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ONE


This night could not be more amazing. The restaurant is just the right mix of bright and dark, noisy and quiet. There are stripes of ivory and gold on the wall beside our table. The gold paint has reflective specks that twinkle when they catch the light, and I wonder if they are made of actual gold. I run my fingers along a stripe. The curly blonde hairs on the back of my hand shine under the light too.

Mekhi couldn't be more wonderful. The copper dots in his dark brown eyes dance even more than the gold specks on the wall. He's the most handsome man I've dated in years. And he's funny. The only times I've stopped laughing are when we've both fallen silent and just stared at each other. This is one of those times.

Our plates are still in front of us. Half-eaten chicken breast with green curry on his, and barely nibbled white fish, covered in a creamy coconut sauce on mine. I feel almost guilty for not eating more. The food is delicious, and I would have sopped up every last drop from my plate if I weren't so distracted. If I were here with anyone other than Mekhi.

He smiles at me and reaches across the table to take my hand. "As much as I hate to admit this to her, I need to thank my sister for tonight. I've had a great time." For the last two months, his sister has been a client of mine. I designed the inside of the new house she and her fiancé just built. One day, while I was showing them wallpaper samples, she told me about her brother. She thought we might get along. After a few texts and now a date that could not have been more perfect, I have to agree.

I smile back. "Me too. I should probably text her as soon as I leave tonight to tell her that she has excellent taste in brothers."

"Maybe you could text her tomorrow and do something else first?" He squeezes my hand, and a quiver unfolds through me. It moves from my hand to my shoulders, down my body, and finally to my dick.

I close my eyes for a second and run my tongue over my lower lip. "What do you have in mind?"

Mekhi leans so close that I can feel his fiery breath on my face. "Is it too soon to ask that you come back to my place? For a drink. Maybe more, if I'm not being too forward?"

I lean in too. My lips tingle, and I wonder if we're close enough that the electric current is running from my lips to his. "I think it would be fine to ask that."

"In that case, Alex, would you like to continue this date at my house?"

With each of his words, my heart races faster. My dick strains against my boxers. From the time this date started, I've hoped he would ask me this question, and I've known exactly how I would answer. The side of my lips curls up, and just as I'm about to tell him yes, I hear a voice.

My aunt.

I close my eyes and try to force her from my mind, but her words keep getting stronger. Louder. "Unnatural. Abomination. Sinner." Then my youth pastor joins her. The first person I ever came out to. Through Sunday School and summer camps, he swore he loved us unconditionally. He told all of us that we could come to him with everything. And everyone knew that he was closer to me than any of the other kids. He always picked me to be in his groups, and he chose me as a section leader for my last three years of camp. So when my feelings became undeniable, I knew I needed to tell him before anyone else.

It was two days before camp started, and I had come early to help him and the other counselors and directors set up. At that point, I was almost a member of the staff. He and I were alone in the east dorm. He was repairing a wobbly bunk bed, and I was finishing the poster that would hang on the outside of the building, welcoming everyone to the month-long camp. When he set down the hammer and gave a sigh, I knew it meant he was finished, so I called him over to me. I pretended it was to get his approval of the poster, but when he was beside me, I took a deep breath and told him that I'd started to have feelings for other boys. He froze. And my mind immediately thought it was because he felt the same way. He was going to tell me it's normal to feel this way, that he felt that way too. He would still love me, and more importantly, God would still love me.

When he knelt beside me, I finally looked up from the sign. His face wasn't loving. It wasn't accepting. And I knew right away I'd made a mistake. He explained that sometimes we get confused, especially when we go through puberty, and we think we feel things that we really don't. It's our duty when we feel these things to quiet our sinful minds and remember that God is unequivocal about these urges. We must resist if we ever want to be admitted into His Kingdom. We have to denounce these desires, no matter what. I nodded as he told me this, and each bob of my head broke away a piece of my heart until the entire thing was shattered. I still nodded emptily as he put his hand on my leg and explained that maybe it was best if I went home and skipped camp that year. I was still nodding when my aunt came to pick me up that evening to take me home. I was still nodding as she used the two-hour car ride to tell me exactly how she felt about me.

"Alex?"

I inhale sharply, and the memories of that camp fall away. I jerk my hand away from Mekhi's and rub my hands through my hair.

"What's wrong? It's like you disappeared on me there for a minute." His smile expands for a second, but then it fades. I watch as his eyes grow dimmer. "We don't have to do anything tonight. That can be later. Second date, or even third. No pressure."

He reaches for my hand again, but I stand up before he can touch me. The tears in my eyes are starting to blur everything now, and I know I have to get out of here before I make a scene. "This is wrong. We can't. I can't. Ever. And please don't contact me again."

"Alex, what are you⁠—"

"I'm sorry." I turn away from him. "I'm so sorry." I mutter it under my breath over and over as I walk out.


TWO


Dr. Stevens' waiting room is different in almost every way from what I had pictured. The walls are a light, almost pastel blue. There are two chairs and a small sofa. The chairs are both bright lime green, and the sofa is a soft pink. It's almost the same color as the blanket I begged my aunt to let me have for my room when I was thirteen. Before I knew better. Even now, I'm instinctively drawn to it, so I make myself sit on a chair instead. Both of the chairs have throw pillows with rainbows sewn on them. I absentmindedly clutch one to my chest as I look around. Maybe this isn't the right place. Is it possible I misunderstood his website and the emails he and I exchanged?

After my failed date, I went home and searched for conversion therapy. The first several pages were filled with results talking about how evil and cruel and abusive conversion or reparative therapy is. But that's for people who really are LGBTQ. I'm not. I've spent my life fighting this, and I know it's not who I am. It's like a cancer. And all it takes is one vulnerable moment—me agreeing to go on one date—to make it spread. So when I saw the tagline Gay to Straight is Possible! I had to click.

According to the About Me page, Dr. Stevens isn't conventionally religious and doesn't approach conversion therapy from an evangelical perspective. That appealed to me right away. I was so embedded in the church when I was growing up that I practically breathed psalms, but since I went away to college, I've drifted further and further away. I still believe in God and that He has a plan for me, but this isn't for Him. It's for me. So whatever approach I take to cure the gay out of me, I know it has to be centered on me. It has to rip the cancer away from my core and completely change me for it to work.

But this? This is like sitting in a cancer center with banners proclaiming Long Live Lymphoma! and hailing the Majesty of Myeloma. The only way this waiting room could be more gay is if there were drag queen sitting behind a reception desk. I look at my watch and then survey the room one more time. It's 1:58. My appointment is scheduled for two. It's not too late to just leave.

But at 1:59, the inside door opens. Dr. Stevens looks the same as he does in his profile picture. Short brown hair, shaved tight on the sides, and a thin mustache that looks like his facial hair is playing a joke on him. He would make a perfect lesbian if not for the thin mustache.

"You must be Alex." His voice is much deeper than I would expect from looking at him. I nod, and he extends his hand. Blowing out a long breath, I stand and shake his hand. There's no backing out now. But just one hour. That's all I'll give to him. If I still don't like him, that will be it. "I'm Dr. Stevens. Welcome." He turns and walks back into his office like he expects me to follow. I do.

The office is a continuation of the waiting room, but even more colorful. Pinks and yellows and reds and greens in the art and the pillows and the upholstery of the two sofas. He sits on the sofa at the far side of the room and motions me to the other. I sit and look around. I never thought it was possible to be disgusted by color before today. Thankfully, there's a window beside him. I stare outside at the bright blue sky and the fine, nearly invisible clouds floating through it.

"First things first, I need to be very clear," he starts. "What I do isn't conversion therapy. Not like what you've probably read about on the internet or seen on television. That's abuse disguised as therapy, and I'll have no part in that. Ever. What I do is help people through the difficult times of their lives. The times when they might be questioning who they are or who they love. Times when they need guidance getting back to their true selves. Does that sound like something that could help you?"

I nod. It's exactly what I need.

"Good." He smiles. "I like to compare this process to battling an infection. All your life, you've been bombarded by signals from the outside world. You know the ones."

My mind flashes with the images of shirtless men I've seen online and on television that have stirred feelings in me. Feelings I've come to despise.

"And these signals have moved inside you," he continues. "Multiplied. But we're going to root them all out. Now, you know there's nothing wrong with being gay." He takes his glasses off and stares at me for so long that I squirm. Then he stares even more. "But you're not a gay man, are you, Alex?"

I shake my head. "I'm not." It's the same thing I've told myself for years, and it makes me smile to hear it from someone else. Maybe coming here wasn't a mistake after all. Maybe he is the one person who truly understands.

Dr. Stevens opens a drawer on the end table next to him. The wood whispers quietly as it slides. He pulls out a dark cone that looks like the same incense my college roommate used to burn when he would smoke weed in our dorm room. I almost laugh as I watch Dr. Stevens light it and set it on the outstretched arms of the carved female figurine on the table. It almost looks like she's holding the smoking incense out as an offering to the wooden trees on the other side of the table.

"I will warn you. This is an unpredictable path. Just like fighting an infection, the course varies for everyone. But no matter what, it will involve individual sessions, like this, and group sessions." He must hear my nervous swallow. "A lot of my clients are uncomfortable with the idea of a group session at first, but it's important. You need to understand there are others like you. Just like you, they know what they aren't. And just like you, they need help to figure out what they are. Searching—and finding—together is part of the process. Are you willing to accept that?"

"Is it going to cure me? I'm not gay. I don't need to hang out with a bunch of queers to know that. But if it's going to help me…" I let my sentence hang.

He winces when I say the word queer, and even I am taken aback by just how forcefully I spit it out. "They won't all be members of the LGBTQ community," he says. "Some will be just like you. And yes, it will help you."

"Then I'll do it," I say. "I'll do anything. I just can't be like this anymore. I'm not a gay man. You have to understand."

He smiles again, and it's the smile of someone who truly does understand the struggle I've faced every day since I was a teenager. "I could tell the instant I saw you that you're not a gay man. And by the time we're finished, no one will ever think that you are. Not even yourself. Now, before we leave for today, there's one more thing we need to do." He walks to the other side of the room where there's a silver teapot sitting on a hotplate. All the colors of the room reflect off the shiny metal as he lifts it and pours its water into two teacups. "Just a little tea ritual that I find brings luck."

I take the cup from him when he offers it and hold it under my nose. It smells like a mix of cardamom and mint. The combination sounds off-putting, but it doesn't smell unpleasant. I look up at him and he holds his cup up for just a second before drinking from it. I follow his lead. The tea is hot, but it doesn't burn. It just warms my mouth and then my throat. When I feel its heat move into my belly, I realize that it doesn't taste like much of anything at all. I finish the rest of the cup and look back at Dr. Stevens. He grins and gives me a quick, almost imperceptible nod.


THREE


When I get out of the car, I adjust my pants as well as I can. All day long they've been riding up, pinching me in the most inconvenient places. And just generally being as uncomfortable as possible. If it's possible for a pair of black pants to intentionally try to irritate the person wearing them, then these are, and they're doing a great job of it.

I was already running behind this morning. The company that makes my conditioner must have changed their formula because my hair is a lot thicker than it used to be. I thought that was a good thing until my arm got sore from holding the blow dryer for so long today. When it was finally dry, I walked to my closet. I had a client meeting to get ready for, so I needed to wear something dressy but simple. The same spirit I use when I decorate my clients' homes. I choose a pale purple button-down shirt and the black pants. I pulled the shirt on first and noticed that it was a little loose around my waist. It made me smile because I've been trying to lose weight, and I've been stuck on that final ten pounds for months now. Maybe I was finally making progress. But when I pulled on the pants, I realized any progress I made was in the opposite direction.

They were fine until I got them to my butt. Then it was like I'd dragged them over fast-setting glue. They stuck in place and refused to move up any further. I tugged and bounced and shimmied until I finally got them to move, but it was a struggle. An inch at a time. I tried holding my breath and shifting all my weight to my left leg and then to my right, but nothing made it any easier. When I finally had them in place, I yanked the zipper up, expecting it to give me trouble too. But it was the easiest part of the entire ordeal. The pants were fine around my waist. A little too big even. But around my butt and hips, they held on like a python trying to constrict the life from me. I should have taken them off right then. Instead, I walked around my bedroom and even bent over to make sure that they wouldn't split open. When I looked at them in the mirror, they didn't look bad. The way they shaped my body actually looked good. So I kept them on. And all day I've regretted that decision.

But now I just have to get through this group therapy session, and then I can go home and rip them off of me. Maybe literally. And possibly even take them out back to burn them, depending on the mood I'm in once this is over.

The group therapy is in the same building as Dr. Steven's office. It's the door next to his, and it's painted in vivid rainbow colors that let me know this is the place without even having to check the number on it. As soon as I reach for the doorknob, a wave of anxiety sweeps over me, and my heart thumps in my chest. Before this second, I didn't feel a thing. I could have been walking into literally any other office in the world, but this is suddenly different. I'm heavy under the weight of what I hope these sessions will do for me.

I take a deep breath and hold it as I push open the door. There are a few people inside, and they all look at me when I walk in. A couple of them smile. I try to return it, but I'm too nervous to make my lips do more than give a small curl. The furniture is arranged in a circle. A yellow sofa, two green chairs, a pink sofa, and then three purple chairs. Only a few seats are empty, so I walk to one of the empty spaces. It's on the pink sofa, and it relaxes me just a little. I like pink. I wonder why I don't use it more in my designs and even in my own house?

I blow out the breath I've been holding and look around. There are three men and two women sitting in the circle with me. Only one of them comes across as gay. The others seem like normal people. I try again to smile at them, but by now they've all gotten back into their conversations that I interrupted with my entrance. I look away and make a point of pretending to not notice any of them when someone sits beside me.

I twist to look at them. They're wearing jeans and a bright blue t-shirt. Their brown hair hangs down to their shoulders, but it's not neat. The ends are ragged, and it looks like it hasn't been cut in months. I stare as they extend a coffee cup toward me. For a second, I'm not sure if I want to take it. But when I do, they smile. "Hi, I'm Morgan." They wave. And even after hearing them speak, I can't tell if they're a man or a woman. Maybe they're neither. Maybe that's why they're here.

As I continue to study them, I realize just how rude I'm being. "Uh, I'm Alex." I look down at the coffee. Its warmth feels good in my cold hand. "Thank you for this."

"It's nothing. You're new right?" they ask.

I cross my legs. At the knees, since that's the only way I can in these pants. "Yeah. First time. You?"

They shake their head. "Second time, so I'm an old pro. Stick with me, kid, and you'll be alright." They lower their voice in what I assume is an impression of a 1940s actor, and it makes me chuckle.

"So, what are these things like? And is everyone here for the same reason?"

Morgan laughs, and it brightens their entire face. "Because we're all queer and wish that we weren't?"

I gasp and look around the room to see if anyone heard that. It seemed so loud that they should have, but no one is looking at us.

"Relax. It's okay. Yes, we're all here for the same reason. Yours truly?" They point at themselves. "I'm a not-so-proud gay man. I suspect that you're the same?"

Somehow, knowing Morgan's gender makes me relax, and I feel myself settling into the cushions of the couch just a little more. "I'm not gay. I just… Anyway, do you think this really works?"

Morgan shrugs. "I don't know. But last week I sat next to that woman over there." I discreetly follow his pointing finger, and I find a blonde woman sitting directly across from us. She's wearing a long maxi-length dress and casually flips her hair over her shoulder as she talks to the man beside her. "She told me that Dr. Stevens is a miracle worker and to have faith. So I guess that's all any of us can do, right? Just have faith."

As he says this, the door opens again, and we all turn to look at it. It's Dr. Stevens. He's dressed casually today. Tight jeans and a red polo shirt, and I notice how attractive he is. My dick hardens against my too-tight pants just enough to send a twinge of pain through me, and I wriggle in my seat to relieve the pressure. I hear Morgan laugh beside me.

"Looks like you have the same problem I have. I didn't realize how much weight I'd put on until I got dressed this morning."

I look at him and grin. "Tell me about it. I could barely get these pants on this morning. I might have to call for help to get them off. Need the firefighters and the jaws of life or something."

"Bad idea." Morgan shakes his head. "Firefighters are sexy. You need to stay far away from that if you're trying to go straight." He giggles, and I smile as Dr. Stevens clears his throat.

"Are we ready to get started?" Dr. Stevens looks around the room, and we all quiet. "We have one new person here tonight. Welcome, Alex."

I blush as the others give me a round of applause. Morgan puts his hand on my arm and squeezes.

"We'll have him tell us a little bit about himself, but first, let's hear from Morgan. We didn't have time to get to you last week, so why don't you tell us a little bit about yourself?"

I watch as his cheeks turn red. "Um, I'm not really sure what to say. My name is Morgan, and, uh, I suppose I'm here for the same reason that the rest of you are. The delicious coffee." He holds up his cup. A few of the others give a polite laugh, but most of them just smile as the joke falls flat. Morgan clears his throat and glances at his hands in his lap before smiling and looking up again. "I guess I always knew that I was different. But then puberty came." Most of the people in the room nod their heads. I do too.

"Boys always seemed like a different species to me before that, but once my body started changing, it was like I was turning into that species too. I had nightmares about it. Before then, all my friends were girls. My parents never said anything about it. When I wanted to play with dolls, they let me. When the neighbor girl wanted to have a dress-up party with me, they bought us costumes. But when the hormones hijacked my body, that all went away. Girls looked at me the same way I used to look at boys. My parents started telling me that I needed to grow up and start acting like a man. And maybe, worst of all, the way I saw boys changed.

"I always thought they were gross and stupid, but now they started to do things to me. My body started to react in ways that horrified me." He takes a deep breath, and for a second I think that he's going to cry. "My sophomore year of high school, Coach caught me looking at a boy in the locker room after practice. And I wasn't just looking. I was staring. I had a hard-on. I'll never forget the way he called my name. His voice was so loud that it echoed off the lockers. He shook his head and told me he wasn't going to have any of that on his team and that he would make a man out of me, even if it killed me. That day, he sent me back out to the field and made me run laps until I vomited. 'Purging that sissy shit,' he called it. After I threw up, he made me do two more laps. Then he told me if he ever caught me doing that again, he would make sure the seniors on the team found out. 'They won't be as gentle as I am,' he said. And I made sure that I never looked at anyone else on the team ever again unless they were fully dressed. I couldn't trust my body. I still can't.

"When I went to college, I knew it was my chance to change. I dated girls. I tried to have sex with them, but I couldn't. Just the thought of it disgusted me. Then I dated Katie. I don't know how, but she guessed my secret. One weekend, I went to her apartment. Her roommate was gone, and she had lingerie spread out on the bed. I felt queasy as soon as I saw it. We hadn't tried to have sex yet, but it was obvious that she wanted to change that. What I didn't know was that the lingerie was for me. I tried to deny everything, but she just hugged me and told me it was alright. And after a lot of convincing, I believed her. I let her dress me. She even did my makeup. And then we had sex. But it wasn't right. Not the way a man should have sex with a woman. She had a dildo and took me, and..." This time Morgan does have tears in his eyes. I put my hand on his back and rub between his shoulder blades. He starts to lean toward me, but then stops. He takes a deep breath. "At the time, it felt good. For a couple of hours. But when I went home, I broke down. The next day, I texted her and told her that I couldn't see her again. She was the last girl I ever dated. The last person. But my body still reacts in ways that it shouldn't when I see attractive men. And that's why I'm here. I want those... reactions to stop."

The group softly applauds their support for Morgan, while I put my hand on his back again. This time, he doesn't resist the urge to lean against me, and I pull him tight for a quick hug. "That was so brave," I whisper when he's so close that no one else can hear us.

"Thank you, Morgan," Dr. Stevens says. "Stay with this program, and I promise you'll finally feel normal. Now, Alex, can you tell us a little bit about yourself, and why you're here?"

Morgan and I trade roles. My hand drops from him, but his goes to mine as my body starts to tremble. Dr. Stevens was the first and only person I've ever talked to about my need to overcome these feelings. I never thought anyone else would understand. I twist to face Morgan, and his smile gives me the courage I need to start. "My story is pretty similar to Morgan's. I just never felt right. Most of my life, I was able to hide that part of me away, so no one ever really found out. I think some people suspected it. I know they did. Some boys in school called me a fag and would shove me, trying to provoke me into a fight. But I never took the bait, and I learned pretty quickly that I had to date girls if I wanted to fit in. So I did. And I even fell in love with one.

"We spent almost all of our time together, and the times we weren't with each other, we were either on the phone or messaging. And I thought she was going to be the one to cure me. We even managed to have sex. I would close my eyes and pretend that she was a man, but it worked. And I thought maybe that was something lots of men did anyway." One of the guys sitting across from me giggles and grins. "We only dated for a few months when I asked her to marry me. Looking back, I'm sure I was trying to prove to myself that I was straight. I really did love her, though, but I realized later, I loved her as a friend. Not as a wife.

"It was just after our first anniversary that she caught me for the first time. For a while, I'd been putting on her things and watching porn. Gay porn." I pause so the others can gasp and tell me what a sick freak I am, but no one does.

"Go on," Dr. Stevens leans forward and rests his chin on his hand.

"At first, I was scared to death. My heart would race and I would feel sick. But the more I did it, the easier it got. And I think I got a little too careless. I started wearing her panties under my clothes to work. One day, she decided to surprise me with lunch at my office. But she had more planned than just lunch. I tried to keep her hands off me, but eventually she slid them under my pants. I still remember the way she recoiled. The way her face twisted up. 'Alex, what's this?' I almost couldn't hear her over the roaring of my pulse. The first thing I could think of was to tell her that I didn't have any clean underwear, so I had to wear hers. It was an obvious lie, but she had the decency to not call me on it.

"I quit dressing then. For about a month. But one day, when I knew she would be gone shopping all day, I slid open her top drawer. I was just going to look, but the panties and stockings were Sirens. And I was too weak to resist. My entire body was on fire when I pulled them on. I lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling, thinking that I should have been born as a g—Well, thinking things that a man shouldn't think. I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I know, she's in the room screaming and throwing my clothes at me. It took me a few seconds to process what was going on. She was throwing my things at me because she was kicking me out. And no matter how much pleading I did, she held firm. And she was right to do it.

"That was almost three years ago. I've tried to live as a gay man since then. I've gone on the apps and even dated, but each time, I always know deep down that it's wrong. But abstinence doesn't work either. The urges never go away, no matter how wrong I tell myself they are. So that's what made me look up conversion therapy, and that's how I found this." I look around the room. People are cringing, and my stomach sinks. Did I misread this that badly? Am I too much of a lost cause, even for these people?

"Alex," Dr. Stevens' voice is soft. Everyone looks at him as soon as he starts speaking. "Conversion therapy is a bad word here. That's not what we do, right?" The others are quick to agree with him. Even Morgan. And my cheeks are so hot they could ignite. I feel like a child who confidently asserts that 2+2=22 only to be laughed at by everyone around them. "We're not here to convert anyone. We're here to help you be your true self. And how do we do that?" He scans the room. "We let ourselves explore our urges. If you feel an impulse for something, follow it. Find out where it takes you. Maybe you'll like it, but maybe you won't. Exploration is the only way to discover your true self. And finding your true self is the only way you can be happy. Now who wants to go next?"

Morgan puts his arm around my shoulders, and I want to melt into him. "I'm going to the mall after this," he whispers. "I need clothes that actually fit. Wanna come with me?"

The woman sitting across from us starts talking about a date she went on this past weekend. With a man who she feels might have potential to become a serious partner. "Yeah," I whisper back. "That sounds great."


FOUR


I haven't been to a mall in so long, I almost forget what stores there are. But walking through the long central hall brings back all the memories from the last time I was here. It was with Melody. I stop outside an empty storefront. Last time I was here, it was a bookstore. Melody didn't want to stop, but I insisted. I didn't want to buy anything, but I just loved the smell and the way bookstores made me feel. I stop now and look through the drawn metal grate. In the far corner, there are a few bookmarks left behind and scattered on the floor. It's the only sign of what used to be. I roll my eyes at the obvious metaphor, and when I turn to look at Morgan, I see that he's several steps ahead of me.

He doesn't notice that I'm not with him yet, and I hurry to catch up. But as I do, I can't help but watch the way he walks. His hips move side to side, and his long hair bounces with each step. There's a grace to him that I didn't notice before in the small meeting room. Here in the open, it's obvious. He moves almost like a dancer. If I didn't know better, I would think he was a woman from behind. His rear even fills out his jeans the way a woman's rear would.

When I catch up to him, he points to a store on our right. "I figure we'll start there." I look and see what I recognize as a men's store. I've even bought clothes from them before. So I nod and follow him as we both turn toward the entrance.

We're surrounded by suits as soon as we walk in. Jackets and pants in every shade of grey and black. Even a couple in a dark navy for the more adventurous. There's a certain type of man who shops here. The man who wouldn't dare entertain the thought of wearing any color outside the traditional black, grey, or blue. The type of man I've spent most of my life trying to be.

"What's wrong?" Morgan stops and asks me. It's like he can somehow sense my discomfort.

"It's nothing. Just, is this the kind of store you like?" I look at the jeans and t-shirt he has on. They bind on his body in all the wrong places, just like the pants I'm wearing. They could be clothes that any man would wear, but they certainly didn't come from here.

He raises a shoulder. "I don't know. I thought maybe it would be the type of store you'd like. You seem... fancier than me." He laughs.

"Is that code for boring? I like color. It just sometimes makes me uncomfortable."

"Uncomfortable?"

I scan around me so I don't have to look him in the eyes. "Like, you know how some colors are girly. It's just easier to⁠—"

"Easier to blend in when you only wear boring clothes," he finishes my sentence, and I look up at him. He's smiling. "I get it. I've done it too. But why? Do you want to wear colorful things?"

It's a simple question, but I struggle to answer it.

"Let's go somewhere else." Morgan takes my hand, and it takes all my willpower to not jerk my hand away and pretend I don't know him. "Follow your urges and see where they lead you."

I let him lead me out of the store and to the end of this section of the mall. The store we go into couldn't be more different. There's almost every color on display as soon as we walk in. I stop to look around and notice that I'm still holding Morgan's hand. It's strange. There's nothing between us. Nothing sexual, at least, but I didn't mind holding his hand. And in public, where I would have never dreamed of holding another man's hand for fear that someone would think I'm gay. "I can do this," I say. "I could wear these things."

Morgan giggles. "This is the women's section."

"Oh." This time when I look around, I see what should have been obvious the first time. Skirts and dresses and pinks that even the most secure man wouldn't be brave enough to wear. I feel the heat rise to my cheeks. "Well, I just meant that I could wear these things in theory."

He quickly puts his arm around my shoulders before taking a step back. "I know exactly what you meant. I've been there too, remember? Now come on. Let's go see what the men's section has."

We take an escalator to the second floor to find the men's section. It doesn't draw me the way the downstairs did, but it's still better than the first store that we stopped at. We stroll through the racks, occasionally holding things up to ourselves or out for the other to see. And after just a few minutes, we both have handfuls of clothes, so we make our way to the fitting rooms.

It's not long before Morgan knocks on my door. "None of these clothes work for me," he announces before I have time to answer. "I'm going back out for round two."

I look at my pile of discards on the floor and then at three pairs of pants still folded and sitting on the wood-slat bench. "Yeah, no luck so far for me either, but I still have a few to try."

"I hope those work for you. I'll be back shortly."

I nod my head like he can see me and then unfold a pair of jeans. I sigh as I shake them out. They look two sizes too big, but everything I've tried so far has been too tight. It doesn't make sense. I've worn a 32 waist for as long as I can remember. Since high school. But now every 32 that I try is so tight I can't get it up over my butt. And the one pair that I could pull up was so loose at the waist, I could slide my hand up to my forearm into the waistband. Have the clothing companies changed the way they size pants since I bought my last pair?

I shake my head as I pull this pair up. Before I even get them to the knees, I can already tell the legs are too wide. They'll look almost like a skirt on me. I force myself to laugh as I think about wearing a skirt. "At least it would fit me better," I say to the mirror as I finish pulling the jeans up. Even these jeans cling to me a little more than I would like around my hips and butt, but the waist is enormous. I think I could literally fit two of me in them. I collapse backward onto the bench. I think I hear a seam pop in the rear as I plop down.

This is pointless. I pull the last two untried pairs from under me and toss them into the discard pile. There's no way those will fit. I lean my head against the wall and huff out a long breath. I'll try another store. Or online. Someplace that has a free return policy.

"Knock, knock. You still in there?" Morgan calls on the other side of the door.

"Just getting ready to put my old clothes on. This was a bust."

"Maybe not. Remember how you said you like color?"

I cringe, trying to imagine what Morgan could have in mind. "Yeah? But nothing too crazy."

"Well, here."

I look up as Morgan flips a pair of pants over the top of the dressing room door. "Yellow?" I walk over and run a finger along them but don't take them from him yet. "Is this some kind of test?" I laugh.

He shakes the pants. Their hanger clangs against the door. "We can worry about the color later. I think these will fit. I got a pair to try too. Now take these before my arm falls asleep." He shakes them again, and I take them from him.

"So, there are other colors?" I ask.

"See if they fit first." He's already moving down the hall toward his fitting room. When I hear his door close, I take two steps backward and hold these pants out in front of me.

They aren't bad. They're actually kind of cute. Cute? I've never bought anything cute before, and I don't plan to do it now either. But I shimmy out of the ill-fitting jeans and pull these on. Every inch of the way, they fit perfectly and feel magical against my skin. Like they were made for me. Or I for them. When I get to my butt, I unconsciously pull in a breath and hold it. This is where they'll reveal themselves to be as poorly designed as all the other pants I've tried on. But they don't. They glide over my briefs, and when I button them, they lie flat against my belly. I look at myself in the mirror and can't believe what I see. Now that they're on, I even like the color. Morgan must be some kind of magician to have pulled this off. I start to unzip them, but then think better. I rip the tag off so the worker can scan it, but I leave them on. I kick the old pair I wore all day into the discard pile. Let the store trash them. I won't need them anymore.

I wait outside the fitting rooms for Morgan. When he comes out, I see he had the same idea I did. He's wearing a pair of pants identical to mine, except his are pink. At first, I'm taken aback by the color, but they look good on him. I'm a little jealous that he's not too self-conscious to wear them.

"Great minds," he says with a chuckle. "Did you see the secret of these?"

I turn and we walk out into the store. I search for the display of these pants because I'm not leaving until I buy at least four more pairs. "What secret?"

"You like them, right?"

I look down. "I do. I wasn't sure about the color at first, but these fit perfectly. And when I looked in the mirror, I kinda started to like the yellow. I want to get more, but in some normal colors too. Same with you?" I motion to his pants.

He shrugs. "I've always liked pink. But remember what Dr. Stevens says? About following your instincts?"

I stop and look at him. "Yeah, I guess. But if your instinct is telling you that we should shoplift these, I'm not going to go along." I laugh and hope that it's not really what he had in mind.

He doesn't laugh. "These are women's pants."

"What?" A chill runs through me. It's worse than if he suggested we shoplift. I want to rip the pants off right here in the middle of the store.

"I thought it was worth a try. I mean, women's clothes are designed for bigger hips and butts, right? And that's where we were both having problems. These solve that."

"And that explains the colors," I say.

"The colors are cute." He sounds almost defensive. "And obviously women's clothes come in boring colors too, but I thought we should go all the way if we were going to do it. In for a penny, right?"

I look at the way the pants fit him. Perfectly. I know that mine fit me just as well. And the anger and shame fade away. What's wrong with wearing pants that fit us? Or pants that have a little color? "Show me where you got them. I want more."

He beams and then leads me downstairs.

By the time we're done, I carry five pairs plus the tag from the ones I'm wearing to the checkout. Morgan has a much more restrained three, counting his pink ones. The girl at the register checks us out without even batting an eye.

"What now?" Morgan asks me as we walk away from the cashier?

"Tops?" I point to the left. "Do you think women's tops would fit us better? The ones I have are too big around my belly. They look sloppy." I don't wait for him to reply before I start moving again. It's not that I want an excuse to wear women's clothes. That's not it at all, I tell myself. But if there's a chance they fit better, I need to take it. Being an interior designer is all about image, and that includes my own. What kind of image do I present if I wear clothes that don't fit me?

"Tops. Yeah, I think there's definitely a chance that they will fit us better." Even though I have only known him for a few hours, I can hear the grin in his voice. "It's worth a try, at least."

He falls into place beside me. We barely take more than a few steps before I hear the voice of a woman who sounds like she can't be more than twenty years old. "Excuse me? Excuse me?" Her heels clack against the tile floors as she darts in front of us to stop us. When I see her, I wonder if she's even old enough to drive. "Can you two do me an enormous favor?"

Morgan and I look at each other before turning back to the woman. I raise my eyebrow to signal her to go on.

"I work at the makeup counter." She points to our right. Morgan and I both look at the glass display cases. "I'm still on probation and need two more makeovers today to meet my quota. I was, like, so desperate when I saw that you ladies don't have any makeup on. Would you mind?"

All my saliva evaporates, and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. Ladies? I want to look at Morgan to make sure I heard this girl correctly, but I can't even turn my head. There's no way she said that. No way.

"You don't have to buy anything. I just need to, like, put makeup on you and tell you how much prettier each item makes you. Not that you two aren't already pretty without makeup. You girls have great skin. I'm so super jealous. I've got this." She points at her face. The only blemish I can see is a tiny red spot on the side of her nose. "Please? I'll just do the basics. It'll be quick, I swear."

I finally manage to gulp in a breath, and it releases my muscles. I look at Morgan, and he's staring at the floor. I wish I could say that I haven't fantasized about this. That I haven't dreamed of having someone do my makeup. But I have. Too often for my own good. Just as I'm about to tell her no, I hear Dr. Stevens. My impulse is to say yes, and he says we should follow our impulses. "Sure, why not?" I smile at the girl.

Morgan gasps and looks at me. His jaw is hanging open as I smile at him.

"What do you say, girlie?" I ask him. "You up for a makeover?"
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The girl leads us over to the makeup counter, and for the first two steps, I feel like I'm floating. It can't be real, right? But then the weight of it hits me, and my legs almost buckle. I can't do this. I can't sit in the middle of a busy store and have this girl give me a makeover while people walk by me. Looking. Staring. What if they see that I'm a man? What if someone recognizes me? What if this girl finds out I'm a man? I rub my fingers over my cheek, feeling for my stubble, but there isn't any. Why isn't there any? It's been hours since I shaved. Just as I convince myself that we need to tell this girl that we've changed our minds, I look over at Morgan.

He looks mesmerized. His eyes are wide, and his lips are parted the tiniest bit. He's staring straight ahead, but then he must sense my gaze because he turns to look at me, and his mouth breaks into a massive grin. He mouths, "Can you believe this?" I shake my head, and know that I have to go along with it now. Only for him. Not at all for me.

There are two low-backed chairs side-by-side with oval tabletop mirrors stationed in front of them at the glass counter. I climb onto the nearest one while I watch Morgan take the other. Even when sitting down, there's a noticeable grace to his movements. His slender limbs move as if they're gliding, and when he's seated, he casually crosses one leg over the other and settles back into the chair as if there's no reason at all he shouldn't be here. And maybe there isn't. Maybe we both belong here.

"So, who should I start with?" The girl stands in front of us and beams. Morgan and I both point to the other and then giggle. "You." The girl points at me and then puts the tip of her finger on her lips and examines me.

My stomach twists itself into a knot and my breath catches. This is when she realizes the mistake she's made. I want to pinch my eyes closed like a baby who thinks that the world disappears if he can't see it. But that won't help, so I sit there frozen. Waiting.

"Pink," she says with the same weight as a judge issuing a verdict.

"Pink?" I ask.

She nods. "You're a pink girl. Don't you agree?"

"Uhh..."

"She definitely is," Morgan pipes in. I'm not sure if he's rescuing me or digging me in further, so I'm not sure whether to smile at him or kick him. I decide on neither.

The girl holds up her finger and then walks behind the counter. I look at Morgan and raise my eyebrows. He's still grinning. "What? You're definitely a pink girl. I'm a gold, darling." He holds his hand out, wrist bent, like he's royalty and expecting someone to kiss it. He lets it hang there for a couple of seconds and then bursts into laughter.

I roll my eyes. "You're a drama queen, is what you are."

"So you admit I'm a queen?"

I shake my head and join his laughter.

