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Introduction

"You’re all calling me Miss Young. Too soft-spoken for a guy. And you all think I won’t last a month in this school? Be my guest, call me Ma’am!"
This is an illustrated romance novella, complete with beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

When I first walked into Greyston High, I was Darren Young—fresh out of college, soft-spoken, invisible, the kind of teacher nobody took seriously. The students laughed at my soft voice, my clothes, my every attempt to stand tall. But the mirror gave me an answer: if they wouldn’t respect Darren, maybe they’d respect Darcy.

Skirts. Lipstick. A femme fatale smile sharp enough to stop the noise. Every step in heels felt like rewriting myself, not just for them but for me. Feminization wasn’t just survival—it was awakening.

And then there was Kevin Cannon, the math teacher with steady hands and a gaze that never wavered. He saw Darcy before I fully did, and he stood beside me when the world tried to push me back into silence. Students who once jeered began to listen, to cheer, to fight for me when parents demanded I disappear.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

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

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

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

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

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

…from my authentic feminine self.

Picture this…

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

❖   My curvaceous physique enjoys silk dresses

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

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

Now that you know what your storyteller looks like, let’s get to Call Me Ma’am.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

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

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

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

My First Gift For You

[image: A screenshot of a book  Description automatically generated]

Apart from that, I’ll also send you Announcements of my New Releases and Promos.

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

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

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

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

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1

∞∞∞

THE ALARM went off before the sun had even considered rising, but I was already awake, staring at the cracked ceiling of my tiny Detroit apartment. Today wasn’t just any day—it was the start of my career as a high school English teacher. My diploma sat framed on the desk across the room, mocking me with its proud gold seal. I’d worked so hard to get here, but my stomach still twisted like I was about to walk into an ambush.

I dragged myself out of bed and shuffled toward the mirror hanging crookedly on the wall. My reflection looked back at me: thin frame, glasses slipping down my nose, and a shirt that wrinkled no matter how many times I ironed it. I straightened the collar again anyway.

“You’ve got this, Darren,” I whispered, testing my teacher voice. It came out too soft, too unsure. I tried again, clearing my throat.

“You’ve got this.”

The second try sounded firmer, but only just. I leaned in closer, pushing my glasses up the bridge of my nose. “They’re just teenagers. You love books. You can teach them about books.”

I pulled at the sleeves of my thrift-store blazer, wondering if the kids would see right through me. My professors had always praised my essays, my ideas, my way of interpreting stories, but none of that mattered if I couldn’t stand in front of thirty students without shaking like a leaf. I imagined them throwing paper balls, laughing at my voice, dismissing every word I said. The thought made me clutch the edge of the sink.

“No,” I muttered, shaking my head.

“This is a challenge. You’ve always liked challenges.”

That was half true. I liked challenges on the page—in novels, in puzzles, in essays. Real-life challenges? Not so much. Still, Greyston High had a reputation for chewing up fresh teachers and spitting them out, and I had signed the contract knowing that. Something about the idea of walking into the lion’s den and trying to survive had felt almost noble when I agreed.

I grabbed the novel on my nightstand—an old copy of To Kill a Mockingbird—and tucked it into my bag. Just holding it steadied me. Books had always been my shield, my proof that words could matter. I’d need that reminder today.

By the time I finished tying my tie (crooked, as always), my nerves had turned into a low hum beneath my skin. I practiced one more smile in the mirror. It looked more nervous than confident, but it was the best I could manage.

The kettle whistled in the kitchen, filling the apartment with steam. I poured myself tea and sat at the little table by the window. Outside, the city groaned awake—sirens in the distance, a bus grinding down the street, the gray winter sky pressing low. I sipped slowly, trying to make peace with the idea that I was about to step into the unknown.

“You can do this,” I told myself again, softer this time, almost like a prayer.

I picked up my bag, locked the door, and stepped into the hallway. The floorboards creaked under my shoes as though the building itself was wishing me luck. My heart raced, but there was no turning back. Greyston High was waiting, and whether I was ready or not, I had to walk through those doors.

Greyston High loomed ahead like something out of a movie set—brick walls weathered by time, tall windows streaked with grime, and a set of heavy double doors that looked like they’d seen generations of restless kids slam through them. I clutched the strap of my bag tighter and forced myself up the steps, my heart pounding in my ears.

Inside, the hallway was chaos. Students clustered in groups, shouting across lockers, phones blasting music, sneakers squeaking against linoleum. The smell was a mix of disinfectant and cafeteria grease. I adjusted my glasses and tried to remind myself that I wasn’t here as a student anymore. I was here to teach.

The front office was tucked behind glass panels. I pushed the door open and was immediately met by the sight of a tall man in a navy suit. His hair was salt-and-pepper, slicked back with military precision, and his sharp eyes scanned me as if weighing my worth in seconds.

“Mr. Young,” he said, his tone flat, almost bored.

“Principal Harland.”

I nodded quickly. “Yes, sir. Thank you for the opportunity—”

“You’re young, no pun intended,” he joked mildly, glancing at the folder on his desk.

“Fresh graduate, no prior teaching experience.” His voice carried no warmth. “Greyston High isn’t an easy posting. Most teachers don’t last here longer than a year.”

I swallowed hard. “I’m aware of the school’s reputation, sir. But I believe I can handle the challenge.” My voice wavered slightly, and I prayed he didn’t notice.

Principal Harland’s expression didn’t shift. “We’ll see. Your classroom’s on the third floor. Room 312. Try to last the week.”

It sounded less like encouragement and more like a dare.

I thanked him anyway, clutching my schedule tighter as I stepped back into the hallway. My face felt hot. I had expected at least a crumb of welcome, but instead I got a warning.

I was about to head upstairs when someone brushed past me. A man in a checkered shirt and khakis carried a stack of textbooks effortlessly in one arm. His sleeves were rolled up, and he had that calm, confident walk of someone who belonged here. He glanced at me and slowed.

“You must be the new English teacher,” he said with a smile that reached his eyes.

“Kevin Cannon. Math department.”

I blinked, caught off guard by the friendliness. “Darren Young. Nice to meet you.”

“Nervous?” His tone was light, but his gaze was steady, almost reassuring.

“Yeah. Just met Principal Harland...”

Kevin chuckled softly. “Let me guess—he gave you the survival speech.”

I managed a small laugh. “Something like that.”

He shifted the books in his arm. “Don’t let him scare you off. The kids can be tough, but sometimes tough kids just need tougher teachers. You’ll find your rhythm.”

There was a confidence in the way he said it that made me want to believe him. I nodded, trying to mirror some of his ease.

“Good luck today, Darren,” Kevin said, giving me a nod before heading down the hall.

I stood there for a moment, staring after him. His presence had been brief, but it left me with a strange sense of steadiness. Maybe not everyone here wanted to see me fail.

Clutching my bag, I took a deep breath and started toward the stairs. My first class was waiting, and ready or not, I had to face them.

Room 312 smelled faintly of dust and floor polish, the kind of scent that clung to old schools. I set my bag on the desk, arranged my notes, and tried to steady my breathing before the bell rang. The chatter outside grew louder, and then suddenly, the door burst open.

A flood of students poured in, laughing, tossing backpacks on desks, slamming chairs around. A tall boy in the back was already leaning his chair against the wall, balancing on two legs. A group of girls up front pulled out their phones without hesitation, thumbs moving faster than I could keep up.
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I cleared my throat. “Good morning, everyone. My name is Mr. Young, and I’ll be your English teacher this year.”

No one responded. Someone coughed dramatically. Another kid snorted.

I pressed on. “We’re going to start with some introductions and then talk about what we’ll be reading this semester.”

A hand shot up from the middle row, but the smirk on the boy’s face told me it wasn’t a real question. “Why do you sound like a librarian, mister?” Laughter rippled across the room. My face heated, but I forced a smile. “I guess that’s fitting. English teachers are a little like librarians.”

Another voice called out, “What’s with that tie? My grandpa wears the same one.” More laughter.

I tried not to fumble with the knot at my throat, but my fingers twitched against the fabric. “We’re here to talk about literature,” I said firmly.

“Boring!” someone shouted from the back.

I moved toward the chalkboard, chalk trembling slightly in my hand as I wrote my name in big letters: MR. YOUNG. Turning back, I caught a boy snapping a photo of me with his phone. The flash went off, and the room erupted again.

“Hey, Miss Young!” he shouted. “Smile!”

The nickname stuck instantly. Chants of “Miss Young” filled the room, echoing louder than my attempts to quiet them. My voice seemed to dissolve in the noise. “Enough,” I said, sharper than I intended. But the moment of silence that followed was quickly broken by a sarcastic slow clap from the corner.

I tried running through the lesson I had planned, asking questions about favorite books, about summer reading, but every answer was either a joke or complete silence. They weren’t listening. I might as well have been reading to an empty room.

The bell finally shrieked, releasing them like prisoners escaping a cell. They stormed out, still laughing, leaving behind the mess of papers and gum wrappers on the floor.

I sank into the chair at my desk, my chest tight. That was only first period. I still had four more classes to go.

The next group filed in, no different from the first—mocking, dismissive, restless. By the time the final bell rang that afternoon, my voice was raw, my confidence shredded.

I gathered my bag slowly, staring at the chalkboard where my name still stood. The letters looked weak, barely holding together against the smudges of eraser dust.

I whispered under my breath, “Day one. Survived.” But it didn’t feel like survival. It felt like the beginning of a war I wasn’t sure I could fight.


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

TUESDAY morning, I walked into Greyston High with the same tie, the same blazer, and a hope that maybe yesterday had been a fluke. Maybe the students had just been testing me. But the second period bell rang, and reality hit like a baseball to the chest.

The day blurred into one long trial by fire.

In first period, a boy in the back row put earbuds in and turned his music up loud enough for the entire class to hear. When I asked him to take them out, he just grinned and said, “What music? You’re imagining things, Miss Young.” The class howled.

Second period wasn’t any kinder. A girl twirled her gum around her finger, pretending not to hear me call her name three times. When she finally looked up, she said sweetly, “Sorry, Miss Young, were you talking? You sound like a mouse.” More laughter, more smirks.

By third period, I tried to switch tactics. Instead of sticking to my lesson plan, I asked them to write down their favorite songs and movies, thinking it might spark some connection. One boy scribbled “Netflix and your mom” on his paper and held it up proudly. Another passed me a note folded into a perfect paper plane that simply read: “Go home.”

The bell saved me each time, but the reprieve was brief. Every class brought new challenges, new ways of reminding me that I wasn’t in control. My voice was swallowed by whispers, my instructions ignored, my patience tested with every sarcastic comment.

During lunch, I hid in my classroom, nibbling at a sandwich that tasted like cardboard. I stared at the books stacked neatly on my desk—class sets of Shakespeare, Steinbeck, Morrison. Stories that had shaped me, that I had once believed could change lives. But in this building, they were just ammunition for more jokes.

By the afternoon, I stopped trying to be creative. I stuck to the syllabus, writing page numbers on the board while students doodled, whispered, or stared at their phones. I forced myself not to notice when one girl took a selfie with me in the background, captioning it, no doubt, with something cruel.

The final bell rang, and I felt hollow.

In the hallway, I caught sight of other teachers chatting casually, their students trailing after them with at least some respect. I wondered what I was missing.

What made them listen?

Was it the way they dressed, their voices, their confidence?

Did I just look like prey?

