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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   Snow and wind raced around him as John sped down the hill, his skis sliding through the fresh powder as he made his way down the mountain. His body reacted to each turn. He hardly had to think about what he was doing anymore. It just came naturally.
 
   Skiing was his life. He couldn't even remember his first time skiing, his parents had started him so young, and now, at twenty-two, the skis were an extension of his body. It was his passion. He was one of the best in the country, and if things went right, he would soon get to show everyone that he was best in the world.
 
   Olympic trials were only a year away, and he would be there even if it killed him. Every day was spent training. He'd moved to Park City, Utah six months ago to take advantage of the world-class facilities they had. It was also home to his coach, Easton.
 
   He passed several other skiers as he made his way downhill. He carefully worked his way around them, wishing he could have the slopes to himself just for a few hours. Even sneaking out in the backcountry didn't give him the practice time he wanted and needed.
 
   Out of nowhere, something flew down, directly in his path, slamming into the side of his face. The impact was harder than he expected. The large object toppled to the snow before recovering and taking off again. He had only an instant to watch it before his feet went out from under him and he started a dangerous tumble straight down the slope.
 
   Snow flew up around him as he tried to stop himself from falling. Seconds seemed like minutes as he turned head over heel and landed hard in a heap halfway down the mountain.
 
   He groaned, staring up at the pale, blue sky as he tried to catch his breath.
 
   "Oh my God. Are you okay?" A woman's voice came from somewhere.
 
   John blinked several times, trying to force his brain to work. He took a deep breath. "I think so." He tried to sit up.
 
   "Wait, don't move." The female was now leaning over him as she pulled her ski mask from her face. "You're bleeding. Wait for help to get here." She pressed her hand to his shoulder softly, keeping him down.
 
   "I'm okay. It just knocked the wind out of me." He tested his legs and arms to make sure he was telling her the truth. His entire body hurt, but everything seemed to bend and work just as it was supposed to.
 
   "Let me get your mask off so I can see where you're bleeding." She reached up toward his face.
 
   He grabbed her wrists gently and stopped her. "I've got it." It wasn't that he didn't want her touching him, but he didn't want anyone to think he needed the help. Careful of his cheek, which throbbed like a son-of-a-bitch, he removed his goggles. Blood dripped onto the snow as he touched his face, and he cringed at the pain as he pulled his glove away bloody. "Shit."
 
   "You're going to need stitches." She frowned. "It looks pretty deep."
 
   "What hit me?" He pulled his gloves off as he noticed others standing around watching them.
 
   "An eagle. I saw it happen. You're lucky it wasn't worse."
 
   For the first time he actually looked up at the woman speaking to him, and his pulse started to race again, but this time for a completely different reason. She was the most beautiful girl he'd ever seen, and he'd seen plenty.
 
   Wisps of brown hair escaped from under her hat, and dark brown eyes blinked back at him. Her skin was pale white, and appeared so soft it was all he could do to keep from reaching up and running his fingers down her cheek.
 
   "Let us through." The medics pushed their way through the crowd, coming to kneel beside him, forcing him to take his attention off the beauty in front of him and focus on them. "Anything broken, John?"
 
   He wasn't shocked at them knowing his name, everyone seemed to. He skied daily, so it was only right they would know him. "I don't think so. Other than my cheek and some bruises, I think I'll be okay." He frowned as the woman stood up and backed away. "Hey, what's your name? I'd like to talk to you later about what you saw." He did want to know exactly what happened as the bird hit him, but even more, he wanted a chance to find out who she was, maybe ask her out.
 
   "I'm Lexi." She smiled. "I'll be at the Black Diamond Bar tonight, or I'll be around here tomorrow. We'll meet up sometime." She waved as she slipped her mask back in place and started down the hill.
 
   John watched her for a minute, but when the medic touched his cheek, he sucked in a breath, turning to glare at him. "Easy."
 
   "I'm just trying to stop the bleeding. You able to ski down or want assistance?"
 
   Again, he moved his legs, testing them. "I can make it down if my skis aren't broken." He tried to ignore the medic working on his face as he checked his skis. From the tightness already setting into his shoulders, he wasn't going to be doing much for a couple days. Checking the bindings, he nodded to the medic. "I should be fine."
 
   "I'll stay close. Once we are down, we can get you cleaned up and see just how bad this is." He stared into John's eyes as if trying to make sure he really was okay to ski.
 
   "I'm fine. I'm not going to risk my career by skiing down if I didn't think I could."
 
   "What the hell happened anyway?"
 
   "Damn bird hit me." He shrugged. "Someone said it was an eagle."
 
   "They aren't uncommon in the area, but it's rare they fly down like that." He looked around. "It actually hit you?"
 
   "Yeah, this is from it, not the fall." He gestured to his face.
 
   The medic shook his head and started to clean up his gear, shoving it back into his backpack. "You ready to get up?"
 
   He nodded, and immediately wished he hadn't. Already a headache was starting to form behind his eyes. He'd have to watch himself for a couple days. "Yeah." He pushed up, taking a deep breath to clear the wave of dizziness that hit him. He hated doctors and having others fuss over him. All he needed to do was make his way down the hill and get his ass home and he'd be good. A hot bath to ease the aches and he'd be ready to get back up on the slopes in a day or two.
 
   "Go slow," the medic warned him.
 
   He had no problem with that. Handing his mask to the medic to carry, he double-checked his boots and skis before taking the poles someone had set by him and taking off slowly down the mountain.
 
   His wrist ached, but he didn't think it was broken, and one ankle was tender. What hurt the worst was his cheek, shoulders, and one elbow. He needed to get home and inventory his injuries. The medics wouldn't release him until they checked him over, and probably stitched up his face.
 
   Once he got to the medical clinic, he pulled off his gear, before ridding himself of his coat. He frowned seeing a tear in his new gloves, but it was little to sacrifice when he took into account how bad that wreck could have been.
 
   "Come sit down and let's see what we got." An older man waved him into a small exam room. "They say a bird hit you?"
 
   "Yeah, I guess. I just saw something fly at my face, then I was going head over heels. I recall something hitting the ground right before I did, then taking off again, but I can't be sure what it was. One of the girls who saw it happened said it was an eagle."
 
   "Well, whatever it was, it hit you just right to tear a nasty gash in your cheek. I can stitch it up here, but there will be a small scar. If you head to the hospital, they might be able to do it without scarring."
 
   "Go ahead and get it done. I'm not worried about a little scar." The last thing he wanted, or could afford, was to have a huge hospital bill. He was barely scraping by on what he made from his job working at a local outdoor supply company.
 
   It took about twenty minutes for the doctor to stitch him up and check him for any other injuries. He gave him a prescription for a light painkiller, but it wouldn't be filled. It was another cost he just couldn’t afford.
 
   Another ten minutes and he had his insurance information filled out, and was gathering his stuff so he could head to his car. The older model Jeep did well in the snow, but it wasn't going to last him much longer. He really needed to get some bigger sponsors, and budget a bit better if he was going to make this work.
 
   With his head pounding, he made his way home, thinking about the girl he'd seen on the slopes. Lexi. He said her name as he drove, wondering what she did, who she was. He prayed she wasn't a tourist on vacation. He really wanted a chance to get to know her. It was rare he'd go out of his way to meet a woman. Most the time he just hit the bar and took whoever he decided on home for the night. There was something different about Lexi. She wasn't the one night stand kind of girl. He could tell that much just looking at her. Maybe that was what attracted him to her so much.
 
   Once home, he tossed his gear down and went to the bathroom, stripping off his clothes and looking at himself in the mirror. There was slight bruising over one shoulder, and his elbow was swollen a bit, but other than that, he didn't see anything other than his face. He leaned in, staring at his reflection in the mirror, taking in his short blond hair, green eyes, and now small strip covering an ugly gash on his cheek. He touched it softly, frowning at the pain.
 
   A long bath, a short nap and then he would head out. He wanted to meet Lexi at the Black Diamond. Not only to hear how horrible his tumble might have looked, but to find out who she was and if he had any chance in hell of getting to know her.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Lexi grinned across the table at her best friend Tammy. "I can't afford a trip to Vail. It's just not going to happen. You know I'm saving my money for surgery."
 
   "But everyone is going." Tammy pulled her long, red hair back into a ponytail, the freckles on her pale skin standing out strong in the lighting of the bar. "You have to go with us."
 
   "I just can't pull it off this year. I promised my parents I'd be home for the holidays, and I can't miss much work. Maybe if you were doing it at a different time…" She shook her head. "No, even then I couldn't afford it."
 
   She reached for her beer and took a long drink. She hated missing the annual trip with her friends, but she had other dreams right now that she needed to fulfill. As much as she loved skiing, especially in Vail, it was going to have to wait.
 
   "But you've always gone with us." Tammy frowned.
 
   "Not this year. You'll have a great time and take lots of pictures for me." She could see the disappointment in her best friend's eyes, but she had bigger and better things to focus on than a vacation.
 
   "So you're really going home for Christmas? How's that going to go?" Tammy looked at her with a worried expression.
 
   "I'm not sure yet. They say they want to discuss things, but that could mean anything. I think Mom's finally getting used to the idea, but Dad's still thinking I'm going to fall out of this phase and he'll suddenly have his son back." Lexi hated thinking about her family and how unsupportive they were. "I guess if it's bad, I'll just come back here and spend Christmas skiing."
 
   "You shouldn't spend it alone. Come with me to my parents'."
 
   "I won't be alone. There will be hundreds of people skiing, and I'm not intruding on your family's Christmas again." She downed the last of her beer and set the bottle on the table. "Who knows, maybe a miracle will happen and things will go okay with my family."
 
   Tammy rolled her eyes. "Yeah, right. That would mean they go against the teaching of the church and I don't see that happening."
 
   The two of them had grown up next-door neighbors, their friendship instant when they were only three. That had been back when Lexi was still Alex, but even then, she knew she wasn't who she was meant to be. There was always a draw to live life as a girl. As they got older, she was always going over to Tammy's, trying on her clothes, playing with makeup. She struggled to hide it from her family, who refused to see it wasn't just some phase she was going through. By the time she was in high school, she gave up on trying to live life as something she wasn't. She got rid of almost all her clothes, spent her first two paychecks from her part time job on dresses and girl clothes, and never looked back.
 
   Of course, this caused an uproar from her parents, who sent her to counseling, made her meet with the bishop, and tried every punishment they could come up with to force her to change the way she felt. None of it worked. The moment she graduated high school, she left home, moving to Park City with Tammy so they were close to the ski resorts.
 
   The small apartment they shared was more home than her parents' place had ever been. Alex was left behind, and for the last five years, she lived her life as Lexi. Very few knew of her secret. Her boss knew. She had to tell him when she applied for the job. There was no way around it since her social security card and drivers license still read Alexander.
 
   Tammy knew, and one other friend of theirs, Kayla. Other than that, she was Lexi to the world. If it weren't for her male body reminding her that she was a boy, there would be nothing in her life of Alex left. She hoped to have enough money saved to change that issue soon.
 
   "I haven't seen them in almost four years. I guess I'll know as soon as I walk in the door if they've changed. I don't have high hopes. I think it's just guilt that made them call and invite me. Once they see me, it could go back to how it used to be."
 
   "Still think you'd have more fun in Vail." Tammy stuck out her tongue.
 
   "I know I would, but can't afford it this year. We've had a good winter, and the snow is great here. I'll miss you guys, but I'll be fine. Go and have fun. You can tell me all about it when you get back." She reached for a couple peanuts out of the bowl on the table. "Did I tell you I saw John Bassman wipe out today?"
 
   "Really?" Tammy's eyes went wide. "How bad?"
 
   "Could have been a lot worse. He seemed okay when I talked to him, but he had a good gash on his face. An eagle hit him as he was going down Sawtooth. He's lucky he didn't break anything."
 
   "You talked to him?" Tammy had a crush on the skier ever since they'd seen him compete several winters ago.
 
   "I was right behind him when it happened. I got to him first, and made sure he was okay, then left as soon as Brandon got there."
 
   "Brandon treated him?" Tammy sighed. "Why are you always the lucky one?"
 
   Lexi laughed. "I don't think it was luck having a bird fly out and hit him in the face. I just did what anyone would. As for Brandon, well, it's his job. I'm sure he treats lots of famous people up there."
 
   "Yeah, but none as sexy as John." She slouched down in her seat. "He'll be okay then? I know he's hoping to make the Olympic team this time around."
 
   "He looked okay to me. I saw him ski down the mountain on his own as I was heading to the parking lot." She laughed at her friend's interest. Sure, John was hot as hell, but if anything, Lexi was more jealous of him than anything else. He got to live the dream she never could. As good of a skier as she was, she would never compete; never know how it felt to win a medal. They just didn't allow it. The first medical history she had to go through, she would be omitted from even trying out for a team.
 
   She didn't tease her friend about her crush. She was used to Tammy always hitting on guys, bringing them home, claiming this was the one. It wasn't a life Lexi wanted, at least not now. Dating was too complicated. Maybe someday she would meet the one who she could share her secret with, but as of now, she hadn't met him. She had enough going on in her life to focus on. Love wasn't one of them.
 
   "You ready to go?" She glanced at her watch, seeing it was after nine. "I want to hit the slopes early tomorrow. I work all week and won't get a lot of time to ski."
 
   "Can we stop by Fergusson's for ice cream cones?" Tammy stood, grabbing her purse and slinging it over her shoulder.
 
   "Sure, I'll even buy." Lexi slipped on her coat, grabbed her own purse, and then weaved through the tables toward the door.
 
   Once outside, she took a deep breath, enjoying the crisp, cold, winter air. She loved living up here. It was expensive, but there was something about the small resort town that just seemed like home.
 
   She tightened her coat around her. "It's supposed to snow again tomorrow."
 
   "Fresh powder. God, I wish I didn't have to work. I need a job like yours where I'm off in time to ski every day." Tammy smiled over at her as they walked down the sidewalk toward the ice cream store.
 
   "You'd never last if you had to get up early." Lexi elbowed her gently.
 
   "For skiing, I might." Tammy shrugged.
 
   Lexi knew better. Tammy didn't get up before ten for anyone. To her, skiing was a pastime, not a passion. Lexi loved skiing more than anything else in life. There was nothing that made her forget everything like driving through fresh snow as she weaved down the slopes. She hated that she couldn't make a career of it. "We can do some night skiing this week if you want."
 
   "I'll let you know. There's a new guy at work I'm going out with on Wednesday. If all goes well, he will take up most my time after work." Tammy stopped. "Oh look." She pointed at an advertisement hanging in one of the store windows. "It's John."
 
   Lexi turned, taking in the picture of him advertising a winter coat. His image was a far cry from the tossed up, bleeding man she'd seen earlier in the day. If she honestly had to pick, she would take the one she'd talked to on the mountain any day over the one posed with the plastered smile and perfectly situated hair. She didn't do fake, and that's what the advertisement was, fake. "Didn't you just say you have a new man at work?"
 
   "Doesn't mean I can't admire others." Tammy grinned as they turned back toward the ice cream shop.
 
   "Just remember not to do it in front of them." Lexi teased.
 
   "I think this one could be the one. I'm not doing anything to mess it up."
 
   Lexi sighed. "Go out with him once before you agree to marry him. Okay?"
 
   "Marry and leave you? Not happening." Tammy wrapped her arm around Lexi's thin shoulders. "Friends till the end."
 
   "Or at least until the next guy comes along." Lexi pushed the door open to the ice cream parlor, laughing. "Come on. Let's get these to go, so I can get my beauty sleep."
 
   As she watched Tammy debate on ice cream flavors, she thanked God that she had someone in her life who understood her, even if at times, she didn't understand her friend. Smiling, she wished life could always be this easy.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   John woke to the sound of his cell phone ringing. He cringed as he rolled over, trying to reach it off the nightstand. His entire body ached, and moving fast was out of the question. He missed the call, and sighed, forcing himself to sit up on the side of the bed. Bruises covered his arm and shoulder, and his wrist was still swollen.
 
   His cheek burned and the stitches seemed too tight when he tried to yawn. It wasn't going to be a good day. Not only did he feel like hell, he'd slept straight through the evening, missing his chance to go meet Lexi. That bothered him more than the pain throughout his body did.
 
   A glance at his phone showed it was his coach calling. He quickly hit the button to call him back, waiting patiently for him to answer.
 
   "Hello?" His deep European voice came a second after he picked up.
 
   "Hey, Easton, sorry, I was still asleep." John expected a lecture about sleeping so late.
 
   "I heard you took a fall yesterday. You okay?"
 
   "Yeah, I will be. Sore, but other than ten stitches down my cheek, I'm not hurt. Sprained my wrist, and have a few bruises."
 
   "You're a lucky boy." His coach sighed. "Well, take a couple days to recoup. We can cancel training for today and tomorrow, and pick up again Wednesday. If you need anything give me a call."
 
   "I will, thanks, Easton."
 
   "Can't be helped. Gossip says birds are out to get you."
 
   He groaned, imagining what was being said. "Gossip is right for a change. It came out of nowhere."
 
   "Lucky it didn't kill you. You call me if you need more time to heal up. Until then watch some film, relax, and get your head right. We have a lot of work to do."
 
   "Yes, Sir."
 
   He hung up and stretched his legs out in front of him, frowning at how tight his muscles were. Best thing he could do was get back on the slopes today and force the pain from his body, but his sore ankle and wrist were going to keep him from doing that.
 
   As he pushed up from the bed, he bit his lip to keep from groaning. He hadn't been this sore since breaking his leg several years before. Even that was just his leg, not his whole body as it was now.
 
   Making his way to the bathroom, he stopped to look in the mirror, finding his right cheekbone swollen and his eye black. The bandage over the stitches seemed to be holding well as he gently rubbed his finger around it.
 
   If he was smart, he'd go right back to bed, but as much as his body wanted to relax, another part of him wanted to head out and find Lexi. He wasn't about to risk she was only visiting the area and not get a chance to talk to her before she left.
 
   He wasn't sure what it was about her that called to him, but it was strong enough that he'd always wonder if he didn't explore it now.
 
   The hot water of his shower helped ease some of the tension in his body, and twenty minutes later, he was dressed and headed out the door.
 
   He liked weekdays. Crowds weren't as heavy, traffic was down, and he didn't have to park far once he got to the resort. With his sore ankle, that was a blessing today. He grabbed his gloves, feeling strange not having his skis with him, and locked the Jeep. He had no idea where he might find her, but he'd spend the day watching everyone if he had to.
 
    He tried to recall what she was wearing when she'd helped him, but all he could see was her beautiful face staring back at him. A face that would most likely be covered up with a ski mask and hat most likely.
 
   With a heavy sigh, he stared up the mountain, wishing there was an easier way to find her. Standing around like a fool didn't seem the easiest way. He shoved his hands in his pockets and tried to make out the skiers as they came down the mountain.
 
   "Didn't expect to see you back here." Brandon, the medic who had treated him yesterday, stood at his side.
 
   "Hey." John grinned. "I'm not going to ski. Going to give myself a few days to heal up."
 
   "And you decided you had nothing better to do than watch others ski?" Brandon teased.
 
   "I know, it's the last place I should be, but I was hoping to find that girl who saw me wipe out yesterday."
 
   "Looking for critique on your falls now?" Brandon leaned against the railing.
 
   "Haha, very funny, but no. I just wanted to hear first-hand what she saw. It all happened so fast." John focused his attention on the skiers around them.
 
   "Doesn't hurt that she's hot as hell." Brandon laughed. "Her name is Lexi. She's here almost every day. I saw her headed down Blackbeard about an hour ago, but she could be anywhere now."
 
   John's hope swelled. "She lives here?"
 
   "Yeah, I dated her roommate, Tammy for a while. Don't get your hopes up with Lexi, though. I've never seen her date anyone. When I used to hang out there, she always had her nose in some book or was talking about skiing. Tammy said she wasn't much into dating and was more focused on other things."
 
   "I'll keep that in mind. Like I said, I want to talk to her about yesterday. If you see her, could you send her my way? I'll be around the lodge most the afternoon if I'm not out here looking for her." John turned to look at Brandon.
 
   "Of course. I'm sure I'll see her again. She spends most the afternoon skiing. That girl could give you a run for the money. She's damn good."
 
   "Does she compete?" John wondered why he hadn't seen her around more.
 
   "No. When I asked her why, she shrugged and gave me some excuse that it wasn't what she was meant to do. Tammy told me not to push the issue, so I didn't." Brandon frowned as someone called him on his radio. "Got to run, but I'll send her over if I see her. If not, I can get a message to her through Tammy, we still talk from time to time." He waved as he ran toward the chair lift.
 
   John braced his arms on the railing and continued to watch the skiers, happy to hear she lived in the area and wasn't just on vacation. He still didn't know how they both skied almost daily and hadn't crossed paths before. He thought he knew every female in the area. Then again, if she didn't date, wasn't interested in dating, she wouldn't have flung herself in his path as so many of the others did. That fact made him want to meet her more.
 
   He stood for over an hour watching skiers come and go, but never saw her. He longed to strap on his own skies and head out on the slopes, to not only have a better chance of finding her, but work off some of the tension in his body.
 
   With his head starting to ache, he headed into the lodge to get a drink and down a couple of the aspirin in his pocket. He wished he'd filled the prescription the doctor had given him. The weak pills he had just barely took the edge off.
 
   His pain was forgotten quickly as he stepped out of the sunlight into this dimly lit lodge and found Lexi standing beside the fireplace. His heart skipped as he took a moment to take her in. She was tall, probably five-eight or nine. Her long, brown hair was braided, falling to the middle of her back. He took a deep breath, imagining it unbraided and cascading down her slim figure. She was thin, and not very curvy. Her chest was flatter than most, but he never did like big breasts much anyway. Her hips narrowed to long legs that he would love to see in heels and a dress.
 
   Forcing his feet to move, he slowly made his way towards her, watching as she took a sip of her drink. He was about a foot from her when he cleared his throat. "Lexi?"
 
   She turned, smiling at him for a moment, then frowning. "That looks like it hurts." She lifted her hand to his cheek, but dropped it before it made contact. "How bad is it?"
 
   He touched the bandage and shook his head. "It could have been a lot worse. Ten stitches, a few bruises, a sprained wrist and a lot of aches," he told her honestly.
 
   "I'm glad it wasn't. I'd hate to see a great skier like you be kept down." She took another sip of her drink as she watched him through the longest eyelashes he'd ever seen.
 
   "Me, too. Just taking a couple days off to heal is going to drive me nuts." He nodded to her hot chocolate. "If that hasn't filled you up already, can I buy you lunch? I'd like to talk about my accident. Get a better picture of what happened."
 
   She seemed to hesitate for a moment, looking over her shoulder at the mountain outside as if wondering if he was worth giving up ski time for. After a moment, she nodded. "Okay, but I'm not sure really what I can tell you."
 
   "I'm just curious to hear another person's take on it." He nodded to the café to his left. "This okay, or would you prefer the restaurant downstairs?"
 
   "Oh, this is fine. I'm not a big eater." She reached for her coat that sat on the floor at her feet. "I didn't think you'd be here today."
 
   "I probably shouldn't be. Coach told me to stay home, watch some race video and take it easy, but it's hard to break habit. I'm used to being on the mountain every day." He led her to the small café and found them an empty table in the back where he hoped they wouldn't be bothered.
 
   "So you come here and watch everyone else?"
 
   He shrugged. "I was also hoping to run into you. I wasn't quite up to making it to the bar last night."
 
   She nodded as she reached for one of the menus stashed behind the sugar jar. "I can't say I blame you. I thought for sure you'd have broken something after I watched you cartwheel halfway down the mountain."
 
   He smiled at her delicate fingers, and her fingernails, painted with green and red Christmas designs as she held the menu. "It felt like I was hit by a brick wall. You said it was an eagle? I saw something come at me, then it hit the ground a second before I did. I never made out what it was."
 