"Are you ladies ready to be gorgeous?" The girl's voice snaps me back to reality, and I bite my lips. "I mean, not like you two aren't already. I don't mean that. But, like, who doesn't feel prettier with a little makeup on, right?"

Morgan and I look at each other. I don't know what he's thinking, but as for me, I can't believe we're actually about to do this. "Right," we both say.

The girl smiles. "Close your eyes. I'm going to start with the primer. It's super important to have a good base layer to build on top of."

I try to be a perfect canvas for her. Closing and opening my eyes and my lips on command. Looking up and then down. She works through primer, concealer, foundation, contour, blush, eyeshadow, eyeliner, mascara, lipstick, and finally a setting spray. There are several times when I just barely hold back a sneeze, and through the whole process, I marvel at everything women go through in our society. If nothing else, this has given me a new respect for them. When I'm finally cured and able to date a woman, I swear to myself that I'll never complain about how long it takes her to get ready.

"You look amazing!" Even though I know the girl is being paid to give compliments to everyone she works on, her words still make my heart beat a little faster. "Are you ready to see?"

"I am!" Morgan says from behind me. "So not fair that you wouldn't let me watch."

I spin the chair, so I'm facing the mirror and nearly fall to the floor. That can't be me. It is. But it can't be. That's not a man. That's not someone with any trace of masculinity at all. My heart races faster than if I were running from a pack of werewolves let loose in the mall. I reach out toward the mirror, but then stop. What if I touch my reflection, and it's lost forever? What if it ripples away and then reveals what I know is really there? A man who looks like a clown. Worse than a clown.

"Um, hello? Curious friend sitting right here."

"More like nosy friend." I wrinkle my nose and stick out my tongue as I turn to face Morgan.

He gasps, and his hand flies to his mouth. "You really do look amazing! Not that I ever doubted you, of course." He's looking at the girl as he says that.

Not just a girl, a makeup artist. I turn back and look at my reflection. If I had known that makeup would make me look like this—what? What would I have done differently? Tried it years ago? Worn it all the time? No. I'm a man. I shake my head to clear it. I won't give in to these thoughts, no matter how they make me feel. Still, I can't stop staring at myself. And I still can't catch my breath.

I watch as Morgan goes through the same process—the same transformation—that I just completed. And when he's finished, he's just as shocked as I was. And I'm just as dazed as when I saw myself. The girl used a completely different color palette on his darker skin, but the result is still the same. He's stunning.

When she's finished, and Morgan and I are capable of anything more than dumbfounded gasps, the girl looks at the two of us and bounces up and down a couple of times. Her ponytail sways as she does. "Thank you girls so, so, so much for this! I know I already said it, but you don't have to buy a thing. I just needed to meet my quota, so my boss won't, like, yell at me. Or worse. But you can⁠—"

"We'll take them," Morgan says as her gaze floats back to the mirror. "Everything. All of it. I'll buy mine and his—hers. I'll pay for both of us."

"Morgan." I put my hand on his arm, not sure if I want to talk him out of doing this or thank him.

"Are you serious?" the girl asks. When Morgan says yes, she bounces again and thanks us over and over as she hurries around the counter and fills two bags with our makeup.

I don't say anything until he's paid for everything and we're out of earshot. "What are you doing? That had to have been over a hundred dollars' worth of makeup."

Morgan looks at me with his lip curled up. "Uh yeah, definitely over a hundred. When's the last time you shopped for makeup?"

"Never. And that's the point. Aren't we supposed to be working on this?"

"You're the one who agreed to the makeovers," he unhelpfully points out.

I huff out a breath. "That was just to help that girl." Right? "And there's a big difference between that and buying out the whole counter. Do you even know how to use this stuff? And when will either of us ever put it on? It's not like we can put on makeup and leave the house."

Morgan stops and puts a hand on his hip, and I notice how far that hip flares out from his waist. "Honey, you're in public wearing makeup right now. And you look gorgeous. And so do I. So tell me again that we can't put on makeup and leave the house."

"But Dr. Stevens⁠—"

"Dr. Stevens would tell us to do this. He's all about following urges so we can find ourselves, remember? Did you sleep through the session? Now come on. I have an idea, but we need cute tops first." Morgan takes my hand and drags me back to the women's section.

As we flick through racks of shirts and blouses, I keep looking over my shoulder, waiting for someone to look at me just a little funny. Maybe they'll even point. Or sneer. But no one does. Most of the other shoppers don't even look at me, but the few who do, flash a quick smile before looking away. It's like none of them thinks there's anything wrong with me wearing makeup and shopping for women's tops. And the more time I spend doing it, the more I agree with them.

I could spend all day shopping for shirts. Everything is so different from what I'm used to. So much prettier. But Morgan and I stop after buying just two each. As much as I want to keep buying, I force myself to admit that it would just be wasted money. Pants are unisex, even if they are in colors that men don't typically wear, but a floral blouse with lace sleeves? I would have a hard time convincing anyone that it's a man's shirt.

"So what's this idea?" I've asked a few times while we were shopping, but Morgan refused to answer until now.

"First, we go to that fitting room right over there and change into one of these new tops. Then we go to that restaurant we passed on the way in. We go to the bar and have a drink. Just like two women who spent their evenings shopping."

"Morgan..."

"Alex? Not another word. I saw the way your eyes twinkled when I said that, so don't even pretend that you don't want to."

"It's not that. It's⁠—"

He grabs my wrist and gives it a squeeze. "I said not another word. Now come on." He tugs me, and I follow him to the fitting room. The one meant for women who are shopping in this area.

We both go into the same dressing room, and while I hurry and slip into the simple white blouse that I bought, Morgan takes all the time in the world putting on his pale blue silk tank top. It seems like the more I try to rush him, the slower he goes. So at last I give up and watch as he lowers it over his head. Carefully holding the neck out to keep from getting makeup on it. Then he looks in the mirror, deciding whether to tuck it in, but I know it's just to annoy me further. Finally, with a loud sigh, he announces that he's ready. He gives me a wink as he pulls open the door and walks out into the store.
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I give a quick thanks when I see that the bar isn't crowded. Morgan tries to lead me up to a stool at the long dark wood bar, but I'm able to deflect him to a table in the corner instead. I've given in on the idea of coming here, but I don't want to sit on display for everyone to see.

As soon as we sit, a server comes over to us, notepad in her hand. "What can I get for you ladies?"

I exhale at having passed the first test and order a rum and diet coke. Morgan asks the server to surprise him. "Something fruity and with vodka" is all he says. She smiles and promises to be right back. We both watch her go to the bar, and just a couple of minutes later, she's on her way back. Morgan's drink is an unnatural green and, even from the other side of the table, I can smell the scent of sour apple candy. It makes me cringe, but Morgan smiles as he takes a sip.

"I haven't had this much fun in a very long time," he says after his second sip. "Thank you for coming out with me."

I chuckle at the unintended pun, but then I smile. "I had fun today too," I say, and I mean it. This may be the most fun I've ever had, actually. Even during the fun times with Melody, I always worried about acting manly enough. Today was different. Without the pressure to be a man, I was able to just enjoy the little moments and let them all accumulate into something I never allowed myself to think about. Maybe Dr. Stevens is right. The first step toward curing me of these feelings is to just give in to them and be free. Then I can find the freedom to change myself.

"Hurry and look left," Morgan interrupts my thoughts. "At that man sitting by himself at the bar."

His head is tilted up at the television hanging above the bar. I follow the trail of dark stubble down his chin and along his exposed neck. Then I look at his face. Even from the side, I can tell that he's perfect. His jaw is square, but not jutting. His nose has a broad slope. And his eyes. Their shining onyx is the blackest thing I've ever seen. I'm not sure if they're really that dark or if it's just the dim lighting of the bar that makes them appear that way. But either way, they're almost hypnotic.

I look back at Morgan. "Ten out of ten, for sure. Why? Are you interested? I thought you wanted to get past all that?"

"Not me. I have a thing for redheads. But he's been checking you out ever since we got here."

My heart flutters, but I force myself to roll my eyes. "He has not. There's no way any guy is going to look twice at me like this."

"Alex, you saw yourself, so you know as well as I do how pretty you look right now. Don't play modest with me."

I want to deny what he's saying, but he's not wrong. Even if I'm not ready to admit that I look pretty, I can't deny that I at least look okay. I look back at the man, and my jaw drops when my eyes make contact with his. I twist my head away, but it's too late. I caught a glimpse of his lips curving up, and I know that he saw me looking at him. "Why didn't you warn me he was looking?" I hiss at Morgan.

He laughs. "Honey, I just told you that he's been checking you out. Isn't that warning enough? Oh my god, he's coming this way."

"Shut up!"

"I'm serious," he whispers.

I wish over and over that I could become invisible or be teleported away, but it doesn't work. It's only a couple of seconds before he's standing at our table. I don't so much see him as I sense him. Smell him. He smells masculine, like he exudes testosterone. I tell myself that I won't look up at him, and my resolve holds for exactly one-tenth of a second before I find myself turning and staring into those eyes. I could get lost in them. I am lost in them.

"Alex." Hearing Morgan say my name snaps me back to reality, and I realize that the man asked me my name and waited while I just stared at him like a statue. He waited so long that Morgan had to answer for me. "Her name is Alex."

The man extends his hand. "Hello Alex, I'm Jacob." His voice is a baritone, and even though it was only four words, he's somehow able to turn it into music.

I put my hand in his and am amazed at the way his dwarfs mine. Is his hand really that large, or is mine smaller than I remember? "I'm Alex, um, but you already know that."

He chuckles. "I like hearing it from you. I'm sorry if this is rude, but I noticed you as soon as you walked in, and..." He looks away like he's shy, and it makes my heart almost burst. "I don't even know if you're single. You two could be together for all I know, but if you are single, and if you're interested, would you consider going out with me?"

I try to keep my jaw from dropping, but I can't. And I can't snap it shut once it does. "Out? A date?"

He nods. "I've never just walked up to a woman and asked her out like this, but there's something about you. I don't know what it is."

"Woman?" I ask myself more than him. Is it really possible he doesn't know I'm a man? Even with the clothes and makeup, I thought it would be obvious to anyone who looked at me longer than three seconds, but he's been standing here longer than that. And Morgan said he's been looking at me since we walked in. Is this look that convincing? And what does that mean if it is?

Without thinking, I nod, and he grins. "You just made my night. I was so nervous about coming over here, but I knew I would regret it forever if I didn't. You know how it is when you get an impulse that you just have to follow? Anyway, let's exchange numbers, and then we can set up a time that works for both of us."

"I'd like that." My mouth is fully ten seconds behind my head and trailing way behind in this conversation. I give him my cell phone watch as he puts his number in and then texts himself from it.

"There. I promise I'll text tomorrow, but for now, I'll leave you ladies to enjoy your evening. Good night, Alex."

I stare at his back as he walks away. At the way his body forms a perfect V down to his ass. "What did I just do?" I ask Morgan.

"I'd say you followed your urges," she chuckles. "Just like the doctor told you to."
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"Morgan, this is not a good idea. It's beyond that. It's a terrible idea. Let's just stop, and I'll text to tell him this was all a mistake. I'll make something up. I have a boyfriend. Or husband. Or I was called out of town to perform an emergency surgery on my son. Something."

He finishes winding a strand of my hair around the curling iron and then pinches the top of my arm.

"Ow! What the hell was that for?"

"Because you're being stupid."

"So you pinched me?"

In the mirror, I see him shrug. His hair is pulled back in a high ponytail, and he's wearing a tank top that looks like a woman's cami. "And I'll do it again if you keep up with this nonsense." He holds a finger and thumb just an inch apart to prove that he's serious.

"You're mean."

"Only to my friends who are being idiots. Now stop squirming so I can finish your hair. And stop trying to dream up ways to get out of this. Your friend is making you over before you go on a date with a handsome stranger. Do you know how many people would love to be in your shoes?"

I look down at my beige heels with the thin strap around my ankles. "I'm going on a date with a handsome stranger, while pretending to be a woman. I think you left out the most important part of this story."

He flicks his hand like he's swatting a fly, and I notice again his glittering blue nail polish. "That's a tiny detail that barely even matters. Now face forward." He presses on the sides of my head and turns me away from him. "And you're not really pretending to be anything. You're just making yourself as pretty as possible while wearing clothes that happen to fit you perfectly. If he assumes you're a woman, then that's on him, not you."

I roll my eyes and want to shake my head, but I'm afraid Morgan's next step might be a hot curling iron to my exposed back. So I stay still and close my eyes until he's finished. After just a couple of minutes, he steps back and has me stand so he can look at me.

"Beautiful."

"But is that really what I—" Morgan holds up his fingers in a sinister C, and I rub my arm. It still burns from the pinch.

"Come over here and look at yourself."

I walk in front of him to the full-length mirror. He's curled my hair into loose waves that fall over my shoulders. My makeup is the same as I got from the department store last week. The same as what I was wearing when Jacob first saw me. Morgan did everything he could to talk me into wearing a dress today, but I refused that. Instead, I'm wearing an emerald green jumpsuit with a halter top. The wide straps cross in front of me, hiding what I would think are my breasts if I didn't know better, and tie around the back of my neck. The legs flare out from the hips and give the illusion that this is a calf-length dress. Seeing myself dressed this way sends a shiver through my body. It's everything I've spent my life avoiding and repressing. "Are you sure about this?"

Morgan takes a step back to examine me. "You're even showing a little sideboob in that outfit. So yes, I'm sure. Jacob is going to love it. And I'll admit, this is even sexier than the dress I wanted you to wear."

"That's not what I mean. And it's not sideboob because these aren't boobs. Just a little... flab or something."

"Mmm-hmm, sure. And yes, I'm sure about this in the sense that you're talking about too. Set aside all the guilt and shame that you've internalized from society. This is what you want to do, isn't it?"

I give him a non-committal grunt and start to bite my lip before I remember I'm wearing lipstick. He's not wrong. I shouldn't want this. I know that. But it's something I've wanted for as long as I can remember. Even if I can't admit it. Not even to Morgan.

I stare at myself silently, looking for the slightest thing that could give me away. The body hair that I swear I used to have is now just a wispy fuzz that is only visible in bright light. The curve made by my slender waist and jutting hips is more pronounced than many women I've seen. Even my feet seem delicate in these shoes. Somehow smaller than I remember them being. But I know that's not possible. The weight I've lost explains why my waist is so much smaller, but bones don't just change.

I'm still studying my every inch when my phone vibrates. My heart rate spikes, and I'm sure if I had food in my stomach I would throw it up. Without even looking, I know it's a text from Jacob telling me that he's here. "Is it too late to back out?"

"Do you really want to?" Morgan stares at me and then holds out his hand. I take it, and he leads me to the living room. To the front door. "I've packed everything you need in your purse. Even a couple tampons just in case someone asks you for one in the ladies' room."

Oh shit. I hadn't thought about using the restroom while out like this. The room starts to spin around me.

"Alex," he puts his hands on my shoulders, and I focus on his eyes to steady myself, "you're going to be fine. You're gorgeous. The world will think you're just any other woman out on a date, and Jacob won't be able to take his eyes off you. You got this, girl. Now, I'm going to go hide in your bedroom, so he doesn't know I had to drag you kicking and screaming into this date." He giggles quietly, so Jacob won't be able to hear him on the other side of the door.

"I'm not kicking and—" Morgan points to the door as he slips into my bedroom, and I turn to face it. I suppose this is it. I twist the knob and pull it open.

Jacob is wearing a black suit over a white button-down shirt. He doesn't have a tie. Instead, the top two buttons of his shirt are undone, exposing just a hint of his chest. My eyes are immediately drawn to it, and I wish I could undo the rest of the buttons. "Were you just talking to someone?" he asks.

My eyes flick toward my now closed bedroom door. "No, just singing to myself."

Jacob's eyes widen and the pure black dances. "If your singing is as beautiful as you, I would love to hear it."

My cheeks get so hot that they could melt all the makeup covering them. "I, uh... You look nice."

He smiles, and it makes my skin burn even more. "Shall we?" He holds his hand out for me, and despite the voices screaming inside my head—telling me that this is wrong, a sin, that I'll spend eternity in hell—I take it.

As soon as I do, a bolt of electricity flows from his hand into me, and it silences the voices. I look up at him. He has just enough stubble on his cheeks to tempt me to rub my hands against it. That scratchy feeling is one of the things I love most about dating men. Feeling it as I run my fingers across it. As I press my cheek against it. I force myself to look away before I kiss him just so I can feel it scrape my chin.

"Did you feel that?" He looks from my face to our hands and back at me.

I just smile. "So, where are we going?"

Jacob stares at me a second longer and then grins. "You'll see." He squeezes my hand, and we walk to his car. I've never had a man open a door for me, so I'm not sure how to act when he does it. I look up at him, but he just bows his head. So I sit down, smoothing my pants under me as if they were a dress and then swinging my legs in. Once I'm in, he shuts the door with a soft but solid thump. And when he's in beside me, it's like we're the only two people in the world. Even as we drive through the city, it's just us, and I think about the other people I've dated. The men and the women. And I've never felt like this with any of them. Most of the time, my thoughts were everywhere except on the person I was with. I was constantly scanning around me. Watching people's reactions. Wondering how they saw me. What they thought.

Even as we walk into the restaurant, though, I barely notice anyone around us. All the worry that I felt just half an hour ago about pretending to be a woman in public, about wearing heels and makeup, it's all gone. The only thing that's real is my hand in Jacob's as the host leads us to our table.

"I hope you like Thai," Jacob says as he sits across from me. "I probably should have asked before I brought you here."

I look around and take in the familiar gold and ivory walls, and run a finger over the heavy tablecloth. We're just two tables away from my disastrous last date. I stare at the table I stormed away from, and I wonder at the lack of voices now. Last time I was here, they were so loud, I couldn't hear anything else. Now I can't find them. "I love it."

The dinner passes with no intrusions. My throat catches for just a second when Jacob tells me he's thinking of having the chicken with green curry, but he changes his mind and orders the prawns with ginger noodles. Just to tempt fate, though, I get the white fish in coconut sauce. Nothing happens. My youth pastor doesn't suddenly appear over my shoulder to tell me I'm sliding down the slippery slope to hell. I don't smell scorched brimstone wafting out from the kitchen.

"This is wonderful." Jacob extends his hand over the table toward me, and I don't hesitate to take it.

"The best meal I've had in a very long time," I tell him.

"Meal? I was talking about you. You're wonderful. I've never felt this way about any other woman. Especially not on the first date." I blush and look away when he calls me a woman. "I want more than anything to invite you back to my house."

I almost leap across the table and into his lap. I want that more than anything too, and not even a chorus of voices could stop me from doing it tonight. I grip his hand tighter while I wait for his invitation. An invitation that I'm going to immediately accept, and then I'll practically yank him out of here to his car, where I'll start undressing him before we even get out of the parking lot. Obviously, I can't let him see what I have under my panties, but that won't stop me from taking him in every other way that I can.

"But I'm not going to rush it. Not yet."

It takes me a second to process what he's saying, and when I do, I look up at him and blink, my eyelids heavy from the false eyelashes. "You don't want to?"

He pulls his lower lip between his teeth and gnaws on it. His eyebrows wrinkle together. "I want it so much. I want you so much. But that's why I can't do it. Not yet."

"Oh." I release my grip, but he doesn't let my hand slip from his.

"Alex, you don't understand. I feel something between us. This could be special, and I refuse to jeopardize that by taking you back to my place for a quick and easy fuck. When it happens, it's not going to be just a fuck, and it's certainly not going to be quick." He leans in and whispers, "I'm going to make you come over and over until your body is so spent you'll wonder if you can ever move again."

Every bit of heat in my body rushes to my core, and I almost melt off my chair.

"But not tonight. Not on our first date." He stands and kisses the back of my hand as I follow suit. "Tonight, I'm going to be a perfect gentleman and drive you home. You're just going to have to use your imagination, but I promise it won't hold a candle to the real thing." He winks and guides me outside. There are a few drops of rain falling as we wait for the valet. I don't worry about them ruining my hair or makeup because my body is so hot, they vaporize as soon as they get near me.


SEVEN


"Wait, so that was it? He didn't even kiss you?" Morgan asks incredulously.

I blow out a sigh that isn't nearly as dramatic as I feel. "Nope. He said I had to wait for that too."

"Oh, girl."

"I know." I don't know exactly when I started to accept people referring to me using female pronouns. Even yesterday, I would sometimes cringe when Morgan would call me a girl, or when Jacob would call me a woman. But it doesn't seem strange now. Just like it doesn't seem strange to think of Morgan as a woman. After all, when I first met her, I wasn't sure if she was male or female, and she certainly hasn't done a single masculine thing since then. In fact, she's become more and more feminine.

Morgan groans. She's just as frustrated as I am. "What are you going to do now?"

That's the question. "Just wait, I guess. Wait and see what comes."
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Despite Jacob not inviting me back to his house last night, or accepting an invitation back to mine—despite him giving me nothing more than a peck on the cheek that was so chaste he could have done it to a nun without anyone thinking twice—I was floating when I came through my door. My feet, which had been killing me in the uncomfortable heels all night, were pain free. I didn't make a sound on either the tile or wood floors. It wasn't until I fell backward onto my bed that I weighed anything at all. Even then, with my face scrubbed to a pink that matched the satin pajama short set I had on, I weighed just a tenth of what I did when the day started. Just a hundredth of what I did two weeks ago.

But as I lay there last night, I opened the doors in my mind to what I knew were the inevitable voices. They had left me alone while Morgan made me over and while I was on my date with Jacob, but I knew they couldn't resist the lure of me lying alone in a quiet bedroom. That's when they have always been their loudest. And they didn't disappoint me.

It was my aunt first. It almost always is. She'd raised me since I was two years old. That's when my mother declared that God had called on her to move halfway across the world and spread the gospel among people who really just go to the mission hall for the free food. Apparently, God had either forgotten or didn't care that she had a toddler, because I wasn't part of her, or His, new plan. Not one to deny the Lord, my aunt agreed to take me in. She, however, made it very clear to everyone who would listen, including me, over and over again, that I was her penance. She only suffered me because I was her path toward the Kingdom, but just like any other path, I was simply meant to be trod on.

"You're nothing more than a faggot," her voice snarls at me. "A filthy, sinful faggot, and Satan's flames will consume you. You will wail in agony for eternity while I enjoy what I have earned with my devotion. And I won't even feel sorry for you. Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap, Alex, and you shall reap an everlasting crop of fire."

Then it's my pastor. He and my aunt always come to me together. "You're almost out of time," his voice warns me. "The Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him. Be ready, Alex, because He will give to each person according to what they have done. And what have you done, Alex? Your life—your very soul—is filled with sin. Our God is a loving God, but He is vengeful to those who disrespect His love. And your very being is a great disrespect to Him. You and your kind are a mockery of all creation. You must repent and pray that it's not already too late." While the mental projection of my aunt has completely given up on me, he offers me a tiny seed of hope. But only if I renounce everything that feels right to me.

I listened to them both while I lay in bed last night, and I waited for the guilt to sweep across me the way it always does. The knowledge that everything I feel and believe is wrong and needs to be fixed if I'm ever going to find peace and love. But the guilt didn't come last night. As I listened to them, I realized how misguided they are. How sad. They're the ones who are lost. Not me. This is the life that God has set out for me. Denying it would be to deny Him.

My vision has been clouded for years, but only because I've clouded it. I've allowed these people to misrepresent and twist my faith. I've allowed them to form it into a weapon against me when I've known better all along. My soul is the creation of God, and my soul can never be wrong, despite what people have told me all my life. I wanted to open my windows and shout this revelation to the world, but I just smiled as I stared at the ceiling. The voices disappeared like demons cast down, and I knew they would never be back to torment me.
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It turns out that I don't have to wait long to see what comes next. Jacob texts me almost as soon as I'm finished talking to Morgan.

Jacob: It's been almost 24 hours. Are you ready for our second date?

Me: I was ready as soon as last night ended. What do you have in mind?

Jacob: I'm not going to tell you yet, but if you want a hint, look out your front door.

I don't bother fighting my grin as I walk to the front door and yank it open. I look down on the porch, expecting a note or a cryptic clue. Instead, I find a pair of shoes, and I gasp as I look up.

"I guess it's more than just a hint." Jacob smiles. "I hope this is okay."

I clutch my hand to my chest, and I can feel my heart pounding against my palm. "What are you doing?"

He holds out a wooden tray. "I brought a cheeseboard to make it an official date. If you want. It's entirely up to you."

"Well, you do know how to tempt me." I lean forward and look at the tray, studying the cheeses, but then look down at myself, and my cheeks turn red. "I'm hardly dressed for a date."

He takes a small step forward, but the board and the open screen door still keep us apart. "I think you're beautiful."

I scoff at him. I'm wearing black leggings and a white t-shirt that's at least four years old and hangs halfway down my thighs. My hair is pulled up into a bun so sloppy that more hairs are fallen out than are held in place. And the thing that is most embarrassing to me is that I have no makeup on. "You're either a liar or you're blind."

"I can see perfectly, and I see that you're the most beautiful woman in the world. Last night just confirmed what I already knew."

Despite myself, I shuffle toward him. My fuzzy socks doing nothing to block the cold from the concrete porch. "What's that?"

"That I need you. And I saw the way you looked at me last night. The way you're looking at me now. You're not going to deny that you feel the same way." It's not a question, and it doesn't need to be. I do feel the same, and I'm not going to deny it.

"But that doesn't change the fact that I'm a mess," I say. "At least give me half an hour to make myself presentable?"

Jacob shakes his head. "If you send me away now, I'll go, but I want you at your best and your messiest. Plus, you'd miss out on all this cheese."

I stare at him for what seems like forever, and then I take a step back into the house while holding the door open for him. Before he crosses the threshold, he looks at me. His eyebrows raised. I nod my head. "But only because that looks like a Stilton, and I'd do anything for a good blue."

The corner of his lip curls up. "Anything?"

"Only one way to find out." I close the door behind us and take the tray from him. It's heavier than it looks, and I almost lose it. I set it on the end table beside the sofa, knocking a book to the floor. "So what exactly did you have in mind for this second date?" I take a moment to examine him. He's wearing jeans and a dark grey t-shirt that is tighter on him than a coat of paint would be. My eyes trace the lines of his muscles.

"Well, we could sample each of the cheeses and rank our favorites. Or..." He closes the distance between us. Each step he takes wrings a little more air out of my lungs until they're burning and breathless. "We could get to know each other a little better." He slips a hand under the cap sleeve of my t-shirt and glides down my arm. His touch is so light it's almost not there, but goosebumps ripple out from it. When he gets to my wrist, he stops and wraps his fingers around. Then he pulls it up to his mouth and kisses its pulse point. A wave of heat flows through my body and gathers at my core.

I stare at his lips as he gently lowers my hand. "Is that a brie that I saw on the board?"

"It is." He feathers his finger along the palm of my hand.

"Mmm, that's so good." I press myself against him.

He's just as hot as I am, and he wraps an arm around me. It follows down my lower back and along the crack of my ass. My entire body shakes as if it could orgasm from just this touch. "I like it too. The way the cream just oozes from it the instant you penetrate its rind." Even through my leggings and panties, he works a finger into my crack and finds my hole. I slide back into his touch, grinding against his finger. "I want to see you," he says, dropping all pretense that either of us is interested in the cheese.

"You are seeing me." I want to reach behind me and hold his hand in place. Press his finger further into me.

He shakes his head. "I mean all of you. I want you naked and in front of me."

Panic roils through me. Naked? All of me? He can never see that. "What if we just skip all that and take this to the bedroom?" Where I can turn out the lights and pretend I'm on my period. As soon as my lips wrap around his cock, he'll forget all about looking at me.

But he shakes his head and lets go of me. His eyes don't leave me, but he sits on the sofa behind him. "I already know what I'm going to find, but I still want to see."

I swallow so hard he has to hear it. "You do?"

"Mmm-hmm. Every single inch of you is perfect, and I want to memorize it all. Every curve, every angle. I want to be able to visualize it even when I'm not with you."

"But I don't know if you⁠—"

"Start with the top. I want you to lift it for me."

We stare at each other for a moment, but then I grab the hem of the t-shirt. I can do the top. That won't give anything away. And maybe it will distract him so he'll forget about the rest. I tug the hem up, but he stands and puts his hands over mine.

"Not so fast. Go slow, so I can enjoy this." He lets go and takes a step back.

"Like this?" I move the bottom of the shirt up inch by inch. He just grunts, but I can tell from the way he squints his eyes that this is exactly what he wants. I keep lifting until I get to the bottom of my bra. His mouth falls open when he gets a glimpse of the white band, and he moans when he sees the start of the lacy floral cups. I move even more slowly now, and he rolls his head.

"God damn it, Alex." It looks like he wants to step forward again and rip the shirt off me, but he doesn't move.

I curl my lip, a teasing reminder that he's the one who told me to take it slow. But when the shirt gets to my underarms, I can't take anymore. I lift it completely over my head. It snags on my bun, and even more strands come free and fall around my shoulders. "Is it as good as you thought it would be?"

He reaches out and cups one of my breasts in his hand, and now it's my turn to moan and roll my head backward. His thumb finds my tight nipple and circles around it, and he wraps his other arm around my back. I'm grateful, because after a few more seconds of this, I wouldn't be able to hold myself up. "It's so much better."

When he pulls his hand off my breast, I want to protest, but he moves it right to my back and unhooks my bra. It falls loose around my upper arms, and my breasts drop under their own weight.

"This bra is sexy as hell, but right now it's in the way." He pulls the straps down my arms, and my nipples harden even more. When the bra is off me, he lets it fall to the floor. He leans down and takes one of my nipples between his lips, sucking it for a second and then biting down on it. Not hard. Just enough to send electricity through me. My body jumps at the sudden pain, and then he runs his tongue across the sensitive nub. "Do you like this?"

It takes me a moment to pull in enough breath to answer him. "Do you even have to ask?"

His mouth moves from my nipple to the skin between my breasts. He kisses it and moves lower. Kissing again. And again. His lips leave a tingling trail of warmth as they move down. He drops to his knees and kisses his way down to my belly button. He pauses there and circles his tongue around it. "Do you like this?"

"Mmm-hmm." I weave my hands through the hair on the back of his head and hold him tight.

"I meant what I said." He kisses the skin along my waistband.

I want to fall to my knees too so our mouths can find each other's. So our tongues can meet. "What's that?"

He hooks his middle fingers around the elastic at the top of my sweatpants and looks up at me. "That I want to see all of you." His eyes are pleading, waiting for me to give permission so he can pull the pants from me.

I shake my head. "You don't want that."

"I do." He leans forward and licks his tongue across the hairless skin of my belly. It makes my entire body arch. "Please, Alex."

I stare down at him again and can't resist. I nod. He starts to pull them down just as slowly as I lifted my t-shirt, but then he speeds up and takes them down to my knees. He stops there and holds two fingers against my panties. I gasp, at his touch and at what he's finding.

"God, you're so damp. Is that for me?"

I stare at him, mouth open, unable to speak. This is what I've always wanted, isn't it? The secret that I was never able to admit, not even to myself. Melody came closest to the truth when she found me wearing her things, but it was more than even she ever guessed. I nod.

"That's my girl. I want to taste you." He looks up at me for permission, and I can't stop nodding. My head bobs up and down as he lowers the lace panties down my thighs. He leans forward, and I have to swallow a scream as his tongue goes right to a sensitive spot between my legs.

I slip my hand between my legs. The first thing I notice is the heat. The furnace of my core. Then I notice what isn't there. I suck in a deep breath, but when my finger brushes against what has to be a clit, a jolt shoots through my body. My muscles all give out, and I fall onto the sofa. This is a dream. This is the dream I've never let myself have, but that's all this is.

"So impatient." He uses his nose to nudge away my probing fingers, and he clamps his lips onto my clit. He forms a seal around it and sucks, and I can't stop the moan that comes from me. "You're my girl, and I'm going to be the one who makes you come."

I look at him. Our eyes meet as he stares at me over my smooth mound. "Jacob..." I don't know what I want to say. What words are there?

"I know, baby. I'm close too. Just from looking at you. Just from your taste." To emphasize his words, he runs his tongue along me, and a million pins prick me over and over. "Do you want more of that?"

A laugh bubbles out of me. Of course I want more of it. How could I not? "Please?"

"You're even hotter when you beg. Ask me to make you come." He flicks his tongue across my clit and then holds my gaze. "Beg me, Alex."

My mouth is watering so much, I need to swallow before I can even speak. "Please, Jacob. Baby. Please."

"Please what?" He lashes his tongue against me for just a second and then looks up at me again. "Tell me what you want."

Him. This. All of it. "I want to come. Please make me come, Jacob."

"That's my girl." He buries his head against my core, lapping every bit of my liquid. My body tenses. My thighs squeeze tight around his head. And then I feel the fluttering. It starts at my center—my pussy—but the wave moves out from there. I arch backward on the sofa, and somewhere in the distance, I can hear a voice screaming. No, it's me. My voice. Screaming his name over and over as my body spasms again and again.

Jacob's tongue keeps working me, pulling every bit of orgasm from my body, until I can't take any more. I coil my fist into his hair and pull his head up. He looks like a child who just ate all the ice cream without a bit of remorse. I try to catch my breath as I stare at him, and he licks his lips, almost begging me for more.

I want to say yes, but I'm afraid that my body would explode. So I pat my chest. He pushes up and settles on top of me. His head rests between my breasts. "You're amazing," he whispers. And for the first time in my life, I think I might be.


EPILOGUE
2 YEARS LATER


"Isn't this kind of old-fashioned?" Morgan asks me.

I look down at my white dress, at the way it hugs tight to my curves. It flares perfectly over my breasts and then again over my hips. "Maybe?" I roll my foot around, keeping the high heel pressed firmly on the wood floor as my toes sweep out a circle.

"And more than just a little patriarchal too?"

"Morgan." I groan and roll my eyes. "Sometimes old traditions are just old traditions. They don't all have to mean something."

She sighs and leans against the doorframe. I can hear the others just beyond the door, and I wonder how long before they start to get antsy. Their voices are already a bit louder than they were a few minutes ago. "It just feels like we're celebrating an out-of-date notion of womanhood. Admitting that we don't have any personhood outside of the procreative roles assigned to us by society."

"Girl," I walk over to her and rest my hand on her swollen belly, "I appreciate that you've discovered feminism—and I am with you 100% on almost all of that—but you're going to go through a literal shit ton of diapers in the next couple of years. This isn't a celebration of your role as a breeder. This is a way to con your friends and family into giving you free diapers and toys and cute outfits for the baby too. And the best part? We're happy to do it. Even Jacob was getting into it when we went shopping for you. Did you know they make baby swings that are controlled by AI now? Supposedly, they can sense the proper tempo to rock a baby based on their movements and the noises they make. For a second, I thought he was going to insist we have a baby just so he could get the swing."

She giggles. "Boys with toys. Speaking of Jacob, have you two talked anymore about a wedding?"

I feign shock. "Excuse me, Ms. Baby-Showers-Are-Just-A-Perpetuation-of-the-Patriarchy? Did you just ask if I would be marrying my boyfriend? Are you going to suggest I take his last name too?" I rest one hand on my chest and hold the back of my other wrist to my forehead.

Morgan flips me off. "Of course not. Alex Maddox just sounds wrong. No one should have more than one x in their name—except Xavier Bordeaux, but hot French actors are excepted from all rules. And I'm not saying you should marry him. But you two have been engaged for a year now."

"Thirteen months," I say to needle her.

"Didn't anyone ever tell you it's not nice to poke a pregnant lady? So yes, weddings do date back to a time when we were seen as nothing more than property to be exchanged from our fathers to our husbands. But most people usually follow a proposal with a wedding, or at least set the date for one."

"If I didn't know better," I say, "I'd think you were looking forward to it."

"Of course I'm not," she insists just a little too adamantly. "And not just because it's sexist. I know you'd make me be your maid of honor, and that's a lot of work. And those dresses? So hideous."

I hug her. I'm still not used to the way her protruding belly comes between us now. "I love you too much to ever make you wear something ugly. But I don't think you have to worry about that. Jacob and I are both happy with our relationship as it is. We don't need a wedding or a marriage to prove how much we love each other."

I pull back and smile at her. She's wearing a smug look on her face. "I'm glad I'm finally rubbing off on you. I'm such a good influence." Even with their baby due in just a couple of months, she and Tyler insist that they will never be married.

