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Introduction

“The new year promised something. A new life, but make it girly.”
This is an illustrated romance novella, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

I thought my life in New York was fine. I had a steady job as a legal assistant. A routine. A future that looked acceptable from the outside. And yet I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t focus. I felt like I was slowly disappearing inside a body that no longer felt like mine.

When I was told to take a break by my psychiatrist, I fled to London—expecting rest, anonymity, distance. What I didn’t expect was myself.

In hotel rooms and quiet streets lit by Christmas lights, I began dressing as a woman not in secret, but in daylight. Each step outside rewrote something inside me. Each reflection felt closer to the truth. And then there was Vincent—calm, perceptive, impossibly kind—the owner of a small boutique who saw me not as a question, but as an answer unfolding.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This story contains transgender romance, transgender transformation, gradual feminization, friends-to-lovers, coming-of-age, and first-time feminization tropes. Some real places and people were referenced but the story is a work of fiction. The cover image is from Brightlucky Press.

I’m Lilly Lustwood and I’m a transgender woman. I’m a senior editor by day and I recall and write my romantic rendezvous by night.

Most of my titles deal with feminization. A fragment of what makes me find happiness in my gender identity, amidst the discrimination against women like me, is my transformation.

When I look in the mirror and I gaze at my authentic self, I know that no matter what happens, I’m living my life and not somebody else’s idea of how I should.

The clothes I wear, my long black hair, the fruity bath products that I use, the hormone medications I take before I go to bed, the sillage of my floral perfume, the surgeries I’ve undergone, and every step that I take with my size 12 Jimmy Choos, are all proudly from me…

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

❖   I have long and straight black hair and stand 5ft 6in.

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

❖   I’m blessed with huge cat eyes and heart-shaped lips

❖   I want to share the rest, but that’s not very lady-like *wink*

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to A Very Girly Year.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

Before we get to the exciting part, I’m cordially inviting you to be a Lilly Lustwood VIP.

IT DOESN’T COST ANYTHING. All you have to do is Join my Mailing List.

I will be sending you FREE Exclusive Romantic Content that you won’t find anywhere else.

My First Gift For You
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Apart from that, I’ll also send you Announcements of my New Releases and Promos.

I won’t send you anything that’s not related to my stories and I won’t share your information with any person or entity.

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

or Copy this Link -> stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view

Note: Please check your Spam or Promotions tab
if the confirmation doesn’t arrive in your inbox.

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1

∞∞∞

I USED to think I was good at my job because I was invisible. I knew where every file lived, which partner liked summaries instead of bullet points, which emails needed answering immediately and which could wait until the end of the day. I didn’t make mistakes. I didn’t complain. I didn’t take up space.

For years, that had been enough.

By late November, something shifted. Not dramatically. Nothing that would’ve justified panic or concern. Things were still fine. That was the word everyone used. Fine. I was still showing up to the Manhattan office every morning, still tapping my badge at the same time, still nodding at the same security guard who never remembered my name. The firm hummed the way it always had—phones ringing, printers coughing out paper, the low murmur of voices behind glass walls.

But everything felt heavier.

Opening my email felt like lifting something dense and uncooperative. I would read a message, blink, then read it again, unsure what I’d just taken in. Tasks I’d done a hundred times before took twice as long. I stared at my screen more than I worked. My coffee went cold on my desk.

“Raffy, you okay?” one of the associates asked one afternoon, leaning into my cubicle with forced casualness.

“Yeah,” I said immediately. Too quickly. “Just tired.”

She nodded, already moving on. Tired was acceptable. Tired was universal. No one questioned it.

I told myself the same thing. I was tired because it was busy. Because it was the end of the year. Because New York never really slept and neither did anyone who lived in it. I minimized everything automatically, the way I’d learned to do since childhood. If nothing was technically wrong, then nothing needed fixing.

Still, there was a quiet dread beneath everything, like a low-grade hum I couldn’t turn off. I felt disconnected from my body, from my work, from the version of myself I performed every day. I watched myself move through meetings, through conversations, like I was observing from a few feet behind my own eyes.

At night, the exhaustion didn’t help. It betrayed me.

I lay awake in my apartment, staring at the ceiling while traffic hissed below my windows. My body felt wired and hollow at the same time. My mind replayed nothing in particular, just a looping sense of wrongness. I would roll onto my side, then my back, then my other side, checking the clock each time and feeling the numbers judge me silently.

Sometime after midnight, I stopped trying to sleep.

That was when the familiar ritual began.

I moved quietly through my apartment, as if someone might hear me—even though I lived alone. From the back of my closet, behind suits I no longer cared about, I pulled out the soft, carefully folded things I never allowed myself to think about during the day. A wig, wrapped in tissue. A simple dress. Tights. Things chosen for comfort more than glamour.

I dressed slowly, deliberately. There was no rush, no urgency—only care. The feel of fabric against my skin settled something inside me. When I slipped the wig on and adjusted it just right, my shoulders dropped without me telling them to. I looked at myself in the mirror, really looked, and felt my breathing even out for the first time all day.

Relief came first. Always relief.

It wasn’t excitement or thrill. It was calm. A soft, steady quiet spreading through my chest, as if my body had been holding its breath all day and was finally allowed to exhale. The noise in my head dulled. The tightness behind my eyes loosened.
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Then came the confusion.

I stood there, dressed, staring at my reflection, trying to understand why this—this—was the only thing that made me feel real lately. I didn’t think I’m a woman. I didn’t think this means something. I only thought: I need this. And the need felt as undeniable as hunger or sleep.

Guilt followed, as it always did. I undressed carefully, folding everything back into its place, erasing all evidence. I climbed into bed and lay there, still awake, wondering what kind of person needed something they couldn’t explain.

By the time my fourth appointment with Dr. Roth came around, I was barely functioning.

Her office was warm and neutral, designed to offend no one. I sat on the couch and twisted my hands together while she reviewed her notes. She asked gentle questions. I answered honestly, or as honestly as I knew how.

“I don’t know why I feel like this,” I said, frustration creeping into my voice. “Nothing is wrong. My life is fine.”

She looked at me for a long moment before speaking. “Sometimes depression doesn’t arrive with a clear reason,” she said. “Sometimes it’s not about what’s happening. Sometimes it’s about what isn’t.”

The word depression landed quietly, without drama. I felt strangely relieved hearing it. At least it was a name.

She explained it carefully—chemical, emotional, situational. How the brain didn’t always wait for permission to falter. How exhaustion could hollow a person out without obvious cause. She didn’t push. She didn’t suggest answers I wasn’t ready for.

“What I’d recommend,” she said finally, “is stepping away. From work. From routine. Give yourself space. Travel, if you can. Somewhere anonymous.”

I nodded slowly. The idea scared me more than it should have—and that told me everything.

