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Introduction

“What a beautiful property! Wait… that’s such a huge closet, should I open it?”

This is an illustrated romance novella, it includes beautiful images inside. Enjoy!

∞∞∞

Valentine’s Day was coming, and I was all by myself. My ex-wife was already making plans with his macho man. It had only been months since our divorce and she had already gotten married, yet I was there, past midnight, checking test papers and wondering what had become of my life.

Suddenly, an ad for an Airbnb property popped up. I wasn’t really looking for a vacation but the place, so majestic, so inviting, made me place an online booking.

I thought that it would just be a weekend to escape, up until I saw the closet which turned my trepidation into the ultimate girly destination.

Clutch your Pearl Necklace Tight and

Prepare for a Transgender Romance Ride!

Note: This story contains transgender love, feminization, transgender romance, and first time with a transgender woman 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 alabaster 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 Girly Destination.


Free Vip Mailing List

∞∞∞

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

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

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

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

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

CLICK TO READ FOR FREE

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

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

Love Always, Lilly


Chapter 1

∞∞∞

THE CLOCK TICKED past midnight, marking the beginning of yet another Valentine's season spent in solitude. The silence of my apartment was punctuated only by the occasional rustle of test papers and the soft clink of my wine glass being returned to the table. It was in these quiet hours that my mind wandered down the darkest paths.

"I should have been better," I muttered to myself, swirling the deep red wine in my glass. The reflection of the dim lamp in the liquid seemed to mock me with its vibrancy.
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"More exciting, more... everything she wanted."

The ads on my laptop screen, bright and cheerful, were a stark contrast to the gloom that enveloped my small dining room. They promised happiness with the simple purchase of chocolates or flowers, as if love could be so easily bought and sold.

"Pathetic," I scoffed, closing the lid with a snap. The darkness that followed seemed more fitting, a better match for the void that had taken up residence in my chest since the divorce.

It had been almost three years since she left, but the wound felt as fresh as ever. Ten years of marriage, dissolved as though it meant nothing. And perhaps to her, it hadn't. Her words, meant to wound, echoed in my mind: "You're just so... boring, Herbert. Unexciting. You never take charge."

I took another sip of wine, the bitterness on my tongue a perfect match for the thoughts swirling in my head. We had tried for children, a desperate attempt to bring us closer together, but even that had been a failure. The issue lay with me, my low sperm count a final, damning proof of my inadequacy.

"I'm not enough. Never was, never will be," I whispered into the darkness, the weight of loneliness pressing down on me. The wine, my only companion, offered no comfort, its warmth a fleeting illusion.

It was a cruel twist of fate, or so it seemed, that just three months after our divorce was finalized, she had been dating him. With him, no less—the embodiment of everything I was not. A coach for a university football team, a man who lived and breathed the very essence of masculinity that I lacked. And that wasn’t all, they just got married. The news had come to me through the grapevine, a whisper of betrayal that felt like a knife twisting in my gut.

I sat at my desk, surrounded by the remnants of my failed marriage, and couldn't help but imagine them together. Planning their first Valentine's Day as a married couple, no doubt. While I, on the other hand, wallowed in self-pity and loneliness, a stark contrast to their blissful happiness.

"Why her? Why him?" I questioned the empty room, the weight of my solitude a heavy cloak around my shoulders.
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"Was I ever truly loved, or was it all just a convenient lie?"

The thoughts haunted me, a relentless tide of self-doubt and regret. It was as if my entire marriage had been a farce, a decade of my life spent chasing a mirage. And now, she had found her oasis, while I wandered lost in the desert of my own inadequacies.

I poured myself another glass of wine, the liquid no longer a comfort but a necessary crutch.

"Is this all I am? A jilted lover, a failed husband, a man not man enough?" The words were bitter, a reflection of the turmoil within.

With a heavy sigh, I turned my attention back to the test papers strewn across my dining table.

"At least I've still got my career," I muttered to myself, trying to muster a sense of pride.