A group of students walked past me, and I heard it again—“See you tomorrow, Miss Young.” The laughter that followed was sharp and familiar, cutting deeper than I wanted to admit.

I tightened my grip on my bag and kept moving, pretending not to hear.

The day had ended, but it already felt like tomorrow was waiting to crush me again.

The faculty lounge smelled faintly of burnt coffee and microwave popcorn. I hovered in the doorway for a moment, clutching my lunch bag like a shield. Inside, a few teachers sat scattered around the tables. Some were grading papers, others scrolling on their phones. The low hum of conversation filled the room, but I caught a few words that made me freeze.

“…the new English teacher, what’s his name? Young?”

“Yeah. Poor kid looks like he’s about to cry every class. I give him a month.”

A woman in a red cardigan laughed softly. “A month? That generous? My money’s on two weeks.”

I wanted to melt into the floor. My stomach clenched, and I considered turning back, but my shoes betrayed me with a squeak on the linoleum. Heads turned, and I felt their eyes sweep over me, some pitying, some amused.

“Mr. Young,” one of them said, forcing a polite smile.

“How’s your first week going?”

I managed a weak laugh. “Challenging.”

The red-cardigan woman raised her eyebrows like she already knew the whole story. “Don’t take it personally. Greyston kids… well, they eat teachers alive. Just part of the culture here.”

Before I could stammer out a reply, a voice cut across the room.

“That’s not entirely fair.”

I turned, and there was Kevin Cannon, leaning casually against the counter with a mug in hand. His tie was loosened, and he looked far more comfortable here than I felt.

“Every school has rough kids,” he said. “Doesn’t mean they’re unteachable. You just have to find the right way in.”

The cardigan woman rolled her eyes. “Easy for you to say. You’re the math guy. Numbers don’t talk back.”
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Kevin chuckled. “You’d be surprised. Equations can be just as stubborn as teenagers.” He glanced at me, his smile easy. “You holding up, Darren?”

I nodded quickly. “Trying my best.”

“That’s all any of us can do.” His tone was light, but I could tell he meant it.

The tension in my shoulders eased just a fraction. At least someone wasn’t betting on my failure.

Kevin set his mug down and started flipping through a stack of worksheets. “It takes time. First couple weeks are always a mess. Once they realize you’re not going anywhere, they usually settle down. Usually.”

His eyes flicked up to meet mine, and I caught a flash of reassurance there. It wasn’t pity—it was belief, quiet and steady, like he knew something I didn’t yet.

I sat down at the edge of the table, unwrapped my sandwich, and tried to ignore the whispers that continued around me. Still, Kevin’s words stuck in my head.

Maybe I just needed to last. Maybe survival was the first step.

The bell rang, calling us back. Teachers gathered their things. I followed, my heartbeat still uneven, but with a sliver of warmth tucked away from that brief exchange.

It wasn’t much, but in a day where I felt invisible or ridiculed, it mattered more than I could admit.

That night, my apartment felt smaller than usual, the hum of the radiator filling the silence. I sat at my desk, a lamp casting a weak yellow circle over a blank notebook. My bag slumped against the chair like it, too, had given up on the day.

I held the pen loosely, tapping it against the paper. My hand ached from writing names on the board all day, from trying to point out page numbers that no one cared to open. I should have been preparing tomorrow’s lessons, but the thought of facing another round of humiliation made my chest feel heavy.

I finally scrawled a date at the top of the page: Tuesday.

The words came slowly.

“Today was worse than yesterday. They don’t listen. They don’t care. They laugh. I don’t know if I can do this.”

I stopped, chewing the end of the pen. My professors had always told me teaching was about resilience, about connecting with students no matter what. I had pictured myself leading thoughtful discussions, seeing the light spark in a kid’s eyes when a book suddenly made sense. Instead, I was the joke of the hallway.

I wrote again.

“I thought I was ready. I thought I could handle it. But maybe they’re right—I don’t look like a teacher. I don’t sound like one. Maybe I’m just pretending.”

The pen pressed harder until the letters carved into the page. I forced myself to stop before I tore the paper.

Leaning back, I rubbed at my eyes. I imagined what the other teachers were saying about me. The bets on how long I would last. The nickname, “Miss Young,” already circling in whispers. It made my skin prickle with shame.

I pushed the notebook aside and grabbed the book sitting nearby—To Kill a Mockingbird, the one I’d carried with me like a talisman. I opened it to a random page, hoping the words would steady me.

“Courage is not a man with a gun in his hand,” Atticus Finch said.

“It’s knowing you’re licked before you begin but you begin anyway and you see it through no matter what.”

I read the line three times. My throat tightened.

Was that what I was doing—knowing I was licked but still showing up? Or was I just fooling myself into thinking this meant something?

I closed the book and let it rest on my chest. The radiator clicked and hissed. The city outside groaned with car horns and distant sirens. And here I was, a twenty-two-year-old with a degree in English literature, sitting in a peeling apartment in Detroit, wondering if I had made the biggest mistake of my life.

“Maybe they’re right,” I whispered into the room.

“Maybe I don’t belong here.”

The words hung in the air, fragile and heavy all at once.


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

BY FRIDAY, my nerves felt like frayed wires, buzzing and ready to snap. Each day had been a repeat of the last—mockery, whispers, students daring me to lose control. But Friday was worse. It was like the whole school had conspired to push me over the edge.

First period, a boy in the back started imitating my voice while I read aloud from the textbook. High-pitched, shaky, every syllable exaggerated. “Class,” he squeaked, pressing his hands together in mock seriousness, “turn to page forty-seven.” The room erupted in laughter, desks rattling as students doubled over.

My mouth went dry. “That’s enough,” I said, but my voice wavered.

Another voice cut in. “Lighten up, Miss Young. We’re just having fun.”

The nickname landed like a slap. Some kids started chanting it, drumming on their desks to keep rhythm: “Miss Young, Miss Young.” My attempts to hush them were swallowed whole by the chorus. My cheeks burned.

When the bell rang, I fled the room so quickly I left my chalk behind.

Second period wasn’t kinder. A girl raised her hand, and for a brief moment, I felt relief—finally, a question. But when I called on her, she tilted her head and asked sweetly, “Do you always dress like my grandpa?” The laughter was louder this time, sharper, and I couldn’t think of a reply fast enough.

By lunch, I was moving on autopilot, tray in hand, ears still ringing with the echoes of “Miss Young.” I carried my food back to my classroom again, too humiliated to face the faculty lounge.

Third period tested what little I had left. I tried to keep the lesson simple, just reading aloud, but the whispers never stopped. One student filmed me with his phone, smirking like he’d just captured the next viral joke. I imagined my face online, my soft voice replayed and mocked by strangers.

When the final bell rang that day, I didn’t feel relief. I felt hollow.

I gathered my things slowly, each movement heavy. The chalkboard still had my name written in my neat handwriting: MR. YOUNG. Someone had added a sloppy “ISS” in front of it during class, making it read “MISS YOUNG.” I erased it with shaky hands, but the ghost of the letters remained, smudged and gray.

The hallways throbbed with the sound of lockers slamming, sneakers squeaking, kids shouting weekend plans. None of them looked at me as they passed. To them, I wasn’t a teacher. I was entertainment.

By the time I stepped outside, the sky had clouded over, spitting cold drizzle onto the concrete. I tugged my blazer tighter around me and walked faster, head down. My apartment wasn’t far, but the distance felt endless, each step dragging me deeper into shame.

I unlocked my door, dropped my bag, and stood in the middle of the room. My chest was tight, my hands trembling. I couldn’t keep doing this. Not like this.

The apartment was silent except for the faint buzz of the refrigerator. I stared at the mirror across the room, my reflection blurry in the dim light. My own face looked unfamiliar, like a stranger’s.

“Miss Young,” I whispered to myself, the name tasting bitter on my tongue. My reflection didn’t flinch. It just looked back, as if waiting for me to answer.

I stood in front of the mirror like it held all the answers I’d been searching for. My tie was crooked, my shirt wrinkled, and my eyes—red, glassy, sunken—looked like they belonged to someone who’d already lost. I tugged the knot loose and let the tie fall to the floor.

My voice came out low at first. “They don’t see me.” I pressed my palms against the sink, leaning closer until my breath fogged the glass. “They don’t respect me. They don’t even hear me.”
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The words tumbled faster, bitterness clinging to every syllable. “Every single one of them thinks I’m a joke. ‘Miss Young.’ Ha. Maybe that’s all I am to them.”

I clenched my fists, the sting of humiliation crawling under my skin. Images replayed in my head—students chanting my name, mimicking my voice, snapping photos when I wasn’t looking. It was like they had stripped me bare and left me standing in the ruins.

My voice cracked as I muttered, “If they think I’m a joke…” I stopped, staring hard at my own reflection, at the slumped shoulders, the timid curve of my mouth. “…then I’ll be a joke.”

I straightened slowly, something sparking deep in my chest, faint but alive. I didn’t even recognize the tone in my own voice when I said it again, clearer this time. “If they think I’m a joke, then I’ll give them one. But on my terms.”

The mirror Darren looked back at me, eyes sharper now, like he’d been waiting for this moment.

I opened the drawer beneath the sink and rummaged through the mess of old toiletries, half-empty bottles, and forgotten junk. My fingers closed around a cheap eyeliner pencil from last Halloween. I held it up, staring at the stub of black crayon-like tip. My pulse quickened.

I twisted the cap off and leaned close to the mirror. My hand shook at first, but I dragged a crooked line across my eyelid anyway. It smeared clumsily, but the shock of seeing that dark edge around my eye sent a shiver down my spine.

I laughed, though it sounded nervous and unsteady.

“Look at you,” I whispered. “Already unrecognizable.”

Digging further, I found an old lipstick—something my sister left in my apartment. I twisted it up; the waxy red was cracked, but still usable. I pressed it against my lips, the color uneven but bold. My reflection changed again, the timid schoolteacher fading beneath the mask of something else—someone else.

I stepped back, tilting my head. My chest heaved with uneven breaths. “Darcy,” I murmured, the name slipping out without thought. It clung to the air like it had always belonged.

For the first time in weeks, I smiled at my reflection. It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t polished. But it wasn’t Darren the pushover, either. It was someone who could walk into Greyston High and meet the students’ laughter head-on, someone who could command the room.

I pressed my fingertips against the glass, red lips curled into a smirk. “You want a joke?” I whispered to the silent apartment.

“Then call me ma’am.”

The radiator hissed behind me, the city droned outside, but all I could hear was the echo of my own voice, steadier, stronger than it had ever been.

The lipstick still clung stubbornly to my mouth as I wandered through my apartment, every step heavy with nerves. I couldn’t stop glancing at the mirror, startled each time by the red flash against my pale skin. It was messy, amateur, but it hinted at something bigger than me.

I yanked open my closet and stared at the rows of shirts and slacks—every piece gray, navy, or brown. They hung lifeless, like the dull armor of someone who wanted to be invisible. Nothing about them matched the spark I’d seen in the mirror just minutes ago.

My hands fumbled through the shelves until I found an old box from college theater club, where I’d once volunteered backstage. Inside were scraps of costumes no one had claimed—skirts too long, scarves in wild patterns, a pair of kitten heels two sizes too big. I pulled them out, one by one, laying them across the bed.