That night, I booked a flight to London.

I didn’t overthink it. I didn’t research. I clicked and confirmed before I could talk myself out of it. December dates. Christmas lights. A city where no one knew me.

Then came Olive.

She watched me from the couch while I searched for dog hotels, her head tilted slightly, dark eyes following every movement. When I saw the prices, my stomach tightened. The place with good reviews and daily updates cost more than I wanted to admit.

I hovered over the cancel button for a long time.

“I’ll be back,” I whispered to her, feeling ridiculous for promising something she couldn’t understand. She wagged her tail anyway.

I booked it.

That night, lying in bed, my fear finally sharpened into something clear. I was stepping away from the life I’d built without knowing what I was stepping toward. I didn’t know what I would find in London. I only knew that staying felt worse than leaving.

For the first time in months, I slept.


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

THE COLD hit me the moment I stepped out of Heathrow. Not the sharp, aggressive cold of New York winters, but something cleaner—brisk, almost polite. It crept through my coat and woke me up in a way coffee never had. I pulled my scarf tighter around my neck and breathed in air that smelled unfamiliar, damp, alive.

London glowed.

Christmas lights draped the streets in warm gold, reflected in shop windows and puddles on the pavement. Everything felt busy but unhurried, as if the city moved on a rhythm I hadn’t learned yet. I dragged my suitcase behind me, anonymous among strangers, just another traveler with nowhere in particular to be.

For the first time in months, I didn’t feel watched.

No coworkers. No expectations. No one who knew my name or what I was supposed to be. I felt unclaimed, untethered from the version of myself that existed back home. The realization loosened something in my chest, and I let out a long breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

At the hotel, the receptionist smiled and handed me a key card without looking twice at me. No curiosity. No assessment. Just polite efficiency. I took the lift up alone, the doors closing with a soft finality that felt symbolic.

My room was small but warm, the bed neatly made, the window overlooking a street strung with lights. I set my suitcase down and stood there for a moment, listening to the muted sounds of the city outside. Cars passed. Voices drifted up. Somewhere nearby, laughter rang out.

I was here.

After unpacking the essentials, I ventured back out almost immediately. The streets felt safer now, daylight fading into early evening. I wandered without direction, letting myself be pulled by window displays and crowds. At a modest department store, I hesitated near the entrance longer than necessary before stepping inside.

No one stopped me.

I kept my head down, my movements careful, as I drifted toward the women’s section. My heart beat faster with every step, but no one paid me any attention. Racks of soft sweaters, simple dresses, tights, scarves—nothing dramatic. Just clothes. Normal, everyday clothes.

I chose basics. A knit dress in a muted color. A pair of tights. Comfortable flats. Underthings that felt soft and forgiving. I held each item like it might disappear if I let go, half-expecting someone to question me.

No one did.

At the checkout, the cashier rang everything up without comment. I tapped my card, hands steady, and left the store with a small bag pressed to my side. Outside, the air felt sharper, more real. My pulse slowed as I walked back toward the hotel, the bag swinging lightly from my wrist.

Back in my room, I locked the door and leaned against it, smiling despite myself.

I took my time changing. There was no rush here, no clock ticking toward morning. I laid everything out carefully on the bed before slipping out of my travel clothes. The fabric felt different in my hands—lighter, softer. When I pulled the dress over my head and smoothed it down, something settled into place inside me.

I added the tights, the flats, the wig I’d packed almost without thinking. When I finally looked up at the mirror, I froze.

I didn’t rush past my reflection this time. I didn’t glance and turn away.

I stood there, breathing, taking myself in piece by piece. The way the dress fell over my hips. The way my shoulders looked softer beneath the fabric. The way my face—still undeniably mine—looked calmer, more present.

There was no shame. No spike of guilt.

Only curiosity.

I tilted my head. Smiled tentatively. Lifted my hands, watching how they moved differently when I let them. My body felt quieter, less tense. The constant hum I’d lived with for months faded into the background. I realized I wasn’t bracing myself for anything. I was simply… here.

I sat on the edge of the bed and breathed.

For the first time in a long while, my body felt like a place I could stay.

It took me a long time to decide to leave the room again. I paced, sat, stood, paced again. I checked my appearance in the mirror more times than I could count. Every imagined outcome flickered through my mind—stares, whispers, laughter.

Finally, I pulled my coat on over the dress and wrapped my scarf tight, grounding myself in its weight. My hand hovered over the door handle, trembling slightly.

You can always come back, I told myself.

I stepped into the hallway.

The carpet muffled my footsteps as I walked toward the lift. My reflection stared back at me in the mirrored walls, unfamiliar and fragile. When the doors opened in the lobby, my heart jumped into my throat—but no one looked up.
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Outside, the city swallowed me whole.

Every sound felt amplified. Every passing glance sent a jolt through my chest. I walked carefully at first, hyper-aware of my posture, my pace, the way my hips moved beneath the fabric. I expected something—anything—to happen.

Nothing did.

People passed me without comment. A couple brushed by, laughing. A group of tourists argued cheerfully over directions. I was invisible in the best possible way.

At a small café, I hesitated before stepping inside. The barista looked up, smiled, and said, “What can I get you?”

Her voice was casual. Unthinking.

She handed me my drink and said, “Here you go, love.”

Love.

I took the cup with shaking hands and found a seat by the window. My reflection stared back at me in the glass, layered over the lights outside. My chest felt tight—not with fear, but with something dangerously close to joy.

The fear had been louder than reality.

I sat there for a long time, sipping my drink, watching the city move around me. I wasn’t pretending. I wasn’t hiding. I was simply existing—and the world had made room for me without protest.

When I finally stood to leave, I did so more confidently. My steps were steadier. My shoulders relaxed.

As I walked back toward the hotel, the thought surfaced quietly, without force:

What if this isn’t wrong? I didn’t answer it yet.

But for the first time, I didn’t push it away either.


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

I DIDN’T plan to find him. That was the truth I kept circling as I walked through London with my hands tucked into my coat pockets, the scarf wrapped high around my throat. I told myself I was just wandering, just looking, just letting the city carry me the way a river carried fallen leaves. But my feet kept choosing quieter streets now—streets with softer storefronts, smaller windows, fewer people.

I was learning the difference between being invisible and being seen kindly.

The boutique appeared like a secret.

It wasn’t flashy. It didn’t scream luxury or trend. It was elegant in the way some people were elegant—without trying. A narrow façade with warm light spilling out onto the pavement. A window display arranged like a still life: a coat draped as if someone had just shrugged out of it, a silk blouse folded with a tenderness that made it look alive, shoes posed like they were waiting to be worn.

Above the door, the sign read Kensington in simple lettering.

My heart fluttered, irrationally, as if the name itself had noticed me.