It's my turn to flip her off.

"You're still wearing the engagement ring he gave you, though." She points at my finger like I wouldn't know what she was talking about otherwise, and I notice her fingernails are painted matte black, and what I thought were polka dots are really tiny white skulls. I blow out a quiet sigh.

"Of course I'm wearing the ring. This ring is gorgeous. It's not leaving my finger until I die. Maybe not even then. Now come on. There's nothing more dangerous than a gang of starving women gathered just a few feet away from a cake they aren't allowed to eat yet." I take her hand in mine and squeeze it as I open the door and drag her out to her baby shower.
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ONE


I'm wearing the same beaded black gown I wore the last time I was with him. Each crystal catches the dim overhead light. Somehow, it magnifies it. Separates it into a sparkling rainbow as it redirects it around the room. I can see the prismatic colors flicker across the other people on the floor. At least I can until he pulls me tight against him.

He leans in, and his face becomes my world. His brown beard is short but ragged. There are three gray hairs on the left side of his chin. They coil up toward his mouth and draw my eyes with them. His lips are pressed tight together, and I want nothing more than to separate them. To work my tongue between them and into his mouth. For a second, I think I'm going to get my wish. His upper lip trembles. It's a tiny motion that I would have never noticed if I weren't staring at his mouth. But I am. I wait for his lips to part, but they don't. They curve up into a grin that makes my eyes move further up. To his eyes. Usually, his eyes are green. The color of clovers under a morning dew, but tonight, they're everything. I'm not sure if the reflections from my dress are dancing in his eyes, or if his eyes are twinkling, but there are blues and browns and greys and coppers all swirling around his pupils. "How can you be so fucking gorgeous?" he asks. His nostrils flare as he blows out a long breath.

I close my eyes and wait for him to kiss me. He always kisses me now. His lips press against mine just as the string quartet transitions from one song into the other. And each time our lips meet, I start to fall to the dance floor. Unable to stand on my own for even a moment longer. Every time, he saves me at the last second by throwing his arm around the small of my back and pressing our bodies so tight together than neither of us can breathe. And that's when I feel it. His cock reaching through his black pants to get to me. And I always grind my body against him. The unfamiliar void between my legs shakes and cries out for him. But this time he doesn't kiss me. This time, he takes a step back.

With a couple of feet between us, I'm finally able to get a good look at him. He's only a few inches taller than I am in these heels, but he's impossibly solid. A mountain risen from the floor of a country club ballroom. With his beard and the untamed hair that moves whatever direction it chooses regardless of what he does to style it, he looks like he belongs in the mountains. He should be wearing plaid. There should be an axe slung over his shoulder, its handle worn dark from years of use. Instead, he's wearing a black tuxedo. His bowtie is tied perfectly, but it tilts just so slightly to the right. I reach out to straighten it, and he catches my wrist in his left hand. Our eyes lock, and I hope that he'll sling me over his shoulder.

"Let's get out of here." He doesn't wait for me to respond. He turns and pulls me. I follow him, just a step behind. He guides us through the crowd, older people. Women wearing gold and silver gowns. Men looking like discount imitations in their tuxedos. We weave through them all until he pushes through a door lit only by the red light of an exit sign hanging above it.

When we're through, I have to squint. Everything is so much brighter here. It takes me a moment to realize that we're in a hallway. This has never happened before. In each of the dozen times before this, we've kissed on the dance floor, and that's when everything ended.

"It's just ahead." He still doesn't look back at me. He just moves us forward, even faster now that there is no one blocking our path.

"Where are we going?"

He answers with a grunt. It's so low that I swear it rattles the art on the wall. Portraits of white men hung in gold frames that are much more ornate than they should be. Each man is painted wearing the same navy blazer. Each one has the same brown or blonde hair, combed over to one side of the head, hiding a receding hairline.

At the end of the hallway, he yanks me through another opening. When I'm through, he lets go of me and closes the door behind us. I hear it latch as I look out the windows. The outside world is so dark that it might not exist. This room could be all that's left of civilization. And I wouldn't care. I turn to look at him. His chest rises up and down. If I didn't know better, I would think he was winded from our walk. But that's not what has him breathing hard.

"I want you out of that dress." He growls the words.

I'm a deer trapped by a wolf, and I should feel afraid. But what I feel is something I've never experienced before. A slipperiness at the apex of my thighs. A damp heat. A burning that pulls me closer to him. "But the windows," I protest, even though I don't care about them. There could be a crowd of thousands just outside. They could all be recording us on their phones and cameras, and it wouldn't matter to me.

"I want you out of that dress." His words are so low that they make my body rumble.

He crosses the room toward me, and in a motion so quick I couldn't stop him even if I wanted, he reaches behind me. I feel the cool room air rush down my back as he pulls the zipper down. My dress that had fit me like a second skin is now so loose it threatens to fall to the floor on its own. I hug my arms across my chest, over my breasts, pretending to try to hold the dress up. But all I do is slow it down. It glides down my body until it catches on my hips.

The man lets out a long groan as he stares at me. I'm standing in the middle of the room, naked above the waist except for a strapless black bra. I reach behind me to unfasten the hooks, but he stops me with a single shake of his head. He presses his chest to mine and reaches around me to undo the bra. The heat that builds between us overwhelms me, and sweat beads on my skin. "You are mine."

If anyone else had said it to me, I would have laughed. I would have slapped them. I would have left and never seen them again. But I nod my head. I am his. Even though I don't know who he is.

Electricity rushes through me the instant his fingers brush against the exposed skin of my back. A white flare takes over my vision. I try to arch into him, but there's nothing there. And for a second, I think I'm falling to the floor. Then I feel the mattress under my body. The pillow pressed into the side of my face.

"What the hell?" I mumble to my empty bedroom as I blink away the sleep. I take a deep breath and swipe my hand over my stubbled cheeks as I sit up and look at my phone. 9:17am.
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"You had the same dream again?" Erika's eyebrows rise as she sips from her coffee mug.

I nod and take a drink of my latte. It feels good as it burns the back of my throat.

"Two guys dancing together in a roomful of stodgy old white folk?" She chuckles.

My cheeks turn red. I've never told her all the details. She doesn't know that I'm a woman in the dream. "But this time it was different." I tell her that instead of trying to kiss me, he led me to a room and undressed me. I lie and say that he took my jacket from my shoulders and unbuttoned my shirt. She already thinks it's unusual that I keep dreaming about the same stranger every night for the last two weeks. I don't need her to know just how weird it really is.

"You know what this means, don't you?" She takes another drink and sets her mug on the wood table with a thunk. "You need to get laid. How long has it been since you had a man?"

I roll my eyes. Too long. Way too long.


TWO


I was just here three weeks ago, but somehow the lobby seems even bigger today. Even brighter. Busier. I want to stand in the center of it and twirl while I hold my arms out. Since there are hundreds of people—all dressed in the most boring business suits and dresses—scurrying around me, I decide that would be a bad idea and walk toward the security desk instead.

The security counter is made entirely of clear blue glass. As I get closer, I notice how the cords all feed into cable chases that keep everything neat and grouped. They can do that for the four monitors sitting on the clean glass surface, but I can't even keep the cords to my one television from snaking any way they want. When I'm just a couple of feet from the desk, the closest security guard stands and smiles, and I wonder for a second if he remembers me from the last time. As soon as he asks if he can help me, I realize how foolish my thought is.

When I have my pass—"just temporary, be sure to get your permanent one before the day is over"—clipped to the black shirt of my also boring business clothes, I walk to the turnstiles that separate the lobby from the elevators, separate the common rabble from the rarefied elite who are allowed to travel further into the building. I swipe the card and almost dance to the elevators.

It's been exactly four months and seven days since I last had a job. And the emergency six-month savings account that everyone is supposed to have barely lasted a month for me. I've been living off my credit cards since then. Maybe I should have saved a little more when I was employed and gone to concerts a little less often. But it doesn't matter. I'm here now and soon, I'm going to get a paycheck that will make my old paychecks seem like the spare change left by the tooth fairy.

When the elevator reaches my floor, the top floor, I'm the last person on it. The doors part, and I awkwardly step out into another lobby. Everything is colorless. Light grey floors, dark grey walls, black chairs forming a perfect line across from me. Hanging above them, a black "Brunstein-Cohen" sign takes the entire wall. It's backlit in white, and that somehow just makes the starkness of its bold, black font even more apparent.

"Are you Kalen?" a short woman I didn't notice asks me. She's dressed in a plain black skirt suit with a white blouse. Seeing her makes me feel better about my decision to wear a black button-down with black pants today. Color is apparently frowned on here. I nod. "I'm Brilynn," she says. "Come with me."

As we walk to the IT office to receive my permanent security pass and to be fingerprinted for network access, she explains the layout of the office and then what my role will be. I'm in charge of Mr. Cohen's calendar, nothing else. On the rare times that I answer phone calls, I'm simply to transfer them to the appropriate person, unless the caller asks to speak with Mr. Cohen. In those cases, I'm supposed to sound sympathetic but explain that he is currently unavailable. Then I'm to find out why they want to speak with him and transfer them to the department they should have been calling in the first place.

"Anyone who has any reason to speak with Mr. Cohen will already have his cell number," she explains.

"Will I?"

She stops and looks at me. "Will you what?" Her look lets me know that she understands my question and is giving me a chance to make up a lie to save face.

"Have his number. In case I need to talk to him about his schedule."

Brilynn smiles, and the fact it's a kind and not condescending smile makes me feel even smaller. "You'll never have any reason to speak with him outside the office. Nothing personal. He's just very private. Men as powerful as him have to live behind walls."

I stretch my lips out into a taut line and nod. Of course, I won't have his number. He probably won't even know that I exist.

"Now, I have to meet Mr. Cohen for a meeting in the conference room, so you're going to be here by yourself for a little while. What are you to do while I'm gone?" she twists one foot to the side and raises an eyebrow. She would make an excellent exam proctor.

I want to loosen my collar under the pressure of her stare. "Um, transfer the calls to whichever department they should have called in the first place?" I try to sound confident, but it doesn't work.

Brilynn sighs. "And how do you transfer calls? Do you have the directory for all the departments?"

"Oh. Umm..."

She shakes her head but then smiles. "You haven't been trained yet, so until you are, you're to sit here and do nothing. Got it? Attaboy. Now just play on your phone or something until I get back."

She's gone around the corner before I can even nod. I stare at the empty space where she was for a moment, but then I fish my phone out of my pocket. I guess it's fine if she told me to do it.

The first thing I do is text Erika to tell her I haven't been fired yet. I send her a selfie as a proof of life and to prove to her that the job is real. When I told her I was hired just to keep track of some rich executive's calendar, she didn't believe me. And I wouldn't have either. Who hires someone just for that? But here's the proof: A picture of me in an office and wearing a shirt with a collar, something I never do.

"What are you doing here?" The angry voice startles the phone from my hand just as I press send. I reach for it with my other hand and catch it right before it bounces off the edge of the desk. An accomplishment I would be proud of if I didn't have some confrontational asshole standing three feet away.

I muster what little cockiness I have and prepare to ask exactly who this man thinks he is when I look up. My heart skips so many beats, it could be considered a cardiac arrest. When it starts again, it races to catch up, and the room spins around me. Not in the had-too-many-margaritas way, but in the honest-to-god, everything-is-swirling-around-me way. Around us. I force myself to blink, and when nothing changes, I squeeze my eyes and hold them closed for several seconds. When I look again, the man is still standing there. His face is just as red as it was before I closed my eyes, and now I can't breathe.

I put both of my hands on the desk to support me as I try to focus on pulling and pushing air from my lungs, but I can't think of anything but him. Him? How?

The man starts to speak, but nothing comes out. He swallows, and I watch his Adam's apple bob. His neck is exactly the same. He has the same brown beard that is both wild and trimmed. "I asked you a question." When he can finally speak, his words are gravelly. "What are you doing at this desk?"

I try to answer him. My lips even move, but nothing comes out. How is this possible? I feel my head tilting as I stare, and I must look like a puppy. But he looks like the kind of man who would kick a puppy. And I know that he's going to march around the desk and drag me out of this chair and possibly even out of the building. But I'm helpless to do a thing. Part of me even wants him to do it, so I can feel his touch.

"Oh, Mr. Cohen, there you are." Brilynn comes around the corner and smiles at the man like she can't see the murder he's imagining right now. "I have everything all set up for you in the conference room."

Without looking at her, he raises a finger toward me. "What are they doing here?"

"That's Kalen," she answers. "He's your new social assistant. Just started this morning."

He continues to stare at me, and I'm pretty sure he mouths my name. But it's hard to tell because my gaze is stuck on the flames burning in his eyes. After a couple seconds that could be a century, he shakes his head and storms away. He doesn't so much bounce with each stride as he forces the earth up and down.

When he's around the corner, I dissolve back into my chair. My phone drops from my hand and clunks against the floor, but I barely notice. My eyes fix on the clock in the corner of my computer screen. 9:17am. I'm only seventeen minutes into my workday, and my world is out of control. I can breathe now, but my heart is still thudding so hard I'm sure people down the hall can hear it. The man from my dreams is my new boss?


THREE


Everything in the office seems different as I walk to my desk. Off just enough for me to notice, but to not be sure why it is. But when I hear the clicks of my footfalls, I realize I'm wearing heels. I'm four inches taller than I was when I saw this space earlier. It's enough to make me feel like I'm soaring. At least until I turn the corner into the little waiting area that houses my workspace.

"I need to see you." Mr. Cohen is slouching against my desk, waiting for me. His ass curves over its surface, and that's what my eyes go to as soon as I see him. The black pants do nothing to hide the firm muscles that make up his rear.

"Well, I'm here, so you're seeing me." He's not the only one who can be an asshole. I force myself to look up at his face, expecting to see a scowl or at least furrowed eyebrows, but all I see is his mouth. His lips parted just enough to invite me in. And I almost fall for it, but I stop myself while still out of arm's reach so I'm not tempted to do something I'll regret.

But he takes a step toward me, and I don't have enough willpower to back up. I watch his hand rise to my face. Then I close my eyes as he traces a finger down my cheek. "Somewhere private. In my office."

"Oh." It's all I can do to get the one syllable out. I open my eyes and see that his face is just inches away from mine. I can see the individual hairs on his beard. But then I realize we are alone here. And not just this area. There's no noise coming from anyone else on the entire floor. "Where's Brilynn?"

"Shh. Do you really want to talk about her?" He puts a finger over my lips and smiles. I wait for him to lean across the last bit of space between us and kiss me, but he doesn't. "These earrings are unusual." He flicks one with his index finger, and I feel it tug my earlobe as it sways back and forth.

"Do you really want to talk about earrings?" I ask as I rest the palm of my hand against his chest.

"Touche. I think what I really want to do is this." I watch as his eyes come closer. I feel the heat from his breath. From his lips. And then I close my eyes and wait out the split second that seems to be hours before his lips touch mine. But it never comes.

With a gasp, I open my eyes and deflate. I'm sunk into my feather mattress topper, and a thick duvet is pulled up to my neck. Just a dream? I roll over and bury my face in a pillow. My hard-on rubs against my pajama pants and then presses into the mattress as I lie face down and let out a long groan.

Yesterday was an unquestionable disaster from the time I first met Mr. Cohen. He spent the entire day either glaring at me or pretending that I didn't exist. But both made it crystal clear that he's not happy to have me working for him.

So why would I still dream about him?

I stumble my way through my usual morning routine, but I can't stop thinking about him. About the electricity that shoots through me every time he touches me in a dream. It's more real than anything I've ever felt in real life. So much that I still tingle when I wake up. But it's obviously nothing. And the real him is obviously nothing like the dream version that I've concocted. I'm so distracted I barely notice the underwear until I pull them up tight around me.

At first, I think they must be on backward, but a quick check shows they aren't. They're just... strange. Softer, almost slippery. There's no fly. That has to be what feels wrong. I walk to the mirror propped on the floor next to my closet. The underwear are a soft purple. A color I've never worn before. Lilac? But they're pretty. Especially with the lace band around the waist. I run a finger under the waistband. The rough edges are so different from the silky material just below it, but somehow the contrast works to make them more delicate. I like it. I shrug and finish getting dressed.

Just as I fasten the top button on my shirt, a glint of light from the top of my dresser catches my eye. "What is this?" I breathe the words even though I know the answer. Earrings. The earrings from my dream. Small silver lace hearts surrounding a deep blue sapphire suspended in the middle. My heart races as I run my fingers over the filigree. How? I lift one and hold it in my palm. It's so light and dainty I think I could crush it in my fist.

"Should I wear these?"

The idea is absurd, but I find my hand moving toward my earlobe. I hold the silver hook between two fingers and then slip it through the front hole. I do the same to the other ear. In my ears, the earrings feel more substantial. I feel their slight pull as they dangle. And when I look at my reflection, I think that they're pretty.

I catch myself. It's not something I've ever thought about me or the things that I wear, but it's a thought I've already had twice this morning. I shake my head to clear my mind, but it makes the earrings swing. I hear the sapphire clink against its metal cage. Ting ting ting. The sound and their weight remind me of the Mr. Cohen in my dreams. The complete opposite of the one I'm going to work for today. I decide to keep the earrings in to remind me of that version of him.
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For the first hour of the day, I don't see Mr. Cohen at all. Other than Brilynn giving me a double take and then telling me my earrings are cute, no one has said a thing about them. Except for the tiny wobble I feel when I move my head, I forget that I'm even wearing them. And when I do remember them, I think of them as a magical talisman that is keeping the real Mr. Jerkface Cohen away.

But their power can only last so long. A little after ten, I feel him. Literally, I feel his presence. My heart speeds up, and my breaths catch. When I look down, I see my arm is covered in goosebumps. All before I see him. Even before I hear his voice barking out an order to someone as he passes them in the hallway. But once I do hear his voice, my stomach sinks, and I close my eyes.

"Good morning, Brilynn."

She mumbles a good morning, and then the entire world goes silent. He stops, and I know he's just a few feet away from me. It sounds like he's no longer breathing. That makes two of us.

"Kalen." He grumbles my name like it's the last thing he ever wants to say.

I open my eyes to take in the full ugliness of his expression, but it's not ugly. His eyes are wide, and one eyebrow is quirked up. His lips are parted, but unlike in my dream, I know it's not an invitation. At least my mind knows that. My body still reacts like he might actually press his lips against mine right here in the open reception area outside his office.

"Where did you get those earrings?"

My left hand goes to my ear and wraps around the dangling pendant, protecting it from his gaze. "My grandmother." I don't know where that answer comes from, but as soon as I say the words, I know they're true. I remember her wearing them when I was a little boy. I sat in her lap and played with them, flicking them back and forth. When she died, she left them to me. How did I forget that before now? They must have been sitting in my jewelry box for years.

He stares at me for so long that Brilynn leans over her desk to catch my attention. She shrugs her shoulders, asking me if everything is okay. It's obviously not, but I can't tell her that. Mr. Cohen's face morphs from curiosity to something I can't place and then back to the annoyance that was his mask all day yesterday. "I need you to get Mr. Zhang on the phone for me."

"Sir," Brilynn's tone is soft, but the fact that she is interrupting whatever this is seems as rude as a slap, "I'm not sure if I'll be able to do that. It's⁠—"

"Not you, Ms. Parker. I want Mr. White to do it. I'll be expecting you to connect me in five minutes. Thank you." His lips curl into a sneer with his last words, and I'm not sure if I want to hide under my desk or smack him. He marches into his office and closes the door before I can do either.

When he's gone, Bri hurries to my desk. Her long blonde hair bounces with each step. I look at her and hold my hands up. "Who's Mr. Zhang, and how do I get ahold of him?" I ask her. I know the basics of the phone system from yesterday, but I haven't had to use it yet so I'm not familiar with the directory. I don't even know where to find that file.

"He's the head of the office in Shanghai."

"Oh, so I can just call there and ask to be connected? They speak English, right?"

She nods her head. "Most of them, yes. But it's after 10pm there. And he's almost as private as Mr. Cohen. There's no way you'll be able to get ahold of him."

"Oh." My chair rocks backward with my weight. "And I assume Mr. Cohen knows the time difference between the two offices?"

She gives me a quick grin that I'm sure is meant to reassure me. "He must have forgotten. We'll just remind him. He'll understand."

I have to fight back a snort. I've only known him for a short time, but he does not seem like the understanding type. "No. Show me how to get into the directory."

Bri comes to my side of the desk and shows me how to get to the file. I spend the next thirty seconds filtering it, so it only shows me the people in the Shanghai office. For the next three minutes, I call each number on the list. Giving each person three rings before I try the next one. On the ninth call, someone finally answers. I quickly explain that I work for Mr. Cohen, and need Mr. Zhang's cell phone number. I watch the corner of my computer screen as I try to convince him, and I'm sure that my time is going to run out. But then he gives me the number. I hang up without even saying goodbye and call it. He answers on the second ring, out of breath, and I try not to imagine what I'm interrupting. "Hold for Mr. Cohen, please," I say in the same tone I've seen countless movie secretaries use.

With two quick button presses, I hear the phone ring in Mr. Cohen's office.

"Yes?" I can practically see his smug look as he says it.

"Mr. Zhang is holding on line one for you, sir." I hang up before he can say anything. Bri holds up her hand. I smack my palm to hers and let the grin take over my face.


FOUR


Mr. Cohen doesn't say a word to me for the rest of the day. He doesn't even look at me when he walks by my desk. And I'm glad. I want nothing to do with him. If I didn't need this job so badly, I would walk out. But not before telling him exactly what I think and then slamming his door just for extra emphasis. But I do need this job, so I bite my tongue and wonder how long two people who work so closely can avoid each other.

That night, I make a point of doing nothing after I fix a quick microwave dinner. I can't even get wrapped up in a series because I'm not more than ten minutes into a show before I think of him. Whenever a character kisses someone, I imagine his lips moving toward mine. And whenever a character stabs someone, I imagine his face twisting in pain while I plunge the knife into him. Finally, I get tired of staring at the wall above the sofa, so I go to my bedroom.

It's barely past ten, and I know there's no way I'll fall asleep. But I throw myself onto the bed anyway. My eyes follow the paths of the spiderweb cracks in the ceiling, making patterns of them and finding faces hidden in the lines. After doing it so long, I'm sure I've found enough faces to build out an entire orchestra. I roll over to look at my alarm clock. 12:47. I let out a sigh and close my eyes. As soon as I do, he's there. We're in the ballroom, and he reaches out for me.

"No. Nope, nope, nope." As I back away, I feel the tight dress constrict my steps. "We're not doing this. Absolutely not."

He looks puzzled, but doesn't say anything. But he still moves toward me.

"I mean it. You're an asshole, and I want nothing to do with you. Stop. Stop!" I jerk my eyes open and see my bedroom. My throat is a little scratchy, so I'm sure I yelled the last "stop" aloud. I suck in a deep breath and look at the clock. Just two minutes have passed. "I can't do this," I say to nobody. "I can't go to sleep." That's when I notice the bottle next to my alarm clock.

I lean forward to examine it, even though I already know what it is. Nail polish. My mind races to think of the last time Erika was in my bedroom. She's the only woman who's been in this house, so it has to be hers. But I can't remember her being in this room. Not since she helped me move in a couple of years ago. So how did this get here? How am I just now seeing it?

I roll the bottle between my fingers and then unscrew the lid. The unmistakable smell hits me right away. I remember sitting at my mom's feet as a little boy. When dad was at work, she would let me play with the dolls we kept hidden from him. I would sit cross-legged on the floor and play house, and she would paint her nails while she watched her soaps. That smell became a symbol of our secret, and I've loved it ever since. I hold the bottle under my nose now and take a deep breath.

The fumes make me a bit lightheaded, and I smile. Why not paint my nails? It seems silly that I've never thought of it before. I love the way painted nails look on other people, so why not me? Most importantly, it would keep me awake for a while.

I scoot up toward the headboard and pull my feet under me as I fan my fingers out, examining them. A couple of nails are misshapen, so I file them. Then I start with the first coat. It's the first time I've ever painted my nails, and I expect to get the red paint all over, but I don't. By the time I'm finished with the first coat and hold them out in front of me, I'm so impressed that I think maybe I missed my calling in life.

When I'm sure my second coat is dry, I lie sideways across my bed. I'm so tired I can't even try to fight sleep. I just hope that it's a sleep without any dreams. Thankfully, it is.
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Mr. Cohen is already in his office when I get to work the next day, but if it weren't for the occasional ringing phone followed by his murmurous voice, too quiet to hear any more than just its rhythm through the wall, I would never know he's here. That voice, though, is still enough to keep me on edge. Every time I hear it, my body tingles and my stomach tightens, and I dream about pulling on a pair of noise-cancelling earphones so I could just get my work done without having to suffer through him.

It's in the middle of one of these fantasies when I open my eyes to find him standing on the other side of my desk. "My office. Now," he growls then spins as if he expects me to follow him. I look at Bri. She winces empathetically and mouths, "sorry."

I shuffle into his office, my feet literally dragging. He stares at them as I cross into his space. It's the first time I've ever seen it. His desk has to be at least ten feet long. The wood is so dark that it might as well be black. Behind it, the entire wall is made of windows. I can see all the way to the lake. There are several sailboats battling the muddy brown chop as I inch my way closer to him.

"Late night last night?" he asks and squints like he's trying to see the answer without me having to say a word.

Standing here in his private space makes my body warm. No doubt from anger welling inside me. "I'm sorry? What I do in my time is my own business." I stare back at him, squinting just as much as him. I even curl my lip up into a snicker to make sure that he can't miss my point.

"When you fall asleep at your desk while I'm paying you to work, it becomes my business." He walks around the desk toward me. My traitorous heart thunders against my ribs, just like it does in my dreams. "What are you wearing?" he asks as his gaze floats down my body. "Heels? I suppose you think you're clever, don't you?"

I look at my feet. At the pair of black pumps I put on this morning. They're basic shoes. Just a three-inch heel. Nothing unusual. Nothing that lots of other people in this building aren't wearing right now. I pull in a breath to ask what's wrong with him, but he doesn't give me a chance to speak.

"I could stop this anytime I want. You need to know that. But I want to know how you're doing it. Tell me what it is you want, and I might consider giving it to you in exchange for answers. We could both win."

Despite myself, I feel my cheeks flush. "What I want?" I won't even admit it to myself, let alone to him. "I just want to do my job. I want my paycheck next week, so I can pay my gas bill before they cut off my service. I want the electric company to agree to a payment plan I can actually afford. And maybe in a couple of months, I'll have saved enough money to fix the oil leak in my car. Sorry about the stain I'm slowly building in your pristine parking garage, by the way." I try to sneer at him, but it comes out closer to a whine.

He puts his hands on my shoulders and squeezes. Even through my white blouse, static electricity flows between us. The shock is so painful that we both take a step away. "You know what I mean. Now stop this game. How did you get in my dreams before I ever even saw you? How is that possible? And why are you pretending to be a boy—or at least some approximation of a boy—to work here? Answer me, and I promise I won't make your life a living hell."

"Dreams?" I reach out to steady myself on the padded leather armchair beside me. I should notice that it's the smoothest and softest leather I've ever felt, but I can't feel anything except cold. "You've had those too?"

He swallows and crosses to me. This time when he puts his hands on my shoulders, there's a burning heat instead of an electric shock. It feels good. "What do you mean? Who else has been having them?"

I look up into his eyes. There's more copper in them today than in my dreams. It makes them look like a forest fire seen from a distance. I want to kiss him, to force him to close those eyes as our lips meet. "You're not as bright as you pretend, are you?" I settle for an insult instead.

He takes my hand as if he didn't even hear me and pulls it up between us. Then he looks at it for a moment before running a fingertip down the back of each of my fingers. One by one, his rough skin slides over mine. Scratching its way from my knuckles to my red fingernails and back up. Then down the next one until he's traced every one. "I don't like things I can't understand." He pauses at the end of my pinky, and his eyes flash up to mine. "Make me understand this." He rests his forehead on mine. Our breaths whorl, and I feel his heat as I breathe in the same air that has been inside him.

I lock my hands together behind the small of his back. "I can't. I don't understand it either."

He angles his head to the side. Driven only by instinct, I tilt the other way and bring our lips together. A wave sluices through me, washing away everything. My thoughts. My free will. I can never move from this position. Our mouths are destined to be forever locked together. The world could wither or sprout around us, but it's all the same to me. His lips tremble and then they part. Mine mirror his, and his tongue glides between them, into me. I let out a whimpering moan as he fists my hair and locks me in place. I pull his body tight, and we both groan as his erection presses into my belly.

"This isn't possible," he snarls into my mouth.

I let the breath I've been holding escape. "No, it's not."

Neither of us says another word, but neither of us moves. And I wonder if he's just as trapped as I am. The two of us caught in resin as it dries into amber around us. I glide my tongue along his bottom lip, asking him to open for me, and he does.

"Ahem."

We both jump away from each other. My hip catches the side of the chair back, and I hear its legs scrape against the hardwood floor as I look to the door. Bri is standing there with several folders clutched to her chest. Her face is as red as mine.

"I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to interrupt. I knocked and the door was already half open and I just⁠—"

"What is it, Ms. Parker?" Mr. Cohen adjusts the lapels of his suit and sits behind his desk as if nothing unusual happened. Like he expects Bri to think she just imagined walking in on us.

"Your meeting, sir." She casts a quick glance at me before looking back at him. "They've been waiting. And I brought the files you need for it." She holds them out to demonstrate her words.

Mr. Cohen nods. "Right. Thank you, Brilynn. And that will be all Mr. White."

I scurry to the door, almost running into Bri as she leaves, and I wonder if I should be insulted at the brusque send off. But I'm not. I'm relieved.


FIVE


"What about this one?" I hold the sweater up to my body. Its broad pink and white stripes run across my chest.

Erika tilts her head while she examines me and then nods. "Another winner. I still don't understand why you've suddenly discovered color, but I'm not complaining."

I shrug, thinking of Mr. Cohen, always in his black suits and everyone else in the office wearing black and grey and white as if they have to match what he does. And I think I may have been starting into that trap, but the kiss yesterday freed me. Now, I no longer care what he thinks of me. It doesn't matter if he despises color. I enjoy it.

"What about this?"

"For you? It's pretty, but I don't know where you would wear it. Our coffee dates, maybe?" It's an orange houndstooth skirt that would probably fall around the middle of her thighs. Very retro, but it would still look fine in an office. The only problem is that Erika wears scrubs to work.

"No. For you. You want color. This would be cute with a pair of boots." I stare at her, waiting for the punchline that doesn't come. "Fine." She hangs it back on the rack. "You want color but not too much color. Got it."

"Erika, that's a skirt."

"Yeah?"

"A skirt." I over enunciate the word like she's a child or a non-native speaker. "I'm a man. Men don't typically wear skirts to work."

She huffs. "Since when are you the typical man? And the outfit you have on right now?" She gestures up and down my body.

I'm wearing a long-sleeve henley that is technically a woman's top, but a henley is a henley. The skinny jeans might be a little harder to justify, and the high heel ankle boots are definitely not something a typical man would wear. But none of this rises to the level of a skirt. That's like saying I could play professional baseball just because I caught a ball that one time in gym class.

"You don't even want to try it on? Just to see what it looks like? I bet it's cute on you." She takes it back off the rack and jiggles it like I might be tempted.

"Erika!" I toss my hands up and just then my phone rings. I pull it from my back pocket and stare at the screen for a second. I don't recognize the number. Normally I wouldn't answer, but I need to put an end to this craziness with the skirt, so I press the green button and hold it to my ear. "Hello?"

"Mr. White, I need you."

I pull the phone down to look at the number again, like seeing it one more time will jog my memory. "Excuse me? Who is this?"

"It's Asher. And I need you for approximately three hours this evening. Starting at eight."

"Asher? Do I know you?" I search through the memories of all the guys I've ever dated, all three of them since college. Then I think of any acquaintances who know me well enough to ask for a favor. None of them are named Asher.

The man on the other end of the line lets out a long sigh. "Do you really not have my contact stored in your phone? That should have been the very first thing you did when you started your job. This is Asher Cohen. Your boss. The man who signs your paychecks and who is getting closer to signing your termination letter. Does that ring a bell?"

I feel the blood drain from my face. "I, uh… Sorry. I didn't have your number until now, but I'll put it in my phone, Mr. Cohen."

I mouth "my boss" to Erika. Her eyes go wide and then she makes a kissy face. I slap her arm. I knew I shouldn't have told her about that.

"What do you need me to do? I'll make sure I do it first thing Monday morning."

"If it could wait, I wouldn't be calling you. There's an… event I'm required to attend this evening. And furthermore, I'm required to... bring someone there with me." He stops and starts his way through the sentences like it physically hurts him to say them.

Half of my blood rushes back into my face, and the other half pours into my core. "A date? Are you asking me out?" Erika jumps up and down and squeals. I clamp my hand over the bottom of the phone so he won't hear her, but since I don't even know where the microphone is, I'm not sure if I'm covering it.

"Absolutely not." It sounds like he's speaking through clenched teeth. "You are my social secretary, and I'm in need of someone to accompany me to a social event. That's all this is. What happened yesterday was a mistake, and it will not be repeated. Are we clear about that?"

I shake my head at Erika. She stops bouncing, but she still has a stupidly wide grin on her face. "Yes, sir, I understand." I use my best sarcastic reporting-for-duty voice. "What do you need me to do tonight?"

He blows out a quick sigh and then tells me it's a semi-formal event. He'll be wearing a suit with a tie. Not a bowtie, he stresses, and I wonder if he and I have not just been dreaming about each other, but also having the exact same dreams. He insists that my apartment is on his way, so he'll pick me up at exactly 7:45pm. "I'll be wearing black, so make sure you wear something that will match that."

"Right. I'll be sure to wear one of the sixty-four thousand colors that goes with black." I laugh, but when he doesn't join me, I realize that he's serious. "Um, anyway, yes, 7:45. I'll be ready. Just call me, I guess, when you're in my parking lot?"

"I will." He hangs up, and I slowly lower the phone. There's no way this is real. I'm tempted to pinch myself to see if I'm actually sleeping.

"You're going on a date with your literal dream man," Erica says in a sing-song voice as she dances around.

"Not a date. He was very clear. But I do need something to wear. Want to help me find something for a 'semi-formal' event?"

She takes my hand and starts dragging me before I even finish my sentence. "Abso-freaking-lutely."


SIX


My phone rings at exactly 7:45pm. I knew it would be coming. I spent the last hour getting ready for it. But I still have to take two deep breaths to steady myself before I answer. I wish I would have made Erika stay with me. "Hello Asher."

"I'm here." The words are stone on stone, and they grind any hopes that I let build up since I last talked to him.

I look around my bedroom for the clutch that Erika insisted isn't really a purse, but rather just a place to store things when a person's clothes have no pockets. "Right. I'll be right down."

"No. I'm outside your door. 4L."

"Oh." Every muscle in my body tenses, and I can't make my mouth work to give him a reply. The man I've dreamed about for weeks is standing outside my apartment. Picking me up for something he says isn't a date. But something that required me to get dressed up on a Saturday night. The three loud raps on the door snap me from my stupor. Of course, he would knock like a police officer serving a warrant.

I rush to the door, checking myself one last time in the mirror as I pass by. When I open the door, I have to hang on to the frame to keep from falling—or melting. He's wearing a black suit with a black button-down shirt and a black tie. His hair looks like it's been mostly wrestled into place. But there are a few disobedient curls on his left side. I want to smooth them out, but I force my arms still. Another reason to hold on to the door frame.

His eyes flare as they move down my body. I'm wearing a black pantsuit with a sequined bright pink cami. When I saw it, I knew I needed to base the outfit around it. A little color just to tease him and sequins to sparkle like the gown I wore in my first dreams of him. "Those aren't uncomfortable?"

I take a step to the side to show off the shoes I'm wearing. Pink spike heels that are obscenely high. "I'm already planning to chop off my toes later."

He stares at them a second later and then his face goes blank. A curtain hiding the changing scenery. "Be sure to lock up." He takes three steps back and looks at his watch. I'm not sure if it's a signal to me or if he's worried we'll be late. Either way, I hurry through the door.

When the lock clicks into place, he turns toward the elevator, and I shake my head. That's it? Not a word about how nice I look? Nothing about the clothes I spent more than my first paycheck on, just for him? He can't say a single thing about the hair Erika spent half an hour curling and pinning into place. Or the eyeliner she told me would make my eyes look wider and sexier? Even a simple "you look good" would have been enough, but he can't even do that. I should have known.

