here, it's going to keep reminding me that I'll never be more than a jester to Benz. I lean over and grab it as I stand up.

I'm just a few steps from the trash can when I hear Benz's voice: Aren't you going to try it on? A wave of anger bubbles up, and I open up the dress to look at it. Maybe I should. If he thinks I'm just a fool, maybe I should embrace that. This would be nothing more than a shirt on me. Maybe I'll wear it the next time I meet him. Just to see what his reaction is. Instead of throwing it away, I take it upstairs into my bedroom.

I practically rip off the jeans and t-shirt that I'm wearing, and when I take the dress in my hand again, I'm so angry that I'm shaking. It's not fair to blame Benz for this. I take a deep breath. He's never done anything to make me feel this way. He's never treated me as anything other than a regular friend. But I know he thinks it. How could he not?

It's a struggle to get the dress down past my shoulders. When I held it up, it looked like it would fit around the torso, but I never thought the shoulders might be a problem. Luckily it stretches just enough, and I can tug it down. My heart is racing as I walk to the mirror. I already know what I'll look like. A clown. There's not a doubt in my head. But there is a hope in the back of my mind that it might at least look okay. Why do I care?

When I stand in front of the mirror, I suck in a breath and hold it before I look. It's just a joke, right? I want it to look bad. The worse it looks, the more Benz will laugh at it. And that's what I want, isn't it? If you can't beat them, join them. Still, I say a quick prayer under my breath before I open my eyes.

For just a second, maybe not even that long, I think that the dress actually looks fine on me. As a shirt, obviously, since it doesn't even cover my underwear. But it's something that I could wear out in public. The thought of doing that sends a tingle through my body, but then reality floods in and I'm pulled beneath its waves. The shoulders are so tight it looks like I might bust a seam if I even twitch. And I could shove a garden full of melons into the chest, and the top of the dress still wouldn't fit right. This dress was designed for a woman—one with large breasts based on the way the loose fabric hangs at the chest. Something I very much am not. It looks so bad that I can't even wear it as a joke.

I take one last look at myself in the mirror and shake my head before yanking the dress off. I'm surprised I don't hear threads popping in the shoulders as I do. When the dress is off and I'm naked except for my white briefs, I wad it as tight as I can and throw it to the trash can on the other side of the room. At least, that's my intention. It smacks against the wall almost five feet away and flutters down to the carpet. I just toss my hands up and head downstairs. I'm not in the mood to deal with any more failure right now.


CHAPTER THREE



I can't believe I'm up this early. My phone is sitting beside the sink while I brush my teeth, and I tap the screen to look at the time. Not even eight yet. And only a few minutes before Benz will be here to pick me up. I rinse my mouth and run a quick hand over my head. As tall as I am, most people can't see my hair anyway, so I keep it shaved close.

If I were shorter, I bet that dress wouldn't look so ridiculous.

The thought makes me bump into the door frame as I duck into my bedroom. Where the hell did that come from? That dress will always look ridiculous on me because I'm a man. My height has nothing to do with it. And why would I ever care?

The thought still haunts the back of my mind when Benz texts a couple minutes later to tell me that he just pulled in. I head out.

The drive isn't bad. The fairgrounds are just a couple of miles away, but even though it's still way too early for anyone to be awake—even the sun is just a yellow ghost of what it will be later in the day when it wakes up—a line of cars wraps out onto the road. We join the stop-and-go procession, and I let my head fall back against the headrest.

When I open my eyes, we're just one car away from the booth collecting our parking fees. "Nice nap, bro?"

I inhale sharply through my nose and turn to look at Benz, tucking a stray hair behind my ear as I do. "I didn't sleep. I was just resting my eyes."

"You make some strange noises when you rest your eyes. Almost sounded like snoring, but obviously if you weren't asleep, it couldn't have been that." He twists his head toward me. The side of his mouth is curled up into a grin and his eyes are almost twinkling in the glaring sunlight.

My body shudders to see him like that, but I try to play it off as a stretch so he won't think anything of it. "Maybe I fell asleep for a minute or two then? Probably need it after having to get up at this ungodly hour."

"There are literally billions of people in the world who get up this early every day." His grin goes wider before he turns away and we pull up to the booth.

"Idiots." Even when I had a job, I was never a morning person. Now that I can live off my unemployment benefits for a couple of months and sleep whenever I want, there's no way I'm getting up early for anything. Except this. Except him.

The woman at the booth leans so far into the car that I wonder if we should tell her to hop in with us. She smiles at me and then turns back to Benz, asking if we've been here before. When we both shake our heads, she hands us a folded brochure. A map of the vendors. "It can get confusing in there," she says and chuckles. "You can almost lose yourself if you're not careful."

Benz hands me the map as he drives us into the parking lot. A man clad in reflective yellow waves us down a row, and Benz pulls into the first open spot. "You ready for this?"

"For 'the state's largest traveling flea market featuring over 600 vendors from around the world?'" I read from the backside of the map. "How could one ever be ready for such a spectacle?"

He smiles and drops his sunglasses around the gearshift. "A lot of it is going to be junk, but the diamonds are worth the hunt. And there's no way you would have gotten out of bed this early if you weren't excited about coming."

It's not the flea market. I just like spending time with him. But I don't say anything because I don't want to sound gay. "You care if I stick these in your glovebox or something?" I hold my keys up between us.

He looks at them and then squints as he looks at the jeans I have on. "You don't want to just stick them in your pocket? Yeah, glovebox is fine then."

"Oh." I pat the sides of my hips. "These pants have pockets. Oh my God..."

"You're always hilarious." Benz laughs, and I pretend that being funny was my intent all along. That I didn't forget for some reason that my pants have pockets.
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It takes us over three hours to make it through just half of the flea market. We thought that we could start on one side and just work our way up and down the rows until we got to the other. But this is more of a maze than an orderly series of aisles, and by the third time we pass the same booth selling scented candles, we realize that we need to use the map. That's how we finally end up in the food court.

All around us there are colorful flashing promises of GYROS! and FUNNEL CAKES! and DEEP FRIED GATOR BALLS! As much as I nudge Benz in the direction of that stand, he refuses to get close to even find out what a gator ball is.

The trucks form a giant U around what has to be one hundred picnic tables, almost all of them taken. As soon as we see a family stand and drop their baby into a stroller, we head in their direction. We get to the table just as they leave and just before an older woman who stares at me with such hatred, you'd think I tried to kidnap her cat.

"What do you want?" he asks. "I'll buy. You stay and guard the table."

"Oh thanks, make me risk my life. Uh..." I spin and look at all the signs. "That." I point to a green and yellow sign almost hidden behind the rising smoke from a BBQ pit.

Benz moves behind me and looks over my shoulder. He's so close that I can feel the heat coming from his chest. "The gator balls? Alright."

"Ha ha. No, a lemon slushy."

"That's it?"

I wait for him to take a step back, but he doesn't. "Yeah. I'm not really that hungry."

"Bro, you just said you were starving ten minutes ago."

I shrug.

Benz puts his hand on my back as he squeezes to get by me, and it forces all the air from my lungs. As he walks past, he says something and laughs, but I can't hear a thing above the roar filling my head. I just smile and hope that it's enough. He keeps walking, finally letting go of me, so it must be. I crumple onto the wood bench and watch as he snakes his way through the crowd. Maybe I do need to eat. That could be why I'm feeling so strange.

When I can't see him anymore, I lift my legs over the bench and unfold the map on the table. Just walking around and leaving things to chance hasn't worked for us so far. We've seen lots of salespeople selling discount socks and travel-size bottles of shampoo and conditioner, but we haven't seen anything that either of us is interested in.

I'm almost at the bottom of the vendor list when something bumps the table. I look up. Benz is somewhere behind an armful of drinks and red-and-white checkered cardboard trays. I jump to my feet and take the two large blue cups from his hand so he can set everything else down. "What on earth did you buy?" I ask as he blows out a breath and settles in with his mountain of food.

"I couldn't decide."

"So you got something from every truck?" He has french fries, small golden fried nuggets that have pieces of broccoli sticking out of the ends, another tray of golden nuggets with no apparent broccoli, and an enormous drumstick that is larger than a whole chicken.

"Smoked turkey leg." His voice is filled with pride when he says it, like he's the one who was up all night smoking it. I'm surprised the table doesn't collapse under its weight. He lifts it to his mouth as he sits and with his teeth, rips off a massive chunk, caveman style. As soon as the flavors hit his tongue, his eyes roll backward. "Oh, and here's your lemon icee," he says through his mouthful of meat.

I slide the cup closer to me, but still just stare at him. He looks like he's in heaven. "Do you care if I try a bite of that?"

He snorts. "What happened to 'oh, I'm not really hungry?' That was you, right?"

"Changed my mind?" I wink as I reach across the table. He holds the turkey drumstick—the bone is practically the size of a human forearm—as I peel off a strip of meat. I tilt my head back and drop it into my mouth, and the first bite makes me moan.

"Right?" he asks. "Want me to go get one for you?"

My entire body is screaming, Yes! Bring me several of these delicious meat clubs, but I shake my head. "No, I'll just have one more bite of yours, if you don't mind." Before he can object, I pinch another piece and pop it into my mouth.

Benz flips me off and then uses his teeth to rip off another chunk. I chuckle and look around. Almost all the tables are filled with families. Some couples, but mostly couples with children. My stomach tightens, and I take a sip of my drink. "Have you ever thought about settling down?" I ask Benz.

"Like, family?" He sounds shocked that I would even ask. I turn back around to face him and nod. "I mean..." He looks at the food and pops a fried piece of something into his mouth. He chews it a couple of times before he continues. "I guess. Sure, if I found the right girl. But it's not like I'm looking right now. What about you?"

I take a long pull on the straw. This isn't anything I've ever thought about before now, but there's something about being surrounded by all these people. "Same, I guess. Not looking, but if I found the right guy, then..." I hold my palms up and then wince. The lemon icee is so cold it feels like someone shot me between my eyes.

"Whoa, dude! How long have I known you?" He pauses for me to answer, but I'm too busy rubbing my tongue on the roof of my mouth, desperate to warm it. "Since high school, and I never knew you were into guys. I mean, I'm cool with it, but is this new? Is this why you and Ashley didn't work out?"

My body goes colder than the lemonade. "Guys? Into... What?"

"Bro, no worries. For real. You know me. I'm proud that you trust me enough to tell me."

My jaw hangs open as I run back through the conversation to find what he's talking about. Turkey... settling down... finding the right—oh! "I didn't mean guy. I meant girl. If I find the right girl, I wouldn't mind settling down. I'm not gay. I'm not."

Benz smiles, and a chill runs through me. It's amazing how much a couple of sips from a slushy can lower your body temperature. "Theo, it's fine either way. Whatever makes you happy." He waits and his eyes widen just a little, like he expects me to say something, but I don't. "So anyway, you have time to study that map while I was gone? What's the plan? If I see one more chick selling organic hemp scarves, you don't even know what I'm going to do."

I run a hand through my hair and look across the table. "Now, I'm tempted to take you back there again just to see what you would do. There are a couple of booths that sound interesting. I thought we could go to them for sure. Then just walk around and see if anything else catches our eye."

"Cool. I'm ready if you are." He stands before I can answer. I look at all the food still sitting on the table. He's barely eaten any of it. He scoops all the containers into his arms, and I follow him, carrying our drinks.


CHAPTER FOUR



"You really didn't have to get me this," I say. "I mean it. I'll pay you back."

Benz unlocks the door to his house and we both go inside. The blinds are still closed from this morning, so I walk from window to window, opening them while he heads to the kitchen. "You're not paying me back. It's a gift."

I pull the necklace out just enough that I can see it. Tiny beads of pink quartz strung on a rose gold chain. It caught my eye as we walked past the booth, and I had to stop and touch it. Benz didn't notice I was missing at first, but then he came back to find me holding it up to my neck in front of a tiny plastic mirror. My cheeks burned when I noticed him staring at me. I hung the necklace back on the rack, but he practically took it from my hands and walked it to the woman sitting behind a table at the back of the booth. When he came back, he held out the necklace stretched tight between his two hands. "Well? Turn around," he said. Still not understanding what was happening, I did, and he clasped it around my neck. "It looks good on you." He didn't give me a chance to say anything before he moved back into the crowded walkway.

"You want a beer?" He calls out from the kitchen.

"Uh, sure." I sit on his couch and wait for him to come back out.

A couple of minutes later, I hear him crack the beers and then he comes out with the two bottles and a bag of chips. He hands me my beer, sets his on the coffee table, and then splits open the bag. "You got everything started up?" He asks with his mouthful and then sits at the other end of the couch.

I don't say anything, just toss him the controller and wait for him to accept my invitation and join the game that I started. Every Saturday we spend the day playing games with each other. Normally we each play from home, but Benz has two consoles and two televisions—both abandoned storage unit finds, he's told me over and over—and he has them set up beside each other so we can play multiplayer games but each have our own screen. It seemed like overkill when he described it to me, but now that I'm seeing it in action for the first time, it's brilliant. Sure the televisions take up almost the entire wall, but it's so much better than a split-screen.

While I wait for him to get set up, I scoot to his end of the couch and take a handful of chips. I sniff one before popping it into my mouth. Benz always experiments with chips. And not just with the typical brands or flavors. The bag he has set out for us today is from Scotland. Honey and mustard. When I chew it, I'm hit immediately by the sweetness, but then the tang of the mustard burns my tongue just the tiniest bit. Just enough to counteract the sugar. "These are good." I stick a couple more in my mouth. "Way better than those shrimp chips."

"Dude, those shrimp chips were delicious. I'll defend them until I die."

I bump my shoulder against his. "Which better not happen too soon today. I can feel the magic swirling in my fingers, so I think we've got this." I hold the controller in front of me and mash the buttons randomly.

"Yeah, you need magic as bad as you are at this game."

I take another chip. The sting of the mustard is already starting to numb my tongue. I am famous in our friend group for being the absolute worst at this game. But I've never liked shooters. When we switch to sports games, I kick everyone's ass up one side of the pitch and down the other.

We're not five minutes into the campaign today when a sniper takes me out. "Magic fingers, huh? Lucky I'm here to carry us like always." Benz chuckles as he ducks for cover behind a concrete pillar.

"Whatever. That was just a lucky shot that took me out. I'm gonna get another beer while I wait for your brains to be splattered all over the asphalt. You want one?"

"Yeah. I need to get a good buzz to put up with your weak ass today."

I smack the back of his head as I walk behind the couch and head to the kitchen. The inside of his refrigerator is so organized it makes me feel inadequate every time I open its door. He has plastic containers and dividers keeping everything separate and lined up in perfect rows. I snag two beers and intentionally move another out of place just because I know it will drive him crazy when he sees it.

"Here." I set his beer in front of him and plop beside him. Too close. My arm bumps his arm, and he shakes me off.

"Trying to jostle me so I get killed too? Cheater."

"Can't a friend just like touching another friend?" I stick my tongue out at him, but he doesn't see it. So I cuddle against him and rub my cheek teasingly against his upper arm before resting my head on his shoulder.

Benz rolls his eyes, but doesn't look away from the screen. "Your cheek feels like a girl's. Maybe one day you'll go through puberty and get some facial hair. You'll be a man yet, son. Don't worry."

"Whatever. You're just jealous of all the time I save by never having to shave." I wriggle my arm between him and the back cushion of the couch and lean even closer into him, closing my eyes. I never noticed his scent before. Cedar, like walking through the woods.

"Dork," he mutters under his breath.
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I draw in a quick breath through my nose and blink at the television. I expect to see the game with Benz still carrying out the mission that I failed on almost immediately, but it's a movie. There's a man on horseback forcing a herd of cattle to ford a river. He spits through his teeth and then cracks a whip, sending them scurrying into the water.

"What the hell is this?" I ask. When Benz doesn't answer, I tilt my head up and see that his eyes are closed. I must have fallen asleep and been out of it for a while. Pins are prickling the lower half of my left leg, so I shift it to let the blood flow through again. That's when I notice the blanket pulled up to my waist. It's the throw that Benz normally keeps over the back of the couch. He must have covered me with it while I slept. The idea brings a smile to my face. Not only because he was sweet enough to think of it, but because I can tease him about it once he wakes up.

I reach for the blanket to pull it higher, but as soon as I move, my body goes stiff. His arm. Not only did he cover me with a blanket, he put his arm around me. It's draped precariously across my shoulders. If I move an inch more, it will fall off and wake him. Should I? I dismiss the thought right away. He looks so peaceful. And it's so comfy being snuggled up to him. Girls cuddle with their friends all the time. Why can't we?

I lower my shoulders and press my back against the couch. Slowly, so I don't disturb him. That holds his arm in place so I can pull on the blanket. I drag it up to the middle of my chest and then spread it over Benz as best I can without shaking him. I watch his eyes the entire time. At one point they flutter, and I go still. After a few seconds of waiting with no sign that he's waking up, I smooth the blanket the best I can and then rest my head back against him. I set my right hand over his and guide his arm lower over my shoulder. The television is still on, but there's no way I can reach for the remote without waking him. It'll have to stay on. I close my eyes again, and let myself fall asleep cocooned in my friend's arms.


CHAPTER FIVE



I spread open my closet doors like I'm butterflying a chicken. The fading evening light mixes with the lamps on my nightstands to cast everything in a yellow glow. There has to be something I can wear.

I still can't believe Benz agreed to host this. We weren't exactly the most popular kids in high school. No, that's not fair. He was kind of popular. Everyone knew his name, and when there was a party, the other students usually invited him. But I don't think he ever went to one. At least, not once I met him in our junior year. Almost no one knew me—even the students who sat next to me in class—and I was never invited to a single party. So Benz and I would usually hang out together while everyone else did whatever it was they did at those things. I guess I'm about to find out as soon as I get ready.

Our tenth anniversary reunion isn't officially until this fall, but a lot of our classmates are in town this weekend. They wanted to have an informal get-together, and Benz, for some reason that I will never understand, offered to host it at his house. Normally, I wouldn't even think about going to something like this, but since he's the one hosting it, I feel that I have to. For no other reason than to give him moral support.

But before I can go to it, I need to find something to wear. And despite a closet full of clothes, there is literally nothing I want to wear. I slide hanger after hanger from left to right and then back to the left again. But there's nothing. I blow out a long breath and fall back onto the edge of the bed. That's when I see it. The dress is still lying along the baseboard where I threw it last weekend. There's some wave of energy that passes through my body and makes me walk over to it. Curiosity. That's what it is. I pick it up and slip it over my head, knowing that it's going to look every bit as ridiculous on me this time as it did when I first tried it on.

And it does. It's a little short, falling to my upper thighs, and it fits mostly fine in the waist and the shoulders. The chest, though, is a different story. There's so much room there I could fit another half of me inside the dress. Obvious, since I'm a guy and don't have boobs to fill it out. How hilarious would it be if I wore this tonight? Some guy that no one there even remembers shows up wearing a dress over a pair of jeans like some girl from the 90s. I titter as I pull it over my head and go back to my closet. I just grab the first t-shirt I reach. A once black, now dark grey, shirt with the Ring of Icy Death band logo across the chest. No one is going to know me, so it's good enough. I lay it carefully across my bed next to a pair of jeans and go back to the bathroom.

I tell myself again and again that I don't care about these people. And I don't. But as I stare at the mirror debating the amount of effort I want to put into this, I decide that not caring about them doesn't mean I can't at least attempt to look good. For my sake. And for Benz. So I run the black eyeliner pencil along my upper and lower eyelids and then apply two layers of mascara to my lashes. As I wind my hair around the scorching hot curling iron, I wonder why more men don't use makeup. It just takes a couple of minutes, but it makes such a difference in someone's appearance.

Once my hair and makeup are done, I pull on the jeans and stare at the top spread out on the bed. Why on earth didn't I think to put that on before I finished getting ready? It's not like this is the first time I've ever done my hair. I shake my head and use my hands to open the neck as wide as I can while I slip it over my head. When I pull my hair free, I check it in the mirror. I see it survived. Thankfully. I grab my grey and white floral wristlet from the dresser, make sure my ID is inside, and head out to my car.

When I pull up to Benz's house, there isn't room for even a bicycle to park in the driveway or on the street out front, so I weasel my car into a spot half a block away. I can hear the thump of the music even here.

The living room is dark and packed with people. Some sitting on the furniture, on the couch that I think of as "ours." But most are standing around talking to each other. No one notices me walk in, so that gives me a chance to look at everyone. I'm able to recognize most of them. Some of them look slightly older—a little more full in the cheeks, a little more weight around their hips—but others look like they still belong in school today. It's amazing how little a person changes in the ten years after they graduate high school.

No one bats an eye as I jostle my way through the crowd and into the kitchen. Somehow it's even more crowded in here. There's a circle two-deep ringed around the kitchen island while two people, Mariah and Andre, stand at either end and throw a ball into cups. Whenever one of them makes their toss, the other has to drink from the cup. Is this the beer pong that everyone was so crazy about when we were in school? I watch for a while. Mariah makes all of her tosses, and Andre is already beginning to wobble a little, when I feel a hand on the small of my back. I smile and turn, expecting to see Benz.

"Hey, I don't think we've met. I'm Lawrence."

I know exactly who he is. How could I forget? My stomach tightens and my heart thumps out the rhythm of the music. For nearly a month of my senior year, I had to avoid the parking lot because Lawrence threatened to find me after school and murder me. All because I supposedly looked at his girlfriend wrong. I ignore his offered hand. "We've met. I'm Theo."

He leans in, and the alcohol on his breath is so strong my face puckers. "Leah?"

"Theo," I say louder, but when he just squints and examines me, I know it's pointless.

After staring for a few seconds, he nods. "Oh, Téa, got it. Yeah. So, you here with someone?" He looks around, and when he doesn't see anyone who immediately claims me, he moves a step closer and rests his hand on my hip.

"Uh no. Not really," I say. "I mean, I guess I'm sorta—"

"Sweet. Let me get you a drink. Come on." He pulls me against him and leads us toward the dining room. The table is filled with coolers. "Whatya have?" When I just shrug, he hands me a beer. The same brand he's drinking. One that tastes worse than leftover pasta cooking water.