"A well-respected literature professor at Ingram University in New Jersey. That's something, right?"

I picked up another paper, red pen in hand, ready to dive into the world of Shakespeare and metaphor, a world where I felt competent and in control. Yet, my concentration was shattered by the ping of my laptop, signaling yet another distraction. I was about to close the notification when something caught my eye—an ad that seemed to speak directly to my current state of mind.

"Escape the Valentine's cliché: A weekend getaway for the solo adventurer. Find peace in the heart of Iowa's forests. Perfect for single bachelors looking to enjoy beautiful views without the reminders of the season."

The ad showcased an Airbnb that looked like it was plucked from a dream, a secluded cabin surrounded by nothing but trees and the open sky.

"For some reason, it feels... right," I found myself saying aloud. It was genius, an escape not just from my geographical confines but from the emotional turmoil that had been my constant companion. A weekend away, just me and the serene beauty of nature.

No expectations, no pitying looks from couples wrapped up in their Valentine's Day bliss.

I hesitated for a moment, the cursor hovering over the 'Book Now' button.
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Could I really do this?

Just up and leave for a weekend in Iowa?

The very thought was both terrifying and exhilarating.

"Yes, I can. And I will," I declared, clicking the button before doubt could regain its hold on me. A sense of excitement washed over me, the first genuine emotion I'd felt in ever since the first of February that wasn't tinged with sadness or regret.


Chapter 2

∞∞∞

ON THAT CRISP FRIDAY AFTERNOON, the university was alive with the quiet buzz of anticipation for the weekend. I, too, felt that anticipation, but mine was tinged with a thrill I hadn't felt in a long time. Today, I wasn't just a literature professor at Ingram University; I was an adventurer, albeit a slightly apprehensive one, on the brink of a journey meant to redefine my solitude into something meaningful.
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I checked my luggage one last time—a small suitcase and a backpack. Both contained essentials for my weekend escape: clothes, my favorite books, and, most importantly, a journal. I was ready, or at least I hoped I was.

"Off to Iowa, Herbert?" Dr. Lisa Monroe, a fellow professor and friend, called out as she spotted me locking my office door.

I turned, offering a smile. "Yes, believe it or not. A weekend away from everything... it seemed like a good idea."

She walked over, her curiosity evident.

"Iowa, though? That's... different."

I laughed, a genuine sound that surprised even me. "An Airbnb in the heart of the forest. It's about as far from 'everything' as I can imagine."

"Sounds like you're really looking to disconnect. I'm envious," Lisa admitted, her gaze thoughtful.

"You'll have to tell me all about it when you get back."

"I will," I promised, feeling a warmth at the simple connection.

"Maybe it'll inspire you to take your own leap into the unknown."

With a final check of my belongings, I set off for the airport, the drive a blur of highways and the setting sun. My mind was a whirlwind of expectations and uncertainties.

What was I hoping to find in Iowa?

Peace?

Clarity?

Or perhaps just the space to breathe without the weight of my past pressing down on me.

The airport was a hive of activity, people bustling about, each engrossed in their own journeys. I navigated through check-in and security with a practiced ease, the process a familiar routine from conferences and academic trips. Yet, this time, it felt different. I wasn't Professor Strauss, heading to another symposium. I was just Herbert, a man seeking solace in solitude.
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Later that day, I settled into my seat on the plane, a window spot that offered a view of the world below. As the plane ascended, I watched New Jersey shrink away, its familiar landscapes replaced by clouds and then, gradually, the vast, open spaces of the Midwest.

The flight was uneventful, a few hours suspended between the life I knew and the unknown that awaited me. I tried to read, but my thoughts kept drifting to the weekend ahead.

Would this journey be what I needed to start anew, or was I simply running away?

As the plane descended into Iowa, the setting sun painted the sky in hues of orange and pink, a beautiful welcome to this new chapter. I felt a stirring within me, a sense of possibility that had been absent for too long.