I hesitated, then stepped inside.

Warmth wrapped around me immediately, scented faintly with something expensive and subtle—cedar, maybe, or vanilla. The air felt different in there. Softer. Like the shop had its own climate, its own rules. Music played low enough to feel private. The floorboards didn’t creak. Nothing rattled or clattered. It was the kind of space that made you instinctively lower your voice.

I took off my gloves and rubbed my thumb over my fingers, grounding myself. My coat hid the dress I’d worn out, but I still felt exposed, as if the fabric beneath it could glow through and reveal me.

I pretended to browse.

I touched a sleeve, then withdrew my hand. I traced the edge of a scarf, then looked away. My eyes drank everything in—knits, satins, soft wool—things meant to be held close to a body.

“Good afternoon.”

The voice came from behind the counter, calm and unhurried.

I turned.

He was tall. Not intimidating—just assured. Dark hair, neatly kept, and a face that looked like it belonged in winter. His sweater fit him perfectly, sleeves pushed to his forearms. His hands rested lightly on the counter as if he’d been waiting, not for customers in general, but for me.

“Hi,” I managed, then cleared my throat. “Hello.”

His gaze moved over me with a kind of professional attention that didn’t feel like scrutiny. It felt like recognition. Like he could see past the coat, past the scarf, past my attempt to make myself small.

He smiled gently. “Take your time.”

I swallowed. My pulse slowed, just a little.

I drifted toward a rack of dresses, my fingers hovering. I could hear the faint sounds of the city beyond the glass, but inside the boutique there was only warmth and quiet and his presence watching without pressure.

“I’m not sure…” I began, then stopped.

He tilted his head. “Not sure what you’re looking for?”

I nodded, embarrassed by how true that was. “I don’t really—” I paused, choosing safer words. “I don’t usually shop like this.”

Something softened in his expression, not pity—understanding.

“Most people don’t,” he said. “Not until they do.”

I let out a nervous laugh that sounded too thin. “Right.”

He stepped from behind the counter with a slow ease, giving me space, not cornering me. “Is there anything you’ve been drawn to?” he asked. “A shape? A fabric? Something you saw in the window?”

The window. The coat. The silk blouse. The feeling of being invited into softness.

“I liked the… the way it looked,” I admitted. My cheeks heated. “Like someone could breathe in it.”

His eyes flicked to my face, then lower, then back up again. Still no surprise. Still no judgment.

“You can,” he said simply. “Breathe. Try.”

I stared at him, the words landing in a place in me that had been tight for months. I wasn’t sure if he meant the clothes or my life.

“Okay,” I whispered.

He gestured toward a row of pieces that looked like a curated secret—delicate but not fragile, feminine but not theatrical. “May I?”

I nodded again, throat tight.

He selected a dress first—simple, knit, with a waist that would define me without squeezing. Then a soft belt. Then a coat in a pale, flattering color that made my skin look warmer. He lifted a blouse and brushed the fabric between his fingers, as if checking it for tenderness.

“These aren’t costumes,” he said quietly, as if reading my thoughts. “They’re… extensions.”

My eyes prickled. I blinked quickly, refusing tears. “Extensions of what?”

He looked at me, and this time there was something almost intimate in his steadiness.

“Of what you already are,” he said.

My breath caught.

He didn’t say it dramatically. He didn’t announce it. He spoke like it was obvious, like the sky being gray in London. Like something that didn’t need permission.

“Would you like to try them on?” he asked.

My hands trembled. “Yes.”

He led me toward the fitting rooms at the back, passing a velvet curtain. The hallway was dimmer, quieter, as if the boutique turned inward there. He opened a door and stepped aside.

The room was small but luxurious—soft lighting, a full-length mirror, a chair draped with a neatly folded robe. The kind of space that suggested trying things on was meant to be a pleasure, not a panic.
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He placed the clothes on a hook. “Take your time,” he said again. “If you need a different size, just call out.”

I nodded, unable to speak.

The door closed gently behind him.

For a moment, I just stood there, staring at the clothes like they were sacred objects. My fingers hovered over the knit dress. I touched it, then pulled my hand away, heart pounding.

This is real, I thought. This is happening.

I stripped off my coat first, then my scarf. My hands moved on instinct, careful and reverent. When I slid the dress over my head, it fell into place with a softness that made my body feel… forgiven.

I looked in the mirror and felt my chest tighten.

The dress shaped me. Not harshly. Not falsely. It made my shoulders look gentler. It made my waist exist. It made my hips look like they belonged to someone who didn’t spend her whole life hiding.

I added the belt, cinching it just enough. My breath came out shaky.

I didn’t look like a man in a dress.

I looked like… me. The me who had been waiting.

My eyes blurred. I pressed my fingers to the edge of the sink and stared at my reflection as if I could will myself to understand it. My mouth trembled. My throat burned.

The door knocked softly. “How are we doing?” Vincent asked from outside, his voice still calm.

I swallowed hard. “I—” My voice cracked. I cleared my throat, then tried again. “I’m… I’m not sure.”

There was a pause. “May I offer a suggestion?” he asked gently.

“Yes,” I whispered.

“The coat,” he said. “And the blouse. Layering can make things feel safer at first.”

Safer. Like he understood that being seen was both salvation and terror.

I pulled on the blouse, the fabric cool against my skin, then the coat. I turned to the side.

My body in the mirror looked softer, more coherent. Like the pieces weren’t disguising me—they were arranging me.

I opened the fitting room door a crack.

Vincent stood a few feet away, arms loosely folded, giving me room. When he saw me, he didn’t widen his eyes or pretend not to stare. He looked openly, appreciatively—but not greedily. Like a designer seeing a dress finally worn as it was meant to be worn.

“That,” he said quietly, “is very right.”

My eyes stung.

I stepped out, trembling slightly, the heels of the flats barely making sound on the floor. He didn’t move closer until I nodded, a tiny permission.

He adjusted the collar of the coat with two fingers. “May I?” he asked, and I nodded again because my voice still didn’t work.

His touch was brief, professional, yet it sent warmth down my spine. He stepped back and studied me, not for flaws, but for harmony.

“You hold yourself like someone used to apologizing,” he said softly.

I blinked. “I…”

“And yet,” he continued, voice lower, “you’re here. Which means some part of you is tired of that.”

My throat tightened again. I hated how easily he touched the truth.

He gestured toward the mirror in the main room. “Look again,” he said.

I turned to the larger mirror and stared.

My face was still mine. But something about the way the clothes framed me, the way my posture changed when I let myself stand the way I wanted—it made my reflection feel… undeniable.

I brought a hand to my mouth, fingers shaking. Tears slipped down before I could stop them.

“I didn’t think…” I whispered. “I didn’t think I could look like this.”