"I'm glad I ran into you," he says.

My heart lifts just a little. Is he actually going to apologize for what he did? Maybe he's matured in the last ten years and realized what an ass he was to everyone he went to school with. My lips curl up just a little. "Yeah? Why's that?"

"Someone like you shouldn't be alone. That's no fun at a party like this. But you're all good now that I'm here." His lips crack apart into the same smug grin that I remember from all those years ago, and I want to slap him.

I take a step back so I don't actually do it, but he moves with me. To the wall. The collision jars my body, and Lawrence puts his hand beside my head, for balance, I'm sure. He tries to stare at me, but I can tell his eyes have a hard time focusing.

"I used to be the starting quarterback for South High. When we won the playoffs." He must be more drunk than I imagined if he's telling me this. He was a running back, and the team made the semi-finals, but they never won the playoffs. Does he think I don't remember the truth? He leans closer to me and puts his other hand on my hip. "With a body like this, I bet you were probably a cheerlea—"

"Lawrence, man, what's up?" I'd know that voice anywhere. Benz swoops in and takes Lawrence's hand from my hip to shake it.

"Yo Bentley, my man. This shit is killer, bro. Just like back in the day." Lawrence tries to sound cool, but he really just comes across as a sad drunk. His words grow more slurred with each syllable.

Benz slaps him on the shoulder. "I'm sure. Anyway, I need to steal Theo from you for a bit. Need his help with something."

"Who?" he asks and looks around. He makes a full circle before his eyes fall onto me. "Oh, Téa? I didn't know that you two were—Yeah, cool, cool. I didn't mean anything by it. It was good to meet you, Téa."

Lawrence holds his hand out once more for me to shake, and I ignore it again. "Yeah, good to meet you too, Lauren." His face scrunches at my intentional mispronunciation of his name, but before he has a chance to say anything, Benz rests his hand on my shoulder and leads me back to the living room.


CHAPTER SIX



"I'm glad you came," Benz stops us in what I suppose passes as a quiet corner of the main room, but I still have to tilt my head to hear him. "You look... different."

I chuckle. "Different? It's because you don't have a light on in here. Still the same old me." I hold out my arms, and he looks me over and then shakes his head.

"Anyway, sorry about Lawrence. I never knew he was like that."

I look to the dining room. Lawrence is standing in the corner talking to a woman I don't recognize. More than talking. She's smiling up at him as he leans closer to her. I roll my eyes and wonder why any woman would ever fall for someone like that. "Like what? An asshole? I could have told you that years ago."

"Ha, yeah, I knew that too. I remember senior year. But I never knew he was gay."

"Gay?" I twist my gaze away from Benz and back to the dining room. Lawrence and the woman are no longer there. "He's not gay."

Benz shakes his head. "Maybe that explains why he treated you that way during senior year. He was jealous since you were out to everyone and he wasn't. But to think that he could just flirt with you today like none of that ever happened? That takes some balls."

Flirt? "He wasn't flirting, just—" Oh my God. I feel my ears burn and the beer bottle turns too cold. I set it on a coaster on the entry table. The boy who practically tortured me in high school is flirting with me now? But what about the woman I just saw him with?

"I saw the look on his face. He was definitely flirting, and that makes me more angry the more I think about it. I'm glad I came along when I did."

I look at Benz. He's staring into the dining room now. The look on his face is so serious that it makes me giggle. I put my hand on his upper arm, just below the sleeve of his t-shirt, and he turns toward me when I do. "I guess that makes you my hero, then." I give him a quick peck on his cheek. The rough stubble scrapes against my lips, and even though they only touch him for a fraction of a second, the heat from his skin lingers. I didn't realize how cold I was until just now.

Benz stares at me as I lean back, and his look clears the smile from my face. Our eyes are locked for too long to be comfortable, and relief passes over me when he finally looks away. "That, uh..." he pauses for a second, staring at the carpet, "I need to go check the stove."

"The stove?" I ask. "Are you cooking something during a party?" But he's gone. I watch him work through the crowd. The muscles in his ass tense and release with each step. I can't believe I've never noticed how hot he is. Such a shame he's not gay.

When he disappears around the corner to the kitchen, I think about slipping out the front door. I've put in my appearance. That's more than enough. But then I see Kalyn, and I gasp. She was my best friend throughout school until she moved away during our sophomore year. We stayed in touch for a while, but I haven't talked to her in years. I didn't know she was back in town.

I rush over to her and throw my arms around her without giving her a chance to look at me. As I squeal in her ear, I wonder if she even recognizes me after all this time. Maybe I look different. Maybe she doesn't want to see me. I drop my arms and take a step back. "Sorry. I was just so excited to see you. It's me. T—"

"I know who you are, you dork!" She bounces up and down once, and my insides swell. "What have you been doing? It's been so long! Wait, before you say anything, put your number into my phone. We're not losing touch again."

We exchange phones, and I enter my info into hers while she does the same with mine. Then we spend what feels like forever and no time at all catching up. She tells me all about her two kids, and I wish we'd never lost touch so I could know them. I promise to go to all of their soccer matches and baseball games from here on. I'm in the middle of telling her about my string of menial jobs when I notice her look over my shoulder.

"So, you and Bentley?"

I turn. He's standing between the two rooms staring at me, but when he sees me look at him, he spins and walks away. "Benz?" I ask her. "What about him?"

"Did you two ever end up together?"

I just look at her, dumbfounded. Me and Benz?

"You used to talk about him all the time. It sounded like you two spent all your free time together."

I laugh. "Yeah. I guess we still do. But we're just friends. There's nothing more to it."

She twists her mouth and tilts her head. "Just friends? Girl, you think I'm buying that bullshit? I saw how he was just looking at you."

"Benz? A little taller than me, with dark hair that he's always pushing back out of his face?"

Kalyn nods. "You sent me enough pictures of him that I'd recognize him anywhere. And I'd definitely recognize that look. It's the same one my husband used to give me before we got married," she snickers.

I turn to look back at the spot where Benz was standing, like he might have left some clue behind. He can't really feel like that, can he? My jaw hinges open. There's no way.

Kalyn's touch on my shoulder breaks my trance. "I need to go," she says. "I was just getting ready to leave when you came up. But promise you'll text! And we'll work out a time to get together." She hugs me again and I hear myself agree with her, but my mind is a million miles away.

Benz isn't in the dining room or kitchen when I search through them, and no one I ask seems to know where he's gone. I'm just on my way to check the downstairs bedroom when I see him through a window. I wind through the crowd to the backdoor. My heart thumps harder with each step closer as I imagine him somehow disappearing before I can get to him, but when I swing the door open, he's standing right there, leaning against the house and staring into the sky.

"Hey." I whisper, but the two other men standing outside turn to look at me between puffs on their cigarettes. They quickly turn back when they see I'm not talking to them.

Benz runs a hand through his hair as he glances at me. Then his eyes drift unfocused to the backyard. "Hey. Having a good time?"

"Benz..." I try to get his attention, but he won't look at me. "What's wrong?"

He shrugs and works his jaw like he's chewing an overcooked steak, but he doesn't say anything. I walk to him, and even when I'm standing right in front of him, he doesn't look at me. Not until I sweep my fingers across the back of his hand. When I do, he crosses his arms over his chest and scrutinizes me, and I feel like I weigh 1000 pounds. "I can't figure it out, but it's something, isn't it?"

I bite my lip and raise my eyebrows, waiting for him to go on, but he doesn't. "You can tell me. Whatever it is." I reach for his hand again, and this time neither of us pulls away.

His eyes, though, flick to the two men smoking at the other end of the patio. "Come with me." He wraps his hand around mine, and my lungs stop working as he pulls me into the yard. We don't stop until we get to the shed in the back. Then he presses me against the wall. "There's something different about you."

I force myself to take two breaths. "There is?" I see my hand tremble as I brush my hair over my shoulder.

"There is. But I can't figure out what."

"Maybe you're just seeing me differently," I say. He squints at me and the side of his lip curls up. "Maybe you're seeing me the way I see you?"

I rest my hand against his chest, and it nearly burns my palm. Once the flash of heat passes, I can feel his heart thrashing against his ribcage. Its beats match mine exactly, as both race faster than I thought possible. He stands completely still. Our eyes are locked on each other as I lean closer. So close that our breaths mingle into one stream. Then I kiss him, and we're not standing in his backyard anymore. The music that was pounding our eardrums goes silent, and there's neither darkness nor light. There's nothing other than his lips and mine. My hand and his chest. Only those points of contact exist, but it's enough. But then I feel his hands on my shoulders. Almost before it happens, I feel his muscles coil and then release. Pushing me. Then I tumble back into the wall of the shed and onto the muddy and freezing ground at its base.

"Teagan, what the hell?" Benz shouts the question and stares at me. His eyes go wide and he raises a hand to cover his mouth. "Oh my God, I didn't mean—" He turns and dashes across the yard and into the house, and I just slump to the ground. The tears that are running down my cheeks are as cold as the dirt below me.


CHAPTER SEVEN



I stare at the phone screen as it flickers on with another notification and then goes dark. It's been two days, and there are 72 notifications from Benz. 53 texts, 14 calls, and 5 voicemails. I haven't read a single word or listened to even a second of any message. What's the point? The only thing he could say that would interest me is Teagan, I invented a time machine that can take us back before any of this happened. Before I made the mistake of kissing him. Before I made him so disgusted that he literally pushed me away.

It's been almost 48 hours since I've talked to him, and my growling stomach reminds me that it's been just as long since I've eaten. I sit up on the edge of the bed as my belly twists inside me. It feels almost like it's dissolving itself, and I hope it is. I wish that could happen to the rest of me.

The mirror taunts me from just feet away, and I stare at myself. My legs are dangling from the side of the bed. My blonde hair is all pushed to the right side of my head, matted and tangled and hanging lifelessly halfway to my elbow. I can see the bloodshot red ringing my blue irises. What's different?

I slide to my feet and have to hold on to the footboard as my knees threaten to give out. But I still stare at myself. What does Benz think is different about me? I'm wearing the same Ring of Icy Death t-shirt that I wore to his party. It falls just low enough to cover my panties, but I lift it. Just under my breasts. Sometime in the last couple of days, I've taken off the jeans I was wearing, but I'm not sure when that was. They're still in the middle of my floor. What does he see when he looks at me?

Even as I walk closer to the mirror, I know this is pointless. I don't know how many times I've looked at myself in the last two days. How many angles have I've viewed myself from? But I'm always me. The same woman I was on Friday. The same one I was last week. The same girl I was when Bentley Anderson and I ended up partners in math class. He might fool himself into thinking that I've changed, but the only one different is him.

I lift the shirt over my head and pinch the skin around my waist. I pull it out and let it snap back into place. I poke my breasts, cup them in my hands so I can feel their weight. Nothing. There's nothing different... But then something plucks a string in the back of my mind. A lonely note reverberating through my brain. What is it? I bend so close to the mirror that it starts to fog. The same too-wide eyes. The same nostril that is just a little larger on the left side. The same crease on the right side of my lips. I've had these for as long as I can remember. When I can't see my face behind the condensation, I stand up straight. My eyes move from my shoulders, down my arms, and then to my waist. To the flare of my hips that makes it almost impossible to find any jeans that fit right, and then they move to the inward curve of my legs. Up and down, I search for something. The note still echoing. Benz's voice still replaying. Different... different...

I close my eyes and focus on my breaths and that one tone, and when I've tamped down all the other thoughts, I reopen my eyes and gasp at my reflection. My body goes weak, and there's nothing to grab on to. I crumple into a heap at the base of the mirror.

"No... No." I shake my head. This can't be. "I was..." The thought is so ridiculous that I can't even say it aloud, but at the same time, I know that it's true. I was a boy. A man.

"How?" I crawl forward and touch my reflection, almost afraid to touch my real body. It is my real body, isn't it? I slide a finger along my mirrored breast, teasing it across the nipple before moving down my belly, down to the darkness between my legs. I open them and my breath catches as I see the reflection. It's exactly what I expected to see, but just a week ago, these folds wouldn't have been there. My stomach twists for an entirely different reason when I think about what would have been in their place. What should be there? I need Benz.

I jump to my feet. Too fast. My head spins and I barely make it to the bed before I collapse. I swipe open my messages and ignore everything that he's sent me since Friday. None of it matters anymore.

Me: You were right, and I need you. Please come over.

His message pops up less than a second later.

Benz: Leaving now.

I roll to my side and look into the mirror again. My eyes glide up and down the curves of my waist and hips. How did this happen? How could I have not seen it? It's so obvious. Did everyone know except me? They must have all laughed at me at the party. The poor girl who doesn't realize that she's not really a girl. I suck in a deep breath and make myself sit up. Benz only lives ten minutes away, and knowing him, he'll probably be here in six. I don't want him to know I've barely left my bed in the last two days.

[image: ]


I just wipe clean a section of the bathroom mirror when I hear the chime. I don't bother to answer the door. Benz has a key and knows that he can come in anytime. I turn back to the mirror.

"Hello?" His voice booms through the house. Even though I knew it was coming, I still jump, and my body shivers.

I walk to the bathroom door and yell into the hall. "Hey. Be down in a couple minutes, alright?"

"Yeah. You okay?"

The question stops me, and I'm not sure how to answer. "I'll explain when I come out. Just a couple minutes." I hear him settle onto the couch and I step back in the bathroom and unzip my makeup bag.

There's no time to do a full face of makeup, so I just focus on the essentials. Eyes and lips and cheeks. Just enough to give me color and to hopefully make my eyes look sultry. I'm only going to have one chance at this.

As I showered, I realized what I wanted. My choice was so obvious that I wondered if it was ever really a choice. What did I have in my life as a man? I lathered the soap over my body and tried to think of anything. I rinsed the white suds from my breasts, from my pussy, and nothing came to me. I had nothing except Benz. Not even the hope of anything. But this life is full of promise. I can be so much more. My relationship with Benz can be so much more. And I would be a fool to throw away my chance at that.

I finish my makeup and quickly run a flatiron through my hair. It's far from perfect, but it will have to do. I close my eyes and ask God to let it do, and then I scamper to my closet. "Almost done." I call out as I cross my bedroom.

The dress is right there as soon as I open the door. Red and tight through all my curves. I quickly pull it on and take my matching sandals from the shoe rack. There are so many straps to tighten around my feet and ankles that I have to sit on the bed to do it. Once I do, I see myself in the corner of my vision and look up at the mirror. My hair and makeup could be better if I had more time. I wish I had time to pick out a pair of earrings. But when I see my cleavage pushed up and together by the tight bodice of the dress, I know that Benz would never notice any earrings that I had in. I could probably even walk down the stairs barefoot, but these sandals are just as much for me as they are for him.

I stand and look myself up and down. Not perfect, but not far off. And after a lifetime of being miles away from perfect, this feels pretty good. I take a breath and walk out of the room. My heels click on the hardwood of the hallway and on the treads of the stairs. Before I get to the bottom, Benz is on his feet and waiting for me. And when I take the last step onto the first floor, he puts his hands on my hips. "What's wrong?" he asks.

I smile up at him and pull his hands to my ass. "Absolutely nothing. Things couldn't possibly be better."

He blows out a stuttering breath. "Thank God, because the instant you first set foot on that staircase, there's only been one thing on my mind."

Judging by the way his cock is pressing into my stomach like a spear into a shark, I have a pretty good idea of what that might be. I let go of his hands and reach between us, fondling his dick through the black sweatpants he's wearing. "Oh? And what might that be?"

"That it's a shame you're wasting all that time coming down the stairs when I'm just going to take you right back up."

"Is that so?" I ask. I start to push back from him, wanting to tease him a little more, but before I can react, he flings me over a shoulder. My ass hanging high and, based on the sudden coolness, exposed for anyone to see. Even though it's just the two of us, I try to tug my dress lower, but there's too much jostling as he takes the stairs two at a time.

When we get into my bedroom, he sets me gently on the bed and crawls on top of me. His legs on either side of mine, he stares at me. "I've wanted this for so fucking long, Teagan. Just say the word, and I'll rip this damn dress off you and fuck you all night long."

I hold a hand up between us, and Benz rocks back onto his knees. Instead of saying anything, I shimmy and pull the dress to my waist. Then I hook my fingers in the waistband of his sweatpants. "I like this dress, so there will be no ripping it off me. But you're free to do whatever you want with these panties. And feel free to do that other part you said too." I pull down on his sweatpants and his cock bounds free. He's not wearing underwear, and the thought of him going commando makes me even hotter.

"You mean the part where I fuck you all night?"

I drop backward onto the bed and tweak a nipple between my thumb and middle finger. "Mmm-hmm. Definitely that part."

A rip sounds from between my legs, and cool air slaps suddenly against my pussy. But just as quickly, he slides into place. His cock gliding along my folds until it finds what it's looking for. Benz gives me a quick glance and then slips inside me. My lips part easily for him. My head rolls back. And suddenly I understand the cliche about sex being a key and a lock. My insides tumble around him as he thrusts into me again and again, and my whole body—my entire soul—unlocks for him.

Each breath matches the bounces of my body under his weighty pushes. And as the orgasm builds and builds inside me, I moan. Softly at first. But then more. Like a teakettle. Until finally I erupt into a scream that I know can be heard on the street out front. And I only wish I could scream louder because I want the entire world to know how perfect this moment is.
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The next morning, sunlight dances across my eyelids and wakes me. The memories of last night flood in, and everyone of them is too good to be true. My heart sinks because I know it had to all be a dream. But even knowing that, I slide my hand slowly across the top of the sheet, barely making a ripple on its surface, and when I feel the warmth of skin, I finally open my eyes. Benz is so sprawled that he takes up well over half of the bed. His legs and arms shoot out in every direction, just like his hair. As tempted as I am to smooth it into place, I don't. I don't want to wake him yet. I just want to lie here and stare at him. In my bed.

But eventually my bladder protests so much that I know I have to move. I decide to use the bathroom downstairs, so I won't wake Benz. I scoot to the edge of the bed and shift my weight to the floor as slowly as I can so the bed doesn't rock too much. And when he doesn't move, I sigh. Messy hair, a thin bead of drool hanging from the corner of his mouth, and his nose smushed sideways into the pillow. And I can't imagine a more gorgeous man. I spin and see the clothes on the floor. My dress, his sweatpants and tee, but something else. A pair of jeans and a faded band t-shirt that I don't recognize. They look like men's clothes, but they don't belong to Benz. Then I remember and chuckle silently. I won't need those anymore, I think as I tuck them under my arm and take them downstairs with me. I'll put them in that old trunk that we're donating.


EPILOGUE


The park isn't nearly as crowded as I thought it would be, and we're able to park right beside the grassy field. I take a deep breath of the sun-warmed air as soon as I step out of the SUV. The wind whips the bottom of my dress, and I quickly smooth it against my legs before it shows something I don't want it to. And just in those few seconds, Harper wakes up and begins singing. A nonsense song sung in her high-pitched voice that can be either the sweetest thing I've ever heard or the most grating. Definitely the sweetest right now. I open the backdoor and unfasten her from the car seat. She holds her hands out the whole time, waiting for the clasp to release and then to be lifted into my arms.

"So what are we taking up with us?" Benz asks. He's standing with the rear hatch open.

I roll my eyes. "Everything. Just start grabbing. I've got Harper." I set our daughter down on the asphalt, and she instantly wants to run off. I grab her arm and yank her back to me while scolding her.

"Everything?"

I don't like the tone in Benz's voice. I know where it's leading. "Everything I packed. That can stay in the car until we're done."

"But mom," he puts on his best whining voice, and I flip him off as I walk Harper up to the curb. Her small feet, so cute in her white sandals, patter on the asphalt, and her head swivels around constantly as she looks for brand new ways to get in trouble. I squeeze her hand a little tighter and wait for Benz.

A few seconds later, he emerges from around the back corner of the SUV. He has two bags slung over his shoulders and a blanket that was once folded neatly is flung across one of his arms. "Make Daddy carry all the heavy stuff." He pants and acts like he's stumbling toward us. Harper giggles at him.

"Oh, you can handle it. Besides, that's what daddies are for, isn't it Harper?" I pull up on her arm just enough to get her to look at me, then she looks back at Benz with a smile on her face and repeats, That's what daddies are for.

Benz rolls his eyes and when he catches up to us, we all walk out into the grassy field. It's bumpy, and even though spring has established itself and temperatures have been warm all week, I can still feel the cold seeping from the ground. We don't go far before I stop us all. I give Harper a warning to stay right where she is and then let go of her. My palm is sticky from whatever she managed to smear all over her hands during the short drive here, but I take the blanket from Benz and spread it quickly. He sets the bags on a corner, and I sit beside them. Tucking my legs under me and crossing them while I pull Harper to my lap. "Lets get you cleaned up before we eat." I root through one of the bags and pull out the package of wipes.

"I think I should go get the other thing too," Benz says behind me, still standing.

"No, we don't need the other thing yet. Not until we eat. You know what's going to happen as soon as you get it."

I hear the grass rustle as he walks to the edge of the blanket and looks down at me. "We're early, so it'll still be a while before Kalyn and her boys get here. They might not even be finished with the game yet. So I think there's time for a quick lap or two. Then we can take a break for lunch." He bends over and holds his face at Harper's level. "Tell mommy there's time and that you want to go riding now."

I blow out a long, dramatic breath. "Yes, she's obviously the one who wants to go riding. This is going to be a disaster, but fine." A smile spreads quickly across Benz's face. "15 minutes," I say. "That's it, and it has to be put away before Kalyn gets here or her boys are going to want to play with it, too."

"They can."

"They can after we all eat. And you are to hold on to this one the whole time." I rest my palm on Harper’s head. "She's going to squirm, so make sure you've got her tight."

"I have actually met our daughter before, so I think I can handle it." He laughs and holds his hand out for her. She takes it immediately, and I watch as they walk back to the SUV.