The airport in Iowa was smaller, a stark contrast to the bustling hub I had left behind. It felt fitting, somehow, a reflection of the simplicity and quiet I sought. I collected my luggage and headed to the car rental, the final leg of my journey to the cabin.

The drive was peaceful, the landscape a serene expanse of fields and forests under the twilight sky. I rolled down the windows, letting the cool air fill the car, a tangible reminder that I was no longer bound by the confines of my past.

As I neared the cabin, the reality of my decision settled in. I was here, miles away from everything familiar, on a quest for peace and perhaps, a new understanding of myself. The cabin appeared, a cozy haven nestled in the heart of the forest, its lights a beacon in the encroaching darkness.

I parked the car and took a deep breath before stepping out. The air was fresh, filled with the scents of pine and earth, a natural balm that soothed my weary soul.

I looked up at the stars, a vast canopy above, and felt a profound sense of smallness, yet not insignificance.

"Here's to the weekend," I whispered to the night, a pledge to myself.

"Here's to finding peace."

The path to the cabin was illuminated by a series of lights that seemed to twinkle with a magic all their own, casting a glow on the surrounding forest that lent an air of enchantment to the night. It was like stepping into a fairytale, the kind I'd often lost myself in during the quieter moments of my life.

[image: cabin in the forest, night time]

The cabin itself looked as if it had sprung from the pages of a fantasy novel, resembling a hobbit’s house but on a grander scale. It was perfect.

With each step closer, a sense of awe washed over me, the weight of my usual anxieties momentarily lifted by the sheer wonder of my surroundings.

"This... this is incredible," I murmured to myself, the childlike joy of discovery bubbling within me.

The door creaked open to reveal an interior that continued the fantastical theme, the decor a blend of rustic charm and whimsical elegance. It was as if someone had reached into my dreams and brought them to life. I couldn't help but smile, the gesture feeling foreign yet fitting given the magic of the moment.

After a brief exploration, I poured myself a glass of wine from the bottle I'd spotted on the kitchen counter, a welcoming gift from the Airbnb host. The rich red liquid seemed to glow in the low light of the cabin, a beacon of relaxation. I savored a sip, the flavors a comforting embrace to my weary soul.

Eventually, I found myself in the bathroom, the mirror reflecting back an image of a man on the brink of something new.

"Can't believe I'm turning 42 tomorrow," I said to my reflection, the words a whisper of disbelief. Tomorrow wasn't just another day; it was Valentine's Day, a day that had once held significance but now loomed as a reminder of what I'd lost. Yet, here I was, finding solace in solitude on the eve of my birthday.

As I turned to the bedroom, a piece of paper caught my eye, resting on the bed. It was a note, written in a hand that was both elegant and inviting: "Hey bachelor, forget about what you've left behind. This weekend is about discovery, about finding joy in the solitude and peace within yourself. It's time to love yourself. Happy Birthday and Valentine's Day."

A chuckle escaped me, the sound echoing in the quiet of the cabin. "Easier said than done," I quipped, though the warmth in my chest suggested I was more touched by the gesture than I cared to admit.

The note, with its simple yet profound message, felt like a nudge from the universe, a reminder that there was still beauty to be found in the world, and more importantly, within myself. It was a call to embrace the journey of self-discovery, to find love not in another but in the life I had yet to fully live.

With a newfound sense of purpose, I raised my glass to my reflection.

"To 42," I toasted, "and to finding the magic in the mundane."

The wine tasted sweeter somehow, a harbinger of hope on the eve of a day I'd once dreaded.


Chapter 3

∞∞∞

THE FIRST RAYS OF MORNING LIGHT had barely begun to seep through the curtains when a barrage of knocks jolted me from sleep. Groggily, I glanced at the alarm clock on the bedside table. "7:30? On my birthday?" I grumbled under my breath, a wave of annoyance washing over me.

Dragging myself out of bed, I shuffled towards the door, half-expecting to find the owner with some emergency or another.