The skirt was wrinkled and smelled faintly of mothballs, but when I stepped into it, my pulse jumped. The fabric swished against my legs, foreign yet oddly thrilling. I caught sight of myself in the mirror and nearly laughed. The hem hit me at an awkward length, but the effect was immediate—I didn’t look like Mr. Young, the failed teacher. I looked like someone else clawing her way to life.

Next came the scarf, a ridiculous floral print that had always seemed too loud to wear in public. I tied it around my neck, adjusting it until it draped just right. My hands shook, but a giggle bubbled out of me anyway, sharp and disbelieving.

I slipped into the heels, wobbling as I crossed the room. They pinched my toes, but the click of them on the linoleum sent a shiver down my spine. With each step, I imagined a new rhythm, a new posture. Shoulders back, chin lifted, eyes steady.

I paused in front of the mirror, adjusting the scarf like I’d seen women do on the bus. My voice came out in a whisper at first. “Good morning, class.” Too timid. I cleared my throat, tried again, louder, bolder: “Good morning, class.”

The words rolled differently this time. They didn’t sound like Darren fumbling through another failed lesson. They sounded like someone who dared people to laugh. Someone who thrived on the attention.

I placed a hand on my hip, tilting my head. “Eyes on me,” I said to my reflection, letting the command linger. It wasn’t perfect. My makeup was smudged, the clothes didn’t fit right, but I caught a glimpse of what could be. A flicker of Darcy, waiting beneath the surface.

I touched my cheek, smearing more of the lipstick, and laughed. The sound startled me—it was lighter, freer than I expected. For the first time all week, I wasn’t weighed down by dread.

The clock ticked past midnight, but I couldn’t tear myself away from the mirror. Each pose, each word felt like shedding skin, peeling away the Darren who had been trampled in the classroom. This was someone new. Someone who could survive.

When I finally collapsed onto the bed, still in the skirt and heels, I stared at the ceiling and whispered the name again. “Darcy.”

It fit. It settled into me like it had been there all along, waiting for the right night to be spoken.


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

SATURDAY morning, I woke up with the scarf still tied around my neck and one heel dangling half off my foot. My body ached from sleeping in awkward clothes, but the mirror across the room reminded me why I had done it. The smudged lipstick, the skirt bunched around my waist, the faint trace of eyeliner—it wasn’t much, but it had lit something in me I couldn’t ignore.

The plan was clear now. If I wanted my students to really see me and not some weak library kid with grandpa’s hand-me-downs, I couldn’t rely on thrifted scraps and old Halloween makeup. The kids at Greyston would sniff out weakness in a second, and if I was going to fight laughter with laughter, I had to look untouchable. Domineering. I had to walk into that classroom like a character from one of the novels I read—confident, witty, impossible to dismiss.

But that meant stepping into a world I had never dared to cross.

The mall.

I showered, dressed in jeans and a hoodie, and tried to look as invisible as possible. On the bus ride downtown, I clutched a folded list in my pocket: foundation, lipstick, eyeliner, blouse, skirt, heels that actually fit. The words looked ridiculous in my handwriting, like a shopping list for someone else.

When the mall came into view—bright banners, glass doors, crowds spilling in and out—I felt my chest tighten. I had walked through those doors countless times as a student, always rushing to the bookstore or electronics store. Now, the idea of walking into Sephora or H&M made my palms sweat.

I lingered near the entrance, pretending to check my phone, letting families and couples stream past. My eyes kept darting toward the glowing makeup counters inside, where polished women tested lipsticks under fluorescent lights. I imagined myself standing there, fumbling with words, exposed.

“Just walk in,” I whispered under my breath. “It’s just a store.”

But my feet didn’t move. I circled the first floor once, passing shoe racks, mannequins in blazers, teenagers laughing with shopping bags swinging at their sides. Each time I passed the makeup store, my stomach flipped.

I ducked into the bookstore for cover, wandering between shelves as if the smell of ink and paper could calm me down. I ran my fingers over the spines of novels I already owned, breathing in their familiar weight. Words never judged me. Stories never laughed. But Darcy couldn’t be built out of books alone.

I stuffed my hands in my hoodie pocket and forced myself back out into the mall. My reflection flashed in the polished floor tiles—nondescript, forgettable. That wasn’t who I wanted to be.

I stopped in front of the makeup store. Women brushed past me, perfume and chatter trailing in their wake. Inside, mirrors lined every wall, each reflecting someone bolder than me.

My throat was dry. “You can do this,” I told myself. “If you can stand in front of thirty kids chanting your name, you can stand in a store and buy lipstick.”

I pushed the glass door open. The bell chimed, bright and cruel. A wave of scent—powder, floral, sharp chemicals—hit me all at once. My pulse quickened. Salesgirls in black uniforms looked up, their smiles polite, professional.

“Welcome in!” one of them called.

I froze just inside the door, wishing I could disappear into the perfume display. My plan had begun, but already I felt like an intruder in someone else’s world.

I lingered near the perfume counter, pretending to study a bottle shaped like a swan. My fingers toyed with the cap, but my eyes kept flicking to the rows of lipsticks lined like soldiers on the shelves. Women around me swatched colors on the backs of their hands, confident, easy, like they were born knowing how to do it.

A voice startled me. “First time?”

I looked up. A salesgirl in her twenties stood nearby, dark eyeliner framing her eyes, her smile disarming. She held a small basket hooked over one arm.

“I, uh—” My throat caught.

“Yes. I mean… I don’t really know what I’m doing.”

She tilted her head, unfazed. “Looking for yourself or someone else?”

The question made my ears burn. I could have lied, said it was a gift. But the word slipped out before I could stop it. “Myself.”

Her smile widened, softer now. “Okay. That helps. What’s your vibe? Subtle? Bold? Everyday natural? Or do you want something that really makes people stare?”

My chest tightened. “Something… bold.”

She nodded, leading me toward the lipstick wall. “Then you’ll need a good red. Classic, powerful. No one ignores a red lip.” She picked up a tube, twisted it open, and smeared a swipe across her hand. “See? Instant confidence.”

I stared at the color, deep and commanding. My hand twitched like it wanted to reach for it, but I kept it clenched at my side.

“Try it,” she said, pressing the tube into my palm.

I fumbled with the cap, my reflection staring back at me in the mirror behind the display. My cheeks flushed. “I’ve never…”

“Hey, no pressure. I’ll grab you a tester wand.” She returned with a clean applicator, holding it out like a peace offering. “Here. The mirror’s yours.”

I took it, my hand trembling. The red spread unevenly across my lips, but the shock of seeing it there made my breath catch. The timid man in the hoodie was still visible, but beneath the streaky color, I caught a glimpse of someone sharper.

The salesgirl grinned. “See? Bold suits you.”

I swallowed hard. “It feels… different.”

“Good different,” she said firmly. “Now, you’ll need foundation to even things out. What’s your skin tone? Let me check.” Before I could object, she was swiping samples across my jawline, nodding as if this was all routine.

“Before we proceed, do you mind if I shave your face first?”

There it was, something I didn’t anticipate. But then, the voices of the kids calling me Miss Young, reverberated in my head once more.

“Sure…” I nodded, hoping for the best.

“This blade is actually for brows because we don’t usually have a regular razor in the store. You’re… different,” she explained as she carefully shaved my beard off.

“You have invisible pores, you’re very lucky,” she added, in an attempt to distract me from the fact that she unknowingly emasculated me.

“Do I?”

“Yes, you have perfect skin!”

Moments later, the fluster built with every product she dropped into the basket—foundation, eyeliner, mascara. She moved with ease, while I stood stiff, my pulse hammering. When she guided me to the clothing store next door, I thought my knees might give out.

“Strong silhouette,” she said, flicking through racks. “Something structured but playful. You want them to take you seriously, but also know you’re fun.” She held up a fitted blouse and a pencil skirt.

“Try these.”

I clutched the clothes, heat flooding my face. My reflection in the fitting room mirror showed me pale, sweating, but also… hopeful.

“Everything okay?” she asked gently when I stepped out, clutching the hanger too tightly.

“Yes,” I said, almost too fast. Then softer: “Thank you.”

She shrugged, smiling. “Everyone deserves to feel powerful. Especially teachers dealing with Greyston kids.”

My breath caught. “How did you—”

She laughed. “Your bag says Greyston Faculty.”

For the first time that day, I didn’t feel like running.

The bus ride home felt like carrying a secret on my lap. The shopping bags were tucked between my knees, and every bump in the road made the tissue paper sigh. I kept checking that the receipts were still folded inside, as if proof on paper could anchor what I had just done.

A woman across the aisle glanced at the faint red still clinging to my lips and then looked away, uninterested, and that tiny indifference steadied me. The world didn’t end. I bought lipstick. I bought a skirt and a blouse.

No sirens.

No headlines.

Just a man on a bus with a future blooming in a paper bag.

Back in my apartment, I locked the door and set the bags on the bed like relics. The room felt charged, the radiator’s hiss suddenly theatrical, the yellow lamp light a spotlight. I washed my face at the sink first, watching the last ghost of red swirl away, then patted my skin dry. “Okay,” I told the mirror.

“No more make-believe.” My voice had a tremor, but underneath it something firmer clicked into place.

I lined the products on the dresser in a proud row: foundation, setting powder, brow pencil, eyeliner, mascara, the bullet of red like a tiny torch. I’d watched enough tutorials during college to fumble through a routine, but my hands still shook when I pumped the foundation onto the back of my hand. The cool, creamy dot looked like a dare.

“Light layers,” I muttered, dabbing a few spots onto my cheeks and chin. The sponge felt ridiculous at first, like patting paint on drywall, but as the tone evened out, my face softened into something less tired, less blotchy.

Powder next. A tap-tap-tap, then a veil over the shine. A little brow, feathered up. I leaned close, surprised how much just that tiny lift changed the attitude in my eyes.

The eyeliner scared me. I held the pencil like a scalpel. “Small,” I told myself. “No wings. Not yet.” A careful line hugged the lash line, shakier on the left, cleaner on the right. Mascara opened everything, sudden and dramatic, and I blinked at the stranger who looked back. The blush I skipped, afraid to tip into costume.

The lipstick I saved for last.

I uncapped the tube and paused. “Red means no apologies,” I said to the room. “Red says, look.” I pressed the color carefully, tracing the edge of my lip with new patience. When I leaned back, the mouth in the mirror belonged to someone who didn’t ask permission to speak.

Clothes next. I slid the pencil skirt up over my hips and tucked the fitted blouse into the waistband. The fabric’s structure pulled my posture into place, shoulders back, ribcage lifted. I stepped into the new heels—actual size, not theater leftovers—and stood very still, letting the balance find me. The first two steps were tentative, the next four deliberate. I crossed the room once. Twice. On the third pass I heard it: a click and a promise.

Finally, I wore a wig that still looked good from my theater production assistant days. It was shoulder-length and black, the perfect look to let those kids know that I meant business.

“Hello,” I said, turning to the mirror again. Darren looked tidier, yes, but not changed enough. I unbuttoned the collar, rolled the sleeves to the elbow, and added the simple gold necklace the salesgirl had tucked into my bag with a wink. The small gleam at my throat did more than I expected. It wasn’t about pretty; it was about intent.

“Good afternoon, class,” I said, trying the line in a lower register, then higher, then settling into a clear, clipped tone that met the glass rather than shying from it.

“Eyes up.” I lifted my hand and let it hover, palm outward, an easy stop sign.

“Phones down.” My reflection obeyed.