As he waits for the automatic hatch to open, Benz looks down at Harper and scrunches his shoulders up in excitement. If it were anyone else, I would think he's doing it just for her sake, but I know how excited he is about this. When the door stops moving, he bounces twice, and she imitates him. Then he reaches in and pulls out the electric scooter. Harper's face is lit with real excitement now, and I smile, remembering the day we bought it.

Once Benz has the scooter on the ground, he crouches in front of Harper and holds out a helmet for her. I watch them as he goes through a ceremony worthy of the princess she is, placing it on her head like a tiara. Even sitting in the grass, I can hear the imitated trumpet fanfare he hums to her as he straps it on her head. Then they both climb onto the scooter. Benz directs her to grip the stem, and she takes it between her hands so tightly that her fingers turn white. Then he stands on the deck behind her and presses his front leg against her. He reaches down to put one hand on her head while he slowly kicks the scooter forward. She tries to turn to him, but he holds her head facing forward as he kicks again. Then he engages the motor, and I hold my breath as they make two slow laps on the sidewalk around the community building.

When they're finished, Benz hefts the scooter into the back of the SUV, and they march hand in hand to me. Just a few feet away, he lets go of Harper's hand, and she runs up to me. "Mommy!" Her eyes are as wide as if she's seen Santa.

"I saw!" I match the smile on her face. "I watched you the whole time. Did you have fun?"

She nods so hard it gives me a headache. I pull her into my lap. "I love you so much. You and daddy." I hold my hand up for him, and he takes it as he sits. I never would have imagined that one abandoned storage unit auction years ago could change my life so completely and wonderfully. I never would have imagined just how perfect things could be.
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CHAPTER ONE



"You're not Ms. Mallim." The girl in the front row squints her eyes as I take the lesson plans from the desk and look over them.

"No, I'm not." A very astute observation by her. "I'm Mr. Gray. Ms. Mallim has to be away for a while, so I'm helping her until she gets back. She told me that you're working on multiplication?"

I look around the room for confirmation. A few students nod, but most of them sit still and stare at me. "That's pretty advanced math. This must be a fifth-grade class." A couple of students shout that this is, in fact, only second-grade. "Wow. You all must be really smart then. So, does anyone here know what three times three is?"

I expect a couple of hands to go up or a couple of students to whisper the answer under their breaths, but there's nothing.

"It's a toughie. Let's pretend I have three of something." I make a group of three circles on the board and turn back to the class. "Three oranges, because I can't draw anything fancier than a circle."

Some students giggle at my joke. Some of them fixate on me like the next words I say could be the key to some universal secret. A few gaze at the desk in front of them. I walk over to one student who isn't giving me his full attention.

"What do you have three of, right now?" He doesn't answer, but at least he looks up at me. "Do you have three feet? Three arms? Three eyes?"

His eyes start working back and forth, and I smile. He's searching through his brain to find something he has three of.

"What about fingers?" I hold up three fingers in front of him, and he mirrors my motion. I give him a quick wink and turn my attention to the rest of the class. "Now what happens if I take these three fingers and add three more to them?"

I watch as a classroom full of second-graders all hold their hands out in front of them. Three fingers raised on both hands.

"You get six, right? But what happens if we add three more fingers?" I gasp dramatically. Some kids get it right away, but others wait for me to show how to do it. Once we all have the correct number of fingers in the air, someone in the back proudly proclaims, "nine" in the confidence that only a seven-year-old can muster.

I clap my hands together with a loud bang. "Right! Congratulations, you all just solved the riddle of multiplication. You know your times tables up to three." I turn my back and begin writing "3 x 1=3" on the board when I hear it. Just a couple of drips at first, then a full tinkle. The classroom explodes into yucks and giggles and imitated barfing sounds.

"Hey friends," I pivot to face them, dreading what I know I'm going to find. "Let's be respectful now, okay?"

"Grace peed her pants!" A boy in the middle of the class shouts and points to a girl sitting in the second row. A sobbing girl with a very obvious yellow puddle under her chair.

"I know, and that's okay." I walk to Grace, wincing as my last two steps put my feet fully within the golden circle. Some of the students eww as I step in it, but I quickly shush them and crouch beside Grace. I put my hand on her back. "It's okay. Let's go get you cleaned up."

She doesn't move, so I pry her hands away from her face and guide her up.

"Elijah? I want you to take over for me while I'm gone, okay?" Thankfully, Ms. Mallim's notes singled him out as a responsible student that others look up to. "You get to be the teacher for a bit."

He stands and his mouth opens in slow motion before turning into a grin. I quirk my eyebrows at him and turn back to Grace. "And you," I say for her, but I make sure I'm loud enough that the entire class can hear, "I'll tell you all about the time I peed myself. Last week." As we walk hand-in-hand out the classroom door, I hear a couple of students titter at my comment. Hopefully, it will take some of the pressure and shame away from Grace.

The school nurse isn't in the building today, so I hand Grace off to one of the secretaries. She'll take her to the bathroom and get her cleaned up. But before they leave to do that, I hug her—a little of her wetness getting on my pants—and tell her again that it's all going to be fine. She doesn't manage a smile, but she has stopped crying.

Back at the classroom, my classroom for the foreseeable future, I stop before walking in. The janitor is just finishing his cleanup, and Elijah is walking around the class, looking at whatever he had the other students do in their notebooks. I decide to watch him for a bit.

"Looks like you're already out of a job."

The voice behind me makes me jump, and I turn. There's a man with the brightest and most unnatural hair color I've ever seen. It's the color of a ripe strawberry. My heart flutters when I look at him. "Uh, yeah. A student had a little accident, so I put Elijah in charge. Do you teach here?" My eyes flow down his body, and a fire flares inside me. He's wearing a black t-shirt and dark blue jeans with black canvas shoes. Everything is splattered with tiny paint spots of every color I can imagine.

He smiles and holds his hand out for me. I'm almost afraid to take it, expecting a wave of electricity to shoot through me when I do. But this isn't some magical fairy tale. And it's not like I would ever be the star of one, even if it were.

"I'm Ryan Foster, art teacher." That explains the attire.

"Devon Gray, filling in for—"

"Cheyenne, yeah." He looks down for a split second before smiling at me. "Good to meet you. If you need anything at all, I'm just right down the hall. Room 127."

I don't intend for my smile to look anything more than friendly, but when Ryan chuckles, I get the feeling it goes beyond that. "Right, uh, thanks. I'll, uh... see you around, I guess."

"Can't miss me." He points to his hair and then pirouettes away and walks back to his room. No one should ever be that beautiful and graceful. It's not until he gets to his room and turns back to me for just a second that I realize I've been staring at his ass the entire time. He gives a quick wave, and I duck into my classroom before he can see that my cheeks match his hair.


CHAPTER TWO



I settle into one of the red cushioned low-back chairs and watch Jade. Her back is to me, and she's scurrying around, pulling different levers and pumping syrups into a line of drinks. The longer she goes without noticing me, the higher my lips curl into a smile. When she does finally turn around, her gaze moves right past me at first. Then she rolls her eyes and walks to the end of the counter where I'm sitting. "You could actually tell me you're here, jackass."

"Or I could just sit here patiently and let you finish your work before I bother you."

She turns her back to me and walks across to an espresso machine, pouring some grounds into a metal container and slipping it into the machine. "How was the first day? Were the little ones better, or did one of them puke on you?"

"Pee, not puke."

Jade spins and scrunches her nose.

"And she didn't pee on me. I just had to step in it, and then I got a little on my pants later."

"You had better not be wearing those pissy pants and shoes in my shop." She sets a filled cup in front of me, and I lean over it and take a deep breath. "You know," she says, "you're the only reason I even keep this orange syrup here. I'm pretty sure no one else has ever ordered that."

I sigh like a cartoon princess. "And when that special person does finally come along and order an orange mocha latte, I'll know that he's truly the one."

"Oh my God." She whips the towel from her shoulder and tosses it at my face. "So tell me about the first day with the littlings? And you still didn't answer me about those clothes."

"No, these aren't the same clothes. Despite what you think based on my coffee order, I'm not a total heathen. And despite that one foray into water sports, today was wonderful. So much better than teaching high school." For the past three years, I've been working as a substitute high school teacher. I knew right away that it wasn't for me, but I tried to stick it out. Last week, though, I'd finally had enough. I wasn't even out of the parking lot before I called Jade and told her I had to find a new job. I called the school administration the next day to tell them, and they told me about this opening at the elementary school. I hopped on it.

"Plus, there's a cute piece of red licorice at this school."

Jade's eyebrows shoot up and she leans across the counter. "Oh? And did this eye candy happen to talk to you?"

I look away shyly and bat my eyelashes. "Maybe."

She squeals and slaps my hand. "Don't pretend to be all coy with me. So, what's he like? He must be a redhead. But is he hot? Did you get his number? Do you have a date set up yet?"

"Not just a redhead, but a red head." I point to the upholstery of the chair I'm sitting on. "He introduced himself to me and told me to come to him if I need anything at all." I make sure the last words are a dripping double entendre, and she takes the bait.

Her hand wraps around mine and squeezes so tight my fingers almost turn white. "I told you that there were plenty of people who would be interested if you just put yourself out there."

I yank my hand out of hers before it starts throbbing and look away. Just as I do, a man and woman walk in. They hold hands while they come through the door, but then split up. He goes to the counter while she walks to the overstuffed purple sofa in front of the large picture window overlooking the street. I watch as he orders two coffees and smiles at the sitting woman. The way she looks at him makes it seem like she doesn't notice anyone else in the room.

"It's not like that." I stare at the couple a second longer before turning back to Jade. "I mean, he's an absolute ten, and I'm... me."

Jade takes my head between her hands. Her palms pressing into my cheeks. "That's right. You're you. The most spectacular and wonderful and adorable man I know."

"I think Austin might be surprised to hear you say that." I stick my tongue out at her to try to make the conversation light-hearted again.

"Austin already knows. He had to accept my love for you before I would agree to marry him. And don't think you're going to distract me from this. I know Jeremy really fucked you up with the things he told you, but those were all lies. And I'm not going to rest until you see how magnificent you truly are. You deserve love more than anyone I know. What Jeremy gave you wasn't it. Not close."

With my head held in her hands, I can't look away, so I close my eyes. "I know it wasn't." But that doesn't stop his words from swirling around in my head any time I even think about dating someone. "But I don't think this guy is interested like that. He doesn't really give off gay vibes, so I could have all the self-confidence in the world and it wouldn't matter."

She leans across the counter and kisses my forehead before letting me go. "Don't be so quick to write him off. Maybe he'll end up being the one." She hooks my index finger with hers, our way of saying I love you, and then walks away to help her workers fill the orders.


CHAPTER THREE



"Come on, friends, we need to finish this worksheet. Just a couple more questions." I'm finding out the hard way that elementary students have the same disease that high schoolers do. The one that makes it nearly impossible for them to focus on anything on the first truly nice day of spring. All day long there's been a low-level murmur in the class. I thought recess would burn off some of that energy, but it just multiplied it. "If we all behave, Mr. Foster might come visit us in a little bit."

I used to think promising treats in exchange for good behavior was a sign of a desperate teacher, and maybe I am desperate, but I'm starting to see the wisdom of it. Unfortunately, this just cranks the students' excitement up another level, and I want to sit at my desk and bury my head in my hands and scream.

"Did someone say my name?"

The all-day rumbling finally erupts and some students actually leap out of their seats as Mr. Foster walks in. I wish I could say that my heart didn't do the same. When he looks at me and gives me what is probably just a sympathetic smile, it feels like it beats twice as hard, flinging molten lava through my insides.

"What are we working on?" He looks over one student's shoulder. "Oh, vocabulary. I always loved vocabulary. Hey, now let's settle down and finish this up, so then we can work on this really fun project Ms. Gray has for you—Mr. Gray, sorry." He bites his lip and looks up and me from the corner of his eye, and it's so adorable I have to turn away.

The class instantly falls quiet and turns to the worksheets sitting in front of them, and Ryan walks up to me. "Sorry about that," he whispers. "Habit, I guess."

I flick my wrist to brush away his concern. "So to get you to appear, someone just has to say your name, and you're there? Like magic?"

"I don't know about the magic part, but maybe. If it's the right someone." He winks at me and turns to look around the classroom, and I have to repeat to myself over and over that this means nothing. That was just a collegial wink, nothing more. My lungs, though, aren't convinced and refuse to work without me forcing them.

When he's done surveying the class, he turns back to me, and I'm caught in the blaring 3000 watt beam of a lighthouse. "I like that blouse, by the way." He pinches my sleeve and runs his fingers down the material, and I wish his touch was an inch closer so I could feel it.

"Thanks." I look down at the top. It's navy blue with puppies in every color of the rainbow dotting it. I thought the students would like it, and a couple of girls this morning did tell me it was pretty. It made me laugh that someone would think anything I wore was pretty. "It kinda just showed up in my closet this morning. I don't even remember buying it."

"Well, it's cute on you. Colors are always fun. Especially when it's the whole rainbow."

My jaw drops a little. I just hope it's not enough that he notices. He's almost definitely flirting with me now, isn't he? The comment about the rainbow is supposed to be a hint, right? "I think so too. I, uh..."

"I think it's time," he says.

I nod and stare at him for a few seconds, waiting for the next move. The muscle on the side of his neck twitches, and all I want to do is nuzzle my mouth against it.

"We should get them started on their sketches."

Oh. He was talking about our class project. Not me. I'd forgotten all about it. I'd forgotten about the roomful of students behind him. "Uh, right. That is, if you're ready."

"I'm definitely ready." He winks again and walks to my desk, where I've laid out a package of construction paper. As he moves around me, his hand brushes across my ass. It's so light I barely feel it. So light it has to be an accident. But my body hardens and freezes in place regardless.
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The next morning, I almost float across the room to my closet. My mind replays yesterday for the hundredth time. Ryan's smile. His winks. That touch. My body flutters when I remember it. When I pull open the door, I'm struck by all the white and black and grey. All the boring. Why would I have ever bought all those when there are so many wonderful colors? I take a step back and scrunch my nose. Then I see it.

It's the same material as the blouse I wore yesterday, only this one is a bright pink. Instead of rainbow puppies, there are white narwhals with yellow horns curled around tiny red hearts. Just seeing it on the hanger makes me smile, so I know it's the one.

I pull it over my head and turn to my shoes. Tucked in the corner, partially hidden behind a pair of brown winter boots, is a flash of color. Ballet flats. Pink ballet flats that are almost the exact match for this blouse. And they seem like they should fit. But how did they get here? I'm sure I didn't buy these. Did Jade leave them here at some point? On a whim, I slip them on and look at myself in the mirror. The blouse, the pair of tight blue jeans—Friday, thank heavens!—and pink ballet flats. It's... I smile. It's right.

What will Ryan think if we see each other today?

It's all I can think about as I start the day, and as I guide the last little body into the gymnasium for their second period gym class, I decide I'm not going to wait for fate. I march down the halls to room 127.

The door is open when I get there, and I stop for a second. I should have realized he'd have a class. The students are all clad in denim aprons and old shirts, paint smeared across their fronts as they lean over their tables and attack misshapen cups with their clutched paint brushes.

This was a mistake. Just as I resolve to back away, a few of the students stop what they're doing and look up at me. I'm not sure how it works, but students can sense when someone comes to a classroom door. And I know that Ryan will have noticed their heads popping up, so I knock lightly on the door and stick my head in to look for him.

He's standing at the back of the classroom, along a bank of windows, helping a student mix paint colors. His face brightens when he looks up and sees me. "Mr. Gray."

"Mr. Foster. I was in the neighborhood, so I thought I would peek in and see what everyone is doing." I look around the class like they're the reason I came here.

Ryan leaves the student he's helping and waves me in to the room. "We've been working on vases. We've already spun them and fired them in the kiln. Today we're glazing them." The excitement in his voice is obvious.

"Oh, that sounds fun!" So these are supposed to be vases? I look around. I guess there are a couple that look more like vases than drinking glasses with malignancies.

"Very fun." He's standing beside me now. "Come see."

When I walk into the room, he puts his hand on the small of my back. Just to guide me to the first set of tables. That's all. It doesn't mean any more than that. An innocent touch between coworkers. I step closer and bend over to look at the first vase. I'm not sure what colors they intended. Maybe green and blue and yellow? I see traces of all three around the edges, but in the center, everything has muddled into a brown. The student smiles up at me as I examine her work. "It's lovely. Very pretty." Her eyes almost glow with the compliment.

"Whoa." Ryan wraps his arm around my stomach and pulls me backward. Into him. My back is pressed against his front, and it feels like I've fallen into a kiln. "Don't get too close, or the splatter could ruin your pretty shoes. We don't want them to look like mine, do we?"

I look down. He’s wearing a pair of old white sneakers splotched with every color imaginable. "No. I don't think we do. Although that is quite the fashion statement." I'm vaguely aware that some of the students giggle, but I can't process anything with the heat of his body pouring into mine.

"I like your outfit, by the way. Very cute."

"Thanks." Somehow my hand drifts to his arm, and when we touch skin-to-skin, I'm positive that I've melted.

When the students giggle for a different reason, we realize what we're doing. I hear Ryan inhale sharply as he drops his arm, and I can't help my shudder as the cold pours into me. I take a step toward the door, and he reaches toward me but stops just inches away from taking my hand.

"I didn't mean…" He blushes, but doesn't look away.

"Of course. Me either."

"You know what? That's not true," he says. "I did mean it. And this is going to sound crazy, so please feel free to say no, but what are you doing tomorrow evening? There's an exhibition at the university. Mostly college students, but a few selected high schoolers too. One of my very first students is showing there, and she invited me. Would you like to come with me?"

It sounds almost like he's asking me on a date, and I wait for him to change his mind. Wait for the actually, never mind that I'm sure is coming. But it doesn't. "I'd very much like that."

"Me too." Relief passes over his face, but then becomes something very different. Something animalistic, like he wants to rip the clothes from me.

"I..." I point to the door and take a step backward. Then another. I have to get out of here. For both of us. I turn and almost sprint through into the hall. When I'm two classrooms away, I give a tiny squeal and a hop, and press my back against the cold concrete wall.


CHAPTER FOUR



At exactly 6:15, there's a knock at my door. My bare feet slap against the floor as I hurry to answer it. It's him. Dressed in all black, his hair is now the color of a bright blue slushy from the corner gas station, and it gives me an idea. "Come in." I grin and step aside to make room for him.

"You look—"

"Not ready yet, so you don't have to comment." I stick out my tongue.

He looks down at my feet. "I guess the fact you don't have shoes on should have been my first clue."

"Give me just a couple minutes?" I want to kiss him. Just innocently. On the cheek to feel his warm skin on my lips. But is that too much? This might not even be a date. Maybe he just invited me as a friend. Even when he asked for my address so he could pick me up, we never clarified what this was.

"Of course."

I gesture him toward the couch and go down the hall to my bedroom without a word. I unbutton the purple blouse I had been wearing and toss it across the bed. There's something else I need to wear today. I slip out of the jeans and shimmy a pair of black pants up my legs instead. The legs flare just a little below the knees in an exaggerated boot cut and drag on the floor as I move to the other end of my closet. I quickly tug the lapis blue shirt over my head, careful not to mess up my hair. The lace-trimmed v-neck plunges just a hair lower than I like, and the short flutter sleeves barely cover my shoulders, but it's almost an exact match for the color of Ryan's hair. And to make it even better. I have the perfect shoes to wear.

I've never worn heels before, and when I saw them in my closet earlier today, I wondered when I would ever wear them. Now I know. I hold on to the doorjamb for balance as I slip them on. The camber of the shoes throws me forward for the first few steps, but I quickly adjust and shift my weight back just a little to counteract it. As I walk to the mirror, the bright blue pumps click out the rhythm of my steps, and there's something mesmerizing about it.

At the mirror, I check my hair. A gelled pompadour that almost makes me look like a lesbian Hollywood star. I tuck a stray hair back and chuckle at the idea of me being a famous actress. Then I drop my eyes to the top and then the shoes. Neither one is something I would have dreamed of wearing before this week. Even the idea would have been an affront to my masculinity, but now that's not so important. The shirt looks good on me, and the shoes are fucking hot. Besides, did I not spend half of my time in college hanging out at the drag bar just off campus? I know lots of men who wear high heels. Now I know why.

Just before I leave my bedroom, I turn and walk back to my dresser. There's a wooden box on top. I lift the lid and take out two earrings. Silver hoops. For a second, I don't remember having ever pierced my ears, but when the posts slip right into the holes, I know that I have.

Ryan is standing when I get back to the living room. The sound of my shoes on the hardwood floors must have given me away. "Wow." His mouth parts, and he runs his tongue over his lower lip. "You—can I say it now?"

My gaze is stuck on his open mouth. I can see just a bit of his tongue in its dark recess. "You may."

"You look beautiful."

I twirl for him and then giggle at how silly I'm being. This is so different from the years I spent with Jeremy. I never felt this light when I was with him. And he certainly never called me beautiful. If he ever would, I would have winced, knowing that something terrible would follow right after it.

I'm still floating on the uplift of his words as we walk up toward the ten-foot tall glass doors leading into the campus gallery. When we're just a few feet away, Ryan hurries ahead and holds the door open for me. "I could get used to this," I say.

"Go out with me more often, and you will."

My heart flutters. "Does that mean this is—"

"She said she's toward the back. On the wall opposite the windows." He takes my hand and pulls me along. As we walk, he weaves his fingers between mine, and there's no way my lungs can pull in enough oxygen.

By the time we get to the back, I'm nearly panting. We stop just before we get to a display, and Ryan looks down at our joined hands like he's noticing them for the first time. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean... Anyway, this is hers. I'd recognize her style from across the room." He walks closer, examining the paintings hanging on the white wall, but I don't move.

So this was nothing? He didn't mean... what? He didn't mean to hold my hand? Didn't mean to give me the wrong impression? And how stupid am I to have thought that maybe this was more?