Neither of us says a word on the way. When we pull into a driveway, I'm relieved to think I'll get out of the car and away from him any second. But as we make our way between two rows of trees, their leaves just showing the first orange hints of autumn, I wonder if this never-ending driveway was designed just to antagonize me.

"This is my parents' home," he says when there's still no sign of a house anywhere.

"And?"

He keeps his left hand on the top of the steering wheel but looks over at me. "And what?"

I shake my head and look back down the driveway. The man I've dreamed about is taking me to an event at his parents' house, but the only thing I feel is disgust for him.

When the building finally comes into view, I assume it's an apartment complex. One of the really nice ones that are made to appeal to empty nesters looking for something smaller and with less maintenance but still just as fancy as what they've gotten used to. His parents probably have a nice fireplace and a gas—or maybe even induction—range in their unit. But when we get closer, something seems off. There's too much continuity. The light in one window seems to be the same as the light in the next one. Like it's one large room. "Is this a house?" I ask as we finally come to a stop out front.

A college-aged man wearing a cheap white collared shirt opens my door and holds out a hand. It takes a second to realize I'm supposed to take it. "Ma'am," he says while giving the hand a twitch to make sure I've noticed it. Asher's parents are having a party at their enormous home that is large enough to house at least seven families, and they have a valet? I feel so stupid. The name of the company is Brunstein-Cohen. Of course, Asher Cohen's parents would have more money than I could comprehend.

"Kalen?" Asher's voice wakes me up. He's standing just behind the waiting valet and watches me as I take the younger man's hand and step out onto the smooth stone walkway.

The valet hands me off to Asher like I'm a leashed animal, and I take a few steps and then stop. We're just out of earshot of the man who is slipping behind the steering wheel. "Why did you bring me here?" Asher's grip tightens, and I know it means he wants me to go inside without saying a word. The spoiled rich boy is probably not used to anyone questioning him. But I don't budge.

"It's my mother's birthday. Every year she celebrates with family and a few friends and associates."

"Why bring me? It's obviously not the kiss, because you made it extremely clear that was meaningless to you."

He looks to his left. There's an older couple standing just outside the door, but they aren't paying attention to us. "I normally come alone, but my mother insisted that I bring someone this year. May we go in now?"

"That doesn't answer my question." I squeeze his hand as hard as he's squeezing mine. It makes my knuckles hurt, but I'm doing it to prove a point. Even if I can't type for a week, it will be worth it.

"What question?" His eyebrow twitches. He's starting to look as angry as I feel, and something inside me surges at the idea of getting into an argument with him here in front of his parents' house. Right now, I don't care if he is my boss.

"Why me? There have to be so many other people you could have commanded to come with you."

He tries to let go of my hand, but I hold tight. He still turns to look away from me, though, and I think he's not going to answer. "She told me to." He runs a hand through his hair. "Her exact words were, 'bring someone special. That new secretary of yours.' So I couldn't have brought anyone else."

I try to hold on to my anger, but I can't. "She knows about me? What have you told her?" If he's talked about me to his parents—if they think I'm someone special to him—then maybe the kiss wasn't as unimportant as he pretended.

"It's very complicated. Can we just go in now? Please?"

I bite back my smile at the word. I wonder when the great Asher Cohen last had to say "please" to someone. Especially someone like me. "Will I get to meet her? And your dad?"

"I imagine she will make sure of it."


SEVEN


"Now, let me get a good look at you." Even if Asher hadn't just introduced this woman as his mother, there would be no mistaking her. She has the same green eyes and the same spark in them as she steps back from our hug and looks me over. "So lovely. You've made such tremendous progress in such a short amount of time."

I look from her to Asher, but he's just staring at the floor in front of his feet. "Progress?" Knowing him, Asher has probably told her I'm an invalid who can barely keep herself upright—himself. I shake my head. Maybe he wouldn't be wrong in saying that. For the last couple of days, I've been slipping and using the wrong pronouns on myself. I don't know how that's even possible. Thankfully, I haven't made the mistake aloud.

"Yes, I'm sure you've noticed it. The changes you⁠—"

"Mother, let's not start with that again." Asher moves between me and his mother, almost like he's shielding me. "We have a house full of friends, and it's your birthday. You should be making the rounds. Not making a fool of yourself in front of my guest."

"Your guest, who is only here at my insistence," she speaks to him like I'm not even here. "And surely, you can't still deny it. Now you've seen her with your own eyes."

Asher takes another step, and this time there can be no doubt he's stepping between me and his mother. "All I've seen is a person who may present somewhat androgynously, but that doesn't mean anything." He almost spits the last words at her, and I reflexively take a step back.

Is he talking about me? I look down at my clothes. Women's, but that doesn't mean I'm androgynous. I don't think there can be any doubt about what I am, despite what I'm wearing.

"Asher, why do you insist on denying?"

"Because it's the type of insane bullshit that mentally ill people on the street might tell me." He starts to raise his voice, but then catches himself and lowers it to a growling whisper.

I put my hand on his shoulder to get his attention. "Is this about me?" I hear him take a deep breath as soon as I touch him. Even from behind, I can see his chest expand.

"Yes, my dear girl," his mother smiles. "This is very much about you, and as much as Asher tries to pretend he doesn't see it, he does."

I blush when she calls me a girl. "If this is about what I'm wearing⁠—"

"Let's go." Asher spins and takes my hand. "It's not about that at all. It's some foolishness my mother has held on to since I was a boy."

"Kalia, your family is originally from Eastern Europe, yes? Around the Baltic Sea?"

I stop just before Asher and I reach the door. "It's Kalen. And yes, a long time ago. But how do you know?"

Asher's mother walks over to me and cups my cheek. "It's where my family is from too. Asher's family. You've no doubt been having the dreams."

"Dreams?" I look from her to Asher and back. His mouth is twisted into a grimace. Hers is curled into a smile. "I mean, yes. But you can't... That's not possible for you to know about those."

She leans closer, tilting her head back and kisses me on the forehead. It feels oddly comforting, like a blessing from a priest. "Asher has had the dreams too. I've had a variation of them my whole life. Even as a little girl, I would see my future son and the woman he was fated to be with."

"What woman?" I ask, even though I know what she's talking about. I've seen it in those dreams. I've lived it the last few days, even though I've been too blind to realize it. "I don't understand."

"You two are simply the fulfillment of an oath between two kehillot hundreds of years ago. It's been destined since you were born. It required a little help on my part to make sure you two were compatible, but we do what we must."

I look at Asher. He's just shaking his head. I imagine he's heard this a hundred times before, but this is a first for me. And none of it makes any sense. "I don't even know what a kehillot is, let alone what that has to do with me or Asher. Or this." I motion down at myself.

"That," she points her finger up and down me, "is my doing. It was necessary for one of you to change. I hope you understand why I chose you rather than my son. But I have been more than fair to you. You'll see once the transformation is complete."

"Enough of this," Asher bellows so loudly that I'm sure the guests in the room next door hear him. "She doesn't want to hear your crazy fantasies about oaths and prophesies. Witches aren't real, and there's no such thing as magic. Kalia, we're leaving."

"Of course, my dear," his mother says serenely, as he yanks me through the door. "You have already given me the best birthday I could wish for."

I plead with Asher to slow down as he pulls me through the front doors and down the steps. Finally, I use all my weight to jerk him back. It gets his attention. "I cannot keep up with you. Especially not in these heels. Can we please just slow down?"

He growls, but at least he stops. "She just makes me so angry with this nonsense. I've heard it since I was a boy, but it's one thing for her to say it to me. It's something else for her to say it to someone else. Especially someone who I—never mind." He lets go of me to walk over to the valet. I see him slip the young man a couple hundred-dollar bills, and the valet takes off at a sprint across the lawn.

I walk up behind him and put my arm around the small of his back. "What were you going to say?"

Asher sighs, then puts his arm around me and pulls me tight against him. It amazes me how perfectly we fit together, and I rest my head on his shoulder. "I was going to say that I wish she wouldn't do things like this in front of the woman I care about and who I'm desperately trying to impress." He chuckles, and it shakes both of our bodies.

"I don't think you have to worry about that anymore. I'm already smitten, no matter what your family is like. And just wait until you meet mine. My dad will talk for hours about the home-brew setup he has in the garage. They can't even use the space for their cars anymore because he has pipes going everywhere."

"That's the kind of small talk I could be interested in. But I want to know more about this smittenness of yours." He twists me in his arms so our chests are pressed together. "Perhaps we could discuss this further? Say at my place?"

"I think my schedule is clear for the rest of the evening."

He stares down into my eyes for the longest time. The heat inside me builds so much that I either need to do something or strip out of these clothes right here before I overheat, So I rise up to my toes, and kiss him. We both gasp as our lips touch, but then he wraps his arms around my back and I throw mine around his neck. There's a rushing in my ears that reminds me of the time I went whitewater rafting in the seventh grade. I was terrified and clung to the raft so tight that my palms had bruises for the rest of the vacation. When we got to the shore, the guide laughed at me and told me that those were just class I rapids, the easiest there are. I trembled at the thought of anything more than those. Now I'm trembling for a different reason. And I'm imagining so much more than this.

When he pulls back from me, I whimper. "I think our car is here," he says.

"Before I let you go, you have to promise we'll continue this discussion when we get home."

He kisses me on the nose. "It's the only item on the agenda."

We let go of each other, and I feel naked without him against me. He opens the passenger door for me. As I slide in, a ruffling curtain in one of the house windows catches my eye. His mother is watching us. When she sees me, she smiles and waves.
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"So this is where the great Asher Cohen lives?" The elevator door slides back to reveal an open space. At first, I think it's a lobby, but then I realize it's his penthouse. The walls are covered in art. It makes me laugh to see so much color in his home.

"What's so funny?"

I point to the painting closest to me. It's a canvas with blue and orange and pink blocks filling the entire space. It's beautiful.

"That's a Frankenthaler, and it cost me almost five million dollars. I'm glad you find it amusing."

"It's not that." I pull him closer, and my chest presses against him. My nipples harden even under the layers of fabric that I wish I didn't have on. "I love the painting. I love all these paintings. But they're so colorful. But you're famous for only wearing black and white."

"That's not true."

I kiss the side of his neck, and he tilts slightly to open it up for me. "It is. The people at work are even scared to wear colors around you." I kiss him again and then bite him, tugging the skin just a little before I let go.

"Now that is certainly not true. My social secretary loves to wear color. So much that I think she might be flaunting it." He guides me out of the entrance and into the space that must serve as his living room. There's a white sofa and two black armchairs. The walls are white and in the center of the far wall there's a black fireplace mantle. Across from it is a bank of floor-to-ceiling windows.

We stop with a thud when my butt hits the back of the sofa, and now his lips are on the crook of my neck. I moan as he takes his turn to bite me. "She's definitely flaunting it. I think she just wants your attention."

"Mmm, well, I think she's got it." He bites again. Harder this time, and I'm sure it will leave a mark. I wish I would have bitten him harder to be sure that he would carry my mark as well. "Do you think she might want to see my bedroom now? After seeing this, it could be something of a disappointment."

I catch his mouth with mine as he moves in for another round, and I pinch his lip between my teeth. His groan rattles my body. "I don't see how it could ever be a disappointment." Just a week ago, I was dreaming of this man. Three days ago, I thought he was the biggest asshole on the earth. They both seem like different lifetimes. They were different lifetimes. Now, my body is quivering at the thought of going to his bedroom.

He quirks an eyebrow and then takes my hand to lead me through his home. We pass the kitchen, just as black and white as the living room, and then we go down a hall. He takes me past two closed doors, then pulls me through the one at the end of the hall. With the press of a switch, the lights come on. This room is nothing like the rest of the house. It's nothing like him. The walls are a soft sea blue and the furniture is white. It's something I would see in a vacation home on the ocean, not in a modern penthouse in the heart of the city. We stop in the middle of the room, and I spin to look at it all as he drops my hand.

"I warned you."

I turn to him and put my palms on his chest. "It's not disappointing. Nothing of you could ever disappoint me. It's just unexpected."

His face goes red. "A few years ago, I was having... some issues. A therapist recommended I make my bedroom a sanctuary. This is just like my bedroom in the lake house we summered at when I was a boy. It was my happiest memory."

"The house where you summered?" I put on a posh British accent as I unbutton his shirt. I go slowly at first. Starting at the top, watching his eyes for any objection. Then I move to the next one and the next. He's not wearing a shirt underneath, and the black hair on his pale chest is too much distraction for me to resist. I stop unbuttoning his shirt and run my finger through his hair, watching as it falls under my touch and then springs right back up. I trace my initials KW over his heart and put my palm over the bare skin. His heart beats against me, and I close my eyes.

"You know, it's not a good sign that you quit in the middle of a job like that." He lifts my chin with a finger and kisses me. "Your boss might not like it."

"I think my boss might have an even bigger problem than that."

"Oh? His gaze goes down, and he presses his cock against me. "I suppose it is a pretty big problem, but I have faith that you can handle it." He takes a step back and unfastens his pants. They fall to the floor around his feet, and I notice that somewhere he's kicked his shoes off. When I see his briefs—black, of course—fall on top of them, I look back up. The sight of his cock forces the air from my lungs.

I slide a finger from its base toward its tip. Each millimeter I glide makes my own center warmer and warmer until I think it must have been replaced with a furnace. A furnace blazing with gas valves opened all the way in the middle of summer. When I get to the tip, I curl my hand around it. It throbs under my touch. I want to drop to my knees and take him into my mouth, but the fire inside me begs for something else. "I need⁠—"

"I know." He urges me backward until his blanket tickles the backs of my thighs. He presses gently on my shoulders, and I sit, my legs spread. He moves between them. "Is this okay?"

I snort. "That's a very silly question to ask me right now."

The side of his mouth curls up, and he drops to his knees. He takes one shoe off me. Then the other. Then he unfastens my pants and yanks them down and tosses them behind him. I watch as they hit the wall and crumple to the floor.

When his fingers hook under the elastic band of my panties, I draw in a sharp breath. "Please," I whimper, practically begging him.

"You want me to take these off you?"

I nod. I can't take any more. The hard throbbing that I'm used to is replaced now with a steam oven threatening to burn me.

Without a word, he moves down my body, back to my feet. He takes my big toe into his mouth, sucks it and releases it with a pop. "I'll get to it in my own time." He moves his mouth along the sole of my foot. His lips tickle my sensitive skin as he moves toward my heel. Then he kisses the bone on the inside of my ankle.

"Asher."

"Shh. Can't you see I'm busy?" He moves inch by inch up the inside of my leg. Kissing and licking and kissing.

By the time he gets to my knee, my entire body is on edge. "Asher, please. I need you to be⁠—"

"I know exactly what you need." He lifts my leg just a little to kiss the skin under my knee. I never knew it could be so sensitive. "I've known it since I first saw you. Since the first time I dreamed of you."

My back arches, and I have to physically will my body to stay together as his mouth slides up my thigh. I watch for the sweat to bead on his forehead. I wait for his hair to burst from the heat as he gets closer and closer. But I'm the one being incinerated. When he finally comes back to my panties, I'm shaking.

"I think you're ready now." He stands up and reaches for a condom from the bedside table. I growl at the absence of his touch, and it makes him laugh. "So impatient. You'll get plenty of me in just a second." He settles on top of me. His arms press into the mattress on either side, holding his weight.

I don't wait for him this time. I reach between us and guide his cock to me. To my folds. My finger accidentally brushes my clit as I do, and I have to bite the insides of my cheeks. How can it feel like this? How can I have gone so long without knowing this?

Asher takes my cue, and he presses into me. I suck in a breath, but it's not enough as he moves further and further in. This feels nothing like the times I've had anal sex in the past. I thought that was wonderful, but it's nothing compared to this.

"I'm not hurting you, am I?" He stops. When I don't answer right away, he brushes a hand down the side of my face. Then I shake my head. I can't find even the simplest word to tell him he's not hurting me. That I want even more of him. But he gets my message. "That's my girl." And with a snarl that feels like it rattles the whole room, he presses even further in.

He holds it there for a second, then he pulls out. I whimper, but he pushes it right back in. Slowly for the first couple of times. I'm so wet I can hear him sliding in and out of me. Then he speeds up. The faster he goes, the less I'm aware of anything except the feeling of his cock pumping into me over and over. Each thrust builds more energy inside me. My nerves are already lost. Each neuron singed. And I'm helpless as the flames grow hotter. I arch back. I throw my hips to meet each of his pumps. And I think I hear myself scream just before my entire reality explodes. Suddenly, everything is too much for me. The sensation of my breasts bouncing with each movement. The feeling of my ass sliding along the blanket with each stroke. I have to squeeze my eyes closed. I want to cover my ears.

I try to suck in breaths, but I can't get any air. Then I realize I'm still screaming, calling his name again and again. And he's grunting now. Each one of his thrusts is taking on a terrible urgency, like a hunter trying to spear a lion before it can whip around and gash him with its claws. I wrap my legs around him, spurring him, helping him. And his grunts grow louder. Matching me as we move together. And when I hear him gasp, I know he's done, and I can breathe again too. He slows down and then slips out of me completely, lying next to me. Both of us panting.

I take his hand and weave my fingers through his before pulling it to my chest. "How could you ever think that would be disappointing?"


EPILOGUE


"Are you ready?" Asher reaches across the seat and takes my hand as the driver pulls to a stop in front of the building.

I force myself to not smile. Or at least not smile as large as I really want to. "This has to be it right? I mean, finding this dress last week cannot be a coincidence." My eyes flick down. I'm wearing a black beaded gown. The gown from the dream. His tuxedo is the same too. The same satiny lapels. The same bowtie. I touch a finger to his beard. It's the same. This has to be it.

"We won't know until we go inside." He blows out a breath, and I realize he's nervous. It's something I've rarely seen from him in the year I've known him.

The driver opens my door, and I step out and smile at him. David, Asher's favorite driver. He's normally off on Tuesdays, but tonight he's filling in for a sick driver. It's another sign.

"Thank you, David." Asher slips him a couple of bills. "I'll take her from here."

"Very good. Mr. Cohen, Ms. White." David nods and walks back to the driver's side of the car. Asher puts his hand on the small of my back and guides me up the walk to the building. He's only a few inches taller than me in these heels, and I enjoy being almost the same level as him.

The building is designed to look like a Colonial mansion. Maybe it was once, but now it's the clubhouse for Lawlin Pines Country Club. Normally, just the most exclusive, and snobbish, golf course in the state. For this week, though, it's the golf course the entire world will be watching as it hosts the US Open. Tonight is the welcome gala for the pros and celebrities. A chance for the club members to spend a night with the stars. Asher is both a member and famous, so he'll play both roles tonight. A business celebrity and a fanboy of some of the best golfers in the world.

As soon as we walk inside, we freeze and turn to the other. "This is it," we say simultaneously. My heart races, and I have to fight to keep tears from welling. For the last year, we've gone to countless events. Sometimes more than one per week. And each time we wonder if it will be the one. "Maybe the dress will be slightly different in real life. Maybe the rooms won't look quite the same. It was a dream, after all." But at the end of each one, we left knowing that it wasn't the one.

"You never recognized this building in your dreams?" I ask him.

"It's been years since I've been here," he says. "Come on. We have to be in the ballroom. That's where it starts."

He takes my hand—one of us is trembling, I'm not sure which—and guides me through the foyer and into a room on the right. The room is filled with men in tuxedos and women wearing gold and silver gowns. It takes my breath away. It's identical to the dream. The string quartet is playing instrumental versions of pop songs. An homage to modern culture while remaining firmly rooted in a past where country clubs represented the aspirational height of society.

Asher leads me to the dance floor. Some people are swaying, but no one is dancing. This space isn't for that. It's for social swimming. People swim around like sharks, waiting to pounce on a seal once it's alone. I feel bad for the professionals and celebrities who are the seals tonight.

A couple of men try to start conversations with Asher, but he brushes both of them off. We walk around the room until we find the exact spot. When we find it, he spins me toward him. We both stare at each other, and it's harder to fight the tears now. I've spent a year living a dream that had almost come true, but tonight is the night that it finally will. Fully.

"How can you be so fucking gorgeous?" he asks.

I can't believe this is it. I close my eyes and count. When I get to four, he's standing a couple feet back from me. I look him over. Look at the tuxedo that I've wanted to rip off him from the second he put it on.

Just as I reach for him, he grabs my wrist. "Lets get out of here." He spins and guides us through the room. A few more people try to get his attention, but they have no hope of that now. Asher is on a mission, and no one ever interrupts him when he is like this.

I strain to keep up—our arms are the cable of a suspension bridge linking us together—as he pushes through a door and we enter a hallway that is much too bright.

"It's just ahead." He goes even faster now, and I have to jog to keep up. My heels are a rapid machine gun click on the floor.

"Where are we going?" I thought he said he didn't remember this place? Did being here trigger something in his memory?

He groans as we pass by the portraits hanging on the wall. Now, I can see they're portraits of former club presidents. A rich and varied history of white men who look almost identical to all the ones who came before them.

When we get to the end of the hall, he throws open a door and pulls us into a room. The same windows. I walk closer to them and stare out at what has to be the dark golf course just outside.

"I want you out of that dress."

I spin to face him. I don't know if my heart is pumping double time because of the dash to this room or because of him. I want to strip for him More than almost anything, I want to have him right here. "But the windows." I'm not sure if I'm worried that someone could be watching or that no one is.

"I want you out of that dress."

He sounds like an animal, and as he crosses the room to me, he moves like one too. He's so quick, quicker than in the dream, as he reaches behind me and yanks the zipper down.

I hug my arms across my chest, not to stop the dress from falling down, but to slow it. Make it more sensual. As I let it drop inch-by-inch, Asher growls. It makes me want to go even slower, but I don't have the willpower to hold out much longer. I let it fall to my hips, and he reaches behind me to unfasten my strapless bra. "You are mine," he whispers when his mouth is just inches away from my ear. It sends goosebumps through my body. I am. I am absolutely his.

When my bra falls to the floor, Asher leans forward and takes one of my pebbled nipples into his mouth. He swirls his tongue around it. Licks it. Then moves to the other and does the same.

Then he lowers himself. I feel my pussy heat at the thought of what's coming. At the image of him pulling my dress down the rest of the way and then burying his face between my legs. But he stops and looks up at me. His lips tremble, and I want to drop to my knees to ask him what's wrong. The small, upward curl of his lips is the only thing that keeps me from doing it.

I watch as he reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out a black box. "Are you serious?"

"Very serious."

Now I’m trembling. I can’t help but sneak a glance down to my left hand. I’ve never noticed how empty it looks. “But I'm half naked."

"Then let's get that dress all the way off you and make this moment perfect."


[image: Only a Costume]



ONE


"Are you sure about this?" I tug at the hem of the dress, but no matter how much I pull it down, it doesn't cover more than a few inches of my thigh.

Zane rolls his eyes as he shifts the car into park. "Bruh, I'm telling you, these costumes are brilliant. Everyone's going to love 'em. And quit doing that. It only seems short 'cause you're sitting. Haven't you ever watched a girl's dress ride up when she sits down? That's the best part of them wearing short dresses."

I toss my hands up and then fold them across my chest, under the bulge of my fake boobs. "First, that's easy for you to say because you get to be the man. Second, of course I've noticed, but I'm not supposed to be a girl whose dress is riding up her thighs."

"What, are you worried someone might see your panties?" He laughs, and I wish he wasn't my best friend so I could punch him. Or at least claw at him with these stupid long, red fingernails I'm wearing.

"I'm worried they're going to think I'm... weird or something." Most of the people at the party are Zane's friends, but I still hang out with them sometimes. The last thing I want is for them to think I'm a crossdresser who looks forward to Halloween for the chance to dress up as a girl.

Zane turns off the car and looks at me. "They're going to think you're amazing, even though you're totally piggybacking off my genius idea. And I'm going to tell them it was all my idea too. They need to know that I'm the smart one. Now quit being a chicken and come on." He opens his door without even making sure the road is clear and hops out of the car with way more energy than I can muster right now.

I take a deep breath and then another and finally open my door. Zane is standing right outside it, waving at me to hurry, but he can wait. He's not the one in this outfit. Or these shoes. The way they squeeze my toes makes me sure they were designed in the middle ages to torture the most recalcitrant enemies of some king. Or maybe as an object to aid in self-mortification. Each step forgives me of more and more of my sins.

And it's not like the tights I'm wearing provide any padding. Or warmth. By the time I get to the front door, I'm freezing and wishing that my toes would fall off from frostbite. I can't tell if my shivering is because of the temperature or because of my nerves, but my entire body is trembling.

"Remember, you take a few steps in, and then stop. Then I act like I'm taking pictures. I'll give you directions and be really loud about it while I hold the camera up. That'll get everyone's attention. Then you really do it up. Act like you're posing for some famous magazine or something."

"You're supposed to be the photographer and the genius who came up with this idea, and you don't even know what magazine you're shooting for? Why do I have to work with amateurs?" I roll my eyes and let out a huff.

"Ha, that's good! You're a natural at this. Ready?" He smiles and reaches for the doorknob.

No, I'm not ready. My insides are so twisted it would be hard to make sense of what's what. My intestines are where my liver should be. My kidney is pressing into my stomach. And I'm sure I'm going to be sick. So sure that I'm looking for a bush where I can discreetly disgorge everything I've eaten in the last week. Before I get a chance, Zane grabs my arm and pushes me through the open door ahead of him.


TWO


If the pumping of my blood didn't make it so difficult to hear anything else, the laughter of the other guests as we perform our skit would be deafening. I take a few steps inside the room just like we practiced, and then I pose for his fake camera while Zane barks out instructions. "Now toss your hair.... Now turn to the left.... Hand on your hip.... Gorgeous!" By the time we're done, people are coming up to congratulate us on our costumes.

Well, they're coming up to Zane. He's wearing jeans, a black turtleneck, and a pair of lensless thick-framed glasses. Nothing at all like what I have to wear for this costume. I look down at his feet. He's wearing the plain white sneakers that he would wear any other day while my feet are crammed into a pair of black pumps that I swear have a thirteen-inch heel. Not to mention everything else. After I make sure no one is looking, I hook my thumbs into the bottom of the corset and twist. It doesn't help.

I stick around long enough to not seem rude, but when it's clear that I'm nothing more than the lovely assistant to Zane's magic act, I go to the kitchen. I need a drink to cope with this. I need lots of drinks. Thankfully, the kitchen doesn't disappoint.

The kitchen island is probably made of quartz or granite. I see some hints of black or maybe dark brown peeking through. But right now it's glass. Every inch is covered in bottles. I wince my way up and scan them. Several brands of tequila and whiskey and rum and vodka and a couple of bourbons. I want to scoop them all into my arms. I'm going to need a lot of liquor to make my pinched feet and crushed ribs go numb. But I settle on vodka.

I find a plastic cup, add a bit of cranberry juice, and then fill it all the way with a brand I know costs more than I would ever be willing to pay for it. I take a sip, expecting it to sting my tongue, but it doesn't. It just gives a slow warm heat, so I toss back the rest of it. The burn is stronger now, but it's still not enough to distract me. I'm reaching for the cranberry juice again when I notice a man standing next to me. He's too close, and the kitchen isn't crowded enough for him to be this close coincidentally. I'm not sure what to do, so I freeze, which possibly looks strange since my arm is extended from my body.

"You're beautiful."

His words unlock me, and I turn to face him. I have to tilt my head up to look into his eyes. They're the darkest blue I've ever seen. Somewhere on the border between blue and black. His blonde hair is brushed slightly to one side. The tips are just a little lighter, like he's spent his summer outside. He would be the type of man to take my breath away. If I was attracted to men. And if I didn't have a corset on and could actually have a breath to be taken away. "Uh, I think you may have had a few too many of these." I hitch my thumb over my shoulder to point to the makeshift bar. "Maybe take a break for a while. I'll pick up your slack."

"I'm completely sober. I've not been able to take my eyes off you since you walked in with your friend. First, I assumed he was your boyfriend. After all, a girl like you couldn't possibly be single. But when he ignored you, and instead, decided to spend his time with those lads over there, I reckoned he must just be a friend." He motions to a group beside him, but neither of us takes our eyes off the other.

"Are you English?" I stare at him like I can determine his nationality just by looking. That's when I notice that he's starting to get a little wobbly. Or maybe I am. And that makes me wonder how long I'll be able to stand drunk in these heels. In turn, that makes me realize I haven't thought about my painfully pinched toes once since I started talking to him.

"Close enough, I suppose. Perhaps you and I could⁠—"

"Wait." I try to hold my hand out as a signal for him to stop, but I accidentally end up pressing my palm against his chest. It feels good, like holding my hand over a radiator after being out in a snowstorm. God, how much vodka have I had? "Zane's not my boyfriend. I'm a guy." My head is definitely doing loops now, and I'm glad my hand is on him to hold me steady.

His smile captures my gaze. His lips curl up and flash just a little of his teeth. "Of course not." He cups my elbow. His fingers barely touch my skin, but it's enough to make the room spin in the other direction. "There's nothing wrong with falling into character, however."

I wait for him to wink. This seems like a situation that calls for a wink. But he doesn't. His eyes burn into mine, and just when it's so uncomfortable I can't stand any more, he turns and walks away. As he does, my gaze falls—because of gravity, no other reason—and it settles on his ass. He's wearing dark jeans, just like Zane. But he looks nothing like Zane in these. His muscles practically ripple as he walks away, and a heat spreads through me with each step that he takes. Definitely too much vodka. When he walks around a corner, I finally turn away and look down at the empty glass in my hand. I decide to skip the juice and just pour the vodka into it, straight. I don't want to mess around with mixers right now.

I swallow what is probably a triple shot and then walk out toward the living room. I follow the man's steps, but I do it like I'm walking on a wobbling tightrope and any misstep will mean I plummet to the ground. My hands are out beside me to help me balance, and I watch the floor immediately in front of my feet. When the flooring transitions from tile to hardwood, I stop and look up.

This room is full of people. Most of them are wearing cheap costumes that they probably bought at one of those pop-up stores that's everywhere this time of year. A few have makeup smeared on their faces. Blood or dark zombie eyes. In the corner, there's a small group of people gathered around someone who seems to be dressed as a cassette tape. That can't be right. I blink my eyes several times so I can see what they really are, but I never can tell.

As I look around the room, I pay attention to the men. It's probably the first time in my life that I've ever looked at men. Like this, at least. But I want to know if any of them make me feel the way that man did. Maybe I am gay after all. Maybe there's a delayed-onset homosexuality that happens 15 years after puberty. I go through the first part of my life thinking I'm attracted to girls, but all it takes is one touch from a man to change me and make me see the truth. But not one of them does a thing for me. I don't even care to give any of them a second look.

Could it just be him? I walk further into the room and then around the corner where I last saw him. It's brighter here. That's probably why there are fewer people hanging out in this room. I look from face to face, but none of them are him. I blow out a disappointed sigh. Then I see Zane in the corner. He's sitting on a beanbag chair that would be more at home in a frat house, and there's a woman half on his lap.

"Hey," I call to him.

His eyes flash up to me and then go back to the woman's chest.

"Zane?"

He leans forward to kiss her nipple through the fabric of her dress. She gives a light giggle. Then he looks up at me again. "What, dude? Kinda busy here."

"You don't think I'm gay, do you?"

The woman turns to examine me. Her long brown hair catches on her shoulder as she does and covers one of her eyes. When she sees me, she giggles again. "Rylan, you're shit-faced already?" Zane asks. "You're about as straight as they come. Too straight sometime, if ya know what I mean. No, not gay. Not a little bit. Now go find your own girl to make out with and leave me alone with mine." He rubs a hand up the woman's back, and she arches into his touch. It's clear he's finished with me.

I turn around, intending to walk back into the other room, but I either make a full circle or don't move at all, because when I look down, Zane is in the same spot. I take two careful steps backward, and when my butt collides with a wall, I use it to guide me into the next room. The simple shuffling crab walk is like stepping barefoot on shards of glass. I don't need a girl. I need a ride home.


THREE


I sit on the edge of the bed, my head rolled back so I would be staring at the ceiling if my eyes were open. My heart is thumping so loud, I'm sure the neighbors can hear it.

It's been two weeks since the party, and I haven't been able to stop thinking about it. Everything that night was so wrong. My costume, that man, my attitude toward the whole thing. I was too obsessed with what everyone else would think, with what I should think about myself. I look down at the dress in my hands and blow out a long breath.

I ordered it the day after the party. My head was splitting and my toes were throbbing, and as soon as I woke up, all I could think was that I needed to do it all again. To give it another shot. I didn't know what to expect, but I grabbed my phone and bought a new outfit—with what I hoped were more comfortable shoes—before I even got out of bed.

I still don't know what to expect. I just know that Zane is gone, so I have the apartment to myself for at least a couple of hours. This isn't the first time I've been alone since then, but this is the first time I've had the balls to do it.

I set the dress beside me. "I can do this. I can do this." I look down at my toes and repeat the words over and over again like they're a magic spell that will make the swarming butterflies in my stomach disappear. They don't. But I take the bottle of nail polish from the bedside table and unscrew the cap anyway. The smell fills the room, and my lungs aren't sure whether to choke on it or inhale more of it. I slide back just a little on the mattress and pull my left foot up. I rest the sole on the edge of the bed and bend as close to it as I can. My hand is shaking so much that it's amazing the nail polish doesn't vibrate off the brush, but I manage to get it to my toes. My big toe first. I swipe the brush down its length twice, three times. There's a glob of bright pink polish covering my cuticle and almost halfway to the knuckle. But it's done. I blow out a breath and move to the next toe and then the next. And then I trade. I pull my right foot up while I let the left dangle and dry.

I don't know why, but I take the time to do two coats on each toenail. This is all coming off in just a couple of hours anyway, so there's no point. But something won't let me go just halfway on this. It's not like I'm unfamiliar with the concept of half-assing things. In fact, if there's a way to quarter-ass something, you can bet that I'm doing it. School, work, relationships. Somehow, I've always found the bare minimum that I needed to get by and then do just a little bit less than that. But I want this to be perfect.

When everything is dry, I take the panties from my dresser—the same pair I wore to the party; no need to order another, one pair will be all I'll ever need—and I step into them and tuck everything into place. I'm not trembling now. As the nail polish dried, my worries and fears evaporated. I bunch up the dress like it's a t-shirt, and pull it over my head. My arms slip easily into the holes, and the hem drops to the middle of my thighs. This is alright. This is just someone putting on ordinary clothes. Not like what I wore to the party. That was a costume. This is just... normal.

I slip on the shoes. They're plain black flats in an eleven wide. It was the biggest size they had without spending more than I was willing to, but I think they might be too big. My heels slip as I take my first tentative steps. I walk to the door and then stop with my hand on the knob. I hold my ear to the door. I know I'm alone, but it doesn't hurt to be safe.

Once I'm sure, I pull the door open and stand in the frame. My heart quickens, and it's like there's an invisible tether not letting me get too far from my bed. "It's normal. This is all normal," I say aloud as I try to break free and push into the living room. But I can't. What if someone sees me? We're only on the second floor. Someone from the street could look up and see me through the window. My heart beats a little faster. Or someone in the five story office building next door. I don't know how many times I've sat at the window and watched the people move around their offices. They're going to do the same to me. Watch the man wearing a dress. I can't do this. I can't.

My breaths are so rapid that I start to get light-headed. I hold on to the doorframe for support and squeeze my eyes closed. "No one is going to see me." I pull on the sides of the frame. It takes almost all of my force, but I propel myself out into the hallway. A cold wave rolls over me as I take the first step outside my bedroom. It tries to push me back inside. Back to the safe shores behind me, but I have momentum now. I take step after step. I don't even hesitate before I walk into the living room. I barely glance at the door to make sure it's locked and the deadbolt is on.

I think for a moment about closing the curtains, but it's a beautiful day. Maybe one of the last before the deep grays of autumn and then winter take over. The nights have moved past chilly and are starting to settle into frosty, and I want to enjoy the weather while I still can. If anything, I should open the windows and invite the world in. Dare it to judge me. I walk to the window to do that, but I stop when I see my reflection in the mirror hanging beside the table in the area that we use as a dining room.