Instead, I was greeted by the sight of a man in his early 30s, his well-built, bulky frame a stark contrast to my own. With a handsome face framed by a short beard, he offered a broad smile as soon as I opened the door.
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"Morning! You must be Mr. Strauss. I'm Bart, the plumber. The property owner sent me over to fix a bit of a plumbing issue. Said it was urgent, and I hope I didn't wake you."

His straightforwardness, paired with a slight twang in his voice, took me by surprise.

"Oh, uh, yes, come in," I stammered, stepping aside to let him through. The mention of a plumbing issue was news to me, but then again, I hadn't exactly had the chance to use much water since arriving.

As Bart set down his toolbox, he glanced back with a friendly grin.

"Also, as a form of apology for the disturbance, the first day's stay is gonna be 50% off. Hope that helps make up for the early wake-up call."

"That's... very generous, thank you," I replied, the annoyance fading as the situation became clearer. I hadn't expected such a gesture, especially not as a start to my birthday.

Bart chuckled, his demeanor as light as the morning sun.

"No problem at all! Now, let me get to work so I can get out of your hair. Wouldn't want to intrude on your big day."

I laughed, despite myself. "How did you—"

"The owner mentioned it. Said you might appreciate the quiet. Don't worry; I'll be quick."

As Bart made his way to the bathroom, I realized I had nothing to offer by way of breakfast. "I'm afraid I don't have much in terms of food," I called out apologetically.

"No worries, Mr. Strauss! I grabbed something on the way here. But thank you!"
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Settling into the living area, I listened as Bart worked, the occasional clank and shuffle echoing through the cabin. Despite the early start, there was something comforting about having someone else there, a reminder of the world beyond my self-imposed isolation.

Between tasks, he filled the space with stories of his life as a country boy, his voice carrying easily as he spoke.

"You know, being out here's got its perks. Quiet, peaceful. But it's the people that make it for me. Everyone knows everyone, and there's always a hand to lend."

I found myself drawn in by his tales, the simplicity of his life painting a stark contrast to the complexity of my own. "Sounds... nice," I admitted, feeling a pang of longing for such straightforward connections.

"And what about you, Mr. Strauss? Big city life must be something else. Always something going on, huh?"

His question caught me off guard, a reminder of the life I'd momentarily left behind.

"Yes, it's different. Busy, always moving. But it can be lonely, too, amidst all the noise."

Bart nodded, understandingly. "I can imagine. But hey, you're here now, right? A chance to slow down, even just for a weekend."

Our conversation meandered from the differences between city and country living to more personal territories. Bart's easygoing nature made it simple to open up, his questions thoughtful, his laughter genuine.

As he wrapped up his work, I felt a sense of gratitude not just for the repaired plumbing but for the unexpected companionship on my birthday.

"Thanks. Not just for fixing the issue, but for the company."

He packed his tools with a smile. "My pleasure, Mr. Strauss. And hey, if you ever need a guide around these parts or just wanna hear more stories, you know who to call."

Stepping into the bathroom, I caught my reflection in the mirror. The soft morning light filtered through the window, casting a gentle glow on my face.

"Happy Birthday, Herbert. And Happy Valentine's," I whispered to myself, a small smile playing on my lips despite the solitude.

I made my way to the kitchen, the cabin still quiet in the early morning. The coffee maker hummed to life, filling the space with the comforting aroma of brewing coffee. Mug in hand, I stepped out onto the porch, the crisp winter air biting at my cheeks. The view was breathtaking—a sprawling canvas of snow-dusted trees and the distant mountains painted in hues of gold by the rising sun. It was moments like these, surrounded by the majesty of nature, that I found a semblance of peace.

Deciding to venture out for a walk, I zipped up my thermal jacket, the cold air invigorating. My phone, surprisingly, showed a full signal.

"Lucky day," I mused, slipping it into my pocket as I made my way down the path.