   "Yeah, it was an eagle, that I'm sure of. It hit the ground for a split second, then recovered and flew off. I didn't see where because the next second you were down and I was trying to slow myself so I didn't get caught up in your fall."
 
   "It felt like I was tumbling forever."
 
   "Only about fifty yards, but it sure looked bad." She set the menu down. "I've taken a few falls, but never cartwheeled like you did."
 
   "You ski a lot?" He set his own menu with hers after deciding on a burger.
 
   "Every day I can. I love it. Moved up here from Provo as soon as I was out of high school so I could ski. Kills me in the summer waiting for snow to come again."
 
   The excitement in her brown eyes as she talked about skiing matched his own. Summers killed him. He went into an almost depressed state as he waited for winter. "Do you compete?"
 
   She shook her head. "No, it's not for me. I just enjoy skiing. I'm not competitive."
 
   He decided not to push the issue until he got to see her ski. At least he hoped to ski with her. Sitting across the table from her, he wanted more than anything to get to know this girl. "Well, thank you for your help yesterday."
 
   "I wish I could have done more. I can only imagine how sore you are today."
 
   He paused as the waitress came and took their order, then looked back at Lexi. "I admit it took some time for me to drag my butt out of bed. Even after a long shower, my muscles are screaming."
 
   "You need a hot tub. Didn't the doc give you anything for the pain?"
 
   "Yeah, but I haven't filled it yet. I just wanted to get home after the accident and get off my ankle. It feels a bit better today, but not good enough for me to trust it to ski."
 
   "You need to fill that prescription as soon as you leave. There's no point in suffering." She took a long sip of water.
 
   He watched her tongue peek out and lick over her bottom lip after she put the water down, and nearly groaned. This woman was so beautiful. "I'll get it filled. I was hoping I wouldn't need it, but every muscle in my body feels like it took a beating. Tell me about my crash."
 
   Lexi frowned. "It was one of the worst I've seen. That bird hit you hard."
 
   She went on for the next five minutes explaining everything she saw, and he watched her intently, memorizing everything about her as she spoke. He was mesmerized by her soft voice, vibrant smile, and the concern in her eyes when she talked about watching him crash. She was everything every other woman he knew wasn't, and he wanted to know more about her.
 
   When she finished speaking, he smiled. "How is it with you skiing every day we haven't met before?"
 
   She shrugged. "You're always focused on what you're doing, so am I. I'm not very social. I watch you all the time, try to pick up some of your habits when I watch, hoping to better myself, but I guess we just never really crossed paths before yesterday."
 
   "Well, since we are both here most the time, we have to change that. I'm always looking for someone to ski with who can keep up." He was lying, but it was a chance to spend time with her and get to know her better.
 
   "How do you know I could keep up with you? You've never seen me ski?" She narrowed her eyes and raised an eyebrow.
 
   John laughed. "I ran into Brandon earlier when I was looking for you. He mentioned that you were nearly as good as I am."
 
   She sighed. "Brandon… I'm surprised he still talks to me after the shit my roommate pulled on him."
 
   "Not good?"
 
   "No." She relaxed back into the booth. "My roommate is a bit of a…" She bit her lip and laughed. "Well, let's just say she likes men, a lot, and even when she is dating someone, that doesn't mean she won't flirt and check out other men. It gets her in trouble more times than not."
 
   He laughed. "I know the type. I've dated a few of them. "
 
   "Don't get me wrong, I love Tammy. We just don't see things the same when it comes to dating. She's a good person. Someday I hope she'll find the right person and settle down."
 
   "What about you? You dating anyone?" He prayed he wasn't pressing too hard, but it was something he needed to know. He wasn't one to date other people's women. He tried to keep himself out of drama and trouble.
 
   "Me?" She laughed as her hand went to her chest. "No. I don't date." She took a deep breath. "At all."
 
   "At all?" He understood she was stressing the point to him. His hopes fell a bit, but he would still hear her out. He wasn't going to walk away from her just because she wouldn't date.
 
   "Nope. I'm focused on skiing and my own life right now. I have close friends, but I'm not ready to get serious with anyone yet. Maybe someday."
 
   The waitress brought their food as he thought about what she said. He guessed her to be about his age. He'd figured everyone his age dated. He wasn't sure how to take that she didn't, but he wasn't going to push her. If she wanted to expand on why, she would. "So you work, too?"
 
   "Yeah, I work for that new restaurant that moved into town just off the main highway. I work early mornings so I can spend the rest of the day skiing. I'm off by ten most days. How about you?"
 
   "Yeah, I work at Jefferson's Outdoor. It's not much, but it pays the bills. I work mostly afternoons. It leaves mornings open for training and skiing. I don't know how much longer I'll be able to keep it though. With Olympic trials coming up, I need to really focus on skiing."
 
   "Well, I see your face everywhere. Don't the sponsors help pay the bills?"
 
   "Not as much as you would think. It helps, but much of what they pay goes for equipment. I also have to pay my coach. Leaves a little extra. Hopefully, once I make the Olympic team it will get better, but even then, there are so many rules and regulations about sponsors that it could be hard."
 
   "I guess it would." She picked at the ham and cheese sandwich she'd ordered. "I never really thought about all that. I just get my ski pass and go from there. It's got to be hard having to deal with all the other stuff. Is your family close?"
 
   "Idaho. They do what they can to help, but I hate asking."
 
   "Yeah, I would, too, but if it means living your dream, well, you can always pay them back after you've made it big."
 
   He dipped a fry in the ketchup he'd squirted on his plate. "I guess that's my biggest fear. What if I don't make it and I let everyone down?"
 
   She looked across the table at him, meeting his stare with the most compassionate look he'd ever seen. "One thing I've learned in life is if you try your best, be honest with yourself about who you are, and give it all you got to get where you want to be, there is no failing. You might not make it to where you hoped to, and things might not go as easy as you wanted, but you will be happy. Stop worrying about letting others down and focus on you. This is your dream, not theirs. Well, at least it should be. I would hope you're not doing this to make someone else happy."
 
   "No, this has always been what I want. Life would probably be a lot easier if I'd just gone to college and picked a career."
 
   "Eh, college isn't all people say it is. Everyone I know who went is miserable now with what they are doing. Life is too short to suffer through like that. I won't always be able to ski like I do, and sooner or later, I'll have to probably get a job that I hate, but for now, I'm doing what I want to do while I can. When I'm old and can't ski anymore, then I'll work and be miserable like everyone else."
 
   She had the heart of a professional skier. He was stunned she refused to compete. "I feel the same way. I mean, I guess this is my career, and I hope to do it as long as I can. I don't know what I'll do when I can't ski anymore."
 
   "You can always train others."
 
   "Yeah." He sighed. "I try not to think about it too much. The thought of not competing doesn't sit well with me." He grinned. "So how did you get into skiing?"
 
   "Tammy's parents dragged me along with them when I was little and I just fell in love with it. I'd come up every weekend I could and practice. High school was hard for me. I guess I just escaped up here. It was my therapy."
 
   "So you've known Tammy forever?" He wanted to ask why high school was so bad, but didn't feel he had the right to get so personal with them just meeting.
 
   "Yeah. Her family lives right next to mine. Our parents threw us together for playdates before we could walk."
 
   He wondered what it would be like to have someone close like that. The friends he did have were in Idaho, and the people he knew here weren't really friends, just acquaintances he'd made through skiing. "That's cool. Does she ski like you do?"
 
   "No. She skies, but just for fun. She comes out with me maybe once a month." She set her napkin down and pushed back her plate. "Thank you for lunch. It was delicious."
 
   "You're welcome. I hope we can do it again." He downed the last of his drink and reached for the bill.
 
   "I'd like that." She brushed a stray strand of hair back from her face. "You going to survive being off skis for the next couple days?"
 
   "It's killing me, but I don't have much of a choice. I mess up my body any worse and I'll be out longer." He slid out of the booth and stood. His body instantly reminded him just how sore he was. He grimaced as he took a deep breath.
 
   "You have a hot tub?" She asked as she stood beside him, watching him with concern.
 
   "No. My apartment doesn't have much. Guess I could pay to use the one here."
 
   She bit her lip as she stared at him for a long moment. "I know we just met, but it's not like I don't know who you are. If you want, you can come over and soak in the one we have at our place. It's not much, and not private, but hardly anyone uses it but Tammy and I."
 
   He couldn't believe his luck. He'd been trying to figure out how to see her again since she said she didn't date and he couldn't ask her out. "You sure you wouldn't mind?" The thought of soaking his muscles was too tempting.
 
   "Of course. If it helps you get back on the slopes, I'm happy to help. Just remember me when you are standing up on that podium getting that gold medal." She touched his shoulder softly. "I'm happy to help. Consider it payback for buying me lunch."
 
   He was shocked by the offer, but wasn't about to turn down the chance to spend more time with her. "I'd like that."
 
   "Great. I was going to do a couple more runs, but I can call it an early day. Let me find a pen and I'll get you my address. Do you have to work later tonight?"
 
   He shook his head as they made their way to the register to pay. "I'm off tonight." Even if he was scheduled to work, he would have called in with the way his body felt.
 
   "Good." She took a pen that was on the counter and scribbled her address on a napkin. "Why don't you come over about four? I've got a few errands to run, but we can order pizza and relax in the hot tub. You can tell me about all your adventures while you recoup."
 
   He took the napkin and smiled down at her, taking in how beautiful her eyes were. Gold fleck shimmered in the brown. "Thanks for this. You have no idea how much I'm looking forward to it."
 
   She placed her hand on his back. "Like I said, get to the Olympics and we'll call it good. I'll see you in a few hours. Thanks for lunch."
 
   He watched her walk away, wondering why it felt like his life was about to change.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Lexi stared at her reflection in the mirror and glared at herself. What the hell was she thinking inviting a complete stranger over to her apartment? To get in the hot tub even. She pressed her hand to her flat stomach, double-checking her swimsuit. She'd learned years ago how to tuck her penis between her legs to make it practically disappear, but it was still there, and at any given moment, she could move wrong and then she'd have some explaining to do.
 
   She would just have to sit away from him and stay in the water as much as she was able. Once out of the water, she'd throw her cover-up on as fast as she could. With her hair still in a long braid, she turned, checking her appearance, making sure it looked okay. She was used to the flat chest, and found she never had to explain that to anyone. Some women were jealous she didn't have to deal with big breasts, others asked her if she ever wanted any. She answered honestly, saying she was happy with what little she had, but wouldn't have complained if she had a bit more.
 
   Hopefully, once she got on hormones, the size would increase a bit. She wasn't going to worry about implants, she liked her sleek and slim frame. It had taken years to be happy with her appearance, and she finally was, all except for that stupid thing hanging between her legs that always got in the way.
 
   It was one of many reasons she refused to date. It was impossible to hide her arousal when she was close to someone. She tried taping, tucking, and binding it every way she could think of, but it either failed to hold or was too painful to tolerate. It was easier to stay single, besides, if she didn't date, she didn't have to tell anyone the truth.
 
   It wasn't that she was ashamed of who she was, far be it from that. It was the pain of losing those who refused to accept her. No matter how many times she'd told herself it was their issue, and true friends like Tammy would understand and accept her, the pain of her family's rejection, and a number of other friends who had turned away from her, cut deep. It wasn't worth the tears of watching them walk out the door.
 
   Forcing the depressing thoughts from her mind, she forced a smile on her face. She refused to let the past, and those who refused to understand her, bring her down. She'd enjoyed lunch with John, and hoped they could be friends. She worried he wanted more, but he seemed to accept it when she told him she didn't date. She hoped he wouldn't think he would be the exception to her rule.
 
   What she really wanted was to be able to ski with him. Learn things he could teach her. He was one of, if not the best in the world, and she could only dream about having the chance to work with him to improve her already impressive skiing.
 
   Pulling a simple dress over her swimsuit, she double-checked her makeup before heading out into the living room and picking up the mess Tammy had made before she'd left for work. How the two of them could be so different, and yet, get along so well was beyond her. She loved Tammy like a sister and couldn't have made it through a lot in the past without her. It was Tammy and her family's love and support that kept Lexi from tumbling down the pit of depression that seemed to grab hold of many others like her.
 
   When her family disowned her, it was Tammy's family who took her in and loved her. Funny since their families were both close, even belonging to the same church. Why Tammy's family could see her for who she was, love and accept her for being herself, and her own family couldn't just didn't make sense, but that was how it was.
 
   She jumped nervously when the doorbell rang. With a deep breath, she forced herself to relax as she went to answer the door.
 
   "Hi." John grinned and lifted up two liters of soda. "Figured we could have this with the pizza. Hope you like one of them." His gym bag hung from his arm as well.
 
   "Thanks, I do. Come on in and have a seat." She shut the door after he walked in. "Let me put those in the fridge. You didn't need to bring anything."
 
   He looked around the small living room and then took a seat on the couch. "Figured it was the least I could do since you offered up the use of your hot tub."
 
   After putting the drinks in the refrigerator, she walked in and sat down at the other end of the couch. He looked good. His short blond hair was wet, as if he'd just showered, his green eyes were warm and friendly. He was really a good-looking man. It was no wonder Tammy had such a crush on him. "It's not a big deal. Tammy and I get in almost every night if we're home. It's nice, especially in the winter."
 
   "I wasn't thinking when I got my apartment. Might have to think about moving once my lease is up. Your place is a lot nicer than mine."
 
   "Well, with two of us, we could afford to get something a little bigger."
 
   He brushed his fingers through his hair. "I figured I would spend most my free time skiing. I didn't take into account summer, or times like this when I can't ski." He touched his wrist gently.
 
   "You sure that's not broken?" She scooted closer to look at the swelling.
 
   He held his wrist out to her. "They took x-rays of my ankle and wrist. Just sprained, but I swear it hurts more than my broken leg did."
 
   She ran her fingers gently over his skin, feeling the swelling and heat from the injury. "You might be out longer than a day or two."
 
   "Shh." He pulled his arm back. "Don't talk that way. I'll go nuts if I don't get out there."
 
   Lexi laughed. "Come on then, let's get you in that hot water and see if we can get you feeling better." She grabbed a couple towels she'd set on the back of the couch earlier. "You need to change?"
 
   "I've got my suit on under my sweats and a towel in my bag." He reached for the gym bag on the floor.
 
   Making sure she had the key to the apartment and her phone, she led him out and down a small stairway to the pool area. The pool was covered in snow, but to the left of it was a small alcove with a hot tub. Steam rose from the water as they neared, and her nose twitched at the smell of chlorine. "Hardly anyone comes down here during the day, so we shouldn't have anyone bother us."
 
   "This is great, thanks." He set his bag on the small table and pulled out his towel. Once he put it down closer to the hot tub, he pulled off his shirt.
 
   "Oh, wow." Lexi covered her mouth as she looked at the bruises covering his shoulder and arm. She stepped near him to look closer. "You really did take a beating."
 
   He nodded. "The worst is yet to come." He kicked off his shoes, then lowered his sweats and stepped out of them. Once he set those aside, he pulled the side of his swim trunks down to show her the large bruise along his hip. "Felt like I was sleeping on rocks last night every time I rolled over on it."
 
   "John, that is horrible. I wouldn't have even made it out of bed today." She tried to focus on the bruising and not on the muscles in his stomach and the thick patch of hair that trailed low under what his suit covered.
 
   "Yeah, but if I didn't get up and move, I'd stiffen up." He pulled his suit back in place. "This will help." He nodded to the water.
 
   "Well, hop in." She pulled her own dress over her head, careful to keep her back to him.
 
   She wasn't worried about him noticing anything. She'd been born with very feminine characteristics. Her legs were thin, and she shaved daily. Her waist was narrow, stomach flat. She wasn't anywhere near the curvy model kind of girl, but she sure didn't look like a boy.
 
   When she turned around, she found him in the water, his gaze traveling over her body. A blush rose up her neck as she rushed to climb in the hot tub and sink into the water where she could hide. "Feel good?"
 
   He continued to stare at her. "Yeah it does. Really good. Thanks for suggesting this." He finally looked away. "What time is your roommate home?"
 
   "She's off work at five, but she mentioned something about going out with a guy from work. I never know when she'll show up, but I do have to warn you, she has a bit of a crush on you. I apologize now if she shows up and starts flirting." Lexi pulled her braid over her shoulder, playing with the end as it trailed in the water.
 
   "I'll let her know I only have eyes for her roommate." He winked.
 
   "She'll know better than that."
 
   "Why?" He frowned.
 
   "Because I don't date. She knows me better than anyone and would know, even if you found me attractive, there would be nothing between us. She's going to try no matter what you say to her. That's just the way Tammy is."
 
   "You really won't date? What if the right person comes along? You just going to ignore him and risk passing up the chance to be happy with someone?"
 
   "Pretty much." She sighed and sat forward as she looked at him. "I have my reasons for not dating. Please don't push this. I really like you and would hate for something to ruin our friendship. If you are here just to get me to go out with you, it's not going to happen."
 
   She didn't expect the smile that she got after her speech.
 
   "I like you a lot, Lexi. I won't deny that I would love to go out with you, but I respect that you don't want to. I understand all too well. I have girls hounding me all the time and I get tired of it. No one wants to know me, just the John the potential Olympian. They expect me to be some rich guy who will change their lives. When they see my small apartment, my beat up Jeep, and realize I'm not who they thought I was, they leave. I know we just met, but I'm comfortable with you. Maybe even kinda like that you don't want to date. I can just be myself. So if you're okay with being friends, then so am I." He reached out his hand to her. "Friends?"
 
   Shocked that he didn't press her harder, she smiled. "Yeah, friends." She took his hand, holding it in her own for several seconds before releasing it and relaxing back. "So I guess Tammy won't be so bad compared to what you're used to?" She raised an eyebrow, grinning at him.
 
   "I don't know. Some are worse than others. If she takes no as an answer, we'll be fine."
 
   "You might like her," Lexi pointed out.
 
   "I'm sure I will, but that doesn't mean I'll want to date her. I honestly haven't been looking to date, but you and I got along so well..." He rubbed his bruised shoulder. "It sounds like she has enough guys in her life."
 
   "True." Lexi watched as he cringed as he worked the muscles in his arm. "She's not a bad person, just likes the attention I guess."
 
   "You two seem like opposites."
 
   "We are, maybe that’s why we get along so well. She forces me to step out of my comfort zone and I force her to step back and take a breath." She brushed her fingers through the water. "She was there for me through some pretty bad times. When most people ran, she pulled me closer. I'll never forget that."
 
   "Isn't that what best friends are supposed to do?" he asked softly.
 
   "Yeah, but she took a lot of crap for it, too."
 
   "It's how we learn who we can trust."
 
   "I guess." She sighed. "So what about you? I never see you out skiing with anyone. I've seen you talking to that older guy, I guess he's probably your coach, but you never seem to hang out with anyone."
 
   "I have a few friends around here, but most are just other skiers. When I won my first few races and people realized I could make it big, I had a few guys using me. They wanted to be more my entourage more than my friends. Once they realized there was nothing glamorous about my life, they didn't stick around long." He looked sad, his gaze playing over the water instead of looking at her. "I have a really good friend up in Idaho, but he's a professional bull rider. I get to see him a few times a year, but that's about it."
 
   "A bull rider and a skier. Bet you were an interesting pair growing up." She smiled as she tried to figure out why she cared. What brought her to break her usual habit of being a loner and invite him over?
 
   "We were. I'll see him in a few weeks when I go home for Christmas."
 
   "I'm going home to see my parents for Christmas, too. First time in four years I've seen them," she whispered, then wished she hadn't said anything.
 
   "Wow, didn't you mention they live in Provo? That's only an hour or so away. How come you don't see them often?"
 
   She bit her lip and sighed. "It's a long story I really don't want to tell. We had a huge fight and things were said. My mom called last month and asked me to come down for a few days over Christmas, but I really don't have high hopes that things will go well."
 
   The sympathy in his eyes touched her deeply. "I won't push for details, but if you ever need to talk, I'll listen."
 
   As if that could ever happen. Like all the others, if she told him the truth, he'd run so fast she wouldn't get a chance to explain. "Thanks, but it's something I've come to terms with. I'm close to Tammy's family. Her parents are like my own."
 
   "Still can't be easy." He moved closer, but not close enough to make her feel like he was hitting on her.
 
   "No, but nothing in life ever is." Needing a change of subject, she nodded to his arm. "How's the water helping?"
 
   He lifted his wrist up. "Swelling seems down and I don't ache half as bad as I did. I'm worried about tomorrow. The second day always seems the worst."
 
   "You can come over tomorrow night and soak again if you want." She shocked herself by the offer. What was she doing? She liked being alone at night while Tammy worked or went out.
 
   "I'd like to, but I work until eleven. Maybe another time when we both are free." He stretched his legs out, lifting them up until his toes stuck out of the water. "But I was hoping that since we both ski a lot, we could meet up from time to time and do it together. I'm out there most mornings by nine. I have to spend an hour or two with Easton Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, but able to meet up any other time I don't work."
 
   She hesitated, thinking over how easy it was to talk to him, how much she wanted to learn from him when it came to skiing, but then again, letting anyone close was dangerous. She always ended up hurt. It was times like this she wished the world was different, more accepting and understanding.
 
   "It was just an idea. I'm not trying to hit on you or anything. I just thought it would be fun to have someone to ski with. That ski lift gets awful boring with no one to talk to." He rubbed his shoulder. "Besides, I need someone with me to warn about birds attacking."
 
   "That was insane. I've never heard of anyone getting hit by a bird before." She laughed, then covered her mouth. "Guess I shouldn't make fun with you sitting here with a black eye and stitches."
 
   "It's okay. When you think about it, it is funny, but experiencing it is a whole 'nother ball game." He flicked some water at her. "So what do you say? Ski partners?"
 
   He could teach her so much, and he was really sweet. She'd just have to be careful. Keep her secret and make sure he didn't find out the truth about her. She'd keep her walls up and not let him get too close. It was only when she let someone get close that she ended up hurt. "Deal. I'd like that. I'm sure you can teach me a ton."
 
   "I don't know about that. From what I hear you can hold your own."
 
   "Just one thing. Promise me you won't push me to compete. I won't do it and it will just cause us to argue. I know I could if I wanted, but it's not for me. Not what I'm meant to do." She was lying. It was all she wanted, but there was no way she would ever be allowed.
 
   "If you ever change your mind, just tell me. If you're as good as I hear, I'll set you up with my coach, but if it's not what you want, I won't ever say another word about it."
 
   She could see the curiosity in his eyes, but forced herself to ignore it. She learned a long time ago she didn't have to explain herself to people. "Thanks. You want to get out and we can order that pizza? We can always get back in later if you want."
 
   "Sounds good, if you let me pay." He stood, frowning as he twisted.
 
   She could see the pain in his face, but didn't say anything. There was nothing she could do to help. "This time, but next is on me."
 
   He grinned as he stepped out of the water. "Deal."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   John watched as Lexi sped down the mountain in front of him. He held back, wanting to see her form, and watch how she handled herself on skis. She was beautiful as she used her knees to push through the powder and ease down the mountain. He was impressed with her skill.
 
   There were a few simple things he noticed they could work on, but not much. She would give him a good challenge when they finally had a chance to race against each other, and he planned to make sure that they got that chance. She might not want to compete, but she had a fire in her eyes when she pushed off that only a true competitor had.
 
   After being off the slopes for almost a week, he was still taking it slow. His ankle seemed okay, but he didn't want to risk spraining it again or doing more damage to his body. As much as he wanted to take off after her and race, he stayed behind, going slower.
 
   She'd been a godsend the last week. She opened her hot tub to him that first night, then called to check on him the next two days. He got home from work, lying in bed for hours as they talked about everything. She probably knew more about him in just a week than many who knew him his whole life. She was easy to talk to. She had a passion and fire inside her that he didn't see in others.
 