I played with stance, turning a quarter to the side, angling my hips, letting one knee soften while the other leg held. The silhouette sharpened. Authority lives in the line, I realized, the way choreographers talk about it. I wasn’t a dancer, but I could read bodies the way I read paragraphs, and this body was finally writing a sentence that landed.

In the closet, a black blazer hid behind the uniforms of thrifted gray. I’d bought it on a hopeful day last year and never worn it. I slipped it on and exhaled. The shoulders added just enough frame to the blouse, the lapels carving a neat V that pointed straight to the necklace. I looked taller. I looked like someone who belonged at the front of a room.

“Try the voice again,” I told the mirror. “Darcy, take attendance.”

I flipped open an imaginary roster on the dresser.

“Jordan?” Pause. “Here.” I answered myself with a faint grin.

“Aaliyah?” “Present.” “DeShawn?” “Yo.”

“DeShawn,” I said, tipping my chin, “we’ll use words, not sound effects.” I arched one brow—thank you, brow pencil—and waited. Silence. A tiny beat. Then: “Yes, ma’am.”

The word skittered through me, electric. Not the jeer from the hallway last week. Not a weapon. Something respectful, or at least curious. I tried it on my tongue. “Ma’am,” softer, like a secret handshake.

I practiced more: the glide of a hand across a book spine, the controlled pivot from board to desk, the leisurely walk that said I could wait out any silence they threw at me. I practiced the look you give a kid who thinks he’s made the best joke in the world.

“Are we done?” I asked the imaginary class.

“Wonderful. Page one-forty-three.” I almost smiled at my own reflection. Almost.

Shoes off for a minute. I practiced the tuck-and-sit of skirt behind knees, then standing again without fumbling. Shoes back on. I walked the length of the room with a hardcover in my hand, stopping at the mirror to read a line aloud: “Courage is knowing you’re licked before you begin but you begin anyway and you see it through no matter what.” I didn’t flinch at licked this time. I let the sentence grow roots in my chest.

The clock slid past nine. I’d been at this for hours, and instead of draining me, it fueled something. I redid the eyeliner, steadier now. I cleaned up the edge of the lipstick with a tissue, then pressed once to set it. I tried the blazer open, then closed, then with the blouse’s top two buttons undone. Open won. It said: formal, but not stiff. Human, but not to be messed with.
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The lesson plan waited on my desk: an intro to persuasive rhetoric I’d avoided all week because the thought of getting them to argue in good faith felt like fantasy. Now it seemed like a dare I could enjoy. I scribbled new notes.

Hook: viral video—debate clip, pause at the claim.
Prompt: “What’s the argument? What’s the trick?”
Activity: groups decode tone vs. evidence.
Exit ticket: write one line that makes me care.

I sat back and pictured the room: the boy with the chair against the wall, the girls with phones, the kid who called me Miss Young with a sneer. “Let’s try this again,” I told them in my head. “You like jokes? Great. So do I. But in this class, the punchline earns its keep.”

I caught my reflection smiling and startled at the shape of it. Not smug. Not sweet. Something precise. The salesgirl’s voice floated back: everyone deserves to feel powerful. Even teachers. I reached for my phone, thumb hovered over Greyston High in my contacts, then dropped it. No. I didn’t need to tell anyone yet. Monday would be the telling.

I turned the music on low—instrumental piano, because words would tangle me—and practiced walking while reading from a poetry anthology. Some lines ask for softness, some for heat. I found a middle—for Darcy, maybe warmth edged with steel.

When I tripped slightly on a heel and caught myself, I laughed out loud. Not the nervous laugh from before. An easy one. “We’re learning,” I told the room. “Keep up.”

Thirst sent me to the kitchen. I drank water from a mug and wiped a lipstick crescent off the rim with my thumb. The crescent pleased me. Evidence. Back at the mirror, I took one last inventory. Wig: tamed and structured, switched to a side part for a touch of more drama. Brows: confident. Eyes: a line that said, I see you and I’m not blinking. Mouth: red, yes, but not clownish. If anything, it pulled the rest of the face into focus. Clothes: streamlined. Shoes: tall enough to change the angle of my hips, not tall enough to betray me in a sprint.

“Who are you?” I asked, not in despair this time. I tilted my head and tried a name. “Darcy Young, English.” The title slid into place like it had been waiting on my tongue. “Ms. Young,” I tried next. No, that still tasted like their joke. I swallowed, felt a thread tighten and hold. “Call me ma’am,” I said gently, almost conversational, like a suggestion I knew they would take.

I killed the lights and crossed to the window. Detroit’s night pressed close, neon signs buzzing, a bus wheezing to a stop at the corner. Somewhere, a couple argued; somewhere else, a radio played old Motown. I touched my necklace and thought about first lines. Every book I loved knew how to enter a room. Monday would be my first line.

Back at the dresser, I packed the makeup into a neat pouch and slid it into my tote. I hung the outfit on the closet door, smoothed the skirt with my palm, checked the hem. On the desk, I wrote three phrases on a sticky note and stuck it to my roster:

Hold the pause.
Make them earn the laugh.
Do not apologize.

I washed my face again, carefully, because Monday deserved a fresh start. The red bled into the sink; the eyes washed back to plain. I folded tissue around the lipstick bullet like it was made of glass and placed it in the pouch. Barefaced again, I caught my reflection and didn’t feel that old ache. Under the plainness, there was knowledge. I had seen her. She wasn’t going anywhere.

I slid between the sheets and stared at the ceiling. The apartment had that quiet you only hear when you’ve worn your body out in the right way. A small breeze slipped through the window and tugged at the curtain. In the soft dark, I practiced one last line, a whisper so light it wouldn’t wake the neighbors.

“Good morning, Greyston. Let’s begin.”

I closed my eyes and pictured the door to Room 312. The handle was cool under my palm. On the other side: chatter, challenge, phones, jokes, risk. Also on the other side: me.

Not Darren pretending to be brave. Darcy wearing it like truth.

I slept smiling.


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

MONDAY morning came faster than I expected. I woke before the alarm, my heart already drumming as I dressed with precision. The blouse slid into place, the skirt hugged my hips, the blazer sharpened the outline of my shoulders. The necklace glimmered like punctuation at my throat. I painted my face slowly, methodically, until the person in the mirror wasn’t Darren at all. She was Darcy, and she was ready.

On the bus, people looked, but not in the way I feared. Some glanced once and then away, others lingered with half-curious stares, but no one laughed. My heels clicked softly against the bus floor as I crossed my legs, red nails tapping against the strap of my bag. I held myself tall, chin up, eyes steady on the city rushing past.

When Greyston High rose into view, I almost laughed. The brick walls that had swallowed me whole last week didn’t feel like a monster now. They felt like a stage.

I walked through the front doors, the sound of my heels snapping against the linoleum. Heads turned instantly. Clusters of students stopped mid-conversation. Phones lowered. The hallway buzzed with whispers that slid into stunned silence as I passed.

“Is that…?”

“No way.”

“Holy shit, that’s Mr. Young?”

I didn’t flinch. I adjusted my bag on my shoulder, the sway of my skirt deliberate, the weight of my gaze sweeping over them like I was measuring who would dare laugh first. No one did.

At my locker, I caught my reflection in the small metal mirror taped inside. Red lips precise, eyes lined dark, brows arched. The ghost of Darren was gone, tucked away behind a polished façade that felt more honest than anything I’d worn before.

“Good morning,” I said lightly as two girls passed, their jaws slack. I didn’t wait for their reply. My voice carried down the hall, confident, amused, commanding.

A boy muttered, “Damn,” under his breath, not even trying to hide it.

I let a smile curve my lips. “Eyes up,” I said, sweeping past him. He blinked and sat straighter against the lockers.

By the time I reached Room 312, the hallway was alive with whispers. “Miss Young,” they murmured, but this time it wasn’t sharp or mocking. It sounded awed, uncertain, like they weren’t sure if the joke still belonged to them.

I paused outside my classroom, hand on the handle. My heart pounded, but it wasn’t fear this time—it was thrill. I could feel the hush gathering behind the door, students already waiting to see what would walk in.

I straightened my blazer, smoothed the hem of my skirt, and whispered to myself, “Darcy Young, English.”

The handle turned under my palm.

And for the first time since I’d started at Greyston, I couldn’t wait to face them.

The room went silent the moment my heels clicked against the tile. Twenty-five pairs of eyes tracked me as I strode to the front. No phones lifted, no paper planes sailed. The air felt different, charged, like they were waiting to see if the circus had arrived.

I set my bag on the desk, unhurried. Then I turned, hands braced lightly on the edge, my gaze sweeping the rows. A boy near the back snickered under his breath, but when I raised one brow, the sound cut off sharp.

“Good morning, class,” I said. My voice rang clear, not soft, not hesitant—measured. I let the pause stretch, relishing how they squirmed under the silence.

“Phones away. Now.”

Chairs scraped. The shuffle was immediate. Even the girl in the front row, who last week had pretended not to hear me, tucked her phone deep into her bag.

“Much better.” I straightened, pacing slowly across the room. My heels tapped like punctuation marks.

“Since many of you have been calling me Miss Young…”

A ripple of nervous laughter stirred. I stopped dead center, crossing one arm over my chest, the other hand resting thoughtfully on my chin. “Well,” I said, lips curving, “you got it wrong. If you must call me anything—call me ma’am.”

Gasps, a few laughs, but not cruel ones. Surprised, maybe even impressed. A boy muttered something to his friend, and I caught it: “She’s serious.”

I pointed at him with a lazy flick of my wrist.

“You. What’s your name?”

“Garfield.”

“Garfield, read the first paragraph on page forty-three. Aloud. And make it good—I like my Shakespeare with drama.”

The class snickered, but not at me this time. All eyes shifted to DeShawn, who fumbled with his book. He cleared his throat and began, his voice wavering at first.
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I paced beside him, arms folded, listening intently. When he stumbled over a line, I leaned in. “Feel it,” I whispered, loud enough for the room. “Don’t let the words trip you. Own them.”

He read the line again, stronger this time.

The class broke into applause. Some of it mocking, some genuine, but it didn’t matter. I clapped once, sharply, and they fell quiet again.

“See?” I said. “Even Shakespeare can be conquered with a little attitude. And attitude, my dear students, is what will get you through this class alive.”

A girl in the second row raised her hand slowly.

“So… are we, like, still supposed to call you Mr. Young?”

I tilted my head, smiling faintly. “You can call me Darcy. Or, if you forget—ma’am works.”

Laughter bubbled, not mean but warm, contagious. Someone whispered, “Darcy,” as though testing how it felt.

I let them have the moment, then snapped the book shut. “Now. Let’s talk rhetoric. The art of convincing people you’re right—even when you’re not.” I let my eyes sweep the room, mischievous.

“Something you all practice daily, I’m sure.”

They laughed again, but this time with me.

For the first time since I’d walked into Greyston High, I felt the room shift under my control. The silence, the laughter, the rhythm—it was mine to play with. And they listened.

Later that day, the last bell rang, and the halls exploded with noise. Lockers slammed, sneakers squeaked, students shouted weekend plans to each other. I packed my bag slowly, savoring the remnants of the class that for once hadn’t ended in disaster. The chalkboard still bore the words “Rhetoric = Power,” written in my neat hand, and for the first time I felt like I actually believed it.