I turn away just as a girl walks up. She smiles when she sees me. "Mr. Gray? I didn't know you'd be here. You probably don't remember, but I'm—"

"Evelyn? Of course I remember. How is everything?" She was one of my favorite students at the high school. Always paying attention and willing to speak up when no one else would.

"Evelyn, these are incredible!" Ryan walks up behind us. His hand slips into the arch of my back, and he pulls me closer to him.

Evelyn beams, and now I wish I weren't so self-centered that I turned my back on her works before I'd even seen them. "Thanks Mr. Foster. So you two know each other." Her eyes drift down. When she sees our bodies pressed together, she laughs. "Oh! You two definitely know each other. That's amazing! Two of my favorite teachers, together."

My face flushes. "Oh, we're not—"

Ryan pulls me even tighter. Why can’t he make up his mind? "You're the one who's amazing. You certainly have a career in art, if that's what you choose."

"I've been thinking about teaching art, but maybe at a high school or college. I've had some incredible teachers who've inspired me."

Ryan moves away from me, but it's just far enough for him to take my hand in his again. I look up at him, expecting him to realize what he's done and pull away. Instead, he winks and kisses me on the cheek. I know he says something to Evelyn afterward. I'm pretty sure she waves at us. And I'm almost positive I wave back before Ryan leads me away. But it's possible that none of that happened. After the kiss, nothing is certain.

"So, I have a weird idea." He stops us just outside the door. The sun set while we were inside. Everything is cast in a blue-pink glow, and the crickets' chirps are just starting to replace the birds'. "Are you hungry?"

"Starving. Why?"

"Come on." He pumps my hand and then leads me to his car.
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As soon as we're inside my door, I kick off my heels. They may be sexy, but they are also murderously painful. I set my bag on the coffee table and sit on the rug beside it, curling my legs under me. Ryan sets his bag next to mine, but he sits on the sofa and starts pulling waxed cardboard containers from the plastic bags.

"I told you it was a weird idea."

I pop open one of the tops and look inside. The smell of fennel and orange hits me right away, and I set it in front of Ryan. "This isn't weird. This is dorky."

He laughs, and I notice that his left earlobe twitches just a little as he does. "This is your lamb and coconut curry." He sets a container in front of me. "It can be dorky and weird, but how else would you get a five-star meal from the best restaurant in the city on Saturday evening with no reservations?"

I unwrap two plastic forks, set one in front of him, while I stab a piece of lamb with the other. "That is so very true. And I never said dorky was a bad thing."

Ryan has a friend who works in the kitchen at Mohini. He wasn't able to get us a table, and neither of us expected he could, but he did let us order a takeout meal. Something that the restaurant doesn't officially offer, but something he's done for Ryan before.

"So, is this what you do for all your first dates?" I take the lamb into my mouth and moan. It almost melts the instant it hits my tongue. Then the heat from the curry flashes over everything, only to be smothered by the creamy richness of the coconut milk.

Ryan watches me with a smile before taking a bite of his trout poached in a rasam broth. "Is that what this is? A first date?"

I feel the blood drain from my face. "I mean... It's not that... I don't even know if you're... I just—"

"Calling this a first date implies there are going to be more that follow. Are there going to be more dates?"

My body goes limp. I still have lamb in my mouth, but I can't chew it.

"I would like there to be more, but that's up to you."

I finally manage to swallow, and I nod my head. "I'd like that too. It's just been so long since I've been on a date with someone who... Anyway, I wasn't really sure that's what this is."

"It's definitely what this is. I probably shouldn't tell you this, but the last date I went on was last year. With Cheyenne—Ms. Mallim, the woman you're replacing at school."

"Why shouldn't you tell me that? Did it not end well?"

He chuckles. "I just don't want you to think there's some magical charm on your room that makes me ask out whoever teaches there."

"I'm going to the office first thing Monday morning to tell them they can't assign anyone else to that room for the rest of the year. Just in case." I slide closer to him and rest my hand on his knee. Half of me expects him to recoil at my touch the way Jeremy would have, but he doesn't. He opens his legs a little wider, and I move my hand to his inner thigh. "What happened with Ms. Mallim?"

He sighs and leans back on the couch. "I don't know. It was just one date, and we didn't hit it off. I'd see her around the school after that, but we never really talked. Then one day, she just left a note, a pile of lesson plans, and texted the secretary to tell her she wouldn't be back again. That next Monday is when you showed up."

"So no one knows?" I shift the coffee table out of the way and move between his legs. I sit up on my knees and unfasten his pants. Then stare at him and bite my lip.

"No one knows." We both hook our fingers around the waist of his pants and underwear and pull them down together. His cock is already hard. And when it tumbles free, it's blisteringly red and looks like it's going to explode.

"You?" I run the tip of a fingernail along its bottom, tracing one of his bulging blue veins.

He forces a breath. "Yeah. You?"

I don't say anything. I just wrap my lips around the swollen head. He groans as soon as I do, and neither one of us has to say anything more. I move up and down his length, wetting it with my saliva. My earrings swing back and forth like a chandelier on a yacht in churning seas.

I move up closer to him and sit higher so I can get a better angle. But I still can't take him all into my mouth. I wrap my left hand around his base and start stroking it in time with the movement of my head. Up and down together. And his groan is a constant growl now. He twists his fingers into my hair and forces my head lower on him. So low that his cock crashes into the back of my throat. My eyes water, but I fight back the gag and move faster. He pulls tighter, and I'm probably going to have a headache. But I don't care. The tug of pain mixed with the pleasure is euphoric, and I think I might come without even touching myself.

It's only a few seconds before I feel Ryan's cock tense. He mutters a half-spoken apology, but I barely hear it and don't care. I swirl my tongue around him and suck as hard as I can. He grunts just a second before it hits. And when it hits, there's no mistaking it. I can barely keep up as he fills the back of my mouth with his cum. Salty with a hint of chili and coconut leftover in my mouth from the lamb, and it's the most wonderful thing I've ever tasted. I drink up every drop and then rest my head on the inside of his thigh. I look up at him, but his head is rolled back and his eyes are closed.

Jeremy is the only other man I've ever let come in my mouth, and he never tasted like this. He was bitter and even more salty, and every time we did it, it nearly made me sick. That never stopped him from asking for it, though, and like a fool, I gave it to him every time, afraid that he would leave me if I ever said no.

"Damn, that was fantastic. You're fantastic." He pats the cushion next to him on the couch, and I move to it, cuddling tight against him when I do.

"I am, aren't I?" I giggle.

"Any woman who can make me forget about a meal from Mohini is phenomenal."

My body goes rigid for a split-second, and I think about correcting him. But I know it was just a slip of the tongue. So I tilt my head up to kiss the side of his neck and then rest my cheek against his chest. The still-rapid thudding of his heart makes me smile.


CHAPTER FIVE



"Whoa, what has gotten into you?" Jade does a double take when she sees me.

My usual seat at the far end of the counter is open, so I hop up into it. "What do you mean?" I do my best to act innocent, but even I can hear that my tone of voice is practically begging her to ask me what's been happening.

"What I mean is, for starters, is that a skirt?" She leans over the bar and looks at my legs.

"No, of course not." I shake my head and kick my legs out so she can see the black pants with a red and yellow daisy print I'm wearing. "Wide-legged pants."

She moves back just a little but is still uncomfortably close. "Your hair is different too. And are you wearing makeup?"

I shift uncomfortably. "Just a little, maybe." Just eyeshadow, mascara, and lipstick. It's not like I put on foundation or contour. "The usual."

Jade props her head on her palm and stares at me for several beats. Almost to the point that I want to look away. "Do you usually wear makeup, though?"

"I... yeah? Maybe not always when you've seen me recently. Sometimes I'm lazy, and I run in here with my hair pulled back and just wearing sweats. But you know me."

"Yeah." She draws the word out, but then with a snap, she shakes her head and smiles. "Yeah. So what's going on? You're obviously dying for me to ask you."

"What? No, nothing. Well, I might maybe be meeting someone here."

She stands up completely straight, her hands on her hips. "The guy?"

I try not to grin, but I can't help it, so I look away. "Maybe?"

She goes completely silent, and when I finally look up, she's around the corner and standing directly in front of me. As soon as our eyes meet, she squeals and jumps up and down before throwing her arms around me. "I knew it! So what does he look like?" She looks around the room. "Oh my God, is he here already? Is he one of the guys sitting over there?" She nods her head toward a group of three men sitting around a small table. They're dressed in suits and look like bankers.

"Jade, he's an art teacher." I shift my eyes from her to the group and back to her, and she just nods like a bobblehead doll. "Do any of those men look like art teachers? Trust me, you'll know him when you see him."

"How?"

"You will. I prom—"

"Oh. Oh!"

I follow her eyes to the door where Ryan is walking in. His bright blue hair is almost an identical match for the painted rooster hanging next to the door. I stand and smile at him, and he walks right to me like he doesn’t even notice anyone else in the shop.

"Hi gorgeous." He kisses me, and I'm glad my back is against the counter for support because my legs are no use at all. "I hope you weren't waiting long."

I want to pull him back into me so we can kiss again and never stop, but instead, I run my thumb across his lip to wipe away a little lipstick that transferred. "Not long. And Jade has been keeping me company." I motion in the direction where I think my friend is standing. I completely lost track of her once Ryan walked in, so she might be in Utah by now. Her mouth is hanging open, as wide as her eyes. Ryan waves, but she doesn't move. Until I kick her.

"Uh, hey. So you're the Ryan I've been hearing about."

Ryan looks from her to me. "I suppose that's me. I hope everything you've heard has been good. Otherwise, I need to get my act together and do better."

Jade turns to me and mouths something that looks like "he's so not Jeremy," and I mouth back "no" and take Ryan's hand and tug him toward the chair beside me. He sits, still holding my hand.

"It's all been good," I tell him. "I promise."

"Absolutely glowing," Jade says. "It's disgusting how infatuated he is with you."

"Hey!" I kick at her again, but this time she moves out of reach.

As she walks back around the counter, she asks Ryan what he wants to drink, and he looks over her shoulder at the menu. He studies it for a few seconds and then orders a large orange mocha latte. I burst into a laughter that is wholly inappropriate for the quiet coffee shop.

Jade tilts her head and glares at me. "You told him to get that."

In the corner of my eye, I see Ryan look from her to me. The confusion on his face is obvious. "Not a word." I hold my hand up. "I swear."

"I don't believe you." She turns to Ryan. "He told you to order that, didn't he?"

Ryan shakes his head. "Why? Is it bad? I like orange and chocolate, so I thought it might be good. But you're the expert. You tell me."

"Oh my God. I told you." She sticks her finger in my face and then walks away to prepare his drink.

"Did I already screw up?" Ryan chuckles. "Five seconds after I meet the best friend, I've already ruined it? You have to dump me now. I understand how these things work. The bros before hoes code, but in reverse. Friends before mens?"

"God, you really are a dork."

"Guilty."

"An insufferable dork. How am I ever going to tolerate you?" I squeeze his hand and slide my drink over to him. "Try this."

"What is it?" He raises the cup and takes a deep breath.

"Orange mocha latte. Jade teases me because I'm the only one who ever orders it. We joke that if some guy ever gets it, we'll know he's my soul mate."

"Oh." Ryan stares at me for a second and then takes a sip. "Oh wow. This is even better than I thought it would be."

"Right? It's so good!"

"So… does this mean we're soul mates?" He takes another sip before setting the cup down in front of me.

My heart takes off, and I'm surprised my rib cage can hold it in place. "Um, I think I need the bathroom. Excuse me for just a minute?" I don't wait for him to answer. I pull my hand from his and dart into one of the gender neutral restrooms. Thankfully, no one is inside. I go right to the mirror. What is this? Why did my entire body tingle when he asked that? It's too soon. I rushed into things last time, and I can't go through that again. I won't survive another relationship like that. I'll just tell him it's too fast. I'll tell him about Jeremy. The thought makes me sick, but less than the idea of losing Ryan. I blow out a breath and touch up my lipstick before heading back out.

He's already halfway through his drink when I step beside him. He hops up as soon as he notices me. "I'm sorry. I didn't think before I said that. It was a lot."

All the tension that I'd just built up inside myself falls away, and I laugh. "I mean, it is a good drink, but that's a lot to pin on a cup of coffee, no matter how good it is."

"It is really good, though."


CHAPTER SIX



As much as I want to go see Ryan the next morning during my free second period, I have something else I need to do. All last night I kept replaying Ryan's voice asking if we're soul mates, and each time my mind replayed it, my heart screamed yes. But then I would remind myself that we barely know each other. And one of the few things I do know about him is that he dated the teacher whose disappearance led to my job. The teacher whose laptop computer is sitting on the desk in front of me. What if there's more to this than what he's telling me? I know from personal experience that men can't be trusted.

My body is like a coiled spring as I hook my thumb under the lid. Before I open it, I look toward my classroom door. Empty. The only sounds are from a raucous class down the hall. So I open the lid and log in. I know the school didn't erase the hard drive because most of Ms. Mallim's lesson plans are still on here. But I've never looked for anything more.

I don't know much about computers, but I know enough to access the file structure on the hard drive. I search through it for anything that could be a clue about Ryan or what happened to Ms. Mallim, but the only things I find are documents for my class. I fall back in my chair, ready to give up when I decide to try one more thing.

I open the browser. Almost everyone uses one of just a few email servers. I type in the address to the most common one, and when I do, her login information automatically appears in the field. "Yes! Yes, yes!" I whisper and clench my fists. I only hesitate for a moment before clicking the login button. It’s not snooping. I'm investigating. What if she's in trouble, and no one cares enough to look into her disappearance?

The first page of emails is all spam. Clothing stores, a few teaching resources, some conferences. All of them are unread, so I know she hasn't checked her email for at least a couple of days. I click through to the next page. It's more of the same. Dating back almost a week now.

"There you are."

I slam the lid of the laptop closed and jump out of my chair. My hand clamped to my chest. "Oh my God, you scared me." I look up. Ryan is standing in the doorway.

"Sorry." He laughs. "I thought maybe you would come visit me today. When you didn't, I decided to check on you. What are you up to?"

Without meaning to, my eyes flit to the laptop and then back to him. He looks down at it." Just reading lesson plans. Trying to get ahead."

He starts walking toward me, and I step around to the other side of the desk to put myself between him and the laptop. "Have I told you yet today how pretty you are?"

I take a step toward him, and he puts his hands on my shoulders and kisses me. My body turns into a streaming pressure cooker. "You haven't. But then again, this is the first that you're seeing me."

"That's not a good excuse." He cups one of my breasts and massages it through the fabric.

My head rolls back, and I start to pant. "Ryan..."

"Hmm?" He leans in and nuzzles his lips against the side of my neck. It makes my toes curl up even though these shoes leave no room for that.

"What if someone—" He sucks my skin into his mouth and then releases it with a pop. "Oh my God."

"What if someone sees me kissing my girlfriend? There are worse things for them to see, but maybe you're right." He lets go and takes a step back. His gaze floats down to my feet. "I don't know how you do it, but you make that dress sexy."

"Because this dress is sexy." It's a long sleeve dress that flares over my hips and falls to my knees. The fabric is bright green and has sky-blue drawings of turtles all over it. "And the shoes don't hurt." I kick out my foot to show off the black loafer I'm wearing. Chunky soled with a four-inch heel.

"I do like that dress, but I think the woman wearing it is what really makes it."

I look at the doorway. There's no one there, so I take a step toward him. I put my finger into my mouth, wetting the tip of it, and I run it across his lower lip. "She might have a little something to do with it."

"I would love to see her without that dress. Maybe tonight at my place?"

My stomach tenses. This is all too fast. Isn't it? I want to skip straight to his place after school, but there's something reaching out and snagging me. Something I can't put my finger on.

"Ms. Gray?" I can't step back in time before Mrs. Lopez sticks her head in the door. "Oh, sorry. I guess it can wait."

Ryan smiles and turns toward her. I back up until I feel the cold edge of the desk against the back of my thighs. "It's fine," he says. "Ms. Gray and I were just finishing up. I'll, uh, talk to you later about that project, Ms. Gray?"

"Um, yes, Mr. Foster. And I'll try to think of a few more ideas to run by you."

"I look forward to it." He turns and winks at me before walking out of the classroom. My eyes don't leave his body until he disappears into the hall, and right now I can't think of a single reason why I wouldn't go to his place after school today. I picture myself walking up to his door. My dress already unbuttoned low enough that my black bra is clearly visible. I walk in, and as soon as he closes the door behind me, I drop the dress and stand there in just my bra and panties for him.

Mrs. Lopez's laugh interrupts my thoughts. "I can only imagine what kind of project you two are working on."

"It's… pyramids." My brain is scrambling for some way to convince her that what she saw wasn't what it so obviously was. "I’m doing a module on Egypt, and the students are—"

"Look, I don't care. We're all adults. You two are young and still full of hormones, so live it up, girlie. But just be careful. There are some other teachers and administrators who might be a little more tight-laced. Maybe keep it off property from now on?"

"Um, yeah, that's probably a good idea. I didn't mean for—well, thank you for not being upset with me."

She laughs and leans against a student's desk. "Upset? Hell, at the end of the year, I'm putting in a request to get this room."

My heart stops. Does this mean she is going to report me? "Why?"

"The last three girls who had this room all ended up falling in love. My husband and I separated a couple years back, so I wouldn't mind a little of whatever luck or magic is in here." She waves her hands around like she's wafting something her way.

"The last three? So Ms. Mallim?" There really is more between her and Ryan than what he's telling me. But why would he hide that? Unless he's the reason she left. Did he do something to her? He doesn't seem like the type, but the people who do bad things to women usually never do.

"Yep." She whips her head toward the door. "Mind if I close this?"

I shake my head, and she continues once she pulls it closed. "She had a bit of a reputation, you could say. Liked to test drive a bunch of different cars. But it really seemed like she was ready to settle down with Mr. Carrello. During our in-service meetings, they would pass love notes like a bunch of kids. It was disgustingly sweet. I'm pretty sure they're the reason I got diabetes. But when she disappeared, he was as clueless as the rest of us. Maybe you can't tell because he hides it well, but he's heartbroken. Those of us who know him can see it."

"Mr. Carrello, the gym teacher?"

She nods her head.

So it wasn't Ryan. When she dated Ryan, she was just test driving him, as Mrs. Lopez put it? "And he doesn't know any more than anyone else? Isn't that strange?"

"Extremely, but who am I to say anything? All I know is that next year I want this room." She chuckles and walks toward the door.

"Maybe I'll stick around and keep it for myself."

She stops in the doorway, her hand resting on the knob of the half-open door. "I hope you do. I like you."

I grin as she walks away.


CHAPTER SEVEN



As soon as I get home, I set up on the dining room table. I spread the fries out onto a paper towel and take two as I open the laptop and log in to Ms. Mallim's email. This definitely doesn't feel like snooping anymore. Now, I'm solving a mystery that apparently no one has the answers to.

The first four pages are spam. But on page five, I find something. The subject line is "Re: Something, isn't it?" and it's from someone named Michael N. I click and discover a thread that goes back months. The original email had the subject line "I think this is the one." I start there.

It's an email from Cheyenne, who just signs off as C. It's obvious right away that Michael is a friend, and a wave of energy passes through my body. If anyone will know what happened to her, it will be him. It would be so nice if it was all laid out for me here, but even if it's not, at least I have someone I can contact now. The first message is from the start of last school year. It must have been Ms. Mallim's first day because she's telling him how excited she is and how much she loves the school. And my chest tingles and puffs out a little as I read it. It truly is a wonderful school, and even though I've only been there a few days, it fills me with pride to see someone else recognize that. But there aren't any clues yet, so I keep reading.

The emails are innocent at first. At times, it almost sounds like two frat brothers messaging each other, and I start skimming instead of reading closely. But then in April of last year, Cheyenne changes the subject line to "Something, isn't it?" The change catches my attention, and I read that email. She's complaining to Michael that there's something wrong. That something feels different even though she can't put her finger on it. And there's that snag in my mind again. A feeling of deja vu because I felt the same way the other morning when I walked into my classroom. At first, I thought maybe the cleaners had moved things around, but I was never able to find anything out of place. After a few minutes, the thought faded from my mind. Until now.

In the next few emails, Cheyenne talks a lot about her clothes. It's not only something in the classroom that she feels is wrong, but something with the way she's dressing. I roll my eyes, and dismiss her as a kook until I read an email where she talks about having the simultaneous sensation that she's wearing heels for the first time and that she's worn heels her entire life. I reread that message three times and then close my eyes and lean back in my chair. That's the exact feeling I had Saturday. I'm sure I'd worn heels before then, but everything seemed so new and different when I took my first steps in them. Like I was a teen girl learning to walk in them all over again.

I run my fingers through my hair and groan. How can we both have such similar unusual experiences? And what does it mean? I search back through everything recently that's felt off to me. The top I put on last week. There was something—the buttons. I remember fumbling with the buttons, but then I didn't. It was like my fingers suddenly woke up and started working. Then there was the lipstick yesterday. I saw my reflection in the corner of my eye and the red lips made me stop and look closer. It seemed wrong, but it's the same color I've worn most every day for the last few years. Even my dress this morning. When the fabric swished lightly around my legs as I walked into the school, I felt embarrassed. Like I was naked. No, not naked. Like I was wearing something I shouldn't be. I went right into the restroom to look at myself to make sure everything was fine. And by the time I walked in there, everything was fine. But now, I'm not sure.

I blow out a breath that rattles my lips and read the next email. It's more of the same. So are the next few, all while Michael dismisses her concerns and tells her that she's the same person he always remembers her as. Then, just like she flipped a switch, she stops complaining about something feeling wrong and starts talking about the male teachers at the school. I wince as I read through some of the messages. None of them are very salacious, but these are the people I work with. It feels almost wrong to read about them this way.

But then I see Ryan's name. My heart stops and my belly fills with an angry jealousy as I read her talk about how handsome he is. And when she tells Michael that Ryan asked her out and then tells him how excited she is for this date, I'm ready to track her down just so I can punch her. The next email, though, just reads. "That was a bust. He's too abstract for me, if you know what I mean. Maybe I need to quit trying so hard." And I want to hit her for a different reason now. I don't know what she means by abstract, but I don't care. How dare she use it to criticize the man I love?