   "Slow-poke." She grinned as he came to a stop next to her at the base of the mountain.
 
   "I was watching your form," he argued.
 
   "Sure you were." She nudged him with her elbow. "How do you feel?"
 
   "Good. Strong. My wrist hurts a bit, and the mask puts pressure on my cheek, but nothing I can't work through. Ready to go again?"
 
   "Sure, you can critique me on the chair lift." She started toward the line.
 
   "Not much to tell you. You have great form. Just a few minor adjustments and you will add several seconds to your speed."
 
   She smiled back at him. "I'm not a racer. Speed isn't my worry, but I would love to hear your advice. I feel like I work too hard on the curves."
 
   "You're bending too much. You need to ease up a bit. Glide into the turns. Don't work so hard for them. You tense up and it causes you to slow."
 
   She listened to his advice as they made their way to the top again, asking questions, and nodding as he tried to explain. He loved how willing she was to try new things, change the habits she had, and better herself.
 
   As they started down the hill again, he stayed by her side, imagining them working together almost in tandem as they made the turns. She kept up with him without any problem, only faltering once because she'd been paying more attention to him and his body than her own. He could almost make out her blush as she realized her mistake and corrected her form.
 
   "You need to be in front of me. I can't watch what you're doing if you're next to me," she complained as they came to a stop.
 
   "You just want to check out my ass," he teased.
 
   "Right. It's so sexy covered up in that snowsuit. If I wanted to check out your ass, we'd be in the hot tub." She flipped her mask up and glared at him. "As hot as your ass is, I'm more interested in your skiing style."
 
   "I don't know if that's a compliment or not." He frowned.
 
   "Do you need compliments?"
 
   "From you, always." He grinned. "Come on. I need a drink. We can do a few more runs in a bit, but I have to work this afternoon."
 
   She followed him toward the lodge. "I thought you were off tonight."
 
   "I picked up an extra shift. I'm trying to save up for Christmas, and make up for time I'll miss when I go to Idaho."
 
   She frowned and he knew she was thinking about her own holiday plans to see her family. In all their conversations over the week, she still hadn't opened up about what happened with her parents. He didn't want to push, but he was curious. She was so open about some things, but others she seemed almost scared and distant when he brought them up.
 
   They stopped to remove their gear, and then he slung his arm over her shoulder. "Come with me Monday when I meet my coach. I want to introduce you."
 
   She shook her head. "No, you promised you wouldn't—"
 
   "I'm not. I'm not going to mention you competing at all, but I think watching will help you. He has a good eye. He won't mind watching you make a few runs and giving you some advice. Besides, it's the only time we get the slopes to ourselves. We won't have to look out for others and can loosen up a bit and have fun." He watched her bite her lip. "I swear I won't push you, Lex. I just want you to go with me." It was the truth. He hated spending time away from her. She might not want to date, but as far as he was concerned, she was his. He would respect her and not let on how he was feeling, but the more he got to know her, the more he was sure he was meant to be with her.
 
   She sighed. "Why can't I say no to you?"
 
   "Because you want to go as bad as I want you to. You know it’s the chance of a lifetime to get some professional advice. Besides, you love skiing with me." He tightened his arm around her shoulder and kissed her head, inhaling the scent of her shampoo.
 
   She hip bumped him away. "Okay, but just this once. I don't want to be in the way. I don't want to distract you. You're paying him to train you, not me. Besides, I work most mornings while you're training. I won't be able to join you often."
 
   "We need better schedules." He headed into the lodge. "Hot chocolate?"
 
   "Please." She started to pull a few dollars from her pocket.
 
   "I got it."
 
   "You pay for everything."
 
   "You can make it up to me. I need your help." He paid for their drinks and gently pressed his hand to her back as they made their way to a small couch by the fireplace.
 
   "Dare I ask?" She eyed him suspiciously as they sat down beside each other.
 
   "I have to find a gift for my mom. I want it to be something special, not just a gift card or a sweater. I was hoping you might have a better idea what a woman wants than I do. Dad is easy. I just get him tools or a gift card to the hardware store, but mom – well, I want to get something special she'll really like for a change."
 
   "I don't know what she likes."
 
   "No, but you know what women like, right?"
 
   "Yeah, I guess, but that doesn't mean every woman is the same." She blew over her drink. "What I like, Tammy doesn't."
 
   "My mom's more like you than Tammy."
 
   Lexi laughed. "I would hope so. Not sure your dad would be happy with a girl like Tammy."
 
   He hadn't met her roommate, yet, but Lexi had shared a ton of stories about her. He was glad Lexi had such a good friend, but it amazed him how the two could get along when they were so different. "So you'll go shopping with me one night?"
 
   "Yeah, I need to get a few things, too. We can go on your next night off if you want."
 
   "Don't sound so excited," he teased. Reaching out he brushed her braid back over her shoulder. "I thought women loved shopping."
 
   "For myself, yes, but for others, not so much." She brushed her hands down her baby blue snow pants. "I'm always worried I'm getting them what I want, not what they do."
 
   "What do you want?" He smiled as he looked down into her brown eyes. "What should I get you?"
 
   "You don't have to get me anything." She looked away.
 
   "No, I don't have to, but I want to."
 
   "Then get me new gloves. I tore a hole in mine this morning."
 
   "How'd you do that?" He wasn't about to get her something as impersonal as gloves.
 
   "I slammed one in the car door and didn't realize it. When I went to walk away, it ripped."
 
   John had to laugh because that was something he would manage to do. "At least your hand wasn't in them."
 
   "Yeah, still, I just bought them. Pissed me off."
 
   "I have a few extra pair if you want to try them. People send me free stuff all the time. Some are too small. If they fit, they're yours."
 
   "Really? I don't expect you to give me stuff, now or at Christmas. You're helping me learn to ski, that is more than enough."
 
   John sighed. "Lex, I know we've only known each other a week, but you are like my best friend now. If I can't wear the gloves, you might as well. Don't look at it as a gift."
 
   She looked up at him, biting her lips hard.
 
   "What?" He tapped her lips softly with his finger.
 
   "You really see me as your best friend?"
 
   "Yeah, I do. Is that okay?"
 
   She nodded, but didn't look at him. "Yeah, I guess it's true. I mean I still have Tammy, but I've spent more time talking to you this week."
 
   "Is that a bad thing?" He was confused by her reaction.
 
   "No, don't think that. I like hanging out with you. You're easy to talk to. It's just I don't usually let people get close. Guess I hadn't realized how close we were."
 
   "It's okay if you don't feel the same." He wondered if he should just shut up. She seemed suddenly tense as she played with the end of her braid nervously.
 
   "No, I do. I hadn't thought much about it." She finally looked up at him. "It just sorta seems like I've known you for so long. Not just a week. I wouldn't change our friendship for anything, but I just realized how close I have let you get, and that surprised me."
 
   Resting his hand on hers, he smiled. "I don't want that to panic you. I'm not trying to be more than your friend. I mean, I would jump at the chance to take things to the next level if you ever wanted to, but I'm happy with our friendship. Getting hit by that bird was a good thing because I met you." He touched his cheek where a small bandage still covered the stitches. "I guess I shouldn't have brought it up."
 
   Lexi linked her fingers in his. "No. I'm sorry. It's nothing bad. You're right. We have been talking a ton, planning a lot of things together. I like being around you. Just realized how close I let you get. It usually takes me longer to open up to people. I don't want it to change. I know you aren't pushing for a relationship, and if you did, well, it would probably hurt our friendship. I'm flattered that you would like more, but right now, I'm just not ready to date anyone." She gave his hand a squeeze. "Just bear with me."
 
   He nodded. "You ready to get back out there?" He nodded to the slopes.
 
   "You bet." She stood, tossing her cup in the garbage. Going up on her toes, she gave him a quick hug. "I'm not happy you got hit by a bird, but I'm happy we met."
 
   Giving her braid a tug, he nodded. "Me, too."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   Lexi set the last of the dishes into the dishwasher and slammed it shut. "What do you mean tell him?" She turned to look at Tammy.
 
   "Tell him the truth. You two are getting too close for you to lie to him anymore." Tammy sat on the counter, watching her.
 
   "I'm not lying to him. I just haven't told him the whole truth." Lexi sighed. "It's not like he needs to know. We aren't dating. He's just a friend."
 
   "A friend you have spent nearly every day skiing with for the last two weeks. A friend you talk to on the phone until one in the morning." Tammy jumped down and grabbed a cloth to wipe down the counter. "I don't care what you two have decided to call it, but it looks like dating to me. You might not have let it get physical yet, but that's about the only thing you two are missing."
 
   "You don't know. You haven't even met him yet."
 
   "So later tonight when he comes over and I do meet him, if I still think the same thing, will you tell him?"
 
   "No." Lexi stomped out of the kitchen. "He doesn't need to know."
 
   "So you're just going to end your friendship suddenly when things move to the next level. Dump him without a reason? He deserves to know before that happens. Don't wait until you can't help yourself anymore and you two do something he might regret. Give him the chance to decide for himself."
 
   Lexi sighed. Telling him would make him leave. She'd had it happen before. It wasn't just her growing feelings for him that could be a problem, but with the amount of time they were spending together, he was bound to realize things were off. Even after laser hair removal, she still had to shave twice a day to keep her face hair free. There were so many little things he could catch. She didn't even dare go to the bar with him in case someone ID'd her and she would have to explain why Alexander was on her license. "I can't tell him."
 
   Tammy tossed the rag in the sink and leaned back against the counter. "He might not leave."
 
   "He might. Most likely will. He's going to be pissed I didn't tell him before."
 
   "You've been through this before, Lex. There is no way to know until it happens."
 
   "This would be so much easier if I'd had surgery."
 
   "You'd still have to tell him."
 
   "Yeah, but not with this stupid thing hanging between my legs. I would be a girl."
 
   "You are a girl. One of the most beautiful ones I know. I'm sure John sees you as a girl, too. Maybe he's not the one who you will spend your life with, but as close as you two have gotten, I think he deserves to know the truth as your friend. I don't see him as the type to run away. It might change how he feels about you romantically, but I think he'd still be around."
 
   That was the problem. She loved knowing he wanted her romantically. They might not hold hands, kiss, or do other things a couple would do, but he did touch her gently, kiss her head, and caress her back. His touch excited her and she didn't want that to end. "I'm not ready." She sat down on the couch with a sigh. "I'll tell him, but just not yet. I've got to deal with my parents next week. I can't do both. Maybe after the new year I can explain, but not now."
 
   "You won't tell him. This will be just like last time."
 
   "I tried to tell Jared," she argued. She'd met Jared a week after moving to Park City. The two of them hung out just like she did with John, but she wasn't as careful with him, she let him get too close. It wasn't until they were making out on the couch and she couldn't hide her arousal from him. He'd felt her press against him and freaked out, calling her horrible names as he gathered his stuff as she tried to explain. He stared at her in disgust and ran out the door. She never heard from him again after that.
 
   "After the fact." Tammy sat down beside her. "Don't let this happen again with John. He's good for you. Tell him now before it goes too far and you lose him."
 
   She would lose him either way. As selfish as it was, she didn't want to bring that on faster by telling him. She wanted to enjoy the time they spent together while she had it. "I'll think about it."
 
   "You're going to get hurt."
 
   "That's my choice. I won't let things go as far as they did with Jared. This is different. John knows I don't want to date, he respects that. I let Jared think we were a couple. I learned my lesson."
 
   "I love you, Lex, but this isn't going to end well." Tammy pushed up. "I'm off to work. I'll be home later tonight to meet John. If you order out, get me something, will you?"
 
   Lexi closed her eyes and sighed. Tammy was right, she needed to tell him, and she would. Just not yet.
 
   She needed to shower and change before John showed up for dinner. She was nervous about him meeting Tammy, but she trusted her with her life, and she wouldn't give her secret away, no matter how strongly she thought she should. Still, Lexi wanted the two of them to get along. They were both important to her.
 
   With a glance at the clock, she rushed into the shower, washing her hair and shaving. She left her hair down for a change instead of the long single braid she usually wore. Taking time with her makeup, she thought about Christmas and prayed that the time with her parents went well. Even with Tammy being at her parents right across the street, Lexi worried that she'd be somehow stuck with her family and once again, just like it had five years ago, there would be another huge fight.
 
   She wanted that part of her life behind her, and if her parents still wanted her to be someone she wasn't, she would come back home. She was done living for others, trying to be someone she wasn't. Well, almost. She frowned at her reflection as she once again thought about John. She needed to tell him. Why was it so hard? If he was going to leave, it was better he do it now than let the feelings between them get stronger, then tell him and have him leave.
 
   When they'd gone Christmas shopping, she'd wanted to try on clothes, but she didn't dare. She didn't want him looking at her body that closely. Not that he probably hadn't already, but why press her luck. Even though she'd spent years making sure she looked as much like a woman as she could, there were still signs she wasn't. That damn Adam's apple for one. Hers wasn't as strong as some men's but it was still there, then there was her chest. Sure, some girls were flat, but not as flat as she was. Did he question that? Had he noticed the stray hair on her chin when she didn't shave often enough? So many little things could give her away.
 
   She did learn a lot about him shopping together. They'd spent so much time skiing together, all she'd seen him in was his snow gear. At the mall, she got a better idea of his style, what he liked, and who he was.
 
    She'd found a bracelet for him when she was out with Tammy that had a skier engraved on it. It was silver and she'd had his name put on it, along with the year, hoping that he would always wear it and think of her. She wasn't sure when she'd give it to him. He was leaving a few days before Christmas to head to Idaho, so most likely, she would wait until they saw each other after the holiday.
 
   The doorbell pulled her from her thoughts, and with a final glance at her dress, she hurried into the living room and opened the door. "Hi." She grinned, stepping aside to let him in.
 
   "Hey." He handed her one of the three bags he carried with take-out in it. "You look nice."
 
   "Thanks." She inhaled deep catching a hint of his cologne along with the Mexican food. "Just set it in the kitchen." She shut the door and followed him.
 
   He wore dress pants and a nice button down shirt. The blue looked great with his tan skin and blond hair. She set the sack she carried beside his and turned to him. "Thanks for picking this up for us."
 
   "It was on my way. Tammy not home yet?"
 
   "No, she won't be for about another hour or two. Figured we could eat and watch a movie or something. She's excited to meet you."
 
   "Been telling her how wonderful I am?" He winked.
 
   She smacked his arm playfully. "Don't flatter yourself. She's been crushing on you since the first time she saw you. I know she's my best friend, but she is one of those girls you talked about before who would date you just to have someone famous on her arm."
 
   "Well, there goes that idea." He smiled, shrugged, and started pulling the food from the bags.
 
   It was obvious he was teasing, but the thought that he might actually want to date Tammy, or any other woman, left her feeling empty. He would eventually meet someone he did want to go out with, and she was going to have to deal with it.
 
   "Hey, why the frown? I was kidding. I have no desire to date your best friend." He wrapped his arm around her waist.
 
   "I know, but it would be okay if you did. I'd understand. I'm going to have to share you with someone sooner or later, right?"
 
   "Not if you'd just change your mind and go out with me." He grabbed a tortilla chip from one of the bags and fed it to her.
 
   "I can't…" She ducked out of his arm and turned away. "You want to eat in here or in the living room?
 
   "In the living room. We can start the movie and eat while we wait for your roommate to get home."
 
   She was glad he didn't push the topic. "What do you want to drink?"
 
   "Just water for now. Might need milk depending how hot this is."
 
   "Shouldn't be too hot. I've eaten there before and it wasn't bad. I don't like things very spicy. If you'll take mine in, I'll grab us both drinks." She handed him the Styrofoam container with her enchiladas and turned to the cupboard. "Just pull the coffee table closer to the couch."
 
   "Okay." He took both their food and a bag of chips with him. "Grab those napkins, would ya?"
 
   "Got 'em." She took a deep breath. She should be thrilled that he wanted to date her, but it just worried her more. She had to tell him.
 
   With two glasses of water and a stack of napkins, she made her way into the living room, smiling when she saw him on the floor with his back against the couch. "What you in the mood to watch? We have about everything. Tammy's a movie freak."
 
   "What's the newest thing you have? I haven't been to a movie in almost a year." He took the glass she handed him.
 
   "I have that new sci-fi that was out a few months ago." She held up the DVD.
 
   "Oh, yeah, that looked good. You don't mind it?"
 
   "Nope. I love science fiction." She put the movie in and flipped off the light before sitting down on the floor beside him. "I mostly read, but when a good movie comes out, I can't pass it up."
 
   Lexi pushed her food away several minutes later. "I could live off enchiladas."
 
   "You didn't finish." John took a large bite of his taco.
 
   "I can't eat it all now. It will be breakfast or dinner for tomorrow."
 
   "It's our last day to ski." He frowned.
 
   She wanted to say she'd be happy to stay home for Christmas and not go to her parents, but she needed to see what happened with them. "Well, for you. I'm not leaving until Christmas Eve. I'll get a few more days in."
 
   "I was hoping to get a day in of skiing up in Idaho, but my mom told me today the week is full. I've got cousins coming in from Seattle. I don't know where everyone is going to stay. There's one small motel in town, but it's usually booked at Christmas." He took a long drink of water, then pushed his food back, too.
 
   "You're back on the twenty-seventh?"
 
   "Yeah. I have to work that night." John sighed. "It will be crazy with after Christmas returns."
 
   "I go back to work that day, too." She sighed.
 
   "We can suffer it out together." He pushed the coffee table forward and stood up. "Get up on the couch where it's comfortable." He offered her his hand.
 
   She took it, allowing him to pull her up.
 
   "I like your hair down like this. You should wear it that way more often." He sat down and pulled her beside him.
 
   "It's just easier to braid it for work and when I ski." She brushed her fingers through it. Growing it out hadn't been easy. It seemed to take forever to get it passed her shoulders. Now that it was nearly to the small of her back, she refused to cut it, trimming only the ends every few months.
 
   "So you nervous about seeing your parents?" His fingers played with her hair softly.
 
   "Yeah, a bit. It's been so long since I've seen them, but I'm hoping because they called me that things will be okay. We just never saw eye to eye. They wanted things I didn't. They're very religious and I wasn't. It was probably the biggest roadblock for us. I think they look at me and think they failed as parents, but they didn't."
 
   "No, they didn't. You're an amazing woman and I hope they see that."
 
   "Thanks." She relaxed against his side, not minding when he wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer. Moments like this were why she couldn't tell him. Even if he still wanted to be friends, she was sure he wouldn't want to hold her like he was.
 
   "So what should I expect from Tammy?" He glanced over at her.
 
   "Excitement. She's been a fan of you for a long time, and I stress you, not your skiing. She's probably going to flirt with you a lot. See how far she can push things. She's a nympho and will try and seduce you to bed."
 
   "Really?" He looked surprised.
 
   "I've gotten most my sexual education from listening to her and her many partners through the thin walls between our rooms." Lexi smiled. "Don't get me wrong, her heart is in the right place, she just likes men."
 
   "How do you two live together?" He shook his head.
 
   "We cancel each other out. She drags me out and makes me live a little, and I force her to keep her feet on the ground, and for the most part, stay out of trouble. We've been friends for so long, it's just easy for us to deal with each other."
 
   At that moment the door opened, and the lights flipped on. "Hi, honey, I'm home."
 
   Lexi rolled her eyes and stood. "Hey, Tam."
 
   "So I finally get to meet the elusive, John. I was starting to wonder if she made you up."
 
   "Can't say I blame you. I've heard a ton about you." John stood and offered Tammy his hand. "Nice to meet you."
 
   "God, you are even finer in person than you are in the pictures I see of you." She took his hand and held it.
 
   "Um, thanks." John laughed as she looked at Lexi for help.
 
   "Okay, Tam, let him go." Lexi grabbed Tammy's hand and pulled her away from John. "He brought us dinner. Yours is in the microwave. It might need to be warmed up a bit. Go get your food then you can come in and get to know him."
 
   Tammy flipped her long red hair over her shoulder and looked at Lexi. "Oh, what did we get?"
 
   "Mexican. I had him get you your combination." Lexi sat back down, tugging on John's hand to join her.
 
   "Perfect." She smiled at John. "Thanks for getting it for us."
 
   "Glad to." He watched her walk off, then looked back at Lexi. "Dare I ask what you two say about me when I'm not here?"
 
   "She does all the talking, trying to get me to give away all your secrets." She kept hold of his hand as it rested on the couch between them. "She'll leave us alone after a while."
 
   "Secrets? I didn't know I had any?"
 
   "Everyone has secrets."
 
   "Do you?"
 
   She bit her lip, wishing she hadn't said anything. "Doesn't everyone have little things they don't want anyone to know?"
 
   John shrugged, his green eyes staring down at her. "I don't think I do. I'm an open book. No skeletons in my closet. I'm sure there are things in my past I'd rather not have people hear about, but nothing that I would throw a fit over if they found out."
 
   "Okay, so what are we watching?" Tammy sat down on the floor by the couch and pulled the coffee table to her.
 
   "Nothing really, we've been talking and forgot about the movie." Lexi was glad Tammy walked in when she did. Talking about secrets held too many risks.
 
   "Good, then I'm not interrupting. So you're going to the Olympics?" She took a bite of food as she looked at John.
 
   "I hope to. Trials are coming up. I think I have a good chance, but anything can happen. If that bird that hit me had done that during a time-trial run, I'd be out of luck. I crash once and the dream is over."
 
   "Wow, that's got to be a ton of pressure." She pointed at him with a tortilla chip. "I don't know how you do it. I watch Lexi and think if I went as fast as her, I'd kill myself."
 
   "She's good. Better than many I race with. She could hold her own out there if she wanted to." John brushed his thumb over Lexi's hand.
 
   Tammy glanced down, noticing they were holding hands. She raised a brow at Lexi, but didn't say anything.
 
   Lexi pulled her hand free. Her roommate was right, she was getting too close. She needed to put space between them. As much as she would miss him through Christmas, maybe it was good they get some time apart. She'd seen him almost every day for three weeks or so. Only work kept them from finding time together, and on those days, they still talked on the phone. "Skiing is relaxing for me. I wouldn't want to have to stress on it like you do. I can go out and have fun. For you, it's a job. You have to focus on it, work at it. I don't want that."
 
   "I don't blame you. I love when I can go out and just have fun." He reached for her hand again. "One reason I love skiing with you."
 
   "So do you make lots of money?" Tammy asked.
 
   "Tammy!" Lexi shook her head.
 
   "What? I see his picture all over the place. He has to be making money off that."
 
   "Not really. Most of it goes back into my equipment or training. I'm limited on what I can do as far as promotion until after the Olympics. There are so many rules about sponsors and stuff it makes my head ache."
 
   "Wow, I didn't think about all that stuff." Tammy took another bite, then washed it down with her drink. "So did Lexi tell you about the New Year's party at the Black Diamond? You're coming right?"
 
   Lexi frowned at her best friend. "I was going to bring it up after Christmas, but yes, we are getting together on New Year's Eve with a few friends. It's nothing big, just dinner and drinks, but I'd like you to join us if you want."
 
   "Dancing?" John asked with a grin.
 
   "Perhaps." Lexi liked the thought of dancing with him.
 
   "Of course, there will be dancing," Tammy said excitedly as she waved her fork in the air. "We have a local band who will be playing. I dated the lead singer and they are really good."
 
   "You dated him and still like his music?" Lexi teased.
 
   "Hush. Not every relationship ends with us hating each other." She lowered her eyes and grinned. "Just most."
 
   John laughed. "You just have to be patient and wait for the right one to come along."
 
   "And be willing to date." Tammy gave Lexi a pointed glare.
 
   "We've been through this. If we dated and it doesn't work out, then I lose a great friendship." Lexi looked up at John. "I don't want to lose him as a friend."
 