The silence of the forest was a stark contrast to the noise of my thoughts. I contemplated my life—the roads taken and those left unexplored. The beauty of the surrounding nature was a balm to my weary soul, each step a further distance from the past year's turmoil.
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It was then I saw it—a black bear, not far off the path, staring directly at me. My heart stopped, fear rooting me to the spot. The bear seemed as curious about me as I was terrified of it. I was acutely aware of how vulnerable I was, alone in the forest with no idea how to react.

The bear took a step forward, its gaze unwavering. Panic seized me, my mind racing with images of what could happen. I was too scared to move, to run, to do anything but stare back in horror.

Suddenly, a shout broke the silence.

"Hey! Get outta here!" It was Bart, charging towards us with an energy that was both alarming and reassuring. To my amazement, the bear, seemingly startled by Bart's boldness, turned and lumbered away into the forest.

He jogged up to me, a grin spreading across his face.

"You alright, Mr. Strauss?"

I could only nod, my heart still pounding in my chest.

"Come on, I'll give you a lift back to your cabin. You look like you could use a moment to collect yourself," he said, guiding me towards his pickup truck parked nearby.

As we drove, Bart laughed, shaking his head. "Black bears aren't usually aggressive, you know. They're more scared of you than you are of them."

I raised an eyebrow, still trying to calm my racing heart.

"I find that hard to believe at the moment."

He chuckled, taking a moment to explain. "See, bears, they come in different types. Black bears, like the one you saw, they're generally the least aggressive. It's the grizzlies you've gotta watch out for. Their temperament's a whole different story."

The rest of the drive was filled with Bart's tales of wildlife encounters, each story more unbelievable than the last. But his presence, the ease with which he navigated the conversation and the forest roads, brought a sense of calm.

As we pulled up to the cabin, I couldn't help but feel grateful. "Thanks, Bart. I thought I was a goner for a moment there."

He waved off my thanks with a laugh.

"No problem, Mr. Strauss. Just part of living out here. You get used to it."

Stepping out of the truck, I took a deep breath, the fresh air clearing the last remnants of fear. The encounter had been a stark reminder of the unpredictability of life—both its dangers and its unexpected guardians.

"Stay safe. And if you ever decide to go bear-watching again, maybe don't do it alone," he called out, his laughter echoing.

Before he could start his truck again, I hesitated, then knocked on the window. He rolled it down, looking surprised.

"Forgot something?"
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"Actually, I was thinking... as a thank you, would you let me treat you to lunch? Know any good places around?" I asked, feeling a bit out of my element but driven by a genuine sense of gratitude.

Bart rubbed the back of his neck, looking a bit sheepish.

"Well, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't starving. But around here, it's more diners than restaurants. If you don't mind that, I know a place."

"That sounds perfect," I replied, relieved. The idea of a diner, something so quintessentially country, appealed to the part of me seeking authenticity in this retreat from my old life.

The diner he took us to was a cozy establishment that seemed to embody the soul of the country. The smell of bacon and coffee filled the air, mingling with the sound of classic country music playing softly in the background.

"Order whatever you like, it's on me," I insisted as we settled into a booth by the window.

Bart's eyes lit up with a mix of gratitude and excitement.

"You sure? Because I might just take you up on that."

As he ordered for us both, his choices reflecting a hearty appetite and an appreciation for good, simple food, I found myself curious about his life beyond his job.

"So, Bart, if you don't mind me asking, what's your life like, got any kids?"

He paused a forkful of scrambled eggs halfway to his mouth. "Huh, nah. Well, it's just me, really. Been single for a while. Tried my hand at finding the right one, but it hasn't worked out so far."

"I'm sorry to hear that," I said, genuinely sympathetic.

He shrugged, a wistful smile on his face. "It's alright. It seems I don't fit the mold of what most are looking for these days. They want someone rich, with wild ambitions. Me? I'm just a happy plumber."

I nodded, understanding more than he could know.

"I get it. I've never really fit the standards myself. My...my ex thought I wasn't masculine enough, not exciting."