Vincent’s voice stayed steady. “You didn’t think you were allowed.”

The words made my knees feel weak.

I took a breath, then another. My cheeks were wet. My eyes were bright in a way I hadn’t seen in months.

“I’m sorry,” I said automatically, wiping at my face.

He shook his head once. “Don’t be.”

The boutique felt even quieter now, like the world had backed away to give us privacy. When I finally returned to the fitting room to change back, my hands moved slowly, reluctantly, as if each piece I removed stole something from me.

When I stepped out again in my original clothes, Vincent didn’t look disappointed. He looked thoughtful.

“Would you like tea?” he asked.

I hesitated. “I—are you sure?”

He glanced at the front windows. The street outside had darkened. People moved past in clusters, holiday bags in their hands.

“Yes,” he said. “If you have time.”

I nodded, because the truth was, I didn’t want to go back to the hotel yet. I didn’t want to be alone with what I’d just seen in the mirror.

Vincent moved with unhurried certainty, flipping the sign on the door to CLOSED. Then, to my surprise, he walked to the windows and pulled the shutters down one by one, the boutique folding in on itself like a secret being protected. The final sound was the lock turning.

The click felt strangely intimate.

He led me toward a small seating area near the back—two chairs, a little table, a teapot that looked used, not decorative. This wasn’t staged. This was real.

He poured the tea like it mattered.

I wrapped my hands around the cup, letting the warmth seep into my fingers. For a moment, neither of us spoke. The quiet didn’t feel awkward. It felt respectful.

When he finally looked up, his gaze settled on my face with gentle curiosity.

“You’re American,” he said.

I blinked. “Is it that obvious?”

“Your accent,” he replied, almost amused. “And your posture. You carry yourself like New York.”

My heart bumped. “I… yes.”

“New York,” he repeated, tasting the words. “Are you here with someone?”

“No,” I said quickly. Too quickly again. “It’s just me.”

Vincent’s eyes didn’t sharpen, didn’t interrogate. He only nodded, as if filing the information away.

“A vacation?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said, then swallowed. I could feel the reason rising behind my ribs, pressing against my throat like something living. Depression. Sleeplessness. Secret dressing. The diagnosis. The leave. The dog hotel. Olive.

I stared into my tea to avoid his gaze. “Just… a break,” I added softly.

Vincent watched me for a long moment. “Sometimes a break is the most honest thing we can give ourselves,” he said.

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t.

He set his cup down. “May I tell you something?” he asked.

I looked up, nervous. “Okay.”

“There’s a kind of femininity that’s only clothes,” he said. “And there’s another kind that exists before the clothes. The clothes simply reveal it.”

My pulse steadied, as if my body wanted to listen.

“You have the second kind,” he continued, voice calm. “It’s in the way you pause before you speak. The way you move carefully, as if you don’t want to disturb anyone. The way you look at softness like it’s something you’ve been starving for.”

My throat tightened. My eyes burned again.

“I don’t know…” I whispered.

Vincent didn’t flinch. “You don’t have to know,” he said gently. “Not yet.”

He leaned back slightly, giving me space even while speaking the truth.

“What I saw today,” he said, “was someone trying to step into herself with grace. That’s… rare. And it’s beautiful.”

My hands trembled around the cup.

No one had ever spoken about me like that. Not as a problem to solve, not as a secret to hide, not as a joke. As something worthy. As someone becoming.

When the tea was finished, Vincent rose and walked me back toward the front. The shutters were still down, the shop held in its private hush. He handed me the bag with the clothes he’d chosen for me, neatly wrapped.

“I can hold them here for you if you’d like,” he offered. “If taking them feels… complicated.”

I hesitated, then shook my head. “No,” I said, surprised by my own firmness. “I want them.”

Vincent smiled, subtle and pleased. “Good.”

At the door, he paused. “Will you come back?” he asked—not demanding, not possessive. Just… hopeful.

My throat tightened again. “Yes,” I whispered. “I think I will.”

He unlocked the door and lifted the shutters just enough to let me out into the world again. The cold air hit me, but I barely felt it. My body was buzzing—not with fear this time, but with something fragile and bright.

I walked away with the bag pressed to my side, trembling as if the city itself had rewritten me.

And maybe it had.


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

THE NEXT morning, I woke up with my heart already beating too fast, like my body had been rehearsing something in my sleep. For a few seconds, I forgot where I was. The hotel room came back into focus—white bedding, muted wallpaper, a thin strip of winter light sneaking through the curtains. London. Christmas season. The city that had let me exist without demanding an explanation.

Then my eyes landed on the boutique bag resting on the chair, and everything returned in a rush: Vincent’s hands adjusting my collar, his voice saying very right, the shutters lowering like a secret being protected.

My stomach fluttered.

I lay there staring at the ceiling, one hand pressed to my chest, trying to feel my own breath. I didn’t feel the usual dread. I felt something else—something new and nervous, like a door in me had been unlocked and now I wasn’t sure how to close it again.

I didn’t want to.

After a quick shower, I dressed simply—leggings, a sweater, boots—and went out with purpose. Not to wander this time. To choose.

A few blocks from the hotel, I found a shop that sold hair pieces and wigs, tucked between a florist and a bakery. The window display showed glossy mannequins with perfect bobs and long waves that looked almost too beautiful to be real. My first instinct was to keep walking, to let fear push me back into the comfort of invisibility.

But I remembered Vincent’s calm voice. Not until they do.

I stepped inside.

The woman behind the counter looked up and smiled with practised warmth. “Morning, love. Can I help you?”

My mouth went dry. “I… I’m looking for something… better,” I said carefully. “Something that looks… real.”

She nodded like I’d asked for a loaf of bread. “Human hair, then,” she said, already reaching for a catalogue. “What’s your budget?”

Budget. Like this was normal. Like I was allowed.

I swallowed and gave her a number that made me wince internally. Her expression didn’t change. She pulled out two options—one long and sleek, the other a softer wave with a part that looked natural.

“This one will sit beautifully,” she said, holding up the softer one. “You want it to disappear into you, yeah? Not sit on you.”

Disappear into you.

My fingers trembled as I touched it. The hair slid through my hand like something alive. I couldn’t stop imagining myself walking down the street with it, not worrying about shine or obvious edges.

She offered a small room for fitting. She adjusted the cap with quick, skilled hands, and when she stepped back, I looked in the mirror and felt my throat tighten.

It wasn’t perfect—but it was real enough that I could believe it. It changed my whole face. It softened my harshness. It made me look like someone who had always had hair like that.

I blinked, then blinked again, as if I could make the reflection disappear by refusing it.

It stayed.

“Beautiful,” the woman said, satisfied. “That’s you.”

