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Chapter 1

Susan was in her office, seated behind the main desk. Across from her, the workshop supervisor stood with a respectful posture. Lucia watched the conversation from the side of the room, attentive to the instructions.

“We secured the contract with Stuart,” Susan announced, looking directly at the man. “So we’re going to have to increase production by thirty percent.”

Gomez nodded immediately, processing the number.

“Yes, ma’am, we have the capacity for the production increase, but we don’t have the personnel.”

Susan shifted her gaze toward the side of the office, addressing her assistant directly.

“Lucia, we need five new operators, trained and with references.”

“Yes, Susan, I’ll start the search right away,” Lucia replied, mentally noting the request.

Susan focused once again on the workshop supervisor.

“Do you think that would be enough to get started? Then we’ll see if we need more staff.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Gomez replied.

“And logistics, Gomez?”

“That won’t be a problem. We already have enough raw material available to begin.”

Many months had passed in difficult negotiations. In the end, she had secured the contract William had wanted so badly; but the achievement was entirely hers, and Susan knew it perfectly well. She felt certain that now, with the reins of the business firmly in her hands, everything was running far more efficiently. She experienced a deep sense of serenity in this stage of her life, a path whose final destination she still did not know, but no longer worried her; she simply relaxed and enjoyed the process.

She had studied so she would not be left out of what was hers. She watched her husband work; then she realized there were many things she could do better, but he never gave her room. Life had turned upside down, and now she was the one in control of everything.

“Let’s go to the workshop, Gomez,” Susan said, rising from her seat. “Show me the machine we would put into operation for the production.”

Gomez nodded and stepped aside to let her pass first.

The noise greeted them the moment they crossed the metal door. Susan walked without hurrying, glancing around, recognizing each section with a familiarity she had built slowly, visit by visit, question by question. The workers looked up when they saw her pass.

“Good morning, Mrs. Susan.”

She answered with a brief gesture, without stopping.

Gomez led her to the back of the warehouse, where a large silent machine waited beneath a tarp.

“This is the one we kept in reserve. It was never started because the volume never justified it.”

Susan stepped closer. She ran her hand along the metal edge, studying it.

“How long until it’s operational?”

“One week, ma’am.”

Susan looked at it for another moment. Then she turned toward Gomez.

“One week is fine. If anything comes up, let me know.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Gomez accompanied her back toward the warehouse exit. Before reaching the door, Susan stopped for a second and looked over the entire space — the machines in motion, the workers at their stations, the order Gomez maintained without anyone having to ask him to.

“Good work, Gomez.”

He inclined his head slightly.

“Thank you, ma’am.”

Susan pushed the door open and walked out.

Hours later, she lifted her eyes from the computer toward the window. The light outside had changed — that long golden summer shade in Chicago that announced the end of the day without fully turning dark.

She checked the time. Seven o’clock. The silence was complete — no machines, no voices, no footsteps. The staff had already left.

The last one to leave, as it should be, she thought.

She shut down the computer, picked up her purse, and turned off the light.

***

William knew his wife was about to arrive. The table was set, the silverware in place, the glasses clean. The food waited in the oven over low heat.

He looked around the kitchen for a moment. There was something about that order that still felt strange to him, not because it was uncomfortable but because it was new — he had lived in that house for years without knowing where the cooking oil was kept. Now he knew every drawer, every shelf, every corner.

He heard the engine in the driveway. He was at the sink when the door opened. He turned around, dried his hands on the apron, and took it off.

“Hi, my love.”

Susan left her purse by the entrance and looked at him.

“Hello, beautiful.”

They shared a small kiss. She glanced toward the kitchen.

“That smells delicious.”

“Roast beef,” he said. “And salads.”

The two of them had dinner. The meat sat in the center of the table.

“How was work?” William asked.

“Very good.” She set the serving dish back in place. “We got the contract with Stuart.”

“That’s great, congratulations. Tell me the details.”

William started talking about the machine, the timelines, the things that had to be considered before getting started.

“That’s what we’re working on,” she interrupted naturally. “But I don’t want you stressing over those details. Tell me instead, how was your day?”

William made a slight gesture, almost imperceptible, and lowered his gaze to the plate.

“My day was quiet. I went to the supermarket to do the shopping and stayed home.”

“Was the money I left you enough?”

“Yes, it was enough and there was some left over.” He hesitated for a moment. “What was a problem was getting an Uber to go there.”

Susan looked at him.

“That’s what I’ve always complained about. We can’t have only one car.” She picked up her glass. “I want you to have one of your own to get around.”

“Thank you, Susan.”

When dinner was over Susan got up and went to the couch. William began clearing the table.

From the kitchen he could hear the television — a show that from time to time made her burst into laughter, clear and carefree. William stacked the plates, turned on the faucet, let the hot water run.

The laughter carried over the sound of the sink.

He finished washing up and dried his hands. He prepared two drinks and walked into the living room. Susan’s eyes were fixed on the screen. He handed her the glass without interrupting her.

“What’s it about?” he asked, looking at the television.

“A comedy. Sit down.”


Chapter 2

Susan was in bed with the book resting on her knees when the bathroom door opened.

William came out. He was wearing a long garment — an oversized T-shirt, or perhaps it was a nightgown. A baby teddy bear print on a white background. The fabric fell to mid-thigh, leaving his shaved legs exposed, smooth skin beneath the soft bedroom light.

She lowered the book slowly. Studied him for a moment without saying anything. Then she smiled.

“You look extremely masculine in that nightgown, William.”

He looked at her.

“It was your gift.”

“I know.” She set the book on the nightstand. “And it looks very good on you.”

William walked over and slipped beneath the sheets. Susan settled against him, running her hand over the fabric of the nightgown, feeling the warmth of his body underneath.

“The teddy bears suit you,” she murmured, her mouth close to his neck.

Her hand moved slowly down over the fabric until she found what she was looking for. Her fingers recognized the cold metal of the cage through the nightgown.

“How long has it been since I put it on you?”

William looked at her.

“Six months.”

Susan said nothing for a moment. She kept her hand there, still, over the metal.

“How time flies,” she said softly.

Susan gave him a brief kiss and turned off the lamp on her side.

“Goodnight, beautiful.”

“Goodnight, love,” he replied.

Six months. The thought remained in William’s mind.

At first he had seen it as a game. Something strange, uncomfortable, but manageable. Then came the difficult nights — his body demanding with an insistence that allowed no distractions, the cold metal reminding him with every movement that something was locked and would not open on its own. His libido shot up in a way he had not expected, a constant pressure that at times bordered on pain. The mood swings came afterward. The arguments. He always lost them.

But time had done its work.

Slowly, without him being able to identify the exact moment, the pressure began to fade. His body stopped demanding with that same urgency. The cage was still there — he felt it, he always felt it — but it had stopped being a constant battle. Susan had the key, and he had stopped thinking about it.

What remained was something else. A different kind of pleasure, quieter. The touch of his hands on Susan’s back. The lotion he rubbed onto her legs before bed. Feeling her relax beneath his hands. Everything had shifted toward that, toward something that happened in the mind before it happened in the body.

But there was something that would not completely go silent. A small, persistent voice saying that this was wrong. That it was not supposed to be like this. That at some point he would have to…

Susan was breathing softly beside him.

William did not finish the thought.

***

The next morning he was heading toward the bathroom when Susan called to him from the bed.

“Wait.”

She opened the nightstand drawer, took out the key, and walked over. She knelt for a moment, with a precision that already carried something routine about it, and released the device.

“Take the opportunity to clean yourself while you shower.”

“Thank you, Susan.”

“Don’t touch yourself,” she said, staring directly at him. “I know if you do.”

“Don’t worry.”

He went into the bathroom and closed the door.

He stood for a moment in front of the toilet. He wanted to. He was free, and this time he could do it standing up, like a man. He positioned himself and waited, but his body did not respond. He waited a little longer, concentrating, until he understood it was not going to happen. He sat down and urinated.

Six months. I can’t even pee standing up anymore. I sleep in a teddy bear nightgown.

He remained still for a moment with that thought. Then the next one came, almost without him searching for it.

If I don’t resist, I’m going to end up with breast implants.

He got up and turned on the faucet. He showered slowly, letting the hot water strike the back of his neck.

When he came out, Susan was waiting with the key in her hand. She stepped closer, fastened the device back in place, and smiled at him.

William looked at her. Something in his face hardened — a frustration that had remained still for weeks and that this morning had found a crack to slip through.

Susan said nothing. It was unclear whether she had noticed the expression. What was clear was that she had ignored it.

They ate breakfast in silence. Susan drank her coffee with her eyes on her phone. From time to time she looked at him for a second before returning to the screen. She knew that this way he would calm down on his own.

But what William felt that morning was not the same as the other times.

***

A few hours later, Susan was in her office when she heard voices on the other side of the door. She recognized William’s voice speaking with Monica. Seconds later the door opened.

William walked in and closed it behind him.

Susan looked at him from behind the desk.

“What are you doing here, William?”

“This is my company too.”

Susan rested her hands on the desk.

“What’s going on, William? We agreed that…”

“No. You decided. I never wanted to be pushed aside.”

“You’re not being pushed aside. You’re where you know you’re better off.” She looked at him. “Look how much the company has grown these past months under my direction.”

“That’s the problem,” he said. “I don’t know anything about how the company is doing. Whether it’s growing or not. No problems, no decisions.”

“Wasn’t that what you wanted for my life, William? For me to stay home? What’s the difference?”

“The difference is that I’m the man, not you.”

Susan looked at him for a moment. When she spoke, she did so without raising her voice.

“A man who under those pants is wearing panties and a chastity cage. That’s not something you get to choose, because you don’t own men’s underwear anymore.” She paused briefly. “But I hope at least you didn’t put on the nylon stockings before coming here to make this scene in my office.”

William did not answer.

The silence lasted only a few seconds, but it was enough.

The intercom buzzed.

“Mrs. Susan,” Monica’s voice came through, calm, unaware of everything. “Gomez, the workshop supervisor, needs to speak with you.”

“Send him in.”

Gomez entered. He looked at William and his face lit up.

“Good morning, boss. It’s great to see you.”

“Good morning, Gomez.”

Gomez turned toward the desk.

“We have a problem with the machine calibration, ma’am. I need you to come to the workshop.”

Susan looked at him for a moment and then shifted her gaze toward William.

“I can’t right now. Can you take a look at the problem, William?”

Thirty minutes later William returned to the office.

“What’s the issue with the machine?” Susan asked him.

“I don’t know, something with a fuse.”

She looked at him.

“What do you mean you don’t know? Didn’t you want to take charge?”

“We have an electronics engineer. That’s what we pay him for. I called him and he can fix the problem.”

“This is what you wanted to be in charge of?”

“I wasn’t prepared to deal with machines today.”

Susan stood up from behind the desk and walked over to him.

“Isn’t this your company too? You have to be prepared all the time.”

“But Susan—”

“No buts. That’s why I run the company and not you.”

William walked to the couch in the corner and sat down. He held his head in his hands.

“It’s just…”

Susan watched him for a moment.

“You seemed happy and relaxed all this time. I notice everything.” She paused. “Even the television history. The sports channel hasn’t come on in a long time. You watch reality shows.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“The changes you made around the house, William. The flowers, the painting you bought, those details. I’m sorry, but they’re not masculine at all.”

“It’s just…”

“It’s not ‘just’ anything.” She stared directly at him. “You wanted the woman to stay home. And William, you seem more like a woman than I do. You’re not the rough man… you used to be.”