Bart looked at me, his gaze assessing. "No offense, Mr. Strauss, but you do have a somewhat... let's say, refined appearance. You don't even have facial hair."

I couldn't help but chuckle at that.

"I prefer the clean look. It's just who I am."

The conversation flowed naturally from there, the two of us sharing stories of our lives, the expectations placed upon us, and the struggle to remain true to ourselves amidst it all. Bart's openness and acceptance made it easy to talk, a rarity I hadn't realized I'd been missing.

As we ate, the diner around us felt like a bubble of warmth and camaraderie, a stark contrast to the coldness of my previous existence. The food was delicious in its simplicity, each bite a reminder of the beauty to be found in the ordinary.

"I'm glad we did this, Bart. It's not often I get to have such honest conversations," I admitted as we neared the end of our meal. He smiled, his eyes warm.

"Me too, Mr. Strauss. It's nice to know there are others out there who understand what it's like to be different."

As we left the diner, the sun high in the sky and a lightness in my step, I felt a renewed sense of connection to the world around me. Bart had shown me a kindness that was both unexpected and deeply appreciated, a reminder that friendship could be found in the most unlikely of places.


Chapter 4

∞∞∞

WAKING UP ON MY LAST DAY in Iowa, a sense of achievement washed over me. I had survived Valentine's Day alone, a thought that brought a wry smile to my face as I sat up in bed. Yet, as the day stretched out before me, emptiness nibbled at the edges of my contentment.

What was I to do with my remaining hours in this secluded retreat?

Online searches offered little in the way of excitement for a winter day in the Iowa forest, and the memory of my bear encounter firmly dissuaded any thoughts of exploring the wilderness again. On a whim, I decided to drive to the nearest town, craving the simple joy of wandering through unfamiliar streets, soaking in the quiet life of a place untouched by the rapid pace of the city.
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Greenville greeted me with its quaint charm, the streets nearly empty as I strolled, wrapped in my thoughts and the solitude I'd come to cherish. It was then that the murmur of a crowd in the distance caught my attention, drawing me towards it with the promise of unexpected excitement.

Rounding the corner, I found myself at the outskirts of a gathering outside Rudy's, the diner where Bart and I had shared a meal. The air buzzed with anticipation, and at the center of it all was an apple pie eating contest.

"Oh hey, Mr. Strauss!" Bart's voice cut through the hum of conversation, his figure recognizable even from a distance. He waved me over with a grin.

"Glad you could make it! I'm joining the annual apple pie eating contest. You're just in time."

The sight of the setup—tables laden with large, golden apple pies, contestants lined up, and the townsfolk's eager faces—brought an involuntary smile to my face.

"I've never seen anything like this," I confessed, my eyes twinkling with genuine interest.

He laughed, clapping me on the back. "You're in for a treat. It's a Greenville tradition. Plus, I've been practicing my pie-eating skills just for today."

As the contest began, the crowd cheered, their excitement palpable in the crisp winter air. Contestants leaned over their pies, no utensils in sight, diving in with an eagerness that was both amusing and impressive. Bart, amidst them, was a picture of concentration and determination, his hands behind his back as he tackled the pie in front of him with gusto.

The minutes ticked by, the air filled with encouragement and laughter, the community's spirit enveloping me, making me feel a part of something larger than myself for the first time in a long while. Bart was holding his own, his pace steady, his focus unwavering despite the playful jibes from his competitors.

To my delight and the crowd's jubilation, Bart emerged victorious, his face smeared with apple and pastry, a beaming smile splitting his features. The applause that followed was hearty, a celebration not just of his win but of the joy such simple pleasures brought to this small community.
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"For winning the annual apple pie eating contest," the organizer announced, handing Bart a certificate, "you get a year of free breakfast for two at Rudy's!"

The diner erupted in cheers, and I found myself joining in, clapping Bart on the back.

"Congratulations! That was something else," I said, genuinely impressed.