The purple of the dress is what catches my eye. It's not light enough to be a spring lilac and not dark enough to be a wintery eggplant. As I turn to examine myself, the hem twirls around me. I look… fine. Completely okay. I tuck my long black hair behind my ears. From a distance, I might even pass as a woman. I probably would. I'm sure of it. I smile. This is alright. I wonder what the man from the party would think if he saw me?

I think of him as I walk to the window. What is he doing right now? Where does he work? Where does he live? I wish I would have asked his name. When I get to the sill, I force the window open and look down. Several people are walking below. In the next building, I see people moving back and forth in their offices. One woman swivels her chair in a half-circle as she stares at her computer screen. No one looks at me. This is normal. I'm a normal person wearing normal clothes. Why would anyone look at me? A normal person in normal clothes who is suddenly aware of how hungry he is. There's leftover pizza in the fridge. Thinking of it makes my stomach growl.

Before I can even take a step, though, I hear a set of keys jingle just outside the door. Then I hear the saw-like rip as the biting key engages with the tumblers of the lock. Fuck! Maintenance? No, Zane. It has to be. I sprint toward my room, careful to shuffle so my shoes don't fly off and so he won't hear the thud of footsteps rushing across the floor. Just as the door opens, I close mine. Softly with a thunk I can barely hear. I lean against it. My chest rises and falls over and over as I try to regain my breath. What is he doing here already? I look at the clock and see that it's 4:47pm. It's been longer than I thought.

I reach behind me and quietly twist the knob to lock my door, and then I rush to the other side of the room, ripping my dress above my head and kicking my shoes off as I do. My hands are shaking even more than when I started. Just as I start to pull my panties off, I stop. I can leave those on, right? No harm in that. He wouldn't notice them under my sweatpants. I hurry and pull on the pants like Zane might be able to see me through the door. Then I shove the dress and shoes back in the bottom dresser drawer and take out a t-shirt. Black, so it's unmistakably manly. A pair of socks to cover my toenails, and I'm ready. I check myself over just to make sure there aren't any exposing holes in the sweatpants or socks, and then I open the door.

"Hey. I was just getting ready to eat. Want something?" I ask.


FOUR


My hand is tight around the neck of the trash bag as I stand beside the dumpster behind my apartment complex. I know I need to do this, to get rid of these things, but there's still a part of my brain that's protesting. But no matter what that part says, this is the right thing to do. I don't need two sets of underwear.

In the three weeks since the costume party, I've ordered more and more women's clothes online. It's felt almost like a compulsion. Whenever I was alone, I would shop. Almost every day, there would be another package delivered to our front door, and each day I would make sure that I got it before Zane. And now, like a bulimic who's gorged themselves, I need to purge.

I blow out a deep breath as I toss the black bag into the dumpster. It lands with a soft thump, and I feel so much lighter than I did on the way out here. So light I practically dance up the two flights of stairs to my apartment. The silky panties gliding under my jeans with every step, reinforcing that this was the right decision. Why would I need men's underwear when I have these? Or men's socks? I look down at my shoes, black canvas sneakers that seem so much smaller than the pairs I used to wear. Or why would I need men's shoes for that matter?

The door to the apartment just closes behind me when my phone rings. I pull it from my back pocket, expecting to see the picture of a half-drunk Zane looking at a plate of hot wings like he wants to have sex with them, but it's a black screen. The line at the top says "Davis (from the party)."

"Um, hello?" I answer while trying to think of any Davis's I know. There was a David in college, but we had only one class together my junior year. And I don't think we ever went to any of the same parties.

"Hello gorgeous."

As soon as I hear his accent, I know exactly who this is. "You? It's... how?" I don't remember giving him my number or getting his.

"I believe you're just about ready, so I would very much love to go on a date with you. Assuming you're amenable, that is."

Even though I'm home alone, I hurry into my bedroom and shut the door behind me. I'm standing just a little taller now, offended, and just about to remind him that I'm not interested, when I soften up. Of course, I'm not interested, but that doesn't mean I can't hear him out. I drop to the bed and hold the phone tight to my ear as I lie down.

"Does your silence mean you're considering it?" he asks. He doesn't sound worried that I could say no.

And why should I say no? I remember the way we stared at each other at the party. I remember the rush that went through me as I watched him walk away. As I leered at his back and his backside. It's been a little over 21 days since then, and I've thought about that view, dreamed of it, more than I'll ever admit. "What do you have in mind?"
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At the side of the highway, there's a brown sign with yellow writing that says Harvest Grove Forest. I turn onto the gravel road just past it. The rumble shakes the steering wheel. It's almost half a mile before I get to the parking lot. It's tiny, with room for five cars, and there are already two others here. I look in each of them as I drive by, looking for Davis, but they're both empty. I park in the furthest space. There's a mowed grass trail in front of me. It winds through a prairie field, probably wildflowers in the spring and summer. I lose sight of the path after its first bend, but there are woods just beyond the prairie. I flex my toes. Maybe I should have worn boots, regardless of what Davis told me.

It's not long before a black car pulls in. A Mercedes. Or a Bentley. Maybe a Jaguar. I really don't know my cars, but I know that it looks more expensive than any car I'll ever own. My pulse speeds up when I see the driver. It's him. I'm still staring as he comes up to my door and taps quietly on the glass. He smiles when I jerk back, startled. I fumble for the door handle, like I've never been in this car and have no idea where it is. But once I find it, he pulls the door open and holds it for me as I step out.

"You look amazing."

I blush and look around. There's no one else to see me, but a wave of nervousness still rolls through me. "No, you look amazing." My gaze moves down his body. Down the grey wool jacket, the black t-shirt under it. Down to the dark blue jeans that are just tight enough to hint at what's under them. "I look ridiculous."

I move to wave dismissively at my body, but he catches my hands. A tiny shock passes between us. Nothing more than static electricity. He clasps my hands together and kisses them. I nearly have to close my eyes because it's too much. "No" he says. "You look exactly the way I envisioned. Beautiful."

I can't help my snort.

"Stunning."

I shake my head. "I am certainly not either of those⁠—"

"Ravishing." The side of his mouth curls up into a snarl, like he wants to prey on me right here in the parking lot. "Shall we?"

My breath catches, and I can only nod.

"In autumn, this is one of my favorite places on earth. I hope you love it as much as I do." He twines his fingers through mine and lets our joined hands fall between us before giving me a gentle pull. "It's just this way."

I have to take a couple of hurried steps so I don't fall behind. "I really don't think I'm dressed for a hike in the woods."

Davis stops and looks me over. For just a second, he looks like he wants to press me onto the hood of his car. "You're wearing exactly what I suggested."

I hold my one free arm out. "A dress and sandals?" Just as I say it, a gust of wind sweeps across the field, rattling the seed pods that are clinging to the stems. It blows the dress tight against my legs.

"Perfect. Just like you. I promise it's not far. Trust me."

"Davis, I barely know you. We talked for less than a minute at a party, and then you called me out of the blue and asked me out."

"But you do trust me."

I sigh. I do, and that makes me angry at myself. I shouldn't trust him. Isn't this everything that parents warn their daughters about? But when he squeezes my hand, I let him guide me down the path. The grass path under our feet is just starting to turn brown, but the earth is still soft as it holds on to the last bits of summer.

The path doesn't wind as much as I imagined before it leads into the woods that apparently make up the forest of Harvest Grove Forest. It's dark under the canopy of turning leaves, but the path is wide and well-maintained. There's plenty of room for us to walk side-by-side, our arms swinging between us. After walking just a few hundred feet, we come to a fork in the path. I can't see a difference between the two directions, but Davis doesn't hesitate as he pulls me to the right.

We hike up a slight incline, much too gentle to be called a hill. At the top, the path curves, first to the left and then, after just a dozen steps, to the right. And then I see it. Neat orderly rows of trees. They're wide enough for the sun to shine on the grass between them. "What is this?"

"Come on." He pulls me further.

Insects buzz around us, and a few bees swoop by, checking us out before flying away. My gaze follows them as they move toward the nearest tree. It's been trimmed into a neat V shape, and its branches are loaded down with hundreds of fruits. "Apples?" I let go of Davis's hand and walk closer. The buzzing gets louder with each step.

"Not just any apples. The finest apples in the whole world." Davis reaches up and takes a fruit from the tree. He looks at it for a second before handing it to me. "The Cox's Orange Pippin. I had these trees imported from my estate in Kent."

"And you planted them in the middle of a park?" I turn the apple in my hand. It's bright red with mottled spots of yellow. There are a few areas of orangish-red that I assume must have given it its name.

"No. I planted them in the middle of a property I own. Then I made it into a park."

I look up at him, my jaw hanging open. "You own this?"

He waves a hand dismissively, like it's not even worth discussing the fact that he's so rich he has both an estate in England and also owns enough land here to make a forested park with an apple orchard in its heart. "Take a bite. I want to know what you think."

My eyes move from him to the apple and back to him. He's smiling more broadly than he has since I met him.

I hold the apple up to my nose and sniff it. It smells more like an apple than any apple I've ever gotten from a store, so I take a tentative first bite. The sugar moves across my tongue first, but just before it gets to be too sweet, a tangy acidity joins it. The two flavors mix perfectly. "This tastes phenomenal." I take another bite, my teeth chomping through the crisp flesh.

Just as I start to chew the second, larger bite, Davis presses my arms down to my sides and backs me into the tree. I drop the apple and look up at him in time to see his face moving closer. His lips moving closer. Time seems to go so slowly as I watch them inch closer. My heartbeat counts two beats for every second. My body converts the sugar into energy that fuels a fire inside me. And by the time his lips touch mine, I'm so hot I could burn down the entire orchard.

I try to take a deep breath, but I just end up gulping him. His arms snake around me. They go to the small of my back and then down to my ass. He cups it with a gentle squeeze as his tongue slithers across my lips, begging me to part them for him. And I do. I moan as he enters me. My head rolls back against the tree. I'm not sure if the buzz I hear is from the bees thrumming around us or from the current moving between us. I slide my hand up his back, to his hair, and I wrap my fist around it. I think for a second about the sticky juice coating my fingers, but only for a second, because it's so hard to think of anything but him right now.

He pushes even tighter against me, and I feel his cock poke my belly. I grind against it, and we both groan. My mind fills with images of it. Of me kneeling in front of him here at the base of this tree. Unzipping his pants. Yanking down his briefs. Taking him into my mouth. I moan again, and my legs go weak, encouraging me.

Finally, he pulls back just enough to separate our lips. "I have to agree," he breathes the words into my mouth, "this does taste amazing."

I glide my free hand down his chest to his waistband and grab his belt. I pull it tight and look up at him. In the sunlight, his eyes are a regal blue. The color of a king's mantle. They sparkle as he nods his head. Giving me permission. Telling me that we both want the same thing.

I look down at my hand. It's shaking. I lower both hands to his zipper, but they're shaking so much I can't grab hold of it. "I have to go." I don't know where the words come from. They're so quiet at first that even I can't make them out. "I have to go," I repeat, louder this time. Davis settles his hands on mine, but I shake him off. I want to rip his zipper down. I want to look him in the eyes as I take him inside me. But I can't. I can't even look at him. I know if I do, there's no turning back from... from what? I'm not sure what it is, but I just know I have to leave before it's too late.

I sprint away from him and up the trail to the parking lot. I never look back. Even when I get into my car, I start it and back out of the parking lot without looking. I know he didn't follow me. I would have heard his steps behind me. But I know I won't be safe from whatever has taken over me until I'm as far from him as possible.


FIVE


When I get home, I'm still shaking so badly that I can barely get the key into our apartment lock. This is like the shakiness I get when I forget to eat all day, combined with the shakiness from drinking too many energy drinks, mixed with a full-on goodbye-California earthquake; and right now all I can think about is falling onto my bed before I fall somewhere else.

As I push open the door, I see Zane sitting on the couch, blue game controller in his hand. He stands and smiles as he sees me. "Hey there, what brings you into my life?"

I would roll my eyes if I had enough fine motor control to do it. "I just need to go to my room."

"More than happy to help with that, miss." He crosses the small room and slides his arm around my back. "You just need to tell me where you're going 'cause you're in the wrong apartment right now. But we'll get it all figured out. Man, you are shaky. You're not sick or something, are you?" He leans a little further away from me while still keeping his arm coiled around me. Normally I would be mad at him for that, but I could use the extra support right now.

"Zane, cut it out and just help me."

He stops and walks in front of me, blocking my path to my bedroom. "Do I know—Fuck...no. No? Rylan?"

I look up at him and try to roll my eyes. My entire head ends up making a circle. "Quit playing. I just need to get to bed." I try to move past him, but he puts a hand on my shoulder, and I don't have the energy to push past him.

"What are you wearing? Is this a costume? A joke? A joke, right?"

"Please, Zane." I put my hand on his arm and he recoils like it's ice.

"You have boobs." He motions to my chest. "Those ain't fake. I can see the cleavage."

Thankfully, he's backed up enough that I have room to walk around him now. It seems like each step brings me closer to the point where my legs are going to give out. And as angry as I am with him, I wish Zane would hold me again, just to give me enough stability to make it to my bed. Once I'm laying down, I'm sure everything will be better. I can tell him what an ass he is then. And make him leave me alone. But first, I just have to make it these last few steps.

"And your feet. Those are like tiny girl feet."

When I'm two steps away, I throw myself forward and land on the edge of the bed. I twist to face Zane as I slide under the unmade covers. "Congratulations, dude. You've figured out that I have feet. That's a genius-level observation there. Now get out!"

Instead of leaving, he takes a step closer to me. I'm boiling now, and the only thing that keeps me from exploding is the look on his face. He looks like he could actually be concerned. "This isn't normal."

Luckily, my hands are under the sheet. "No kidding. I have the worst flu I've ever had. All I want to do is sleep, but my supposed best friend is being anything but helpful. And before this, I almost sucked some man's—" I cut myself off, but I can feel my cheeks blaze as I remember Davis standing in the orchard. The way I felt when we kissed. My almost singular focus afterward.

"Whoa!" Zane starts pacing between my dresser and the side of my bed. "Whoa, whoa, whoa. You almost gave some dude a blow job? You're not gay. Why would you⁠—"

"Obviously!" As I scream, I feel the tears pour down my cheeks. I'm not sure if I'm crying because of shame or anger, but I'm surprised they don't steam as soon as they touch my hot skin. "Please go away." I pull the sheet over my head so he can't see me and so I can't see him.

I hear him pace back and forth a few times. Each time is punctuated by a huff or a quickly abandoned attempt to say something. But finally he leaves, and I close my eyes and fall asleep.


SIX


Everything is dark when I blink my eyes open, and it takes me a moment to remember where I am. When I do, I bolt upright with a gasp. That dream. It seems so real I can almost taste the apple in the back corners of my mouth. And the way I thought about Davis. The things I wanted to do to him. I blow out a long breath and lean forward. My feet dangle off the side of the bed, and my hair falls over my face. I push it back and then realize that's not right.

I pull a strand and hold it in front of me, as if I could see it in the pitch black room. But I don't need to see it for my heart to beat faster. My hair is down to the bottoms of my ears. Or it should be. This... I twist the strand between my forefinger and thumb and then run down the length. This is so much longer. It's like the dream.

I jump up and dive for the light switch on the far wall beside the door. It flips up with a click, and a fraction of a second later, the overhead light comes on. I go to the mirror, already knowing what it's going to show me. My face is almost the same. My jaw is a little slimmer. My forehead is a little shorter, a little less pronounced. But my eyes are outlined in black. It's smeared from sleep, but it's still there. I raise a hand to wipe it, and I notice that my fingernails are painted. It's a pink so pale, someone might not notice it, but I do. I tent my hands and cover my mouth. This is still the dream. It has to be.

My eyes trail down the length of my hair. It goes past my now narrow shoulders, and down to the—oh my god. I remember these. In my dream, Zane commented on how I had breasts now, and I just blew it off, like it was the most obvious thing in the world for me to have breasts. But seeing them now, my stomach twists so violently that I look for a trash can to be sick in.

I drop to my knees in front of it. Somehow, I think to brush my hair back and hold it with my left hand while I hold the rim of the can with my right. But nothing comes out. Just a single dry heave that doesn't do anything except make my throat burn. And being on my knees makes me think of Davis. It makes my body feel the same things I felt earlier. I shake my head, my hair flying wildly, and I stand up. "I need to wake up. I need to wake up!" I slap myself, but even though it's hard enough that the sound echoes around my small room, it's not enough. I do it again, but still nothing.

Then I think of Zane. I look at the glowing digital clock on the bedside table. It's just a little past nine. He's probably still playing games in the living room. I yank open the door and see him. His headset is on, and the room is completely dark except for the flashing of the television. He doesn't notice me until I'm beside him and ripping his headset away.

"Hit me," I tell him.

"Jesus, Ry, what the actual fuck? You scared me." He snatches the headset from my hands and turns back to the television.

"I need you to hit me. Hard. Hard enough to make me come to."

He looks up at me. The right side of his face is lit in the light blue of the screen. "Shit guys," he says into the headset's microphone, "I gotta go. My roommate went psycho and wants me to fucking hit her."

A chill sweeps through me as I hear the sound of his friends cackling and whooping before he logs off. Hit her? Was that an accident, or did he mean to call me that? Of course, it wasn't an accident, I realize. I've seen myself. I've seen my breasts. I probably even have a—nope, not going to think about that. My thoughts are staying above the waistline until I can get out of this.

"Girl, you're lucky Aiden was fucking it up for all of us," Zane says, "because if we were kicking ass, I wouldn't stop to deal with whatever this is. What is this, anyway?"

It takes almost all the mental energy I have, but I ignore him calling me a girl. "You know that conscious dreaming stuff you're always trying to do?"

He smiles. "Yeah. I was able to fly for like 15 feet one night last week. It was freaking amazing. You just aren't really free until you⁠—"

"Yeah, well, I'm doing it now. Only I want to stop, and I can't. So I need you to hit me. Pinching isn't going to do it. I need some real pain. Just... tell me so I can brace myself." I close my eyes and lean closer to him so he won't have to reach too far to punch me in the face. "Actually, no. I think it's better if I don't know when it's coming. Just do it."

"Get outta here. I ain't punching a girl."

"That's the thing. I'm not a girl. Not really. That's why I need you to do this for me."

Zane sighs and leans back on the couch, running his hands through his hair. "What did you take? And why didn't you tell me earlier? We gotta make sure you get plenty of electrolytes, and then it'll wear off on its own. You sit here, and I'll mix up some shit for you. I'll stay with you 'til it's over. You should have fucking told me before."

He stands, but I grab him before he can turn to go toward the kitchen. I stare at my hands on his arm for a second, shocked at how much weaker I feel. "That's it. Remember before? You were arguing with me. Telling me I wasn't a girl. I just went to bed. But you were right. Remember? I should have listened to you. You were right."

"What are you talking about? You had that date with that one guy, but then you went right to bed afterward. Said you didn't feel good. Wait, did that motherfucker do this? Did he give you something? Rylan, you tell me this minute, and I swear to god, I will hurt that fucker so damn bad..."

"No." Zane's fists clench over and over, and his breathing is so forced I can hear it. I put my hands on his chest to calm him. "He didn't give me anything. I..." Shit, did Davis do this? "I swear he didn't give me anything. And I feel better now. Lots better, so I'm just going to go back into my room now. It was all just a, uh, just a... Anyway, I'm all back to myself now, so no need to worry, okay?"

I don't wait to see if he believes me. I spin and march to my bedroom. To my phone.

Me: Did you do this to me?

It's only a few seconds before I see the dots flash on the screen.

Davis (from the party): We should discuss this in person. My home, perhaps? I can send a driver for you.

Me: Fuck you. I'm not stupid. Someplace public. The 24 hour coffee shop by the campus?

Davis (from the party): I will be there in 15 minutes

I slam my phone, wishing it was him.

[image: ]



It's twenty minutes later when I walk through the oak and glass door. I could have made it here in ten minutes, but I wanted to make him wait. And a part of me—a bigger part than I'm willing to admit to myself—refused to leave home until I cleaned up my makeup.

Davis is sitting at a table in the corner, and he has the nerve to stand and smile when he sees me. It makes me stomp even louder. "Even when you're cross, you're beautiful."

"I very much do not want to hear it. You did this." It's no longer a question. Now that I see him and see the look on his face, I know. He shrugs his shoulders and motions for me to sit across from him. For just a second, I debate standing, but I don't want to cause any more of a scene than necessary. So I sit. He's still smiling, but he doesn't say a word, so I continue. "I don't know how, and I really don't want to know the why. But you need to undo this. Right this minute."

He leans forward and tries to set his hand on top of mine. I jerk it from the table before he can come close to touching it. "The why is the most important part. I have a gift for these things. A natural talent."

I snort. "Then you can use your talent to fix me."

"But I have. Can't you tell? Notice how you're sitting? Legs crossed. When I tried to touch you, you didn't lash out at me with violence. You retreated, tucked your hands tight, and, dare I say, femininely in your lap."

I look down and instantly pull my hands apart and sit on them so I'm not tempted to bring them back up again.

"And look at what you're wearing. You could have changed—you've had time—but you chose to wear the same dress you wore on our date this afternoon. I didn't make you do that. Nor your makeup or your nails. These are all choices that you made. 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."

"You obviously got it wrong with me. Now, you need to fix your mistake before I⁠—"

"It was the way you moved. The way you walked. The way you held yourself at the party. Everything about you screamed to me that you're really a woman. So I just helped you. That's all."

I lean forward so our faces are just inches apart. "You helped me?" I snarl. "I was doing so much better before all of this." I quickly realize what a mistake it was to put myself so close to him, so I throw myself against the back of my chair. So hard it scrapes on the floor. In the corner of my eye, I see a man look at us for a second and then look away. "Is this what you do? You go around 'helping' people? Changing them and fucking up their lives?"

He leans back. The grin that had left his face when I moved close spreads back across his lips, and I wonder what he would do if I leaned forward again. What would he do if I kissed him the way I want to right now?

"You're the first. And only. Normally, this is just a skill I use for negotiations. You can imagine what an asset it is. I always know what my adversary is really thinking and what they really want. But you're the only person I've ever changed for this reason."

"And what reason is that?" I ask.

"Because I want you. And you want me just as much."

I laugh. "You're not very good at reading people, if you think that." I cross my legs tighter to try to tamp down the heat growing between them.

Like he can sense my discomfort, he quirks an eyebrow. "We both know I'm correct about you. But I will give you what you want."

I straighten up just a little, and the tightness that had filled me loosens.

"I will meet you here in exactly one week. At this table. If you still wish to change back, I'll do it. No questions, no attempts to persuade you."

"One week? I have to spend one week as a... a⁠—"

"You have to spend one week as yourself. If you still choose to deny yourself after that time, I will feel for you, but I'll do whatever you ask me to do. Do we have a deal?" He holds his hand out across the table like he's agreeing to sell me a car instead of ransoming my life.

I put my hand in his. The electricity flowing between us is almost too much, but I force myself to shake his hand. "Deal."


SEVEN


The next morning, my alarm plays shortly after I finally fall into a deep sleep. Before that, I spent the night avoiding as much thought and sensation as possible. Alcohol helped with the first, but it was a lot harder to avoid my body. Especially once it processed the drinks, and I had to pee. I held it as long as I could but eventually the pressure turned to pain, and I had to go to the bathroom.

I stared at the toilet, knowing that I'd just used it without a thought a few hours before, but that was different. Now, I knew what was happening, and the toilet was like an active geyser ready to blow. I didn't want to sit on either one. But it was either that or pee myself because the pain of holding it in was becoming unbearable, so I sat. The urine ripped out of me like a torrent. It was strange not having to aim or even to hold anything, and by the time I finished, I thought that this could be the one aspect of having a vagina I could actually like. I might even miss it when I go back to normal. But probably not. I pulled up my pants and hurried back under the covers and stared at the ceiling for hours.

But now I'm awake and have to get ready for work. There's no way, though, that I'm going to shower. That would involve too much touching of this body that's not mine. So I brush my teeth, without looking in the mirror; pull on a simple pair of black pants and a white button-down shirt, that inconveniently buttons in the wrong direction; and brush my hair, again without looking in the mirror. By the time I'm ready to leave, I'm dressed as androgynously as my current clothes will allow and have no idea what I look like. But I'm a clerk for a huge law firm. Other than a brief thirty-minute window, my day is spent hiding in a cubicle, so no one there really knows what I look like either. Except for a few coworkers, no one there even knows I exist.
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It has to be simply because I've spent more time in this new body, and, by necessity, I've started to accept that I have to live with it for six more days. On the next morning, I don't try to avoid it as much. I've accepted a state of apathetic detente. I will do the minimum to get by. I'll use the toilet. I'll shower and even clean down there. But I won't explore it. I won't even look at those new parts of me. But after I get dressed in the same black pants and white blouse as the day before, I do at least look at my face in the mirror. It's not terrible. If I were looking at a girl instead of myself, I might even think that she's cute. But I definitely don't think that about myself. And I definitely don't wonder what I would look like if I just tried a little makeup. Nothing like I wore on my date with Davis—just thinking of him makes my body flush with anger—but just a little eyeliner. No, I definitely don't think that.
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The next morning, I give in. The makeup is sitting right there on the vanity beside the sink, and everyone already thinks I'm a woman anyway. The two people at work who actually know my name came up to me separately yesterday. "Ry, are you feeling okay? You don't seem like yourself the last couple of days." I wanted to laugh. They don't know how right they are. But I still have to be… this for a few more days, and I don't want to draw any more attention to myself than I have to. So that means I need to do this. I need to wear eye makeup. Just a little lipstick too. For them. To help me avoid any awkward questions. That's all.
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Thursday morning, I sit at the edge of my bed and stare into my closet. At the bottom of it, more specifically. I'm already dressed. My makeup is done, and I gave my hair just a little curl. Not enough to make it looked curled but enough to give it some wavy body. It looked so unhealthy, just hanging limp. But now, I'm looking at my shoe rack.

As a man, it was simple. I had black shoes and brown shoes and sneakers. That was it. I didn't have to think much about them. But yesterday, I started to notice how short I am now. I measured when I got home, and I'm eight inches shorter. 5'4" instead of 6'. It's amazing the difference it makes. I might as well be walking around the world on my knees. The things that I shoved last week on top of the tall filing cabinet in the corner of my workspace are suddenly lost to me. But I'm looking at the way to fix all that.

They aren't really high heels. Not like I wore to the party. These are just loafers that happen to be built up in the backend. About three inches of build-up, apparently. Not enough to put me back to what I'm used to, but it is enough to make it better. And loafers are a unisex shoe. A man could wear these just as easily as a woman could. Maybe no one would even think him strange for doing it. I slip my feet into them and head out the door.
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I know I'm being silly. I know that. But it's my last day of work as a woman. It's not so much a celebration as it is a "fuck you" to Davis. I stare at the mirror and watch the skirt twirl around my legs as I spin side to side. He didn't think I could make it, but I have. And I'm just as much a man as I was before I met him. Man enough to wear this, that's for sure. And man enough to meet him in two days and demand that he change me back immediately. When I'm done being a goof in front of the mirror, I walk over to the dresser. My high-heeled sandals look perfect with this outfit, but they're already starting to fatigue my ankles. I grab my purse from the top of the dresser and go off to work.
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I don't think I've ever been so relieved to make it to a Saturday as I am today. After the most boring, uneventful work week ever, I'm ready to just relax. I pull on a pair of leggings, my most comfortable sports bra, and a t-shirt that is so stretched out it could be a dress on me, and then I park on the couch. Zane isn't up yet, so I unscrew the cap of the red nail polish. I have time to put on two coats and let them both dry before he comes out of his bedroom. When he finally sits on the couch beside me, I toss a controller into his lap. "Ready to blow shit up?"

"You know it, girl." He holds his hand up, and we slap a quick high five before we start playing.
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On Sunday, I'm such a bundle of nerves that I can't even play video games. I try to read. I try to watch tv. I try lying in bed and listening to music. The only thing I can do is pace. Over and over, until it's finally time to get ready. Time to end this nightmare. I put on eyeliner, mascara, and lipstick, but even though I've started to appreciate foundation and some light contouring, I refuse to do that today. Not for Davis. I don't even do my hair. I just pull it back in a ponytail with a barrette on either side to hold down any strays.

When I get to the coffee shop, Davis is sitting at the same table. As if he can somehow sense me, he looks up just as I walk through the door. His face lights up, and he stands, pretending he has manners. At least there's no one else sitting around that table. We'll be able to have it out without anyone overhearing us.

"Somehow you look even more lovely than the last time you wore that dress," he says as I approach the table.

I look down and my cheeks instantly turn red. This is the same dress I wore last week. I can't believe I didn't recognize it when I took it from the closet. "I didn't... This wasn't on purpose."

"Of course not." He motions to a seat on the other side of the table. I sit and set my purse on the chair beside me. "So, here we are. One week later."

"Nothing has changed," I say, hoping he hears the resolve in my voice.

He brushes aside my comment like it's a fly. "I hope you don't mind, but I ordered you a coffee. Iced mocha with whipped cream and a dusting of cocoa powder. Just the way you like it."

I wrap my fingers around the cup and stare at him. I'm dying to take a drink, but I don't know if I can trust him. "How did you know that?"

He reaches across the table and rests a finger on the back of my hand. I want to jerk away from him. But I also don't want to. "The same way I knew you were really a girl, as much as you pretended to be a boy." He traces the finger down mine and then hooks it around the tip of my middle finger, locking us together.

"I am a boy," I hiss at him. Or I intend it to be a hiss. It comes out too breathy to be very menacing. "I want you to change me back. If you know about the coffee, you must know that."

"I know what you want."

Davis leans forward and even though his gaze is locked onto my face, he swipes a finger through the whipped cream on the top of my drink. He starts to move the finger toward my mouth, and my body heats. I tilt my head back and part my lips, just a little, just enough to give him a target. I close my eyes and wait. But when his deep rumbling chuckle fills the space between us, I open them and look at him. He licks the whipped cream from his finger and then laughs again.

"Oh, I know exactly what you want."

I let out a long, angry breath. It blows tiny specks of white cream on to the dark wood table. I'm surprised my anger doesn't melt them. "You know nothing about what I want. I don't want to be like this." This time, my hiss is a real hiss.

"Yet you're wearing a dress. And makeup. And cute floral clips in your hair. Seems to me you're rather enjoying this new body. Perhaps you want me to show you just how enjoyable it can be?"

Desperation replaces my last bit of anger. "You promised." I'm not crying, but I can hear the tears in my voice.

Davis slides his chair around the end of the table so he's beside me. He takes both of my hands in his. I can't believe how warm they are. And then he leans in so close I can feel his breath on my lips. I'm disappointed when he stops there. I want to move the last two inches, to get rid of all the space between us, but I force myself to sit still. "I promised I would do whatever you ask me to do," he says. "And I meant it. I don't believe I can deny you anything. Just say it, Rylan. If you want it, all you have to do is ask."

I take a deep breath, pulling in the same air that has just left his lungs. "I do want it."

"Then say it. Ask me to do it." He rests his forehead on mine, and I close my eyes.

All the heat in my body rushes between my legs, and that apex burns so hot it could melt my panties. I do want it. All week long I've looked forward to this moment, and now all I have to do is say it. Three words: Change me back. Simple. Easy. "Davis."

"Yes, love?"

Neither of us makes an effort to move. Neither of us says another word for the longest time. "I don't want to go back," I whisper. I try to feel shocked at the words, but I can't. I've known, haven't I? This whole time, no matter how much I protested to myself, I've known.

"I know you don't, love. I know. Come." He stands, both of my hands still in his.


EIGHT


The ride passes in silence until we pull up to an impossibly large house. It's too dark to fully take it in. All I can see are windows. The entire thing seems to be made of glass. Each room is light by a soft golden light. I can see some furniture inside. A sofa in this room. A desk in another. "This?"

"This is my home." He squeezes my hand. We haven't let go of each other from the time we left the coffee shop. "I've lived here for years and have yet to decide if it's beautiful or a monstrosity. I like to think it's a metaphor for life in that way."

"You could change it." At first I just mean that he obviously has the money to remodel, but then I realize there's a much easier way for him to do it. I'm glad the inside of the car is dark so he can't see my red cheeks.

Davis drives us into a garage that is bigger than my apartment and then runs around to open my car door like a child rushing down the stairs to see what Santa left. He takes my hand and guides me inside. The doors are unlocked when he reaches for them, and I don't know if he keeps his house unlocked, if he has some rich-person technology that automatically unlocks things for him, or if he's using magic. Using magic to never have to carry a key again seems so mundane, but I think it could be one of the real perks. In addition to the whole getting whatever you want aspect.

"Would you like a tour now or later?"

I'm so much smaller than him—have I always been this much smaller than him?—but I tug him close to me. Each inch closer makes my body warmer until even the sundress I'm wearing becomes too much for me, and all I can think about is taking it off. Well, almost all I can think about. "Are you doing this to me?" I stare up at his eyes. The light in here makes them almost glow. And then I run a finger across his chest. His body shudders, and I know he's hoping I tell him we can have the tour later.

"Am I doing what to you?"

I shift even closer and press my chest against him, grinding into him. "You know what. This. The way I feel right now."

He slithers a hand between us and cups the heat between my legs. Even through the fabric, his touch is almost too much for me. My body goes weak, and I would fall if not for his other arm quickly encircling me. "You're asking me if I'm turning you on?" He rubs me, my mound, my pussy, and my moan echoes around the cavernous room. "I believe you may already know the answer to that question."

I throw my arms around him to hold him tighter and give me more leverage as I work myself against his hand. "Davis." I pant the words rather than speak them. "You know what I mean."

He pulls his hand away to wrap around my back, holding me in a tight embrace but not in the way I want right now. I whimper and reach behind me. I try to bring his hand back, but he doesn't budge. "You want to know if I used magic to turn you on?"

I nod while still pulling futilely at his hand.

"I did not. I did nothing magical to make you attracted to me. All I did was open you to what was already inside."

I'm not sure how he does it, but he drags out the syllables of the word "inside" and turns it into a tease. "But this is so..." One of his hands drifts down to my ass. He squeezes and I hope he keeps going lower.

"This is natural, love. I wouldn't have you any other way."

"Have me..." The words are a signal fire that calls something deep inside me, and I want him even more.

He eases me backward, and I shuffle my feet on the hardwood floors. In the corners of my vision, I see furniture and walls and paintings as we move past them, but I don't take my eyes from him. And he doesn't take his eyes off me. Not even when the backs of my legs collide with something soft. Something that feels like a bed. "I very much intend to have you. If it's something you want." His voice is teasing again. As he says the words, he lifts my dress. Slowly. Too slowly.

I put my hands on his, and for a second he stops. His face falls, and his eyes widen in surprise. But then I smile and brush his hands away so I can lift the dress over my head.

"I believe that's a yes." He presses me onto the bed.

"That's a yes," I answer him with words and by spreading my legs for him.

He traces a finger along my panties, and I wonder if it's a random pattern or if he's drawing a secret sigil. I lean up on my elbows and watch him. His eyes are fixed on the tip of his finger as it moves back and forth, snaking a trail. As he gets closer, my back arches more. My mouth falls open. And it gets harder to focus on him.

"Is this for me?" he asks when his finger gets to the damp spot on the middle of my panties.

All I can do is moan and nod my head. "Mmm-hmm."

"Such a good girl to do this just for me." He swirls his finger on the outside of the silky material, but then he yanks it aside. He runs the finger along my folds, and I gasp as I fall back to the bed. "Do you like that?"

I moan again, and he glides his finger up to my clit. When he touches it, it feels like I've been shocked by a live electrical line. But then he pulls away.

"Do you want me to stop?"

I slide lower on the bed, to find his finger and force myself against it. To impale myself on it. "Davis... please."

"Tell me what you want." He takes a step away from me. My panties are still bunched to one side as I look up at him. My gaze drops to his hands. They're on either side of his belt buckle. Waiting.

I nod, but he doesn't move. "I want that." My eyes have gone from his hands to the bulge in his black pants. "I want you."

"That's my girl." He unbuckles his belt and unfastens his pants. They fall to the floor, and I have to swallow the saliva that's built up in my mouth.

When he tugs his underwear down, I gasp. "Oh my god. That won't fit. There's no way."

His eyes twinkle as he steps toward me. He rubs the tip of his cock along my folds, following the same path as his finger before. "I'll be gentle."