   "You might not. It could work out." Tammy nodded to their joined hands. "Don't tell me you both don't want it. Get over your fear, Lex. It might just work out." Tammy stood and grabbed her food off the coffee table. "I'll finish up in my room. You two have a good night. Thanks for dinner." She smiled at John. "It was nice to meet you."
 
   Lexi watched her walk off and sighed as she looked back at John. "I'm sorry. She's been trying to push me to go out with you for a while now."
 
   "Don't be sorry. I happen to think she's right. You should." He brushed his finger over her chin. "I'm patient. I won't push, but you only have to say the word and we can take that step."
 
   She pulled back from his touch, but nodded. "Thanks. I care a lot about you. I know you don't understand why—"
 
   "I don't need to understand. You have your reasons. I've never met a woman like you, Lex. I'm not walking away. I'll wait until you are ready."
 
   He looked at her with such emotion it killed her inside. She'd waited her whole life to find someone who she could love, someone to give her the look he was giving her. It sucked that once she was honest, it would end everything between them. The urge to tell him the truth was so strong, but she wasn't ready for the pain it could bring. She didn't want to ruin the holidays by hurting him now. She'd tell him when she got back.
 
   "I don't expect you to wait forever. I'm trying, I really am." She took a deep breath. "You want some ice cream?"
 
   He shook his head. "I think I'm going to go. I have to leave at six in the morning and drive through the storm to get to Idaho. I still haven't even started to pack." He took her hand and brought it to his mouth, kissing her knuckles. "You try and have a good time with your family. You can call me any time if you need to talk. I'm worried about you."
 
   She smiled at the soft kiss. "I'll be okay. Tammy will be right across the street, but thanks. You call me when you get to Idaho and let me know you made it safe, okay?"
 
   "I plan on calling you every night." He pulled her into his arms, hugging her tightly.
 
   She felt the soft kiss he placed against her hair. "Thanks for dinner. Sorry we didn't get to finish the movie."
 
   "Gives us something to do next time." He stood, watching her for a long minute.
 
   She got up, and wrapped her arms around herself, scared of the emotions rushing through her. "I doubt you and I would ever run out of things to do." They had fun no matter what. Even just sitting talking, she never bored of him.
 
   "I'll call you tomorrow night. Give me another hug."
 
   She went into his arms willingly, marking to memory the feel of his hard body against hers. "Have a good time. I'll see you when you get back. On the slopes if not before."
 
   "You be safe." He kissed her forehead and stepped to the door. "Talk to you tomorrow."
 
   She nodded and shut the door behind him, wondering how she could keep things like they were now, and never risk losing him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Lexi sat in front of her parents' house, taking a deep breath as a million memories flashed through her mind. Some good, but mostly bad. The first time her parents had caught her going through her mother's clothes and make-up, then the counseling sessions with the church, trying to force her to change the way she thought about herself.
 
   Life had been hell back then. The struggle between being who she was inside, and making her family happy, pulled her in so many directions. It wasn't until she made up her mind that she was following her heart and moved out that life improved. Of course, if it hadn't been for Tammy's support, who knows where she would be right now.
 
   With a glance across the street to where Tammy was already visiting with her parents, she forced herself to get out of the car. She grabbed her small backpack and made her way to the front door, her heart pounding as she reached up and rang the doorbell.
 
   It took only a few seconds before her mom opened the door. She had aged, her brown hair now gray, her soft skin wrinkled with age.
 
   "Hi, Mom." Lexi gripped the strap of her bag tightly.
 
   "Alex." Her mom's eyes got teary as she stared at her.
 
   "It's Lexi, Mom." She'd worn a nice dress and had left her hair down, wanting to make sure they understood that she was now living her life as a female. She wasn't going to play like she was still Alex when she wasn't.
 
   "Lexi," her mom said softly as if testing the name. "Come on in. I'm so glad you agreed to come."
 
   "Thanks." Lexi stepped inside the house, feeling as if she was a stranger. More memories hit her as she moved into the living room. She smiled at the old piano. "You still have it."
 
   "Yes, do you still play?"
 
   Lexi nodded. "Not often, but some."
 
   "Alex."
 
   The sound of her father's deep voice caused her stomach to cramp.
 
   "Hi, Dad. I go by Lexi now." She met his hard gaze, refusing to cower to him anymore.
 
   His jaw set firm, he looked her up and down, the frown on his face deepening. "I'd hoped you'd given up on this."
 
   "No. This is who I am." She wrapped her coat tighter around herself.
 
   "I'm not sure—" he shook his head.
 
   "How about we get you set up in your room." Her mother interrupted. "I'm sure you want to relax. I've got a ham cooking for tonight. You aren't a vegetarian are you?"
 
   Lexi laughed, pleased her mother interfered. She wasn't sure she wanted to hear what her father had to say. "No, I love meat. Ham sounds good."
 
   "Great. Now we have remodeled your room a bit. I hope you'll be comfortable." She led her down the hall and pushed the door to Lexi's old room open.
 
   It was nothing like she remembered. The dark walls were now painted ivory, and the brown shag carpet was replaced by a tan. A large queen size bed sat in the center, with a nightstand and dresser to the side.
 
   "It looks nice." Lexi walked in and set her bag on the bed. "I like what you did with it."
 
   "You're not upset we changed it?" Her mother leaned against the door, looking nervous.
 
   She hadn't planned on ever seeing her parents again, let alone the bedroom. "No, I'm glad you did. I didn't expect you to keep it how it was."
 
   "Lexi, about your dad…"
 
   She held up her hand. "I know. It's okay. I expected it."
 
   "He's just having a hard time adjusting still. I've tried to make him see you aren't going to change your mind, but he thinks…" She wiped at a single tear that fell down her cheek.
 
   "I figured when you invited me it was your doing. I miss you, Mom, but I'm not going to change who I am, and if you guys can't accept that, then I might as well go home now."
 
   Her mother shifted uncomfortably. "I'm trying, Alex… I mean, Lexi." She wiped the back of her hand over her eyes. "It's just our little boy…"
 
   "Is now your little girl." Lexi held out her hands. "I'm the same person I was before. What's inside here hasn't changed." She tapped her chest.
 
   "I'm so sorry. I never wanted you to leave." She stepped toward Lexi. "Can I hold my child? My little girl?"
 
   Tears stung Lexi's eyes as she nodded and stepped into her mother's embrace. "I've missed you."
 
   "Me, too." Her mom pulled back a bit and brushed her fingers through Lexi's long hair. "You've grown into a beautiful woman."
 
   Being close to her mom again and feeling her arms around her was almost too much to deal with. For so long she'd been sure she would never hear from them again. She kept up on what they were doing through Tammy's family, but she would have bet money that she would never set foot in their house again. Tears fell freely as she hugged her mother tightly.
 
   "I'm glad you're here. You want to come out and help finish dinner?" Her mom wiped a tear from Lexi's cheek.
 
   "Is Dad going to be okay?" Lexi asked, still nervous about her father's reaction to her.
 
   "He will be. He promised to try for me. I don't know if he will ever fully understand, but losing you has been hard on both of us. Give him time. Let him see how you've grown. I'm sure it will get easier as time goes on."
 
   Lexi nodded. "Let me freshen up and I'll meet you in the kitchen."
 
   "Welcome home, Lexi." Her mom stepped out, closing the door behind her.
 
   Lexi sat down on the bed, unsure what to think. It wasn't such a shock her mother was trying. It had always been her dad who tried to force things to be different. She didn't dare get her hopes up that her dad's views would ever change.
 
   Part of her wanted to stay in the bedroom and hide, but she couldn't. She needed to face this. If not for her own good, for her mom's. Quickly brushing her hair, she tried to steady her nerves as she opened the door and stepped out of the security of the bedroom.
 
   She could smell the ham cooking, and she tried to remember having it before. There had been many turkey dinners, but she couldn't recall ever having ham. Odd, since she lived here for seventeen years.
 
   As she stepped into the kitchen, she looked around. "You redecorated here, too. I like it."
 
   "We have done most the house." Her mom smiled at her as she stirred something on the stove. "You want to set the table?"
 
   "Just us three?" Lexi asked as she went to the cabinet as if she'd been here a million times.
 
   "Yes. I thought we could go visit your Aunt Gloria tomorrow, but I figured we would just keep it us tonight. I wasn't sure how you would feel and I didn't want to overwhelm you having a bunch of people around."
 
   "Thanks, Mom. I like it being just us." She placed the plates on the table and turned to get the silverware.
 
   They spent the next ten minutes catching up on everything, talking about other family members, and Lexi's job. It was nice to hear what everyone was doing. She was sad to hear both her grandparents had died. She wished she could have gone to their funerals, but questioned if she would even be welcome.
 
   She wondered all the time what her parents told other people, other family about why she left. She doubted they ever told them the truth.
 
   "Philip, dinner," her mother called.
 
   Lexi finished helping set the stuff on the table, then took a seat beside her mother. No matter how hard she tried to relax, she kept waiting for her dad to start yelling at her the way he always used to.
 
   He walked in, keeping his eyes off her as he took a seat. When he finally did look over at her, it was with a frown.
 
   "We pray before we eat." His voice was louder than it needed to be.
 
   "I still believe in God, Dad. I haven't lost my faith." She probably should have just let the comment pass, but she needed him to know that just because she didn't believe what their church said, didn't mean she didn't believe in God.
 
   He bowed his head and she did the same, surprised when her mom reached over and took her hand. The simple gesture helped to calm her nerves as her father started to pray.
 
   When he was done, he stared at her a long minute, and she wondered if he was adding more to the prayer silently, concerning her.
 
   "So, you work?" He suddenly asked.
 
   "I do. I waitress at a place in Park City."
 
   "Park City, huh. Must make pretty good money to live up there."
 
   "Not really, but enough. I'm happy. I get to ski a lot and I enjoy that."
 
   "You live with Tammy, right?" Her mother asked as she passed her the plate of ham.
 
   "Yeah, we've lived together since I moved out."
 
   "You dating?" Her mother asked.
 
   Her father's head snapped up and he narrowed his eyes.
 
   "No, I'm not dating."
 
   "Probably couldn't find a girl to give him the time of day looking like he does." Her father cut harshly into his meat without looking at her.
 
   "I like men, Dad. When I find someone, it will be a man." She quickly took a bite, keeping her gaze lowered.
 
   "But you’re a boy." Her father tossed down his fork.
 
   "For now. I hope to have surgery when I can afford it." She glanced at her mom to find her crying softly.
 
   "Surgery? You mean to cut off your…" He couldn't even finish the sentence. He pushed back his chair and walked to the sink. "Why in the world would you do something stupid like that?"
 
   "Because I'm not comfortable with it." She said calmly, even though she didn't feel calm.
 
   "So you think you can just cut it off and everything will be fine?" He kept his back to her as he spoke.
 
   "No, but it will be one step closer to right. This isn't easy for me either, but I'm not going to live as someone I'm not. I'm not Alex, I'm Lexi. I have been from as far back as I can remember."
 
   "You're not my son." Her father turned and glared at her.
 
   "No, I'm your daughter." She covered her mom's hand with her own to try to get her to stop crying.
 
   "No, I mean you aren't mine. I refuse to have an abomination in my house. You need to leave." His voice got louder as he stared at her.
 
   "Philip, no. She's finally come home. Don't do this." Her mother stood and went over to her father. "Please."
 
   "I tried, but I can't do this. Do you hear yourself? You're calling our son a she. He's a boy. I was there when he was born. Has all the right plumbing to be a he. If Alex wants to be part of our family, stay in my house, he will dress like a boy. This…" He waved his hand at Lexi. "Is not my son."
 
   "I'll go. I'm sorry, Mom. Thanks for inviting me and trying. You have my number if you want to talk." Lexi rose from the table and started to leave the room.
 
   "Lexi—" Her mom grabbed her arm.
 
   "Alexander. His name is Alexander." Her father yelled.
 
   "Mom, it's okay. It's better if I go. Tell everyone hi for me." She hugged her mom quickly, then nearly ran to the bedroom to get her bag.
 
   Tears filled her eyes, but she refused to cry until she was out of the house. She wouldn't give him the satisfaction. Biting her lip to keep the emotions back, she pulled the gifts she'd got for her parents and set them on the bed, then put on her coat, grabbed her bag, and started for the front door.
 
   "Lexi." Her mother stopped her as she reached for the doorknob. "Here. This is from me." She handed Lexi a wrapped present. "I'm sorry." She leaned close and lowered her voice. "I will call you. I love you, honey. I always have." She kissed her softly on the cheek.
 
   "I love you, too, Mom. Thank you for this. You didn't have to." Lexi couldn't hold the tears back any longer.
 
   "I hope it helps. You will always be my daughter, Lexi. I'm sorry your father can't accept that."
 
   "Thanks, Mom." She hugged her again. "I need to go."
 
   "Be safe."
 
   "I will." Lexi pulled the door open and stepped outside into the cold night air. She forced herself to walk to her car, refusing to look back.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   The living room was still packed with people, just as it had been for several days. As nice as it was to see his relatives, having a houseful of them wasn't how John wanted to spend Christmas. He was anxious to get back home. Not just to escape the crowded house, but he missed Lexi.
 
   He wondered how she was doing at her parents'. He'd talked to her on the phone right before she left, and even though she denied it, he could hear the nervousness in her voice. He'd wished he knew what had happened between her and her parents, but she would never say. Not that he asked. It wasn't his business unless she wanted it to be.
 
   Glancing at his watch, he decided to try to give her a call. He hated to interrupt, but he did promise he'd call her. Leaving the family behind, he made his way to the bedroom he was sharing with two of his cousins. Stepping over their sleeping bags, he lay back on the bed, thankful he was the oldest and wasn't sleeping on the hard floor.
 
   He quickly pulled up Lexi's number and called. To his surprise, she answered on the second ring.
 
   "Hi." She sounded tired.
 
   "Hey, how's things going with your parents?"
 
   "I'm already back in Park City." She let out a long sigh.
 
   "Oh, no. What happened?"
 
   "Nothing has changed. I don't want to talk about it. How are things for you?"
 
   He frowned. Just once he'd like her to open up to him. "Still crowded. Mom cooked a turkey tonight. I ate too much. Feel like I could roll down the mountains now instead of ski."
 
   She laughed softly, but he could tell her heart wasn't in it. "I saw you roll down the hill once. I don't want to see it again."
 
   "True." He smiled. "You going to be okay?"
 
   "Yeah. It's good to have some time alone. Tammy won't be back for a few days. She offered to let me stay with her at her parents', but I wanted some time alone. It's been snowing hard. I might hit the slopes tomorrow, but they get so crowded Christmas day. I don't know."
 
   He wished he was there with her. "After sharing a room with my two cousins, I'm almost jealous of your time alone."
 
   "It's good you get to see everyone. Trust me, you don't realize how important they are until you don't have them."
 
   "You don't talk to any of your family?"
 
   "Nope. When I left home, I left everyone."
 
   He wondered if she'd been abused at home and that's why she left. She talked as if it was her father who was the problem. "I forgot to give you your gift before I left."
 
   "I have one for you, too. We can exchange them when you get home in a few days."
 
   "You didn't need to get me anything." He repositioned the pillow on the bed.
 
   "And you didn't need to get me something. We both knew the other would. No point in arguing about it."
 
   He smiled. "We never argue."
 
   "You're right, we don't." She paused for several seconds. "I like that. I like how easy we get along."
 
   "Me, too. It's never been that comfortable for me to be with someone. I'm always wondering how they are going to use me. What they're after. I don't feel that way at all with you." Once again, he wished they could be more than friends. It was getting so hard to keep his hands off her. Every time she looked up at him and smiled, he wanted to bend down and kiss her. He'd spent many nights alone imagining what she would feel like pressed tight against him as they kissed.
 
   "So what are you doing tomorrow? Santa coming?"
 
   "Yeah, I'm sure the younger kids will have us up bright and early to see what he's brought. We really don't have plans. Everyone just sits around visiting. I got to spend some time with Kurt today. It was good to see him."
 
   "He's the bull rider?" she asked.
 
   "Yeah. He's off season right now, but it will pick up in the spring. I'll take you to meet him when he comes to Salt Lake."
 
   "I'd like that. Curious to see who you used to get in trouble with."
 
   "We never got in trouble," he lied as he laughed.
 
   "Right, neither did Tammy and I."
 
   He could almost see her rolling her eyes. "I bet I'd have to ask Tammy for all the juicy details."
 
   "She'd tell you without thinking about it."
 
   "She's a good friend," he whispered.
 
   "So are you." He paused. "Still say no to dating?" He had to try, even if he knew the answer.
 
   She sighed and he could hear her shifting as if rolling over in bed. "We'll talk more about it when you get back."
 
   It wasn't a no and that gave him hope. "Fair enough."
 
   "Well, as much as I miss you, I don't want to keep you from your family." She yawned. "And I'm mentally worn out. I'm going to head to bed. You have fun with your family and I'll talk to you tomorrow."
 
   "You sure you'll be okay? I hate that you're alone on Christmas Eve."
 
   "I'm fine. I'm going to sleep through most of it. Merry Christmas, John."
 
   "Merry Christmas, Lexi. I'll call you tomorrow after the family stuff."
 
   "Okay, have fun."
 
   "Night."
 
   When she hung up, he laid there holding the phone, wishing he were with her. She sounded so down, and without knowing what went on at her parents', he didn't know how to help her.
 
   Something big must have happened to make her leave home and not speak to her parents in five years. The only thing he could think of was abuse, maybe her dad beat her, or maybe it was sexual. That could explain her hesitation to date. She might be scared of letting someone get physically close, but she didn't seem to mind when he held her or even cuddled on the couch with her in his arms. She gave every signal that she was attracted to him, but insisted she didn't want to date. The urge to kiss and touch her like a lover was driving him insane.
 
   He smiled thinking about her promise to talk more about it when he got home. Could she finally be ready to give in? He'd never wanted someone the way he did her. She was everything he looked for in a woman, and he could see a future with her if she would just let them try.
 
   She understood him and his skiing. He never felt like he had to explain to her why he spent so much time on the mountain. Why he focused on nothing but his skiing. It was his dream and she supported that one-hundred percent. He'd never found that in a woman before. Every ex he had would complain because he didn't have enough time for her, or that he loved skiing more than he did them. He never denied it. It was the truth.
 
   He wasn't in love with Lexi yet, but he knew he could easily get there. He wanted the chance to get to that point. To explore his feelings, and open up to her more. There was an invisible wall she put between them that kept him from letting go of his emotions and giving them the chance they deserved. All she had to do was give him the go-ahead and the flood gates would open.
 
   Listening to the laughter coming from the living room, he sighed. As nice as it was to be with his family, this wasn't where he wanted to be. The house was crowded, and he was sure his parents would hardly notice if he left. He could come back in the summer for a real visit.
 
   Making up his mind, he decided that once Christmas morning was over, he'd tell his family he was going to head home early. He couldn't knock the feeling that Lexi shouldn't be alone, and she was where he wanted to be.
 
   Decision made, he jumped up from the bed and made his way back out to the living room. He would enjoy tonight. Spend the morning with his family, then head back home. It was where his heart was anyway.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
   
 
   Lexi curled up on the couch, watching the newest Disney movie she'd picked up when she ran to the store. She was probably the only one in town who was spending Christmas day eating a TV dinner and sitting alone in the dark. She just didn't feel like doing much. She could have cooked, by why bother just for her.
 
   She needed to get used to this. It would hardly be the last Christmas she spent alone. She couldn't spend them all with Tammy and her family, and sooner or later, Tammy would meet someone and start a family of her own. She envied her friend that. It was something Lexi would probably never have.
 
   She tucked the blanket tighter around her and sighed as she wished life could be different and people could understand her better. She'd spent the last few hours trying to figure out how to tell John the truth, but there was no easy way. She needed to do it, but she hated to lose him. Easier to do it now than later, though. She was already hurting from her dad's rejection again, she might as well add John's to it, too.
 
   Her cell phone rang, pulling her from her thoughts. Groaning as she stretched to reach it off the coffee table, she hit the answer button. "Hello?"
 
   "Merry Christmas." John sounded happy.
 
   A smile spread over her face at the sound of his voice. "Merry Christmas. Did Santa bring you everything you wanted?"
 
   "In a way. My parents gave me money. I can buy what I want with it, so guess it's the same thing. How are you?"
 
   "I'm okay. Just lying around, watching a movie."
 
   "Well, open your door so I can join you." He laughed.
 
   "What?" She sat up.
 
   "I'm outside. Open the door and let me in." He knocked softly on her door. "See."
 
   She laughed as she jumped up. "How?" She dropped the phone from her ear as she unlocked the door and tossed it open.
 
   He stood grinning at her, his green eyes sparkling as he laughed.
 
   "What are you doing here?" She stepped aside. "Come in. It's freezing out there."
 
   "I came home early. Couldn't stand the thought of you sitting here alone." He pulled her into his arms after she shut the door. "I wanted to surprise you."
 
   "You did… Obviously." She gestured to her sweat pants and oversized t-shirt.
 
   "I don't care what you look like." He laughed. "Here. Merry Christmas." He handed her a small wrapped box.
 
   "Oh, here… I have yours." She handed him a box about the same size. "Have a seat and we can open them." She flipped on the light and turned off the TV before sitting down on the couch beside him.
 
   She was so happy he was here. It was the last thing she expected. She smiled up at him. "I'm glad you came home early. Was your family upset you left?"
 
   He shook his head. "There were so many people there, they won't even miss me."
 
   "Well, thank you." She touched his hand softly.
 
   He winked at her. "I couldn't let you get out on the slopes without me."
 
   She clutched her chest as if hurt. "And here I thought you came back for me."
 
   Suddenly very serious, he looked right into her eyes as he reached up and caressed her cheek. "I did." He cupped her face in his palm. "I couldn't stand the thought of you sitting here alone on Christmas."
 
   She closed her eyes as she pressed her cheek against his hand, allowing herself to enjoy his touch for a moment. When she pulled back and looked up at him, she saw something in his eyes that scared her. Love. She took a deep breath and took his hand. "Still, you should have stayed with your family. I would have been okay. I'm glad you're here, though."
 
   "Open your gift." He nodded to the box she set on her lap.
 
   She picked it up, glancing at him. "Thank you."
 
   "Don't thank me until you know if you like it."
 
   She gently opened the wrapping paper, then lifted the lid on the small jewelry box. There was a gold necklace with a skier on it. At the end of the skis, there was a cluster of small diamonds. It was breathtaking. She ran her finger over it and giggled. "I love it. It's beautiful."
 
   "Just like you," he told her.
 
   A blush worked up her cheeks. "Thank you. Will you put it on me?" She handed it to him and turned as she lifted her hair from her neck.
 
   He reached around her, putting it around her neck. It took him a minute to work the clasp closed, then she felt his lips press to where it sat against her skin. She closed her eyes, shivering as he kissed her neck softly.
 
   When he moved his lips to her shoulder, she tensed. One simple kiss she could handle, but this… It heated her body from the inside, sending a wave of emotion and need through her. With a gasp, she pulled away quickly. "We can't." She moved to the edge of the couch, staring at him.
 
   "Why not? You know how I feel about you, Lex. I don't think I'm wrong in saying you feel the same way about me. I see it in your eyes. Why can't we be together?" He looked at her with a pained expression. "I'm not going to hurt you."
 
   She shook her head. "It's not you, it's me…"
 
   "Don't give me that line." He frowned.
 
   "No, seriously, there is something you don't know. Something I haven't told you. When I do, it will change everything."
 
   "Unless you're already married, I can't see anything that will change how I feel." John sighed. "I just don't understand."
 
   Lexi stood, moving around the back of the couch as if putting it between them would make this easier. She didn't have a choice. She had to be honest with him. "Before I tell you, know that I never meant to hurt you. I was… What I feel for you is real. I love being with you, and I wish it could be more. I want it to be more, but…" She took a deep breath, fighting tears that filled her eyes.
 