I paid before I could lose my nerve, the amount leaving my account like a small act of faith. Walking back outside with the wig box tucked under my arm, I felt oddly proud—like I’d purchased more than hair. Like I’d bought myself an entrance.

Back at the hotel, I stopped by a skincare shop nearby—clean bottles lined up like little promises. A young assistant with sharp eyeliner asked what I wanted.

I hesitated, then said the truth. “I want to look… rested.”

She didn’t laugh. She didn’t question. She pointed me toward gentle cleanser, moisturizer, and a serum that made my skin look like it had been touched kindly.

That night, in my room, I lined the products up on the bathroom counter. I washed my face slowly. I smoothed moisturizer into my skin with care. I watched my hands do it—hands that had spent years pushing papers and opening doors and typing other people’s words.

This was different. This was for me.

Then, once the room was quiet again, I practiced my voice.

I’d been too afraid to do it back home. Too afraid the walls were thin, that neighbors might hear, that the sound of me trying would expose me. Here, the hotel walls felt like a cocoon.

I stood in front of the mirror, the new wig on, and said simple words out loud.

“Hello.”

It came out too deep, too familiar. I tried again, lifting the tone gently, not forcing it, just… guiding it.

“Hello.”

Better.

I tried my name under my breath, testing the way it landed. “Raffy.”

Then, quietly, hesitantly, I tried a different cadence, a different softness, a different version of myself. My tongue felt clumsy at first, my throat unfamiliar.

But after a few tries, I began to hear it—not a performance, not a parody. Just a possibility.

Femininity wasn’t something that happened to me in secret anymore. It was becoming daily. Intentional. A practice. Like learning a language I’d always understood but never allowed myself to speak.

The next day, I went out again.

This time I wore the wig openly. I layered carefully: one of the boutique blouses beneath a coat, fitted jeans, boots with a slight heel. Simple makeup—just enough to brighten my eyes, soften my face. I studied myself in the mirror before leaving and felt a strange, warm certainty.

I looked like someone.

Not like a secret. Not like a mistake.

Just like someone.

The café I’d gone to the day before was busy, warm with steam and chatter. I stepped inside, shoulders braced out of habit, ready for impact.

No impact came.

The barista smiled at me like I was ordinary. “What can I get you?”
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“A latte, please,” I said, voice lighter than it had been. It wasn’t perfect. It trembled at the end. But it was mine.

“Sure,” she said, writing on the cup. “Name?”

My stomach flipped.

I could’ve said Ralph. I could’ve lied. I could’ve avoided the whole thing.

“Raffy,” I said softly.

She didn’t blink. She wrote it down. When she called it out a few minutes later—“Raffy, your latte!”—something in me lit up like a match.

I sat by the window and watched my own hands wrap around the cup. I watched the steam rise. I watched people pass outside, bundled in scarves, faces pink from cold. A year ago, I would’ve looked at women on the street and felt a dull ache I couldn’t name. Now the ache was changing shape.

It was becoming something like hope.

I walked more that afternoon. I wandered through shops, through holiday displays, through streets dusted with the beginning of snow. I stopped to buy a small ribbon hair clip at a kiosk, ridiculous and adorable, and when I slipped it into my hair, it made me smile like a teenager.

In a bookstore, an older woman brushed by me and murmured, “Sorry, love,” without looking twice.

In a small boutique, the cashier said, “Would you like a bag, miss?”

Each word stacked gently inside me, reinforcing something I’d been too afraid to build. The fear that had ruled me—fear of being seen, fear of ridicule, fear of myself—began to shrink.

Normalcy arrived quietly. Not like a celebration. Like a sunrise. Slow, inevitable.

I returned to the café in the late afternoon because it had quickly become a kind of safe place. I ordered tea this time and sat with my phone in my hand, scrolling through Olive’s updates from the dog hotel. The latest photo showed her sitting obediently with a little bandana tied around her neck. She looked mildly offended, as if she couldn’t believe I’d paid money for someone else to feed her.

I smiled, then felt my throat tighten with missing her.

I was so absorbed in the photo that I didn’t notice the cold air that swept into the café when the door opened again.

I did notice when the room shifted—subtly, like attention turning.

And then I heard his voice.

“Raffy.”

I looked up so fast I nearly spilled my tea.

Vincent Kensington stood just inside the café, coat buttoned neatly, hair brushed back as if the winter couldn’t touch him. For a second, I wondered if I’d imagined him the way you imagined things you wanted too much.

But his eyes met mine and warmed.

“I thought it was you,” he said, walking closer with that same unhurried confidence. “And then I saw the hair.”

My hand went instinctively to the wig, suddenly self-conscious. “It’s… new,” I said.

“It’s very real,” Vincent said, voice low and approving. “It suits you. It makes you look… natural.”

Natural.

My cheeks heated. I couldn’t tell if the warmth in my chest was embarrassment or pleasure or something more dangerous.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, because I needed words, any words.

Vincent’s mouth curved slightly. “I drink coffee,” he said, amused. Then his gaze softened. “And I wondered if you might be here. You told me you liked this place.”

I hadn’t realized I’d told him that. Or maybe I had, without noticing.

He paused beside my table. “May I sit?”

“Yes,” I said quickly.

He sat, folding himself into the chair like he belonged there, like he belonged in my day. It felt too intimate, too sudden—like the universe had reached into my quiet routine and added him deliberately.

Vincent’s eyes moved over me again, and this time it wasn’t only professional. It was personal. It lingered.

“You’ve changed,” he said softly.

I swallowed. “I’m… trying.”

“That’s not what I mean,” he said. “I mean you look like you’re allowing yourself.”

My throat tightened, and I looked away, pretending to adjust my cup. “London is… easier,” I admitted.

“Yes,” he said. “It can be.”

We sat in a quiet pause that somehow didn’t feel awkward. Vincent’s presence was calm, grounding, as if the air around him was slower.

After a moment, he set his hands on the table, fingers relaxed. “Would you have dinner with me tonight?” he asked.

The question was simple. The effect wasn’t.

My heart lurched. “Dinner?” I repeated, as if buying time.

Vincent nodded once. “Somewhere close. Nothing loud. I’d like to know you a little more,” he said. Then, softer, “If you want that too.”

I did. I wanted it so much it frightened me.

“Yes,” I heard myself say. “Okay.”

Vincent smiled—a real smile this time. “Good.”

When we left the café together, the air outside was colder, and snow drifted down in soft, lazy flakes like the sky couldn’t commit to it yet. Vincent walked beside me without touching, but close enough that I could feel his warmth through the space between us.

The city looked different in snowfall. Softer. Like it was being forgiven.

We walked slowly, letting the snow settle on our coats. The tension between us grew with every quiet step—unspoken, electric, respectful. Vincent didn’t rush me. He didn’t crowd me. But he watched me like he was memorizing the version of me that existed right now.