The silence stretched for a long moment.

Susan stepped closer and embraced him. She kissed him.

“I love you like this, as Leila.”

William did not answer. Silence fell between them. Susan was still holding him, but his gaze remained fixed on some point on the floor.

Several seconds passed. Long. Heavy.

“It’s okay, love,” he said at last.

Susan pulled away, walked to the desk, and pressed the intercom.

“Monica, tell Lucia I’m taking the rest of the day off. She’ll handle things.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She picked up her purse and held out her hand to him.

They went downstairs together. In the parking lot William walked around the car and sat on the passenger side. Susan started the engine, rolled down the window as they passed the guard booth, and greeted the security guard. William barely lifted his hand.

The gate lifted.

“Beautiful, what were you planning to do today?” Susan asked.

“We’re low on groceries.”

“Which supermarket were you going to?”

On the road—

“How did you get to the company?” Susan asked without taking her eyes off the road.

“I took the subway and then an Uber.”

“You can’t keep doing that.” She glanced in the rearview mirror and changed lanes. “We’re close by, let’s go look at a car for you. Then we’ll go to the supermarket.”

William looked out the window. The car they were riding in was his — spacious, comfortable. Now he was sitting in the passenger seat.

“Okay,” he replied.

The used car dealership sat along a wide avenue, with a line of vehicles parked beneath the sun. They walked through the rows slowly. Susan looked, evaluated, dismissed options with a speed that left no doubt about what she was looking for.

She stopped in front of a compact three-door car in a neutral gray.

“Look at this one, William.”

He turned around. Looked at the car. Then, almost without meaning to, looked at the one they had left parked at the entrance of the dealership.

“Do you like it?” Susan asked.

“It’s very small, I think for me…”

“I don’t have the money for a better and bigger one.” She looked at him. “Besides, for what you’d use it for, it’s enough. And frankly, you don’t deserve for me to buy you anything better after the problem you brought me at work today.”

She approached the salesman.

“I want this car.”

“Excellent choice. Come with me, we’ll sign the paperwork and you can take it home today.”

Fifteen minutes later they were standing in the dealership parking lot. Susan took the key from her purse and handed it to William.

“Love, go to the supermarket by yourself. I remembered I have some pending things I need to take care of.” She gave him a quick kiss. “See you at home.”

She got into her car and drove away

William remained standing there with the compact car key in his hand, watching her leave the dealership.


Chapter 3

William drove the compact car through the streets of the residential neighborhood, his hands resting on the steering wheel. I hope nobody sees me driving this vehicle. But that was inevitable. They were going to see him.

He turned onto his street and parked along the curb in front of the house. He shut off the engine and remained sitting inside for a second.

He opened the door and began taking the bags out of the back seat. When he straightened up, Mary was standing on the sidewalk looking at him with a smile.

“What a cute car you bought! Is it for Susan? She must be happy, she’s wanted one for a long time.”

“Good afternoon, Mary. Yes, it’s for Susan.”

“That’s wonderful. Tell her I said hello.”

William nodded, picked up the bags, and went inside the house.

He put the groceries away slowly, each item in its place. Afterward he did not know what to do. He went into the living room and dropped onto the couch. He stayed there for a moment without moving, with the silence of the house pressing down on him.

When he lifted his gaze, the first thing he saw was the floral arrangement on the coffee table. He had chosen it, brought it home, and arranged it there with a satisfaction that at the time had seemed completely normal to him.

He shook his head faintly.

He looked at the painting on the wall. Also his. Also chosen one afternoon without thinking much about it, simply because he thought it looked good there.

He turned on the television almost absentmindedly. The reality show appeared exactly where he had left it — voices, laughter, someone crying over something meaningless. He changed the channel. Found a sports network. He settled into the couch and tried to follow the game, but the five minutes he spent watching were five minutes of looking without seeing.

He turned it off.

He stepped outside. Picked up the hose and started watering the plants. The water struck the soil, the leaves, the edges of the flowerpots. He was not thinking about anything specific. He was simply watering.

At some point his eyes drifted toward the street.

The gray compact car was there, parked along the curb beneath the afternoon light.

He stared at it for a long moment.

Then kept watering.

It had been a difficult day. Him and his mind. The internal struggle, the resistance he always ended up losing.

Ever since he had tried on the bra, his life had changed. For the better? For the worse? The question had no answer.

He did what he could: he organized, cleaned, cooked. Waited for Susan with the table set and dinner ready.

But something inside him still remained unresolved. He needed to find something — he did not know what, did not know where. Only that it still was not there.

***

Susan entered the house carrying an energy that seemed to fill the entire entryway. Her eyes were bright, her pace quick with the momentum of someone coming home from a day of victories and decisions won.

“Hello, Beautiful. That smells wonderful,” she said, dropping her keys onto the entry table with a sharp metallic sound.

William appeared from the kitchen. He had taken off the apron, but his posture remained rigid, stripped of the docility of the past weeks.

“Hello, Susan. Sit down, dinner’s ready.”

They ate in the main dining room. Susan talked nonstop, overflowing with excitement, gesturing as she shared the enthusiasm of her day. William, on the other side of the table, barely touched his food. His eyes stayed lowered, fixed on the plate, answering only when absolutely necessary.

“And you? Did you get to go to the supermarket with the new car?” Susan asked, pouring herself a little more water.

“Yes,” William replied without lifting his head.

Susan looked at him for a second, surprised by the short answer, but kept going, trying to maintain the pleasant mood of her return home. Yet every attempt she made ran into the same wall.

“Fine,” he answered to her next question.

The monosyllable hung heavily in the air. Susan set her silverware down on the plate with a clink that cut through the atmosphere. She leaned back in her chair and studied him carefully, tracing his posture, the fixedness of his eyes, the hard line of his mouth. The enthusiasm on her face shifted into a cold, irritated expression.

“Don’t ruin my day, William,” she scolded softly, lowering her voice, which only made the tone heavier. “It was an excellent day. I worked hard, I looked after you, and I bought you a car. I come home and the first thing I see is that face. Don’t be ungrateful.”

William remained silent. He did not look away, but the words seemed to hit him directly in the chest. He listened quietly, feeling the space at the table suddenly become both too wide and suffocatingly small at the same time.

They finished dinner in that same dense silence. Susan stood first, poured herself a drink at the bar, and walked into the living room. She settled onto the couch and turned on the television, letting the background noise fill the emptiness of the house.

William remained alone in the dining room. He began clearing the table slowly, stacking the plates with mechanical movements, careful not to make noise. He carried everything into the kitchen, turned on the faucet, and let the hot water run over his hands.

In the living room, Susan watched the screen but kept the glass between her fingers without drinking. She was uncomfortable; she could not allow such a perfect day to end with this distance between them. She stood from the couch, walked quietly into the kitchen, and stopped directly behind him.

She pressed her body against his back, catching him by surprise. William did not move, but his breathing stopped when he felt Susan’s hands sliding beneath his shirt, searching for the bare skin of his torso. She embraced him from behind, pressing herself against him.

“I want Leila beside me,” she whispered into his ear, her low voice blending deep tenderness and sensuality. “Don’t let that man come back into our lives.”

The words remained hanging in the kitchen air, warm and heavy. William closed his eyes, feeling the hot water on his hands and her body pressed against his, erasing every trace of the resistance he had tried to maintain throughout the day.

“Leave that, you can clean it later,” Susan whispered, gently moving his hands away from the faucet. “Come upstairs… my feet hurt, it was a long day. I need massages.”

William said nothing. He turned off the water, dried his hands with the kitchen towel, and followed her silently up the stairs.

Susan undressed slowly beneath the dim bedroom light. She removed her clothes with deliberate, conscious movements, fully aware of the effect she was having on the man watching her from the edge of the bed.

William stared at her. In his body, ordinary physical arousal no longer existed; the direct pressure within the cage had long since stopped being an urgency. Yet what he experienced in that moment was a far deeper stimulus, purely mental. Seeing his wife’s naked body and absorbing the absolute certainty that he could not possess it created within him a state of almost painful lucidity.

Susan finished undressing, took the bottle of lotion from the nightstand, and handed it to him. Then she lay face down on the bed.

William knelt at Susan’s feet with a slowness only time and discipline can grant. His movements carried none of the urgency of someone seeking something for himself, but rather the precision of someone who had understood that his body was now an instrument of devotion.

The moment he took her first foot into his hands, the outside world disappeared. He had spent one hundred and eighty days — every one of them burned into his mind — inhabiting that space of absolute containment. For William, touching Susan’s skin was not the prelude to anything; it was the end in itself. He felt the softness of her arch, the firmness of her heel, and an electric shock, almost painful in its intensity, ran through his spine. It was no longer the blind desire from before; it was something finer, a silver thread connecting his palms directly to the center of his brain.

Each pressure of his thumbs against the sole of her foot was a declaration of belonging. He was not merely massaging Susan;

he was reading her through touch. He could feel the way she surrendered to the weight of the mattress, and that surrender was his greatest reward. In his condition, pleasure had become something foreign: William no longer experienced pleasure on his own terms, but stole it from the deep exhalations of his wife. If she relaxed, he found air; if she moaned with relief, he found his pulse.

“Move up to my back, William,” she murmured, her voice heavy with that lazy authority that fascinated him so deeply.

He obeyed without a word. He followed the line of Susan’s spine inch by inch. He could feel the heat radiating from her, and that heat was his only nourishment. There was no tension in his shoulders, no internal struggle. He had reached that mystical point where hunger becomes a form of ecstasy.

As he pressed the muscles of her neck, William closed his eyes. In his mind, he no longer saw himself as a man deprived of something, but as a vessel filled to the brim, where every touch from Susan was the drop that kept him in a perpetual state of overflowing, without ever spilling over.

The fact that she allowed him to touch her made his hands tremble, not from weakness, but from a devotion the man he once was could never have understood.

Susan turned over and spread her legs. William submerged himself between her thighs with the reverence of someone entering a forbidden sanctuary. At the first contact, the world exploded into unbearable clarity; the scent was a thick narcotic that made him dizzy, a mixture of warmth, skin, and that sweet moisture betraying her arousal.

His tongue, trained in silence and waiting, found the center of her pleasure. There was no hesitation. The contrast between the soft, wet texture and the firmness of his determination made him shudder. Every movement of his tongue was not merely physical, but an attempt to taste the very essence of his wife. He savored her with restrained hunger, exploring every fold, sucking with a rhythmic softness that sought to draw from her every last ounce of control.

William felt the blood pounding in his temples, a physical pressure roaring in his ears, but his body, confined and restrained, had no release. That trapped energy poured directly into his lips and throat. When Susan began to gasp, the sound entered him like pure electricity. He drank from her, literally. He reveled in the metallic sweetness of her desire, losing himself in the dance of her fingers gripping his head against her sex, setting a rhythm he obeyed with almost animal devotion.

Susan’s climax began as a tremor beneath William’s tongue, and he did not pull away; on the contrary, he pressed harder, wanting to feel every spasm, every contraction. Her release dampened his chin, and he received it like a blessing. In that moment of eruption, he experienced a vicarious pleasure so violent that his own muscles tightened to the edge of cramping.

He did not need to touch himself; simply feeling Susan’s taste flooding his senses and seeing her collapse beneath his tongue gave him a satisfaction bordering on delirium. He remained there even after she finished, licking away the remnants of her pleasure with obsessive slowness, savoring the triumph of having brought her to the edge while he himself remained, once again, perfectly intact, perfectly locked, and absolutely surrendered to her taste.