   He watched her with a confused look. "Lex, we can work through anything."
 
   "No, just let me do this. I've wanted to tell you for so long, but I knew I'd lose you. I'm sorry if I was selfish, but I liked being around you so much. Tammy warned me not to get close if I wasn't going to tell you, but I couldn't help it. Every time I worked up the nerve to be honest, fear of losing you stopped me."
 
   "Lex, it's okay. What is it?"
 
   She gripped the back of the couch. "Maybe it's easier if I show you." She turned and found the Christmas present her mother gave her sitting on the desk. "My mom gave this to me this weekend before I left." She returned to stand behind the couch, opened the photo album, and turned it toward him. "These are pictures of me and my parents when I was little."
 
   She watched as he looked at several pictures of a five-year-old boy sitting with his parents at the beach.
 
   "I didn't know you had a brother. Why aren't you there?" He glanced over the photos, then back up at her.
 
   "That's what I'm trying to tell you, John. That is me. I don't have a brother. I was born Alexander. I became Lexi years later." Her voice shook as she spoke. "I never felt right as a boy. Lexi is who I am, not him." She pointed to the pictures.
 
   John didn't say anything for several minutes. He looked at the photos, then back up at her several times before he finally spoke. "What are you telling me, Lex? What do you mean? You were born a boy?"
 
   Tears fell down her cheeks. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you. I should have, but I didn't want to lose you. I had so much fun when we did stuff. I loved skiing with you. I didn't want us to get close, but it just happened." She closed the photo album and set it off to the side of the couch.
 
   She tried to read his expression, but couldn't. He just stared at her as if trying to digest what she was saying. He finally rubbed his hand over his face and let out a long breath. "You're telling me you're a guy?"
 
   She bit her lip as she tried to think of the easiest way to make him understand. "I was born a boy, but it never felt right. I wanted to be a girl from the time I was three or four. The harder my parents tried to force boy things on me, the more I wanted to be a girl." She wrapped her arms around her chest. "I'm so sorry, John. I didn't know how to tell you."
 
   Still, he didn't say anything. Just sat there staring at a spot on the couch. She didn't know if she should push him to talk or let him be. She figured he would be out the door by now, but just because he wasn't, didn't mean it would end well.
 
   "This is why you left your parents' house? They couldn't deal with it?" He didn't look at her when he spoke.
 
   "My dad said I was an abomination. Their church is strict. They didn't understand. We fought all the time. It was best for me to leave."
 
   "So Tammy is the only one who knows?"
 
   "For the most part. There are a few others, but very few. Everyone sees me as Lexi, and few are close enough to me to know about Alex. When you and I started to get closer, I knew I would have to tell you, but I was scared." She stepped toward him, but stopped before reaching the couch. "This changes everything, doesn't it?"
 
   He nodded. "I don't know what to say. I want to laugh and say good joke, but I can see it in your eyes, you aren't joking around. I don't know what to think. What to feel." He stood up, the present she gave him fisted tightly in his hand. "I need some time to absorb this. Think about everything, okay? I don't hate you, Lex, but I wish you'd told me sooner."
 
   "I know. I'm sorry." She stared at her feet, unable to bring herself to look up and see the hurt in his eyes. "Take your time. It's okay. I understand. Just know I didn't want to hurt you. I tried to keep us from getting too close."
 
   "I know." He ran his fingers through his hair. "I'm going to go. I'll call you tomorrow or something, okay?"
 
   She nodded, fighting to keep from begging him to stay. Once he walked out the door, she would never talk to him again. "John?"
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "I'm really sorry."
 
   He lifted his head and met her stare. "I know. I do understand. I just need time." He stepped to the door. "I'll call you."
 
   She hated those words. She'd heard them from others before. The call never came. "Okay." She didn't move from where she stood.
 
   He stared at her a long moment, then opened the door and left.
 
   The sound of the door shutting was like a gunshot straight to her heart. Unable to think, she sank to her knees and cried.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   John sat on his bed, confused as he tried to deal with what Lexi had told him. She was a boy. He would have never guessed in a million years that was what she was hiding from him. She was a girl in every way possible. Well, at least that he knew of.
 
   He understood now why she didn't want to date or get close. Why she pulled away every time he held her too close. The thought that he'd cuddled with another man should have disgusted him, but it didn't. He just couldn't see Lexi as a male.
 
   He had so many questions, but he wasn't sure he could handle the answers. Tossing and turning all night, he'd thought about everything, trying to come to terms with the fact that he'd fallen in love with another man.
 
   Finally, about two in the morning, he got up and started searching for information online. He searched for transvestite, but quickly learned what he was seeking was transgender. He read up on it, learned all he could about it, and slowly came to understand why Lexi did what she had.
 
   He tried to imagine feeling like he'd been born the wrong sex, but it wasn't something he could do. He was comfortable as a man. For Lexi, it wasn't that easy. He understood that.
 
   There was no doubt in his mind he could stay friends with her, but what plagued him, was could he be around her and not feel the attraction that he had for her. Could he be just friends?
 
   He'd never thought about another guy this way, but up until now, he didn't know Lexi was a man. Had he known, would he have still liked her? Wanted to spend so much time with her? He brushed his hand over his face as he wondered what would be different.
 
   He liked who she was. She made him laugh, and no matter what the two of them did together, they had fun. If he'd met her as a male, he was sure they would still be best friends. They had so much in common, and he loved spending time with her. The question was, would he still want her, see her in a physical way? Probably not.
 
   That made him wonder about sexuality. Had he just trained his mind to think he could only look at women that way? Could he hold and kiss a man the way he did a woman?
 
   The thought didn't disgust him, but it made him uncomfortable. He knew several gay men, even a couple who had hit on him in the past. At the time, it never bothered him. They weren't people he would have chosen to date even if they had been female, but Lexi was. She was everything he wanted in someone, wrapped in a beautiful package that he found attractive.
 
   He'd fantasized almost nightly about how it would be to hold her, to make love to her. He'd imagined her body under his, her softness pressing against his hardness. Did he still want that?
 
   Yes.
 
   He groaned as he fell back onto his pillow, closing his eyes as he tried to deal with what he was feeling. He wanted her, and it didn't matter to him if she was a man. He still longed to kiss her, hold her, and tell her he loved her.
 
   Sex confused him. He wasn't sure how he would handle another man's cock against his own. He'd had anal sex with girls before, it would probably be just the same with Lexi, but would she want to do that to him? Would he let her?
 
   He wasn't sure. He wasn't sure about anything. He needed to talk to her. Find out more about things. Have her explain everything to him.
 
   He frowned as another possibility hit him. When she said she became Lexi, did she possibly mean she'd had surgery? Her flat chest made him think no, but maybe she just hadn't wanted big breasts or gone through that surgery yet. If she had surgery, how would she look? Could they still do all the things a normal couple could do?
 
   He didn't know the first thing about any of this. Never had a reason to know it. With that thought, he now wondered if she really was a female in every way. He tried to remember her body when she'd been in her swimsuit, but he'd been paying more attention to her legs and her ass. He didn't recall seeing a bulge where a cock would be, but that didn't mean there wasn't one.
 
   This was pointless. He needed more information. He needed to talk to her, and he needed to really think on if he could love her the way he wanted to no matter how she answered the questions.
 
   He caressed the bracelet she'd given him for Christmas. He'd all but forgotten he had it in his hand until he'd got to his car. He'd opened it once home. It was a perfect gift and he would wear it all the time.
 
   Rolling on his side, he tried to push the thoughts from his mind and sleep, but it just wouldn't come.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lexi stared at her naked body in the mirror, water still dripping from her skin after a long shower. She hated her body, but even more so now that she'd had to watch John walk out the door. He didn't insult and call her names like others in the past, but she could see the shock and hurt in his eyes. The chances of her ever talking to him again were slim.
 
   She'd spent most the night crying, trying to tell herself that it was best for it to end now, before her feelings for him got any stronger, but it hurt. She didn't want to let him go. Even if it wasn't possible to have him in a romantic sense, she wanted his friendship. He had become such a part of her life, she couldn’t imagine not having him there to talk to and laugh with.
 
   Tammy had called to check on her, but she'd lied to her and told her she'd fallen asleep watching movies on the couch. She didn't want her to rush home from her family to make sure she was okay. She needed this time alone. There was nothing Tammy could do to make it easier. It was what it was. It was part of her fate and a sacrifice she knew she would have to make for living her life this way.
 
   Reminding herself that the pain of losing someone wasn't as bad as the pain that came from being a male, she took a deep breath. It was best to put this behind her. Remember all the good times she'd shared with John and move forward.
 
   It wasn't the first time she'd been rejected, and it wouldn't be the last. She'd built a wall to protect herself from things like this, tried to keep distance between her and other people so she didn't end up hurt. Somehow, John had broken through that wall and wrapped himself around her heart.
 
   She swiped at the tears that fell, angry that she let herself go through this again. She should have walked away from him when she first realized how close they were becoming.
 
   Was it wrong that she liked being wanted? That he made her feel loved and cared about without even trying. For the first time in forever, she had someone to hang out with other than Tammy who she felt a connection with.
 
   Maybe she shouldn't have told him. She could have just kept insisting nothing more happen and keep the friendship. She could have continued living a lie and gone on as if nothing was wrong. Like she wasn't different.
 
   It wouldn't have lasted. He would have found out the truth eventually. It was better she told him. How much worse would it be if he'd found out on his own and held the lie against her. Hell, he probably already did.
 
   It was only a month since they met, but it seemed longer. Should she have told him right away?
 
   With a heavy sigh, she forced herself away from the mirror and started to dry off, cursing her body parts as she ran the towel over them. Why had God done this to her? Why was she forced to deal with this? It was a question she asked often, and still never found an answer to.
 
   Once dressed, she walked out to the living room and stared out the window. Snow fell heavy, covering everything in inches of white. The sight would bring a smile to her face most days, but now, the thought that she might have to hit the slopes alone again, watching John from a distance, left her feeling hopeless and empty.
 
   There was nothing she could do. Like all the other times, she would get through this, but right now, the pain was too much to push through. Curling up on the couch, she closed her eyes and just tried to forget.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   Snow fell off his boots as he kicked them against the porch step. Darkness was settling over the area as he looked out over the street. He'd spent the day trying to work things out in his mind, but it was clear he needed more information and answers before he could decide anything.
 
   With a deep breath, he knocked on Lexi's door, worried she wasn't going to want to talk to him after the way he left the night before.
 
   It took several moments for her to answer, and when she did, he found her with red, puffy eyes that broke his heart.
 
   "Hi." He shoved his hands in his coat pockets, nervous she would tell him to leave.
 
   "Hi." She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes.
 
   "I have questions," he told her, unsure what else to say. The truth was probably best.
 
   "I figured you might." She stepped aside. "Come in."
 
   He moved past her, and waited for her to shut and lock the door.
 
   When she turned to him, she nodded to his coat. "Want me to hang that up for you?"
 
   He shrugged off his jacket and handed it to her. "Thanks."
 
   "I wasn't sure you would be back. People always have questions, but not all take the time to get the answers." She hung his coat then moved into the living room. "You want a drink?"
 
   The tension between them killed him. This wasn't how he wanted it between them. He wanted to pull her into his arms and tell her everything would be okay, but he didn't. He wasn't sure they would be okay. "No, thanks."
 
   "Then have a seat." She sat down on one end of the couch and nodded to the other for him. "Questions?"
 
   He sat down and nodded. "I did some research online, but it just left me more confused." He turned to face her. "I'm not going to lie, I was shocked and a bit hurt you didn't tell me sooner, but I do understand why you didn't. This can't be easy."
 
   "It's not. I've lived as Lexi for five years. In that time, I've learned not to tell many people. Most don't understand, others are downright mean and hateful. I keep it to myself until I have to tell someone." She ducked her head, staring at her sweat pants. "You needed to know. I couldn't do this anymore without telling you."
 
   "I'm glad you did. It would have been worse if you hadn't and I'd found out some other way." He wished she would look up at him. "Tell me everything."
 
   "You know most of it from the other day. I never felt right as Alex. I started dressing like a girl as early as five or six. When we would go shopping, I was always looking at the little girl clothes when my mom would force me to the boys section. I wanted the princess dress, not the pirate outfit for Halloween. My parents fought me on everything. When I was in high school, I finally decided I wasn't going to lie anymore. I was meant to be a girl. I would keep clothes at Tammy's house and she'd bring them to school for me to change into. The teasing started then, but I didn't care. Being a boy hurt more than the worst jokes and bullying that would go on. When I finally started to come home still dressed as a girl, my parents started to freak out on me. They forced me to go to counseling. Had the church pray for me and try to show me the sins in what I was doing." She finally looked up at him, tears in her eyes.
 
   John nodded, but didn't say anything. This was her story to tell and he would let her do it uninterrupted.
 
   "I graduated from high school, and Tammy and I moved up here. My family had pretty much kicked me out by then. I was spending most my time, day and night, over at Tammy's. Her parents were understanding, and willing to let me be who I was. We moved up here because I loved to ski and at the time, Tammy was dating a guy who lived up here. I was happy. I got to be Lexi without anyone knowing the truth, I was able to ski almost every day, and I no longer had to listen to my parents tell me how I was going to go to Hell for this. From that day on, I've been Lexi. Only a few people know, Tammy, my boss, and a couple closer friends. For the most part, I keep it to myself. I worked hard on making my appearance as feminine as I could, but was lucky I already had the features and didn't have to change much. I did laser treatment on most of my body, I practiced my speech and voice to make it softer. Anything I could to leave Alex in the past."
 
   John studied her face, trying to see any sign of whiskers, but couldn't see anything. He would have noticed that right away with all the time they spent together. His gaze lowered seeing the slight sign of an Adam's apple, but so faint, someone would never notice it if not looking.
 
   "I never planned on you and me getting so close. As a rule, I try to keep people at a distance, just because of things like this. I don't date, I don't form close friendships other than Tammy. It's just easier. Then you came along and I don't know how, but you got past all my walls. The closer we became, I knew I would have to tell you. I was so scared of losing you that I selfishly kept it to myself so you didn't walk away. I'm sorry. I should have told you sooner." She used the back of her hand to wipe the tears from her eyes.
 
   John nodded, taking a deep breath. "I can't say my reaction would have been better or worse if you'd told me sooner. It was the last thing I expected. I've spent how many hours with you? I never saw any sign you were male. Even now that I know, I look at you and all I see is Lexi. Part of my mind wants to call you a liar, because everything about you is woman."
 
   "Not everything." Lexi sighed.
 
   "So you haven't had surgery?"
 
   She shook her head. "I want to. I dream about it, but it costs so much. There are years of counseling and doctors you have to see before you can even start the process. Unless I suddenly win the lottery, I'm stuck with what I was born with."
 
   "But you like boys?"
 
   She blushed. "Yes. I always have been attracted boys."
 
   So did that make her gay? If she lived as and felt like a female inside, was it still gay? Would it make him gay if he was with her? The thought caused his breath to catch, because he realized how strongly he still wanted her. "So everything works like a male, it's just the feelings and clothes that are a girl?"
 
   She dipped her head as her blush grew deeper. "Yes. I get hard when I'm aroused. I hate that I can't control that, but I'm just like you in that sense. I can't do anything about that until I can afford hormones and surgery."
 
   He was confused. "You don't like getting aroused."
 
   "It just reminds me that I was born wrong."
 
   "Might feel wrong to you, but maybe you wouldn't be the person you are if you had been born a girl and didn't have to experience all this." John smiled, trying to make her feel better.
 
   "I'd take the chance. I hate my penis. I've tried everything to hide it. I tuck it, tape it… Nothing works."
 
   He couldn't imagine hating his cock. He was proud of his. It was something he couldn't understand at her level. "So you get aroused when making out, come when having sex? Find pleasure normally, or does your hate of it stop you from finding pleasure?"
 
   She bit her lip.
 
   "If I'm getting too personal, just say so. I'm just trying to understand." John smiled supportively at her. "I tried to read up on stuff, but I'm sure what I read isn't really how it is."
 
   "No, it's not. I can't tell you about sex. I've never had it."
 
   "You're a virgin?"
 
   She nodded. "I get hard and I do masturbate, but it's more because if I don't, then I find myself getting hard when I don't want to. I have to take the edge off, ya' know. I don't like doing it, but when I do, it does feel good."
 
   "So if you were with someone sexually, you would enjoy it?"
 
   "I don't know. I think I would. I like being held. The one time I kissed someone, it was amazing at first."
 
   "At first?"
 
   She sighed. "I hadn't told him the truth. I ended up getting hard and he felt it against his leg. He pushed me away and called me all kinds of names as he rushed out the door. I've never let anyone get that close again, and I swore if I did, I would never let it go that far without telling them the truth."
 
   "That's why you told me? Because things were getting so intense between us?"
 
   She met his stare. "Yes. I wanted more between us, and I wasn't sure I was strong enough to tell you no much longer. I had to tell you before something did happen and you found out some other way. I needed you to know the truth first."
 
   "Thank you for that. I'm not sure how I would have reacted had I suddenly just felt you aroused against me." He brushed his hand down his thigh. "I'm sorry I left so fast after you told me, but I needed to sort my thoughts out. I didn't know how to react."
 
   "It's okay. I understand." She looked uncomfortable as she shifted on the couch. "I didn't think you would come back."
 
   "I promised you I would at least call you today. I'm not going to just leave without us having a chance to talk about things. I was in shock, confused. I just needed to think for a bit."
 
   "And now that you have? It changes everything, right?" She glanced up at him.
 
   He could see she expected him to end everything. To say it was more than he could handle and walk out the door. He cared too much about her to do that. He wasn't sure what would happen now, but it wasn't going to be him leaving. "I'm not sure. I'm still confused. It changes things, but I'm still not sure how. I'm scared."
 
   Her head snapped up as she stared at him. "You're scared?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because I realized last night that it doesn't change anything between us. I still want you the same way I did before I knew, and I'm not sure what that means." He fisted his hands in his lap as he met her teary eyes. "I see you as Lexi. To me you are all woman. I want that woman."
 
   "But I'm not all woman." She gestured to her body.
 
   "I know. I'm still working through that," he admitted. "I spent all night trying to figure out if that matters. If it made a difference in what I feel here." He tapped his heart.
 
   "Does it?" She looked nervous.
 
   He took a deep breath. "No, it doesn't change how I feel about you, Lex. I've always seen you as a girl, and I always will." He smiled at the tears that escaped down her cheeks. "But, that said, I am nervous. I've never thought about sex with another man, and even though I see you as a woman, you do have man parts."
 
   "So we—" She started to ask.
 
   "Let me finish." He reached out and took her hand in his. "I'm nervous. This is all new to me, but I spent the night thinking over everything, Lex. It's not your body I want, it's not the girl or boy parts, it's you."
 
   Her beautiful brown eyes widened. "You still want to be around me?"
 
   John laughed. "Not just around you. I'm asking you once again, Lex, can we take this to the next level. I want to date."
 
   Her hand tightened against his as she stared at him in shock. Tears continued to roll down her cheeks and he lifted their joined hands to wipe a couple away with the pad of his thumb.
 
   "You're serious? You're not going to freak out on me?" Her voice shook as she looked at him.
 
   "No. Even if I couldn't deal with a relationship with you, I would never freak out on you. You're my best friend. I'm glad you told me before anything happened and gave me the choice on if I wanted to move forward or not."
 
   "And you really do?"
 
   He nodded. "I'm scared. I'm not going to deny that. I've never thought of being with a guy before, and so being intimate with you… Well, it's something I've never done, but you are a woman in every other way. It's not your sex I'm falling in love with, it's who you are. I sat there last night trying to figure out if I could just be friends with you, and the truth is no. I'd still want to hold you, kiss you, touch you. Even knowing what I know, it doesn't change the way I feel. If I walked away, I'd be walking away from one of the most important people in my life right now. I don't want to lose you, Lex. I don't know what will happen, and there may be times I'm nervous or unsure about some things, but I know how I feel. I want this. So can we date? Can we try?"
 
   She nodded her head and laughed nervously. "Yes, if you're sure."
 
   "I am." He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her palm.
 
   "If it's too much… If you find you can't… Just be honest with me okay. I'll understand." She took a deep breath. "I was so sure I would never see you again."
 
   "Come here." He reached across the couch and pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her in a tight hug. "I'm not going anywhere."
 
   She cried against his shoulder. He wondered how many times she'd told people and had them walk away. He refused to be one of them. He wouldn't hurt her that way. Hell, he couldn't hurt himself that way. Holding her like this was right.
 
   Her tears wet his shoulder, but he didn't mind. He could only imagine the rollercoaster of emotions she was going through. Even his own were all over the place. He took the time she was in his arms to try to sort through them.
 
   When she finally pulled back and looked up at him, he brushed his hand down her cheek, his own heart pounding as he bent his head and softly brushed his lips over hers.
 
   It was everything he knew it would be. Exactly what he'd dreamed of for weeks. Her soft lips pressed against his almost nervously, but as he slowly kissed her, she relaxed in his arms and started to kiss him back.
 
   As he pulled back, he stared down at her face, taking in the slightly blushed cheeks, swollen lips, and long lashes lying over her shut eyes. She was beautiful, and finally she was his. He kissed her forehead as she opened her eyes and smiled. "You have no idea how long I've wanted to do that."
 
   Her laughter was like music. "Me, too. I guess you could say that was my first kiss. At least the first one where the other person wasn't running away after."
 
   "I like the thought that I was your first." He kissed her again softly. He needed to distance himself or he would take things a lot faster than either of them needed to. Easing back from her, he smiled. "How about a movie?"
 
   "You pick." She stood up. "I'm going to get some blankets for us to curl up under."
 
   He watched her leave the room, knowing without a doubt, he made the right decision.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   The sound of the door opening woke Lexi from her deep sleep. It took her a minute to realize she was lying on the living room floor with John's arms wrapped around her. She lifted her head and smiled at Tammy, who was staring at her in shock from the side of the couch. She smiled up at her best friend, while at the same time, snuggling closer into John's warm embrace.
 
   "How?" Tammy mouthed silently.
 
   "Later." Lexi grinned. As bad as she wanted to tell her friend everything, she wasn't going to move from John's arms until she absolutely had to.
 
   "You two don't need to be quiet. I'm awake." John tightened his arms around her and kissed her cheek.
 
   "Morning." Lexi turned her head to find his lips with her own.
 
   "Mmm, morning." He kissed her back.
 
   "Can I ask why you two are sleeping on the living room floor? We do still have beds in the house, don't we?" Tammy dropped her bags on the floor.
 
   "Yeah, but we fell asleep watching a movie." Lexi couldn't stop smiling.
 
   She had no idea what time the two of them fell asleep. They'd moved to the floor with a bunch of blankets and pillows and put in a second movie around midnight. Having John hold her close was amazing. For the first time in her life, she was accepted by someone who wasn't just a friend. She no longer wondered if she would go through her life without having known what it was like to have someone special by her side.
 
   "Well, I'm going to go shower and put some stuff away. I'll try to be quiet in case you two fall back asleep, but really, you should head into her room where it's comfortable. It's snowing hard. You might as well sleep through the day." Tammy pulled the tie from her hair, allowing her long red strands to fall over her shoulders. "Heater in my car is crap. I'm freezing. I'll talk to you two later, after I warm up." She grabbed her bags and left the room without waiting for them to respond.
 
   Lexi rolled onto her back, so she could look at John. "You want to go to my room?"
 
   He shook his head. "No, if we do, I can't promise something won't happen, and I'm not rushing this between us. When it does, I don't want your roommate listening in."
 
   Lexi was flattered, but a part of her feared he was scared of her and wondered if they would ever go farther than holding each other. Would he freak out seeing her naked and second-guess his choice? She forced herself to relax, reminding herself he wouldn't be here if he didn't want to be. He was smart enough to have thought everything through. She had to have faith he would be able to handle it. "Do you have anything to do today?"
 