At dinner, the restaurant was small and intimate, all candles and low voices. Vincent ordered for himself easily, then looked at me. “Do you like wine?” he asked.

I hesitated. “A little.”

He chose something light and warm, like he already knew what suited me.

Conversation came in waves. He asked where I lived. I told him New York. He asked about my work. I kept it vague—legal assistant, busy, end of year. He asked why I’d come to London, and the question landed like a stone dropped gently into deep water.

I looked down at my glass.

“It’s just… a break,” I said again, the same words from before.

Vincent didn’t push. He nodded slowly, accepting the boundary without resentment.

Then he asked smaller things—what I liked to read, what kind of music soothed me, whether I preferred mornings or nights. The questions weren’t interrogations. They were invitations.

The more he spoke to me, the more I felt something inside me begin to loosen. Not just attraction—something deeper. Like my body was recognizing how it wanted to be treated. Like it was remembering.

Vincent’s gaze lingered on my mouth sometimes, just for a second too long. The air between us grew warmer. I could feel it building, steady and inevitable, like a tide.

When we finished dinner, we stepped outside again into falling snow. The streetlights turned the flakes into glitter.

Vincent walked me toward my hotel without asking, as if it was understood.

At the corner near the entrance, he stopped. The hotel behind me glowed warmly through the glass. The street around us was quiet, softened by snow.

Vincent’s eyes searched my face. “May I?” he asked, voice low.

I knew what he meant.

My heart slammed against my ribs. For a moment, I was frozen—not because I didn’t want it, but because I wanted it too much. Being kissed like this, here, as her, felt like stepping off a cliff into the most beautiful fall.

I took a small breath, and then my phone buzzed.

The sound snapped me back so sharply it almost hurt.

I glanced down automatically, and the screen lit with a cluster of notifications—emails from the firm. Subject lines stamped with urgency. A partner’s name. A thread marked ASAP.

My stomach dropped.

“I—” I whispered, breath hitching. “I have to…”

Vincent’s expression didn’t harden. He only waited.

“I have to respond,” I said, voice shaking with frustration. “It’s stupid, I know. But I have to. They need—there’s an emergency edit.”

The words sounded absurd in the snow, in the quiet, with Vincent standing close enough to kiss me. Manhattan had reached across the ocean and grabbed my ankle.

Vincent looked at my phone, then back at me, and his gaze softened even more.

“Go,” he said simply. “Do what you must.”

I swallowed, humiliation rising. “I’m sorry.”

He shook his head once, calm. “Don’t apologize,” he said gently. Then, after a beat: “Will I see you again?”

My throat tightened.

“Yes,” I whispered. “I want to.”

Vincent’s mouth curved faintly. “Then I’ll wait.”

I hurried inside, hands shaking, heart racing for two reasons now. The hotel lobby felt too bright, too normal. I rode the lift up and unlocked my door like someone running from herself.

In my room, I dropped my coat on the chair, kicked off my boots, and sat at the desk with my laptop open, the screen flooding my face with cold blue light.

Emails. Edits. Deadlines.

But my body was still standing in the snow.

My lips still remembered the almost-kiss.

And when I caught my reflection in the dark window—wig perfect, cheeks flushed, eyes bright—I realized something that made my chest ache with longing:

Even when New York demanded me back, the version of me Vincent had seen tonight… wasn’t going away.


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

I STOPPED pretending the clothes were temporary. That was the quiet shift that happened sometime after dinner with Vincent—after the snow, after the almost-kiss, after Manhattan reached across the ocean and reminded me it still owned pieces of me. I woke the next morning with the same city outside my window, the same hotel room, the same suitcase at the foot of the bed—but something in me had changed.

I didn’t reach for my old clothes.

Instead, I laid my growing wardrobe out across the bed like a careful confession. Dresses first—soft knits, a wrap dress Vincent had chosen, something darker and sleeker that made me feel older, more deliberate. Lingerie next, folded with a reverence that surprised me. Nothing extreme. Nothing performative. Just things meant to be worn close to the skin. Things that acknowledged I had one.

Heels waited by the door, modest but transformative. When I slipped them on, my posture shifted without instruction. My shoulders dropped. My spine lengthened. My steps became slower, more intentional—not because I was trying to imitate anyone, but because my body responded naturally to the way it wanted to move.

I practiced walking across the room. Turning. Standing still.

Presence was different from performance. I could feel the difference now.

In the mirror, I watched myself learn—how to hold my hands loosely instead of clenched, how to let my hips sway instead of bracing them, how to exist without apologizing for the space I occupied. Femininity wasn’t a costume I put on anymore. It was something I carried, something I inhabited.

Something I embodied.

The days began to stack gently on top of each other, each one reinforcing the last. I woke earlier, not because I had to, but because I wanted to. The city no longer felt like something I needed to survive—it felt like something I got to experience.

And the fog began to lift.

It wasn’t dramatic. There was no single moment where I woke up cured, radiant, fixed. But the heaviness that had clung to me for months began to thin, like mist burning off under slow sunlight. My thoughts felt clearer. My body felt lighter. I noticed I wasn’t dragging myself through the day anymore.

I slept.

Deeply. Fully. Without jolting awake at three in the morning with my heart racing and my mind empty. When I opened my eyes, the first thing I felt wasn’t dread—it was curiosity.

What would I wear today?
Where would I go?
Who would I be seen as?

The realization startled me one morning as I brushed my teeth and caught my reflection in the mirror: I had energy. Real energy. Not the jittery, caffeine-fueled kind I’d relied on at the firm, but something steadier. Something alive.

I felt… excited.

That word had been missing from my vocabulary for so long I barely recognized it.

I sat at the small desk by the window with my laptop open and stared at the blank email screen longer than I meant to. Then I typed Dr. Roth’s name into the address bar.

I didn’t overthink it. I didn’t edit myself into safety.

Hi Dr. Roth,
I wanted to tell you something because it feels important. I don’t feel the same heaviness anymore. I’m sleeping. I wake up with energy. I’m not forcing myself through the day. I don’t know exactly why yet, but I feel… lighter. More present. I think I’m learning something about myself here. I’ll explain more when I’m back.

I read it once, heart pounding, then hit send before fear could catch up.

I closed my laptop and leaned back in the chair, staring out at the street below. People moved with purpose, scarves tucked into coats, hands wrapped around warm cups. The world continued without me having to fight it.

For the first time, I felt like I was moving with it instead of against it.

That afternoon, Vincent texted.

May I come by tonight?

My pulse jumped. I stared at the message, suddenly hyper-aware of my body, my room, the quiet intimacy of the space I’d made for myself.

Yes, I typed back, then hesitated, then added: I’d like that.