When it was over, Susan remained still for a moment, recovering her breath, before slowly lifting herself onto her elbows. She looked down at him, her eyes still darkened by the traces of climax and a soft, almost triumphant smile on her lips.

“That was Leila making love to me,” she whispered, brushing her fingers along his damp cheek. “Take your clothes off… come lie down with me.”

William obeyed immediately. He stripped off the few garments he still wore with clumsy movements, completely undone, and slipped beneath the sheets beside her.

Susan crawled slowly across the mattress and rested her head against his chest, searching for the beat of his heart. She wrapped one arm around his torso, surrendering the weight of her now relaxed, warm, and docile body to him.

William tried to search his mind for the source of the anguish that had followed him throughout the day. Yet he could not find it. He could not remember what it was that had troubled him all day long. Everything else had dissolved, leaving room only for the borrowed calm now surrounding him.


Chapter 4

It was Saturday afternoon. William was mowing the lawn while the sound of the machine filled the front of the house. Susan sat beneath the covered patio with the tablet resting on her lap, watching him every so often over the top of the screen.

He looked different from the night before.

Last night she had felt Leila again: calm, close, completely surrendered to her. Now, however, William seemed distant once more.

Susan set the tablet aside.

“Darling!” she shouted over the engine noise.

William turned off the mower.

“What is it?”

“Leave that for a while. I want to try out the new car.”

William looked at the gray compact parked in front of the house.

“Okay, let’s go.”

Susan smiled faintly.

“But not like this. I want to go out with Leila.”

William frowned.

“Susan… there are people outside.”

“No one’s going to see you. Pull the car into the garage, get dressed in there, and we’ll close it with the remote. We won’t leave until you’re inside.”

William hesitated for a moment.

“I don’t know…”

Susan rose from the chair and walked toward him.

“Let’s go upstairs. I’ll help you get dressed.” She paused briefly. “And I’m going to let you drive.”

William looked once more at the gray compact.

He still felt rejection every time he saw it. But he also remembered the previous night: Susan asleep against his chest, the silence, that calm that for a few hours had erased everything else.

“Okay,” he murmured at last.

Susan smiled softly and caressed his cheek.

“Come on, beautiful.”

***

William stepped out of the bathroom, his face still damp from shaving. Susan had already laid the dress across the bed: white, light, covered with tiny blue flowers. Beside it rested the wig and a pair of nylon stockings folded carefully together.

“Come here,” she said.

William approached slowly.

Susan took the bottom of the dress and held it open for him as though it were the most natural gesture in the world. William raised his arms and the fabric slid slowly down over his body. Then came the stockings, gliding softly up his freshly shaved legs.

Susan stepped back and observed him.

“I have to do something about your eyebrows,” she murmured. “And your nails too… but that’ll be for another time.”

William did not respond.

Susan picked up the wig and adjusted it carefully, brushing a few strands away from his face. Then she sat him down in front of the vanity mirror.

“Stay still.”

The makeup was subtle. Just a little foundation, something around the eyes, a soft color on the lips. Calm, intimate movements. Sometimes Susan tilted his face gently with her fingers to study the result more closely.

When she finished, she rested her hands on his shoulders.

“Look at yourself.”

William slowly lifted his eyes toward the mirror.

Leila appeared.

A strange sensation rushed through his body all at once, fast and warm, leaving him motionless. He could not look away from the reflection. The dress, the hair, the softness of the face… everything fit together in a deeply unsettling way.

It no longer looked like a costume.

Susan smiled behind him.

“Hello, beautiful,” she whispered.

William continued staring silently at the mirror.

Susan then opened a small glass bottle resting on the dresser and sprayed perfume onto his neck and wrists. A floral scent, delicate and deep, immediately filled the room.

“It’s a gift,” she said, setting the bottle back down on the table. “Wear it every day. I adore this scent.”

William lowered his gaze slightly toward his own hands. The short nails, still masculine, contrasted with the flowered dress.

Susan noticed them too.

“Now the nylon stockings…” she said with a faint smile. “And you’ll have to drive wearing your sneakers. Later we’ll find shoes for Leila.”

William looked back at the mirror.

And once again, he could not stop.

***

The garage door began closing slowly behind the gray compact. Leila gripped the steering wheel with both hands as she backed slowly into the street. When the tires touched the pavement, she gently accelerated.

Across the street, Mary had just stepped outside carrying a trash bag. She froze completely still. Eyes wide. Lips slightly parted as she stared.

Inside the car, Susan let out a muffled laugh.

“There’s Mary. I hope she didn’t see us. Let’s get out of the neighborhood quickly,” she said, amused. “Take the interstate… and roll down the window. Relax a little.”

Leila felt a violent heat rise into her face and immediately turned her eyes forward again. She lowered the window slightly. The warm afternoon air rushed in at once, moving her hair.

As they left the residential streets behind, something inside her slowly began to loosen. The other cars passed without looking at her. No one knew who she was.

And that calmed her.

Susan watched her drive with a smile.

“See? You were wrong.”

“About what?” Leila asked.

“About how well women drive.”

Leila turned her head slightly toward her. She only smiled.

Then she saw the blue lights behind them.

The patrol car flashed its signal briefly.

“Oh no…” Leila whispered.

Susan already had a hand over her mouth trying to hold back laughter.

Leila pulled over to the side of the road. A traffic officer approached the window.

“Good afternoon. License and registration, please.”

“Is there a problem, officer?” Susan asked.

“Just routine,” he replied.

Leila felt her face burning as she searched through the purse for her wallet. Susan stared ahead, trying to hide her amusement.

The officer took the license. Looked at the photo. Then the name. Then slowly back at Leila.

There was a brief second of silence.

“Thank you very much, Mr. Carter,” he finally said, handing back the license. “You may continue.”

“Thank you…” Leila murmured.

The officer walked away.

And the moment he returned to the patrol car, Susan burst into laughter.

“Did you see your face?” she said between laughs. “You almost died.”

Leila was still completely red as she started the car again. This time her hands were no longer trembling.

***

The music blasted inside the compact while the interstate stretched endlessly ahead of them. Susan had rolled the window all the way down and was singing over the song, completely off-key and without the slightest embarrassment.

“Come on, Leila! You know this part.”

At first Leila only murmured a few words. But little by little she ended up laughing and singing too.

Susan leaned toward the dashboard to look at the speedometer.

“You could go faster.”

Leila laughed softly.

“This is as fast as this car goes, Susan.”

Susan burst out laughing again.

Farther ahead a small roadside diner appeared along the highway.

“We could get a soda before heading back,” Susan said.

Leila’s smile vanished instantly.

“No… I can’t get out there.”

Susan gently rested a hand over hers.

“No one knows you here, Leila. Relax a little… forget about William.”

Leila swallowed hard.

And finally pulled into the parking lot.

***

They walked into the diner arm in arm. The place smelled of coffee, fried food, and gasoline. Outside, several motorcycles were lined up near the entrance.

One of the bikers saw them pass and raised a hand.

“Bye, beautiful ladies!”

Another burst out laughing.

“Want us to buy you girls a drink?”

Leila felt a rush of heat climb up her neck.

Susan did not even turn her head.

“Ignore them, Leila,” she said calmly as they kept walking. “This happens all the time.”

The phrase echoed inside her. All the time. As if Susan were talking about something completely ordinary.

They sat beside a window. Susan returned with two large sodas, fries, and hamburgers.

“Perfect,” she said, setting down the tray. “Girls’ day out.”

Leila smiled despite herself.

They ate while talking about small, relaxed things. Susan took a sip of soda and watched her.

“I’m happy about today.”

Leila lowered her eyes slightly toward the cup.

“I’m happy too.”

Susan immediately raised an eyebrow.

“You're acting like a woman.”

Leila let out a nervous laugh.

“I’m still getting used to it.”

“And soften your voice a little more when you speak,” Susan added with a teasing smile. “Because, love… William stayed behind in Chicago. I’m not sure I want him coming back again.”

Leila felt warmth rise into her cheeks.

Susan rested her chin against her hand.

“I want more girls’ outings like this. Let’s pretend we’re Thelma and Louise.”

Leila let out a small laugh.

“The problem is the car doesn’t really help.”

Susan burst into laughter once again.

At one point Leila set the hamburger down on the tray and lowered her gaze for a moment.

Susan noticed immediately.

“You seem uncomfortable.”

Leila sighed softly.

“Yes…”

“What’s wrong?”

Leila hesitated before answering.

“I need to use the bathroom.”

Susan blinked once.

“And what’s the problem?”

Leila nervously played with her soda cup.

“I don’t know which one to use… the men’s or the women’s.”

A slow smile appeared across Susan’s face.

“And what exactly is the doubt?” she asked gently. “Are you unsure of what you are?”

Leila raised her eyes slightly toward her.

“No… I…"

She tried to smile, uncomfortable.

“I’ll be right back.”

Susan stood immediately.

“Wait. Women go to the bathroom together.”

Leila once again felt that heat rise into her face.

Susan adjusted her purse over her shoulder and took her hand as naturally as breathing.

"Come on, beautiful."

They walked together toward the back of the diner. With every step Leila felt more intensely the brush of the stockings beneath her dress and the floral perfume surrounding her. When they reached the doors, she saw the symbols.

Men.

Women.

She stood still for only an instant.

Susan did not hesitate at all. She pushed open the women’s restroom door and looked back over her shoulder.

“Coming?”

Leila swallowed hard. Then stepped inside behind her.


Chapter 5

They left the roadside diner still laughing.

Susan carried the empty soda cup in one hand and her purse over her shoulder. Leila walked beside her, trying to regain her composure after everything that had happened inside: the stares, the bathroom, Susan’s corrections, the strange feeling of having moved through that place.

Outside, the afternoon was beginning to turn orange.

The motorcycles were still parked beside the entrance. One of the bikers whistled at them again as they passed.

“Have a good trip, beautiful ladies!”

Leila kept her eyes down until they reached the car. Once inside the compact, she let out her breath all at once. Susan smiled, amused, as she fastened her seatbelt.

“You survived.”

Leila rested her hands on the steering wheel and let out a nervous laugh.

“I almost died when we walked into the bathroom.”

“But you walked in.”

Leila turned the key and the small engine immediately vibrated to life.

They pulled back onto the highway.

Music once again filled the interior of the car while the sun slowly descended over the endless fields. For several minutes they drove without speaking much. Susan watched the scenery with a calmness Leila had not seen in her for a long time.

Then the green sign pointing back toward Chicago appeared.

Leila turned on the signal.

Susan noticed immediately.

“What are you doing?”

“It’s the turnoff.”

Susan rested her arm against the open window.

“I don’t feel like going back.”

Leila glanced briefly at her.

“Susan…”

“No one’s waiting for us,” she said with a soft smile. “Let’s keep going a little farther.”

Leila felt something strange tighten in her chest. She looked once more at the exit ramp. Then let it pass.

“Okay, Susan.”

Her smile widened slightly.

And they kept driving.

The interstate seemed endless. The sky slowly darkened while the headlights of other cars began glowing in the distance. The music played more softly now. Susan had her feet up on the dashboard, her hair moving in the wind coming through the window.

They had already driven more than two hundred miles when a sign appeared for a small town exit.

Susan pointed toward it.

“What do you think about spending the night here?”

Leila kept both hands on the wheel for a few seconds.

Then she nodded.

“Okay.”

The town was small and picturesque. Quiet streets, a few restaurants still open, warm lights glowing behind windows, and flags moving gently in the night breeze.