Bart wiped his face with a napkin, his grin infectious. "Thanks, Mr. Strauss. Looks like I'll be enjoying a lot of breakfasts. Care to join me for the first one?"

I couldn't help but laugh, the offer touching and perfectly timed.

"I'd be honored," I replied, my heart lighter than it had been in months.

The morning light filtered softly through the diner's windows, casting a warm glow on the table where Bart and I sat, enjoying our victory breakfast. The aroma of coffee and the sound of sizzling bacon filled the air, a comforting backdrop to our conversation.

"I heard it's your last day today, Mr. Strauss," he said, his tone carrying a hint of disappointment.

I nodded, a pang of sadness at the thought.

"Yeah, sadly. It's been quite the adventure, though."

Bart's curiosity was evident. "Got any plans for today?"

"Just stroll around town. I'm not going to try the forest anymore," I admitted, the memory of the bear encounter still fresh in my mind.

He chuckled, his eyes sparkling with mischief.

"Well, there are safe spots I could take you to."

I hesitated, the fear of another unexpected encounter holding me back.

"No thanks. I think I've had enough excitement for one trip."

He leaned back, regarding me with a thoughtful expression.

"Don't be scared, Mr. Strauss. Don't let one thing that happened in your life dictate how your future will be."

His words struck a chord deep within me, their simple wisdom echoing in the silence that followed. It was a perspective I hadn't considered, caught up as I was in my own fears and insecurities.

"You know what, Bart? You're right," I said, feeling a spark of inspiration.

"But don't you have work today?"

He laughed, shaking his head.

"It's Sunday, Mr. Strauss. Do you work on Sundays?"

I couldn't help but smile at the gentle ribbing.

"Yeah, I work every day. They say that New York never sleeps, so does New Jersey."

Our laughter mingled with the sounds of the diner, a moment of genuine connection and understanding. As we continued to eat, the conversation flowed easily, ranging from the quirks of our respective hometowns to the lessons we'd learned along the way.

Bart's invitation to explore the safer parts of the forest, coupled with his insightful words, had opened my eyes to the possibility of facing my fears, of not allowing a single experience to define my actions. It was a lesson I would carry with me long after I returned to New Jersey, a reminder of the unexpected friendships and wisdom found in the most unlikely of places.

As we finished our meal, I felt a renewed sense of adventure, a desire to see and experience more of what Greenville—and life—had to offer. Bart's company had not only provided solace and laughter but had also challenged me to look beyond my fears, to embrace the unknown with open arms.

"Thanks, Bart," I said as we stood to leave, my voice sincere. "For everything. You've made this trip unforgettable."

He smiled, clapping me on the shoulder. "Why are you talking like it has ended already? This is just the beginning!" he said—enthused.

As we left the diner, Bart turned to me with a smile that was both eager and proud. "Ready for a little tour, Mr. Strauss?"

I nodded, intrigued by the idea of discovering the town through Bart's eyes, especially after the warmth and camaraderie of our breakfast together. "Lead the way."

"First stop is something special, Mr. Strauss. It's a bit of a hike, but worth every step," he enthused, leading the way with a stride that spoke of countless walks down these same paths.

As we meandered through Greenville, Bart pointed out landmarks that held the history of the town. Each story he shared was a thread connecting him to this place, from the old water tower painted by local high school seniors each year to the tiny library that hosted summer readings under the stars.

Leaving the town behind, we ventured into the surrounding woods, the canopy of trees above us dappled the ground with sunlight.

"This forest," Bart began, a note of reverence in his voice, "is full of secrets. When I was a kid, I thought it was enchanted."
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We stopped by a stream, the water crystal clear, flowing over rocks and roots.

"Caught my first fish here," he shared, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth.

"I was so proud, I didn't even mind that it was barely bigger than my thumb."

As the day unfolded, he showed me hidden glades and ancient trees that seemed to watch over the forest with a timeless wisdom. Each place we visited was accompanied by a tale from Bart's childhood, filled with mischief, adventure, and a deep-seated respect for nature.