   He shook his head. "I'm kinda happy doing what we are doing."
 
   "Me, too." She ran her finger down his cheek. "Does it bother you I'm a virgin?"
 
   "No. Honestly, it's a turn on. I like that no one has touched your body before."
 
   "But what if I don't know what I'm doing?"
 
   "Then I'll help you learn. Don't be scared of sex. We don't have to do anything until you're ready. It will be new for me in many ways, too. We will learn together."
 
   "You work tomorrow, right?"
 
   "Yeah, tomorrow night. You work in the morning. I'm hoping we can get some skiing in in-between. I have to meet with my coach at nine, but should be done by noon. He hates crowds and it will be busy around here tomorrow."
 
   "Yep, pretty much through the first of the year." She smiled, thinking about bringing in her first New Year with someone by her side. "You're training most of January, right?"
 
   "Yeah. I won't get a lot of free time, but we'll find time together somehow."
 
   "Tammy leaves for Vail next week. She'll be gone a week."
 
   "How come you're not going? Vail is great." He rose up on one arm and looked down at her.
 
   "I can't afford it this year. I'm trying to save for surgery. I can't waste money on a vacation right now."
 
   His face paled. "You mentioned surgery before. You really want to do that?"
 
   "Wouldn't you like me better as a woman?"
 
   "You are a woman. It doesn't matter what is between your legs."
 
   She was touched by his comment, but it didn't change the fact she hated it. "It's something I need to do for me, if I can ever afford it. It won't happen soon. I have to go through years of counseling just to get a consult with a doctor. This isn't something taken lightly. I've researched it. I know what's involved."
 
   She wanted to ask if he was okay with her doing it, but it seemed too soon in their relationship. She was assuming they would still be together in a few years, and the chances they would be were slim.
 
   "I have to admit just the thought of it hurts me." He shifted as if pressing his legs tightly together.
 
   "I know, me, too, but I hate having to tuck or bind it."
 
   "Is that what you did in the hot tub?"
 
   "Yeah. You couldn't tell could you?"
 
   "I wasn't looking too hard, but no, I didn't see anything when I was checking you out."
 
   "Good. I've had a lot of practice hiding it."
 
   He brushed his fingers through her long hair. "You never have to hide it around me again."
 
   Her face heated. "It's habit now. I'm not sure I can just stop."
 
   "But you won't hide it from me anymore, right? If I hold you like this…" He pulled her tight into his arms and then slid his leg between hers, drawing their bodies close together. "And you get aroused, you won't pull away?" He bent his head and kissed her neck softly.
 
   "I don't want to freak you out." She arched her neck as her eyes closed at the feel of his lips on her skin.
 
   "It won't."
 
   "You're sure?"
 
   "Should we find out?"
 
   She tensed as he nibbled on her collarbone. "What if you hate me?"
 
   "Lex, I could never hate you. We're going to be fine." He settled his hand on her stomach.
 
   "I'm not ready." She hated her fear, but she was sure once he felt her cock harden against him, it would be too much and he would run for the door. She wasn't willing to lose him so soon.
 
   "That's okay. I won't push you. I just don't want you scared of me. I'm not going anywhere, Lex. I've wanted us together for a while now. Nothing's changed."
 
   She caught his lip between her own, teasing it with her tongue before pressing into his mouth and kissing him hard.
 
   "Who's hungry?" Tammy called as she entered the room.
 
   Lexi broke the kiss and sighed. "You cooking?"
 
   "Yep. Thought I would make pancakes. You two want some?"
 
   "Yeah, sounds good." Lexi sat up and looked at John. "You're staying, right?"
 
   "Unless you want me to go." He pushed the blankets off his body and moved beside her.
 
   "No. I want you to stay." She reached for his hand. "But I do need a shower. If you want one, you can take one after me."
 
   "I'm good. Go ahead. I'll clean up here and help Tammy." He pressed another kiss to her lips before standing and offering her his hand.
 
   She took it and let him pull her up.
 
   As soon as she was standing, he wrapped her in his arms. "You're so beautiful."
 
   "I just woke up."
 
   "Doesn't matter." He kissed her again. "Go shower."
 
   She didn't want to leave the security of his arms, but she needed to. Tammy was watching curiously from the other side of the room, and she didn’t want to give her a show. "I'll hurry."
 
   "Take your time." He pulled back.
 
   She smiled and ran off to the bathroom, trying to ignore the inquisitive look Tammy gave her as she left.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   John folded the last of the blankets and set them on the couch, then turned and headed for the kitchen where he could hear Tammy banging pans. "Need some help?"
 
   "Sure." She nodded to the bowl of pancake batter. "You want to start those? I'll get some sausage links cooked."
 
   He moved to the stove and started ladling batter. "You have a good Christmas?"
 
   "Not as good as you two." She grinned at him. "She really likes you."
 
   "Good, because I really like her." He was ready for a ton of questions. One thing he'd come to know was Tammy was very protective of Lexi.
 
   "I know you do. Just be careful with her. She doesn't have a lot of experience."
 
   He was shocked at her bluntness, but understood.
 
   "I'm not rushing anything," he promised.
 
   "Even if she doesn't want to get physical?" Tammy eyed him cautiously.
 
   "We've discussed that." He laughed.
 
   "Everything?"
 
   He nodded. "Everything."
 
   She sighed, looking like she didn't quite know what to say.
 
   "I'm not going to hurt her, Tammy."
 
   "You can't say that. Things might change."
 
   "They might, but right now I can't see that happening."
 
   She sucked on her lip and went back to frying sausage beside him. After a few moments, she looked back at him.
 
   He laughed at the look she gave him. It was clear she was trying to decide how much he knew. "Honest, Tammy. We talked about everything. I'm not going to hurt her in any way. I'm not going to push her for more than she is ready to give."
 
   She huffed and rolled the sausage links around in the pan, still looking worried.
 
   He shook his head. "I know about Alexander."
 
   She nearly dropped the spatula as she turned to face him. "She told you?"
 
   "We talked about everything." He flipped one of the pancakes.
 
   "But she…" Tammy laughed. "I can't believe she told you. She doesn't tell anyone."
 
   "Then I'm honored she trusts me enough to be honest."
 
   "So you know, and you're okay with it?" Tammy stared at him.
 
   "I needed some time to think about everything. It was a shock, but it comes down to her. I care about her and I'd miss having her in my life. My attraction to her isn't going to just go away. I'm not sure I could be around her and stay just friends."
 
   Tammy just stared at him as if he was speaking some foreign language. Finally, she reached out and poked him in the side.
 
   "Hey, what was that for?"
 
   "Are you for real?"
 
   He raised a brow at her.
 
   "She's never had anyone stay when she's told them."
 
   "Well, I'm the first then."
 
   "You're straight, right?"
 
   "Yeah, last time I checked."
 
   "So…"
 
   "So what?"
 
   "Um, she's got boy parts."
 
   "I know that, but she is a woman in every other way. We'll figure the rest out. I know what I'm getting into, and I'm okay with that."
 
   Tammy went up on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. "You are wonderful. I've prayed someone like you would come into her life."
 
   John shrugged. "I'm just following my heart."
 
   "Well, that's more than anyone has done for her before."
 
   "You did."
 
   "I'm not a romantic interest. We kissed once just to see. Didn't do anything for either of us. I'm just her friend. You, you're much more."
 
   "I don't know how much more, but I'm glad I'm no longer just a friend." He poured more batter into the pan. "I've been trying for weeks to get her to be more than friends."
 
   "And I've been trying to get her to tell you the truth so she could move forward."
 
   "It can't be easy."
 
   "No, it isn't. I'm glad you two found each other."
 
   "Not as glad as I am," John said honestly.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   Lexi watched John hit the finish line and cheered. He'd moved into first place in the World Cup. There were still two other skiers, but his time was so good, it would be hard for anyone to move past him.
 
   She was so excited the event was held in Park City this year. She'd already missed several of his races because she couldn't afford to travel with him. Seeing him fly down the mountain filled her with such pride.
 
   John found her in the crowd and smiled as he waved.
 
   She waved back, blowing him a kiss. She loved seeing him this way. The smile on his face was proof how much he loved what he did. He'd been training like crazy over the last month, and even though it meant they had less time together, she understood. If she'd been able to compete, she would have been doing the same thing. She would never stand in front of his dreams.
 
   She listened to the women around her talk about him, most unaware that he was dating someone. She tried to block it out, but it was hard. She wondered if John ever regretted being with her when he could be with one of them.
 
   Not that he showed any signs of wanting others. In the last month, they had grown closer, and spent nearly every free moment they had together. They still hadn't pushed the sex issue, but they both seemed comfortable with things the way they were.
 
   Lexi wanted more, but she was so scared to push for it, afraid that when truly faced with her sexuality, it would change things between them. He still swore it wouldn't, but there was always that lingering fear inside her.
 
   She watched the next skier come down the slope, taking one corner too fast and crashing. She hated to see anyone crash, but he was okay, and that left only one more skier. She closed her eyes and said a prayer that John would keep the lead.
 
   It seemed like forever before the last skier started down the mountain. Lexi bit her lip as she watched, holding her breath, focusing on each move of his body. He was good, but not as good as John. He was only halfway down when she realized John was going to win. She turned, not bothering to watch the end of the other's skiers run, her gaze falling on John who stood with several other skiers.
 
   She could tell by the look on his face, he knew he had it. His friends slapped him on the back, several hugging him as the skier hit the finish line, missing John's time by over ten seconds. He'd won the World Cup. She jumped up and down, cheering as she watched him walk out, wave to the crowd, then turn toward her and smile. He rushed toward her, reaching the barricade she stood behind in seconds. He reached over, wrapping her in his arms and kissing her hard.
 
   "You won!" She cupped his face with her gloved hands.
 
   He kissed her again, then pulled back. "I love you."
 
   She didn't have time to respond before his mouth was against hers again for another long kiss, then he was being pulled away by the other skiers who'd placed to pose together for pictures.
 
   She touched her lips as she watched. He loved her. They'd never said the words to each other before. She'd almost told him several times, but now, hearing him say it first, she was glad she waited. Tears stung her eyes as she watched the three men arm in arm posing for photos. He was hers, and now the world knew it.
 
   It was another hour before she finally saw him coming out the gates. She waited for him patiently as he talked to one of the other skiers. She'd met a few of them over the last few weeks, but this was one she didn't know.
 
   When John looked up and saw her, he quickly ended the conversation, ran to her, dropping his gear on the ground as he picked her up, and spun her around.
 
   "You did it." She laughed as he set her on the ground.
 
   "I'm still in shock." He looked down at her, smiling.
 
   "You shouldn't be. You worked your butt off for this."
 
   "Come on. I want to get home."
 
   "You don't have to stick around?" She remembered him talking about an after race party and media interviews.
 
   "I gave interviews to a couple already, and I'm not in the mood to party. There is one later tonight we can go to if you want." He grabbed his stuff off the ground and slung it over his shoulder, then reached for her hand. "You okay coming back to my place?"
 
   "Of course." She'd worked earlier in the morning, and now had two days off with no plans. "I want to see that medal." She eyed it hanging around his neck.
 
   "You should have one of your own." He frowned. "You're better than any woman out there."
 
   She sighed. She wanted a medal, but would never get one. "We've talked about this before. There is no way I can compete."
 
   "It's stupid."
 
   It was, but it was the rules. "I get to see you win. That's enough." She waited while he tossed his bags in the back of the Jeep and secured his skis.
 
   He turned to her, pulling her close. "Still, it's not right."
 
   "I can't change the rules." She kissed his chin. "Come on. I need to warm up. I'll make you some of my homemade hot chocolate."
 
   "Deal." He held the car door open for her and she slid in.
 
   "You were great to watch today. I knew your time would be good when you were about halfway down." She took his hand as he pulled out of the parking lot.
 
   "I knew it would be good, just wasn't sure it was good enough. I saw Keller fall and then Ramses head down and I could hardly breathe. When he hit the finish line and I looked at the clock, I about died."
 
   "No dying. I kinda like having you around."
 
   He smiled over at her. "I'm so glad you could be here with me today."
 
   "I think you broke a few hearts. The girls behind me weren't too pleased when you kissed me."
 
   "They can go to hell. I have the only girl I want."
 
   He always made her feel like she was the only woman in the world. Even when girls would start to flirt, he always made it clear he wasn't interested. He would keep her by his side, making it known they were together.
 
   She bit her lip as she watched him drive, wondering how she got so lucky. They'd been together for over a month now, and each day just got better. She didn't doubt they would have issues someday and fight, but that day hadn't come yet.
 
   As John pulled up in front of his apartment, she reached in back to grab his bag.
 
   "Thanks." He jumped out and grabbed his skis.
 
   Once in the apartment, he set his skis in the hall, then took his bag from her and turned for his bedroom. "Here." He dropped the bag on the bed, took off his coat, then pulled the medal from around his neck and handed it to her.
 
   "It's heavy." She took the medallion and ran her fingers over it, then set it down on the bed to remove her coat before sitting down and picking it up again.
 
   "It is. Heavier than any other I've won." He started to pull stuff from his bag.
 
   "Only thing you're missing is that Olympic Gold."
 
   He sighed. "Can't think about that. If I do, I get too nervous thinking about the competition and get all tense."
 
   She glanced up at him. "You're going to have to face it sooner or later. It's a year away."
 
   He pulled his shirt over and tossed it on the floor by the wall. "I'll face it tomorrow. Today we are celebrating this." He nodded to the medal in her hand. "I need a shower."
 
   "I'll make hot chocolate while you do."
 
   He reached for her hand. "Take one with me."
 
   Her head snapped up, shocked at his request. "What?"
 
   "I want you to shower with me." He knelt down so he was between her legs. "I meant what I said up on the mountain. I love you. I'm ready to move our relationship to the next level, if you are."
 
   She bit her lip, trying to push away the fear that he would leave once he saw her naked. It was easy for him to forget she wasn't all woman when they were like this, but naked, it would be different. She'd known this moment would come, but now that he really wanted it, she didn't know what to do. "I love you, too." She kissed him softly. "I'm nervous."
 
   "You're afraid it will change things?"
 
   She nodded.
 
   "It won't. My God, Lex. You have no idea how much you mean to me. Letting you go would kill me. If you're really not ready, then I won't say another word, but if it's just fear, let's move past it. I'm tired of sleeping alone. I want you with me."
 
   She refused to stay overnight, fearing something would happen. She worried she'd get a hard-on overnight, or wake up hard in the morning. It was pure luck that hadn't happened the night they fell asleep on the floor.
 
   The times they'd made out, kissed and cuddled on the couch, she made sure she moved away before he could feel how aroused she was. He probably knew what she was doing, but he never said a word.
 
   She closed her eyes and laid her head on his shoulder. His skin was soft, and she could smell his sweat from skiing. "I want that, too," she whispered.
 
   "Then come with me. We don't have to do anything now but shower, but this has been holding us back long enough. Let me love you, Lexi."
 
   Telling herself it was better to know now if he could handle it, she raised her head, met his gaze, and nodded. "Okay."
 
   John kissed her gently as his hands brushed down her leg and started to work off her boots, then socks. He stood, kicking his own boots aside before slipping his socks off and then looking back at her. "Come here." He reached for her hand.
 
   She let him take it and pull her up from the bed. His mouth found hers as he held her close and rocked their bodies against each other. She gasped against his lips as his hand slid under the back of her sweater and rubbed up her back.
 
   This was the most intimate she'd ever been with someone, and her body reacted to his touch as if it was struck by lightning, shivering and alert to every inch of his palm against her skin.
 
   "You're so beautiful." His free hand ran through her long hair, combing his fingers through it. "I can't wait to feel you naked against me." He grasped her sweater and started to slide it up her body.
 
   She fought to breathe as he slowly exposed her body, closing her eyes as he lifted her sweater over her head. She stretched her arms up, allowing him to pull it free.
 
   When he tossed it on the bed, he stepped back.
 
   Lexi opened her eyes and looked up at him, resisting the urge to cover herself with her arms. The thin, dark blue satin bra she wore stood out against her pale skin, and she wished she'd worn something different. When John's hand caressed over her arm, she glanced up at him, surprised by the hunger she saw in his eyes.
 
   "You okay?" He ran his fingers over her shoulder, teasing along the strap of her bra.
 
   She nodded, but couldn't find the strength to speak.
 
   He bent his head and licked along the same place his finger had just trailed. "Do you want me to stop?"
 
   She pressed her legs together as she started to harden, ashamed at herself for not being able to control it. His touch was so soft, his breath warm as it washed over her skin. She didn't want it to end. "No."
 
   John's hands slid down her back, moving to the clasp of her bra. She tensed as his fingers worked it open. When he got it unhooked, he let go, allowing her to decide when to let the bra fall from her body.
 
   It was stupid really. She didn't have breasts yet. There was nothing to hide, but she'd been living as if there was for so long, wearing things that covered her, that allowing him to see her naked caused her to blush.
 
   She finally raised her head and slid the straps off her shoulders, and let the bra fall to the ground between them.
 
   John's heated gaze only intensified as he looked her over. She prayed he couldn't see how hard she was for him, even though she saw from the bulge in his own pants he was having the same reaction to her.
 
   Lexi liked that she turned him on like that. She wanted to reach out, touch and explore his body as she tried to forget about her own. Trying not to think, she reached out and ran her hands over his chest, focusing on him instead of her own insecurity.
 
   His breathing hitched as she touched him, his stomach muscles tightening as she moved her hands over his skin. His nipples hardened to small nubs, and she circled her fingers around them, enjoying his soft gasp.
 
   "Lexi, you're killing me." He stepped back. "Shower, just a shower for now." He worked the button on his pants loose and then lowered the zipper. "You have me so hard." He pushed his pants down, taking his boxers with them.
 
   When he kicked them aside and stood tall, Lexi didn't try to avert her eyes. She wanted to see him, and didn't care that he knew that. His cock was thick and hard, pressing against his thigh as he watched her. A drop of glistening pre-cum sat on the tip, and Lexi had to keep from reaching out and rubbing it off.
 
   "Can I undress you?" He stepped closer, his hands going to her waist.
 
   She took a deep breath and nodded. This would be his first time seeing her. The first time she would see how he reacted to her having a penis. She closed her eyes as he hooked his fingers in her pants and pulled them down her legs.
 
   He took only her pants, leaving the white lace underwear in place as he had her lift one foot, then the other to rid her of her clothes. His gaze rose from her feet and traveled up her legs, then to her waist, where her cock pressed hard against the satin on her panties. God, how she hated the way that looked.
 
   John still knelt before her, looking up at her and smiling as he started to pull her underwear down. This was the moment she dreaded. She could tell him she'd been born with a penis a million times, but now he was going to see it for himself. She sucked in a breath and held it as the cool air hit her skin.
 
   "So beautiful." John pressed his cheek to her thigh as his hands moved over her hips. He seemed to ignore her cock, focusing on her waist, stomach, and ass as his hands explored her. "I've waited so long for us to be like this." He stood and pulled her body flush with his, causing their cocks to brush together.
 
   Lexi groaned at the feel of his heat against hers and tried to keep still when all she wanted was to move against him and find more pleasure.
 
   "I love you, Lex."
 
   She looked up and him and fought back tears as she whispered, "I love you, too."
 
   His mouth took hers in a long and heated kiss, but he pulled back before things could get too intense. "Shower." He took her hand and pulled her to the small bathroom down the hall.
 
   She waited uncomfortably as he turned on the water and let it warm. With the mirror so close, she turned her back, not wanting to see her reflection. This was hard enough without having her ugliness there for her to see.
 
   "You okay?" John took her in his arms again as they waited.
 
   "Yeah, you're still here."
 
   John laughed. "I'm not going anywhere, Lex. I love you…" He tapped her chest. "I love who you are. It doesn't matter to me what's between your legs. I wish you could understand that."
 
   "It matters to me." She sighed.
 
   "It shouldn't." He stepped into the shower, then pulled her gently to join him. "Everything about you is beautiful. Your long, brown hair, those amber eyes, and your soft lips." He trailed his finger over her mouth. "I love the softness of your skin, your slim hips." His hands curved around her waist as water poured over them. "There is nothing better in the world than the feel of your body pressed up against mine." His lips moved over her shoulder. "And now that I've seen all of you, I love your ass." His hands cupped her butt, forcing her closer to his body.
 
   His cock brushed against her thigh as he pressed against her. She'd never been this close to anyone, and each touch was pushing her arousal and need higher. He said just a shower, but she wanted so much more.
 
   "There isn't anything about you that turns me off or that I find disgusting." John pulled back and met her gaze. "Even this…" He reached between them and wrapped his hand around her cock, and stroked it up and down.
 
   She gasped as pleasure shot through her body. She'd used her own hand a million times, but it was nothing compared to the feel of someone else doing it to her. She closed her eyes, her head falling back as she rocked her hips and fed her cock into his fist.
 
   She swore she would never find pleasure having a cock. Always thought that she would give someone pleasure and skip her own, at least until she had surgery, but now, with his hand wrapped around her and stroking her in his tight fist, she was lost.
 
    His mouth found hers, kissing her hard as he pulled his hand from her.
 
   She groaned at the loss.
 
   "I want to try something. I've never done it before, and can't promise I'm any good, but I want to try."
 
   "What?" She worried for a minute he would want actual sex.
 
   He knelt down, water flowing off his shoulders as he leaned in and grasped her cock in his hand again, then brought it to his mouth. He licked the tip for a few seconds, then slid his mouth down the long shaft.
 
   "Oh…" Lexi pressed one hand to the shower wall, the other against John's shoulder to keep from losing her balance. The moist heat of his mouth moved over her, his tongue pressing to the bottom of her cock. She'd never imagined anything so good in her life. He didn't go deep, but that was okay. The way her balls tightened, it wasn't going to take long for her to come.
 
   He stared up at her and she realized he was working his own cock in his free hand. She was torn between watching his mouth on her or his fist on his own body. Both were arousing and new.
 
   "John…" She gasped. "I'm gonna…" She fisted his hair, trying to pull him off her. "John…" Her body tensed and her orgasm hit with force, working through her balls then shooting down her cock. Streams of cum pulsed from her as John continued to work his mouth up and down the shaft, swallowing her release.
 
   She stared down at him in breathless shock, her body still convulsing from the release. She never dreamed he would want to please her like that, let alone swallow.
 
   He smiled as he stood, his hands trailing up her body. "I guess I'm not too bad at that."
 
   "I can't believe you…" She wiped the water from her eyes. "You didn't have to do that."
 
   "I wanted to. You might hate your body, but I love every inch of it. I never want you to hate yourself or what you look like. I know you don't like your penis, but I don't mind it. It's part of you, and as long as you have it, I'm going to find ways to make you feel good about it."
 
   She wasn't sure she would ever be happy she had it, but the way she was feeling right then, it was hard to deny it was a good thing. "I love you so much, John." She fell against his chest, tears coming to her eyes. "I never knew how good it could be with someone."
 
   He kissed the top of her ear. "It will get even better."
 
   "I want to know." She looked up at him. "Will you show me tonight?"
 
   His jaw tightened. "Some stuff. We'll see how far it goes. I don't want to hurt you. I want you ready for me."
 
   "You could never hurt me." She reached behind him for the soap and started to rub it over his body.
 
   "I've had anal sex before. It can hurt if you're not careful."
 
   "You'll be careful with me." She glanced at his cock, wondering if she dared touch it.
 
   "Always."
 
   "Can I touch you?" She finally asked, seeing how hard he still was.
 
   "You never need to ask to touch me." He covered her soapy hand with his own. "But don't do it because you feel you have to. I only want it if you want to."
 
   Her face heated and she grinned. "I want to see what you look like when you come."
 
   He laughed. "Well, okay then." He moved his hand away from hers.
 