They drove slowly along the main avenue until they saw an old neon sign.

Maple Creek Inn.

Susan smiled.

“Here.”

The compact pulled into the parking lot and stopped in front of the hotel.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Chicago felt like it belonged to another life.

Susan turned slightly toward her.

“Are you okay?”

Leila looked down at her own hands on the steering wheel. The short nails contrasted with the nylon stockings and flowered dress.

“Yes… I think so.”

They walked into the lobby together. The place smelled of old wood and coffee. Behind the counter, an older woman looked up from a magazine.

“Good evening, ladies.”

Leila felt a small wave of dizziness in her stomach.

Susan, however, smiled naturally.

“One room for two, please.”

The woman took a metal key from the board behind her.

“One bed or two?”

Susan glanced briefly at Leila before answering.

“One is fine.”

The receptionist nodded without giving it any importance and handed them the key.

“Room twelve. End of the hall.”

They climbed the wooden staircase together. The soft sound of Susan’s heels and Leila’s sneakers echoed through the quiet hotel.

When Susan opened the door, warm light filled the room.

It was small and simple. A queen-size bed, pale curtains shifting slightly beneath the fan, and a lamp glowing beside the window.

Susan dropped her purse onto the bed and let out a happy sigh.

“I love this place.”

Leila stepped slowly inside behind her.

Everything felt strangely normal.

Too normal.

Susan approached slowly and tucked a strand of the wig behind her ear.

“Do you realize we just checked into a hotel like two ordinary women?”

Leila let out a small nervous laugh.

“It’s strange…”

“Strange in a bad way?”

She thought for a few seconds.

“No.”

Susan smiled with satisfaction.

“No one doubted you for a second, Leila.”

Hearing that name again brought back that mixture of calm and vertigo settling in her chest.

Susan sat down on the bed and began removing her shoes.

“Come here, darling.”

Leila approached slowly.

Susan took her hands between hers and looked up at her.

“It was a beautiful day.”

Leila lowered her eyes slightly.

“Yes…”

Susan softly caressed the backs of her hands.

“I haven’t felt this free in a very long time.”

Leila walked slowly toward the window and pulled the curtain aside slightly. The street was empty. A few yellow lights illuminated the sidewalks, and the gray compact was still parked in front of the hotel.

She stared at it silently.

That small car, which only hours earlier had felt humiliating, now seemed like something else. The absurd, slow vehicle that had carried them far away from everything.

Susan appeared behind her and gently wrapped her arms around her waist.

“What are you thinking about?”

Leila took several seconds before answering.

“I don’t want to go back yet.”

Susan rested her head against her shoulder.

“Then let’s not go back tonight.”

And for the first time in a very long while, Leila felt no need at all to argue with that idea.

The hotel room was silent when Susan sat down on the bed and crossed her legs, watching Leila by the window.

“Do you know why I don’t want to go back either?” she suddenly asked.

Leila turned her head slightly toward her.

“Why?”

Susan smiled slowly.

“Because I don’t want William this weekend. I want to enjoy being with you.”

The words hung suspended in the warm air of the room. Leila lowered her eyes slightly.

Susan stood with renewed energy.

“Let’s change.”

She took barely two steps before stopping and laughing to herself.

“Well… how are we supposed to change if we didn’t bring anything?”

Leila finally let out a small laugh as well.

Susan then pulled out the makeup bag from her purse.

“Come here. I’ll touch up your makeup and we’ll go walk around town.”

Leila obeyed silently.

Minutes later they left the hotel again. The Illinois summer wrapped the streets in warm, pleasant air. A few families walked peacefully along the sidewalks; couples ate ice cream, children ran near a small square, and several shop windows were already dark, reflecting the yellow lights of the main avenue.

Susan walked arm in arm with her as naturally as breathing.

Leila still felt tension in her chest every time someone passed nearby, but little by little she was beginning to grow accustomed to the sound of her stockings brushing beneath the dress and the floral perfume accompanying every step.

Susan stopped in front of a closed boutique.

“Look at that dress,” she said, pointing at the display window. “Something like that would look gorgeous on you.”

Leila immediately looked away. Comments like that still made her deeply uncomfortable.

Susan noticed instantly.

“Don’t ruin the night for me,” she said softly. “Look at yourself, Leila.”

She finally managed a faint smile.

Then lowered her gaze toward her feet.

“Honestly… I need a purse and shoes. Look at me. I’m walking around in sneakers.”

Susan burst into loud laughter, causing a couple of people on the sidewalk to turn and look.

“It’s true! You look like a girl who ran away from home halfway through getting dressed.”

Leila ended up laughing too.

They walked a little farther until they found a small bar with outdoor tables lit by strings of warm lights.

“Let’s sit here,” Susan said.

They ordered beer and sat facing one another while the night slowly filled with conversations, distant music, and the sound of glasses clinking.

Leila began noticing some male stares coming from other tables. Long stares. Slow ones. Far too obvious.

That made her tense again.

Susan, on the other hand, seemed to enjoy it. She took a sip of beer without stopping her smile as she discreetly watched Leila’s discomfort.

“I told you you’re beautiful,” she murmured playfully.

Leila lowered her gaze toward the glass.

And even so, despite the embarrassment, she did not ask to go back to the hotel.

The warm lights of the bar softly illuminated the table where they sat. Music played quietly from inside the place, and the warm night air gently moved Susan’s hair.

Leila held the beer glass between her hands, still aware of the occasional glances coming from other tables. Some brief. Others far too lingering.

Susan seemed to enjoy every second.

She took another sip of beer and rested her chin on her hand while watching her.

“I’m enjoying this outing so much.”

Leila smiled faintly.

“I’m enjoying it too.”

Susan nodded slowly.

“Next time we’ll do it properly.” Her eyes sparkled slightly with excitement. “With clothes, money… and several days just for us.”

Leila felt something strange hearing that word us.

Susan continued speaking naturally, as though the idea had already begun settling into her mind long ago.

“I’ll confess something…”

Leila looked up.

Susan slowly turned the glass between her fingers.

“I seriously thought about divorcing William.”

The noise of the bar seemed to fade for a moment.

Leila froze.

Susan let out a small, sad laugh.

“The truth is… I wasn’t happy. For a long time I felt lonely, bored… disconnected from everything.”

Leila listened silently.

Susan then lifted her gaze toward her.

“But your change changed me too.”

The words struck directly in Leila’s chest.

Susan smiled faintly.

“Mary is my best friend. I adore her… but with you it’s different.” She paused briefly. “I see you as a wife, lover, and friend all at the same time. This…” she gently rested her hand over hers, “is what I need.”

Leila felt her throat tighten.

Without thinking too much, she took Susan’s hands between her own.

“I love you,” she said softly.

Susan watched her silently for several seconds.

Then slowly lowered her gaze toward Leila’s hands holding hers.

She smiled.

“Really?” she asked playfully.

Leila nodded slightly, confused by the reaction.

Susan caressed her fingers with her thumb and gently shook her head.

“I’m repeating myself… we really have to do something urgent about your nails.”

It took Leila a second to react. Then she finally let out a nervous laugh.

Susan started laughing too, warm, relaxed, happy.

And around them, beneath the soft lights of the little town lost somewhere in Illinois, the night continued moving slowly forward while William seemed to drift farther and farther away.

***

The streets of the small town were nearly empty by the time they walked back, illuminated only by the yellow glow of the streetlights. Susan and Leila moved slowly toward the hotel entrance, holding onto each other between soft laughter and unsteady steps. They had drunk too much. Susan had one arm wrapped around her waist, and every so often rested her forehead against her shoulder whenever laughter made her lose balance.

“You walk even worse than I do,” Susan murmured, laughing.

“You’re the one who can’t stop laughing…”

Susan bent over again with laughter as they climbed the hotel’s wooden staircase.

The hallway was completely silent.

When they entered the room, Susan closed the door and leaned against it for a few seconds, still smiling, her cheeks slightly flushed from the alcohol and the warm summer night.

Leila slowly removed the wig and placed it on a nearby chair. Then she stood still for a moment, staring at the dimly lit room, as though only then could she truly understand everything they had lived through that day.

The highway.

The music.

The stares.

The bathroom.

The laughter in the car.

The beers.

The little town lost somewhere in Illinois.

Susan slowly approached until she stood in front of her.

“Come here, darling.”

Leila lifted her eyes slightly.

Susan wrapped her arms around her waist and rested her head against her chest. They remained like that for a long moment, gently swaying in the soft silence of the room and beneath the slow rotation of the ceiling fan overhead.

“This was the best weekend I’ve had in years,” Susan whispered.

Leila closed her eyes for a moment.

She could still feel the floral perfume lingering on her skin, the soft brush of the dress, and the warmth of Susan’s body holding her as though all of this were completely natural.

And perhaps that was what confused her most.

How natural everything had begun to feel.

Susan lifted her face slightly and kissed her slowly, tiredly, warm with alcohol and the intimacy of the night. There was no urgency in it. Only closeness. A deep, quiet closeness that seemed to silently seal everything that had happened since they left Chicago.

Then she smiled faintly, still holding her.

“I don’t want to think about William until Monday.”

Leila smiled softly. And this time she felt no guilt hearing those words.

Susan dropped onto the bed with an exhausted, happy expression.

“Come sleep with me, darling.”

The two of them slipped beneath the sheets. Leila settled slowly between Susan’s legs and pleasured her gently with her mouth until Susan closed her eyes and released a long sigh that filled the silence of the room. The key was still tucked into her cleavage.

Then silence again, the fan turning slowly above them, summer breathing outside. And together they let the weekend carry them a little farther away from the life they had left behind when they drove out of Chicago.


Chapter 6

Morning light drifted softly through the kitchen windows. William moved around the counter preparing breakfast. He wore light jeans, sneakers, and a simple T-shirt.

Susan watched him silently from the table.

There was something different about him since the trip. Not something visible exactly; it was more a new calmness, a softness that appeared in his movements whenever he thought no one was watching.

He opened the refrigerator, took out butter, and walked back toward the toaster. When he turned slightly, his eyes met Susan’s, still openly watching him.

He smiled faintly.

“What is it?”

Susan held the mug between her hands for a few seconds before answering.

“I miss Leila.”

Silence settled over the kitchen with a strange naturalness, as though both of them had known that sentence would eventually arrive sooner or later.

William stood motionless beside the counter. He lowered his gaze slightly toward the knife still resting between his fingers. For several seconds he said nothing.

Susan did not look away from him.

Finally, William took a deep breath.

“So do I.”

The smile that appeared on Susan’s face was immediate and completely genuine. There was tenderness in it, but also relief.

William seemed slightly embarrassed after saying it. He lowered his eyes and continued arranging breakfast, avoiding holding onto the moment for too long.

Susan rose slowly and walked until she stood in front of him. She adjusted the collar of his T-shirt with an intimate, familiar gesture before leaning in to give him a brief kiss on the lips.

“I’m going to work.”

“Have a good day,” he answered softly.

Susan picked up her purse and left the house still wearing a small smile.

The moment she crossed the front yard, she saw Mary walking along the sidewalk with a grocery bag in one hand and sunglasses resting on top of her head.

“Susan!” she greeted enthusiastically. “It’s been forever since we actually talked.”

Susan let out a small laugh as she approached the car.

“It’s true. I’ve been overwhelmed with work lately.”

Mary studied her carefully. There was something strange about her that morning. Something lighter, brighter.

“You look really good,” she commented.

Susan opened the driver’s door.

“I’m doing well.”

Mary smiled slightly.