Before I can respond, he slips inside me, and any words that might have come from me disappear. Everything disappears except for his cock. His cock inside my pussy. He rolls his hips around and then plunges inside me. We both moan as he bottoms out.

"See? Magic."

I want to call him an asshole for the stupid joke. For teasing me. But I still can't speak. So I wrap my legs around him and dig my heels into his back with what I hope is a seductive whimper.

"Oh, you needn't worry. I'll make sure you have a proper fucking." He pulls out, only to slide right back in.

I'm so wet I can hear his slick moves in and out of me. I press my head back onto the bed, burrowing it further into the pillow top with each thrust. The shock that I felt from just his touch on my clit is nothing compared to this. This is me standing in a power station holding on to the buzzing metal coils in the middle of a downpour. This is every single bolt of lightning I've ever seen in my life, all clapping down on me one after the other after the other until I can't take anymore. "I'm... going... to come."

"Yes. Come for me, girl."

My muscles all tighten at the same time. I feel my legs squeezing him. I feel my pussy clenching around his cock. My back arches so far that I'm sure I'll have a backache in the morning. And then I feel him pumping into me even harder. He says something that sounds like "you're mine," but I can't hear over the roaring in my ears.

When it finally goes away, when my body finally relaxes, I lay exhausted on the bed and he collapses on top of me. He makes no pretense of holding himself up, and my breaths are shallow under his weight, pressing on my lungs. I lean forward and kiss his chin. It's covered in salty sweat, and I wonder what his cock would taste like now. But I'm too spent to move, so I'll have to find out later.

"Tell me," he brushes the hair from my sweaty forehead, "do you still believe I was wrong about you?"

There's not a doubt in me that he was right. That somehow he saw this all along, saw that this is who I was supposed to be. "Maybe instead of talking, we could save our energy for another round?" I ask.

"I think that's a brilliant idea."
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ONE


"What the fuck was that?" For a second time in just a few seconds, I jump back. This time because of the sudden splatter on the otherwise spotless kitchen wall.

"What was what?" Aunt Rebecca asks as she walks in behind me. I point at the brown splotch. She walks over to it. Then her gaze searches the counter and finally my hands. "What did you use to kill it?"

I hold up my empty hands. "I didn't. I didn't touch it. It just..."

Aunt Rebecca looks me up and down as she comes closer. When she's within arm's length, she cups my chin in her hand and forces my head down so we're staring eye-to-eye. I've never had anyone examine me this closely before, not even doctors, and I want to squirm out of her touch.

"Hold still," she says, as if she can read my mind. She takes a deep breath through her nose and leans even closer. I'm holding my breath now. I'm not sure if it's because she's holding hers or because it's rude to breathe into someone else's face. Especially after eating leftover Italian for lunch. "What were you thinking when it happened?"

"What? Thinking?"

"Yes, you know that thing you do with your brain?" She lets go of me and backs up to the counter, resting against it and chuckling. "The thing that got you through all those years of school."

I roll my eyes. "What does that have to do with anything?"

She just stares at me.

"That... thing came out of nowhere. It startled me." I'm not going to tell her about how I jumped and had to stifle a very unmasculine scream as the bug crawled out from a crack just above the sink.

"And?"

I know how Aunt Rebecca feels about killing things. Even scary insects that are almost as long as my finger and have way too many legs. No matter what it is, she captures it and then releases it in the field behind the house. Except spiders. She lets them stay inside. They're the reason the house, which is cleaner than an operating room, has thick cobwebs in nearly every corner. "I wished I could smoosh it. I know what you're going to say, but I'm not you. I swear I didn't touch it, though."

She folds her arms over her chest and huffs out a breath. "I think we need to call your mother home."

"Seriously?" I laugh, but she doesn't. "Aunt Rebecca, I'm thirty-three years old. And it was just a bug. I'll clean it up. Don't worry."

"Not about the bug. I think you might be getting the powers."

I shake my head and point down at myself. "Obviously not." Every woman in my family going back as far as we can trace has had what they call "the powers." Most people who don't grow up surrounded by it would call them witches. And no man can be a witch. No one knows why. It's just one of those things that is so universally true, no one questions it.

"Hmm... You go sit in the family room and don't move a muscle. Don't even think about moving a muscle. I'm calling and telling her she needs to come home right away."


TWO


At least Mom and Aunt Rebecca have more comfortable furniture than I do at home. I've been sitting on this couch for nearly thirty minutes now. For the last fifteen, they've taken turns looking into my mouth and ears. Even up my nostrils at one point. The worst, though, was when they started poking me. Little taps along my forehead turned into tiny jabs along my jawline and neck and then became stabs by the time they reached my belly. I know I'll have at least one bruise from it in the morning. When they tell me to take off my pants, though, I've had enough.

"Quit being a baby," Mom says. "It's not like Bec and I haven't seen you naked hundreds of times."

"Yeah, when I was a literal baby. We've had a pretty good nude-free streak for the last twenty-seven years or so, and I'd really like to keep it that way. Besides, what can you learn by looking at me down there? It's not like this is really happening anyway."

Mom and Aunt Rebecca look at each other, and after a second, Aunt Rebecca starts chewing on her lip. "That's the thing," she says. "We think this really is happening."

Even though I know they're wrong, my heart beats just a little faster. "Like I've said a hundred times since you first got this idea, it's impossible. I'm a man. Men don't just get the powers."

"You did just turn thirty-three," Aunt Rebecca responds. "That's when it happens."

"That's when it happens for women. Again, man." I point up and down my body in case that helps clear up any confusion. "It doesn't happen at any age for men. It's. Not. Possible."

Mom nods and sits beside me, taking my hand and tugging it to her lap, where she holds it between both her palms. "It could be impossible. Or maybe it's just never happened before now."

"Mom—"

"What's the one thing you wished for growing up?"

I chuckle. "My own iPad, so I wouldn't have to share with you two."

"Stop deflecting. From the time you were a toddler, you wanted to be a witch. Remember all those Halloweens when you insisted Bec and I let you wear that silly costume?"

"I remember," Aunt Rebecca says. "It looked nothing like a witch. A black dress and some green face paint? Who even thinks that looks like a witch? It's offensive the way people⁠—"

"I was a kid. Barely in elementary school." I cut her off before she can get started on one of her tirades. "And what does that have to do with this? Lots of kids want to be witches. That doesn't mean they grow up to become them."

Mom squeezes my hand. "But some do. And it wasn't just elementary school. It was middle school, and even high school."

"Until I was old enough to know better, to know that it can't happen to men no matter what they might wish for."

"Are you sure about that?" Mom asks. I look from her to Aunt Rebecca. They're both smiling now. "We obviously can't tell the others in the coven about this."

"But you two are on the council." I don't realize the miniscule speck of hope that's snuck into me until I hear it in my voice. "I mean, not that it matters anyway. There's nothing to tell them." I have to stamp it out right away. Despite what they think, this isn't happening. I know it isn't.

Aunt Rebecca kneels in front of us and puts her hand on top of Mom's and mine. "There are ways to test for the awakening."

"We can't." Mom's hands tense around mine. "We can't have him put a live gecko up his... you know."

"We have to find out," Aunt Rebecca counters.

"Whoa! A gecko as in a lizard? I'm not putting a lizard up my anything! Can't you just have me try to twist a fork with my mind or something?"

They look at each other and start cracking up. "Oh my God, that was so good, Bec!"

"The look on his face—'I'm not putting a lizard up my anything.' Priceless!"

I feel my cheeks turn red. "So that was a joke? There's not really a test?" If there's not a test, maybe they'll just take my word that I'm not becoming a witch. And I won't have to have my heart broken when I find out once and for all that I'm not.

"Oh no," mom wipes a tear from her eye, "there really is a test. But it doesn't involve any animals. Just your blood." All the warmth that just rushed into my cheeks falls back out. "But only a tiny amount. Like checking your blood sugar."

"And this blood doesn't have to come from the bite of a bat?" I ask, making sure there's no catch.

Aunt Rebecca shakes her head. "You always did have an overactive imagination. It's why you're my favorite."

"I'm your only."

She winks and walks into the kitchen. I hear the basement door creak open and then her footsteps on the wood steps heading down. When I'm sure she's out of earshot, I pull my legs up on the couch and spin to face mom. "You don't really believe this, do you?"

She shrugs. "I believe it's never happened before, but I don't believe that means it can't."

"Mom..."

She turns to face me. Our knees touch, and she holds my hand between us. "I know it's scary, but maybe this is your wish finally coming true. Wouldn't that be amazing?"

"If there's one thing I believe, it's that wishes never come true. The only scary thing is letting yourself believe they might." Life has taught me that lesson over and over.

"Sweetie, don't say that. You know⁠—"

"Alright, you two!" Aunt Rebecca's voice makes us both jump. Apparently, Mom didn't hear her come back up the steps either. "Everything is ready. Let's get this show on the road."

Mom gives me a quick smile that probably means something like, "No matter how this turns out, it will be okay." I flash her a grimace that means, "This will be just another disappointment, so I'm doing my best to not get my hopes up." We walk out to the kitchen where Aunt Rebecca has a black stone bowl sitting on the table. It looks like a mortar with no pestle, and it's filled with something. I know better than to stick my face directly over it—another lesson I've learned the hard way in life—but I try to lean close enough to see what it is. I can't. "Is that the blood of an orangutan mixed with the crushed eye of a pheasant?" I tease her.

She flips me off. "Exactly. Mixed with a little vanilla extract so it doesn't taste so bad when you drink it. No, it's just a few odds and ends along with some holy water. All we have to do now is add a drop of your blood."

"If I have the powers, does my blood make the holy water catch fire or something?" I ask.

"Don't worry," mom puts her hand on my back. "As long as you're inside the pentagram and say six Hail Satans before we begin, you'll be protected." She and Aunt Rebecca start laughing again. Part of me is glad this is happening so we can all be together, joking like we did when I was growing up. I just wish it didn't come at the expense of my heartbreak. "Just prick your fingertip and squeeze a drop of blood into the bowl. That's all." She hands me a lancet that looks like the kind diabetics use every day.

I take a deep breath as I hold it to my finger and press the button. I hear the click before I register the quick flash of pain. When I feel it, I hold my finger over the bowl—not too close, so whatever it is won't splash up on me—and I squeeze. A drop of dark red blood plops into the bowl, and all three of us lean close, waiting. I don't know what we're looking for, but when the water turns a bright pink, we all gasp. Whatever I thought would happen, it wasn't that.

"What does that mean?" I ask. "It means I don't have the powers, right?" I look from Mom to Aunt Rebecca. Their faces tell me that the result doesn't mean that at all. And even though I try to convince myself that it still can't be real, my heart revs and my stomach twists. "Mom? It means I don't have it. I don't."

"Oh my God, sweetie." She throws her arms around me and just a second later, I feel Aunt Rebecca's arms around us both. "This is it. This is your dream."

"But what if it's wrong? No test is ever perfect." I'm still trying to lower my expectations.

"Harris, this one is. This test is never wrong. Not in hundreds and hundreds of years."

"But... but, what does this mean?" I focus on taking deep breaths to calm myself, but it doesn't work.

"I hate to say this, but it means you need to leave, honey," Aunt Rebecca says. "The coven is meeting here tomorrow night, and there's a chance they might pick up the echoes of your power even if you aren't here. I love you, Harris, but you gotta go home. They can't find out about this. Not yet."


THREE


I know it's probably a mistake, but I sniff the shoes before I put them on. Thankfully, they just smell like disinfectant, so I set them on the ground in front of me. From the corner of my eye, I see William look away from me and shake his head. "What?" I ask him.

"You," he says. "Smelling the rental shoes at a bowling alley is just asking for trouble. It's like asking a cop what pepper spray feels like. Nothing good is going to come from it."

"And how would you know?" I tie the floppy laces and flex my toes to make sure my socks aren't bunched up. "How many cops have you asked that?"

"None. That's why I've never been sprayed. And that's the number of times I've smelled a pair of shoes too. Some things are best unknown."

"Like how it feels to beat me at bowling. That's always going to be unknown to you." I sneer at him and put our names into the scoring system. Only, I somehow misspell "William" as "Eternal Loser."

He flips me off as he walks to the rack to grab a ball. I watch as he picks a marbled green fourteen-pounder. When he steps onto the approach, he slides each foot side to side to test the slickness of the soles, and then he turns to face me. "Ready for me to finally unleash on you?"

I roll my eyes, and he turns back and rolls the ball. It roars down the lane and crashes into the pins. When he looks back at me, I shrug. He knocked down seven pins. Not bad. Especially not for him. "You must still be holding back a little," I tease. "Don't. I don't want you to take it easy on me. Show me that uncaged tiger, big boy." His cheeks flare pink and he stares at me wordlessly while he waits for his ball to return. When it does, he grabs it and picks up the spare.

When it's my turn, I stand at the ball rack, pretending to look for just the right one. I run a finger across all the sixteen pounders until I stop on one that's the color of amethyst. It's almost transparent too, just like the gem. I slip my fingers into the holes to lift it from the rack. Or I try to. It doesn't want to budge at first and only comes free when I give it a yank. I hold it up, using my other hand to brace my wrist. There's no way this is sixteen pounds. It feels more like thirty. But I'm not going to let William see me struggle with it. I walk it over to the approach, and give my ass a little shimmy for him before I deliver it. The ball bangs on the lane and makes me worry I've cracked the wood. It rolls about twenty feet before sliding into the gutter. I stare as it goes all the way down to the back end. This can't be. I haven't rolled a gutter ball since I was a boy.

"Don't hold back, Harris. Let me have it," William calls out from the bench.

I lift the ball from the return. "It's this ball. There's something wrong with it."

"Yeah, there's definitely something wrong with your balls." A few men in the lane next to us chuckle when William says it, but I shake my head and roll again. And it goes into the gutter again.

"I'm serious, dude," I say as I sit down next to him. "That ball is made of lead or something. I'm using a different one next time."

"It's because you picked a sixteen pounder. You probably need like a twelve. Maybe a ten." William looks like he's serious as he says it, and that makes me angry. "The heaviest ball doesn't do any good if you can't roll it."

"I always get that weight. I have for years."

He grabs my wrist and holds my hand out in front of him. There's something about his touch. It's like bashing my funny bone on a countertop, only it makes my entire body feel that way. I can't decide if it's good or bad. If it's painful or ticklish. But I know I can't move. Every muscle I have is suddenly weak. All I can do is stare at where he holds on to me.

"Let go," I whisper. The only reason I know he hears me is because his lips part. "William, let go."

Finally, he does, and I yank my hand back. His face is red. "Yeah, um, a sixteen is too heavy for you. Um, maybe try a different one this time." He stares at me for a second before he grins. "You've got tiny girl hands."

"I fucking do not!" I stand and look down at him. "You're obviously not in the mood for bowling today, so fine! But I'm not going to sit here and let you insult me." I do my best to not yell, but my volume rises more and more. Just as people start to stare at us, though, all the pins at the end of our lane crash against the back wall. Everyone turns to look at them, but I dash out the door.
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"Honey, slow down."

"You don't know what it was like. He just made me so mad—and it shouldn't have, but it did—and then the next thing I know⁠—"

"The pins went flying," Aunt Rebecca sighs. "Honey, it's going to be okay. The powers are hard for all of us to control, and that's when we've been trained and are waiting for them. This is completely unexpected for you. Your mother and I should have done better. I think we were just too shocked to realize we needed to explain it to you."

"So, this is normal?"

She laughs. "You're a man who suddenly developed an ability you shouldn't have. So no, pretty far from normal, in fact. But these urges... they happen. What was it that made you so angry? Tell me exactly, so I can help."

I roll over and stare at the ceiling as I press the phone tighter to my ear. "He was teasing me. Nothing unusual. We tease each other all the time. It never bothers me."

"What did he say?"

"That my hands look like girl's hands." I hold my free hand out in front of me and look at it. There's no hair on it, and it is probably smaller than the average man's hand, but still.

"Hmm. And that's what made you angry? Him saying that?"

"Yes." I wait for Aunt Rebecca to say something, but she doesn't. "No, it wasn't that. Not really."

There's a brief pause, and I can picture her nodding her head like she knew I was lying all along. "What was the real reason?"

I take a deep breath just so I can blow it out. "It's... he's my best friend. We have been for years."

"And?"

"And… right before that, he touched me. He held his hand around my wrist, and it made me... it didn't feel right. It felt... I don't know. I felt something I shouldn't have."

Aunt Rebecca lets out a full belly laugh. "Honey, that's about the most normal part of this I've heard so far. The powers can bring up feelings that you've buried. You must have buried your true feelings about William."

"No! I'm not attracted to him."

"Are you sure? Because there are ways to keep it in check. I could teach⁠—"

"You don't have to teach me anything about that. We're just friends." But I don't think my answer convinces either of us.


FOUR


"Just the two of us, then?" William gives a nervous laugh as he sits at the table and then tugs the neck of his t-shirt.

I smile. It's a shirt from a concert we attended a couple of years ago. Neither one of us liked the band, but he insisted on buying shirts for both of us. So we could remember it, he said. I still have the shirt somewhere. I need to find it. "Just the two of us. I hope that's alright?"

He looks around the bar. It's still early, so there aren't many people here yet. That's how I could get this table. In another couple of hours, it will be packed. The instant you stand, even to walk to the bar and back, someone will take your seat. "Sure," he says. I don't just see his Adam's apple move up and down as he swallows, I hear it. Even over the twenty-year-old music playing over the speakers, I hear it as clear as if we're standing inches apart from each other in a silent room. "So, what's going on?" he asks.

I rest my elbows on the dark wood table and lean closer to him. "I was an asshole last week. I want to apologize."

His face is lit in the red glow from a neon sign over the bar. He looks everywhere except at me. "You don't have to apologize. It's⁠—"

I reach across and put my hand on his arm. That same funny bone thrum goes through me, and from the look on his face, I can tell that it goes through him too. But it gets him to finally look at me. "I do have to do this. Please let me."

He chews on his lower lip for a moment before opening his mouth. "Let you do what?"

Buy you a round. Buy you several rounds. Buy anything you want. That's what I planned to do tonight, and that's what I mean to say. But nothing comes out. I slide my hand up to his elbow and then back down to his wrist. Then I weave my fingers through his, and I use our joined hands as a pivot point as I move to the other side of the table. "What do you want me to do?"

"Harris, I..." He scoots away from me, but I move with him. He's trapped between me and the wall now, and he starts to chew his lip again.

"You want this, don't you?"

"What?" William forces out a nervous chuckle. "A night out with my friend? Yeah. I mean, it's fun, right? But we need drinks for that. I'll go get them. What do you want?" Even though he's already against the wall, he forces himself tighter to it. "A beer? I could really go for a beer. Or two or three."

I shake my head. "That's not what you want." I pull his hand up and run my tongue along the back of his finger. Then I lower it to my crotch. "This is what you want." I press the back of his hand to me, and William's eyes get so wide I worry for a second they might pop out like in a cartoon.

"W-we're f-friends."

"I want it too, William." I squeeze his hand to make sure that he's looking into my eyes. "I want it too."

It's been six days since the bowling alley. Six days since I made a fool of myself and yelled at my only friend in the world. But it's been six days since Aunt Rebecca made me think about what I really feel for William. I always noticed the way my stomach flipped when I saw him. The way a quick tingle would run along my shoulders when he smiled. But that's just how friends feel about each other. I thought. But now I know better. Now I wonder how I ever controlled these feelings.

"Tell me you want it, William."

He drops his head and watches our joined hands for several seconds. Then he nods. "But you don't..."

I slide his hand just a little further up, to where my hard dick is caged by my jeans. "You can feel how much I want it. The only question is whether we go back to your place or mine."

He utters a string of unintelligible consonant sounds, which I take as his way of saying my place. So I stand and guide him to his feet.

"Shall we?"

"You're sure about this?" he asks. The bartender looks up for just a second as we pass by and then goes back to slicing limes.

"So sure. Are you?"

He nods his head, and we walk out the door. Neither of us lets go of the other until we get to my car.
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The drive to my apartment takes forever and no time. Each of the 32 stair steps is insufferably huge and incredibly small. But then we're at my door. William stands behind me as I unlock it. Too close. I fumble with the key, scratching it across the lock and even the door.

"What's the matter? Can't get it in the hole?" he asks and then presses himself against me. His cock pokes into my ass. "Need me to stick it in for you?" He kisses the side of my neck, and I drop the keys.

"You know, this was a lot easier when you were speechless," I say as I bend over to get them.

During the ride here, he sat motionless until I turned onto my street. Then he asked again if I was serious about this. When I said I meant everything, he was suddenly back to his usual self. Well, even more than his usual self. I had to keep his hands off me as I pulled into the parking lot.

"Mmm, I like you bent over for me like this."

As I stand, I turn to face him. "I have the feeling I'm going to like being bent over for you. But first, we need to get in." I hold the keys out and let them dangle in front of his face.

He snatches them with a shake of his head and has the door open before I know it. "After you." He holds the door open and lets me pass by.

"I, uh..." I look around my apartment. The lights are off, but I can still see the pile of dirty clothes in the corner beside the bathroom and the empty soda bottles on the coffee table beside a half-eaten bag of chips. "I kinda didn't expect tonight to happen like this, so I didn't clean up. Give me a minute to straighten?"

"No." He takes my hand and pulls me into my bedroom. "I've been here a hundred times before. Why should this time be different?"

"Because..." Because this is the first time I've felt like this about you. The first time my dick literally feels like it could melt if I don't touch you. "It is different."

"I want to see you." He leads me to the center of my bedroom, and then he turns on the light. "All of you."

I stare at him for a second and then swallow. I can't believe I was so arrogant about this at the bar. He's my best friend. And the man who's making me feel like no one else ever has, I remind myself. "I want to see you too."

He nods and lifts his shirt. I follow the trail of his dark hairs. A thin line leading from his waistband to his stomach to his chest, where it grows to cover every inch. The only thing stopping me from running my hands through it is the finger he levels at me. "Now you."

I take a deep breath before I unbutton my shirt. I start at the top, and by the time I get to the bottom, my hands are shaking. I stare at him the entire time, and as I go lower, his eyes grow wider.

"These are new." He walks across the room and brushes my shirt off my shoulders. It falls to my elbows as he traces a finger along the purple lace cups of the bra I'm wearing. "I would have noticed these."

I shower of sparks shoots through me as he glides the finger along my breast. "Would you believe I just woke up with them this morning?" I blush as I ask the question. Of course, he wouldn't believe it. Who would? And he definitely won't believe that I also woke up to a drawer of women's panties and bras this morning.

"You just woke up as a girl?" He chuckles disbelievingly, but it doesn't stop him from staring at my breasts. His finger moves from one to the other and then it traces the shallow line of cleavage between them.

"Not a girl." I take his free hand and hold it to my crotch. "Not down here."

The breasts were just there this morning. And even though I knew I didn't have them before. It felt like I did. It felt like I'd had them since puberty. I knew it was from the powers, but I didn't try to fight it. And I hope William doesn't try to fight me now as I use the powers on him.

I cup my hand to the side of his face, and his gaze finally lifts from my breasts. I concentrate on his green eyes. His eyebrows are raised, and I've never seen him like this before. It fills me with pride to know that he likes the breasts. The breasts I now have to convince him I've always had. "You've noticed my breasts before." He starts to shake his head, but I use my eyes to drill into him with even more force. "You have. You've noticed my breasts before. I've always had them, for as long as you've known me. There's nothing unusual about this. I've always had breasts. I've always worn bras and panties. You know this."

When he nods, I know that I've got him, and I let out a quick sigh.

"In fact, you⁠—"

"I like that about you," he finishes the thought for me. "I've always loved your perfect breasts."

"Oh. Right. Yes." I was just going to tell him that they're so normal he doesn't need to mention them again, but this is even better.

"May I?" He slides his hands along the band of my bra to my back, and when I nod my head, he unclasps it. He pulls it down my arms, and his tongue flashes to one of my nipples. I don't expect the jolt it sends through me. I can barely hold myself up long enough to sit on the bed. William moves with me like we're attached, his tongue circling my nipple. When we're sitting, he wraps his lips around it and sucks, and I swear my gasp is so large I suck in half the air in the room.

"This is, oh my god. This... this is..."

He lifts his mouth for just a second. "I love the way you taste."

He presses me onto my back and straddles me. His arms are on either side of me, pinning me as his tongue works first one nipple and then the other. Each lick sends me spiraling further into a pleasure I've never known was possible. Each one builds a pressure behind my dick that I know is going to explode any second.

"William." I raise my hips to grind myself against him, but he doesn't move from my breasts. "William, I'm going to⁠—"

Just as my dick is finally about to release, a single blast of an alarm sounds and the sprinklers drop from the ceiling above and start raining ice cold water on everything in the room. William jerks his head up, but I pull him back down on to me.

"It's nothing. I promise." Just my uncontrolled power erupting prematurely and acting as a literal cold shower for both of us.


FIVE


"Honey, this spot is... uh, wow?" Aunt Rebecca calls to me as she and Mom walk up the hill to the spot I picked for us. A grassy crest with two pine trees towering overhead. A family of songbirds has been practicing since I got here.

"Do you need help?" I hurry down to them and take the woven wicker basket from Mom and fall in beside them. It's heavier than it looks, and I struggle with it before deciding it's best if I carry it with two hands. Mom puts a hand on my shoulder to stop me, but I brush her off. "Too heavy... talk at the top." I groan out.

Mom laughs. "You know, I was doing just fine with that. If you want me to take it back, I can."

I shake my head. She's almost fifty-five. There's no way I'm letting her show me up, even if my arms are begging me to accept her offer. I try to prove myself by running up the hill, but that lasts all of 4 steps before I have to slow down and walk at their pace. Neither of them says a word to me, but I can feel their stares. And when they both fall behind me at the same time, I know it's so they can get a better look at me.

"So, we clearly have a lot to discuss," Mom says as I set the basket down on the corner of the blanket I have laid out. I rest my hands on my hips—a lot easier to do now—and catch my breath as she starts pulling out the food.

"Is that your chickpea salad?" I ask, drool forming at the corners of my mouth as I think about the chickpeas with tahini and dijon mustard. We had chickpea salad sandwiches at least once a week when I was growing up, but it's been years since I've last had one.

She smiles up at me. "Just because you eat meat these days doesn't mean Bec and I do."

"Gotta keep up with the stereotype of all witches being vegetarian, you know," Aunt Rebecca says. "Speaking of witches, you need to start talking."

I blush and look away. I know we're going to have to talk about it. I planned on it. But now that the topic comes up, I want to talk about anything else. "What kind of bread did you bring?"

"Young man—person—you know I don't put my chickpea salad on anything other than Rustov's." She pulls the crinkly bag from the basket, and I swear I can taste the golden crust just by looking at the wrapper. "But we need to talk about something other than the food."

"Right." I look up. "So the weather sure is unusual for this time of year. Not that I'm complain⁠—"

"Harris, enough. Or you're not getting any cupcakes." Aunt Rebecca is using the same voice she used the time our neighbor's rose bush suddenly lost all of its blooms on the same day I gave her and Mom rose bouquets.

I try to give her my best sheepish look. "What kind of cupcakes?"

"Red velvet. Now spill."

A tingle runs through me. Of all the cupcakes she's ever made, her red velvet cupcakes are my absolute favorite. "And that's why I love you the most." I wink, tossing out my last chance to distract her and Mom.

"Hey!" Mom sets down the bowl she was serving from. "I'm the one who gave birth to you."

I shrug. "Sorry, phenomenal cupcakes outweigh birth. But just barely."

A napkin flies on a sudden gust of wind and covers my face. "You're lucky it's just a napkin. Now talk. No more stalling. What is going on with you?"

I lie back on the blanket and stare up at the deep blue sky. There's not a cloud anywhere. "I'm changing."

"No kidding? We hadn't noticed," Aunt Rebecca laughs. "Are you using the powers to do this?"

I shake my head. "It's like each morning all week there's something different when I wake up. I thought maybe you two would know something about it?"

"This has been happening all week, and you're just now telling us. Did you know about this, Bec?" Mom asks. In the corner of my eye, I see Aunt Rebecca shake her head. "Harris, you know these changes aren't anything to be embarrassed about. Maybe we can help. If we find out why it's happening, we can stop it."

Aunt Rebecca clicks her tongue. "Or is that why you didn't tell us?"

Even though it's as good as admitting the truth, I roll to face away from them. I don't want them to see that my face is as red as the blanket we're all on. And I don't know if I can look them in the eyes while we talk about this.

"What are you saying, Bec? Harris?"

I blow out a long sigh. "You both know I used to wish I could be a witch." Behind me, they murmur agreement. "Well, there was another part to it. And I don't know if it's because I knew all witches were women. Maybe that was it. Or maybe I..."

"Maybe you always wanted to be a girl regardless of whether or not you would become a witch?" Aunt Rebecca finishes for me. "That's why you aren't upset about this."

"Did you know?" Mom asks Aunt Rebecca.

I don't have to see them to know that she shakes her head. No one knew. I made sure of that. I never even wrote about it in my diary because I couldn't risk anyone finding out. Even as an adult, I've never told anyone. It was going to be a secret I took with me to the grave. I guess the universe decided otherwise.

"Harris? You know we both literally love you more than anything else in this world," Mom says. "And we've only ever wanted you to be happy."

"We would have done anything to make sure you were happy. Still would."

"I know." I choke out the words as I try to hold back the tears. "I just couldn't say anything."

One of them scoots up behind me. As soon as the arm rests on my hip, I know it's Mom. I'll always recognize the differences between their touches. "Sweetie, it's okay. We know now, and Bec and I are here for you in any way you need us." I roll over and she presses a hand against my cheek the way she would when I woke up screaming from a nightmare. "We'll always make sure everything is okay for you. You know that."

I nod.

"I think you were always a girl." Aunt Rebecca says. I look up just as she pulls a cupcake from the carrier. She holds it out for me and winks. "You deserve to have dessert first today. But that's why this is happening. It's the only way it makes sense. Men don't have awakenings no matter how much they might want to. Only women can have the powers, so that means⁠—"

"I was always a woman?"

She nods. "At least where it counts."

Mom moves her hand to my knee. "Did William notice when you two went out?"

"Oh god." I take a massive bite of cupcake and moan the entire time I chew it. Then I tell them about what a disaster that night turned into. They both laugh at me through the whole story.


SIX


It's been twelve days since my make-up drinks with William turned into a disastrous make-out session. One that cost me my laptop, two sets of headphones, and a dresser that was apparently made of something closer to cardboard than real wood. And I've done everything I can to avoid him since.

Anytime I would see his name, I'd avoid it. Since he's pretty much my only friend, that means I've spent almost two weeks without logging into any of my social media accounts or almost any of the games I love playing. If there was a way to use these new powers to erase his name from everything, I would. Above all, I wish I could erase him from my fantasies. It shouldn't be hard. Until that night, he was never even in them. Now he's there every night when I close my eyes. Sometimes even during the day.

I tried to throw myself into my work to stop the errant thoughts, but there's only so much cashiering a person can take. And it wasn't long before the brainless beep as I scanned each item transformed into the beep of the Video Cart All-Stars game I've spent hours playing with him. It didn't take long after that for the beep to become him saying "Hey." Scan a can of peas: "Hey." Scan a 6-pack of bath soap: "Hey." Scan a jar of mayonnaise, and even though I know he thinks mayo is disgusting: "Hey."

"Hey? Hey, Sarah? Cash out. You've got a phone call. Says it's important. I'll take over."

It has to be William. No one else would call me here.

I look up at my line—there are still two customers waiting—and then at LaDanae. She's holding a cash register drawer in front of her, and as soon as I look at her, she tilts her head toward the office.

"Tell him I'm busy. Or that I'm not here. Or that I don't work here. Or that you don't even know who I am."

"Girl, it's a little late for that. And even if you don't want to talk to him, you've been out here for almost 8 hours straight. We're all starting to wonder if you've snapped or something. At least take a break, Sarah."

Getting everyone here to think of me as a woman named Sarah was easy once Mom showed me how. It was just a simple four ingredient potion. Three of the ingredients even came from this store. While she was telling me the recipe, I thought I would have to get everyone here to drink it, but apparently, witchcraft is a lot easier in real life than it is in the movies. I just needed to pour the potion at the threshold of every entrance. As people left, they forgot I was a boy named Harris, and as they came back, they realized that I'm a woman named Sarah. There were a few strange looks as people who knew me as Harris would see a name tag that said Sarah, but after just three days, the potion had worked on everyone here.

Now, I wish I could make a potion to get William out of my life before I make another mistake with him. I sigh and take out my drawer.

Instead of going to the office phone or even the break room, I go out to my car. LaDanae was right that I've been at it too long. My feet are throbbing, and a sharp pain shoots through my elbow every time I bend my arm. I barely have the car door closed when there's a soft tap at my window. Like an idiot, I look up, expecting it to be a coworker.

"Hey."

Fuck.

He smiles, and the straight, white teeth that I used to make fun of for being too perfect do something to me. First, a pressure in my stomach and then a heat lower down. I shake my head, telling myself that I can't let this happen. It's as much a mistake now as it was two weeks ago.

"Sarah, just tell me what I did wrong. Please?"

Why is he calling me that? Has he been in the store? But he never shops here. He hates the company and is always telling me how it's destroying the country. That I'm helping them perpetuate that destruction by working for them for just a couple dollars more than minimum wage, as if the next store down the road isn't just as bad. That's why this has been my only safe place.

"Sarah, can't we just talk? Whatever I did, I'm sorry."

Now, he's biting his lip, and I can't take any more. What is there to talk about? After fantasizing my whole life, I'm finally getting the powers I never thought I would. And in the process, it's changed me into the girl I've always dreamed of being. I know we've been friends for years, but suddenly, I can't stop thinking about taking your dick inside me. And I thought maybe you wanted that too, but now, I wonder if it's really just my powers that have been making you think you want that. The same way I made you think my breasts are normal, I may have made you think you want this. In short, it's not you; it's me.

"I'm so sorry, William," I say through the still-closed window as I start the car and then back away.


SEVEN


Tonight is the first time I've been back at Mom and Aunt Rebecca's house—what part of me still thinks of as home—since the night I took their test. It's been over a month, and everything about my life has changed. Everything I grew up wishing for has come true. I should be happy.

I look around the living room. The furniture is arranged in a circle tonight. Well, it's more of an oval, or maybe a rectangle with rounded corners. There are two sofas on opposing walls. At one end are Mom's and Aunt Rebecca's arm chairs with matching blue lattice print. At the other end of the oval, there are four folding chairs that I helped to bring up from the basement. And in the center, there's a wooden dining room chair. I blow out a breath when I look at it. That's where I'm supposed to sit when everyone gets here.

"Hey honey," Aunt Rebecca puts an arm around my back and pulls me tight. I've been taller than her ever since my growth spurt in ninth grade. It was the same year I had to start shaving my face. I spent the whole year locked in my room, crying. Now, though, I'm an inch or two shorter than her, and I take advantage of it by resting my head on her shoulder. "You don't have to be scared. These are our friends. Our family. Most of them watched you grow up."

Mom walks in and kisses Aunt Rebecca's cheek and then my forehead. "Remember playing over in that corner while we held meetings? All the women would take turns playing with you. They loved you like their own. They still do, Sarah. You have nothing to be afraid of."

"These are the same people you told me a few weeks ago I had to hide from," I say. "That makes them sound kind of scary."

"Sweetie, you know better." Mom does her best to make her words soothing. "That was before we knew what was happening. Even witches fear the unknown, just like you are right now, so we wanted to be sure before we told them about you. And now we are. You're one of us. Truly and fully."

Just as her eyes catch and lock on mine, the doorbell rings. "And that would be them," Aunt Rebecca says. "Your mom is exactly right, Sarah. You have nothing to be afraid of."

I do know these women. Not just from the coven meetings. But every major holiday too. They were my babysitters. They came to my soccer matches. They gathered here to celebrate when I graduated from high school and then again when I got my college degree. I grew up with their children. But that doesn't stop the hollow feeling that starts in my chest and spreads through the rest of my body as Mom and Aunt Rebecca walk toward the door.

The sound of laughing voices fills the room as soon as they open the door. These are the people I've wanted to join my entire life. The people I've loved and who have loved me. Nothing has changed. Nothing, except every single thing.

"Oh! We have a guest?" Judith examines me as she walks in. Her grey hair is twisted into a braid that runs to the middle of her back. She's wearing a blue and green and yellow dress that flows around her sandaled feet. She's the oldest member of the group. The one who's known me the longest. But she walks around me like we've never met. "Jenny?"