I stepped into the hallway, heels clicking a rhythm that turned heads again. Whispers followed me, but they weren’t the jeers I was used to. Some kids smiled, some just stared, and a pair of girls giggled and waved as I passed. I returned a little wave, which only made them shriek and shove each other, whispering, “She waved at us!”

That’s when I saw him.

Kevin Cannon leaned casually against the doorframe of his classroom, a stack of graded quizzes in one hand. His shirt sleeves were rolled up, his tie loose. He looked like the picture of calm authority, someone who belonged here in a way I never thought I would. His eyes flicked up when he saw me, and for a moment his face gave nothing away. Then his mouth curved into the faintest smile.

“Well,” he said as I approached, his voice low and amused.

“That’s new.”

I tilted my chin, meeting his gaze with as much composure as I could muster. “It’s called reinvention.”

“Is that what we’re calling it?” He straightened, sliding the quizzes under his arm. “You’ve got half the school buzzing.”

“Good,” I said, letting my lips curl into a smirk.

“Better buzzing than laughing.”

He chuckled softly, the sound warm. “Fair point.” He studied me for a beat longer, eyes steady but not unkind. “You carry it well, Darcy, right? I heard from one of your students down the hall…”

The name in his voice hit different—less like a label, more like recognition. My stomach flipped, but I kept my face smooth. “Yes.”

“Coffee?” he asked suddenly.

“There’s a place down the street. I think after today, you’ve earned it.”

I hesitated, caught off guard. The old Darren would have mumbled an excuse and fled. Darcy just raised a brow. “Only if you’re buying.”

He grinned. “Deal.”

We walked side by side out of the building, past the clusters of students who watched us openly. I could feel their eyes, their whispers, the subtle shift in the air as they pieced together the sight of us together. Some of them even smirked knowingly. Ships were already being built.

The café was small and warm, the scent of espresso and sugar thick in the air. We slid into a booth, and for the first time all day I let myself exhale. Kevin set his papers aside, leaning back easily, like this was routine. I sat straighter, adjusting the hem of my skirt, the necklace at my throat glinting in the soft light.

“So,” he began, stirring his coffee once it arrived.

“English major, right?”

“Correct.” I wrapped my hands around the warm mug in front of me. “University of Michigan. Double minor in history and theater.”

“Theater explains a lot,” he said with a teasing smile.

I arched a brow. “You think this is theater?”

“I think it’s courage.” His gaze didn’t waver. “Most new teachers would’ve packed it in by now. But you… you found a way to flip the script.”

The sincerity in his voice caught me off guard. I looked down, pretending to focus on the steam curling from my cup. “It wasn’t exactly strategy. More like desperation.”

“Desperation breeds creativity,” he said simply.

I laughed, soft but real. “You sound like a motivational poster.”

He leaned forward slightly, elbows on the table.

“I sound like someone who’s impressed.”

The words lingered between us. My cheeks warmed, though I forced myself to keep my expression calm. “Don’t be too impressed yet. The principal might have other opinions.”

Kevin’s jaw tightened briefly, then relaxed. “Harland will grumble. He always does. But he can’t deny results. And I saw those kids leaving your class today—they weren’t laughing. They were talking.”

The compliment landed deeper than I expected. I sipped my coffee to hide the small smile tugging at my lips. “Talking. That’s a start.”

Silence stretched, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. His eyes stayed on me, steady, thoughtful. There was a weight there, like he was trying to read more than what I was saying aloud. My heart picked up, the air between us thinning.

I caught myself staring back too long. I looked away, pretending to adjust my sleeve. “So, math,” I said lightly, trying to cut the tension.

“Why math?”

He chuckled. “Numbers made sense when people didn’t. Grew up in a loud house. Equations were quiet. Predictable.”

“That sounds almost romantic.”

He raised a brow. “Romantic?”

“Yes. The way you said it.” I sipped again, hiding behind the rim.

“Like numbers never let you down.”

He leaned closer, his smile small but sharp. “Maybe not numbers. But people? They surprise you.”

The heat in my cheeks threatened to betray me. I shifted back, fumbling for a deflection. “Well, some of us are full of surprises.”

“Some of us are,” he agreed, his gaze lingering on me a moment longer than it should have.

The air between us hummed. My pulse raced. For a moment, it felt like the world had narrowed to the booth, the coffee, the faint brush of his hand near mine. His eyes flicked to my lips, and my breath caught.

It would’ve been easy to lean in, to close the small distance. My body wanted to, the thought reckless and thrilling. But panic surged, quick and sharp. Too soon. Too much.

I pulled back suddenly, blurting the first excuse that came to mind.

“I should go. I have to feed my iguana.”

Kevin blinked, caught off guard. “Your… iguana?”

“Yes.” I nodded firmly, praying the blush in my cheeks didn’t give me away.

“He gets fussy if I’m late.”

Silence. Then, to my horror, Kevin laughed. Full, warm, genuine.

“You don’t have an iguana.”

I pressed my lips together, fighting a smile. “Maybe I do.”

He shook his head, still grinning. “Alright, Darcy. Go feed your imaginary lizard. But next time, no excuses.”

I slid out of the booth, my heels clicking again, trying to hold on to dignity. “We’ll see about that.”

As I walked out, my heart still pounding, I heard his voice call after me, amused and certain. “I’ll be waiting.”

The night air met me with a chill, but I barely felt it. My reflection in the café window caught me as I passed—red lips curved, eyes gleaming, shoulders high. Darcy walked away smiling.


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

THE FACULTY room always felt louder after hours, even when it was empty. The vending machine hummed like a nervous throat. The clock ticked with the smug patience of a metronome. Papers spread across the long table in uneven stacks: my essays and Kevin’s quizzes, two islands drifting closer without admitting it.

I’d stayed late to finish feedback for my seniors. The building had thinned to a skeleton crew—custodians clanking somewhere down the hall, a distant door thudding now and then. Kevin slipped in a few minutes after the final announcements, sleeves rolled up, tie loosened, hair a little mussed from the day. He lifted his chin in greeting, then sat across from me, close enough that our stacks overlapped.

“Grading party,” he said softly.

“Tragic,” I answered, tapping my pen against an essay.

“At least the company’s decent.”

He smiled at that, a small curve that didn’t go away. We worked in quiet for a while. I wrote comments—clearer claim, show your evidence, lovely turn of phrase—while his red pen made quick slashes and tidy numbers. Every so often our eyes met and skittered away. The air felt warm, like the room had been holding its breath since Friday and now refused to exhale.

He broke the silence first. “You know they won’t stop talking about you.”

“Good or bad?” I kept my eyes on the page, but the corner of my mouth betrayed me.

“Depends who you ask,” he said. “Either way, they’re listening.”

I nodded, pretending to be absorbed in a paragraph. Truth was, I was aware of him the way I’m aware of a line that’s almost perfect—how close it sits to clicking into place. I could feel the distance shrinking: the table length, the hours we’d collected, the jokes traded at lunch, the steadiness he offered when my hands still shook after a hard class.

He set his pen down. “You do know you’ve changed the weather in this place.”

I looked up. “The weather?”

“It used to be all storm cloud. Now it’s lightning.” His gaze didn’t flinch. “People notice.”

Heat climbed my throat. “You make it sound poetic.”

“It is,” he said simply.

The clock ticked. The hum of the vending machine buzzed in my ear. I tried to write another comment and couldn’t make my hand move. His quiz stack lay abandoned now, his attention a clean, unwavering line. The room narrowed to the table, the soft scrape of his chair as he pushed it back, the measured way he stood.

He came around to my side and stopped a foot away, hands braced on the table edge. I didn’t lean back. I didn’t move at all. My heart thumped hard enough that I could feel it in my throat, steady as a drumline. I knew that if I spoke, I would break whatever careful thing had formed between us.

“Darcy,” he said, a little rough, like he’d tried saying my name in his head and now had to hear it out loud. “I’ve been very good.”

“Good?” My voice was quiet. “At what?”

“At pretending I don’t want to do this.”

The pen slipped from my fingers and rolled, bumping a paperclip. I swallowed. The old Darren would have made a joke, set a boundary made of fear, reached for some polite escape hatch. Darcy—me, now—held his gaze.

“We’re at work,” I said, though it sounded more like a reminder to the walls than a rule for him.

He didn’t argue. He let the thought hang there, between the clock and the humming machine, then stepped closer. One of his hands slid from the table to the back of my chair, the other hovered, asking. He smelled like coffee and the faintest hint of chalk dust, and when he dipped his head, the room tipped very gently.

“Tell me to stop,” he murmured.
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I didn’t.

His mouth found mine like he’d been mapping the path all week. The first touch was careful, a question; the second answered for both of us. Heat rolled through me, not chaotic but focused, like a line of poetry finally landing on its feet. I felt the precise press of his lips—the pause, the draw, the soft break for air—and the shape of my name unspoken against my mouth.

His hand slid from the chair to my waist, fingers spanning the curve there, anchoring me to the moment. The other cupped my jaw, thumb grazing the edge of my lipstick like he wanted to memorize the color by touch. I leaned into that palm without thinking. My breath hitched; he swallowed it, patient and sure, and then deepened the kiss just enough to make the chair creak under us.

“Kevin,” I whispered against him.

He breathed my name back, a hush and a vow. His thumb traced my cheekbone, then the corner of my mouth again, a small reverence that sent a bright, clean rush through my chest. When he pulled a fraction away, I chased him without shame. The room was still empty, but suddenly every sound felt louder—the clock, the hall, the whisper of paper under my wrist. The risk didn’t scare me; it sharpened everything.

I reached for him, fingers slipping under the loosened knot of his tie to the warm line of his collar. The simple human closeness stunned me—after weeks of being mocked, diminished, mislabeled, here was a touch that didn’t try to erase me. He pressed me gently, gently, back against the table, not trapping, just surrounding. His palm slid up my spine, between the shoulder blades, steadying the place where all my nerves lived. I exhaled a sound I didn’t recognize as mine.

“We can’t—” I started, breathless, and he kissed that word away, slow and exact.

“Shh,” he murmured, forehead tipping to mine. “Door’s locked.”

I hadn’t noticed him click it, but the certainty in his voice untied something in me. He moved again, mouth softer this time, patience edged with hunger. I offered the same back, skimming my thumb along his jaw, finding the roughness there, the line of a man who laughed easily but restrained himself for me all week. The restraint burned off, delicious and controlled.

He kissed like a mathematician solving and a reader savoring: sure of his steps, but in love with the surprise of each one. His hand at my waist tightened when I tugged him closer; his breath stuttered when I bit his lower lip, gentle, an experiment; his quiet sound—mine—vibrated into my mouth and made me brave enough to tilt my head and take more.

The vending machine clunked somewhere in the middle of it, and we both froze, listening. Footsteps passed far down the hall and faded. He laughed against my mouth, low and incredulous.

“They’re going to see us,” I whispered, half-warning, half-dare.

He kissed the corner of my smile.

“Then we’ll give them something worth talking about.”

“You are impossible.”

“And you,” he said, angling me so his palm fit the small of my back, “are the sexiest creature alive.”

The word landed like a seal pressed into wax. I sank into him and let it hold. We drifted from the table to the wall, from careful to sure, our kisses changing temperature without ever losing form.

My hands learned him—the slope of his shoulder, the heat at the base of his neck, the slow flex of muscle under cotton when I tugged. His hands learned me—the precise places on my waist and back that asked to be cupped, the line of my throat where his mouth left a whisper of heat and I forgot what day it was.