“And I see you’re driving to the company alone again.”

Susan rested one hand on the roof of the car and let out an amused little laugh.

“Yes… it’s a long story.”

Mary raised an eyebrow slightly, clearly curious.

“Now I want to know.”

Susan looked at her for a few seconds before smiling again.

“Why don’t you come over for dinner tonight? It’s been too long since we caught up properly.”

“Really? I’d love that.”

“Perfect. We’ll talk quietly.”

Mary nodded immediately.

“We are seriously overdue for a gossip night.”

Susan leaned in to say goodbye with a kiss on the cheek.

“See you tonight then.”

“See you tonight, friend.”

Susan got into the car and drove off slowly. Mary remained standing on the sidewalk watching the vehicle disappear down the street.

Something had changed there. She still did not understand exactly what. But she could feel it clearly.

***

For William, the rest of the day passed with a dull slowness. The house was silent, and he had no desire to tidy up, clean, or cook. He did not even turn on the television. After wandering aimlessly between the living room and the kitchen for a while, he grabbed the keys to the gray compact and left.

He drove slowly through the suburbs with no real destination. He moved through quiet streets, tidy lawns, and small shopping centers where the morning continued normally. The radio played softly, little more than a murmur beneath the sound of the engine.

After turning one corner after another, he eventually ended up on a commercial avenue he had known for years. He parked by the curb and stepped out of the car.

People moved around with the mild rush of late morning. Women leaving coffee shops with cups in hand, employees entering and leaving office buildings, delivery workers unloading boxes in front of stores.

William started walking slowly, his hands in his pockets.

Storefronts passed beneath the soft daylight. Clothing, perfumes, home décor, jewelry shops. He barely looked, continuing forward among glass reflections and constantly opening and closing doors.

Until he slowed down in front of a small boutique.

In the center of the display window sat a cream-colored purse, elegant and simple, beside a pair of low heels and a floral scarf folded carefully beside them. William remained still for several seconds watching it through the glass.

He did not dare take that step alone.

He kept walking.

The warm wind barely stirred the leaves of the trees lining the avenue. As he walked, images drifted through his mind without order: poker games around a table, glasses of whiskey, loud sports broadcasts on television, the booming laughter of his friends filling a room.

He had not seen them in a long time.

At this hour none of them would be available. They were all working.

He pulled his phone from his pocket and stared at the screen for several seconds. Susan had transferred him money.

He passed by a crowded café full of conversations and laughter. Several tables were occupied by groups talking while the sound of plates and cups blended with the movement of the street.

William stood outside watching the place for a few moments. Eventually he walked in and sat beside the window. Alone with himself and his thoughts.

***

Meanwhile, Susan could not focus on work either.

The morning passed through meetings, signatures, and calls she handled almost automatically. She listened, answered, gave instructions, but her attention always seemed to remain several seconds behind every conversation.

Gomez stood in front of her desk explaining the final adjustments before activating the new machine.

“If everything continues like this, we could start production next week,” he said.

Susan nodded faintly while looking over the papers spread across her desk.

“Perfect, Gomez. Keep me informed.”

He continued talking for several more seconds about calibrations and testing schedules. Susan listened, but every so often her gaze drifted toward the office window.

When Gomez left, Lucia entered carrying a folder under her arm.

“I already interviewed three candidates for the new operators,” she explained while handing over several pages. “Two more are coming tomorrow.”

Susan briefly flipped through the résumés.

“Very good, Lucia.”

The young woman observed her for a moment.

“Is everything okay?”

Susan looked up and smiled faintly.

“Yes. I’m just tired.”

Lucia nodded and left the office.

Silence settled once more around the desk. Susan remained motionless for several seconds, holding a pen between her fingers while her mind slowly drifted away from work.

She was thinking about Leila.

The flowered dress. The nylon stockings brushing together inside the car. The way she had eventually relaxed during the trip, laughing, speaking in the feminine almost without realizing it.

And also about something smaller.

Leila wanted a purse.

Susan slowly set the pen down on the desk. She remained still for several seconds before pressing the intercom.

“Monica, I’m stepping out for a moment. If Lucia asks for me, tell her I’ll be back soon.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She grabbed her purse and left the office.

Outside, the warm morning air brushed softly against her face the moment she stepped beyond the building entrance. She began walking aimlessly among the nearby shops lining the avenue. Storefronts passed one after another beneath the soft midday light.

Susan slowed in front of a women’s accessories store. She stood watching it for several seconds before stepping inside.

The shop smelled of perfume and new leather.

She moved slowly through the displays until stopping in front of several handbags arranged along an illuminated wall. Her fingers drifted across different models until pausing on a cream-colored one, elegant and simple.

She smiled softly when she saw it.

Then she continued through the store. She stopped in front of a shoe section and studied several pairs carefully before choosing black platform shoes with a sturdy, elegant heel, discreet but feminine.

Leila was not ready for stilettos yet.

She asked for the size.

Farther along she selected two soft scarves, one cream-colored and the other dark blue with small floral details. She also picked out several simple accessories — delicate bracelets, a discreet pair of earrings — before finally stopping in front of the perfume section.

She tested several fragrances on paper strips until finding one floral, delicate, and deep.

The same one from the weekend.

When she returned to the company, Monica immediately looked up from reception.

“Anything new?” Susan asked while setting her purse down on the desk.

“No, ma’am.”

Susan nodded faintly.

“I’ll be in my office.”

And without knowing it, several miles away, William had spent the morning doing exactly the same thing she had: wandering aimlessly past storefronts, thinking about Leila.


Chapter 7

The doorbell rang near sunset.

William set the dish towel down on the counter and walked to the door. When he opened it, he found Mary standing at the entrance with a paper bag in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other.

“Hi, William.”

“Hi, Mary.”

She slightly lifted the bag.

“I made some rolls this afternoon.”

William smiled faintly and stepped aside to let her in.

“Come in.”

Mary walked into the house, discreetly looking around. The smell of food drifted in from the kitchen, and the television murmured softly from the living room.

Susan was sitting on the couch with her legs crossed and a glass in her hand. As soon as she saw her walk in, she smiled.

“Mary!”

She immediately stood up. The two women greeted each other with a kiss on the cheek while William took the bottle and the bag to carry them into the kitchen.

“I brought wine too,” Mary said.

“Perfect. We’re going to need it.”

Susan sat back down and pointed toward the armchair across from her.

“Sit down. Want a drink?”

“Sure.”

Susan picked up the whiskey bottle from the coffee table and started pouring while the television continued murmuring in the background.

Mary glanced toward the kitchen.

“Don’t you want me to help with dinner?”

Susan let out a quick little laugh.

“Nooo. William takes care of that.”

Mary turned her head slightly toward the kitchen again.

“But...?”

“Relax,” Susan said playfully, handing her the glass. “He’s happy there.”

Mary took the drink, still watching William’s movements behind the kitchen counter out of the corner of her eye.

“And the kids?” Susan asked.

Mary sighed softly before taking a sip.

“They went to spend the summer with their father. So I’m free for a couple of weeks.”

Susan smiled.

“That’s good. Then you’ll be coming around here more often.”

Mary slightly raised her glass.

“Looks like it.”

They talked in the living room with the television on low volume and their glasses resting on the coffee table, but every so often Mary’s gaze inevitably drifted toward the dining room.

From there she could see William moving back and forth with complete ease.

First he spread the tablecloth over the table with careful movements. Then he arranged the plates, silverware, and wine glasses with a calm, almost domestic precision. He paused for a few seconds in front of the floral centerpiece, turning it slightly until it sat exactly where he wanted it.

Mary watched silently over the rim of her glass.

She didn’t fully understand what she was seeing.

Of course, she had noticed things over the past few months. Susan working longer and longer hours. William always at home. The lawn perfectly trimmed. The plants cared for. The groceries. Meals ready at any hour.

But this was different.

There was something about the way Susan remained relaxed on the couch while William organized dinner that completely threw her off.

And above all, it bothered her not knowing anything.

She had told Susan everything about her failed marriage: the endless arguments, the affairs, the lawyers, the horrible divorce that had left her emotionally exhausted for years.

Meanwhile, Susan had never mentioned any of this.

Not a single comment.

Not a single explanation.

Nothing.

Mary looked back toward the dining room. She kept watching for a few more seconds before leaning slightly toward Susan.

“What’s going on between you two?” she asked quietly.

Susan lifted her eyes toward her.

Mary gently shook her head, still bewildered.

“William couldn’t even carry his glass into the kitchen... and now this.”

Her gaze drifted back once more toward the dining room, where William was finishing arranging the wine glasses.

“You never told me anything.”

Susan remained silent for a few seconds with the glass between her hands.

“I was having a hard time too,” she finally said, lowering her voice slightly. “I even thought about divorce.”

Mary looked at her in surprise.

Susan let out a small breath before continuing.

“But something happened... something very difficult to explain. And I don’t know if you could understand it without knowing all the details.” Her fingers slowly rotated the glass on the table. “But it saved my marriage.”

Mary kept staring at her.

“I need to know everything.”

A faint smile appeared on Susan’s face.

“Of course I’m going to tell you everything.”

At that moment William appeared at the dining room entrance.

“Ladies, come to the table. Dinner’s ready.”

Susan stood up first. Mary followed her, still processing the conversation as they walked toward the dining room.

Susan sat down at the head of the table. Mary sat to her right.

Seconds later William appeared carrying a large dish of steaming pasta with Italian sauce, the aroma of fresh basil filling the room.

Mary watched him silently as he placed the dish on the table and began serving them before sitting down himself.

First Susan. Then Mary.

Only then did he take his seat across from her.

Mary could barely hide the surprise on her face.

William picked up the wine bottle, uncorked it calmly, and filled the glasses one by one beneath the warm dining room light.

By the end of dinner, the night had become warm and relaxed.

The empty glasses on the table, the occasional laughter, and the constant conversation had filled the house with a strange, intimate sense of peace. It had been a long time since Susan had enjoyed an evening like this so much.

“Let’s go to the living room,” she finally said as she picked up her glass. “We can talk more comfortably there.”

Mary nodded immediately.

The two women stood up from the table and walked toward the living room while William quietly began clearing the dishes.

From the couch, Mary watched him going back and forth between the kitchen and dining room. Washing glasses. Putting utensils away. Cleaning the table with calm, precise movements.

At no point did he try to interrupt their conversation.

The television remained on at low volume while Susan and Mary talked for a long time between sips of wine and soft midnight confidences.

Every now and then, Mary glanced back toward the kitchen. The entire marriage seemed different.

Later, Mary raised her wrist to check the time.

“I really loved talking with you. Honestly, I’m very surprised, Susan,” she said with a smile as she set her glass on the table. “I hope we do this again over the next few days.”

“Of course.”

The two women stood and walked toward the entrance.

William appeared from the kitchen while Mary picked up her purse.

“Good night, Mary.”

She looked at him for a few seconds beneath the dim hallway light.

Then she smiled faintly.

“Dinner was delicious, Leila.”

Silence immediately fell around the three of them. William’s expression shifted slightly.

One. Two seconds.

Susan watched silently from behind.

Finally, William held Mary’s gaze.

“Thank you, Mary.”

***

The door slowly closed behind Mary. For a few seconds, silence once again filled the house.

William remained still in the foyer, staring at the closed door before turning toward Susan.

“You told her?” he finally asked.

There was immediate tension in his voice.

Susan set the keys down on the small entryway table.

“There was no way to hide it.”

William nervously ran a hand through his hair.

“Susan...”