Mom walks in and stands at my side, her hand on my shoulder. "This is something we need to discuss at the beginning of the meeting. I apologize for not telling you in advance."

"She has the powers. I can feel it. What's your name?" Judith sounds harsh and defensive as she asks me, nothing at all like the way she's sounded my entire life. So much for having nothing to be afraid of.

"It's kind of complicated." My voice wavers at the edge of faltering.

Judith looks from me to Mom and back at me. "Your name is complicated?"

"It's Sarah," Mom answers for me. "Her name is Sarah. But I really think we should wait for everyone to arrive before we discuss much more. Please."

Judith takes a step closer to me and tilts her head. Then her face lights up. "It can't be. Can it?" she mutters under her breath. "You're right, Jenny. We really must discuss this the instant everyone is here." She grins at me, and the same eyes that were lit with suspicion are dancing now with warmth. "Welcome, Sarah. I'm very eager to hear the story of how you came to be standing here in front of us this evening. I would advise you to make yourself at home, but, well, we both know you already are." She winks and turns to greet the others.

As soon as her gaze is off me, I blow out a breath, and my shoulders relax. Maybe Mom and Aunt Rebecca are right. Maybe this is just a formality. Over the next few minutes, the seats fill as more women come in. Each of them looks at me, some of them nervously, and their conversations all become hushed as they notice me. But when they see Judith smile and pat my shoulder as she walks through the circle to take her seat beside my mom, they relax.

When everyone is seated, Aunt Rebecca claps her hands quietly three times. "Welcome, everyone. As you can see, we have a newcomer today." The women look at me and then at each other. "We will discuss her as soon as we cast the circle. Jenny? Ladies?"

I try to hold back the tears as Mom uses her athame to cut the circle around the room that will create a barrier between us and the negative energies in the outside world. At the four corners, Judith and three other women light the candles to ask for the blessings of each of the four elements. I've seen this hundreds of times, but this is the first time I've been inside the circle. The first time I haven't been made to feel like an outsider in my own home.

Once the circle is cast and the elements have been called, all eyes turn to me, and I begin to tremble. I clench my fists, hoping that no one will see, but when Mom stands next to me and takes one of my hands in hers, I know they can. "Ladies," she calls their attention. "This is Sarah. Even though you might not recognize her, you all know her."

In the corner of my eye, I see Judith smile and give a single nod. The others lean closer to me, like examining a cell under a microscope. "This is our daughter." Aunt Rebecca stands beside me and takes my other hand. "Sarah. You knew her as Harris before. She is thirty-three years old, and is presenting herself for her initiation ritual."

The women mutter to themselves for what seems like forever before one of them, Laura, stands up. "Rebecca, Jenny, you know we all love Harris, but this isn't him. What is this? What's really going on?"

The murmuring grows louder until Judith raises her hand and quiets everyone. Mom takes a deep breath. "Our daughter spent her entire life wishing to be one of us, and just after her thirty-third birthday, she was blessed with the awakening, just as we all were. The process, though, has changed her body. We all know men can never have the powers. But nature found a way around that. This really is the same person you knew as Harris. Each of you should be able to feel the powers in her."

The women close their eyes. A few of them gasp and then open them to stare. One or two smile and look like they want to hug me. Laura, still standing, actually does. "Welcome, Sarah. There was always something different about your aura, wasn't there? I don't understand, but looking back, I can see that there were clues. Maybe we should have known."

After battling the whole time, a tear finally breaks free and rolls down my cheek. "Thank you, Laura, but you couldn't have known. Please don't feel bad for⁠—"

"Someone is coming." Judith announces and shoots to her feet. The other women follow suit and there's a knock at the door.

Five loud rasps. A pause. Then two more. "Jenny? Rebecca?" My heart skips as I hear William's voice. "I'm trying to find Sarah. Is she here?"

No one moves. Mom and Aunt Rebecca look at me, asking me what to do. My face is burning, but I'm frozen in place.

He knocks again. "Please? I see candles flickering, so I know you're home. Or at least I hope so. She won't talk to me. I just... I don't know what I want. Just to hear her voice, I guess."

Everyone is looking at me now. "Sarah?" Mom asks. "You know he can't enter the circle, but maybe you should go outside and talk to him?"

I look up at her. I'm numb. I was hoping that one of them would take care of this for me so I wouldn't have to, but I should have known better. I nod, and the women closest to the door part to make a path for me. "Thank you, everyone. I'm so sorry about this. I never meant for him to be here."

"Go," Aunt Rebecca says. "We'll finish up here. We'll have the formal vote on whether to accept you into the coven. Just a formality, of course." She spins and looks sternly at everyone to make sure it really is just a formality. "Then we'll hold the initiation ceremony later. Go talk to William now. Don't worry about this."

I nod again and try to smile as I cross the circle and walk to the door.

As soon as I open it, William bursts into a smile. "Sarah, can we please just talk?"

I look over my shoulder. Everyone is staring at me. A couple of them shoo me outside with smiles. "Sure, but outside. Let me get a jacket."

He's standing in the shadows a few steps away from the porch when I come back out. For a second, I think that he may have left. My heart beats faster when I think that, and I'm not sure if it's because of relief or disappointment. But when he shifts from one foot to the other, I notice him. The ghastly glow from the streetlight four houses down illumines the side of his face. As I walk toward him, a wind whips and blows my skirt. I hold it down and then wrap the jean jacket tighter around me.

"Thanks." His smile is thin, but even in the darkness, his eyes are shining. "Are your moms having a party? I don't mean to intrude. I didn't notice all the cars parked along the street until after I'd knocked."

"It's their monthly coven meeting slash potluck. They were just about to initiate me as a member."

He laughs but then stops when he realizes I might not be joking. "If this is a bad time..."

I look away. There's a bush two feet away from me, blocking my view, but I pretend I'm looking down the street anyway. It's better than looking at him. It's always going to be a bad time for this conversation. "Look, I'm sorry. I think I might have given you the wrong impression."

"No, I'm the one who needs to apologize." He takes my hand but then drops it right away like it burned him. "I did something. I... fuck, I still don't know what it was, but it was bad. And as much as I want this to be more than a friendship, I can make myself live without that. I've done it for years. But I can't make myself live without you as a friend. So I'm kinda just hoping we could⁠—"

"Wait. Years?" I whip back around to face him.

He shakes his head. "I shouldn't have told you that. No pressure. Honest. I just miss you, our friendship. That's all this is to you, and I'll be fine with that. Just ignore the occasional out-of-place look I might give you." He forces a chuckle. "I shouldn't say that either. Shit. I don't know what to say to make this alright. Tell me what to say."

"Tell me how long you've felt this attraction or whatever it is. When did it start? Exactly." I grab his hand and focus all my energy into it. When I was growing up, Mom and Aunt Rebecca used to do this to me. They told me they could tell if I was lying this way. At first, I never believed them, but they always knew. Maybe I can know too.

He looks down at our joined hands. "I don't know. It was... it's been a while." The words are constipated, and he practically grunts each one out.

"William, this is important."

"It's silly." He looks up at me, pleading, but I just stare at him. I need to know when. "Remember Nia's thirtieth birthday party?"

She was the first person in our friend group to turn thirty, so we had a massive party for her. Enough liquor to keep us drunk for a month, and every inch of the ceiling was covered in pink helium balloons because that's her favorite color. It would have been great if it didn't cause a crisis in all of us. We realized that one-third of our lives was already over, and none of us had really accomplished anything. So instead of blasting music so loud that the neighbors called the police, we ended up sitting around drinking and staring at the floor.

"Remember when I went out back to get some air, and I fell off the patio?" he asks. "You gave me your hand to help me up, and I felt something when we touched. I didn't want to let go, but I knew it would be beyond awkward if I didn't. And then when Nia started crying and couldn't stop, so she ran to her bedroom? You went after her, and I saw you sitting on the bed with her. Just holding her and stroking her hair until she calmed down. And that's when I knew why I felt what I felt when you touched me."

"So, you knew when I was twenty-nine? Four years ago?"

"Does it matter?"

I lift his hand and hold it against my cheek. "I can't explain why, but it matters. Please tell me you're sure that's when it happened."

"I'm sure. I mean, maybe it was before that, but that's the first⁠—"

As soon as he says he's sure, I pull him tight. My lips go to his and smother the rest of his words. I don't care about them. They aren't important for our story. This is. This kiss. Our lips touching. Our bodies pressed together. As soon as we kiss, every bit of energy pours out of me. I can't tell if I'm imagining the glow that surrounds us or if it's really there, but I don't care. All I care about is him. I've never needed anyone the way I need him now. "Follow me."

He just stares blankly as we wind along the cobblestone path to the back of the house. To the basement entrance that became my private entrance when I turned fifteen. For the last three years I lived here as a teenager, I practically had my own apartment. I could come and go whenever I wanted. I could have anyone over. With a small kitchen, I never had to see Mom or Aunt Rebecca if I didn't want to. But I still spent almost every evening with them. No one at school wanted to be friends with the kid with two moms, especially once word got out that we were Wiccan. I don't want to imagine what the reaction would have been if the other kids knew Mom and Aunt Rebecca were real witches. I might have been burned alive. But now, I'm glad for the separate entrance.

I pull William inside and shut the door behind us. As soon as it latches, I lift my t-shirt above my head and stand in front of him in my pale pink bra. His eyes go wide. "This is what you want, right?"

He nods and reaches out for me, and as soon as he touches me, I remember my apartment. There are no sprinklers here, but I scan the room quickly for anything that could become a projectile. The books and stuffed animals on my bookcase are the only things that aren't put away or attached to the wall. As he lifts my bra above my breasts and his fingers pinch around my nipples, I focus briefly on the bookcase, holding it steady.

William moans as he lowers his mouth to my nipple, and I roll my head back. Nothing has ever felt like this. Not even that night in my apartment. But I need more. "I need you inside me."

His answer is a long moan, so I reach down and push my skirt below my hips. It falls to the floor, and then I push my panties down with it. The cool breeze sweeps across my new, sensitive core. Above us, I hear footsteps and then the front door opening and closing. For a moment, I wonder if they can sense what's happening here. Is that why they're leaving already? Probably. But I don't care.

"William?" I put my arms around him and guide him to my childhood bed. When we get there, he takes over and pushes me down. He straddles me, legs on either side of me while he pulls his pants down. I watch, and when they're down to his knees, I whimper. I've never had anything inside me, and his cock looks so big. Too big. "That's going to break me."

He chuckles. "It's only fair. You broke me a long time ago." He wraps his fist around its base and guides it against me, slapping it against my folds. I clench my hands around the blanket. To my right, I hear the bookcase rattle. I try to focus on it, to hold it steady, but my brain isn't working. I can't picture it. I can't even imagine what a bookcase looks like. "I don't have a condom on me," he says. "I wasn't planning on this."

"Table... beside..." Oh fuck it. I flick a finger, and the nightstand drawer whips open. A condom flies out, and I hear it smack him in the chest. It's probably expired, but I don't care. I know he's clean, and I don't care about the consequences right now. I just need him in me. "Do you want me to do it?" I try to look at him, but I can only see his outline through the glowing yellow haze that obscures everything.

If he notices it, he doesn't comment. "I got it," he says, and I hear him rip the wrapper open. Then, a few seconds later, I feel him against me again. "Is this okay?"

"No," I laugh. "This is so far beyond okay. Okay is in another galaxy."

He pauses with his cock still pressing against my entrance. "Does that mean you want me to⁠—"

"Jesus Christ, William, if that cock isn't inside me in the next five seconds, I'm going to explode. And I mean that literally."

"Oh. Well..." He takes a deep breath and then plunges inside me. The yellow haze turns into a blinding white flash. I cover my eyes, but the light seeps through my fingers, through my eyelids. With each thrust inside me, it gets brighter. The bookcase rocks louder and louder. I hear a couple of books crash to the floor. Then it goes silent. The light still bores into me, though, just like he is. All the elements are converging on us. In us. In me. The air and earth and water and fire all joining at the same time that William and I are joining, and I'm scared I really am going to explode.

William grunts with each stroke. Our bodies slap together. His covered cock slips into my wet pussy. And I wonder if I'm going to go blind before or after I burst. I think of every news story I've read about a house destroyed by a random gas leak, and I know now that it was a woman being destroyed by her lover's cock.

I'm shaking now. I can hear the rushing energy pouring into me. "William, I... William, oh my god, William. Oh, oh..." Words become too much for me, and I just let loose a long moan, peaking with each thrust and then diminishing and then peaking even louder. And his grunts are in perfect time with it. And then the white light separates. A prism bursting on the backs of my eyelids. Rainbows shattering around me. My body lifts from the bed for a second, and then falls back down. The bookcase gives a last rumble.

And then William tenses. I feel his cock spasm inside me. I clamp down on him. My muscles tightening and fluttering around him until he calls my name. Again and again as he fills the condom. And then slips from me and falls to the floor beside the bed.

I roll to the edge of the mattress and look down at him. He looks as wrecked as I feel. "Hey." I smile and tuck my hair behind my ears as my sweat drips down on him.

"What the actual fuck was that?" he asks.

"That was my first time. Imagine how good it's going to be once I know what I'm doing." I wink and roll over to stare at the ceiling while I catch my breath.


EPILOGUE


As soon as we get out of the car, I smell salt and smoke. I can hear the others already on the beach, laughing. Someone is singing quietly, and I hear a couple of children playing.

William and I walk to the back of the car and open the hatchback. "You take that side. I've got this one." I curl my fingers around the handle on my side of the cooler.

"I got it all. You go on."

I level a glare at him. "You know, I'm not one to put up with macho BS. Besides, I'm a witch. If it gets too heavy for me, I can use my powers to help."

"Oh, well, you can take it all then if it's that easy for you." He takes his hand off his handle for a second but then laughs and grabs it to slide it to the bumper's edge.

"You know I don't like to use the powers for anything like that." I cast a glance over my shoulder toward the water. "Beside, Mom and Aunt Rebecca would kill me if they ever found out." I don't wait to make sure he has it before I yank it from the trunk. I know he'll grab it. He's always there when I need him.

The half melted ice sloshes inside the cooler as we walk to the beach. At the end of the boardwalk, I spot the line drawn in the sand, outlining the circle tonight. I point it out to William. This isn't an official coven meeting—otherwise family wouldn't be allowed within it—but we're both careful not to scuff it as we step over. As soon as we step inside it, the wind that had been whipping my hair around my head stops. The roaring ocean seems out of place in the calm.

"There you two are!" Aunt Rebecca wraps her arms around me and then William. "How's my favorite daughter and her favorite man?"

"I'm your only daughter. And he's my only man. At least for now." I try to keep a straight face, but when he rolls his eyes, I have to stick my tongue out at him. "So, did we miss anything?" I ask.

"Not yet." Mom rushes up and gives us each a hug. "But the bonfire is just right, so we're about to start burning the Christians. You two got here just in time."

William laughs for a second but then goes still. "She's not serious, is she?" he whispers.

I take his hand and face him, our mouths just inches apart. "Why do you think I invited you? We all had to bring one sacrifice." Behind me, mom whoops.

"Oh my god, will you two quit?" Aunt Rebecca puts her hand on William's shoulder. "These two love to joke around even when they shouldn't." She stresses the last words as if she's scolding us. "Sarah is still a first-year witch. First-years are exempt from the requirement to bring a live sacrifice. Just a tip, though, when she invites you next year, you might want to tell her you have other plans."

"Bec! You're the worst of us all! Quit scaring the poor boy. His face is as pale as the whitecaps." Mom turns to William. "We're not burning anything except wood. That was just a little witch humor. Although you couldn't blame us for wanting revenge, could you?"

I rise to my toes and kiss William. "I would never sacrifice you. I love you too much."

"I love you enough to sacrifice myself for you." He kisses me back, and I want to pull him down on the sand right there and do more than just kiss him.

"You two are so morbid," Mom says, as if she's not the one who started all this. "Grab the cooler and come on. We have the perfect spot between the fire and the ocean. We'll be able to see the moon rise over the hills."

I grab William by the waist, still thinking of the things we could do. Things that don't involve watching the moonrise. "You two go ahead. We'll be there in a little bit."

"Alright, but Mom made her chickpea salad sandwiches. Who knows if there will be any left when you get down there."

I sigh. They know exactly how to get me. "Fine, we're coming." I give William one more kiss. "Pick this up later?"

"Oh, definitely."


[image: Possessed]



ONE


Rust has permanently sealed the iron bars of the gate, but that doesn't stop Daniel. He leads us on, under the flickering yellow light cast by the ancient streetlamp. We follow him between a telephone pole that's turned black from years of pollution and the wrought-iron fence. I'm the last to pass through, and the rough bars snag at my jacket. Tugging me. Trying to pull me close. But I keep moving, jogging to catch up to the others.

When I get back with them, Daniel stops and looks both ways down the sidewalk. No one is out tonight, not even an animal running along the side of the road. I stare at the gray stone building across the street. Time has leeched any color it may have once had. A hundred years ago, it was a school. Now, it's subsidized apartments. Half the windows are dark. The other half are covered by sheets instead of curtains. A rustle on the third floor catches my eye, and I watch as a pink flowered sheet sways. I search for eyes, but there's nothing. Nothing but an old dark stain that begins at that window and winds down like a river to the sidewalk below.

"Through here," Daniel whispers. "And try to hurry." He doesn't look at me as he says the last words, but I know they're for my benefit.

I wait for the others to squeeze between the corner post of the fence and a tree that's begun pushing up the sidewalk. Once they do, I turn sideways and pull in my stomach. It's a tight fit. The rusted fence and rough bark are like velcro on my hoodie, but I make it.

"There's supposed to be a hole back here." Daniel doesn't wait for us before he takes off. We all follow without a sound.

The fence seems to go on forever, but finally, we're stopped by a downed tree. Its trunk is so wide it comes up to my waist, and it's fallen over the fence, taking out an entire eight-foot section. I press lightly against the bark. It's soggy, and the tree feels like it could crumble with just a little more pressure. From here, I can barely make out the street out front, and I realize there are no noises. Even the sounds of our footsteps are muffled by the rotting leaves blanketing the ground. When I turn back to the fence, I see that I'm alone. I blow out a breath and follow the others.

Crossing the property line is like crossing into a shadow. The already dark ground is invisible now. Why did we have to do this on the night of the new moon? When I look up, I see three stars forming a triangle. The two at the bottom corners are pure white and still. But the one at the point is red and twinkling. I stare at them, grateful for even the pinpricks of light. Then I hear a muffled grunt from the direction of the house—a voice I would know anywhere—and I rush to catch up.

Weeds slap against my shins as I run. When I get to the house, I'm too out of breath to ask what happened. My lungs burn from gulping in the cold air, and my heart pumps like I just ran a marathon. But Alex is bent over and wincing, so I go to him. When I put my hand on his back, electricity tingles in my fingertips, just like it always does when I touch him. And like always, I wish I knew if he felt the same.

"Twisted his ankle. He's fine." Daniel turns his back to us, and he and Marcus walk toward the back of the house. "Help me find a door."

I stay with Alex. When he stands, I keep my hand pressed to the small of his back. "You okay?" I don't know if I'm still breathless from exertion or from being able to touch him for this long.

He looks at me and smiles. As dark as it is, his teeth still shine. "I'll be alright. Just stepped in a hole or something."

"If you want to leave..." I start, hoping that he'll agree, and we can leave Daniel and Marcus to their stupid idea. But he shakes his head and walks along the side of the house, following the others. I fall in step behind him and look up.

It's a two-story home. It would have been nice in its day. More than nice. I know from my freshman-year sociology class that the houses on this street were built around 1900 for the upper management at the steel plant. These were the people who weren't rich enough to live in the mansions of Broadmoor Heights but not poor enough to live in the planned communities of the east side. So the company built these homes just two blocks away from the plant. But none of the other houses are quite like this.

I drag my hand along the wood boards. The layers of paint are all gone now, and years of exposure have raised the grain and left the boards rough. Touching it sends a shiver through me, but now that I've touched it, I can't let go. We pass by two broken windows. Sharp shards of stained glass still hang onto the top frame of one, waiting like the blades of guillotines for anyone who might try to enter under it.

"Here," Daniel whisper-shouts ahead of us, and Alex and I hurry toward him.

He and Marcus are standing just a few feet away from a gaping hole in the side of the house. There was a door here once. Now it's an arched entrance into a lightless cavern. I try to look inside, but I can't see a thing.

"I don't know about this." I look around at the others. Daniel and Marcus are brothers at the same frat. Sometimes I think Alex wishes he would have pledged there too, but as much time as he already spends with them, I'm not sure anything would be different.

Daniel and Alex both smile at me. Alex's grin is comforting. Daniel's, though, is a sneer. "What? Are you scared? Worried you might have to go up some stairs?" Daniel slaps Marcus on the back. "Come on, gentlemen. Time to summon a ghost."


TWO


I go first this time, trying to prove that I'm not afraid—despite what my pounding heart suggests—and, more importantly, prove that I won't let Daniel intimidate me. As soon as I step into the house, the room changes. It was so dark I could barely see two feet in front of me a second ago, but now everything is bathed in pale green, like the light from a nauseous moon. "Who did that?" I turn around to see the others climbing up into what I can now tell used to be a kitchen.

"Did what?" Alex looks around the room.

"That light that just came on⁠—"

Daniel slaps my shoulder. Too hard. The sound echoes off the walls. "The only light that came on is the neon sign above your head that says 'I'm a giant pussy.' We don't have time for nonsense. We have to go upstairs. That's where they found her. In the room right above the kitchen." He walks past me, Marcus close behind.

Alex rubs the stinging spot on my shoulder as he passes by me. "He's just like this because he knows it bothers you. But I know better, okay? Come on."

"Like what? An asshole? I don't get why you... Never mind." I roll my shoulders to work out the kink and follow behind him.

The next room glows just like the kitchen. There are no shadows. I open my mouth to point that out, but I swallow the words. Daniel will only make fun of me, and I just want to get this over with as quickly as possible so I can go home.

The staircase at the far side of the room seems to have held up better than most things in here, but it still creaks under our weight as we trudge up it. Marcus and Daniel are in the front, taking two steps at a time, but Alex stays back with me. I tell myself that I don't really feel colder with each step we take. That the reason my pulse is roaring in my ears is just because I'm out of shape. It's not because I'm scared. There's nothing to be afraid of. It's just an old house. That's all. I repeat this over and over to myself as I climb, but by the time I get to the top, I still don't believe it.

These walls have the same glow as the first floor, and I reach toward one of them. Slowly. Ready to pull back even before I touch it. When the tip of my finger brushes it, I can feel the years of moisture rotting it from the inside. Instead of pulling away, I rest my palm against it. The chill spreads up my arm.

"Hello?" The voice is faint, like it's coming from the other side of the house, but I can tell that it belongs to a woman.

I jerk my hand back. "What was that? Who was that?"

"Who was what?" Alex is following the others into a room, but he stops just outside the door and looks at me.

"That voice."

He chuckles. "You're hearing things now too, bro? Don't let it get to you. It's only a house." He disappears through the doorframe, leaving me alone in the hallway. I hurry into the room after them.

Daniel looks up as I come in. "Can you walk any quieter? Your fucking thud, thud, thud probably scared away any ghost that was here." He shakes his head as he pulls the pack from his back. Once he's turned away, I flip him off, and Alex laughs under his breath.

Daniel sets a small lantern in the center of the room, and clicks it on. The green glow is replaced by a harsh red light that changes the room from a haunted sea cave to the burning depths of hell. I can hear everyone's breaths as Daniel takes a notebook from his backpack. "Everybody kneel around the light. You have to be spaced evenly."

Marcus and Alex go to their knees right away, but Daniel and I just look at each other. Finally, I shuffle to the other side of the lantern and drop. The floor is hard on my knees, and they throb almost immediately. Daniel's eyes move around the room and then he lowers himself. I'm angry at how gracefully he does it. I want there to be something, however small, I can use to poke under his skin.

He sets his notebook in front of him. "Now, we all join hands."

Alex reaches for me right away, but I take my time putting my hand in his. I don't want him to think this is something I've fantasized about ever since I met him. And I don't want him to think that all our accidental touches since becoming roommates weren't so accidental.

When we're all holding hands, Daniel looks around one more time before his eyes settle on me. "Alright, now everyone be quiet. Don't even breathe if you can't do it without sounding like an emphysemic elephant. I just need to say the summoning spell and then⁠—"

"I don't know if we should do this." I interrupt him, mostly because I really don't think we should do this, but also just because he told us all to be quiet.

Even in the red light, I can see his cheeks glow. "I swear to god, Ryan, you have got to be the biggest pussy I've ever seen. Now shut up and let me read this. Veni spiritus, surge e tenebris⁠—"

"Where did this spell even come from?" I ask to interrupt him again.

He glares, and if he had any magical ability at all, I would be dead from the hatred he fires at me. "We found this old book in the frat's attic when we were cleaning it out. Now, shut the living fuck up, or I will fucking pound you until you're a ghost."

A faint rumble that sounds like far-off thunder rattles the wall behind me. "Maybe Ryan is right," Alex says. "We came here. Isn't that enough? Maybe we shouldn't do any more."

Daniel shakes his head and blows out a breath. "I never knew being a pussy was contagious. Now, we're doing this, so be quiet." He looks down at the notebook again and clears his throat. "Veni spiritus, surge e tenebris. Ambulare per umbras et flammas ad exercendam potentiam tuam in nobis. Offerimus nosmet ipsos tamquam vas vivum."

I gasp as the light flickers, so quickly it might have just been a blink, but then it's back to full strength. I watch Daniel as he looks around the room and then at us, examining us to make sure we're all kneeling properly and our hands are connected. "What the fuck? Nothing? This sucks. Let's get out of here."

Alex and Marcus let go of my hands, and I watch as they follow Daniel's lead and stand up. I try to, but my legs don't move. Marcus picks up the lantern and stares at me. "What's wrong with you, man? Now you want to stick around?"

I try to shake my head. I focus on the muscles in my neck, willing them to turn, but when the others just stare at me, I know it's not working.

"Ryan, you alright?" Alex puts his hand on my shoulder. For a second, his warmth moves through me, but the chill fights back and overwhelms it.

"His fat ass is probably the reason the spell didn't work," Daniel all but spits at me. "I say we leave him." He turns away and walks out into the hall. Marcus starts to follow him, but then turns back to Alex. "Let's help him up and get outta here."

I see them both walk toward me, one on each side, but then a flash of light forces me to close my eyes.

When I can open them, the room is different, and I'm standing. The walls are a soft pink. To my left there's a white wood desk with a glass top and a mirror where the computer monitor should be. To the right is a matching bed. I walk over to it. The corner of the blanket is pulled back. The pink floral sheets underneath seem familiar to me, but I can't place them. There are Polaroid pictures hanging on the other side of the bed. I lean over to see them better. Everyone in them seems my age or a little younger. Their eyes are red from the flash. Their clothes are orange and green and brown. Their hair is feathered and permed. "What is this?" I ask under my breath.

"My bedroom," a voice answers from behind me. "Who are you?"

I jump and spin around. Beside the desk, there's a woman who can't be over twenty years old. I hold my hands up to show her I'm not a threat. "I'm Ryan, and I..." I look around again and notice the pictures of celebrities cut from magazines hanging on the wall around the mirror. I recognize one as a shirtless John Travolta. It's a picture that has to be almost 50 years old, but it looks brand new. "Did I hit my head? How did I get here? The guys I'm with… Where are they?"

"I don't like that boy who's with you."

"Alex? Is he here? Can you get him?" My head starts to spin, and I sit on the edge of the bed.

The woman takes a step toward me. "Not him. He's sweet. The other one. The one who said the words."

My stomach tightens. "Daniel."

She nods her head.

"I don't like him either."

The woman smiles and comes closer. Now that she's in the center of the room, I can see her better. Her long brown hair is pulled back into a ponytail that hangs past her shoulders. She's wearing a cream-colored nightgown, dotted with small pink and green flowers. There's a red stain on her left side. I watch as it spreads down from her waist to the hem of her nightgown. Then it drips into a growing dark pool beneath her feet. "Who are you?" I ask, even though I know the answer. She's the one we came to see.

"I'm Natalia." Her bare feet leave red footprints as she pads across the room. "You don't have to be afraid. I was afraid when I first came here, but now, I'm not. Thanks to you." Her smile is as cold as the frozen pond outside the Savage Performing Arts Center.

My heart roars as I look around the room, frantic for a way out. She's between me and the door. I'll never make it past her. The window is shut and latched. So my search changes from an escape to a weapon to fight her off. But the only thing I see is a giant stuffed rabbit in the corner of the room. It's missing an eye, and there are slashes all over it, holes that look like stab wounds. "This isn't real!" I scream at the woman who's no more than a step away now. "You're dead! You shouldn't be here!"

She stops when I say the words. Her head tilts, and her smile grows even wider. "You're right. I shouldn't." She leans forward and raises her hand like she's going to cup my face and kiss me.

I scoot away from her—my feet kicking out—until my back collides against the wall. "No! No! No!" I pinch my eyes shut and cover my face.

"Ryan! Bro! Come on!" Something grabs my arm just above the elbow and yanks me. I try to fight it off, but it's too strong. "Dude, it's me. It's Alejandro." He lets go. "I don't know what to do. Should we call an ambulance for him?"

"And say what? That we were trespassing in the old Hayes house?" It's Marcus. I recognize his voice. "We have to get him out to the street first. Then we'll call."

"No." I hold my hands out again, trying to get to my feet, but I'm too wobbly and fall back against the wall.

"Ryan?" Alex takes my hand. "Sit still. You're going to be okay."

I look up at him and then around the room. The walls are the same soft, glowing green as before. The drywall in the corner above the window has rotted away. "I'm fine," I lie. "Just a little shaky. Help me up." I put one hand on the floor while Alex pulls the other. He holds on to me until he's sure I'm not going to fall down. "See? I'm fine. I just need to get out of here."

"Me too," Marcus says. "I think Daniel already left."

I shake my head and gasp as I notice the stuffed bunny in the corner. Its fur is matted and covered in black mold. Its only eye is hanging loose from its face now, but it's looking right at me.


THREE


"You have to understand resonance structures before you can understand the delocalization of electrons within a molecule. Look at the benzene ring," the professor points to the molecule drawn on the whiteboard. "The electrons are shared equally among the carbon atoms, and that gives it incredible stability."

I blink several times, not sure where I am. It's a classroom full of students taking notes and nodding as the professor drones on, but I don't understand any of it. I feel like I've been transported to the other side of the world, where I don't know the language. I listen and hope that it will eventually make sense, but it never does. All I can do is stare out the window at the tree moving gently as the breeze knocks more and more leaves from its branches. After a few minutes, I'm sure my head will explode if I stay in here any longer.

I gather the things in front of me and try to be quiet as I slide my chair back, but it still squeaks across the worn tiles. Everyone looks at me as I stand up. Even the professor stops and stares. I squeeze down the row, bumping into a couple of students as I pass them, and head out the door. Down the hall, past three metal doors on my right, and I'm out of the building and into the sunlight.

Inside the classroom, the light was calling to me, but now that I'm standing in it, it feels like it's boring into the center of my head. I slap my hands over my eyes, but the shooting pain still digs further for several seconds before it lessens. When it does, I peel my hands away one finger at a time. If I do it too quickly, the drilling throb rushes back. But if I go slowly, and if I keep my eyes squinted almost closed, the light only causes a low burning in the back of my retinas.

When I can look around, I recognize where I am. Madison Street. But it's different. Some of the buildings are the same, but some are all wrong. And everything is too bright. I know if I go to the left, it will take me toward downtown, so I head that direction. I keep my mostly closed eyes turned down, and I kick at the orange and yellow and brown leaves with each step. Their crunch and crackle makes me smile.

When I get to the intersection of Cox Avenue, I stop. The print shop is right where it should be, but what should be a hair salon next to it is now a university gift shop. There are football jerseys and banners hanging in the front window, but it looks dim inside.

The girl working behind the counter looks up at me as I walk in. Then she goes back to whatever she's doing with the small box in her hands. The front of the shop is filled with crimson and gold shirts and hats. Behind that, there are racks of bumper stickers and books telling the history of the university and the town. I walk past it all. At the back of the store, next to a table of stuffed lions wearing the school's football jersey, is a display case of sunglasses. I rip the tag from the first pair I grab and slide them on my face.

As I walk up to the front, I size up the girl who still isn't looking at me. She's small and skinny but muscular. She has the physique of someone who works out, so I know I probably can't outrun her. It doesn't stop me from thinking about it, though. Just as I decide to try sneaking out, she looks up at me. "Can I help you with something?" She asks.

I point to the sunglasses on my face and then hand her the tag from them. When she tells me I owe $47.44, I decide to bolt for the door, but the way she takes a step toward the edge of the counter makes me think that she's expecting me to do that. So I pat down my pockets. There's a wallet in the back left. I pull it out and count the bills. Then I look up at her. "It's kind of an emergency. Can you take $30?" I hold the money out, but she just scoffs.

"We can take a credit card."

"A store line of credit?" I ask.

She rolls her eyes and mutters something about "damn foreign students." Then she points at my wallet. "One of those."

"This?" I put my fingers on a card and look up at her. She nods her head, so I pull it out and hand it to her. She sticks it into a black box on the counter. When it beeps, she pulls it out and hands it back to me, muttering something that's too quiet for me to hear but that definitely has an unfriendly tone. Then she hands me a receipt.

I smile when I walk outside. I'm glad to be away from the rude woman, and with the sunglasses I can finally see. I look around again, not knowing where I want to go, but I know I want to take advantage of the loveliest day I can remember. So I start walking.

It's not long before the smell of coffee stops me, and I remember mornings at Grandma Lilly's house. Mom and Dad would take me to her house on Friday nights when they went out. It was always late when they dropped me off, so I usually had to go right to bed. But in the morning, I would wake to the smell of brewing coffee. When I went downstairs, she would be at the kitchen table reading the newspaper, still in her nightgown. Tendrils of steam would rise from her mug. "Morning, punkun." Being with her—being away from Mom and Dad—was always the best part of the week. Maybe if they would have let me live with her, things would be different. I take a deep breath, pulling the aroma into my lungs, and force myself to think of something else before the rest of my memories crush me.

As I walk up to the coffee shop, I notice my reflection in the glass door and stop. It's even more wrong than the buildings downtown. There are bulges and bumps where there shouldn't be. But when I see the sunglasses, I grin. Rhinestones sparkle in the corners of the cat-eye frames. I turn to the side and then back. "Cute." I keep them on as I walk inside and order a white chocolate mocha. A thrill sweeps over me as I hand the barista the same card I used at the gift shop. He doesn't say a word as he swipes it and hands it back to me.

I take my drink to an empty table at the front window and take a sip as I sit down. "Mmm, so good." I lick the white foam from my lips and look across the shop at the barista. He's cute. I wonder how soon I can order another drink without seeming odd. Maybe I could even talk to him this time. Ask him what he's studying. What he's doing tonight. I stare at him until his head bobs up. Then I turn away and look out the window before he can see that I've been watching him.

Across the street, I see a woman walk out of a clothing shop. She's wearing a cropped black sweater over a short plaid skirt and black high-heel ankle boots. She's gorgeous. The sway of her hips and the light breeze flick her skirt side-to-side with each step. I take a drink from my mocha and then leave the half-full mug on the table as I walk across the street and into the store.

It's small and neat inside. There are long, straight racks of clothes along each wall. In between, there are tables filled with sweaters and knit shirts. I walk to the closest rack and start flipping through the clothes. It's not long before a skirt catches my eye. It's long and the color of butternut squash. I take it from the rack and hold it out to see it better.

"Shopping for your girlfriend?"

I turn around and find a petite woman standing behind me. She's wearing an oversized Crimson Lions sweatshirt and jeans that are more ripped than solid. Her blond hair is twisted up in a messy bun with loose curls hanging down either side of her face.

'"No. It's for me. I have a credit card," I say proudly.

She smiles. "For you? I bet you'd look cute in it. But you'd need the right top to go with it. Maybe something like this?" She holds an ivory sweater up to my chest. "It's your size too. Maybe you could put it on and show me?" She bites the corner of her lip and her eyes flash. Something about it makes me uncomfortable.