I skim through a couple more emails before it hits me. Love? Did I really just think of Ryan as the man I love? Oh my God. I push the laptop aside and let my head fall to the table. It lands with a thud, and I wonder if I'll have a knot later. Love? I do, don't I? I thought I loved Jeremy, but it didn't feel anything like this. That was like jumping on a trampoline and thinking I'm flying. Now, I'm shooting out of the atmosphere.

I take my phone from my purse to text Jade. I need to tell someone, but I'm afraid to tell Ryan. Clicking on her name, though, makes me pause. I have texts going back years with her. Maybe something really has changed and there's some hint of it in the messages. I swipe through until I come to one from just a couple of months ago. One where she calls me her favorite guy. I remember when she sent it, and it makes me smile. But that smile doesn't last long. The tension starts in my shoulders and goes through my whole body like a bolt, and I stand up. The chair crashes to the floor behind me, but I barely notice it. My body sways with each breath like a sapling in a windstorm. I was her favorite guy. That's why my shoes felt wrong. Why this dress felt wrong. They are wrong. All of them.

I clamp my hand to my mouth and run into my bedroom to look at my closet. It's filled with the clothes that are mine but that aren't mine. Blouses and sweaters and skirts and more dresses than I ever imagined anyone could own. All of them belong to me and none of them do. But this doesn't make sense. A person doesn't just change like this. There's a whole process—hormones and surgeries. There isn't just some magic fairy dust that transforms someone from a man to a woman. My hand slides between my legs. Then how did this happen?

I rush back out to the dining room, to the emails, and I read through all of them as quickly as I can. My eyes dart from side to side at the same rhythm my heart pounds in my chest. More talk about dates. After Ryan, there's Mr. Wallings, Mr. Nguyen, and then Mr. Carrello. Then there's a gap, almost two months, and her tone is dramatically different in the next email. "I have to go. Get away. Oh my God, it was supposed to be fun. That's all. Not this. It was never supposed to be this." She tells him that her aunt lives in Missouri, and she's agreed to let Cheyenne live there for as long as she needs. When Michael questions her about it, she confesses that she's pregnant, and my world goes black.

She had the same feelings of wrongness that I have. Does that mean she changed, just like me? And if so, that means pregnancy is a possibility for me too. The air in the room is so thick that it scratches my lungs as I fight to pull it in. There's no way. There's no way.
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It's dark when I finally peel my face off the dining room table. The woodgrain is probably permanently engraved on my cheek after spending hours with my head down, watching the shadows flow across the room. I'm so stiff that I can't even stand on my first attempt, and when I do finally make it up, my legs refuse to take a single step until I plead with them. I take my phone and walk to the living room. I know what I need to do. It's amazing how much clearer my mind is after only a couple hours of paralyzing and numbing meditation that was really just me asking "how" over and over and over.

I stand in front of the couch and run my hands down the body that is mine and that isn't mine, and then I text Ryan.

Me: I know it's late, but are you busy?

Ryan: Not too busy for you. Need something?

Me: Come over?

His reply of a running man with a cloud of dust behind him makes me giggle. And the quivering, tumbling sensation in my belly tells me everything I need to know. I unlock my front door and pull it open a crack so he'll know to come in. Then I walk to my bathroom.

I blow out a breath in front of the mirror. Everything seems doubled. It's like I'm looking at a photograph that's been exposed twice. Or watching a 3D film without the glasses. But if I focus on one image, I can see it clearly and force the other one into the background. I do it now. Looking at one self and then the other. Back and forth. Even though I know what I need to do—what I want to do—there's still a doubt holding me back. What if I regret this choice five years from now? Twenty? I close my eyes and just focus on the breath that I'm pulling in and pushing out. It's the same breath in both worlds. I count to ten, open my eyes, and reach for my makeup bag. I just need to touch up a couple of things. My eyeliner, my lipstick, another coat of mascara. I smack my lips together a couple of times just as I hear the squeak of the front door.

"Olivia?" Ryan calls out. My name and not my name. I take a step back and look at myself one last time in the mirror. Then I unbutton my dress and let it fall to the floor. My bra and panties follow it. A chill runs over me and raises goosebumps along my exposed skin.

My heart races as I step out of my bedroom and walk down the hall. It seems so much longer than it really is. Like I could walk forever and still never get to the end. But when I see him standing in the middle of the living room, the distance compresses and becomes just inches.

"Olivia."

"Yes." I grab the hair just above the scruff of his neck and twist his head back while pulling it down to my level so I can kiss him. And the instant my lips touch his, every single thing in the entire universe snaps into place and their echoes become a roar and that roar deafens me. Ryan opens for me, and I probe his mouth with my tongue. First running it along his lip and then across his teeth and finally swirling around his tongue.

He dances me backward until my ass hits the wall. I wrap my right leg around his waist and throw both my arms around his neck. He cups his hands under my ass and lifts me. "Down the hall. On the left," I whisper in his ear. He nods, and I close my other leg around him, pulling him tight to me. His dick fights against the jeans holding it captive as it grinds against my pussy. I need to get those clothes off him as soon as I can.

I don't even pay attention to the room he takes me to until he sets me on the bed. As soon as I look away from his bright blue eyes, I see he's taken me to the guest bedroom. But it doesn't matter. I raise myself onto my elbows, prepared to rip his pants off, but he's already ahead of me. I watch his fingers move like a pianist’s over the belt buckle and then the zipper and button, and before I even have time to breathe, he yanks the jeans down his legs. Kicking his shoes and the pants off in one motion.

I lean forward and run a finger across the top of his dick. Petting it like a stranger's dog. Waiting for it to bite me. Or for me to bite it. I put my lips to it but only to kiss it. Only to breathe its musky and woodsy aroma. I'll taste it on a different day. Today, I need to feel him inside me.

I fall back onto the bed while he rolls a condom down his length. I slide a hand down my belly to my core. To my soaking folds. I slip a finger inside, and my eyes roll backward.

"Let me." He pushes my hand aside and runs his dick up and down my labia. "You're so wet. Do you want this?" He teases his dick in a circle around my clit, and I can't do anything but moan. "That's my girl."

The instant he pushes inside me, I scream. It's an "Oh my God!" and a "Motherfucker!" and a "Ryan!" all jumbled into one high-pitched wail. He wastes no time driving into me. Every nerve in my body fires at the same time, and I know there's steam pouring from my open mouth. Nothing has ever felt like this. My first time in high school. All the times in college with Jonathan and then Malik. Jeremy. This is the full light of the sun, and those are all flashlights.

Each thrust draws out more and more of me. A puddle turning into a pond becoming a lake. The waters swirling and sloshing until boundaries and shores and breakwaters are meaningless and everything rushes through me and out of me. I cling to him, my fingernails pressing so hard into his back that I know I'm drawing blood, and neither one of us cares. He pumps again and again. My body spasms, and I gasp in breaths between my shrieks. My pussy tightens and flutters around his twitching cock as he explodes into the condom, and at last we collapse together.

It takes us hours or maybe minutes to catch our breath, and when we finally do, Ryan props his head up. "Don't laugh, but I never knew it could feel like that."

"It's never felt like that." I press him onto his back and rest my head on his chest. How could anyone ever go back after this?


EPILOGUE


"Okay, you can open." I blink my eyes several times and take the mirror she's holding out for me.

It takes several seconds for my brain to recognize that I'm looking at myself. Once I do, my jaw drops. "This is incredible Kami. Can I hire you to do this for me every day?"

She laughs like I'm joking. "You have the perfect face for it. That makes it easy."

"Then there's no reason I can't come to your homeroom half-an-hour before school starts." She has her hand out to take the mirror back from me, but I never want to stop staring at myself. The makeup is perfect. The smokey purple around my eyes, the light pink framing my mouth. The thick, dark false eyelashes that weigh my eyelids down just enough to be noticeable but that make my eyes so freaking sexy. Then there's the hair. Almost an hour of her pulling and jabbing me with pins while she held it all in place, but every poke was worth it. "I know you love teaching as much as I do, but you are missing your calling."

I hand her the mirror as I stand. She shrugs. "Maybe, but I just like doing it for friends on special occasions."

The creak of the door swinging open behind me sends a shudder through me. "Girl, are you about ready?" Jade asks as she whirls in. I watch her over my shoulder in the mirror. The skirts of her long pink dress flare out and then wrap around her legs as she turns to close the door behind her. "The crowd is restless. I think people are going to throw things if we don't start soon. Oh." Her eyes catch mine in the mirror.

I turn to face her. "I think I'm ready."

She doesn't say a word as she rushes across the room and throws her arms around me. Part of me wants to hold her at arm’s length so she doesn't mess anything up, but for most of me there's almost nothing I want more than to have her squeeze me right now.

"I'm nervous. That's silly, isn't it?"

She holds on to me but turns to Kami. "What did you do with Olivia? And who's this smoking hot chick that's taken her place?"

"Very funny, bitch." If my arms weren't pinned in place by hers, I would slap her shoulder. "But I'm serious. This is big."

"I'm serious too. I want to fuck you, and I don't have a gay bone in my body. At least I didn't think I did. Maybe I'll watch some of that lesbian porn that Austin is always trying to get me to watch with him." She finally lets go of me and takes two steps back. Her gaze moves up and down my body. "You really are gorgeous, babe. Like, stunning."

"Really?" I hold my hand out and she takes it and squeezes it.

"Really. But pretty only gets you so far when there's a riot, and that's what we're going to have if you don't get out there." She turns to Kami, "Can you go let my husband know that we're ready? He's the big guy who looks like a football player crammed into a little boys' suit. He's probably standing out in the hall, waiting. Can't miss him."

I watch Kami walk out through the door and then I look at Jade. "I can't believe I'm doing this."

"Is it everything you dreamed of as a little girl?"

I try not to laugh at the question. She would never believe me, so I tell her a different truth. "It's everything I've dreamed of since I met Ryan." I close my eyes and pull in a long breath. "This is exactly what I've wanted since then." We both smile and quietly squeal at each other.

"Come on." She holds my hand as we walk to the door. It barely makes a sound as she pulls it open. A silent sign from the universe. Austin is standing just outside our little room. His eyes go wide when he sees me, and he mouths a wow. Jade turns and gives me one last hug before hooking my index finger. "I love you so much, honey. And it makes me so happy to see you finally getting everything that you deserve."

"I love you too. But not in a lesbian porn kinda way." We both turn to look at Austin, and I give him the best glower I can before I burst into laughter.

His face goes red, and he rolls his eyes. But then he holds his arm out for me. "Shall we?"

Jade's face is so bright it could illuminate the hall. She kisses my cheek and then dashes to the entrance.

I coil my arm into Austin's and take a deep breath. "We shall." My dad couldn't make it today. Not a surprise, since I haven't seen him for over twenty years. What was surprising is that he actually replied to decline my invitation. A handwritten note that made tears well in the corner of my eyes. And then a ten-dollar gift card to a fast food restaurant that reminded me I would be better without him here anyway. When he found out that I wouldn't have anyone beside me as I walked down the aisle, Austin insisted that he would do it.

We stop in the church's foyer. The sun floods in through the large windows, and I squint against the glare. "I had a talk with Ryan this morning," Austin whispers. "I wanted to make sure he knows how lucky he is to have you. And to know that I could crush him with little to no effort if he ever gave me a reason to."

I chuckle. "You're an idiot. And I love you too." I tighten my grip on his arm just as the music starts.

Not even half the pews are taken. With a few exceptions, Ryan and I have the same small group of friends, mostly teachers from the school, and it looks like they're all here. I grin at each of them as I walk past. By the time I get to our families, my heart is thumping so loudly I can barely hear the music. I look first at Ryan's side. His mom and dad who are the most adorable people in the world, some aunts and uncles and cousins that I haven't met yet. Then I look to my side. My cousins, aunts, and my mom. She's already weeping, and I have to look up at the ceiling and bite the inside of my lip before I get swept up in tears too.

When Austin lets go of my arm, I know it's time, and I finally look at Ryan. He has possibly the most gorgeous grin I've ever seen, and it makes me forget about everyone except him. I forget what I'm supposed to do, and it doesn't matter anyway. I move closer to him, and there's no way I could stop myself even if I wanted. I need him, and when I'm standing in front of him, I hold out both my hands so he can take them. His skin is fire, and I didn't realize until now just how cold I was before.

"Your hair," he whispers.

"Do you like it? I needed something blue." For the first time since I've met him, Ryan has a mostly normal human hair color today. It's the purest white I've ever seen. Mine, on the other hand, is bright blue. The same color as his hair on our first date.

"I love it, but I love everything about you." We both lean in, and our lips meet in a cascade of tiny starbursts. I don't know if there's even an atmosphere anymore, but it doesn't matter. Breathing is secondary to this. This is all I need to keep me going forever. But when our lips fall away from each other, the reality of everything else rushes in, and I hear the officiant clearing her throat and our family and friends giggling.

"I think we were supposed to wait for that part." Ryan's eyes move from me to the guests.

"No. I think they should wait for us." I yank him back into me and kiss him again.
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CHAPTER ONE



The ride from the airport takes almost forty minutes. Somewhere along the way, houses that all look like each other and fast-food restaurants that might as well all be the same turn into green fields. Green fields and the faint smell of fertilizer.

When the car pulls off the road, I double-check the address on the mailbox. The driveway that was once concrete is mostly crumbled rocks now. We jostle our way up to the house. Other than some algae growing in the corners, its white wood clapboard looks fine. Until the car stops and I get out. Then I can see that the paint is faded and flaking, and most of the boards are bowing.

I stand by the trunk and wait for the driver to get out and help me with my luggage, but he doesn't. The lid pops up an inch, and I flick it the rest of the way, taking my two suitcases out. Almost before I have it closed, the man takes off, leaving me to stand alone in the ruined remains of a driveway in front of an abandoned house I haven't seen in twenty years.

The stairs creak as I walk up them. A couple of times, they sag under my weight, but they never threaten to break. Whatever color the porch was once, it's grey now. The grain of the wood rises like skin on pruned fingertips, and the floor is lined with blackened orange dots where the nails that hold everything together have rusted into powder. I try to step only on the dotted rows, hoping that the joists under the wood are still intact enough to give a little support.

When I get to the door, I set my suitcases down and blow out a breath. This is it. I slide my key into the lock, but don't turn it yet. I stand there with my hand on the tarnished knob, and remember what this house was like back when Aunt Nora was here. I was eight when mom and dad last took me to visit her, before the Christmas fight that led to them never speaking again. Through everything that happened since, dad refused to even send her a simple text. I hope Nora forgave him for that before she passed away, because I never will.

I twist my hand to turn the key. It moves just one millimeter before stopping. I try again with a little more force, but still nothing. My heart beats just a little harder than usual now. I'm in the middle of nowhere, trying to get into an abandoned house that does not want me inside. "I'm not my dad," I whisper, in case there really is some vengeful locksmith spirit who is freezing up the tumblers. I take the key out of the lock and bend over to blow into its hole. It worked for old video games. Maybe it will work for locks too. When I slip the key back in, I jiggle it from side to side. Finally, something gives way, and it turns. I quickly twist the knob open before it changes its mind, and I step inside.

As soon as my foot hits the carpet, the smell wraps itself around my head and suffocates me. It's like the brown leaves rotting along the bank of a river in springtime. I choke and have to step back outside to get some fresh air. How long has it been since someone was inside? After gulping in as big a breath as my lungs will hold, I dash into the house and go to the window on the right side of the room. The curtains hang half open in front of it. I brush them aside, unlock the window, and lift the sash as high as it will go. It glides up as smooth as if it was installed yesterday. I lift the screen, stick my head out, take a couple of deep breaths, and then make my way to the window on the other side of the room. I do this with each window on the first floor, and by the time I'm done, there's a pleasant summer breeze blowing through the house. The curtains at each window flap like flags proud to be used after years of neglect.

Despite the breeze, I can feel the mold tickling at the back of my throat, so I head back out front to the patio. There's no furniture, so I move one of my suitcases against the wall and sit on it. Everything is orange now. The sky, the field across the street, even the man walking across the lawn is coated in the fiery light. I watch him as he gets closer. He's wearing a blue plaid shirt and jeans. His hair is hidden under a sandy beige cowboy hat. It would be hard to be more of a stereotype.

Just a few steps away from the porch, he notices me and smiles. Even from this distance, I can tell that his teeth are perfect and whiter than this house has ever been. As soon as his foot clacks the first step, his hat is off and in his hand. I look down. Cowboy boots, of course. "Howdy," he says. His voice twangs like a plucked string on a bass. "You must be Nora's nephew, Ken." Turns out I was wrong. He has no problem at all becoming even more of a stereotype.


CHAPTER TWO



"It's Kenneth, actually, but yeah." I stand and take his outstretched hand.

A shock runs through me as our skin touches, and I see my forearm twitch. If he notices it, he doesn't say anything. He pumps my hand up and down, and we both go still. He looks different up close. His tanned skin smolders in the light of the sunset, but his eyes are as cool and dark as the coming night. His face is prickled with blonde stubble, and for a flash, I wonder what it would feel like to touch it. To slide a finger along his cheek. The thought makes me snort out a laugh and that snaps us out of our spell. We let go and take a step back from each other.

The extra distance gives me a better chance to look at him. His blue plaid shirt is stretched tight across his shoulders, and it does nothing to hide the outline of muscles in his arms. His entire body is thick and looks to be more solid than the house behind me. I've never understood what it meant to call someone a tree trunk before, but now I know. And he's not just a maple or poplar that will be toppled in the first tornado of the season. He's an oak or a hickory.

"I'm Tyler." His voice is wobbly even while his eyes stay steady as stone and never leaving my face. "Um, Tyler Matthews. I own the property next door."

The more he speaks, the less I hear the one note country twang that struck me at first. His voice is an entire orchestra. A hundred musicians all playing in harmony. I've made it through twenty-eight years of life and never once doubted that I was anything other than a 100% straight man. But now I understand what gay guys see when they look at other men. "Which side are you on?" I ask.

"Pardon?" His eyebrows quirk up.

"Your property. Which side is yours?" I point my finger and draw a circle around us, feeling like a fool as soon as I do.

He chuckles. "Oh, well, all of them, I suppose. Other than this little plot, all the land around here is mine."

"So you're my one and only neighbor." In our apartment building, Amanda and I probably had a hundred neighbors. Maybe more. It feels strangely comforting to know that he's my only one. Completely surrounding me. I wonder what Amanda would think of Tyler. She would probably be lost in lust now and staring at him, dreaming of ways she could get him to fuck her. Better him than Juan. I feel my face turn red, and I hope the deepening blood hue of the sunset masks it.

"Guess so. I was sorry to hear about Nora. She and I used to—well, anyway, I was still sad when I heard. This place hasn't lived up to its potential in a long time." We both look up at the ceiling of the covered porch. There are water stains drawn across the wood, two boards are missing completely, and a few others have started to pop free from their nails and sag under their own weight. "Do you know yet what your plans are?" he asks.

My plan was to live here, at least for a while. Inheriting this property was the answer to my prayers. A new life away from everything and everyone back home. A chance to become a brand new me. But that was before I saw how bad this house had gotten. "I don't know. I kind of think I might want to fix it up. At least try."

"This house? Oh." Tyler looks at the suitcases like he's noticing them for the first time. Then he turns to look at the driveway. "So you're staying here then? I didn't see a car, so I just assumed..."

"Flew in from Chicago and had a ride from the airport. Aunt Nora left me her car too, so I planned to just use that. I hope it's in better shape than the house, though. I might be stranded if it's not."

Tyler reaches into his shirt pocket and it draws my eye to his pecs underneath. They flex as he pulls something out. "Here." He holds out a business card. "I wrote my cell number on the back. You just call if you need anything. A ride to town, someone to look at that car, anything. Your aunt was a good woman. Stubborn, but I respected that. Still, things got away from her." He motions to the house behind me. "So when you decide this is too much for you—which it definitely is—you give me a call. I'd love to take this off your hands for you. Pay quite a bit more than it's worth too."

"Oh." Anger flares inside me as I look down at the card. Simple black lettering. Matthews Agriculture, Tyler Matthews, President, Family-Owned since 1889. On the back there's a phone number scratched in blue ink. So this wasn't just a neighborly visit to introduce himself. He wants this property so he can own everything around here.

"Seventh generation." He points at the card. "Going stronger than ever."

I notice there's no wedding ring on his hand, so I wonder if the seventh generation might be the last. I nod at him. "Well, it was good to meet you, Tyler. If I need anything, I'll call, but I don't think I have any plans to sell." Maybe I'm being stubborn. God knows, Amanda has called me that more often than I care to admit. But I'm determined to do whatever it takes to not sell this property to him now.

"I think you might change your mind once you see how things really are around here. It's an awful lot for one person to take on." Tyler's eyes drift down my body, and it feels like I'm standing under the spotlight in front of thousands of people. "Especially when that one person clearly doesn't have much experience with anything like this. The money is just waiting for you, so don't hesitate to holler." He clicks his tongue and walks down the stairs.

I watch as he crosses the lawn. He's probably the type of man that women throw themselves at all the time, only to find out later what a gigantic asshole he is. Well, I got a sneak peek at that from the very beginning.


CHAPTER THREE



When I wake up the next morning, I can barely breathe. It's like someone took an entire package of cotton balls and shoved them up my nose, and they've spilled out to block half my throat. I make my way to the bathroom. The gaudiness of the yellow toilet and green bathtub practically assault me as soon as I step through the door. It takes four tries, but I'm finally able to dislodge all the buildup in my sinuses. My entire respiratory tract, though, still feels swollen to twice its normal size.