When we finally broke for air, my lipstick was kissed thinner, my pulse loud in my ears. He rested his forehead to mine again, eyes closed, breath mingling with mine until the rest of the building felt like fiction.

“Tell me to stop,” he said once more, not because he wanted to, but because he needed it said.

I lifted my hand and traced the edge of his mouth with a red-touched thumb, marveling at the steadiness of my voice. “Not yet.”

He smiled into my palm, then kissed it, and for a long minute we let the clock complain while we ignored it.

The essays waited, the quizzes waited, the world waited. He didn’t touch more than the places I gave him, and I gave him enough to make time bend. When we returned to our seats at last, the room had changed in that invisible way rooms do—something bright stretched between our chairs like a new wire, humming, alive.

We picked up our pens. My comment on the next paper read, Strong claim. Excellent control. I could have been writing to him. Or to me.

The next day at lunch, the cafeteria buzzed with its usual chaos—trays clattering, voices bouncing off the walls, the faint smell of grease clinging to the air. I carried my salad through the crowd, scanning for a quiet corner. Before last week, I always ate alone in my classroom, but somehow, without asking, Kevin had made a habit of saving me a seat at his table.

He was already there when I spotted him, sleeves rolled up, leaning back with his water bottle in hand. Our eyes met, and he nodded like he’d been waiting. My stomach tightened in that now-familiar way, equal parts nerves and thrill.

Sliding into the chair beside him, I set down my tray.

“Thanks for holding my spot.”

“Of course,” he said easily, as though it was obvious.

“I wouldn’t let you sit in exile.”

I rolled my eyes, stabbing a piece of lettuce. “It’s not exile. It’s self-preservation.”

Before he could reply, a group of sophomores passed our table, whispering loudly enough for the whole room. “Look, it’s Mom and Dad.”

Another voice chimed in. “Young and Cannon, power couple!” They broke into laughter and darted away before I could react.

Heat rushed to my face. I nearly dropped my fork.

“Did you hear that?”

Kevin smirked, calm as ever. “Hard not to.”

“They’re ridiculous,” I muttered, though the blush spread hot across my cheeks.

He leaned closer, lowering his voice so only I could hear. “Or maybe they’re observant.”

I shot him a look, trying to muster indignation, but the corner of his mouth curved, and my resolve faltered. The room seemed louder, filled with the hum of curious eyes. I swore half the cafeteria was watching us.

Another pair of students walked past, one nudging the other. “Ship it!” they called, dissolving into giggles.

I groaned, hiding my face behind my hand. “This is humiliating.”

“Relax,” Kevin said, amusement lacing his tone.

“They ship everyone. Last week it was Ms. Johnson and the janitor.”

“That doesn’t make it better.”

He shrugged. “At least they’re talking about you with respect now.”

I peeked through my fingers, half-dreading, half-thrilled by the idea. “Respect isn’t the same as matchmaking.”

“Maybe not,” he said, taking a slow sip of his water, “but it’s a start.”

I lowered my hand and stared at him, heart hammering. He was perfectly composed, as though being shipped with me in front of half the school was just another Tuesday. Meanwhile, I could feel my blush deepening, betraying me.

Students kept sneaking glances, whispering, nudging each other. I stabbed another forkful of salad and forced myself to chew calmly, though inside I was buzzing.

Later that day, the summons came in the form of a folded slip delivered during fourth period. “Report to the principal’s office immediately.” My stomach dipped, but I smoothed my skirt, straightened my blazer, and tucked the note into my folder as though it didn’t matter.

The walk down the hall felt longer than usual. Students watched as I passed, whispers trailing like shadows. My heels clicked steady against the tile, even if my heart wasn’t quite as composed.

Principal Harland’s office smelled faintly of old coffee and floor wax. He sat behind his desk, hands folded, his eyes sharp beneath heavy brows. “Sit, Mr. Young.”

I crossed my legs neatly as I sat. “It’s Darcy, sir.”

His mouth tightened. “We need to talk about your… appearance.” His gaze flicked over my blazer, blouse, and necklace, as though each piece was a violation. “This is not standard professional attire for a male teacher.”

I held his stare. “It’s professional. My students listen now. They work. They respect me.”

He leaned back, unimpressed. “Respect is not built on costumes.”

“Then explain this,” I said, sliding a folder across his desk. Inside were the most recent essays and quizzes. I’d highlighted the averages: numbers climbing higher than the school had seen from my classes in years.

“Grades are up. Participation is up. They hand in assignments early. They don’t skip.”

He scanned the papers, expression unreadable. “And you believe this is because you… changed your presentation?”

“I don’t believe it,” I said firmly. “I know it. The first week, they mocked me, ignored me. This week they argue about Shakespeare, they debate rhetoric, they actually care. All because I stood in front of them as someone they couldn’t dismiss.”

Silence stretched. The clock ticked. Harland tapped one finger against the folder.

“You’re a disruption,” he said finally.

“I’m a teacher,” I countered.

“And for the first time, they’re learning.”

His eyes lifted, sharp and measuring. We stayed locked like that for what felt like a long minute. Then, slowly, he closed the folder.

“You’ve bought yourself time,” he said at last. “But understand this—you will be judged by results, not theatrics.”

I stood, smoothing the line of my skirt.

“Then judge me by their grades.”

For the first time, I thought I saw the edge of a smile tug at his mouth—small, begrudging, but there. “Dismissed, Ms. Young.”

I turned toward the door, pulse racing, the word echoing in my chest. Ms. Young. Not a joke this time. Not dismissal. Recognition.

When I stepped back into the hallway, the air felt lighter. I had walked in braced for punishment. I walked out knowing I had carved out ground that was mine to keep.


Chapter 7

∞∞∞

THE PTA meeting was held in the auditorium, the kind of space where every cough echoed and the fluorescent lights made everyone look tired. I sat near the front with Kevin, our chairs lined up in neat rows. Parents filed in with folders and handbags, their conversations a low rumble.

Principal Harland stood at the podium, his tie tight, his tone brisk as he went through attendance and announcements. For a while, it was the usual complaints about cafeteria food and the football team’s budget. I thought maybe I would make it through unnoticed.

Then a hand shot up from the back row. A man in a polo shirt stood, his voice sharp. “Yes, I have a question. Why is one of our English teachers—Mr. Young—coming to class dressed like a woman?”

The room shifted instantly. A wave of murmurs rippled through the rows.

Another parent, a woman clutching a purse to her chest, rose. “I agree. This isn’t appropriate for a school. What kind of example does this set for our children?”

Heat climbed my throat. I kept my hands folded in my lap, forcing my posture straight. Kevin glanced at me, his jaw tight, but I shook my head faintly.

Principal Harland cleared his throat. “Our staff’s attire has been… unconventional, yes, but Ms. Young has demonstrated remarkable improvement in student performance—”

“Performance doesn’t matter if it involves the children’s values, values we taught them at home!” the woman snapped.

“You need to do something about this.”

The air felt sharp, each whisper cutting deeper. I stared straight ahead, lips pressed tight. They weren’t asking questions—they were demanding my erasure.

Kevin shifted beside me, his hand brushing my sleeve in quiet solidarity. But I couldn’t sit there, pinned under their stares. I rose slowly, the legs of my chair screeching against the floor.

“I won’t be spoken about like I’m not in the room,” I said, my voice steady even though my chest thudded. “If you have concerns, you can direct them to me. Not to a crowd.”

Gasps, murmurs, more stares. Harland’s mouth opened, but I didn’t wait for his response. I turned on my heel and walked out, my heels echoing down the hallway.

The cool air of the empty corridor hit me like a wave. I pressed a hand to the lockers, my breath shaky now that I was out of their sight.

“Darcy.” Kevin’s voice came from behind me. He caught up quickly, his steps firm, his presence anchoring me.

I didn’t turn. “They want me gone.”

“They don’t matter,” he said, moving closer.

“You matter. The students matter.”

“They’ll fire me.” My voice cracked, and I hated how small it sounded.

He reached out, pulling me gently against him, his arms wrapping around my shoulders. His chest was warm, steady, grounding. I let myself sink into it, just for a moment, breathing in the faint scent of chalk and coffee that clung to him.

“I won’t let them,” he whispered near my ear.

“I’ll protect you. Whatever it takes.”

The words wrapped tighter than his arms, a promise I didn’t know how to believe in fully but needed desperately.

I closed my eyes, leaning into him, letting the lockers cool against my back and his hold remind me that I wasn’t alone. For the first time all evening, the noise faded.

The next morning, I asked to see Principal Harland before classes began. His secretary barely looked up from her screen as she waved me in. I carried nothing with me—no folders, no graded papers—only the weight of a decision I thought I’d already made.

Harland sat behind his desk, glasses perched on his nose, scribbling something in a ledger. He looked up when I entered, his eyes narrowing.

“Close the door, Ms. Young.”

I did, then stood in front of his desk, hands folded tightly in front of me.
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“I’ve come to resign.”

His pen froze mid-stroke. “Resign?”

“Yes.” I forced my voice steady. “The PTA made it clear last night. My presence here is causing problems. I don’t want to drag the school into scandal.”

For a long moment he just stared at me, the silence stretching heavy between us. Finally, he set the pen down and removed his glasses, pinching the bridge of his nose. “You don’t have to do that.”

“Yes, I do,” I insisted. “I won’t let you or this school carry the burden of defending me. I’d rather leave on my own terms.”

He leaned back in his chair, eyes sharp. “There may be another option. Perhaps you could… tone it down. Return to more traditional attire. It would ease the parents’ concerns.”

The suggestion stung deeper than any jeer I’d heard in the halls.

“You mean go back to Darren. Pretend this never happened.”

Harland didn’t answer, but his silence was enough.

I shook my head, my throat tightening. “I can’t do that. I won’t. Before Darcy, I was invisible, mocked, dismissed. Now, my students listen, they learn, they thrive. They see me… and most importantly, I finally see myself.” My voice trembled, but the conviction underneath held.

“I can’t go back to hiding just to make adults comfortable.”

He sighed, rubbing his temple.

“You realize this puts me in a difficult position.”

“I do.” I swallowed hard. “But I’d rather stand here as Darcy and walk away than shrink back into someone I’m not. If the price of being myself is leaving, then I’ll pay it.”

The sadness in his expression surprised me. I’d expected anger, cold dismissal, but instead he looked almost… tired. Resigned. “You’re a damn good teacher,” he said finally, voice low. “Better than half the staff I’ve seen come and go. It’s a shame.”

The words hit harder than I expected. I blinked against the sting in my eyes, nodded once, and turned toward the door.

“Ms. Young,” he called after me.

I paused, hand on the knob.

His voice softened. “Whatever happens… don’t lose that fire.”

I didn’t trust myself to speak. I just nodded again and stepped out, the door clicking shut behind me.

After speaking with the principal, I stood at the front of Room 312, my roster clutched tighter than it needed to be. The class had settled quickly, sensing something different in the air. Normally, I opened with questions, a line from a novel, a challenge to hook them. That morning, my throat felt dry, my lips heavy with unsaid words.

“Before we begin,” I said, placing the roster carefully on the desk,

“I need to tell you something.”

Dozens of eyes lifted, curious, expectant. Even DeShawn, who usually leaned back like he couldn’t care less, sat forward.

I folded my hands together. “I won’t be teaching here much longer. I’ve decided to step down.”