“Mary suspected a lot of things,” she continued calmly. “She asked me to tell her, so I did.”

William looked increasingly uneasy.

“While you were cleaning, I had to explain everything to her.”

He slightly shook his head.

“No... no...”

Susan stepped toward him.

“She saw you dressed as Leila when you got out of the car over the weekend. She had already figured part of it out before coming here today.”

William let out a tense breath and began pacing a few steps through the living room.

“This can’t be happening...” he murmured. “I can’t believe this is happening to me.”

Susan remained silently watching him.

“How is this not going to spread?” he continued, growing more nervous. “Now the whole neighborhood is going to know everything.”

“Don’t worry about her,” Susan replied calmly. “Mary won’t tell anyone.”

William’s face remained tense with concern.

Susan watched him for a few seconds before gently changing the subject.

“I have a gift for you.”

He barely lifted his eyes.

“What?”

A small smile appeared on Susan’s face.

“I left it in the car. I’ll be right back.”

Before William could respond, she walked out the front door.

She returned a minute later carrying several shopping bags in her hands.

William looked at her in confusion while Susan approached and handed them to him.

“The purse Leila wanted,” she said softly. “A pair of shoes... and some accessories.”

William slowly opened the bag.

The cream-colored purse appeared first between the sheets of tissue paper. Beneath it were the black platform shoes, the scarves, and small boxes containing delicate costume jewelry.

The change in his expression was immediate.

The tension in his face slowly began to fade as he silently looked through everything.

Susan smiled faintly.

“This is for Leila.”

William lifted his eyes toward her.

And for the first time since Mary had left, a small, genuine smile appeared on his face.

Susan stepped a little closer.

“On Saturday, Leila is going to wear all of that.”


Chapter 8

The weekend arrived wrapped in warm sunlight and a completely clear sky. The neighborhood breathed with that typical suburban Saturday calm: radios playing in the distance, cars being washed in driveways, and the occasional smell of someone lighting a grill early.

William was in the front yard preparing the lawn mower. He wore shorts, old sneakers, and nothing on his torso beneath the gentle summer heat. He checked the fuel, adjusted the pull cord, and finally started the engine.

The noise immediately filled the entire street.

Susan watched from the porch with a cup of coffee between her hands. She watched him slowly move across the lawn while the sun traced his shoulders and back.

William kept his eyes forward.

This is what a man does, he thought.

The smell of freshly cut grass, the repetitive movement of the mower, the heat on his skin... all of it belonged to a simple life, recognizable, perfectly normal.

And yet, as he moved line by line across the yard, another thought remained lodged in the back of his mind.

Will Leila come back tonight?

Susan had not mentioned Leila since the dinner with Mary. She had not referred to him in feminine terms either. The purse remained stored in the closet, and life seemed to have returned to normal.

Or almost.

Because William knew something between them had changed permanently. He pushed the mower to the edge of the sidewalk and slowly turned to begin another line.

He felt an increasingly strong need to please Susan. Sometimes even before she spoke, he was already aware of what she might need: coffee, food, silence, company. It was automatic, almost physical.

And that unsettled him.

Could it be the chastity?

He didn’t know for certain, but he suspected it. After so many months, his mind seemed to have reorganized itself around her in a way he no longer fully understood.

He briefly glanced toward the porch.

Susan was still there, though now she seemed restless. She had that nervous weekend energy, as if two free days were too much time to remain still inside the house.

William finished one of the last lines of the lawn when he heard the sound of a door closing.

He shut off the mower.

The noise disappeared instantly, leaving the neighborhood once again submerged in warm, distant silence.

He turned just in time to see Susan getting into the car. She started the engine and slowly backed out of the driveway without saying a word. Not where she was going. Not when she would be back.

William watched her drive down the street until the vehicle disappeared around the corner. Then he looked back at the freshly cut lawn.

It had become normal for Susan to leave without explanations. And the strangest part of all was that he had stopped expecting them.

***

An hour later. The smell of freshly cut grass still lingered in the air while William cleaned the mower beside the garage with a hose and an old rag. The midday heat was beginning to intensify, and his back was damp with sweat.

Then he heard the familiar sound of Susan’s car pulling into the driveway.

He barely looked up.

She stepped out of the vehicle carrying grocery bags in one hand and a pack of beer in the other.

“Here,” she said as soon as she reached him, handing him one of the bags. “I bought meat.”

William looked inside. Ribs, burgers, sausages.

Susan slightly lifted the beer pack.

“Fire up the grill. It’s too hot to cook inside.”

She pulled out a can, opened it with a sharp crack, and handed it to him.

“Have a drink.”

William took the beer almost automatically.

Susan smiled faintly seeing him like that, sweaty, disheveled, and still shirtless beneath the summer sun.

“Now that’s what a man does,” she said naturally.

The phrase completely threw him off.

Susan walked past him as if nothing had happened and entered the house, leaving the screen door softly slamming behind her.

William remained still for a few seconds with the cold can in his hand. He took a long drink.

And that was how he ended up spending the next hour standing at the grill, drinking beer while arranging the meat over the fire and smoke slowly rose into the clear suburban sky.

At times, everything felt strangely normal.

The heat. The cold beer. The meat sizzling over the grill. The distant sounds of other neighbors doing exactly the same thing in different backyards throughout the neighborhood.

Susan occasionally came outside with another beer or simply to check on the food. Sometimes she smiled. Sometimes she silently watched him for a few seconds before going back inside.

During lunch, Susan turned on the television and put on a car race. The roar of engines filled the room while she settled into her chair, drinking beer and absently tearing off pieces of bread.

William glanced at her briefly.

All of it deeply disoriented him.

Just a few days earlier he had been driving down the highway dressed as a woman while Susan adjusted his wig and talked about Leila as if she were completely real.

And now they were here.

Drinking beer. Watching races. Eating barbecue beneath the summer sun. Like any normal American suburban couple.

Susan looked away from the television and smiled faintly when she noticed him watching her.

“What’s wrong?”

William took a second before answering.

“Nothing.”

But it wasn’t true.

Because he was beginning to feel like he no longer fully understood who he was within that life.

The smoke from the grill still floated in the air when they finished lunch. Empty plates, opened cans, and the distant sound of engines coming from the television remained on the table.

Susan leaned back slightly in her chair with a relaxed, satisfied expression.

William automatically began gathering some plates.

“Leave it,” Susan said calmly.

He barely looked up.

“I’ll do it.”

Susan gently shook her head.

“William... you worked all day. You cut the grass, made the barbecue... and it turned out really good too.”

William stood still with the plates in his hands.

She smiled faintly.

“Go take a nap. I’ll clean everything.”

The sentence completely threw him off again.

All week long he had felt something moving beneath the surface between them, something he couldn’t fully understand. After the trip he had expected anything except this: this domestic calm, this unexpected tenderness, this almost affectionate way she cared for him.

And precisely because of that, he understood nothing.

He didn’t dare ask either.

Susan grabbed another beer and turned her attention back to the race as if what she had just said were the most natural thing in the world.

William stood still for a few seconds before giving a slight nod.

“Okay.”

He slowly climbed the stairs while below he could still hear the sound of dishes moving and the television broadcasting the race.

When he reached the bedroom, he removed the clothes soaked with the smell of grass and barbecue smoke. Then he turned on the shower and let the cold water slowly run over his body.

He closed his eyes.

All of it felt strange.

The beer. The barbecue. The racing. Susan telling him to rest. At times it was as if the previous week had never existed. But he knew that wasn’t true.

Because even while showering, part of him still wondered whether Susan would think about Leila that night.

He stepped out of the bathroom still damp and turned on the air conditioner. The room slowly filled with cool air while he lay down on the bed barely covered by a light sheet.

His body felt pleasantly heavy after the physical work, the beer, and the afternoon heat.

From downstairs he could still hear the soft sounds of Susan moving through the house.

William slowly closed his eyes. Sleep came without warning, heavy and clean.

***

He didn’t know how much time had passed, how long he had slept.

The first thing he registered was the sound. A soft metallic click, almost inaudible. Familiar.

Then, the hand.

He woke slowly, without alarm, with the hazy clarity of someone emerging from a deep sleep. The light outside had changed. Evening was falling.

Susan was sitting beside him on the edge of the bed.

“Relax,” she said quietly. “And enjoy.”

William didn’t speak. He felt Susan’s hand on him, on his sex. A slow caress, unhurried. The cage was gone. He was free.

He waited.

His body did not respond.

Susan continued patiently, without changing rhythm. Her fingers moved with complete familiarity. One minute passed. Then two.

Nothing.

Susan did not speed up. She did not ask questions. She kept going.

William’s eyes were open now, staring at the ceiling. He felt every movement of her hand with perfect clarity. It was not indifference — far from it. Something in his mind was completely awake, attentive, registering every detail: Susan’s weight on the mattress, the warmth of her hand, the scent of her perfume mixed with the soap from the shower.

But his body remained still.

Susan lowered her gaze toward him for a moment.

“Where is my husband?” she murmured.

There was no anger in the question. No mockery either. It was almost a genuine question, spoken softly, as if she were talking to someone who might or might not still be listening.

William didn’t answer.

Susan continued a little longer with the same calmness. Then she stopped.

“Don’t you feel anything, William?”

He took a second.

“Yes,” he said. “I feel a lot. But it’s difficult to explain.”

Susan looked at him. She studied him for a moment with that attention he already knew well — the same one she used with company reports, with workshop problems, with everything that needed to be understood before decisions were made.

“Difficult to explain how?”

William searched for the words.

“It's inside. It’s not... physical. Not there.” He paused. “But I’m completely awake.”

Susan nodded slowly. She said nothing for a moment.

Then she gently withdrew her hand, as if closing a book at exactly the right chapter.

“Well,” she said with a calmness that was not disappointment but something closer to the confirmation of something she already knew, “it seems like nothing’s going to happen today.”

She remained still for a few seconds, looking at him.

“It really seems my man is gone.”

William did not respond. The phrase reached him in a strange way — not like a blow, but like something landing silently, occupying the exact space reserved for it.

Susan stood up from the edge of the bed.

“Get up. Sit here,” she said. “We need to get you ready for tonight.”

William obeyed without speaking. He slowly sat up and walked to the upholstered bench in front of the vanity mirror. Susan was already standing behind him, studying his reflection with a calm, concentrated expression.

“If William isn’t in your mind,” she said, “then Leila is. And she’s very neglected.”

She opened the side drawer and pulled out the manicure kit.

She took his right hand, removed the fake nails, and applied them one by one, pressing each into place until it was secure. She painted them a dark red, almost burgundy. Then the other hand. William stared at the fingers elongated by the long red nails, completely still against his knee.

“Now the eyelashes.”

Susan picked up the applicator. She asked him to close his eyes and worked carefully, attaching the false lashes in a perfect line. When William opened his eyes, something in the reflection had already noticeably changed.

“You need to look sensual tonight.”

“Where are we going?” he asked.

Susan continued working, picking up a brush from the row of makeup brushes.

“There’s a bar downtown.” She applied foundation with smooth movements, covering the jawline, the contour of his mouth. “A place where Leila can be free. There are many women like you who go there.”

William did not answer. He watched the mirror while Susan worked on his face with an efficiency that suggested this was not the first time she had done it — or that she had imagined doing it many times before.

Eyeshadow on the eyelids. A smoky brown that deepened the gaze. Eyeliner along the outer edge. Blush lightly brushed across the cheekbones. Red lipstick matching the nails.

Susan stepped back and studied him.

“Good.”