The hours stretched deliciously and torturously until evening arrived. I showered slowly, letting the steam fog the mirror while I breathed through the nerves. When I stepped out, I moisturized my skin carefully, the ritual grounding me. I chose lingerie not for seduction, but for comfort—something soft, a pale negligee that skimmed my body instead of clinging to it.

When I put it on, my hands trembled.

I didn’t add anything else. No layers. No armor.

I paced the room while I waited, heart hammering, rehearsing nothing and everything all at once. When the knock finally came, it was gentle.

I opened the door and froze.

Vincent stood there in a dark coat, hair slightly damp from the cold, eyes immediately lifting to mine—and then down. I saw the moment he took me in, saw the way his breath caught almost imperceptibly.

“Hello,” he said softly.

I hugged my arms around myself instinctively. “Hi.”

He didn’t step in until I moved aside, inviting him wordlessly. When the door closed behind him, the room felt smaller, warmer, charged with something that made my skin hum.

Vincent’s gaze was careful now. Not restrained—considerate.

“You’re beautiful,” he said simply.

The words landed cleanly, without qualifiers. My throat tightened.
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“I’m—” I stopped myself from apologizing. “Thank you.”

He stepped closer, slow enough that I could stop him if I wanted to. I didn’t.

His hand lifted, hovering near my arm. “May I?” he asked.

“Yes,” I whispered.

His fingers brushed my skin lightly, reverently, as if touching me was a privilege, not an entitlement. I shivered—not from cold, but from the relief of being handled without hesitation. Without confusion.

Vincent treated my body like it made sense.

He kissed me slowly, giving me time to breathe into it, to feel my way forward. His mouth was warm, firm but gentle, his hands steady at my waist. I melted into him with a quiet sound I didn’t recognize as my own.

There was no rush. No urgency. Just presence.

When he guided me back toward the bed, I followed without fear. The negligee pooled around my hips as I sat, suddenly shy again, acutely aware of every inch of myself.

Vincent knelt in front of me, meeting my eyes. “You don’t have to do anything,” he said softly. “Just stay with me.”

I nodded, unable to speak.

His hands moved with certainty, not avoiding any part of me, not flinching, not questioning. He kissed my knees, my thighs, my stomach, each touch affirming something deeper than desire. He treated me like a woman because to him, I was one—without debate, without explanation.

Tears slipped down my cheeks without warning.

Vincent looked up immediately. “Hey,” he murmured, concern threading his voice.

“I’m okay,” I said, breath hitching. “I just… I’ve never been touched like this.”

He leaned forward, pressing his forehead to mine. “Like what?” he asked quietly.

“Like a woman…” I revealed.

The intimacy unfolded slowly, tenderly, as if we were building something fragile together. Every touch rewrote a small part of me. Every kiss anchored me further into my body, into the moment, into myself.

When it was over, we lay tangled in soft sheets, the city murmuring outside the window. Vincent’s arm rested around me, solid and warm. I stared at the ceiling, heart full in a way that felt almost painful.

Chosen.

That was the word that echoed in my mind—not wanted, not desired, but chosen. As I was. As I had become.

Vincent pressed a kiss to my temple. “Stay,” he murmured—not as a demand, but an offering.

I did.

And as I drifted toward sleep, wrapped in warmth and certainty, I realized something that made my chest ache with gratitude:

This wasn’t an escape from my life.

It was the beginning of it.


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

THE LAST day of the year arrived quietly. No alarms. No rushing. No calendar reminders blinking on my phone demanding my attention. Just pale winter light slipping through the curtains and the soft awareness that something was ending.

I lay in bed longer than usual, listening to the city outside—cars moving slowly, distant laughter, the low, constant hum of London preparing to celebrate. My body felt warm, loose, unguarded. Vincent slept beside me, one arm draped over my waist like it had always belonged there.

I stared at the ceiling and thought about New York.

It felt strange how far away it seemed, not just geographically but emotionally. The law firm. My desk. The version of me who survived on coffee and minimization and quiet dread. He felt like someone I’d once known well but no longer recognized in photographs.

I reached for my phone and opened the dog hotel app without thinking.

Olive’s latest update loaded: a photo of her sitting politely beside a caretaker, tongue slightly out, eyes alert. She looked happy. Offended, maybe—but well cared for. Loved.

I smiled, then felt the ache underneath it.

I missed her. I missed the weight of her curled against my legs at night, the way she followed me from room to room like I might disappear if she didn’t keep me in sight. She was my responsibility. My anchor. Proof that I had a life waiting for me back home.

And yet—

I didn’t want to go.

The realization settled gently but firmly in my chest. I didn’t want to pack my suitcase. I didn’t want to board a plane and shrink myself back into the shape that fit my old life. I had work waiting. Emails piling up. Deadlines that didn’t care that I had finally learned how to breathe.

My flight was in three days.

Three days felt like both mercy and cruelty.

I turned onto my side and studied Vincent’s face as he slept—calm, unguarded, beautiful in a way that made my chest ache. This life I had stepped into felt real now. Not experimental. Not borrowed.

Mine.

When he stirred and opened his eyes, his mouth curved into a soft smile. “Good morning,” he murmured.

“Happy New Year’s Eve,” I said quietly.

He reached for me, pulling me closer, his forehead resting against mine. “You’re somewhere else,” he said gently.

I swallowed. “I don’t want to leave.”

Vincent didn’t pretend not to hear the weight beneath the words. He only kissed my temple and said, “Let tonight be tonight.”

I nodded. He was right.

Tonight belonged to us.

I dressed slowly, deliberately, like I was preparing for a ceremony.

The dress Vincent had chosen for me weeks ago fit perfectly now, like my body had grown into it rather than the other way around. Soft fabric, elegant lines, nothing flashy—just unmistakably feminine. I added tights, heels, subtle makeup. My hair fell naturally around my shoulders, the human hair wig blending so seamlessly it felt like it was truly mine.

When I looked in the mirror, I didn’t flinch.

I smiled.

Vincent watched me from the doorway, already dressed, his gaze warm and unguarded. “You look incredible,” he said.

I felt it, too.

We made our way up to the hotel balcony as evening deepened, the city alive with anticipation. People gathered below, voices rising and falling, champagne flutes catching the light. Big Ben loomed in the distance, dignified and steady, waiting to mark the moment everyone had been counting toward.

I stood beside Vincent, his coat draped over my shoulders, his hand resting at the small of my back like it belonged there. Snow drifted lazily through the air, catching in my hair, melting against my skin.

I wasn’t hiding.
I wasn’t bracing.
I wasn’t performing.

I was simply there—fully feminine, fully public, fully myself.

As the seconds ticked closer to midnight, Vincent leaned in and spoke softly against my ear. “This year changed you.”

I nodded, throat tight. “It saved me.”

He didn’t argue.