Gasps broke the quiet. Murmurs swept across the room, some shocked, some confused. I forced myself to keep speaking.

“It’s personal,” I continued, holding my voice steady. “But I want you all to know that these past weeks have meant more to me than I can explain. You’ve worked harder than you realize. You’ve shown me what respect really looks like when it’s earned. I hope you carry that with you, no matter who stands here after me.”

A hand shot up, abrupt and sharp. DeShawn.

“You’re quitting because of the PTA, right?”

The words landed like a stone thrown through glass. The room erupted—students twisting in their seats, whispering fiercely. I froze, searching for something to say, but DeShawn stood, slamming his palm against his desk. “That’s it, isn’t it? They’re making you leave because you dress like you.”

Silence fell for half a breath, then a girl in the front row muttered,

“That’s not fair.”

“Not fair at all,” another chimed in.

Someone shouted from the back, “They can’t do that, Miss Young!”

And then it began.

The voices rose in unison, a chant that shook the walls: “Let Miss Darcy Stay! Let Miss Darcy Stay!” But it wasn’t jeering anymore. It was defiance. Support. A drumbeat of solidarity.

I lifted my hands to calm them, but the energy had already surged past me. Students stood, desks scraping loudly. Books thudded shut. Backpacks zipped. Someone called, “We’re going to the principal’s office!” and like a current, they all moved, spilling into the hallway in a wave of bodies and noise.

“Wait—” I tried, but my voice was drowned out.

“Come on, Miss Young!” DeShawn grabbed his backpack, grinning fiercely.

“We’ve got your back!”

I followed, helpless and stunned, as the chant thundered down the corridor. Classrooms emptied; students from other periods joined in, swept up in the tide. “Let Miss Darcy Stay! Let Miss Darcy Stay!” echoed against the lockers, the sound swelling until it was no longer just a chant—it was a roar.

By the time we reached the principal’s office, the hallway outside was packed shoulder to shoulder, kids pressed against walls, fists pumping in rhythm. The secretary’s face was pale behind the glass, her phone pressed to her ear.

The office door burst open. Principal Harland stepped out, his expression a mix of anger and disbelief. “What is the meaning of this?”

The students shouted louder, the chant shifting, sharper now: “Let her stay! Let her stay!”

I pushed forward, my heels clicking unevenly against the tile. My heart pounded so hard I thought it might split me open. “Please,” I said, holding out my hands. “Quiet. Let me talk.”

The noise dimmed, but the fire in their eyes didn’t. They looked at me, waiting, trusting.

I turned to Harland. “This isn’t about theatrics. It isn’t about parents’ comfort. It’s about the students. Look at them.” I swept my arm toward the crowd. “They’re here because they care. They’re learning, they’re engaged, and for once they believe in their teacher.” My throat tightened, but I forced the words through.

“In me. As I am.”

The silence that followed was thicker than the noise had been. Harland looked from me to the sea of students, his jaw working, his eyes sharp with calculation. Finally, slowly, he nodded.

“Very well,” he said, his voice carrying over the crowd. “Miss Darcy Young—” he paused, correcting himself, “—ma’am—you may continue teaching at Greyston High. As your true self.”

The hallway erupted. Cheers burst from every direction, students hugging, high-fiving, stomping the floor in wild celebration. “Darcy! Darcy!” they chanted now, the name ringing against the lockers like a victory song.

I stood frozen, trembling, overwhelmed by the force of it. And then Kevin was beside me. He took my hand without hesitation, his grip strong, grounding me against the tidal wave of sound.

I looked at him, and he smiled, quiet but sure. He didn’t need words. His fingers squeezing mine said enough.

I leaned against his shoulder, just for a moment, letting the weight of the week lift, letting the truth of who I was settle into place with a clarity I’d never known.

The crowd’s cheers swelled around us, deafening, unstoppable. And in the center of it, I stood as Darcy Young—not a joke, not a scandal, but a teacher, loved and claimed by her students, steady at last in her own name.


Epilogue

∞∞∞

FOUR MONTHS isn’t long in calendar time, but my body insisted on measuring it differently—by mornings I woke to softer skin, by evenings my hips felt a touch fuller in the mirror, by the day my hair brushed my shoulders and I didn’t reach for a wig. I had kept teaching through it all, lesson plans tucked beside appointment cards, lipstick shades evolving with my confidence.

Some changes were quiet—heat pooling in my cheeks more easily, tears arriving sooner during a tender passage in class—but none of it felt like losing ground. It felt like finding a door I’d been pressing against for years and finally hearing the latch give.

Graduation day began in Kevin’s apartment, where sunlight spilled through thin curtains and made dust float like confetti. My dress hung from the closet door—a simple navy sheath with a square neckline and a swish that promised to move when I did.

The school’s faculty regalia lay folded on the chair, the sash a bright stripe of authority that didn’t feel borrowed anymore. On the counter, two mugs steamed. Kevin had written good morning, dr. y on a sticky note and stuck it to mine, the joke old, the affection new every time.

He emerged from the bathroom in slacks and an undershirt, towel over his shoulder, hair damp. “You’re going to make the valedictorian cry,” he said, eyeing the dress.

“And possibly the superintendent.”

“Please,” I said, checking my eyeliner in his hallway mirror. “The superintendent only cries over budget cuts.”

He leaned in the doorway, smiling like the morning belonged to him. “You look… happy.”

“I am.” I pressed the wand down, tracing the line I’d practiced a thousand times until the wing landed smooth. “And terrified. It’s a big day.”

“Terrified is just a cousin of excited.” He crossed the room and set a palm at my waist, thumb skimming where the fabric hugged me.

“You’ve handled worse than a gym full of proud parents.”

I laughed, soft. “True. I’ve handled their teenagers.”

He kissed my shoulder, a quick hello that still stirred me. “How’s your head?”

“Clear.” I set the liner down and met my reflection. Shoulder-length hair framed my face with a softness that surprised me every morning. I’d learned to coax it into a smooth fall with the round brush he kept pretending was his. My cheeks held their own faint color now; my skin caught the light differently. The slope of my waist was new, shy but there. “How’s yours?”

“Full of percentages,” he said, slipping behind me so our eyes met in the mirror. “Ninety-nine percent certain you’re going to own today. One percent margin of error because life is funny.”

“I can live with those odds.” I tilted my head to fix a flyaway. He lifted his hand and smoothed it down, careful, like handling a page you’ve read too many times to risk tearing.

“You’re not wearing the necklace.” He nodded toward the little dish on the dresser.

I picked up the thin gold chain, the one the salesgirl had slipped into my bag on that first, shaky shopping trip. “Saving it for after I wrestle with the sash.”

“I can assist,” he said solemnly. “I have advanced degrees in Knot Management.”

“Self-awarded, I’m sure.” I moved to the bed and stepped into the dress, easing it over my hips. Four months of hormones had taught me patience—my center shifted, my balance asked for attention, my body wanted care. I zipped the back halfway, then paused. “Help.”

He came closer and finished the zip, fingertips steady against my spine. The intimacy of something so ordinary hummed between us. He didn’t crowd; he never did. He offered presence like a handrail.

“Okay?” he asked.

“Okay.” I looked down at myself. The square neckline showed the new line of my collarbones, the faintest swell at my chest where softness had begun to gather. Nothing dramatic; something honest. I put the sash on and snorted.

“They didn’t design these for heels.”

“Or for people with actual hips,” he said, adjusting the angle with surprising deftness. “There.”

“Thank you.” I lifted the necklace and turned so my back faced him again. “One more?”

He clasped it, the chain cool against my skin. When I faced him, his gaze flicked to the tiny glint at my throat and softened. “Perfect.”

“I’m still me,” I said, half to him, half to the person in the mirror who had learned to meet my eyes without flinching. “Just… clearer.”

“Crystal,” he said. “And you should know—your walk changed.”

“My walk?”

“Yeah.” He grinned. “You used to approach a room like you were asking permission. Now you enter like a sentence with a period.”

I pretended to preen. “I do love correct punctuation.”

He handed me my heels. “Demonstrate.”

I slipped them on and crossed the room. The click wasn’t bravado. It was rhythm. I practiced it in class without thinking now—pivot, pause, let the silence work. My body had learned a new grammar, and even the small changes—how my hips carried me, how my arms settled—folded into that.

“You’re staring,” I said.

“Evidence gathering.” He offered his arm.

“Ready to go make an auditorium weep?”

“Let me finish my face.” I dabbed a soft rose on my lips—red had been my battle color, but today wanted grace—and brushed a whisper of color over my cheeks. Hormones had nudged my features toward gentler lines, and the mirror, for once, returned what I felt instead of what I feared. I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and waited for the familiar ache to rise. It didn’t. Relief moved through me like warm water.

He watched me cap the lipstick. “You okay?”

“I am.” I turned to him. “I didn’t think I’d be able to say that and mean it this soon.”

He cupped my cheek lightly, thumb tracing the edge where makeup met skin. “You earned this.”

We gathered the last things—programs, a stack of printed certificates, my notes for a short address I’d been asked to give because “your rhetoric unit seems to have set the seniors on fire.” He took the certificates; I slipped the notes into my tote and felt the weight settle in a way that didn’t scare me.

In the elevator, he leaned his shoulder against mine. “What changes have surprised you most?” he asked, not like a scientist, but like a man collecting the small ways to love me better.

I thought about it. “I cry more,” I said, rolling my eyes fondly. “Commercials, poems, someone remembering their thesis in a messy paragraph. It’s like the volume knob on everything turned up a click.”

“That’s not a bug,” he said. “It’s a feature.”

“I know.” I hesitated. “And I’m… less afraid of being seen. Even on the days my voice catches or I double back on a word, I don’t want to disappear. That’s new.”

He bumped my shoulder. “Keep it.”

Later, we walked the three blocks to school with paper cups warming our hands and the city dressed in that early-summer brightness Detroit sometimes bestowed out of nowhere. Outside the gym, custodians were propping open the doors and the band was tuning.

A cluster of seniors spotted us and waved, their caps decorated with glitter and glue. One held up a sign that said Thank you, Ma’am Darcy in blue paint. My throat tightened fast; Kevin squeezed my hand once and let go so I could wave back without smearing mascara on his sleeve.

Backstage was the usual scramble—gowns swishing, cords tangling, someone panicking about a lost speech and finding it under a chair. I checked with the secretary about the order of awards, smoothed the stack, and waited for the principal’s welcome. Harland caught my eye across the curtain and gave me a single, unreadable nod that wasn’t unkind. We had found a wary peace—results spoken in gradebooks and hallway quiet.

“Ready?” Kevin murmured, sliding in beside me at the wing. He looked unfairly good in his suit, tie knotted neat, the math department pin a small glint.

“As I’ll ever be.” I exhaled and rolled my shoulders.

“If I trip, catch me.”

“Always,” he said, like it wasn’t a joke.

The band launched into the processional, and the seniors entered in two lines, that wobbly dignity specific to teenagers trying to act older than they felt. I spotted DeShawn halfway back, tassel already crooked, grin too big for solemnity. He saw me and gave a small salute. I bit down a laugh and nod-scolded him into seriousness he couldn’t hold.

We took our seats on the stage, faculty in a neat row of borrowed rainbows. The speeches unfurled—the welcome, the superintendent’s vows about futures, the valedictorian’s graceful balancing act between gratitude and glee. When it was my turn for the rhetoric note, I stepped to the mic, placed my notes on the plexiglass, and let my eyes find the students before I spoke.