She went to the closet and returned with a box. She opened it in front of him.

“Look at the shoes I bought you.”

They were not stilettos. They were black platform sandals with a strap crossing the ankle. Elegant without being impossible.

“You’re still going to look sensual.” She placed them on the floor in front of him. “And you’ll be able to walk all night.”

Then she took out the dress.

It was more daring than anything Leila had worn before. Black, tight-fitting, high-necked, but with a partially exposed back and a hem just above the knee. The fabric draped in a way that suggested without revealing. Susan held it out for a moment before handing it to him.

William dressed slowly. Susan adjusted the inside of the bra with almost domestic practicality, arranging the padding until the silhouette looked balanced, feminine, completely convincing beneath the tight fabric.

She stepped back and studied the result.

“I think you need your own breasts,” she said with the same natural tone she might have used to comment on the weather.

In the mirror, Leila’s face did not change immediately.

It happened a fraction of a second later: the eyes widened slightly, a sudden stiffness in the jaw, something passing across the face like a cold current and disappearing almost before it fully arrived.

Susan saw it.

She said nothing else.

She picked up the wig and carefully placed it on him, arranging the strands over his shoulders.

Then she stepped back.

Both of them looked at the reflection.

Susan took a moment before speaking.

“I tried to be with William this afternoon,” she said quietly. “But I see Leila was inside the whole time.”

She lowered her hand. Slid it slowly beneath the hem of the dress.

She searched.

She found the same thing as before: nothing. Complete stillness. The body detached from any direct physical stimulus, as if that part of him had migrated somewhere else.

Susan withdrew her hand without hurry.

“I don’t think I’m going to need you to wear the cage anymore.”

She looked at him in the mirror.

“You’re free.” She paused briefly. “Your mind is the cage. That’s what I see.”

“Look at the time,” Susan said, grabbing her purse from the dresser. “We can go now.”

Leila looked at the clock. Then at the window. Outside, the neighborhood street looked exactly as it always had: houses, lawns, streetlights.

“Which car are we taking?”

“Mine,” Susan answered naturally.

A brief pause.

“But that one’s parked outside.”

“Yes.”

“How do I get there?”

Susan looked at her with a completely calm expression.

“By walking, sweetheart.”

“But—”

“Take your purse.” She held it out without discussion. “Let’s go.”

Leila took the purse. She followed Susan down the stairs, then through the hallway, then to the front door. Leila stepped outside first.

The night air hit immediately.

She crossed the threshold. Started walking down the path toward the street, her eyes moving in every direction — the house across the street, Mary’s yard, the empty road, the car parked beneath the streetlight.

The platform shoes demanded constant attention that competed with everything else. She was walking faster than she could manage, her steps uneven, her body tense.

She reached the car before Susan. She moved to the passenger side and grabbed the handle.

Locked.

She remained still beside the door, clutching the purse against her body, looking back toward the house while Susan slowly walked down the path without hurry, keys in hand, completely indifferent to Leila’s urgency.

Susan unlocked the car remotely. The vehicle responded with a click and a brief flash of lights.

Then a voice came from the neighboring yard.

“Have a great night, girls!”

Susan and Leila turned at the same time.

Mary stood beside the hedge dividing the yards, holding a mug and wearing a completely calm smile, like someone who had been watching for a while.

Susan smiled.

“Thanks, Mary. I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow.”

Leila said nothing. She opened the passenger door, got into the car, and closed it behind her. She remained still in the seat, staring forward, the purse resting on her knees. A moment later Susan got in, started the engine, and slowly drove away down the street.


Chapter 9

The sound arrived before the image.

Music pulsed from inside, deep and rhythmic, filtering through the door every time someone entered or left. Susan pushed the door open and the sound swallowed them instantly.

The place was dark and warm and crowded. In the back, a stage bathed in rainbow colors cast light over the entire room — pink, violet, blue, green — shifting slowly, tinting faces and tables and moving bodies. The music was loud but not aggressive. There was something about the volume that, instead of crushing, liberated.

Leila walked close to Susan, almost pressed against her.

Women of every kind crossed their path — some in elaborate dresses, others in simple clothes, some in loud groups, others sitting alone with a drink watching the stage. Men too. Couples that fit into no recognizable category. No one looked at anyone with strangeness. No one judged.

Susan turned her head in every direction, eyes wide, absorbing everything with an expression that mixed surprise with something close to wonder. She leaned toward Leila and shouted into her ear over the music.

“You’re free here.”

Leila nodded slowly without taking her eyes off the place.

They found a side table, somewhat removed from the center but with a clear view of the stage. They sat down.

A moment later the waiter approached.

Bare torso, toned physique, a black bow tie around his neck as his only formal accessory. Lips painted a dark burgundy, eyes lined with makeup. He moved with complete ease, without performance, like someone simply being what he was during every work shift.

“What can I get you ladies?”

Susan didn’t hesitate.

“Two martinis.”

The waiter wrote it down without looking at them much and disappeared among the tables.

Leila followed him with her eyes until he vanished at the bar. Then she looked at the stage. Then at the nearby table where two women were laughing.

Susan watched her.

For the first time all night, Leila’s shoulders had lowered an inch.

“Look, Leila,” Susan said, leaning toward her. “Most of the women here are like you.”

Leila looked.

It was true. Not all of them, but many — something in the height, the hands, the way they occupied space suddenly felt completely familiar. They were at tables, at the bar, on the dance floor. Some with partners, others in groups, others alone watching the stage with calm, settled expressions.

Free, Susan herself had said upon entering.

Now she understood it differently.

The old William would have turned around at the door. He would have felt the rejection as something physical, instinctive, without needing to think about it. This place, these people, all of this would have been exactly what he was not.

But William was not sitting at that table.

And Leila watched, and something about the atmosphere reached her slowly, without force — like when eyes finally adjust to darkness and suddenly everything takes shape. It wasn’t euphoria. It was something quieter. A gradual assimilation, almost physical, as if every image entering her mind was settling into a place that had been empty for a long time.

The martinis kept coming.

Several performers passed across the stage — a woman with a deep voice who earned long applause, a pair of performers who used silence as much as music, someone who said something into the microphone that made the entire bar laugh except the two of them, who hadn’t heard clearly but laughed anyway from contagion.

Susan wore a smile that never faded.

Not the smile she wore when closing a contract or winning an argument. It was something else — more open, less calculated. The smile of someone who was exactly where she wanted to be without fully realizing it until that moment.

She commented on things into Leila’s ear. Pointed toward the stage, toward certain tables, toward something she found beautiful or funny or simply remarkable.

Leila nodded.

A fluid conversation was impossible at that volume. But it wasn’t necessary. The few words that reached them were enough, and the silences between them didn’t weigh anything — they floated, filled with music and colored light and the second martini that was already almost empty.

At times, Leila stopped thinking.

And that, in itself, was completely new.

Suddenly, a silhouette cut through the diffuse light surrounding their table. A man, a few years older than them, neat in appearance and confident in mannerisms, stopped in front of the pair with a courteous inclination.

“Good evening, ladies,” he greeted with measured politeness. His fixed, appreciative eyes settled directly on Leila. “Forgive my boldness... would you grant me this dance?”

A sudden, instinctive chill ran down Leila’s spine. William’s residual reflex tried to assert itself, a dull resistance that made her automatically shake her head while shrinking slightly into herself. But before she could form an apology, she felt a firm, deliberate pressure against her thigh. Susan’s hand, resting over her skirt, pressed down with a force that allowed no argument.

Leila sharply turned her head, searching for her wife’s help.

“No, Susan...” she whispered, her thin voice betraying her vulnerability.

Susan’s expression changed immediately. The warmth of the martinis disappeared from her features, replaced by dominant seriousness, a look drawing an inflexible line.

“Go dance with the gentleman,” Susan ordered, her tone still low but cutting.

The man, unaware of the undercurrent battling at the table, extended his hand with an attentive smile.

Leila stared at those masculine fingers. Feeling another man’s direct attention, the weight of his desire focused on her, was something none of the previous lessons had prepared her for. With her stomach twisting and pulse racing, she placed her fingers into the stranger’s hand. His grip closed firmly, and with a gentle pull he guided her toward the center of the dance floor just as the waiter approached the table to serve Susan another drink.

Bodies swayed to the slow rhythm of jazz. Leila moved awkwardly, conscious of the brush of fabrics and the height of the man surrounding her. During a turn in the music, she desperately searched for the safety of the table. In the distance she saw Susan. Her wife was not merely watching; she was actively enjoying the scene. Susan raised her glass conspiratorially and let out an open laugh, delighting in the man’s obvious advances and the visible resistance Leila tried to maintain.

The boldness of her dance partner increased with each measure. Leila felt a firm hand slide audaciously beneath her skirt, seeking the warmth of her thighs. With a quick movement and a face burning with discomfort, she slapped the hand away. But the man did not give up. In the next beat he skillfully spun her during the dance, pulling her sharply against him into full body contact. Leila held her breath as she felt, through the thinness of their clothes, the unmistakable pressure of the man’s entire sex pressed against her pelvis.

With a grimace of deep humiliation and irritation, Leila once again fixed her eyes into the distance, silently pleading for mercy. Susan, amused, merely waved at her with her free hand, savoring the absolute control she exercised from afar, transforming her partner’s embarrassment into her own entertainment for the night.

The music continued around them, immersive and indifferent to the torment unfolding on the dance floor.

Meanwhile, at the bar, a dark-haired woman with a determined gaze noticed Susan sitting alone. With confident steps, she approached the booth, stopping at exactly the right distance.

“Do you want to dance?” the newcomer asked, extending a direct invitation.

Susan evaluated her for a second. A spark of boldness lit her eyes. She glanced at her drink, then toward the dance floor where Leila was still struggling with her partner, and finally back to the woman.

“Why not?” Susan replied with a self-assured smile. “Sure, let’s go.”

On the dance floor, Leila once again managed to push her partner’s hands away, desperately searching for the point of support keeping her together. When she turned her head toward the booth, the impact hit hard: the table was empty. Sharp, unmistakable panic replaced irritation. She searched through the crowd, ignoring the swaying of the man holding her, until her eyes finally found her wife’s silhouette.

Susan stood on the opposite side of the dance floor wrapped in the other woman’s arms. Leila watched, with an unfamiliar tightness in her chest, as the stranger leaned close to whisper into Susan’s ear while Susan tilted her head back, surrendering to genuine, free, distant laughter.

Suddenly, the rhythm of the music subtly changed. In one quick unexpected movement, the man spun Leila on her heels, catching her by surprise, and positioned her facing him with their bodies pressed together. Before Leila could react, the stranger leaned down and stole a rough, demanding kiss. Leila’s eyes widened in panic, invaded by the sensation of the man’s tongue sliding into her mouth, claiming her space with obscene confidence. A whirlwind of contradictory emotions flooded her mind; a mixture of shock, humiliation, and something so deep even she could not decipher it. Gathering the strength she had left, she planted both hands against the man’s chest and shoved him roughly away. Breaking free, she turned and hurried off the dance floor, desperately seeking the only refuge she knew: her table.

She collapsed into the booth with trembling lips and uneven breathing, still tasting the stranger in her mouth.

From within her dance partner’s embrace, Susan glanced over and saw Leila sitting alone at the table, her face completely shaken.

With light politeness, Susan excused herself from the woman and began walking back toward the booth with slow, elegant steps. When she slid into the seat across from her, Leila could no longer contain herself. She leaned forward, voice fractured by the violation, searching for comfort.