Before I went to bed last night, I walked down the shaky stairs to the basement. The last step was completely rotted. Thankfully, I noticed before I tumbled through. The foundation walls are probably rubble stone, whatever rocks were on the lot when they dug it over a hundred years ago. But last night, it was hard to tell under the fuzzy black slime that covered nearly everything. I pulled my shirt over my mouth and nose, but I knew it was too late. Still, I had to see what I was up against. I shone my flashlight around the basement until I found it. An old copper pipe hanging from the floor joists. There was a split running almost 3 inches and a constant drip drip drip every two seconds. It must have been leaking for a while, because the concrete floor under it was pitted and worn away. This had to be the cause of all the mold in the house, and I knew I would have to fix it.

I went outside to get some fresh air. Everything was pitch black except the sky. It was the brightest night sky I'd ever seen. Billions of stars formed a twinkling, glowing ceiling over my head. I lay on the still warm ground and stare up at it for what seemed like hours until I could breathe again. Then I searched for plumbing videos and watched several until I hoped I knew enough to fix the broken pipe.

Now, I take a quick shower and then lift my suitcase onto the bed. It bounces into the nightstand, knocking off the picture that had been sitting there. When I pick it up, I cringe. There's a giant crack running through the glass, but it's the people in the photo, two ghosts, that cause me to shiver. Aunt Nora and her daughter. Elle looks like she's around 15 in the picture, so that means this was taken 8 years after I last saw her. And a year before her diagnosis. I close my eyes and give them a quick moment of silence before I set the frame facedown on the nightstand and unzip my suitcase.

First, everything seems right. I take out a t-shirt and a pair of jeans for today. But... this can't be. There are no boxers, but somehow there are panties? I pull them to the top and unfold them. Black, pink, white, red, and green. Amanda's? They have to be, but I don't remember her ever wearing these. Maybe she bought them to wear for Juan. My jaw tightens, and I grind my teeth as I imagine the two of them together. On our sofa. Our bed. But she took everything with her when she moved out. I'm sure of it. The drawers were empty once it was all gone. Everything in my life was so empty.

But they have to be hers. I don't just have some random woman's underwear in my suitcase. I hold the black pair out in front of me. There are lace panels on the front and a scalloped lace waistband. I would definitely remember if Amanda had ever worn these. It doesn't matter now. Even if they are hers, she's not getting them back. I could have five gold bars that she left behind, but I'd never call her to tell her. I force a series of breaths to calm down. The house is my only concern for now. Nothing of the past or the future. Just the present. Just this leak.

I shake my head as I step into them. The smooth silk sends a shiver through me as it slides up my legs, and when I have them pulled up to my waist, my body is covered in goosebumps. Is that what they feel like for women too? No wonder they wear these. As soon as I take a step, though, I realize the problem. These aren't made for my anatomy. The crotch moves over to the side and pinches the skin of my scrotum. I hurry and spread my legs to relieve the tension, and even though I've never thought about it, I know what I have to do. I press my balls inside me, up to where they were before they descended. Where they would be if they were ovaries instead, I think. Then I pull my penis back between my legs and pull the panties up to hold everything in place. After a few tentative steps, nothing slips or tries to escape. There's a little tug when I move, but it's not painful. Not even really bothersome. So I pull on the pair of jeans and head into the backyard toward the garage.

The building looks like it was made of cardboard that someone left out in the rain, and I debate how wise it is to raise the door before I lift it. But the car is inside, and I have to get to town. It's either this or walk, because I'm certainly not calling Tyler to ask for his help. He'd be more likely to dump me in a ditch than to drive me in to get plumbing supplies.

I lift the garage door, ready to run at the first sign of collapse, but it moves up as smoothly as the windows in the house. The garage is a mess of old tools and dried paint cans, and I ignore it all and go right to the car. It's covered under a mint green canvas with specks of paint and dust that has to be at least an inch thick. I really need to find a doctor in town to give me allergy shots, or this house is going to kill me. I take a deep breath and yank the cover off, running outside to get away from the dust I stirred up.

When it finally settles, I see the car. A tiny red two-seater with a saddle-colored convertible top. The paint shines even inside the garage on this still cloudy morning. Is this really the car? It looks like it could be worth more than the house. I take the key from my pocket, part of the packet Aunt Nora's lawyer sent to me, and slide behind the steering wheel, banging both of my knees against it as I do. Whoever was in here last was at least six inches shorter than me. It takes a while to get the seat into a semi-drivable position, and even then I feel like my knees are pressed into my chest. But it will do. I stick the key in the ignition and close my eyes. Please start, please start. I twist, and the engine catches right away. There's not even a backfire as I back out of the garage and pull out onto the road.

The town is tiny. Yesterday, I assumed the driver had just driven us through a part of it, but no. He took us straight through the downtown. All two blocks of it. There are two restaurants, a bar, a library, three offices, and a government building. The typical blink and you'll miss it small town. Just on the other side, past a few residential houses, there's a hardware store. I pull into the parking lot. There's only one other car here. A beat-up light blue sedan that's missing half of the front bumper.

The tinkle of the bell hanging above the front door announces my presence when I walk inside. There's a man behind the counter. His jet-black hair is pulled back into a low ponytail, and he looks like he should be in high school rather than working here. "Can I help you, miss?"

I spin around to see if anyone else walked in with me. There's no one. But he's looking right at the entrance. "Me?" I make my voice a little deeper as I point to myself. The man just nods. "I need something to fix a copper pipe. And whatever it takes to kill mold. A lot of it."

He comes around the counter and shows me to the plumbing section. It's a three-foot-wide strip of an aisle filled with metal rings and fittings and cutters. "Cleaners are in the next aisle over." He leaves before I can ask him exactly what I need or if it's wise to store the blowtorches on the bottom shelf where any child can reach them.

I pick through the copper pieces, not sure if I need a 1-inch or 1.5-inch fitting, when I hear the bell above the door ring. "Whose car is that outside?" The somehow familiar voice is loud enough for everyone in the entire store—me and the boy who should be in second-period American history—to hear.

"Uh, mine?" The kid's voice sounds like an engine that won't crank.

"Not yours, Evan. The other one. The red one."

Oh no. Don't tell me someone crashed into the only good thing I have in my entire life right now.

"There's some lady in the plumbing," the worker says. "Maybe it's hers?"

I cough and make my voice as deep as I can. "Yeah, that's mine. Is something wrong?" And when I walk around the corner, I answer my own question. Yes, something is wrong.

Tyler gets to the corner just a fraction of a second after I do, and we barely avoid a collision. "You. That's the car you drove here?"

"Yeah, it was the only one in the garage." Not that I have to explain myself to him.

He turns his head and hooks his thumb toward the parking lot. "That red convertible? That was in Nora's garage?"

"Oh, you're Nora's niece? The one who's taking over her house?" The boy looks up from his phone and asks.

"Nephew." Tyler and I both say at the same time.

"She was a nice lady. Always liked her when I was a kid."

I resist the urge to ask him what he considers himself now if he isn't a kid, but I turn to Tyler. "What's wrong with driving that car?"

"That was Elle's car. Nora told me she got rid of it. You sure there wasn't a dark grey Ford in there?"

"Have you ever seen the garage? With all the other junk, there was barely room for this car. But what difference does it make to you which car she left me?"

Tyler's face goes dark like a sudden cloud passing over the December sun. "Because that car wasn't hers to give away." He grunts out the words. "Elle promised me I could have it before she died."

"Sorry, I guess? But I can't help that."

"I guess you can't do anything about it now."

I toss my hands up. "Yeah, I think I just said that. Anyway, is that all you wanted? You didn't crash into it, did you?"

"No, of course not. I was just driving by and saw it. What are you doing here?"

I roll my eyes so far that it hurts. "I don't know if you've heard, but I've inherited this little property on the other side of the town, and it needs a lot of repairs. I'm perusing the vast plumbing section right now, trying to figure out what the hell I need to fix a gaping hole in a pipe."

"A piece of 3/4-inch pipe with a coupling on each end. It's easy. Just cut away the old pipe and solder the new one into the couplings." He pauses and stares at me. "Do you know how to solder?"

"Yes." I'm offended that he would even ask me. "I watched a video on it last night. I hold a blow torch over some silver thing and it melts around the gaps."

Tyler chuckles. "It sounds just close enough to tell me that you don't have a clue. Here." He walks past me into the plumbing aisle. "I probably have enough of these fittings out in my workshop, but we'll get some, just in case." He picks up a few pieces of pipe. They clang together, and I look at his hand. Its back is covered in blonde hairs, and his thumb might be the size of two of my fingers put together. "Do you have a pipe cutter?"

"I was just going to buy a hacksaw."

His lip curls up, and he makes a noise that could almost be a laugh. "Uh, no. We'll get a pipe cutter too, then. Plus some flux. I've got my torch in my truck, though." He takes a couple more things from the shelf and then looks at me. His eyes seemed dark last night, almost brown, but today I can see they're a deep navy blue. I've never seen eyes like them before, and I can't help but stare at them. "Was there anything else you needed here? Hey, Ken. Anything else?"

He waves a loaded hand in front of my face, and I squint my eyes closed. "Yeah. Something to kill an entire basement full of mold."

Tyler sighs and holds out his hands. "You take these up to the counter. I'll be there in a second." As soon as I take the plumbing supplies from him, he turns and walks to the back of the store.

"Hey, ready to check out?" The worker asks, but I shake my head and point toward the back of the store where I see Tyler coming, carrying four five-gallon buckets.

"We're ready." Tyler sets one of the buckets on the counter and puts the others on the floor while he reaches for his wallet.

"What are you doing? I've got this."

"I realize I didn't come across as very neighborly last night, so this is the least I can do." He smiles, and I'm sure I hear a bell ring. Just as I'm sure that no one has touched the door since Tyler came in. "Besides, I have a business account, so I can just expense this. Take those back to the house, and I'll be right behind you with these."

"You don't have to—"

"When I was in high school, I spent a lot of time in Elle's car. It doesn't have room for one of these buckets, let alone four. Now, go. I'll probably catch up and pass you before you're even halfway back." He winks and turns to the cashier.
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"Christ, that's awful." Tyler leans over the railing. He coughs so hard that I think he might throw up. I look away and stay firmly planted in one of the dining room chairs that I pulled out onto the front porch for us.

When he's finished, he collapses into the chair next to me, and I hand him a bottle of water. "Thank you again for all the help. I really appreciate it."

He gulps down half the bottle in one swallow and then pours the rest over his head, cupping his hand to catch some of it and wash his face. "You can't stay here." He wipes his eyes and stares at me.

"Don't start please. I know you want this for yourself, but I need this. I have nowhere else. Why did you even help me today if you just want to get rid of me?"

Tyler looks down at the porch floor between his boots and crushes the water bottle in his hand. "I don't mean it like that. Well, I do. I do want this land. But I mean, you can't stay here. Not until that mold is gone, and it's probably going to take at least two more treatments before we get it all. I have plenty of room. It's a huge house, and it's just me."

I tap my shoe against the side of his boot, but he doesn't look up. "Thank you. I'm serious. But I don't feel right doing that."

"I get it. It's part of being a man. We don't like asking for help, do we?" He chuckles and looks at me as he stands. That smile again, and it feels like I'm the one drenched in water. "Just promise me you'll keep all the windows open tonight?"

"Promise. And can you do one more favor for me?" His eyebrows raise, but he doesn't say anything. "Can you go back to the hardware store and tell that twelve-year-old working the counter what you just said? That I am a man." I laugh to cover the fact that I'm still bothered by being misgendered.

He snorts. "Evan? Would you believe he actually graduated college last fall? Came back to work his mom's store. He did seem strange today, didn't he?"

"Just a little."

Tyler leans against the post beside the stairs. There's a pop and a creak, and I raise my hands to cover my head just in case. But he looks completely undisturbed. Once the random noises stop and I'm sure the roof isn't going to collapse, I lower my hands and look up at him. We stay like that until the air turns golden behind him. A halo that makes him even more attractive than he already is.

"I loved her." Tyler tilts his head back until it hits the post. "Elle. We practically grew up with each other, and I think we both just planned on always being together. Funny how things never work out how we plan." His face is anything but funny, though. He looks as sad now as if he just heard the news about her death.

"I didn't know. I'm sorry." He shrugs, but it just makes his pain more obvious. I stand and move over to him and take his hand. "That's why you acted like that with the car today?"

He runs his thumb across the back of my hand. "It just brought back all those memories. Everything was so sudden. We were teenagers who planned to live forever. Then she found out she only had a couple months. I don't know. I never learned how to get over that. I don't think you can." He wipes his other thumb under his eyes, and just holding on to his hand isn't enough. I want to hug him and pull him tight and tell him that he doesn't have to grieve forever. Elle wouldn't want that. But I stand still and don't say a word. I just let him sweep his thumb back and forth across my skin.

"You remind me of her sometimes."

I take a step back and look up at him. The sun is almost right behind his head now, so I have to squint. "Of Elle?"

He nods. "You look a little like her. I could tell right away that you were related. And just little things you do that she used to do to. Like that."

I giggle nervously, unsure of what I did. "Like what?"

"The way you tucked your hair behind your ear and looked away because I embarrassed you. And now, the way you're biting your lip."

"I wish I could have known her better."

Tyler blows out a long breath and lets go of my hand. The temperature drops twenty degrees. "She was the most special person I've ever met. You sure I can't talk you into staying with me tonight?"

"I'm sure. But thank you." I don't know why I do it, but I stand on my toes and kiss his cheek. We stare at each other for a moment. Then he walks away without a word.


CHAPTER FOUR



A few days later, there's a knock at my door. I assume it’s Tyler, so I hurry, sweaty and covered in greasy dust from the kitchen where I've been ripping drywall from the studs. The mold that had started in the basement has branched and spored its way through the entire first floor, and all the drywall needs replaced. Just before I get to the door, I stop and look at my reflection in the glass of the built in china cabinet. I tuck away a few loose strands of hair and make sure my ponytail is holding everything else tight, and then I throw open the door as much as I dare on its rusty hinges. I expect to see that perpetually sunburnt face and those eyes that are as cool as a bottomless pond. Maybe even that cowboy hat that seemed so silly to me when I first saw it, but that I've started to look forward to seeing. But none of those things greet me. It's a postal worker, dressed in 15 variations of blue and even somehow looking like the color herself.

"Is Kenneth Wilson here?" she asks. Her words are just as blue as everything else about her.

"Uh, that's me."

She looks me over before shrugging and handing me an envelope and a pen. "Need a signature please." As soon as I sign, she marches back to her mail truck and drives away.

I rip open the envelope and my hands start shaking as soon as I read the first line. I'm summoned before the county development board to discuss potential illegal renovations I've made to my home. My stomach sinks. I'm just fixing up a dilapidated house, not changing anything. Who could have a problem with that? Then it hits me. The only person in this entire county who knows that I'm repairing this house is also the one who wants me to sell the property to them. The knot of anxiety that had formed inside my chest unfurls into a boiling fury.

I slam the letter down and stomp out the front door. I am going to let him know exactly what I think of him and the way he went behind my back and the nice guy act that almost had me fooled. No, it did have me fooled. I was such an idiot. And just three minutes ago, I felt like I was floating as I walked to the door, thinking it was him standing there. I could strangle him. And that thought makes me stop. What good will come from a shouting match between us? He might even expect that. Maybe it's what he wants. No. I'm done with him. Starting now. I turn around and go back into the house, slamming the door behind me without a thought for its hinges.
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Three judges are sitting behind a tall wood bench covered by ornate carvings. They're wearing black robes and white wigs. I'm sitting behind a tiny table, barely big enough for a sheet of paper, and then I notice Tyler. He's in front of the judges, walking back and forth, demanding they refuse to issue me a permit for the renovations of my house. Then he asks them to take my house away as punishment for daring to fix a plumbing leak without permission. I try to stand so I can object, but my legs don't move. I barely even get the first utterance of a sound out when they bang their gavels and agree with him.

Tyler looks at me and sneers as he takes off his jacket and unbuttons his shirt. I'm unable to move any part of my body now, so I'm forced to stare at him as his shirt opens up, showing more and more of his tan skin. The golden hair twinkles in the light of the courthouse. When he gets to the last two buttons, I feel drool puddle at the corner of my mouth, and I don't know if I'm paralyzed anymore or not. And it doesn't matter because I'd never look away even if I could. His fingers shuffle back and forth as he undoes one more button, and I can see the rise of his abs. Sweat rolls into my eye and forces me to blink. But when I open my eyes, everything is dark, and I'm in bed, shivering.

What the hell was that? I look at my alarm clock. 5:30am. Shit. I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling. There's no way I can get back to sleep now. I don't know if I ever want to sleep again if it's going to be like that. A tremor passes through me as I picture Tyler's shirtless chest again.

I have to get up in an hour anyway. I blow out a sigh and kick the covers off.

As soon as my feet hit the carpeted floor, I realize I have nothing to wear to the meeting today. Jeans and t-shirts have been fine for working at the house and running into the hardware store, but not for when one of the biggest landowners in the county is using the government to come after me. As I walk to the closet, my stomach tightens, but I open the doors and swipe through the four hangers that I know are hanging on the rod.

Then I notice it's not four. There's an extra shirt, and I pull it out to look at it. Purple and pink floral? I don't remember packing this one. I examine it and search through my memory. I don't remember ever seeing it before now, but it's perfect. I lay it on the bed and go back for a pair of jeans. Only I don't need jeans because there's a pair of grey slacks. I'm sure I didn't pack this either, but when I hold them up to my waist, they seem like they'll fit. And the blouse will look much nicer with these than with a pair of jeans, so I don't press my luck by wondering where these came from. I set them next to the blouse and go to the bathroom.

The water of the shower feels wonderful as I let it pelt my face to wake me. Just as I think I could stay under the stream all day, I imagine Tyler in here with me. Completely naked now. My gaze floats like a falling petal to his cock, hard and glistening. I force my eyes open. The hot water stings them, and I step back. What is wrong with me? I'm not gay. Just as I think it, my own cock twitches its objection. I force my eyes up to the dark mold growing in the corner as I lather and rinse my body as quickly as I can.

It seems like it takes forever to dry my shoulder-length hair, but I don't mind because I definitely don't think of Tyler once while I'm doing it. Not while I brush it out afterward. And as I pull on my blue panties, I think how remarkable it is that I'm not imagining Tyler because this blue is almost an exact match for his eyes. When my carefully tucked dick throbs as I walk from the dresser back to the bed, I know it has nothing to do with him.

I sit on the edge of the bed and cross my legs, and notice that the socks I grabbed are not at all what I expected. They're thin. Much thinner than any dress socks I've ever worn. And they have a strange checkerboard pattern. I slide one up my leg—it goes nearly to my knee—I realize it's a not a checkered pattern. It's more of a net. I shrug and slip the other one up my smooth leg and hold my legs out in front of me. Kinda sexy. I'm glad I'm not wondering what Tyler would think of them.

By the time I'm dressed, it's 7:30, and I rush out the door. I could have been ready at least ten minutes earlier if the buttons on my blouse fit correctly. I never could figure out what it was, but I had a hard time slipping each one into the hole. It was like I've never worn a button-down shirt before.

When I get to the county building, I'm scared to walk into the meeting room. If it looks anything like it did in my dream, I might just turn around and leave. But when I peek through the small window on the door, I see that it's not like that at all. There are three rows of lightly padded chairs, and in the front of the room, there's a long table with five chairs set in a semi-circle around it. There are only two other people here. Older men. Both of them are sitting in the front row and wearing plaid shirts over jeans. When I come in, they turn and bob their heads to me almost in unison. I smile as I take a seat in the row behind them.

No one else comes into the room until exactly 8am when a door to the side opens and three people walk in. One man wearing a brown suit, one wearing just a white button-down shirt with a tie, and a woman wearing a light blue skirt suit. My heart races when they walk in. At the same time, the door behind me opens. The two men and I turn around, and I'm sure I'm going to be sick. It's Tyler.

He sits just a couple of seats away and smiles. "Good morning. You look good today."

"Seriously?" I hiss. "Don't even try it."

"Try what?"

Before I can tell him exactly what I think of him and his innocent act, one of the commissioners brings the meeting to order. "It looks like the only item on the agenda today is Ms. Wilson's potential illegal rehabilitation of her property on Willowcreek Rd." The man in the suit is the one speaking. The top of his head is bald, and his hair is combed over from one side. He takes off his reading glasses and looks up at the seating area like he has to scan the room filled with all four of us. "Are you Ms. Wilson?" he asks as he points to me.

I stand and look to the right. There's a podium there, and I'm not sure if I'm supposed to go to it before addressing the committee. "I'm Mr. Wilson. Yes." The three people sitting at the table glance at me quickly and then look back down at the papers in front of them. Since none of them seem to mind me speaking from here, I stay where I am.

"First, Ms. Wilson, we all want to pass along our condolences on the loss of your aunt. She was quite a woman and will certainly be missed by a lot of people." His tone of voice tells me that he isn't one of those people. "I understand you've inherited that property and have begun renovations. Is that right?"

"It's Mister Wilson. Anyway, I don't think I'd call them renovations. Just some repairs that—"

"My understanding is that you've added a section of pipe, have replaced drywall, and have discussed plans to replace a porch. That sounds like renovating to me, doesn't it to you, Ms. Wilson?"

I summon up all the spite I can and glower at Tyler. It feels like my eyes are burning coals, and I hope they singe him. "I'm just trying to make it safe to live in. That's all for now."

"Well, since you're new to town, I reckon you don't know how things work, so we can cut you a little slack. Every change to a property here has to go through an approval process, starting with our various subcommittees and ending up for a final vote before these distinguished members and I. Now normally, there's a substantial fee for anyone who violates this procedure." He looks down his nose at me like I'm a child who was just caught stealing from their parents’ wallet. "But in your case, I'm sure you didn't know better, and I'm sure you're very sorry, isn't that so?"

"I, uh, yes. I didn't know, and I am sorry for violating any of the rules about this. But I was just getting rid of mold so I can—"

"Of course, of course. Nonetheless, these rules do exist for a reason. As such, I'm afraid you'll have to stop all work immediately until you've received—"

"Bob," Tyler stands and somehow takes instant control of the room . "I'm sure you know that state law supersedes regional ordinances in matters like this."