[image: A person standing at a podium with a microphone and a group of graduates in the background  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

“Language,” I began, voice steady, “isn’t just how we talk. It’s how we claim space. You all learned this year that a strong argument isn’t louder—it’s clearer. It doesn’t bludgeon—it invites. Today isn’t an ending. It’s a thesis you’ll spend years supporting. Make your evidence a life you’re proud to footnote.”

A ripple of laughter, then a small hush that told me the line had landed. I stepped back. Kevin’s smile was subtle and private.

After diplomas came the special awards. I stood again when the principal nodded, carrying the stack like a ceremony in my arms.

“Best in English,” I said into the mic, and paused just long enough to let the room lean forward. “For finding his voice and using it to make ours listen—DeShawn Williams.”

The gym erupted. DeShawn jolted to his feet as if launched, eyes wide, both hands dragging his gown up so he didn’t trip on the steps. When he reached me, his grin was unstoppable. He tried to shake my hand with too much enthusiasm and knocked the microphone crooked. Laughter rolled sweet and unmean. I fixed the mic and handed him the certificate.

“Say something,” I hissed, half-teasing.

He blinked, then turned to the sea of caps and parents, clutching the award. “Uh… hi.” The laughs rose again, encouraging, and he squared up. “I wasn’t supposed to be good at this,” he said, voice finding its place. “Reading. Writing. Caring about what the future held. Caring about anything that wasn’t a game controller.” He glanced back at me, then the crowd.

“But Ma’am Darcy showed up and… and didn’t back down. She made us read out loud like it mattered. She made me rewrite a paragraph four times and then told me it could punch harder, and I was mad until I did it and it did. I didn’t think anybody like me could love words.” He swallowed.

“Now I kinda want to be a romance novelist. Don’t laugh.”

No one laughed. The room held its breath. I bit the inside of my cheek and lost the battle with my eyes.

He lifted the certificate. “Thanks, Ma’am. For being an example of change. Like… real change. Not just clothes. Like deciding to be yourself even when people try to make you smaller.” He looked back at me, and his voice softened. “We saw you. It helped us see us.”

The applause started in a burst and rolled into a standing ovation that knocked the breath out of me. DeShawn, mortified and thrilled, handed me the mic back and tried to flee; I hooked an arm around his shoulder and pulled him into a quick side hug, my makeup be damned. The camera flash popped. He whispered, “Don’t cry, Ma’am.”

I laughed and cried anyway.

We finished the program with names and handshakes and that late-afternoon shimmer that always visits gymnasiums in June. When the cap toss finally came, it rose like a flock, chaotic and perfect, tassels catching the lights as they arced.

Backstage again, the chaos turned giddy—photos, hugs, someone blasting a songtoo-loud from a phone. I leaned against the cinderblock wall, dizzy with relief and joy and the lightness that follows a long-held breath.

Kevin found me in the whirl. He didn’t say anything. He just stepped close, took my face between his hands like something precious, and kissed me. It wasn’t a dip or a performance. It was a seal, witnessed only by a lopsided paper banner and a mop bucket. His mouth was warm, familiar. Mine opened with the ease of a door that finally swings true on its hinges.

“Congratulations,” he said when we parted, foreheads touching.

“On everything.”

“On us, too,” I said, the words surprising me with their certainty.

He smiled, and in the echo of cheering two hallways away, I heard what I needed: my name, spoken in all the right ways—Darcy from the kids, ma’am from the ones still learning, love in the quiet place where only he and I stood.

~THE END~

Did you enjoy Call Me Ma’am? In that case, I hope you can check out my first full-length Transgender Transformation novel The Love Hormone.
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“Along with the Estrogen and Anti-androgen, I took EVERYTHING, including the Risk of Falling in Love.”

It contains over 43,000 indelible words that will open your eyes to the possibility that transformation can lead to Happily Ever After. It is a brave story of a nurse who got kicked out of the house for wearing a dress and eventually meets an arrogant yet oh-so-charming doctor who will not only steal her parking slot, but also her heart.

Read The Love Hormone

Can’t get enough? Let’s multiply that urge three times more with this bundle that contains some of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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“Eleven fine femboys, feminized by chance, self-discovery, and love.”
This is an illustrated novella collection, it includes beautiful images inside. Enjoy! No cross-additions guaranteed. You won’t find these best-selling stories in any of my other collections.


Story 1 – Secret Girlfriend
I didn’t expect that the price to pay to be walking the hallways with them would entail me, serving the jocks food and drinks every weekend… in his sister’s clothes.


Story 2 – Becoming My Mother
Little did I know, it was the beginning of a new role that I’d never imagined I’d assume to heal my stepfather’s wounded heart.


Story 3 – Female ID
It was only the beginning of something more challenging. Something that would compromise the life I’d gotten so used to living.


Story 4 – In The Navy
I didn’t expect that I’d be asked to slip into something more appropriate for the bedroom and not the ocean. Something that was so out of character and out of my job description. But then again, he was the Captain, it was his ship, and I had to follow his orders...


Story 5 – Cheerleader By Chance
When I met the cheer captain… everything changed. Even my wardrobe!


Story 6 – The Secretary
Being his secretary not only opened me to a world of lingerie, dresses, and scintillating shoes. He also bossed me around to unleash the yearning and absolutely gorgeous woman within me.


Story 7 – Old Maid
When I stumbled upon the chance of discovering my glamorous alter ego and the chance at love, I started questioning if I was still okay with being the male version of an old maid.


Story 8 – Angel Baby
She was beautiful, kind, and had all the answers to my questions. But then, she started telling me to try the shoes of another person, and that pair… had six-inch heels.


Story 9 – My Crazy Girl
One night, I met that drunk girl in the subway station, my crazy girl who showed me how femininely beautiful this world could be and left me questioning if I was ready for it.


Story 10 – Miss Meow
During one of my overtimes, I decided to wear one of my creations—the ones that he deemed were trash. Soon after, night after night, I would prowl the dark streets and discover facets of myself in my tight and glossy leotard—letting everyone know how extraordinarily fun it was to be Miss Meow.


Story 11 – After Midnight
My hands started having a life of their own and clicked the Women’s Shoes category and then the cosmetics section. I thought the mystery ended with girly things. Little did I know, my nights would turn sleepless—prowling and yearning to satiate my novel hunger for… men. 

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and Prepare for a Feminization Romance Ride!

Note: This collection contains feminization, transgender transformation, romance, and first time with a transgender woman tropes.

Read Femboy Diaries


Hello Lilly
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So, okay, I know that you can’t wait to read the book but I can’t help but share with you my excitement (I know, I don’t look too thrilled in that photo but it’s the only one I could find where I’m holding the telephone, lol) but trust me, I am!

I’ve created an exclusive Fansly(profile) where I post feminizing and enchanting audio clips to help you achieve your most dazzling version.

Apart from the hypnotic lessons, I also post bonus content such as photos and scalding real-life stories along with POV clips that can lull (or get your blood rushing) depending on your choice, xo.

I’ll be updating it weekly with new content so stay tuned.

CLICK HERE TO LISTEN

(Not working? Simply search on Fansly(lillylustwood)


Book Bundles

∞∞∞

Need more of my romantic bedtime stories? It’s your lucky day! All of my bundles are unique, and none of the stories were cross-added so you can buy all of them without having to worry about whether or not a story already appeared on another bundle.

With these bundles, you’re going to save more than 50%. Love love love!
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Custom Story

∞∞∞

Did you know that I also write custom/commission-based stories? Yes, I do, and I will write it to the tee based on your liking. Here’s a sample of a commission story I’ve created for one of my lovely readers.

[image: A person in a white dress  Description automatically generated]

Added to that, if you’re a Lilly Lustwood reader, you’re quite aware of how colorful my prose is and I do three rounds of edits before I publish. Please understand that masterpieces cannot be rushed.

Don’t take my word for it, here’s what one of them had to say:

“I love the story!!!! Ty for writing almost 100 pages for Michelle and Evelynn—I’m sure they’re happy you gave them such love and attention as well. <3 My only disappointment came when I finished reading, but I realized I can re-read as much as I want.

Your storytelling skills are so great—if there’s any way I can leave a review please let me know! I truly enjoyed every moment of this commission.” -Michelle

Get Your Own Story


Audiobooks

∞∞∞

I know that many of you prefer consuming a book while doing something else. Most especially when it’s some of my books which are hard to read even with one hand haha!

That’s why I’ve created audiobook versions of my top sellers. They’re available on Audible and other major distributors!
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Listen to Audiobooks


Find Femboys
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Many of my readers love dressing up and have not fully transitioned for various reasons. Some of them also live double lives and are happy dressing up femininely part-time.

I get a lot of emails, but I can’t accommodate each and every one of them, so I created a community called Find Femboys. It’s a kink-positive platform allowing sissies, crossdressers, femboys, and people who love them to chat, exchange, meet, and more in a safe online space.

We have over 30,000 ACTIVE MEMBERS from around the world!

✓    44 Free Messages Daily

✓    View 44 Profiles/day

✓    Faster PHP system

✓    Support replies in 24–48h

App version in the works!

You don’t even need to upgrade to VIP to enjoy most of it.

Creating an account is as easy as 1-2-3. See you there!

Visit Find Femboys


Latest & Other Titles

Here’s the latest book from Lilly Lustwood…
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"I told myself it was just a podcast, maybe some subliminal trick. But every time I listened, I ended up softer… prettier… less like him and more like her.”

I was a science student at MIT, a kid from a Wyoming cattle farm who should’ve been focused on code, data, and survival. Then one sleepless night, I stumbled onto Girly Talk. At first, it was background noise—two women laughing about makeup, fashion, and boys.

Nothing to do with me. Nothing I should’ve cared about.

But something happened. My shoulders loosened when they told me to breathe. My lips tingled when I tried the balm they swore by. I bought lotion, then panties, then wore my ex’s dress I swore I’d never wear.

Each step I called “an experiment,” a test to prove the podcast was using hidden frequencies. Because admitting I wanted it—that I wanted to be her—was too much.

And through all of it, there was Avery. My rival in class, the boy who saw me slip.

Read Feminine Frequency

Lilly Lustwood is a bestselling author of Transgender Romance. She has written hundreds of books but there are titles that truly helped introduce her to a wider range of readers. Here are just some of her bestselling books of all time.
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Want her classic works or check out some obscure ones? Feel free to check out these titles below.
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Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Call Me Ma’am.

For a writer, I can’t seem to find the best word to describe how grateful I am for your support.

If you enjoyed this book, KINDLY (with puppy-dog eyes) give it a Rating and Review.

Let’s get it to the overall bestseller list <3

Should you feel the need to send me a message concerning this book, your love life, or just about anything, please feel free to follow the pages below and Subscribe to my Mailing List to get updates on Free Books, Promos, and New Releases.

You can also follow my author profile on Amazon simply by visiting the Amazon Page below, you will get e-mails from Amazon whenever I have a new book, xo.

Mailing List (stats.sender.net/forms/er756a/view)

Home Page (www.lillylustwood.wordpress.com)

Amazon Page (www.amazon.com/Lilly-Lustwood/e/B0B9X11BMR/)

Facebook | Twitter |(@LillyLustwood)

TikTok @LillyLustwoodTok

Goodreads (www.goodreads.com/lillylustwood)

Fansly(www.fansly.com/lillylustwood)
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