The final countdown began, voices echoing through the cold night. I watched the lights, felt the city hold its breath, felt Vincent’s presence grounding me in a way I hadn’t known was possible.

Ten.
Nine.
Eight.

I thought about the beginning of the year—how tired I had been, how numb, how convinced that something was wrong with me without knowing what.

Five.
Four.
Three.

I thought about the woman I had become—not suddenly, not magically, but deliberately.

Two.
One.
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Cheers erupted. Fireworks cracked the sky. The bells rang.

The world turned.

Vincent turned to me just as the bells faded, his eyes bright, searching. We kissed—slow, sure, celebratory. The kiss tasted like champagne and winter and certainty. My hands curled into his coat, holding him there like I needed proof that this moment was real.

When we pulled back, my voice came out small. “I don’t want to go.”

He didn’t tease me. He didn’t soften it. He just listened.

“My flight’s in three days,” I continued, swallowing hard. “I promised work. I promised Olive. I promised myself I wouldn’t run away.”

Vincent nodded slowly. “You’re not running.”

I blinked. “What?”

He reached into his coat pocket, movements unhurried, and pulled out an envelope. He placed it in my hands instead of explaining.

My fingers trembled as I opened it.

A ticket.

London to New York.

Dated for the same flight as mine.

My breath caught so sharply it hurt. “Vincent—”

“I’m coming with you,” he said simply. “If you’ll have me.”

Tears blurred my vision. “You’d leave—”

“I’d visit,” he corrected gently. “And see where you come from. See who you are there. You don’t have to choose between your life and yourself anymore.”

I stared at him, heart pounding, the weight of the year pressing behind my ribs. “I don’t know what happens next,” I whispered.

Vincent smiled, soft and certain. “Neither do I.”

That was enough.

I leaned into him, kissing him again—deeper this time, steadier. The kiss wasn’t about urgency or fear. It was about intention.

When we finally pulled apart, the city still celebrating around us, I felt something settle into place inside me.

The year hadn’t ended with answers.

It had ended with certainty.

And as I stood there—on a London balcony, dressed as myself, held by someone who saw me fully—I knew, without doubt, that this had been a very girly year.

And it was only the beginning.


Epilogue

∞∞∞

THE PASSPORT sat open on the kitchen table, its pages fanned like it was catching air. I checked it again.

Name: Rafaela Moore.
Nationality: American.
Photo: unmistakably me—soft hair, calm eyes, a woman who looked like she slept at night.

I exhaled slowly and closed it, then reached for the second passport beside it.

“Okay,” I murmured, squinting. “Let’s see.”

Olive watched me from the floor, tail thumping lazily, her little body wrapped in a ridiculous cream-colored travel sweater I’d absolutely overpaid for. Her passport photo stared back at me—ears slightly uneven, eyes wide, looking like she’d just been accused of something.

“Yep,” I said solemnly. “You’re valid.”

She sneezed.

I laughed, careful not to move too quickly. Three weeks post-op meant my body still demanded respect. Every motion felt deliberate now—gentler, slower, as if I was learning how to inhabit myself again. The tightness across my chest was still there, a constant reminder of the breast augmentation surgery, the healing, the choice. But beneath the soreness was something unmistakable.

Weight.

Not pain—presence.

I adjusted my robe and eased myself into the chair, careful with my posture, remembering the instructions my surgeon had drilled into me. No lifting. No rushing. No pretending I wasn’t healing.

I looked down at myself and smiled.

A year ago, I’d been surviving. Now, I was recovering—by choice.

“Alright,” I told Olive, tapping her passport lightly. “You’re officially moving abroad. You’re going to be so posh now. Little Londoner. Afternoon walks. Proper parks. People who call you ‘darling’ without knowing your name.”

She wagged her tail harder, completely unconcerned with immigration status.

The apartment felt strange in its emptiness. Boxes lined the walls, labeled neatly in my handwriting. Clothes. Books. Shoes. Things I’d once been afraid to own in the first place. My old life had already been pared down to what mattered—and what didn’t.

New York had softened its grip on me.

The phone buzzed on the table.

I smiled before I even picked it up.

Vincent.

I answered, propping the phone carefully so I didn’t strain. His face filled the screen—familiar, warm, impossibly grounding. He was standing inside the boutique, shelves behind him arranged just so. I could practically smell the place through the screen.

“There you are,” he said, eyes lighting up. “I was starting to think you’d decided to keep her all to yourself.”

I angled the camera down so Olive was unmistakably in frame.

“She’s international now,” I said proudly. “There’s no going back.”

Vincent laughed, low and affectionate.
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“I can’t wait to see her in Hyde Park.”

“She’s going to judge everyone,” I said. “Very British of her.”

His gaze shifted back to me, softening instantly. “How are you feeling?”

I rolled my shoulders gently, testing. “Sore. Tired. Annoyed that I can’t lift anything heavier than a handbag.”

“And?”

I didn’t hesitate. “Happy.”

The word felt settled now. Not fragile. Not borrowed.

“Good,” he said quietly. “I’m excited. I keep thinking about you walking into the shop every morning.”

I smiled at the thought—the way it still felt surreal, even after months of planning.

Rafaela Moore, boutique assistant.

Not hiding. Not pretending. Just… working. Living. Existing inside a life that fit.

“I’ll probably triple-check everything,” I admitted. “I’ve checked Olive’s paperwork five times already.”

Vincent grinned. “You were always thorough.”

“Occupational hazard,” I teased, then softened. “I’m excited too. Nervous. But the good kind.”

“The kind that means you’re alive,” he said.

I nodded.

There was a brief pause, the kind that used to make me anxious. Now it just felt intimate.

“Have a safe flight,” Vincent said. “Call me when you land. I’ll be there.”

“I know,” I said, warmth spreading through my chest that had nothing to do with surgery. “I’ll see you soon.”

After we hung up, I sat quietly for a moment, letting the year stretch out behind me.

A year ago, I’d been sleepless, numb, unsure why my life felt unbearable despite looking fine from the outside. A year ago, I’d been Ralph—tired, careful, quietly disappearing.

Now, I was Rafaela.

Still careful—but no longer hiding. Still healing—but no longer lost. My body carried new curves, new weight, new truth. My heart carried a city, a man, a future that didn’t ask me to shrink.

I reached down and scratched Olive behind the ears. “Ready?” I asked her.

She yawned, unbothered, trusting me completely.

I stood slowly, feeling the pull in my chest, the reality of recovery, the reality of change. It hurt a little. It also felt right.

As I locked the apartment door for the last time, I didn’t feel fear.

I felt certainty.

And as we stepped into the hallway—one woman, one very soon-to-be Londoner dog—I knew something with a calm I’d never had before:

I hadn’t escaped my life.

I had chosen it.

~THE END~
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