“He kissed me, Susan... That man kissed me,” she confessed, expecting to find outrage or protection in her wife’s eyes.

Instead, Susan burst into unexpected laughter, clean and full, ringing above the murmur of the bar. The reaction struck Leila like a bucket of cold water. Still laughing, Susan raised her hand to catch the attention of the staff and signaled the waiter for another martini.

“I’m having such a good time!” Susan exclaimed, eyes shining with pure satisfaction and mischief as she settled back into her seat, contemplating Leila’s total defeat and humiliation. “Honestly, what an incredible night.”

The world William had built had completely collapsed; and Leila, with the taste of a stranger’s kiss still fresh and her wife’s laughter floating through the air, understood that the reins of her existence no longer belonged to her at all.

Time passed inside the bar, softening the harshness of the incident beneath the influence of drinks and the enveloping jazz atmosphere.

At some point deep into the night, Susan took her wife by the hand and guided her back onto the dance floor. This time they danced together. Wrapped in Susan’s perfume and sheltered within her arms, Leila finally relaxed completely, allowing the music to extinguish the last echoes of her agitation beside the only person who possessed the keys to her will.

When they returned to the booth, Susan looked at the empty glasses and then at her partner with renewed softness.

“If you want, let’s go home,” Susan suggested, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Yes, let’s go back,” Leila answered, feeling exhaustion and alcohol heavy on her eyelids.

Susan searched for her keys inside her purse but stopped with a conspiratorial smile.

“But neither of us can drive.”

“Let’s call an Uber,” Leila suggested. “We can leave the car here and pick it up tomorrow.”

Susan let out a light laugh while unlocking her phone to request the ride.

“We should’ve brought Mary,” she commented ironically. “She doesn’t drink. She would’ve been the perfect designated driver... We’ll bring her next time.”

Leila stared at her from the booth. Despite the surrender of the night and the languid haze consuming her, she made a subtle gesture of refusal with her head, a silent domestic resistance to the idea of involving the neighbor in their intimacy.

Susan only smiled, slipped her phone away, and took her by the arm as they walked out together into the street, leaving Susan’s car abandoned beneath the city lights.


Chapter 10

The Uber ride passed in a haze of restrained laughter and complicit glances beneath the intermittent glow of the city highways.

The moment they crossed the threshold of their house, the atmosphere of the home seemed to immediately absorb the lingering energy of the jazz bar. Both of them were intensely aroused; a new electricity born from exposure and public roleplay.

Susan wasted no time returning to her teasing, her eyes lit by alcohol and amusement.

“You should’ve seen your face, Leila,” she said between laughs while hanging up her purse. “When you told me that man caught you off guard... Leila, getting a kiss stolen from you in the middle of the dance floor!”

Leila felt a subtle heat rise along her neck. Trying to disguise the lingering wave of embarrassment, she tucked her hair behind her ear and forced a smile to play along with her wife. Crossing her arms, she adopted a tone of mock indignation.

“He smelled strongly of cigarettes, Susan,” Leila replied, wrinkling her nose. “It was unpleasant.”

The answer amused Susan so much that she burst into another clear, hearty laugh that echoed through the quiet living room. She walked toward Leila, wrapping her arms around her waist while looking at her mischievously.

“Oh really? And what about your dance partner?” Leila countered, narrowing her eyes with a trace of jealousy she no longer bothered to hide. “The two of you looked very cozy at the bar. She was whispering things in your ear.”

Susan’s smile widened, fascinated by the complaint, and she pulled her tighter against her body.

“It’s your fault I’m into women now, Leila,” she whispered into her ear with a husky voice.

A loud shared laugh exploded between them, dissolving any remaining tension. Holding hands, they climbed the stairs slowly, slightly unsteady from the martinis, exchanging murmurs and caresses until they entered the master bedroom.

Moonlight poured through the large window, painting soft shadows across the bed. Leila turned around to begin undressing, but stopped when she noticed the drastic shift in the atmosphere.

Susan had remained standing beside the door. Her face no longer reflected the drunkenness of the bar or the playful teasing from the staircase. She had become completely serious. She stared at Leila. Silence settled into the bedroom, dense and absolute. Susan stepped forward without taking her eyes off her and spoke with a calmness that chilled the blood.

“I never enjoyed myself like this with William.”

Leila froze in place. She held her wife’s gaze, feeling the colossal weight of those words suspended in the air of the room. She said nothing. There was no accusation she could make.

“Leila belongs to me,” Susan continued, closing the distance between them with slow, deliberate steps while her voice took on a thick undertone loaded with absolute possession. “Every day I want William’s presence in this house less and less. Every day I need him less.”

When she reached her, Susan grabbed her firmly by the waist and pulled her in sharply, sealing her words with a hungry kiss stripped of the patience of previous times. It was a kiss that claimed territory. Without breaking contact, Susan’s hands began sliding over Leila’s clothes, undressing her with dominant urgency. Completely surrendered to the rhythm imposed by her wife, Leila raised her hands with trembling obedience and began undressing Susan as well, letting their clothes fall onto the carpet.

“I’m yours...” Leila whispered shakily, surrendering the final barrier of her will. “I’m yours, Susan.”

“I’ll make you exactly what I want you to be,” Susan declared, kissing her forcefully again while pushing her firmly toward the edge of the mattress. “Don’t take the wig off. Leave it on.”

Leila nodded submissively, gripping the mattress while the artificial hair framed her face.

“Wait for me...” Susan ordered, stepping away from her with an enigmatic smile.

Susan walked naked toward the dressing room, disappearing behind the mirrored doors for several minutes that felt endless to Leila. The silence of the bedroom was broken only by the rapid beating of her heart as she waited in the darkness, docile and expectant.

When Susan returned, the image was overwhelming.

Leila held her breath, eyes widening at a vision she understood with almost painful clarity was beyond any return. It was a boundary not yet crossed, a frontier William would never have conceived of, but it was obvious Susan intended to destroy every limit that night.

Her wife stood before her imposing and completely naked, except for the black leather harness firmly strapped around her waist and hips, holding an intimidating strap-on.

Susan was fully aware of the absolute power she wielded as she contemplated the mixture of fascination and submissive panic in Leila’s eyes.

She climbed onto the mattress, lying beside Leila with a slowness that sent chills through the room. Extending one arm, she pulled her possessively close, pressing their naked bodies together with a clear purpose: she wanted Leila to immediately feel, against the sensitive skin of her thigh, the rigid presence of the artificial member that would soon invade her completely.

Leila trembled, trapped in a space between pure panic and a feverish arousal she could no longer control. There was no room left for resistance; Susan’s will had dominated hers irreversibly long ago.

With commanding movements, Susan positioned her, arranging Leila’s body at her mercy across the sheets.

The invasion began slowly, almost ceremonially. At the first contact, both of them had to stop for a few moments to adjust to the new dimension their marriage had taken on; a real friction, a weight and anatomical pressure redefining the laws of their intimacy.

The power Susan experienced in that moment could not be compared to anything in her past life: it was the absolute triumph of possessing, imposing, reclaiming the flesh of the person who had once believed himself her owner.

Inch by inch, the steady advance of the strap-on penetrating Leila’s body shattered the last remnants of William. With every firm, deliberate thrust of Susan’s hips, the former husband ceased to exist, erased by the undeniable force of a physical reality that gave no mercy.

In his place, Leila fully emerged. Every moan became the manifestation of the rawest and purest psychological cocktail imaginable: an indivisible fusion of total submission, intimate humiliation, physical pleasure, and pain.

It was an incredibly powerful mixture. Too powerful for her mind to process or rationalize. Clarity dissolved beneath the constant rhythm of penetration. Every movement of Susan’s hips, deep and possessive inside her, undermined the last traces of masculine pride that no longer had anywhere to hide. Trapped beneath Susan, feeling the force of her thrusts and the undeniable reality of the material sinking into her, Leila surrendered completely to the abyss.

Then the breaking point came. Without the need for a traditional biological response, without ejaculation or the masculine physical reflexes that had once defined her, Leila reached climax. It was an entirely mental orgasm, a psychic explosion born from total capitulation flooding her mind. From the center of her overwhelmed brain, wild electrical currents erupted, racing through her entire body, tightening her muscles and suspending her in an ecstasy of pure subordination.

Sensing the mental spasms shaking Leila, Susan accelerated her rhythm, driving forward with one final and decisive surge of willpower. She too reached climax, but one unlike anything she had ever known in her life. It was not an ordinary biological spasm; it was an orgasm of absolute empowerment that flooded her completely, a tidal wave of authority and possession infinitely greater and more addictive than any physical pleasure she had ever experienced before.

That instant became the definitive turning point of their lives. As the echoes of pleasure and submission settled through the dim bedroom, both of them understood that the deconstruction was complete.

There was nothing left of William anymore. Only Leila remained, broken apart and rebuilt precisely to the measure of her wife’s desires.

And she enjoyed it.

Afterward they remained together in bed, united by exhaustion and the lingering echoes of climax still vibrating through the darkness. Susan, with lazy slowness, stretched out her hand and began caressing Leila’s chest, tracing analytical patterns across her skin with her fingertips.

“Honestly, these breasts are still very flat...” Susan murmured, letting the aesthetic criticism linger like a promise of future transformations.

Leila, her mind completely colonized and her body limp, no longer possessed the slightest capacity for reasoning. She closed her eyes beneath the weight of her wife’s touch and simply allowed herself to drift into sleep.

***

At dawn the following morning, Sunday sunlight timidly filtered through the curtains. Both of them woke with lingering headaches, the residue of a long night of jazz and martinis.

However, Susan did not allow William’s presence to appear under any circumstances to ease the day. By her wife’s order, Leila had to remain in a nightgown, wearing the loose garment patterned with teddy bears.

They had breakfast together.

Leila felt like she was floating, completely detached. She struggled to determine whether the deep haze clouding her judgment was merely the consequence of the hangover or the psychological impact of what had happened in that bed only hours earlier.

Susan, sitting across the table, drank her coffee while savoring a pleasant silence, absolute owner of the situation.

Suddenly Susan set her cup down on the saucer and looked at her with a decisive smile.

“I want Leila for an entire week next month,” she said casually. “I invited Mary to Las Vegas. The three of us are going together... a girls’ trip.”

Leila looked at her immediately, eyes widening. The coffee seemed to freeze in her throat at the thought of spending seven entire days living in a feminine role in front of the neighborhood gossip.

“Mary?” she managed to whisper.

“Yes, she’s my best friend,” Susan replied, adjusting herself in her chair. “I’ve neglected her a lot lately and she deserves it. It’ll be very good for all three of us.”

Leila lowered her gaze into the bottom of her coffee cup. Despite the softness overtaking her and despite having accepted her total submission, she still could not stop herself from making a subtle gesture of refusal with her head, one final silent remnant of modesty before the abyss of public humiliation awaiting her the following month.

Seeing the gesture, Susan merely smiled mischievously, fully aware the reins of the game rested firmly in her hands now and that there was no turning back.

Leila looked at Susan across the table. She observed the confidence in her movements, the dominant beauty of her face, and the complete calmness with which she arranged her future. In that moment, absolute certainty replaced doubt: her wife was taking her somewhere she never would have imagined possible in her entire life. An unknown territory stripped of pride, yet strangely warm and overflowing with a submission she no longer wished to fight.

Next month they would be in Las Vegas. It would be a girls’ trip. Mary would see her, the world would see her, and there would no longer be any masks left behind which to hide.

But...

...Leila was ready.

END OF BOOK 2
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