"That is true, but only when there is a conflict."

"Which there is. Mr. Wilson, here is the homeowner, and he's allowed to make necessary repairs to his own house without a permit. It's only if he hires an outside party that a permit becomes necessary."

The man, Bob, is as red as a boiling pot of spaghetti sauce. "You know the respect all of us in the community have for you and your family, but I'm not sure running a successful farm makes you an expert on building codes and ordinances." He smiles at the other committee members, no doubt hoping that one of them will back him up, but they just stare blankly at the table.

"I may not be, but my attorney is. Perhaps we should adjourn until we can all meet with counsel and become more familiar with the legalities of this matter? That might be especially wise, since you need at least four members present to have a quorum, so nothing you declare today will have any legal weight anyway." Tyler doesn't wait for him to respond. He nods at the committee, pats one of the older men on the shoulder, and then walks from the room.

"That..." Bob looks around like a drowning man searching for anything to grasp hold of. "Very well, this meeting is adjourned until the 25th, when all members will be present." He doesn't even gather his papers before he storms from the room.

As soon as he clears the door, I bolt out after Tyler. "Hey!" I jog to catch up to him, but the higher than usual heels on the black loafers I'm wearing make it more difficult than I'm used to. "Tyler, wait."

He's just at the exterior glass doors when he turns to look at me. "Come on." He motions with his head as he steps outside and holds the door for me.

"What was that?"

"That was Bob Timmons being Bob Timmons. One of the biggest bullies and the biggest crook in the entire county."

I grab him to get him to stop, and when I do, he turns and we both stare at each other. I notice how much warmer it is than when I walked into the building just a bit ago. And despite that fact that my hair is blowing into my face, I'm sure the air is stagnant. Someone could tell me the humidity is 200%, and I would believe them. "I mean, what was that with you?"

He grins, and for a second I forget I was ever mad at him. "Just helping my neighbor, and hopefully my friend." He slides his hand down my arm to my wrist and coils a finger around it.

"I..." I look down at his skin on mine, and it nearly drives everything else from my mind. What is it about him that does this to me? I've never once felt anything like this for another man. Not even close. Did Amanda break me so badly that I'm starting to question everything now? I make myself look at the parking lot just so I can think. "But why turn me in to the development board just to come rescue me? How does that help you?"

He doesn't say anything for so long that I finally give in and look at him. He looks confused and… maybe hurt? That can't be. I have to be misreading him. "I'm not the one who turned you in."

"But you're the only one who knew about any of that."

"Kennedy, I swear, I didn't tell anyone."

What did he just call me? It doesn't matter. "Then how did they find out?"

Tyler pulls me close to him and for a second, I wonder if he's going to kiss me. And for a second after that, I hope he does. But I hear voices and realize he was just pulling me out of the way so the others could pass by. That shouldn't turn my heart to lead the way it does. "Are you sure I'm the only one who knows? There's Evan too."

"Evan? Oh, the kid from the hardware store? I guess he knows, but why would he tell anyone?"

Tyler blows out a breath. "I'm not the only one who wants that property. I'm just the only one willing to play fair for it. Bob has been trying to seize land on that side of the county for over a year now. Most people don't know why, but I found out a certain corporation made a sizable campaign contribution to him. A corporation that's looking to relocate a warehouse here."

"But that doesn't make sense."

"This is a small town. We all knew that Nora left the property to you, so I suppose it wouldn't take much forethought to plant a few seeds here and there. Tell some of the locals that they should report anything they see. Maybe a disillusioned kid who dreams of escaping the anchor of his family's business could see the benefit of being friends with the next mayor."

"So, what does this all mean?" I'm sure I'm standing too close to him. I'm sure I shouldn't stare at his lips the way I am. A straight man wouldn't notice how pink they are. Wouldn't notice the chapped corner. Wouldn't wonder what they taste like.

"It means you need to be careful who you trust." He rubs his hand along my arm one more time and then smiles as he walks to the parking lot. I stand frozen and watch him get into his enormous white pickup truck and drive away.


CHAPTER FIVE



What is going on? I stop, still three rungs from the bottom of the ladder, and hold a hand to my chest. With every step down from the roof, the slight bounce and jiggle make it impossible to think of anything else. These are breasts. I gasp. There's... no. A person doesn't just grow breasts all of a sudden. A man doesn't just grow breasts all of a sudden.

My mind spins. An allergic reaction causing me to swell up? All the mold in the house? Maybe Tyler was right, and I shouldn't have stayed here until we got rid of it. But as I feel it, it doesn't feel like any swelling I've ever had. There's no doubt what these are. It feels just like touching Amanda, and as I accidentally drag a finger across my nipple, I inhale just like she used to, and my knees go weak from the feeling and from the pain of the memory. I need to figure out what's happening. Keeping one hand cupped around my—I can't call it that—I hurry down, not remembering the 2x6 scrap I laid under the ladder to keep it steady on the uneven yard. The edge of my shoe catches on its side. My mind is expecting solid ground, and it's already committed to sending all my body weight that way. For half a second, I feel weightless as I reach out for anything to help keep me up. The ladder is the only thing I can grasp, but as I fall backward, it tumbles with me. My ass smacks into the earth. My teeth crash together. And I roll to the side just in time to avoid the ladder falling on top of me. "God damn it!" I shriek to no one.

I sit there dazed for a moment—my mind no longer thinking of the strange growth on my chest—while I look around. The hammer and a couple of screwdrivers must have flown out of my tool belt. I see them lying in the grass a few feet away. At least no one was here to see it. I pull my legs under me and stand, and that's when I notice it. The sharp pain starts at my ankle and shoots halfway to my knee. I hurry and transfer all my weight to my other leg and look down, like I can see something wrong. Like I'm going to find a nail embedded in the flesh. I can't believe I did that!

I hop to the side of the porch and use one hand on the railing to help balance me as I jump one-legged to the stairs. When I get there, I pause and blow out a breath. Just five steps. Only seven inches each. And it seems impossible. I inch closer and with a toss of my head that flicks my ponytail, I leap onto the first step, careful to hold my right leg well out of the way.

"Holy shit," I say as I intuitively cover my chest with my free left hand. "Is this what women feel?" The bounce is unreal. The unfamiliar tug of weight pulling on my chest isn't painful, but it's certainly not pleasant either. I clasp my arm across me as I hop the rest of the way. At the top, I pause to regain my breath, and I finally look down at my chest. If there was ever a doubt about what the twin mounds are, it's gone now. But it makes no sense. I shake away the thought. I can worry about that in a minute. Right now, I need to get ice for this ankle before it gets any worse. I hop through the house and into the kitchen.

After dumping an entire tray of ice into a baggie, I sit at the dining room table, propping my leg on the seat next to me. Even through the off-white towel, the cold of the ice makes me wince as it knives into my skin. The sharp corners of the cubes press into my ankle, but after just a couple of minutes my ankle numbs to them or the corners melt enough to become unnoticeable. And my attention turns to my chest. I trace the outline of one breast, and it sends shivers through me. My gaze jerks from window to window to make sure there's no one watching, and when I'm sure it's just me, I peel the white shirt over my head and look down.

The room starts to spin as I look down at them. It's just not possible. I carefully slip my hand under one of the breasts and lift it. I'm not sure if it's larger than Amanda's or if it just seems that way because it's attached to me. But regardless, there's no way to hide these. And that means there's no way I would have missed them this morning. Something in the last two hours has caused this reaction. I take a deep breath and listen for any wheezing or signs of congestion. There aren't any.

Just then, a thunder-like crack rolls through the house and makes me jump from my chair. It's still sunny, and there isn't even a drop of rain in the forecast for today. I take a quick, hobbled step toward the window when something flashes down across it. I see it before I hear the rumble, and it makes me yelp. It's not until I hear the thud and see a cloud of dust rise up that I realize it's the porch roof. I scream and start to run toward the front door, but that first step is on my twisted ankle. The shooting bolt of pain brings me to a stop, and I collapse to the floor.

I'm still sprawled there when I hear Tyler. "Kennedy? Kennedy?" It takes almost half a minute before I can answer him, but I finally yell as loud as I can that I'm inside. I see the top of his head fly past the bottom of the dining room window as he runs to the back of the house. Behind me, the kitchen door rattles as he tries to turn the knob. It must still be locked. "Kennedy!"

I know he can see me now, but I don't turn to look at him. I don't even lift an arm to wave. The whole roof is just gone. And when I hear the splintering snap behind me, I assume the rest of the house is falling down around me too, and I can't make myself care. When I feel the spark of Tyler's skin on mine—his rough hands on my bare shoulders—I realize that he's kicked in the back door to get to me.

"What's wrong?" he asks as his hands glide over me. Tender and soft in a way I would have never expected from on his layers of callouses. When he sees I'm not obviously injured, he presses gently on my shoulders. "Just lay right here. I'm calling the ambulance. Tell me what hurts." He whips the phone from his pocket and the only thing that hurts is that both his hands are no longer touching me.

Finally, I'm able to look up at him. "I'm fine." It might be the biggest lie I've ever told. My entire life is a giant whirlpool swirling around me. It has been for two months. Since I found Amanda and Juan together in our bed. My girlfriend fucking my best friend in the bed we'd shared for over a year.

"You're not fine." He kneels beside me and cups the side of my face with his palm. It feels like a beam of sunlight warming my skin. "You're laying half naked in the middle of your dining room sobbing. Were you out there when it fell?"

I put my hand on his and forget to answer his question. I forget that he even asked anything.

"Kennedy? Can you hear me? I think you're in shock."

What is it about him? Why does everything inside turn to a scrambled mash when he touches me? It's not attraction. If I didn't know better, I would think it was, but we're both men. I'm not gay. Is he? Does he feel this too when he touches me? The thought releases a herd of rampaging bison inside me. "Tyler—" I try to sit up so I can be even with him, so I can touch him the way he's touching me, but the searing pain causes me to moan. It brings me back. "My ankle."

He looks at my feet and drops his hand. As much as I want to pull it back to my cheek, I don't. "Is it hurt? Which one? I'll take you to the hospital." He spits out the thoughts like gunshots, but I'm able to keep up now.

"I don't need a hospital. I was inside getting ice when the roof fell. I'm... Do I look okay to you?" I sit up, and the breasts pull my skin down. My face is just a few inches away from his, and I can smell the bacon and coffee still on his breath from breakfast.

"Looks can be deceiving. I found out the hard way." His eyes drift away for a second, and I wonder if he's thinking about Elle.

"Not that." I wrap my hand around his, and his eyes snap to me. "I feel okay. But is there something unusual about the way I look?"

He shakes his head. "No. Same as—"

"Look carefully." I run my free hand over a breast and down to my stomach.

His gaze follows, stopping for an almost imperceptible moment at my nipple before moving down. "I don't see anything different. What is it?"

I don't know whether to laugh or cry. "It's..." Am I imagining it? Them?

"If you won't let me take you to the hospital, then you're coming with me to my house."

"Tyler, no—"

His eyes turn to fire. "I'm not hearing it. You're staying with me until you're better and until we know this house is safe. We're not arguing. Got it?"

Part of me wants to shout yes and run to his house right now. And that part scares me. It makes me want to resist even though I can tell he won't take no for an answer. Instead, I just nod my head.

"Good. Now, let's get you up into a chair while I go get some things for you." He slips his hands under my arms while I pull my left leg under me. Between the two of us, with lots of grunting, I end up back in the chair where I was sitting before the roof collapsed.

Tyler is gone for a few minutes. I follow his thudding steps on the floor above me as I picture him walking from room to room. When he comes back down, he has a pink and black satchel slung over his shoulder. "I hope it's okay that I used this bag."

I look closer, and I'm sure I've never seen it before in my life. Not even Amanda had a bag like it. "Where was that?"

"Just hanging at the side of your closet." He looks at my chest, and his cheeks turn pink. "Anyway, I threw a few shirts and some shorts in here. Some of your panties and bras too. Then your soap and hair stuff from the bathroom."

My stomach drops. "Did you say bras?"

"I didn't know which ones, so I just grabbed them all. I know y'all have different ones for different outfits." He chuckles. "Do you want one of them for now? I assume you're gonna want a shirt. Unless you're in the mood to show your assets to the whole world."

They're real? He can see them? But he told me there wasn't anything unusual about the way I look. Nothing different. Does that mean I've always had them? There were bras upstairs. I wouldn't have bras unless I'd had breasts before today. Right? I bury my head in my hands. It's not right. There's nothing right about this.

"Here." Through my fingers, I can see that he's holding out a pink t-shirt and waiting for me to take it from him. When I don't, he sighs and tugs on my elbow. "Lift up. Let’s get this on you."

I don't fight. I just raise my hands and let him tug the shirt over me. It feels twisted and bunched around my... chest. But I don't bother straightening it. I might have to touch them to do that, and I'm not sure I can handle that right now.

"Can you walk?"

I nod and stand up. He watches, waiting for me to make the first move, so I step toward the kitchen. I hiss as soon as I do and feel like I'm going to fall to the floor. But he catches me before I tumble down.

"I wish you'd let me take you to get that checked out."

"I'm fine. I just need a minute."

He growls and the next thing I know, I feel like I'm flying. He scoops me into his arms. "You're a stubborn ass is what you are."

I can feel his heart beating against the side of my chest. "Put me down." The words come out much weaker than I intend.

"I will once we get to my house. Now, you hold on to that bag. I got you." Before I can give another half-hearted objection, he carries me to the door, angling us so we make it through without even a slight jostling of my ankle.

"Tyler."

"Shush. I've carried feedbags heavier than you." A bit of uneven ground at the bottom of the stairs makes me feel like I'm falling, and I throw my arms around his neck. It makes my skin burn, but it just makes him laugh. "Hold on tight, and I'll give you a ride you won't forget." He sets off across the lawn toward his house, somewhere between a jog and a sprint, and it makes me wish I would have put on a bra first.


CHAPTER SIX



For a few seconds the next morning, I forget about everything. Lying in the ridiculously soft bed under the insanely soft, fluffy blankets, all things are right. There's nothing unusual about my chest. My ankle doesn't hurt. Not until I sit up and let it dangle over the side of the bed. Then all the memories push back onto the shore of my consciousness. Twisting my ankle. The roof collapsing. My breasts. The evening with Tyler.

I run a hand across my chest. Feeling instead of looking because the idea of touching them instead of seeing them is less frightening for some reason. And there they are. Just as large, as heavy as they were yesterday. As they were last night. I pull in a large breath, and then I smell it. Bacon, and it smells wonderful. And it reminds me that Tyler is waiting downstairs for me. The rush through my body when I think of him is even more intense than the rush from the smell.

I hobble the two steps to the closet where Tyler hung my clothes last night. Even the underwear that he insisted needed to be aired out after spending so much time in a mold-infested home. Each bouncy, stuttered step makes me more aware than ever of the breasts on my chest. And by the time I get to the closet, I'm sure that something is trying to convince me I'm a woman. It's the only explanation that makes any sense. Vindictive ghosts from my past? Aliens conducting some strange experiment? A coven of witches upset because I cut one of them off in traffic? Yesterday, I wouldn't have believed in any of them. Now, I know it has to be something. Just like I know, I have to fight whatever it is. I won't let them win.

Even with my clothes inside, the closet is practically empty. Shirts and shorts to one side, underwear on the other. Seeing the way Tyler draped the underwear over hangers makes me giggle. I pull down a pair of panties, purple with a lace front, and bend over, staring at them. It's just pulling on a pair of underwear. Something I do every day. But I don't know if I can do it today. I have to. I suck in a breath and lift my good leg as quickly as I can, putting it through the leg hole in less than a second. I blow out once I can shift my weight back to that foot. That wasn't nearly as bad as I thought it would be. My ankle is still stiff, but the sharp pain of yesterday is just a dull throb now. I smile as I take a bra from a hanger and slip my arms through the straps.

As I hook it behind me, I feel the familiar tug across my chest and the pull of the straps on my shoulders as they support the weight of my breasts. But then I stop. I just took the first bra, and it doesn't match. I normally give no thought to that, but what if Tyler—Quit. Don't even go there. The thought is almost literally unthinkable. Like there could ever be something between us that would make me wish I was wearing a matching bra and panties.

The thought is still swirling around as I pull on my shorts and a t-shirt. But as I slip into a pair of sandals and grab the crutches that Tyler brought up from the basement for me last night, I do my best to laugh it away. I mostly succeed.

Tyler is standing at the stove with his back to me when I amble into the kitchen. He turns as soon as I tromp and click onto the tile floor. "Good morning. How do you feel?"

Amazing, as long as he keeps that smile pointed at me. "Only a little stiff. Whatever you're cooking smells wonderful."

"A little of everything." He chuckles. "Hash browns, eggs, bacon, oatmeal, or I can make some toast for you if you'd rather have that. I don't know what you normally have for breakfast. Cereal?" He covers his mouth. "I don't have any cereal, but I can run into town for some, if that's what you want."

I giggle as I plop into a seat at the small white table on the other side of the kitchen. I lean my crutches in the corner where the table meets the wall. "If you don't have chocolate chip pancakes, I'm afraid I'll have to leave you a one-star review."

His eyes go wide. "I don't know how to make pancakes, but I can probably watch a video and learn. Is a chopped chocolate bar okay instead of chocolate chips?"

"Tyler, I'm teasing. Hash browns and bacon sound amazing right now."

He looks two inches taller as the worry lifts from him. "Coming right up." A couple of minutes later, he comes to the table with two plates. His looks identical to mine except with two fried eggs on the side. I pick a strip of bacon from his plate as soon as it thunks onto the wood.

"You're lucky you're pretty, or I'd be mad," he says and then pulls out the chair and sits beside me.

Heat flares through my chest, and I stare at him until he looks at me.

"You want hot sauce or something? Are you a ketchup person?"

"No. Well, yeah I am, but that's not... What did you just say?"

He squints and even though he's just my age, he already has the beginnings of crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes. The cost of a lifetime in the sun. "About the hot sauce? I have a couple different kinds."

"No, before that. You said I'm lucky."

Despite his tan, his face goes white. "It was just a joke. I wouldn't really be mad—"

"You called me pretty?"

"Oh." He examines me for a minute. "Yeah. You are. I hope it's okay that I said that because I'd really like to say it more often." I watch in what seems like slow motion as he reaches out for me. As his hand gets closer to mine, it somehow sucks the air from the room, and I'm sure I'm going to suffocate. When he touches me, it's like I walked onto a downed electric line while wearing nothing but dripping wet socks.

Last night, we sat together on the sofa and watched a movie until neither of us could stay awake any longer. Both at our opposite ends, six feet between us, and I wanted nothing more than for one of us to slide closer until we touched. Our whole bodies together. This is different, though. I should pull away. I know that. But I can't. I want to hear him call me pretty over and over, even though it's wrong. That's not something a man calls another man. It's not something a man should want to hear.

"This is fast," he says. "I know I shouldn't say this, but I haven't felt this way about anyone since Elle. I never thought I could feel this way about anyone after her."

He sweeps his fingers up my arm and leaves a trail of explosions in their wake. That arm will never be the same. No touch will ever feel like this one. I'm more sure than ever that I need to stop him. To get away. I'm not a woman. I shouldn't like this. His touch should not be doing these things to me. I close my eyes and focus all of my attention on my legs, but neither of them will move an inch. My entire body is paralyzed except for my galloping heart.

"Last night, I didn't sleep. I kept thinking about you. Just down the stairs from me. Wondering what you were wearing. Wondering if you could ever feel the same way about me." His face goes red, and he looks down. Suddenly shy. And my mouth starts to open, starts to tell him I do feel the same. What I had with Amanda was never like this. But I snap it shut before I can utter a sound. I can't give in. The desire is going to kill me, but I can't give in to it. "And I wondered," he sighs, the breath quivering, "if maybe you would want to stay here with me."

Stay with him?

His eyes dart up to mine, and I must look shocked because his jaw drops open. "I don't mean in the same bedroom. Unless that's what you want too. There's plenty of other space here. It's just... I really like you, Kennedy, so I would love for you to share this house with me."

"Tyler, I..." I lean close enough to him that his breath becomes fire against my cheek. My melted insides could burst any second. I didn't know how much I wanted this until now. And it doesn't matter that I'm really a guy. Worrying about that is like worrying about an ant on the highway. "Yes, I would—"

"And if you live here, you won't need Nora's house or land. I'll still pay you for it, just like I promised. Every penny. But then the land will belong to both of us. We both win."

My stomach twists in a way that very much doesn't feel like winning. "That's what this is about?" I stand up and jerk my arm away from him. "All this... this... you practically said you love me for God's sake, and—"

"I think I—"

"And it was all just so you could get that land? For 20 acres that you don't even need?" I spit out a laugh. "You almost had me. I could almost picture the two of us together." Just like I used to picture me and Amanda together. I should have learned from her that I can't trust anyone. No one will ever care about me except me.

"Kennedy, that's not it. I swear." He reaches for me, but I slap his hand away. The noise echoes around the pale blue kitchen.

"Don't. Just... don't. I never want to see you again." I'm not sure how much of what I'm saying comes out through my sobs. But I don't stay to find out. I storm out the door and down the steps to his front lawn. At some point, I hear him call out to me, and I scream. The closest neighbor is over a mile away, but I know they can hear me. And when I don't feel Tyler’s hand on my shoulder trying to stop me, I know the scream was clear.


CHAPTER SEVEN



I don't feel my ankle at all until I'm just feet away from my house. The porch is still a pile of snapped and rotted wood. Just seeing it makes me sick, so I try not to look as I walk around to the back door. By the time I get to the stairs, I'm limping, and I take each step one at a time. At the top, just before I yank open the storm door, I notice the note taped to it. The top line is bold and bright red, like a knife slash across a stomach: "Notice of Condemnation."

My heart gives up, and everything spins around me. I fall backward with a jolt into the railing. "All occupants are hereby ordered to vacate the premises immediately. Public hearing to be held on the 25th of May." And it's signed Robert Timmons at the bottom.