   "I've never done this." She bit her lip nervously.
 
   "You've done it to yourself. Just do the same thing."
 
   She slid her hand down his tight stomach, enjoying the way his muscles tensed at her touch. "Tell me if I hurt you."
 
   "You won't." He braced his hands on the wall behind her.
 
   Lexi let the soap drop to the floor, then wrapped her hand around John's cock, taking in the smoothness of his skin and thickness of his length. She wasn't ready to take him in her mouth yet, but she still wanted to give him the same pleasure he'd given her.
 
   She started to move her hand up and down his shaft, adjusting the tightness of her fist to how she thought he would enjoy it most.
 
   John groaned as he watched, his hips starting to move with her hand.
 
   "Okay?" She looked up at him.
 
   "Oh, yeah." He nodded. "Don't stop."
 
   More confident, she worked him faster, using her thumb to graze over the head as her hand slid up and down him. She loved the soft moans he made and the way his breathing hitched when she touched him certain ways. Using her free hand, she cupped his balls, rolling them over her fingers, and laughed when he grunted.
 
   "I'm not going to last, Lex."
 
   "Good. I don't want you to." She continued what she was doing, afraid if she changed the rhythm he would lose some of the excitement. She watched his face, enjoying the way his jaw would clench. He was close; she could see it in his eyes.
 
   "Lexi…" He cried out, his body tensing as cum shot from his cock, covering her hand. His entire body jerked several times, and he cried out again as her fingers continued over him. Finally, he reached down and covered her hand with his own. "Holy…" He shook his head. "Too sensitive for more."
 
   She smiled, removing her hand and leaning against his chest. "I'm glad I can make you feel that way."
 
   His arms encased her as he rocked their bodies back and forth. "I love you, but if we linger much longer we're going to have a cold shower." He turned to adjust the water. "Let me wash your hair."
 
   As he reached for the shampoo, she wondered how she could get so lucky. He was everything she could dream of, and now, with them both naked in the shower, she let go of the final bit of fear that she'd been holding on to. He accepted her completely.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   John put the last of the dishes in the sink as Lexi wiped off the table. After the most amazing shower he'd ever had, they'd relaxed in front of the TV for a couple hours before cooking dinner together.
 
   She kept asking him if he wanted to go out and celebrate his win, but all he wanted was to spend time with her. Moving past seeing each other naked seemed to have eased what little tension there had been between them, and he loved how relaxed she seemed now that they'd shared a shower together.
 
   He was relieved it went so well. It was as new to him as it was to her, and when he'd first taken her cock into his hand, he feared he would mess up, hurt her, or do something wrong and scare her off.
 
   Bringing her pleasure seemed natural. It didn't matter what sex she was. To him, it was all about Lexi the person, not Lexi the body. He just wanted to see her smile, make her happy.
 
   "What else can I help with?" She ran her hand down his back.
 
   "I could use a kiss." He turned and drew her into his arms.
 
   "I think I can do that." She brushed her lips over his. "Dinner was good. Thank you."
 
   "Don't get used to it. My culinary skills are limited to a select few dishes."
 
   "I'm a good cook. I'll cover for you."
 
   He took her hand and led her to the couch. "Is there anything you don't do well?"
 
   "Plenty."
 
   He brushed her hair off her shoulder. "I haven't found anything yet."
 
   "I'm sure you will start seeing my many flaws soon enough." She relaxed back and smiled at him. "Thank you for today."
 
   "Feel better with it over?"
 
   "Yeah, I was worried."
 
   "I know. I should be offended you thought I would leave you."
 
   "I never said—"
 
   "You didn't have to. I could see it. You have done everything to keep from reminding me you have a penis. I was worried you'd leave me to keep from letting me see you naked."
 
   "I just hate it so bad."
 
   "That doesn't mean I do." He pulled her on his lap, cradling her in his arms. "I'm okay with you as you are. I'll support you if you really want to go through with surgery, but honestly, Lex, I'm going to love you no matter what." He knew it was too soon in their relationship to promise her forever, but he couldn't imagine wanting anyone else.
 
   He actually hoped he could keep her from surgery. He'd seen pictures on the internet, and the thought of having that done caused him pain he didn't want to imagine. He would never stop her if that was what she really wanted, but he wanted her to know, he accepted her as she was, and no matter what sex she was, it was her he loved, not her body.
 
   "Wouldn't you rather have sex with a girl?"
 
   "I'd rather make love to you. It doesn't matter to me what your body looks like. Did you enjoy what we did in the shower?"
 
   She blushed and nodded.
 
   "Being intimate with you is always going to be good. No matter how we do it." He lifted her chin so she was looking at him. "I wanted you comfortable around me more because I wanted us to share a bed at night. I was tired of you running away every time we got too close or you were worried I'd feel you get hard when I was holding you. Now we don' have to worry any more. I've seen you, and I still love and want you. It will only get better now."
 
   "Are we going to make love tonight?" She nipped at his chin.
 
   "Do you want that?"
 
   "Yes. I want to try everything. I've waited so long. I'm scared, but I want to know."
 
   "I'll go slowly. You have nothing to be scared of." He wanted to take things slow, but just the thought had him growing hard.
 
   She shifted on his lap and laughed. "You're hard."
 
   "You do that to me all the time. Finally, I'm able to hold you close enough to feel it." He lifted his hips so his cock ground against her butt.
 
   She pushed back, drawing a groan from him.
 
   "You sure about this?"
 
   He hated her insecurity, but the only way to get her past it was to prove to her he wanted her and wasn't going to leave. "Do I feel like I'm sure?" He lifted her off his lap. "It's time for bed."
 
   She glanced at the clock. "It's only nine."
 
   "We won't be sleeping." He stood, holding her against him. "I don't want anything else keeping us apart. Once we take this step, then we can focus on the future." He looked deep into her eyes. "Say the word and we stop, but I want you, Lex."
 
   She nodded as a blush worked up her neck. "Teach me."
 
   He shut off the TV and checked the door was locked, before taking her hand and leading her down the hall. As bad as he wanted to just rip off their clothes and get to it, he reminded himself, she was a virgin. He needed to go slow. He'd never forgive himself if he hurt her and made her first experience horrible.
 
   Seeing how nervous she was, he moved on the bed, gently guiding her with him. The sweat pants and t-shirt he'd loaned her were baggy, and it made it easy to slide his hands under them and against her skin. He lay back, easing her body down against his as he found her mouth with his own and kissed her deeply.
 
   She relaxed as his hand moved over her spine, teasing her skin with his fingertips. It turned him on to think he was the only person to touch her this way. He eased his leg between hers, pressing his thigh against her cock as they moved against each other. He wanted her so aroused that by the time he started to loosen her, she wasn't thinking about anything but her need.
 
   She responded to his kisses and touch with her own, exploring his body shyly. When she teased his nipples, pinching at them gently, he gasped. Then when she bent down and sucked against one, he all but gripped the back of her head, holding her to him.
 
   She seemed to like teasing him, but he had plenty of ways to get even. Shifting, he moved so he could lift the shirt from her body. She didn't wear a bra, so as he tossed the shirt aside, he dipped his head and took her nipple into his mouth, nipping softly and teasing it with the tip of his tongue.
 
   "Oh…" She moaned beneath him, her hips lifting to press against his.
 
   He moved to the other nipple, doing the same as he slid his hands down her waist and slowly pushed her sweats down her legs, pulling away from her only long enough to ease them from her body before returning his body against hers.
 
   She was beautifully naked beneath him, only his sweats keeping them apart. Her cock pressed hard against him, and he reached down, teasing her balls before gripping her length in his hand while he kissed and licked over her stomach.
 
   She ran her fingers through his hair as he teased his tongue along her hipbone. He wanted to take her in his mouth again, but it would end things too fast. He wanted inside her, for her to feel them as one. Anything he could do to assure her that her body didn't matter to him. He wanted her.
 
   Forcing himself to slow down, he moved away and stood beside the bed looking at her nakedness as he pushed his own sweats down. She covered herself with her arms and crossed her legs as if trying to hide her body from him.
 
   "Don't. I like looking at you." He reached over and pressed her legs apart. "In time I want to know your body better than you do. There isn't an inch of you my mouth won't touch."
 
   She sucked in a breath. "You don't have to."
 
   He stroked his cock, letting her see how aroused he was. "Lex, I want to."
 
   She watched his hand move up and down his length, her eyes hooded as her own cock jerked against her thigh.
 
   "I bought condoms a week ago, hoping this would happen soon." He reached in the nightstand drawer and pulled out a box, then a bottle of lube. "I've wanted this between us for so long."
 
   She eyed the lube nervously. "Is it going to hurt?"
 
   "It might be uncomfortable at first, but I will stop if it hurts you. Once you are used to what I'm going to do, there will be nothing but pleasure." He hoped it was the truth. He'd never had his ass played with, but he'd done this with other women. They seemed to enjoy it, and he hoped Lexi would, too.
 
   He set a condom on the bed and the lube, and then crawled back to her, pressing his naked body against hers. "You can tell me to stop any time." He gripped her cock and stroked it, pleased to feel pre-cum leaking from the head. Kissing her, he continued to tease her body, hoping to ease her mind and help her relax.
 
   As they kissed, he released her cock and let his hand fall lower, teasing her balls, then moving lower still and teasing the crease of her ass. Her legs parted as she lifted her body against his hand. When he pressed against her hole, she groaned, her head falling back, eyes closed.
 
   He smiled as he teased the area for several minutes as he sucked gently on a pert nipple. With his free hand, he reached for the lube, clicking the cap open. "I'm going to lube my fingers. It might be a little cool. I'll go slowly so it doesn't hurt." He met her worried gaze.
 
   She nodded as her body tensed.
 
   "No, stay relaxed. As I push in, you push out. It will help me slide inside you. It's just a single finger for now." He dripped lube over his finger and rubbed it over her ass. "Feel good?"
 
   "Yes." She closed her eyes, pressing her ass harder against his finger.
 
   He pushed forward, easing a single finger inside her. Her breathing hitched, but she didn't look like she was in any pain. As he started to move in and out of her gently, he bent and caught her mouth for a deep kiss. "You are so beautiful like this."
 
   She blushed, looking up at him with a mix of embarrassment and passion. It didn't take long before she was working her body over his finger as her cock leaked against her leg.
 
   "I'm going to use another." He reached for the lube and slicked up his fingers again as he pushed another one inside. She was tight, but loosening quickly.
 
   "Oh…" She gasped, her body stilling for a moment.
 
   "Hurt?" He held his fingers inside her without moving.
 
   "Just pressure. I'm okay." She took a deep breath and nodded. "Don't stop. I want this."
 
   "It won't always be like this," he promised. "The more we do it, the easier it will be."
 
   "You want to do this a lot?" She laughed, her ass tightening around his fingers as she did.
 
   "As often as we can. I've dreamed of making love to you for a long time now."
 
   He spent the next ten minutes teasing her and easing her open. He loved watching her reaction to his touch, the way she gasped, the way her eyelids grew heavy and her long lashes lay against her skin as she slowly started to move her body over his fingers. She was beautiful, and she was his.
 
   Slowly, he pulled his fingers from her and knelt up. He bent over her kissing her softly before turning and reaching for the condom. "You want to put it on me?"
 
   She bit her lip as a blush worked up her neck. "No, you do it."
 
   He tore the package open and pulled out the latex ring. As he rolled it down his thickness, he reminded himself this was her first time. He needed to make it good and last as long as he could.
 
   Lexi's cock pressed to her stomach, still hard and jerking as she watched him. "I'm nervous."
 
   "I know. That's normal the first time. I love you, Lex. I won't do anything to hurt you. There might be a bit of pressure at first, but you'll adjust to my size. The more we do this, the better it will be."
 
   She nodded, reaching down to scrape her fingers under his balls. "I'm glad you're my first."
 
   His cock pulsed at the thought. "Me, too." He kissed her softly again, then lifted her legs to his shoulders. Once there, he used the lube to slick her ass and his cock, then pressed the head against her hole, but didn't enter. "You ready?"
 
   She smiled. "Yes."
 
   He saw the nervousness in her eyes and wished there was a way to calm her, but the best way was to just do it. Let her experience things so she found what she liked and didn't. With a tight grip around the base of his cock, he pushed forward. "Bear down. Act like you are trying to push me out, it will help me slide in." He continued to ease in.
 
   "Wait." She braced her hand on his chest. "Give me a minute." She seemed to move her ass up a bit, as if trying to find a more comfortable angle.
 
   "Want me to pull out?" He worried, not wanting her to hurt.
 
   "No, try now, but slowly."
 
   He took it slow, watching her face as he pressed into her. His cock slowly slid inside as her ass stretched around him. "Okay?" He stilled, giving her time to get used to the feel of him.
 
   "Yes. It's different, but not horrible." She smiled. "It gets better?"
 
   John laughed. "I'm told it does. I've never had anyone in my ass, but others seem to like it." He didn't want to talk about other's he'd been with, but he'd also watched a lot of anal porn to try and learn more so he could please her.
 
   The feel of her tightness gripping his cock was amazing. Only the fact that she was still a bit uncomfortable with it kept him from taking her hard. His cock ached, begging him to give it release. "I'm going to move a little. Stop me if it hurts." He slowly started to pull out and then ease back in.
 
   She gripped his arms as he slid deeper into her, her body tensing around him, but she didn't seem to be in pain. He continued to work himself in an out of her, increasing his speed as he braced his own hands on the bed on either side of her.
 
   "Oh… Right there." She gasped, her eyes going wide.
 
   "Like this?" He tried to figure out what he'd just done.
 
   "Yes." She lifted her body to him, forcing his cock to slide even deeper.
 
   When his balls brushed over her, it only increased his own arousal and he had to grit his teeth to keep from coming fast. "Play with yourself. I want to see you come." He watched her hesitate, knowing it was because she hated touching her cock, but he wanted her to find her release. This had to be about their shared pleasure, not just his. "I want you to come while I'm inside you. Let me feel you come, Lex." He thrust faster, enjoying the soft gasps that came from her.
 
   Lexi gripped her cock and started to stroke it. It didn't take long before she was beating it hard, her eyes closed as she seemed to get lost in the pleasure.
 
   He watched her, taking in the way she worked her hand over herself, memorizing the way she touched herself, and praying she would come quickly because his own balls were growing tight, and he wasn't sure how long he could hold off.
 
   Her thin body was pressing against his own as they found a steady rhythm, both pushing and thrusting together. He watched her head fall back, felt her ass tighten around him, then a soft cry escaped her as cum shot from her cock, covering his stomach and her hand.
 
   "You're so hot." He gave in to his own building release, taking her hard for several minutes before his orgasm shot through him, and his cock pulsed inside her. He fought to catch his breath as he gripped her legs and stared down at her. "I love you."
 
   "I love you." Lexi smiled as she reached up and caressed his cheek.
 
   "You okay?" He slowly pulled from her, then fell to her side, pulling her into his arms.
 
   "Oh yeah." She kissed him softly. "It was strange at first, but then it…" She shook her head. "It was amazing."
 
   He pulled away. "I'll be right back." He slipped out of bed and eased the condom from his body before heading to the bathroom. Returning a few minutes later, he used the warm washcloth he'd grabbed to clean them both off. "You need anything before we go to sleep?"
 
   "Just you." She reached for him.
 
   Tossing the washcloth aside, he smiled. "You have me."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   Lexi looked at the magazine cover and frowned as tears filled her eyes. The last few months had been the best of her life, and now it was coming undone. She looked around her at the check stand, expecting everyone to be staring at her, but was relieved to see no one had noticed the article… Yet.
 
   With a shaky hand, she picked up the magazine and set it with the rest of the stuff she was buying. As much as she wanted to just walk away and forget it, she needed to know what was inside.
 
   She stared at John's image on the front. It was a picture from the day he'd made the Olympic ski team. She remembered everything about that day. Seeing him fulfill his dream and make the Olympics was one of the greatest days of her life. He'd spent almost every day since they met, training and working and everything paid off that day.
 
   She understood all the time they spent apart over the last year so he could practice. She was with him when she could be, but most the time he was with his coach, working alone. Most days, he was so tired when he got home, he would call her and fall asleep talking to her on the phone. Other days, she would go to his place and cook him dinner, then curl up beside him in bed for the night.
 
   He'd asked her to move in, but she didn't want to be a distraction. He had dreams to focus on. She promised after the Olympics, she would consider moving in with him, but until then, she was fine staying with Tammy. Now, looking at the words on the cover of the magazine, her dreams of holding on to John forever slipped away.
 
   'Olympic skier, John Bassman, dating transgender?' Under the title was a picture of John at the finish line of his Olympic trials.
 
   Lexi had told no one since she admitted the truth to John, and the few who did know, she trusted, or thought she could trust. Obviously, someone had told her secret.
 
   Refusing to cry in public, she quickly paid for her purchase and rushed through the falling snow to her car. Once inside, she started it, cranked the heat, and reached for the magazine. She scanned the table of contents, finding the page the story was on. Through blurry, tear filled eyes, she started to read.
 
   It was worse than she thought. Whoever had given the information to the magazine had given them pictures of her from when she was in junior high and high school, showing her as Alex. The next page was filled with pictures of her standing with John at different events. Any other time, she would have enjoyed seeing photos of John and her, but not like this.
 
   An article like this could ruin his career, embarrass him, and change his life forever. She hated herself for causing this, but even more so, she hated whoever it was that gave the magazine all the information. It had to be someone who knew her from the past.
 
   As she read the article, she was shocked at how accurate the information was. It talked about her dressing as a girl sometimes in high school, and then how it would slowly become a daily thing. Whoever it was, knew about the fights she had with her parents, the intervention of the church, and her finally leaving to live with her unnamed friend in Park City.
 
   Tears rolled down her cheeks as she wondered how this would hurt John. He was riding high right now with the Olympics only a little over a month away. She should have known something like this would happen. She had no right being with him and ruining his life because hers was so messed up.
 
   She needed to warn him about this before the media questioned him about it. With her stomach in knots, she pulled away from the store and headed to his apartment, praying he was home from skiing. She didn't know how she was going to tell him, or what his reaction would be. After a year together, she knew he would be calm and act like it wasn't a big deal in front of her, but how would he really feel now that his life was splattered across the front of a magazine?
 
   Personally, she didn't want the world to know the truth, but she wasn't afraid to have everyone find out about her. She was secure enough with herself to deal with the fallout. Some would accept her, others would hate her, and she was used to that. This wasn't her life, it was John's. This was his dream, his future, and because of her, he was going to have to suffer through the media digging into his personal life and questioning him about everything.
 
   She should have thought about all this before she started dating him, but she'd never dreamed that anyone would ever do something like this. Truth was, she couldn't have walked away from John even if she'd known this would happen. She loved him so much that not having him in her life would leave a hole so big she wasn't sure she could ever fill it again.
 
   Once she parked in front of John's apartment, she stuffed the magazine into the grocery bag and stepped out into the cold, glad to see John's Jeep parked in its spot. Trying not to think the worst, she carefully rushed up the snow-covered steps and knocked on his door. She had her own key, but under the circumstances, she hesitated to use it. Which was stupid.
 
   "Hey." John stood in the doorway, wearing only sweat pants. His hair was still wet. "Come on in. I just got out of the shower." He kissed her as she passed by him.
 
   "Sorry, I know we said we'd see each other tonight, but I needed to show you something." She set the bag down on the coffee table and shrugged off her coat, laying it on the side of the couch.
 
   "You know you can come over whenever." He sat down and tugged her onto his lap. "So what's up?" He nipped at her chin as his palm splayed against her stomach.
 
   Lexi gently pulled out of his arms and moved to sit beside him. "I was at the store and saw something you need to see." She reached for the bag and pulled out the magazine. Holding it close to her chest, she met John's confused stare. "I'm sorry. I never wanted to hurt you. I don't know who did this—"
 
   "Lex, what is it?" He set his hand on her knee.
 
   Hating this was happening, she handed him the magazine.
 
   John took it, looking at the cover. She could tell when he read the headline, because his face grew pale and he swallowed hard.
 
   "I'm so sorry."
 
   He tossed the magazine aside as he turned to face her. "It's trash."
 
   "No, it's true and the media will be all over this. You're going to get asked if it's true. They'll dig into my past, our relationship, it will be a nightmare." Tears started to fall again. "I'm so sorry."
 
   John pulled her back onto his lap. "Lexi, I've never cared if anyone knew. I've kept your secret because it's yours. I would never tell anyone without you wanting them to know. This doesn't change anything. I love you. Don't even think about this."
 
   "But everyone will ask…" She wiped her hand over her cheek. "I never wanted to hurt you."
 
   "Lex, listen to yourself. We've been together over a year now. That's the longest relationship I've ever had, and I know it is for you, too. You mean more to me than stupid stories the media pulls up. How we deal with this will be up to you. It can be as simple as saying no comment or we can write up a response to give them and be done with it." He lifted her chin with his finger. "Honey, this isn't a big deal."
 
   "It's going to distract you from winning."
 
   He laughed. "You have that little faith in me?"
 
   "No, it's just that—"
 
   He shook his head. "I'll be fine. You'll see. You're going to Canada with me in February. You'll be right by my side for it all."
 
   She frowned. Going with him now would only make things more of a media circus for him. "I'm not going to go."
 
   "Oh no. You have to. I need you with me. All the other guys have their girlfriends and wives going. I want you there."
 
   "You don't know what it will be like. They won't want me around."
 
   "I don't care what they want. I want you there, Lex." He gripped her hand tightly in his. "You deserve to be there. I'm not going to let people bother you. If we go on just as we always have, it will die down. Hell, it could play out before the Olympics anyway. We still have three weeks before we leave."
 
   "It's my fault you have to deal with this." She pulled away and stood. She'd dealt with the hate before, he hadn't. She knew how hurtful people could be. No matter what he said, this would affect him during the Olympics. How could it not?
 
   "Lex, I haven't read that article yet, did it say anything that was untrue?"
 
   She shook her head.
 
   "Then what are you worried about. We'll face the questions together. I'm not ashamed of being with you. Are you ashamed of me?"
 
   "God no." She looked horrified at the thought. "Why would you think that?"
 
   "Because you're the one who has a problem with this. So you are either ashamed of me, or ashamed of yourself. I've never known you to get down on yourself, Lex. You've always been proud of who you are. You might wish things had been easier. Wished you were born a girl, but you never once showed me any sign that you hated who you are."
 
   "I don't, but…" She shrugged. "I've never had the world know either."
 
   "What changes with everyone knowing?" John sat forward, watching her close.
 
   She bit her lip and thought about it. "I don't know, I guess the way they look at me, the way we get treated."
 
   "And that matters because?"
 
   "It's not fair to you. You didn't choose this."
 
   John stood, coming to stand in front of her. "I didn't choose this? You sure about that? I think I had a choice. You didn't force me to be with you. I chose to be with you. I guess in a way I didn't have a choice. I loved you so much I couldn't stand the thought of not being with you, but even then, I had the choice to walk away. I made up my own mind. Don't make this about me. I'd walk out the door right now, tell the world, and never have another thought about it. I think this is about you having to finally face something you've hidden from everyone for so long."
 
   She stared at him for a long moment. "I need to go."
 
   "Lexi, don't. Stay here with me. Let's talk about this. We can control this."
 
   "How? They have pictures of me in high school. Whoever is doing this knows me. They know my past. I don't know what else they will give the magazine."
 
   "What more is there they could give them? Isn't this about the only real secret you have?" He reached for her hand. "Come sit with me. We'll figure this out."
 
   She let him lead her back to the couch. "You really don't care what they say about you?"
 
   He shook his head. "I care about how they treat you, but they can say anything they want about me, about us. Words hurt, but we are strong enough to get through this. It's already there in print." He nodded to the magazine. "The news is public now. We can't change that. It's not going to go away just because we want it to or because we ignore it."
 