"I'm not sure. I think I should just leave." I hang the skirt on the rack and walk away, but then I hear her following me toward the door.

"Me too. Walk with me?" she asks. "It's too nice to walk alone." She doesn't give me a chance to say no. As soon as I'm on the sidewalk, she slides her arm through mine and holds me tight. "I knew a special girl like you in high school," she says.

My cheeks flare, and I look at her. She's staring at me as we walk, and I hope my shocked eyes are hidden behind the sunglasses. "What do you mean, a special girl like me?"

"She used to dress up for me and my friends. We always had such a good time. Maybe you and I could do that too?" She glides her thumb up and down my arm, and I erupt into goosebumps. I don't know the last time I've been touched like this. I think I've maybe never been touched like this. Certainly not by a woman. "This is me," she says.

Her hand slips down to mine, and she pulls us to a stop in front of a building that's all steel and glass and angles. The sign above the door announces it as the Winters Community Center. It could be something from the architecture magazines dad used to keep on the coffee table to impress guests. Anger rolls through me at the thought of that man.

The girl tilts her head and looks up at me like she can sense the emotion. "I'm Jane, by the way. Maybe you could come in for a bit, and we could get to know each other?"

I stare at her, trying to figure out what makes her seem so different from everyone else I've ever met. "I don't know if that's a good idea," I say and mean it. There's something about her, but I can't decide if it's good or bad.

"Maybe some other time then. Give me your number."

"My what?"

She steps closer to me, and I'm frozen. My fists curl closed and my legs tense in case I need to run away. But she reaches into the pocket of my backpack and pulls something out. A box just like the girl at the gift shop was looking at. After pressing a few things into it, she hands it back to me. "I texted myself, so I'll have your phone number. I'll call you." She winks and walks into the building, and I can't do anything but stare at the door as it closes behind her.

When I can finally move again, I shuffle almost blindly down the sidewalk. I go past Main Street and into East Campus. I walk until the air transitions from chilly to cold and the street lights turn on one by one. When I look up, my heart catches. I'm standing in front of my old house. My eyes go to the window on the second floor. The glass has been shattered, but most of the shards still hang stubbornly in the frame, refusing to give in to the years or the generations of teenagers who have tried to break them out. But through one of the open spaces I see a pale green light, and my body goes cold.

I hurry backward before it can see me, but I'm barely able to lift my feet from the sidewalk. My eyes are glued to the window, waiting to see it, waiting for it to see me. Praying for neither. After a few shuffling steps, I stumble over a raised section of sidewalk that's been pushed up from the roots of a tree. I grasp for the fence to keep from falling, and as my hand closes around a baluster, I feel a splinter of iron stab into my palm. I hiss in a sharp breath, and something in the window moves again.

I back away more quickly now, as fast as my quivering legs can take me. When I make it to the edge of the woods, the fence changes from wrought-iron to chain link, and I know I'm just a few steps away. Just a few more until I won't be able to see the room. And it won't be able to see me. Just a few more.

When the house is well out of sight, I blow out a breath, and bend over, resting my hands on my knees until I stop shaking. "It didn't see me. There's no way it could have seen me."


FOUR


"What's the big emergency?" Alex asks as he walks in. He looks around the room and then at me. "Did the power go out?"

"No." I turn back to the kitchen, hoping he'll follow me.

He does. "What's up with all the candles, then?"

I pretend like I'm busy with something on the counter. "I just thought maybe a home-cooked meal would be nice. We've got the stove, so we might as well use it. And I thought maybe the candles could help to set the mood."

"The mood?"

I face him and rest my back against the edge of the counter. Every time I've seen him this week, the hunger inside me has grown stronger. Last night, it was all I could do to not jump onto his lap and take him. But I wasn't ready yet. Tonight I am. "I made meatloaf and potatoes."

Alex laughs. "Meatloaf?"

"You don't like it?" I tease.

He shrugs. "Yeah. Who doesn't? This is all just very housewife of you."

"Oh, I suppose it is." I smile and take a couple of steps closer. "Help me out of this?"

His eyes move down, looking at the red apron. As impatient as I am, I don't rush him. I'm planting the seeds, but they need time to grow. When I hear him swallow, I know the first little root has just grabbed hold. "You, uh, need to turn around so I can untie it," he reaches for my shoulders, like he's going to turn me, but then stops himself.

"Or you could reach around. If you want." I take a step toward him. When he doesn't move away, I take another, and now we're just inches from each other. His shallow breaths sweep across my cheek, but then they stop and he leans forward. His body is hotter than the air from his lungs and it nearly burns as he presses against me. I wriggle a little, not enough to make it obvious, but enough that he'll feel it. His fingers slip along my back, and with two tugs, the apron loosens. He pulls away as soon as it does, so sudden that the ends of the apron flap.

"So, what kind of potatoes?" He walks to the oven and peeks in before sitting at the kitchen table. It was covered in mail and school handouts, but I cleaned all of that off and lined a row of tea light candles down the center along with a bouquet of red flowers I bought earlier.

"Au gratin. I love the way the cream coats every inch of my mouth."

He laughs and looks down at the floor. "You really would make the perfect 1970s housewife, bro."

I hang my apron on the hook by the door and take the food from the oven. "I really would. You stay right there. I'll serve you tonight."

I pile way more food than he'll ever eat on his plate and walk it to the table, swinging my hips with each step. Once I set his plate in front of him, I run my hands down the front of my thin shirt, smoothing it, showing off. Alex stares like a starving tiger, but not at his plate. "What do you think?" I ask.

"You're wearing fake boobs?"

"They're not fake. Do you like them?" I slide my chair closer, and his eyes drift down to the V-neck of my shirt.

His mouth hangs open as he stares at them. "But you didn't have them before."

"I do now." I take his hand and wait for him to object. He doesn't. "That's what's important."

"Ryan."

I wince. "I don't like that name. I'm not a Ryan."

He finally looks away from my chest. His jaw tenses as he swallows. "Then what should I call you?"

"Natalia." I raise his hand and hold it to my chest, letting him feel the weight of my breasts and the heat that's burning through my shirt.

"Fuck me. Those are real. How? Ryan—Natalia, explain this. Please."

I drop to my knees in front of him and spread his thighs to nestle between them. "They're very real. And I could explain about my breasts, or I could do something else with my mouth. Something that would give us both a lot more pleasure." I drag his zipper down so slowly I can hear each individual tooth release. "Which would you prefer?"

He cups his hands around my breasts. "It just doesn't make sense. You're a man." I don't pay attention to his words. His hands kneading my breasts tell me exactly what he wants.

"Do you like playing with my titties?" I drag the back of a fingernail up and down the inside of his thigh, and he moans. "Because I like you playing with them."

"This?" He asks.

I close my eyes and nod.

"What about this?" He traces the circles of my areolae, and my head arches backward. "Or this?" His thumbs sweep across my hard nipples, and I gasp for air. Then he presses in, his touch spiraling in and forcing the breath from me. "You must really like that."

I clamp my throat against the ecstatic scream building inside me. "Alex…"

"I don't understand any of this." His words are just a breath that I barely hear.

"Baby, you don't have to understand. Just do what feels right."

"This feels right," he says.

"Mmm-hmm."

"And so does this." He slides his chair back just a little and bends over. His lips find mine and attack them. There's nothing delicate about this kiss. This is him taking what he wants, and what he wants is me.

One of his hands slips from my breasts, and I knit my fingers through his. "Take off your pants for me, baby."

"Mmm… Are you sure?"

I lean back. My lips feel empty without his pressing on them, but I look up at him. "You don't know how long I've waited for this."

He lifts himself up just enough that I can shimmy his jeans and underwear down to the middle of his thighs. His cock springs up so hard that it almost smacks against his belly.

"Good boy. You want this too." He nods, and I close my hand around the base of his cock. His very warm, very large cock. I slide the hand up and down a couple of times, but the skin is dry, and I'm just tugging at it. "We need a little lube." I plunge my mouth over his tip, trying to keep my eyes locked on his as I move lower.

"Oh my god." He slumps back in his chair as his cock bumps the back of my throat. Then I work up and down his length. Saliva drips from the corners of my mouth and slides down to my hand. When I'm sure he's slick and ready, I pump my hand in tandem with my mouth. Every instinct is telling me to move faster, but I want to savor this. I want him to savor it. I wish mom and dad could see just how right they were about the little whore they raised. Alex twists his fist in my hair and pulls, and it pulls me out of my thoughts. "Jesus Christ, Natalia."

I trace my tongue around his length, licking and sucking while I stroke my hand. His hand on the back of my head guides me, trying to make me move faster, but I just drag it out more. I hold him in the back of my throat. My eyes water. Drool rolls down my chin. I have to fight back the gag, but I do. I only move up when I'm ready. As I do, I press my tongue against his underside, and by the time I get to the tip, he's groaning.

"I love what your cock tastes like," I say, "but now I want to taste your cum."

"Oh fuck, Natalia," he groans.

"That's the idea." I plunge down on him again, sucking as I go lower, and it's not long before his body tenses. I brace myself, but I'm still not ready for the thick ropes he shoots into the back of my throat. I swallow as much as I can, but some leaks out and dribbles down to the base of his dick, wet with my saliva and now his cum.

When he's finished, I lick him clean like a cat tending to her paws. Then I rest my head against his thigh, his muscles still quivering. When he runs a hand down my hair, I close my eyes and listen to our breaths. It won't be long before this is my life, and no one will be able to take it from me.


FIVE


I bolt out of bed. The blanket twists around my ankles like a set of shackles chaining me in place. Milky yellow light fills the room and makes it hard to catch my breath. My heart races as I look around. The blanket twists tighter as I spin in a circle, looking from the bed to the closet to the door to the dresser to the window and back to the bed. "There's nothing. A nightmare. That's all." I say it aloud, hoping to make it true. But my heart doesn't slow. And my eyes shoot back to the window.

The ivory blind is shut, but dirty light leaks in from the edges. Dust shivers in its rays. I should open the blind. The clock on the nightstand says it's almost one in the afternoon. After craving sunlight for so long, I want to move closer. I want to wrap that cord tight around my hand and pull down so hard it draws a pink line across this flesh. It's what I do best. But I can't.

This is the fourth floor. There's nothing outside the window. There can't be. My twisted gut knows better, though. So I hold my feet still and force air in and out of my lungs. "It can't be here." It's trapped in the house. Trapped in that room. Just like I was. But I'm not anymore.

That man came. Ryan. He kneeled in the exact spot where I hanged myself. If the coroner hadn't cut my body down—cut it down and spit on it as if I didn't just rid the world of two demons—my feet would have kicked his head as I swayed side-to-side. Then his arrogant friend said the words that stripped the barrier away. It was like taking a breath after holding it for far too long. The world poured back into me. A reprise in my sentence, and there was no way I was letting go. I grabbed as tight as I could, digging my fingernails into whatever made him him until there was no separating us. And it worked. I'm not going back.

I gasp as a sound comes from the window. A scraping screech against the glass. A slash of pain rips through me as if the claw tore this flesh, and I crumble to the floor. The bottom of the blind moves, blowing out like it's been pushed by the wind. Then it claps back against the wood sill. I watch as the motion ripples upward. Tears build in my eyes, but I blink them away. "I will not go back there. I will not."

I pull my knees tight against my chest, forming into a ball, as if the decades hadn't taught me that it's useless. There's nothing I can do to protect myself from this. A shiver runs through me as I remember the torment I've learned. The agony. The helplessness. But that wasn't here. This isn't the house.

I scoot backward along the floor, putting as much space between us as I can. Friction from the floor drags the already too long shirt under me. Its collar digs into my throat. The familiar feeling of fabric constricting my windpipe. Just as my back collides with the door, something bangs against it from the other side. I jump to my feet and hold my arms out in front of me. Ready.

"Natalia? You up?" The door bangs again. Then there's a crack behind me from the blind once more smacking the sill.

Knocking. My brain slowly realizes someone is knocking at the door. Alex! I dash toward it and yank it open, throwing myself against him. He wraps me in his arms to keep me from falling, but my momentum still carries us into the living room. I spin us, putting him between me and the bedroom, but nothing is following me. The blinds are motionless now.

"Damn." He looks down at me and smiles. "I enjoyed last night too, but this might be a little overboard."

"What?" I ask, but I keep my eyes on the room. It looks so normal. Cheap, secondhand furniture just like thousands of students have in this town. My heart finally slows, and I'm able to breathe without concentrating on the pushing and pulling.

"Are you okay?" He brushes the hair from my face, and I look up at him. Drops of water glisten in his dark, curly hair. He must have just gotten out of the shower. I want to coil it in my fists and pull him down into a kiss. And if he didn't look over my shoulder while clearing his throat, I might. "Your friend's here," he says.

"Friend?" My body tenses, and I twist to look behind me, still holding on to Alex as if he could protect me from what's coming for me.

"Hi," Jane waves.


SIX


"You look... different." Jane studies me as she walks a half circle around me. "I think we should go out."

I look up at Alex. "Out?" I had plans to spend another night with my roommate, to tighten my hold on him. And on this place.

"It'll be fun. Get all dressed up." She holds out a strand of my hair, looking at it. "I'll help with your hair and makeup. Then we can go to a club." She leans in so close that Alex can't overhear. "Maybe even hook up with a boy or two, if you think you might be interested in that."

My core tightens. Maybe one night away from Alex would be good. It could give him time to appreciate what he has in me. "I suppose we could do that." I try to seem nonchalant, but the way her lip curls into a smirk tells me that she sees right through it.

"Just slip on some shoes for the walk," she tells me. "I'll take care of everything back at my place."

I draw in a quick breath, and my eyes whip back to my room. "My shoes are all in there." I can feel Jane and Alex stare at me, waiting for me to go grab a pair. I know I'm just being silly. There's nothing in the room waiting for me. Nothing outside that window. But I can't move.

"You want me to get a pair for you, Natalia?" Alex asks.

I turn to him and smile. "Would you, baby? Just a pair of sneakers please." I watch him walk into the room and go to the closet. Nothing swoops down or slashes him with searing claws.

"So, it's Natalia, eh?"

"What?"

"Your name," Jane says. "You never told me when we met. There's something familiar about that name."

"Oh." I flick my eyes to her for just a second before staring back into my room, waiting for Alex to come out. "I suppose lots of girls probably have that name in a town like this."

"Hmm... Suppose so."

I grin at Alex when he walks out of my room, black sneakers swinging in one arm. He smiles back at me and starts to close the door behind him. "Wait!" I stop him. "You can leave that open. Let the air circulate." And it will let me see what's in there before I walk in tonight, just in case.

Jane takes me by the arm as soon as I have the shoes on my feet. She turns to Alex as we're at the door. "Don't worry, I'll have your girl back before she changes into... a pumpkin or whatever it is people change into these days."

He laughs. "I'll be here. You two have fun."

The way he looks at me, like he really can't wait to have me home, sends a wave of goosebumps through me, and I weasel away from Jane's hold and go to Alex's side. I stand on my toes and kiss his cheek. His stubble is rough against my soft lips, and I feel the heat rise in his cheeks instantly. "Promise you'll wait up for me." He nods, and I know that leaving him for a few hours will only intensify what he's feeling for me.
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Jane's apartment is nothing like I expected. There's black sheer fabric draped all along the ceiling and walls. Behind it, she has rope lights that cast everything in dark blue. She squeezes my hand a little too tightly as we walk in, but once the door shuts behind us, she lets go.

"This is nice." I look around, thinking it's not really nice at all.

"Sit on the bed." She points across the room, as if I might miss the bed that takes up almost half of the single-room studio apartment. "I'll fix us a drink."

I walk around the couch and step over what I think is a pair of pants and then sit on the corner of the bed. There's a mirror a couple of feet to my right. Above it is a strange triangle made of three individual lights. Two are white and so bright they hurt my eyes. The third one that forms the bottom right point is red. It pulses in time with my breaths, brighter with each inhale and dimmer with each exhale. I'm not sure if I'm matching it or if it's matching me.

"Strange, isn't it?" The mattress sinks as Jane sits beside me.

I take the drink she's holding out. The glass is so cold it's almost uncomfortable. Whatever is inside is dark green. "What is it?"

"My family's star sign. We moved around a lot when I was a little girl, but wherever we lived, mom always painted this on the wall opposite our beds. I decided to upgrade to lights here, instead of paint."

I hold the drink to my nose and inhale. It smells cloyingly sweet. "I meant the drink."

"Oh." She pulls her leg onto the bed so she can face me. "That's a Crescent Clover. My own secret recipe. Cheers." She clinks the edge of her glass to mine and takes a drink.

I watch for a second, but then I follow her lead, not wanting to be rude. The drink is sweet, but not overwhelmingly so. There's something else in it too. An herb, maybe. And then a soft burn of alcohol as it goes down my throat. I take another drink. "This is good."

"Thanks. Now, let's get you ready. Everything off." She stands and puts her hands on her hips.

"Wh-What?"

"To go out. We can't just sit here all night. I've got the perfect outfit in mind for you. But first you have to get those pajamas off."

I look around for some place to change. "I suppose that's the bathroom? I could go in there."

"Don't be silly. It's just us girls, right?" She turns her back to me, slides open a dresser drawer, and pulls out a makeup bag and a curling iron. She plugs it in and sets it on the table in front of the mirror. Then turns to me. I still haven't moved, and she holds her palm up, asking what I'm waiting for.

I stand and turn my back to her, peeling the sweatshirt over my head and uttering a prayer that everything has finished changing. My heart is thumping when I lower my sweatpants. Before I turn to face her, I swipe a finger across the front of my crotch, hoping the movement doesn't draw her attention. When there's just smooth skin under it, I sigh. It's finished. This is finally me. I smile as I spin around. "Let's see this outfit that's going to have all the boys falling over themselves to get to me."

Jane looks me up and down, an eyebrow raised. "You'll have your choice, I promise. But first, we need to do your hair and makeup. Sit."

I sit on the edge of the bed where she patted, and my smile just grows larger as she works on my face and hair. I really did it. After so long, I really did. I'm free.

When she finishes, she doesn't let me look at myself. Instead, she hands me a pair of black lace panties. "These should fit." She doesn't wait to see if they do before she roots around in a drawer. When she turns, she's holding a garter belt and two black stockings. "Now these. Have you ever worn stockings before?"

I shake my head. Mom would never let me, even though she did every weekend. Of course, she wouldn't.

"Run them under the panties. That way you can pee when you need to."

"What about a bra?" I ask?

Jane shakes her head and walks across the room. There's a small half-width door. She opens it, and I see that it's a closet. "Not for this dress." My jaw drops open when I see what she takes out. A strapless black leather fit-and-flare dress that looks like it's just barely long enough to cover my butt.

"That's..."

"Going to look absolutely amazing on you, and make sure every man's eyes are on you all night."


SEVEN


"This is where we're going?" Electricity crackles through me when I see the black building with the bright pink awning.

"You know it?"

"Love Laced? Of course I know it." This is the club mom and dad went to every weekend. Where they found the women they trafficked. College students who just disappeared and who everyone assumed simply ran away. This is perfect. "But that line. We'll never get in."

Jane takes my hand and pulls me across the street. "I know the owner." She drags me to the front door. The man working there is at least twice as wide as me and so tall he has to duck under the door frame. He stands from his stool as we approach, and then he grins at Jane.

"Dre, this is my friend Natalia." The man makes no secret of checking me out. His eyes sweep slowly down to my black spike heels and then back up, and my body heats as he does it. I can certainly think of worse ways to spend the night than with him. "Is Sophie here tonight?" Jane asks.

"Filling in as bar back last I saw."

Jane laughs. "She always did like to get in and get dirty. Come on." She puts her arm through mine and guides me inside.

I give Dre one last look over my shoulder. An invitation for him to find me later when he's on break. He winks at me and then turns back to the line out front.

"Girl, you need to pace yourself. Plenty of men inside who would stab themselves for a chance to spend tonight with you."

"Doesn't hurt to have a little insurance to fall back on," I say. "Just in case."

We walk down the dark hallway, and the throbbing bass gets louder with every step that we take. At the end, there's a black door, outlined in the same dark blue light as Jane's apartment. I wonder what mom and dad would think if they saw me. Their not-so-innocent little girl walking into the same club they used as a hunting ground. Maybe I'll do the same tonight. I wonder if the world would miss a college boy any more than it missed all those girls?

Inside, the club is packed. We stop just a few feet inside the door and scan the room. I'm not sure what Jane is looking for, but I know exactly what I'm searching for. And there's a lot of it. "This bar, over here." Even though she's shouting, I can barely hear her over the music. But she doesn't wait for me to acknowledge her. She yanks me to the right.

The smells of the crowd threaten to overwhelm me as we fight our way through it. There's so much cologne and body spray and testosterone in the air. Jane grips me tighter as we walk through it all, as if she can read my mind. Finally, she plants me in a seat at the end of the bar. "Stay here, and don't you move an inch. Got it? Sophie is at the other end."

I nod, and she walks away. I stare at the wall of bottles, trying to be good. But there's only so long I can keep my back turned on all the possibility in this room. Besides, what's the point of dressing like this if I'm just going to sit at the bar? I slide off the stool and scan the crowd. Even in these heels, I can't see past the first row of people. But that might be all I need to see. There's one boy who catches my eye.

He's dancing at the edge of the floor. His shoulders swing completely out of time to the music, so I know he's had too much to drink. As I walk closer, I can tell that he's separated from whatever group he came with. No one is looking at him, and he's looking at no one. He's perfect.

"You are amazing." A tall man steps out in front of me. His blond hair is perfectly swept to the side, but that doesn't stop him from running his hand through it as he looks down at me. The side of his lip is curled up in what's supposed to be a smile, but it looks more like a sneer. "And I'm amazing. So just think how breathtaking we could be together."

I roll my eyes and walk around him without saying a word, but he grabs my arm and makes me face him. A second look does nothing. I knew too many boys like him before. Boys who are only adequately attractive but who think they're so much more than they are. Like him, they wear the best clothes, so anyone who sees them knows exactly how rich mommy and daddy are. And a lot of girls fall for it. But I'm not like most girls.

"What's the rush, babe? I can tell you don't know what a real man is like. Well, let me show you."

I'm just about to jerk my arm and walk away when my body goes cold. That voice. I would recognize it anywhere. "What's your name, Mr. Amazing?" I rest my palm against his chest and move my middle finger in a circle across his too-tight shirt.

"I'm Daniel," he even says it in a practiced tone that leaves no doubt about the size of his bank account. "Maybe we should go somewhere so you can get to know me better." He presses his body against mine and slides a hand to my ass as he guides me toward the back of the room.

I already know everything I need to know about him, but I certainly want him to know me better. As we walk by a table waiting to be cleared, I snatch an empty beer bottle and hold it between my hand and my hip, hiding it from Mr. Amazing.

The hall that leads to the bathrooms is dark, and the floor is stickier here than out in the club. And Daniel wastes no time once we're there. He pins me to the wall. His hands cup my breasts. He would be more gentle if he were trying to milk a cow, but he doesn't care about being gentle. He just cares about getting what he needs. And that's exactly what I want him to have. I slip my leg between his thighs and rub upward against his dick. He growls and pushes me harder against the wall.

"Oh, I know what kind of girl you are. I knew as soon as I saw the top of those lace stockings peeking from under that skirt. You want this dick, don't you, babe?" I press my thigh against him again and wrap my right arm around his back to hold him against me. "I should make you earn it. I don't just give it away. I'm not a slut like you. That's what you are. A dirty, little slut."

I close my eyes and see Dad telling me the same thing when he saw the dress I was wearing on my date. My jaw throbbing from his blow—too sudden to dodge, even though I should have known it was coming. "The only thing girls like you care about is getting fucked. Getting the next boy." I open my eyes. Daniel's face is just inches away from mine now. "Well, my dick is going to ruin you. No other man will ever satisfy you after tonight. Is that what you want?" He drives his finger hard against my temple and runs it down my face, leaving an aching line to my chin.

I nod. "Make me earn it. Make me suck you. Right here." I don't wait for him to agree. I drop to my knees, and my hands work his zipper. It just takes a couple of seconds to fish his dick through the fly of his jeans. I want to laugh when I see it. This is what he thinks is going to ruin me? I kiss its tip. Above me I hear him grunt and then he palms the back of my head and mashes my face against him. My neck is already aching from his force, but I won't be down here long. I slip his dick into my mouth and run my tongue around it. He tenses. And then I listen for the music.

If I time it right, he might not even notice. The bass reverberates the small hallway, rattling the door at the end, but it's the crash cymbal I'm waiting for. There, on every fourth beat of the song. One, two. I raise my left arm. Three. Crash. I smash the bottle onto the floor. Daniel doesn't jump. He just keeps pressing me against him.

I raise the shard of glass slowly until it's at the base of his dick. I hold it just a millimeter away, waiting. This is what men like him deserve. Men who think women owe them. Men who mess with things they could never understand. I strain against his grip and look up at him. The flashing lights from the dance floor light a string of saliva from my lips to the tip of his dick.

"Do you know the old Hayes House?" I ask him.

He looks at me, one eyebrow raised, then he nods.

"You know what that girl did to her parents before she killed herself?" I ask.

"Everybody in town knows that. What the fuck's wrong with you?" The door rattles louder now, out of sync with the music.

I smile. Everybody knows. I'm famous. "Guess what that girl's going to do now?" The rattle is constant now, but I'm not afraid of it this time. It's too late, and it knows it. I press the broken bottle against his cock. Watching as it breaks the skin. A bead of blood forms—a dark red balloon filling in slow motion—and my mouth waters. This is even better than I imagined. But just as I'm about to press up with all my force, Daniel jerks away from me. He stumbles a few feet into the darkness. When I see Jane standing in his place, I realize he didn't jerk away. He was pushed.

"You need to come with me." She pulls me to my feet. My lips are still parted, and she shoves something between them. It's bitter, and I wince as I try to spit it out.

"What the fuck?" Daniel yells. "You chicks are fucking psychos."

Jane pushes him against the wall as she wrenches me down the hall. "You're lucky I didn't let her finish what she was about to do, you piece of shit."

I try to pull against her. I dig in my heels. I can't go. Not with that thing out there. Not until I finish this. But she's too strong. We barrel through the emergency exit door and into the dark alley out back.

I throw myself against the wall, waiting for the pain. But it doesn't come. I look up and down the alley. There are two overflowing dumpsters to my left and a mound of wet cardboard piled in front of them. But no people. Nothing else. It's just us. "I needed that!" I shout. "And he deserved it. They all deserved it."

"You were supposed to wait at the bar. This would have been so much easier if you'd just done what you were supposed to do."

"What wo—" I try to ask her what would be easier, but my stomach erupts with fire. I hunch over and fall to the wet bricks below me.

"This would be."

The burning pain roars through me, and I shriek as my body twists in ways I never knew were possible.

She steps up to me and looks down. "I really am sorry. It's partly my fault. I never imagined I'd have to do this again, so I let myself get rusty. My timing was off."

I bare my teeth and snarl up at her, but she doesn't seem to even notice.

"The drink I gave you at my apartment just needed another half an hour, but you forced my hand. I had to improvise. If you did what I said, this would have been pain-free. Mostly."

I try to make myself reach for her, to dig my nails into the flesh of her exposed calves. But then a dark blue aura forms around her. I try to back away, but it grows brighter and larger. It consumes her and then it ravages into me, devouring every atom until there's nothing but the light.
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"Ugh." Every bone in my body feels broken when I roll over. "What happened?"

A woman kneels beside me and puts her hand on the side of my face. "You're going to be okay. Just lie still."

"Did somebody..." I cough to clear my throat. "Did someone..." I try again. This time, a wave of pain goes through me as I do. "Did someone beat me up?" It doesn't work. My voice still sounds an octave too high.

The woman laughs. "Not in the way you're thinking. You just need a couple minutes. You'll feel fine then."

"Should we call an ambulance?" I draw my legs up toward my chest. Every inch I move them hurts, but I need to curl up on myself. When I do, I notice that I'm wearing stockings. I start to gasp. I try to sit up to see myself. But the pain makes it impossible to do either.

"Oh sweetie." She strokes my cheek. "There's nothing an ambulance can do for this. But I promise this pain will go away shortly. While we wait, why don't you tell me your name?"

"Ryan… You're sure this⁠—"

"It's good to finally meet you, Ryan. I'm Jane. In about sixty seconds, the pain will be gone, but you're going to have a lot of strange memories come pouring in. And once they do, you'll have to make a choice. But right now, just stay still and focus on your breathing."

I close my eyes and imagine the stream of air flowing in and out of my lungs with each breath. And after a few seconds, I do think the pain is beginning to go away. After a few more, I'm sure it is. And when it's completely gone, I open my eyes and smile at the woman still kneeling by me. Her straight blond hair hangs halfway down her back. Just as she returns my smile, a floodgate lifts in my mind, and a river of memories rush over me. "Oh my god!"
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"Whoa, Natalia! Are you okay? What can I do to help?"

Even before I close the door behind me, Alex is at my side, his hands on my hips, steadying me. My cheeks burn at his touch and the remembrance of what happened between us.

I should have known he would be shocked. Not as shocked as I was to wake up in an alley wearing a dress that is way too short, a pair of stockings, and heels that I shouldn't be able to walk in. But I'm standing here in those clothes, plus I’m covered in dirt and my hair smells like cigarettes and sweat.

The torrent of memories had left me paralyzed at first. Jane sat me up and then sat beside me, holding my hand while each one played out over and over in my mind. I didn't believe they were real. Then I acknowledged they were real, but insisted it wasn't really me in them. And in a way, it wasn't. But it was. And that's when I realized the changes to my body. The changes that girl made to me. I looked down at my breasts. My tiny frame. I tried to feel for what was between my legs, but when I shifted positions, I felt the slickness that told me what I already knew. That's when Jane told me her part of the story.

She wasn't sure if it was a coincidence that she met me, or if it was fate, but she knew right away what happened. She trained since she was a girl to spot possessions and to deal with them. And she did. But now, she told me, I had just a few minutes to decide what the next step would be. She had another drink ready. One that would undo all the physical changes that happened to me. Or I could do nothing and my body would stay as it was. The answer was obvious, but she insisted I think before making my choice.

"Just hold me," I answer Alex and lead us toward the couch. He slips his arm around me as we sit, and I lean against him, nestling my head against his chest. No matter how much thinking she made me do, this would always be my choice. My nipples harden and my pussy grows warm as my body reacts to his. But those urges will have to wait for another time. Right now, I just want to feel us, finally together.


EPILOGUE


The closer we get to the Hayes House, the tighter I grip Alex's hand. When we finally step through the gap in the fence, I'm squeezing so hard my fingers are throbbing.

He looks down at our hands and tugs me to a stop. "Nat, you know we don't have to do this, right?"

I press my chest to his and look up at him. "We do. Jane said this will take care of it." I hold out the plastic grocery bag full of sage and salt to remind him.

"I mean, it doesn't have to be us. It doesn't have to be you. This is what her family does. We could let her do it."

I shake my head. "No, I need to do this. This is the only way I can be sure I'm free." He grunts, and I know it means he agrees. "Now let's hurry. We've only got 40 minutes until the moment of the full moon. Oh, and watch for the hole in the lawn over there. We don't want any twisted ankles today." I rise to my toes and kiss his cheek, and I'm pretty sure I see him roll his eyes.

We start at the front corner of the house. I sprinkle a line of sage and salt while he walks behind me, pouring homemade gelled gasoline—another recipe from Jane—on top of the line. For 3 of the walls, we walk in silence, both of us careful to not leave a single gap. But when I turn to the last wall, I stop. This is where the bedroom is. Where she is. I try to not look up at the window, but my neck cranes and my head tilts back on its own.

For a few seconds, I don't see anything. My body relaxes, and I think maybe this is all for nothing. But then I notice it. A faint green glow that would be impossible to see from the street out front. I'm twenty feet away, and I can barely see it. But there it is. I feel the hatred and anger and pain radiating out from it, reaching for me. I take a step back and collide with Alex.

He wraps his arm around me and just lets his body warm for a moment. "Which one is it?" he asks quietly once I've stopped shaking.

"The one with the light." I'm too scared to even point at it.

"I don't see a light in any of them."

I close my eyes and glide my free hand down his arm. His hairs tickle my fingertips. But even with my eyelids closed, I can still see the green. Growing brighter with each breath I take. "Let's finish it and get out of here."

The tall grass on this side of the house feels like tiny hands reaching up to snare me, to pull me down and hold me here forever. With each step, I kick it away, but it rises back up to grab for the next. I keep kicking and sprinkling and kicking and never looking up at the window. But I still know when I'm under it. The green glows around me now. The long blades of grass twist into dark snakes in the light, writhing around my ankles, hissing and coiling and calling to me. Pleading for me to come home with them. "Can you see it now?" I whisper, without taking my eyes from the wriggling ground.

"You can?"

I nod and pour extra warding here. I have to be sure.

When I take another step, the snakes rear back. I freeze as they expose their fangs. Thin lines of venom trail from the sharp points, shining in the glow. One by one, they lash out at me. Quick flicks as they bite and recoil, bite and recoil. I scream and start to stumble, but Alex throws his arm around me to steady me. A sheet of glistening blood covers my leg from my shin to my ankle. Pain spikes through me when I put weight on it, but I limp and then hop on one foot, spreading an ever-growing area with the sage and salt. The snakes shrink away from it, so I throw more and more. Until they recede back into the grass and the glow diminishes. I blow out the breath I've been holding and hurry to the far corner to complete the circle.

Once it's done, the house clatters like it, or something in it, is straining to break free of the chains now binding it. I look at my leg and move my foot. There's no pain. No blood. No sign of any puncture wounds.

I take Alex's hand and we dash to the rear, away from any spying eyes on the street out front, and away from the window. I take out the book of matches. "Ready?"

Alex holds out his hand. "Do you want me to do it?" I shake him off. This has to be me.

I strike a match and toss it onto the rings that we've poured. The fire is underwhelming. Just a gaunt yellow flame, and my stomach sinks. But then it spreads left and right, tracing the outline of the old home. Black and white wisps of smoke curl around each other as they float up, and the flames lap at the wood siding of the house. It spits and pops, and then the fire rises higher up the sides, and the heat forces us to step back.

He reaches around me to pull me tight and then kisses the top of my head. "This is it."

The flames are to the roof now, and I'm sure they have to be visible from the street. I wait for the distant wail of sirens or the screams of spirits inside the house, but the only sound is the crackling of the wood. "This is it." I turn so we're facing each other. My breasts press into him and I feel his chest rise and fall with each breath. "Thank you." I lean my head back and he doesn't hesitate. He kisses me, and for just a second, there is no other fire. There are no ghosts or demons. There may not be anyone else in the world. And I'm as free as I've ever been.

When we pull back, we stare at each other for a moment. Orange and yellow flickers across Alex's face, and I imagine myself waking up to that face every morning for the rest of my life. A warmth that isn't from the fire spreads through me.

"So, what's next?" He asks.

I shrug. "I don't know. But I would kill for a white chocolate mocha right now."
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FIVE BOOKS that have never been published in any other 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.

The collection contains:

The Perfect Girl

Self-Help

Just a Dress

Substitute Teacher

Inheritance
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Five magical feminization books in one!

What if you woke up one day as a girl? What if you had a chance to live your life as a woman?

That's what happens to the men in these five stories. New identities. New selves to discover. A new world where they find out what it's like to be a woman. Will it be just what they needed?
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This super bundle contains TWENTY of Kenzie's top books.

20 tales of ordinary men transformed into beautiful women.

Get every story from The Injected Series, The Girls Series, The Trophy Clinic Series, and The Club Series. A total of 20 stories, all in this mega collection.

BECOMING WOMEN: 20 BOOK MEGA BUNDLE


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.

ALL DRESSED UP: 13 BOOK TRANSGENDER MEGABUNDLE

13 stories of ordinary men who discover a brand new side to themselves. A side that feels so much better than anything they've ever known before

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."

CHANGED: 5 BOOK FEMINIZATION BUNDLE

Five magical feminization books in one! What if you woke up one day as a girl? What if you had a chance to live your life as a woman?

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.

POSSESSED: MAGIC FORCED FEMINIZATION

My whole life I've laughed at the notion of ghosts. But the woman who appears in front of me now is very real. And so are the transformations that occur to my body as she possesses me.

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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I’m just your typical Midwest American girl who loves to feminize boys and watch the fun trouble they get into.
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