"He can't do this!" I shout to no one and then push through the kitchen door. The jamb is splintered from Tyler kicking it in yesterday to get to me. The smell of mold slaps me as soon as I breathe, but it doesn't matter. None of it does. Just four steps inside the door, I collapse onto the floor and cry until my tears make a puddle beneath me.
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I'm trembling so much as I reach for the door that I have to pull my hand back and take a couple of deep breaths before I can do it. This hearing is everything to me. My chance at a new start, away from my past. My home.

I'm wearing a simple knee-length black dress with dark grey floral print and black tights. My shoes are conservative pumps with a moderate three-inch heel and slightly rounded toes. Even my makeup is simple. Just neutral pink lipstick to match my eyeshadow. Nothing that will make me stand out or give the board any additional reason to hate me.

When I'm finally able to get inside, I try to focus on the clicking of my heels on the white speckled tiles. It echoes down the long hallway as I pass door after door until I finally get to the hearing room. The door is propped open, and I'm glad because I'm not sure if I could open this one. No one else is here yet, so I hurry inside and take a seat, three chairs away from where I sat last time, next to where Tyler sat. I smooth my dress under me and cross my legs as I close my eyes.

I know something is still happening to me. I know I'm not a woman, not really, but I've stopped trying to fight it. Everyone else sees me that way now. Even my ID and credit cards have somehow changed. The day I noticed that is the day the last bit of me transformed. The most important bit. It didn't even shock me the way it should have. I should have been horrified, but I guess I knew it was coming. So I didn't greet it with a protest or a wail, but with a shrug of acceptance. It's not like my old life was worth hanging on to. If the county—if Bob Timmons—is able to take my property away from me, I'd have nothing as a man. But there's still the unknown as a woman. Still a chance to make something. So there's still hope.

"All rise." The clerk’s voice snaps me out of my introspection, and I look up just in time to see the door open. This time there are five commissioners. Still led by Bob Timmons, wearing a grey suit today. My eyes lock to him as he walks across the room. As he gets to the table, he looks up and smiles at me. The calm look of a man who knows he's won. And any will I had left to battle him evaporates. I'm just one woman. I can't take on the county. Not when I don't know anyone here. No, that's not true. I know one person, and he's not exactly on my side.

Tyler has tried to call me several times this week, but I never answered. Even when he knocked on the door—the unlockable door with the window that let him look right in and see me at the dining room table—I pretended to not hear him. He came back day after day, and each time, he left a bouquet of flowers outside the door. Roses and lilies and daisies and carnations. Every day I left them where he set them. Until he brought the tulips. Two dozen light pink tulips, my favorite flower and my favorite color. When I found those outside, I brought them in and put them in a vase.

"Ms. Wilson? Are you ready to proceed?"

There's no point in delaying. I did my best to research the state law before the hearing, but I didn't find anything that could help me. "I am." I'm ready to have the county steal my home.

Bob begins by describing the state of the house. The collapsed porch, the ubiquitous mold, the back door that can't be secured. He says some things about the windows and the roof that aren't true, but given everything else, they're just a dusting of rotten Parmesan cheese on the bowl of poisoned pasta he's serving me. The least of my concerns. When the room goes silent, I realize that he's waiting for me, but I have no idea what I'm supposed to do or say.

"I'm sorry. Could you repeat that?"

He smiles again the way I imagine a python smiles at a mouse before it eats it whole. "I asked if what I presented is an accurate assessment of your property and if you have anything you'd like to add before we take our vote."

My stomach sinks, as heavy as if I'd eaten a bowl of concrete. Like I could eat anything this morning. Or last night. I could barely take a sip of water. "I don't think—"

"Excuse me?" The woman's voice pierces the room. "You began the hearing before my client's legal representation was present?" I turn to look at the newcomer. Her fierce red hair is coiled and pinned tightly into a bun, and she's wearing an all-black suit and a look that would intimidate a mafia boss.

Bob's head snaps back, and he looks flustered for a moment before the easy smile comes back across his face. "My apologies. Ms. Wilson made no indication that she had legal representation. But as per policy, all development board meetings begin promptly at 8am. Surely, you understand the value of punctuality, Miss..."

"Ms. Peña. Surely, Mr. Timmons, you wouldn't want to give the clearly erroneous impression that you were trying to railroad this woman just because she's new to town, would you? I request two minutes to speak with my client, please. Then we can resume." She doesn't wait for him to answer before she takes the seat next to me and puts her hand on my arm.

"Who are you?"

"Susannah Peña, your attorney."

"But I—"

She holds a hand up to stop me. "Mr. Matthews hired me."

At the mention of his name, I twist in my seat. Sure enough, there he is in the row behind me. He nods when our eyes lock.

"Kennedy? I need you to pay attention, please." She waits until I'm looking at her. "We don't have a lot of room to maneuver here, and Mr. Timmons knows it. That's why he's so smug. Tyler filled me in on all the details, and there's no way we can argue that your house isn't dilapidated. So the county has every right to condemn it. If they do that, they'll place an exorbitant lien on the property that you'll never be able to pay. Then they'll seize the land as payment."

I look from her to Tyler. How much is he spending on her? I could have done this well on my own.

"The best option we have is for you to demolish the property before the county gets a chance to condemn it."

"What? I say it so loud that everyone goes silent and looks at me. My face burns as I lean in closer to Ms. Peña. "What kind of option is that?" I whisper.

"The best one we have with short notice because it means you get to keep the property. I filed for the permit with the zoning commission just before the close of business yesterday, and Tyler has a crew just waiting to start as soon as you give the okay."

I spin and glare at him. So this is just another attempt by him to get my property. I'm just the pawn in the game between him and Bob Timmons. "Why am I not surprised?" I want to dig my fingernails into those lips that I used to fantasize about.

"It's not what you think." He scoots his chair forward and joins us. "The property will always be yours this way. And I'll give you the money to rebuild. Exactly like it is now, or anyway you want. No strings attached, no repayment needed. I had Susannah draw up the contract. If we had more time, you could review it before you decide."

"But we don't," Susannah says, "so I need an answer now. It's the only way you can keep your property."

I lean back and stare at the ceiling. The white tiles are speckled with irregular brown dots. Some of them have water stains that have turned from golden to sepia over the years. "Fine. Let's do it."

Ms. Peña takes out her phone and sends a quick text, and Tyler puts his hand on my shoulder. Even through the fabric of my dress, a wave roars through me at the touch.

"Thank you," he says.

"For handing you my property on a silver platter?"

"Your property. It's always going to be yours now. Thank you for trusting me."

I look up at Bob. He's swiping through something on his phone. His mouth is curled up, and it looks like he's been laughing. "I don't have much choice, do I?"

"Mr. Timmons," Ms. Peña stands and fastens a single button on her jacket—the move looks practiced and smooth, "we're ready to proceed. Since, however, there's no longer a dwelling on the property in question, I'm afraid this entire hearing has been for nothing."

Bob smiles. "I'm not sure I follow. There is most certainly a dwelling. I personally drove by this morning to verify."

"Allow me to clarify for you, then. Earlier this morning, there was a dwelling. Now, however, there is not." She walks to the table where she hands a paper to each member. "This is a copy of our demolition permit, approved yesterday. And right about now, the crew should have everything down. All that's left is the cleanup, which will be complete by early afternoon. So, as you can see, there is nothing on this property to condemn. Therefore, this hearing is unnecessary, and if there's nothing else, we'll ask you to close the proceedings. Our time is valuable, after all. It would be a shame to waste any more of it."

Bob's face crunches tighter than a yanked open blind as he glowers at Ms. Peña. "We will temporarily suspend the hearing to allow the committee time to further investigate this development." He crumples the paper in his fist and walks out the side door, not waiting for anyone else to follow him.

I don't realize until I feel Ms. Peña's hand on my shoulder that I've been holding my breath. "So what now?" I ask her.

"This part's over. There's nothing more he can do. He just needs some time to understand that. It was great to meet you, Kennedy. Although the way Tyler went on and on about you, I felt like I already knew you." She laughs as her hand drops into her purse and emerges with a business card. "If you ever need me, just call my office."

I watch her leave the room, and then I become aware of Tyler standing behind me. I don't need to see him to know that he's there. When I turn to face him, he extends a hand toward me. It stops just a couple of inches away from my arm, and he bites his lip and pulls it back. Apparently unsure if I want him to touch me. That makes two of us.

"So."

"So."

"You won. It's over." His lips curl into a tentative smile, and my stomach flutters at the sight.

"Did I? I have no house now." The weight hits me, and I fall backward into the chair. It rocks onto its back legs before settling. "I'm homeless."

Tyler reaches for me again, and this time he doesn't stop himself. His hand is simultaneously ice and a nuclear blast as he takes mine, twining our fingers together like a master weaver. "You're not homeless. Stay with me."

My body heats at the thought, and I don't know if it's because of desire or disapproval.

"Just temporary, of course. Unless... Just until construction of your new house is finished."

"But that could be... I don't know. It could be a long time." Even to my own ears, my voice sounds whiny and weak.

Tyler's hand trembles around mine for a just a second, then he pulls them both up to his mouth and kisses the back of my knuckle. "Would that be such an awful thing?"

I want to fight the way my body reacts to him. I want to hold on to whatever is left of my manhood. But even before the thought forms, I laugh at it. I'm sitting in public wearing a dress and tights, being held by a man I can no longer deny my feelings for, and I'm worried about hanging on to whatever is left of my manhood? The only remnants of that are ashes blown away by every breath that Tyler takes. And why would I want to hold on to that anyway? What did it ever give to me? This new life though… "No, I don't think that would be awful at all."

I pitch my body forward, replacing my hand with my mouth. My lips. Tyler doesn't hesitate. He kisses me, and if someone later told me there was an earthquake and a solar eclipse at that exact second, I would marvel that that was all, because our kiss is so much more momentous than either of those.

"Maybe we could go back there now?" he asks.

I don't say a word as I stand and tug him toward the door.
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The drive to Tyler's house takes just seconds, and it takes hours. Neither of us says a word, our eyes straight ahead because we don't trust ourselves to look at each other. Don't trust that our gaze won't become locked and that driving won't become secondary to the pull of the other's body.

When he turns on his street—our street—a coldness starts at my fingers and spreads through the rest of me. By the time we drive past my house, it's completely taken over, and I'm shaking. The house that I thought was a real life reset button is just a pile of broken sticks now. I stare at the crew as they use their bulldozers to push it around like it's nothing, like it's not my dreams.

"Hey."

It takes a second for his voice to register. When I feel the warmth on my cheeks, I realize I'm crying.

He pulls into his driveway. A small rise in his land blocks the view of my house, but I stare in that direction anyway. "We're gonna rebuild it, okay? Me and you." He puts his hands on my cheeks and forces me to look at him. "Anything you want, it's yours. Kennedy, I mean it. That land and that house will always be yours. One day, you'll pass it down to your kids and grandkids. I promise."

I sniff and my eyes trace the lines of his face. The tiny lines at the corners of his deep-sea blue eyes, the angle of his jaw. The upturn to his lips. The white, sunburnt skin flaking at their highest peak. And I nod my head.

"Do you—"

"I do." He could be asking me anything, and I don't care. My answer is the same.

Tyler blows out a sigh. "Thank God, because if I have to wait much longer to get you out of those clothes, I'm going to burst."

I grin and wink. "The only place you're going to burst is inside me."

We rush to unfasten our seatbelts and get out of the truck. The walk to the house becomes a giggling sprint as we each try to beat the other, while our hands refuse to leave the other's body.

When we finally make it into the house, Tyler presses me against the kitchen counter. Something clatters behind me and there's an ear-splitting bang as a sheet pan falls to the floor, but neither of us even flinches. His mouth starts against mine, pressing to my lips, but then it works lower. To my chin. To my neck, first the front and then the crook, and I have to hold on to him or I'll fall to the floor. I knit my fingers into his hair and hold him in place while he cups one of my breasts. His fingers follow its outline and his thumb searches for my nipple. When it finds it, I moan, and he presses harder.

"Not..." I want to tell him not here. I don't want my first time with this body—my first time with him—to be in a kitchen. But I can't get the words out. My body doesn't care where it happens as long as it happens.

He drops his hand from my breast, and I reach blindly for his arm to pull it back. But he's too strong. He breaks through my grasp and slides his hands under my ass. I assume he's just going to raise my dress, but I gasp as he lifts me instead. I wrap my legs around him and squeeze him between my thighs. That's when I notice how hard he is. His cock is just inches away from my pussy, and every thought in my head revolves around it now. About getting it inside of me.

"Jesus Christ, Kennedy." His words are just breaths, so airy they're blown away immediately. He hefts me, getting a better grip, and then walks me away from the counter.

I crash my lips to his as we walk, and I'm not sure how he can see where we're going because I can't see anything except him. I can't think of anything except him. I only vaguely register the sensation of him setting me down. I'm barely conscious of the feeling of a mattress under my back. The only reason I notice at all is because he lets go of my ass and rises above me.

His eyes are dark blue flames as he stares down at me. His lips are puffy and pink. I hear him unfasten his belt, and I blindly reach my hand toward the sound. I run it across the stone of his abs, past his belly button, and down to his waist. I tug at the waistband, but he already has it free. He yanks it from my grip, down his legs, and now I look. My mouth waters the instant I see it, and I want to run my finger across the bulging head, red and enraged and wanting me as much as I want it. But he's just out of reach, so I look back at his face. My eyes pleading with him.

He bites his lip and his head rises and falls with his rough breaths. "I need—"

I shake my head to interrupt his thought. He doesn't need anything except me. I don't want anything between us.

"But..."

"I know." I tell him, and I really do. Somehow, I understand exactly what I'm asking of him. I understand the possible consequences, and I just don't care.

He nods his head. Without warning, he forces up the bottom of my dress and jerks my tights down to my knees. I hear the fabric rip as he tugs them. Another thing I don't care about. While he yanks them off my legs, I push my panties to my knees. He takes them the rest of the way, tossing them aside like he's flicking a fly. And when I spread my legs, a chill runs through me. The air is cold, but my core is so hot that a volcano would feel chilly next to it.

Tyler runs a finger through my folds and then circles it around my clit, and I arch back so far that my head becomes buried in layers of pillows. "You're so fucking wet. Is that for me?"

I can only moan my answer. Of course, and if he doesn't get into me now, I'm sure I'm going to die. He must feel it too, because he shifts his weight and moves closer to me. Even though I can barely focus my eyes, I watch him. His mouth is parted, and I sit up and take his lower lip between my teeth. He groans as I pull it and let it go. I watch it snap back into place. Then he pushes inside me, and I can't watch anything else.

My eyes roll back in my head at the feeling. Painful. Sharp. A nail being hammered into my flesh. A wedge parting me. But then the rush of pleasure. Pure pleasure unlike anything I've ever felt before, and I suck in a breath, trying to pull in everything I can. He presses into me until he bottoms out. His flesh against mine. His cock stretching every inch of me. And when he starts to slide out, I squeeze down on it as hard as I can. Holding it with all my force, trying to keep it inside me. I think he might say something. I think it sounds like "holy shit." Maybe he says my name too. Or I could be imagining it all.

The only thing I'm sure of is that he drives back into me, and I feel full in a way I've never felt. Complete. The emptiness that was inside me my entire life is vanished, not just filled, but obliterated. Like it was never there.

I lift my hips up, giving even more of myself to him, and the change of angle opens something more. I shriek as his cock slides against a thing inside me that I never knew existed. My body convulses as he presses into it, and I close my eyes. I close off all my senses except the feeling of him. Pushing and pushing and pushing. A wave striking the wall again and again. And each blow damages it until finally it crumbles. And with a scream, I crumble. And I crumble and crumble as he drives. Not stopping. Faster. Each pump destroys more of me, and by the time I feel him tense, my old life is lost. And I never want it back.

After hours, or maybe just seconds, the rumbling stops. Tyler collapses beside me, his lips against my cheek. Both of us panting desperately for the air we've forgotten to breathe when we were joined. Somehow I find the strength to shift my body so I'm facing him—our breaths are one—and I throw an arm around him and pull him tight. His sweat merging with mine. Bodies slick together.

"I've known since I first saw you that I love you," he says. Or maybe I say it. It could be both of us at the same time. It doesn't matter. The thought is there. The feeling. Between both of us, holding us together. Bonding us. And just like I know I need to keep pulling in air, I know that I have to have him, and he has to have me.


EPILOGUE


I inhale and decide there are only two things better than the smell of hot coffee in the morning. One of them is having that coffee on the balcony of a newly built house. After a year of living at Tyler's, a year of construction starts and delays, it's wonderful to finally wake up in my own home. There's something magical about the feeling. I'm able to slip my feet into a warm pair of slippers, step out here, and know that I'm in the one place in the world where I truly belong.

The air is still thick with morning fog, and the sun dyes it pink and orange and gold. There's just enough light to glisten off the dew-wet soybean plants. From here they look like a shining, deep green carpet leading to the creek just beyond. From the original house, the creek wasn't visible. Just the trees. But from up here, I can see the water bubble along the rocks as it flows, and I wonder how long it took to form that stream. How long it's been there. And as the water continues to carve hour after hour, will this one day become a river? All things change, but we never know the path that change will take.

"Good morning, beautiful." Tyler presses against me from behind and puts his hand on my chest, dangerously close to a breast.

I run a finger along his arm and watch as his hairs ripple under the touch. "Good morning. I thought maybe you left early to get started on the south field."

"I'll do that later. I had something more important I needed to do first." He walks in front of me and hands me a plate. "I've been practicing when you weren't around, and I think I've got it perfect."

When I look down, a grin overtakes my face. "Is this what I think it is?"

He kisses my cheek and sits in the wood chair next to me. "Our very first morning together, you teased me because I didn't make chocolate chip pancakes for you. What better way to celebrate the first morning in our new home?"

I want to kiss him. To throw myself on top of him, my legs straddling his. Last night, we celebrated our new home in the living room and in the bedroom, but this would be the first chance to celebrate it out here. And I would if I weren't holding on to a plate with my favorite food in the world. So, even better than taking him here, I cut off a piece, being sure to get one with lots of chocolate chips. "Oh shit." Each bite coats my mouth with the still warm chocolate, and I'm sure that I've died and woken up in heaven. "Tyler... fuck."

"They're good, aren't they?"

Good isn't the word for these. This one pancake is better than any orgasm I ever had as a man, and if this was the last thing I could ever have in my mouth, I would be happy.

Tyler sighs, and I look at him as I lift a forkful of pancake to my mouth. It's almost more than I can fit at one time, but I don't care. I would shove the entire thing in if I could. "Can you believe I wanted to tear this down?" he asks and stares out across the field.

"You did tear it down." The words battle my still half full mouth as I try to swallow so I can speak.

"You know what I mean." He flashes a glance at me and rests his hand on my arm before looking out again. "All I could see was the land. Twenty acres of extra cropland that I was determined to have, no matter what."

I set the plate next to my coffee on the little table to my side. "And now you have it."

"Now I have everything."

The fog is burning off quickly now. The only patches left are hovering over the dips in the land and the water of the creek. "Almost everything."

This time, when he looks at me, he doesn't look away. His eyes squint as he examines my face.

"You promised me once that I could pass this house down to my kids and grandkids."

A smile creeps over his face as his eyes relax. "Are you suggesting we get to work on that? That's a very good idea." He moves to my lap, and his hand works under my robe and starts to tug down the waistband of my shorts.

For a moment, I can only giggle as the back of his knuckles tickle me, raising goosebumps all over my body. But then I cover his hand with mine and hold it still while I force in a breath. "I think we already have."

"You know how farm boys are. We don't like to stop until a job is finished." He chuckles, but when I don't laugh be looks up at me. "But if you don't want to, that's fine."

"Tyler, you're not hearing me."

His face goes blank for a few seconds and then his eyes go wide and his mouth drops open, and I'm sure it's the most adorable thing in the world. "You? Now? Already?"

My throat is swollen, so I can only nod. As I stare at him, the tears blur everything except him. Everything except his hand rising to cup my cheek.

"Kennedy... oh my God. Oh my God! Oh my God, baby." He's trembling, and it shakes my entire body. "This really is everything I ever imagined. Everything."

It's nothing that I ever imagined, but now that I have it, I can't imagine ever wanting anything else.


BE WITCHED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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"If there's one thing I believe, it's that wishes never come true. The only scary thing is letting yourself believe they might."

As a child, I dreamed of being a witch—just like all the women in my family. Every year for Halloween, I dressed up as one. When I closed my eyes at night, I prayed to become one. But there was always one little problem. I was a boy, and boys couldn't grow up to become witches.

When I finally realized this, my life lost its color. I lost the will to do anything except just get through. I buried myself as far from the world as I could.

But just after my thirty-third birthday, things started happening. Things I couldn't explain. And when my body started to change too, I wondered if maybe wishes do come true.

BE WITCHED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION


ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION


ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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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?

ONLY A COSTUME: MAGIC FEMINIZATION
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TRANSFORMED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE
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This bundle contains 8 MAGICAL FEMINIZATION books that have never been published in any other collection!

The men in these stories never knew that magic was real. And they certainly never imagined how it could change their lives forever.

TRANSFORMED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION BUNDLE


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

Click Here to Join

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page
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Or just point your smartphone camera at the QR code to open my signup page.


MORE BY KENZIE MCKAY


ACCIDENTALLY ME: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

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

ALMOST PERFECT: MAGICAL FEMINIZATION

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

ANOTHER CHANCE: TRANSGENDER ROMANCE

I've been in love with him for years, but I've always hidden it. Just like I've hidden my true self. But when I hear he's coming to my town, I know this is my chance.

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.

BE WITCHED: MAGIC FEMINIZATION

"If there's one thing I believe, it's that wishes never come true. The only scary thing is letting yourself believe they might."

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.
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ABOUT ME

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

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

https://kenziemckaywrites.ck.page

[image: QR Code for Mailing List]


Point your smartphone camera

at the QR code to open my signup page.
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