   He was right, but she feared the questions. "They'll want to know everything."
 
   "Probably, but we don't have to answer. We can say no comment, or we can be honest, tell them the truth and do it proudly. Maybe educate a few people while we are at it. Show others like you who are hiding that it can be okay to come out and be honest about who you are."
 
   "You make it sound so easy."
 
   "Baby, it is. No one matters but you and me. We stand strong together. Nothing they ask or say is going to hurt us. It's up to you if you want to just ignore the questions, or come out together proudly and stand up for who you are."
 
   He made it sound so simple, but the thought of everyone staring at her, and judging her, left her scared and wishing she could just run away from it all. She stared at John, wishing she could be as brave as he was. It only made her love him more seeing him so ready to stand by her side at risk to his own reputation.
 
   "Let me ask you this. If you were still Alex and we'd met and fallen in love, would you still have trouble with everyone knowing?"
 
   "We might have met, but you wouldn't have liked me the way you did as Lexi. You would have thanked me for helping you that day and that would have been it." She slumped back on the couch.
 
   "I'd like to think fate would put us together no matter what. That we were destined to be together."
 
   Any other day his romantic thoughts would have touched her, but today she just couldn't quite get in that mindset. "Would you have really come looking for me the next day? You know as well as I do that you weren't ever thinking you'd be with another guy."
 
   "No, but it wasn't just Lexi I fell in love with. It was who you are. I don't think Alex's personality would be much different from Lexi. I would have found myself attracted to you either way. Might have just gone through a bit more conflict getting to where we are. By the time I found out the truth, I was already in love with you."
 
   "I don't want to lose you." She rested her head on his shoulder, her eyes shut tight as she tried to keep the tears back.
 
   "Is that what this is about? Are you afraid I'm going to leave you because of this?" John pulled back and looked at her worriedly.
 
   "I wouldn't blame you."
 
   "Damn it, Lex. Has the last year together meant nothing? I wouldn't leave you over this. I knew people would probably find out someday. I'm not ashamed of you. I never have been."
 
   Guilt flooded her. He was right. He'd never treated her differently, never showed any kind of hesitation about being with her. "I'm sorry. You're right. You didn't deserve that. You have always been there for me. This is about me, my fears. I'm so scared of what people will say. I always have been."
 
   "No, you haven't. You're stronger than you think. Look back at high school. Didn't you tell me that you would change at school? You didn't hide then. Why are you hiding now?"
 
   Why was she? Lexi bit her lip as she thought back to how bad people would tease her at school. She didn't care back then. She blew them off and was determined to be Lexi. It didn't matter back then. Why did it now? "I don't know what changed. I guess once I moved here, I just got so used to being Lexi, that I hid Alex in every way and it became habit. You're right. I didn't care before. I shouldn't now." She sat up and turned to him, drawing one leg up on the couch. "You are really okay with this? The media is going to jump on this. You're big news in the skiing world."
 
   "I'm fine. I just need to know what you want me to say. I won't talk to them about it unless I know you are okay with it." He took her hand. "You want me to tell them to get lost and leave it at that, I will."
 
   She shook her head. "No, you are right. Talking about it might help someone out there who is going through the same thing. Seeing us together might give them hope that they can find love, too." She cupped her hand against his cheek. "I wish I'd seen a couple like us around to give me hope before I met you."
 
   "So you want to face this? Tell them everything?" John smiled as he picked up the magazine. "Whoever did this was probably hoping to cause you pain. Standing up and being proud is the best thing we can do. Besides, when we give one interview, it will calm the media down and hopefully by the time the Olympics come, this will all blow over."
 
   Her stomach still twisted in knots at the thought about talking about herself in public. "What about the ski team? Will this be an issue?"
 
   "I don't think so. I'll talk to them, but it can't hurt to have more media paying attention to us, no matter the reason. In my mind, this isn't some major thing. My personal life doesn't affect them."
 
   "I'm sorry. I wish this never happened."
 
   "But it did." He pulled her close, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. "We'll face it together."
 
   "Thanks." She relaxed against him. "I want to know who did this. Why would someone try to hurt us this way?"
 
   "I don't know. We might never know. Did you piss anyone off back in high school?"
 
   "Just my dad." She frowned. "As much as he hates me now, I can't see him doing this. It would embarrass him more than hurt me. It had to be someone else. Someone close enough to get these photos. Some are from the yearbook, others were from church events and stuff."
 
   John tossed the magazine on the coffee table. "We aren't going to let it ruin our night. We have reservations for dinner, and I need a shower first. Join me?"
 
   Lexi smiled as she took his hand in hers. "I thought you'd never ask."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
   
 
   John took Lexi's hand as they headed to the press conference his coach had set up for him. His pulse raced nervously as he looked out over the small crowd of reporters. Glad there weren't many in attendance, he led Lexi to the small table set up on the platform, and pulled out a chair for her. Once she sat down, he did the same beside her.
 
   Lexi's hand gripped his as she stared out over the reporters. He was glad she was going through with this. For a while, he feared she would back out. He'd see the fear in her eyes and hated that she was having to do this. A part of him wished he could take her away from the whole thing and keep her safe somewhere.
 
   "Thank you for coming. We are going to keep this short. You have the written statement John has made for you all. He will speak, then we will take a couple questions." One of the Olympic officials looked over the crowd.
 
   When he'd contacted them about the article and asked if he could give a statement, they seemed happy to try and get this out of the news as fast as they could. He was sure they hoped it wouldn't become an international story. John found it hard to believe anyone would care enough about his personal life to take it that far, but soon found out how wrong he was.
 
   Not even a day after the article came out, he started to receive requests for interviews, and the story made all the local sports shows that first night. Lexi cried as she watched. All he could do was hold her and promise it would blow over in time.
 
   It wasn't until the press conference was scheduled, that his phone stopped ringing. It only took a few hours for Lexi and him to write up a short statement, then wait for the chance to tell their story.
 
   As he adjusted the microphone in front of him, he gave Lexi's hand a squeeze. "Thank you for coming. I wanted to hold this press conference for several different reasons. First, to give you the facts and clear up any misconceptions and rumors that you might have heard. Second, to give Lexi a chance to speak for herself. And third, so we can get past this and I can focus on training for the Olympics.
 
   "As most of you know, Lexi and I have been together for over a year now. We met after I'd taken a nasty fall on the slopes, and she came to my rescue. We quickly became friends and started to ski together often. It took a couple months before we actually started to date." He glanced at Lexi and smiled. "She was quite stubborn and made me work hard to get her to finally agree to go out with me."
 
   He liked the blush that colored her cheeks at his teasing. "Before she would agree to go out with me, she told me about her past. She was born Alexander Burganson." He ignored the small gasp at his admittance that the article was true. "She explained how from as young as three or four, she didn't feel comfortable as a boy, always liking girl clothes more, finding herself wanting to play with girls instead of boys, and wished she could do the things girls did.
 
   "Her parents tried to force her to do boy things, refusing to let her dress up or even play with the toys she wanted to. Once in high school, she would start sneaking clothes to change into, and slowly, Alex became Lexi. Once she graduated, she quickly moved out of the house and from that day on, she pushed Alex from her life and has been Lexi.
 
   "I admit I was caught by surprise. I never suspected anything. We spent hours together most days, and I never once guessed Lexi was born male. By the time she'd told me, even though we hadn't dated yet, my feelings for her were already strong enough that it didn't matter to me. I love the person Lexi is and it doesn't matter to me what sex she was born. I knew walking away from her would be the biggest regret of my life."
 
   Lexi gave his hand a squeeze and grinned.
 
   "I know not everyone agrees with or understands Lexi's choices, but I do. She is the most amazing woman I have ever met. It doesn't matter to me who she was when she was three, or even at fifteen. What matters is who she is now. I am in the happiest relationship I've ever been in.
 
   "Whoever gave the pictures and information to the media was out to try and hurt Lexi, but all they have done in doing this is give Lexi and me a chance to come forward and bring awareness to the transgender community, and hopefully with us coming forward, we can help ease some of the misunderstanding, and confusion about this. There are many couples like Lexi and me out there, most living in secret. I hope that someday, a couple like us won't make the front page of magazines, won't run on the nightly news, and we won't need a press conference to explain things." He glanced at Lexi. "Did you want to add anything?"
 
   She shook her head. "I think you covered it."
 
   He nodded. "Any questions?"
 
   It wasn't a shock when the room echoed with reporters' voices. He pointed at one.
 
   "So you are physically a male or you have had surgery?" the reporter asked.
 
   Lexi cleared her throat. "I still have a male body. I've looked into surgery options, but at the time can't afford it. The counseling and medication pre-surgery is not cheap. I do hope one day I'll be able to do it."
 
   "So does that make you gay?" Another reporter looked at John.
 
   "I don't look at myself as anything but lucky. I have a beautiful woman by my side, who is more amazing than I deserve. Do we have sex? Yes. Will we have sex after her surgery? Yes. So, if you feel the need to label us, then I guess you will. I like to think of us as just your normal couple trying to live life and fulfill our dreams."
 
   "How have your families reacted?"
 
   John realized he should have called his parents and warned them before he held the press conference. It was something he needed to do as soon as he was done. He doubted it would be an issue, but it was news that should have come from him, not some news article.
 
   "My parents had a hard time with it. We don't speak often," Lexi said softly. "I still hope someday that will change, but as for now, I have friends who are like family, and I have John." She looked at him with such love, there was no doubting how she felt.
 
   "Can you tell us more about the surgery you would be getting?" a voice from the back of the room called.
 
   "I think you can find that information on your own." John smiled politely. "I think we've covered most everything. If you have further questions, I'm sure over the next few weeks as we prepare for Canada, you will get your chance to ask them. We ask that you continue to be respectful of our privacy and focus on what is important. We want to bring the gold home for the United States. Thank you everyone." He stood, waiting for Lexi to do the same, and then led her from the room quickly as he ignored the other questions being called out.
 
   Once out of sight, Lexi let go of his hand and pulled him into her arms. "Thank you."
 
   "For what?" He hugged her tightly, kissing her head.
 
   "Everything you said. You were perfect up there." She looked up at him with tears in her eyes.
 
   "I was scared to death." He grinned. "I just said the truth."
 
   "I love you." She kissed him softly.
 
   It took another thirty minutes before they left the building. John hated dealing with Olympic officials, but it would all be over in a few weeks, and then maybe his life would return to normal. Since making the team, he was pulled a million directions. It seemed like every other day there was another photo shoot or interview with the others on the ski team. With practice thrown in, he was lucky to find much time for Lexi and him to spend together.
 
   "You want to get burgers and head back to my place?" John glanced over at Lexi as they pulled out of the parking lot.
 
   "Sure. I need to go home tomorrow, though. If I don't start pulling my weight around the apartment, Tammy might kick me out."
 
   "She would never."
 
   "As long as I pay my half the rent, she wouldn't. I think she likes having the place to herself so much. She's got that new guy she met at the bar a few weeks ago. He's actually lasted longer than most of her boyfriends."
 
   "Maybe she's ready to settle down."
 
   "I doubt that. The sex is probably really good."
 
   "Ah is that all it takes to keep a girl?" John glanced over at her with a sly grin.
 
   "Uh… Well, it helps." She blushed. "Tammy isn't your normal girl."
 
   "I've noticed, but she's still great."
 
   "Yeah, she is." Lexi sighed. "I'm so glad today is over."
 
   "Me, too, but there is a chance they will still ask questions. We have to be ready for that. Once the Olympics are over, it will calm down." He pulled into the drive-thru of a small burger place. "Same as usual?"
 
   "Yeah, but I want a shake, chocolate."
 
   He frowned. "It's like ten degrees outside."
 
   "I'm craving it."
 
   "Good thing you can't get pregnant or I would be worried." He reached over and tugged on a long strand of her hair that lay on her shoulder before turning to order.
 
   Once they had the food, he headed toward his apartment. "So you mentioned today you still want surgery. You haven't talked about it in a while." He hoped she had changed her mind.
 
   She set her hand on his thigh. "I know you're uncomfortable with the idea."
 
   "I'll support you no matter what. I may never understand your desire, but I'll be there for you if you do it. I'm happy with you the way you are, but I'll be happy with you after the surgery. It's your choice, Lex, but know I love you no matter what." He tried not to think of the photos he'd seen of the surgery online.
 
   "I have to afford the counseling first. It's a long way off yet. When I do it, I'm sure they will want to talk to you. Make sure you're okay with it. Is that going to be a problem?"
 
   He parked the car in front of his apartment and then turned to her. "No, not at all. I'll support you no matter what. I can understand why they would want to talk to the person you're with. Lex, I love you, surgery or not. Just wanted to stress again, you don't have to do it for me."
 
   "I know, and I won't. It's for me. I've dreamt of it for so long."
 
   "Well, I'm all for helping you make your dreams come true." He bent over and kissed her. "You grab the drinks, I'll take the food."
 
   As he got out of the car, he thought about the future. He couldn't imagine it without Lexi. He was ready to take the next step. He just hoped she was too.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   Lexi watched as John stepped down from receiving his silver medal, cheering proudly. It wasn't the gold he'd wanted, but coming in second place was still amazing when you considered the competition. She'd seen how hard he worked over the last year for this, and he'd done his best, scoring his best time ever. The Russian who beat him had only been a few seconds faster, but it was enough.
 
   Canada was everything she thought it would be and more. She spent the last week watching one Olympic event after the other, and even managed to get in a little ski time of her own. She hated going alone, but John was busy with Olympic stuff that she wasn't always allowed to attend. Security was so tight.
 
   The media had stopped them a couple times for comments, but surprisingly they'd kept it short and stuck to mostly questions about skiing or the Olympics. She was relieved. The last thing she wanted was for her sexuality to take away from John's experience.
 
   She lingered around for nearly twenty minutes, before he was done posing for pictures and giving interviews. He looked so happy, she didn't think anything could make this day better.
 
   "Hey, beautiful." John's arm snaked around her waist as he pulled her tight against him and kissed her softly.
 
   She hugged him tightly and then pulled back to look at his medal, running her fingers over it. "I'm so proud of you. You deserve this and so much more."
 
   "I have everything I need right here." He smiled down at her. "I'm so glad you were here for this."
 
   "I wish your family could have made it."
 
   "They'll get to see it when we go visit this summer." He brushed a stray hair from her face. "Sorry you had to wait so long."
 
   She kissed him softly. "It's okay. I was just taking in the view. It's so wonderful here."
 
   "I'm done with everything for tonight. You want to get some dinner?"
 
   "Sure." She looked around. "You really don't have any more interviews?"
 
   "I'm done until tomorrow morning. The team has an interview at seven." He leaned close. "But I want to spend the night with you. I'll let you hold my silver medal," he teased.
 
   Lexi laughed. She already got to hold the medal he'd won several days before in another downhill event. "It's not the medal I miss holding," She linked her arm in his. "What are you in the mood to eat?"
 
   "I've made reservations for us."
 
   She looked up at him, shocked. "Reservations? Going all fancy on me?"
 
   "It's our last night here and I want it to be special." He led her out of the lodge and nodded to a restaurant up at the top of the tram. "Figured we deserved a nice night together. I know I've been so busy we haven't had a lot of time together."
 
   "I understand. This was your moment, not ours. I expected you to be busy when I decided to come with you." Lexi linked her fingers in his. She didn't regret coming with him at all, even if he'd been pulled a million different directions, spent more time with the team than her, and gone to bed early every night so he was rested and could compete. She only wanted the best for him, and if that meant sightseeing on her own, she didn't mind a bit.
 
   "We'll be home by tomorrow night. I wanted us to have some time to enjoy Canada. Who knows how long it will be until we get back." He led her to the tram. "My parents called to congratulate me. Said to tell you hi, and they are looking forward to meeting you this summer."
 
   Lexi grinned. She was relieved his family had accepted their relationship so well. He'd called them right after the press conference. They'd already heard the news on TV, but John talked to them about it and to her shock, they insisted on them coming up to visit during the off season. She'd even talked to his mom on the phone a couple times, and already loved them as if they were her own family. "I can't wait to meet them. They have to be so proud of you right now."
 
   John shrugged. "I'll call them later tonight. Right now, I want some time with you. I hate that I've been so busy all week."
 
   "It's okay. I've kept myself busy. Think I'm broke now after all the shopping I've done, and I might have to buy another bag for the airplane, but it was worth it."
 
   "Get anything good?" He linked his fingers with hers and started to leave the venue.
 
   "Just some dresses."
 
   "Model them for me?"
 
   She blushed, thinking about the lingerie she bought, too. "I got a few other things to wear that you might like better."
 
   "Oh?" He bumped his hip against hers. "I can't wait. You don't mind if I stay at your hotel tonight instead of at the Olympic Park?"
 
   "I think I could handle that. I've missed having you by my side at night."
 
   "John, can we ask you a few questions?" One of the news stations stopped in front of them.
 
   It was a local channel from back home, and Lexi recognized the reporter. He was one who had been very kind and never hounded them when reports about their relationship first came out.
 
   "Sure. You don't mind, do you, Lex?"
 
   "Not at all." And she honestly didn't. It was all part of the Olympic experience and she wanted John to enjoy it all.
 
   "Thanks." The reporter nodded to the man beside him, who lifted a camera up onto his shoulder.
 
   Lexi released John's hand to step away, but he pulled her back by his side. "Stay with me." He glanced at her.
 
   She nodded, nervously trying not to worry about what she looked like. She'd been outside most the day watching John and the others ski.
 
   "Congratulations on silver today, John. How was the run for you?" The reporter pushed his microphone in front them.
 
   "It was perfect. Conditions couldn't have been better. The snow was just what I hoped it would be. I had my best time ever. It just wasn't enough. Bukov just had a better day than I did. He skied great. I'm happy with everything. I know I did my best." John smiled.
 
   "Now that you're done competing, what are the two looking forward to the most the rest of this week?" The reporter glanced back and for the between the two of them.
 
   "We head home tomorrow night." John glanced at Lexi.
 
   "Wasn't there something you wanted to ask Lexi before you traveled back to the States?" The reporter grinned.
 
   "Actually, there is," John said.
 
   Lexi turned her head to look at him, confused. Then her eyes went wide as John released her hand and pulled something out of his pocket. When he lowered to one knee and opened a small ring box, holding it up to her, she sucked in a breath as tears filled her eyes.
 
   "Lexi, the last year of my life has been the most amazing year ever, and it's not because of training or the Olympics. It's because I met you and have had you by my side for it all. I can't imagine my life without you in it, so I want to make sure I never have to. That is if you will do me the honor of becoming my wife. Lexi, will you marry me?"
 
   Everything around her faded and it was only John kneeling before her with the ring box extended. A small diamond ring shined at her, but she hardly noticed it as she looked past it and into John's eyes. The love she saw in them caused her heart to pound. Blinking tears away, she nodded. "Yes, yes I'll marry you!"
 
   A small round of applause echoed around them, but she never took her eyes off John as he stood and pulled the ring from the box and slid it gently on her finger. It fit perfectly.
 
   "I love you," he whispered as he kissed her softly.
 
   "I love you, too." She smiled. "I can't believe you did this."
 
   "I want forever." He brought her hand to his lips and kissed the ring.
 
   "Me, too." She wiped tears from her face.
 
   "May I be the first to congratulate the both of you?" The reporter offered his hand to John, then to Lexi. "When John admitted what he had planned, I was excited to help him out. I'm sure your fans back in Utah will be excited to be able to share in the special moment."
 
   "Thanks, Mark." John said without looking away from Lexi.
 
   "You two enjoy the rest of your time in Canada. Make sure you let us know once you set a date." The reporter turned away from them.
 
   "How long did you have this planned?" Lexi placed her palm against his chest, looking at the ring.
 
   "A few weeks. I just wasn't sure when I was going to do it. I'd planned on later tonight when we were alone, but Mark talked me into doing it for the camera. I hope you don't mind." John cupped her cheek. "I was so worried you'd say no."
 
   "How could you think that?" She laughed. "You mean everything to me."
 
   "I hoped I did."
 
   "You do." She promised him. She couldn't imagine her life without him.
 
   "Then you'll finally move in with me when we get home? Even before the wedding?"
 
   She nodded. "Yes. I never want to spend a night away from you again."
 
   "I thought we could head up to Washington when we go see my parents this summer. Gay marriage is legal there. If that's not too soon."
 
   "No, it's perfect. I'd love to have your family there with us." She laughed as she realized they were still standing there with people watching them. "Let's get back to the hotel. We can call your family and tell them."
 
   He bent and kissed her again. "I love you so much, Lexi."
 
   She never wanted to let him go. As she wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tight, she thought about how many times she'd figured she'd end up alone. Now, with John by her side, she had everything she could want, and no matter where life took her, she would never be alone again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   Lexi looked over at the small crowd who gathered at the park. It was mostly friends of John's or family members. The only person there really for her was Tammy, but that was okay. Over the last few months, she became part of John's family, talking to his mother all the time on the phone.
 
   She ran her hand down the satin skirt of her wedding gown, overwhelmed with love for the man she married less than an hour ago. He literally tumbled into her life and changed it forever. She thought for so long she'd never find someone who would love her for her, but he proved her wrong. He was everything she could ask for.
 
   "Hey, you okay?" John sat down beside her as he handed her an envelope.
 
   "I couldn't be better." She kissed him softly. "What's this?"
 
   John nodded to one of the newscasters they'd allowed to cover parts of their wedding. The same one who'd help John propose. "A gift from Mark. I asked him to use his sources to find out who leaked the information about us to that magazine."
 
   "He did it?" She was shocked.
 
   "He did say that we should keep his name out of any conversations about it, but he said he knew the reporter from college and would see what he could do."
 
   Lexi stared at the envelope with her heart racing. She'd tossed and turned many nights trying to figure out who gave the information to the magazine, but now that she had that name in her hand, she wasn't sure she wanted to know. "Did you read it?"
 
   "It's not my business. It doesn't matter to me who did it. If anything, it brought you and me closer, and gave us a chance to come out to the public instead of hiding it the rest of our lives."
 
   She bit her lip as she thought about everything that happened because of the information coming out. As much as it hurt at first, John was right, nothing bad really came from it. She made one of the toughest decisions of her life and handed him back the envelope. "I don't want to know."
 
   John smiled as he took it from her. "Me neither, but I needed to give you the chance to find out." He set the envelope on his lap and kissed her. "I don't want to know who hates us. Right now, we are surrounded by those who love us. I'd rather focus on them."
 
   She linked her fingers with his and nodded. "Me, too. I love you so much. Thank you for getting the name for me, even if I don't want to look at it, it means so much that you got it for me."
 
   He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. "I have one more gift for you."
 
   "We agreed not to give each other anything today." She frowned at him.
 
   "I know, but this is something I know you want, and hopefully, you will love."
 
   "I'd love anything from you."
 
   "Good, because I found a good doctor and made an appointment for you to start therapy. I know how bad you want this surgery, and now that we have the money, well, there is no reason you shouldn't do it."
 
   She didn't know what to say. She'd about given up hope ever being able to afford everything. Tears filled her eyes as she shook her head in disbelief. "No…"
 
   "No, you don't want it?" He smiled.
 
   The question was pointless, if anyone knew how bad she wanted this, it was him. "No, I mean, I can't believe you did this." She wiped the tears from her eyes with the back of her shaking hand. "Really? You really made an appointment?"
 
   He laughed. "The week we get back from our honeymoon. If you don't like the doctor I picked, you can choose another, but either way, it's time."
 
   She threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly. "I love you." She cried against his shoulder, unable to believe this was really happening.
 
   "I love you, too, Lex." He pulled back and brushed the tears from her cheek with his finger. "I'm so happy you're my wife."
 
   She smiled as she sniffed. "I like how that sounds."
 
   "Good, because I'm never going to let you go."
 
   "Like I would ever try to leave." She kissed him, looking forward to forever.
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