The forest gave way to a hill, and as we climbed, Bart's stories continued to weave a tapestry of his life. By the time we reached the summit, I felt as though I'd grown up alongside him in these woods.

The view from the top was breathtaking, Greenville laid out below us, a tapestry of lives and stories.

"This is where I come to think," he said, his voice softer now.

"It's easy to find perspective when you see how small your troubles really are from up here."

We sat in silence, the world stretching out before us, until the sky began to paint itself in the hues of sunset. It was time to head back, the day's journey leaving us with tired bodies but light hearts.

As we made our way down, the setting sun cast long shadows on our path, and I found myself reluctant to leave this place and Bart's company. His easy friendship and the beauty of Greenville had etched themselves into my heart.

"Today was incredible, Bart. Thank you for showing me your world," I said as we neared the cabin, the last light of day casting a golden glow on the scene.

Bart stopped, turning to me with a smile.

"It was my pleasure, Mr. Strauss. Remember, Greenville will always welcome you back."

The moment was bittersweet, filled with the unspoken understanding that my journey here was at its end.

"I'll remember that. And hey, let's keep in touch on Facelook, okay?"

"Of course," he replied, a promise in his eyes.

As I watched him walk away, the words he had shared about not letting fear dictate my future echoed in my thoughts. Greenville, with its forests, streams, and sunsets, had offered me a sanctuary, a place to heal and to find myself again.

Standing at the door to the cabin, I took a deep breath, the fresh air mingling with the scents of pine and earth.

"I'm coming back," I whispered into the twilight.

"Don't forget me, Greenville."


Chapter 5

∞∞∞

IN THE EERIE SILENCE of the early morning, I found myself standing atop a mountain in my dreams, the world stretched out below me in a breathtaking panorama. The sense of peace was overwhelming, a stark contrast to the turbulence of my recent days. But then, without warning, the ground beneath me began to shake, a violent tremor that tore through the serene landscape, shattering the tranquility into a thousand pieces.

I jolted awake, heart racing, only to realize the nightmare was far from over. The world around me was moving, the cabin trembling with the force of an earthquake. Disoriented and panicked, I scrambled from my bed, seeking refuge under the sturdy dining table as the earth continued to convulse beneath me.

Alarms blared, a cacophony that mingled with the sound of breaking glass and splintering wood. Fear gripped me, a primal terror as I huddled there, arms over my head, praying for the shaking to stop. Above me, the chandelier swayed violently, then came crashing down, its crystals shattering across the floor.
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"Everything's coming apart," I whispered to myself, watching the cabinets fall—the words barely audible over the din of destruction. Time seemed to stretch into infinity, each second a lifetime of fear and uncertainty.

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the quake ceased. Silence fell, a haunting absence of sound that was somehow more terrifying than the chaos that had preceded it. I waited, heart pounding, before daring to emerge from my makeshift shelter.

The devastation that met my eyes was complete. The cabin, once a cozy retreat, was now a scene of ruin. Broken glass littered the floor, furniture overturned, and the walls bore cracks wide enough to see through.

Trembling, I made my way outside, stepping into the light of dawn. The scene that unfolded was one of utter desolation. Neighbors had gathered, their faces etched with shock and grief, as they surveyed the wreckage of their homes. Cries of despair filled the air, a chorus of sorrow for all that had been lost.

"Is everyone okay?" I called out, my voice sounding small against the backdrop of destruction.

Faces turned towards me, expressions of gratitude mixed with bewilderment at my question. A woman clutching a torn family photo nodded, her eyes rimmed with tears. "We're alive," she managed to say, a testament to the resilience I was beginning to see in these strangers.

Standing there, among the remnants of what had been a peaceful retreat, I felt a surge of empathy for these people. My own fears about the earthquake's immediate danger began to mingle with a sense of responsibility. I was an outsider, yes, but in this moment, we were all bound by a shared experience.

The realization dawned on me that Bart, and the community he was a part of, were not here to guide me through this. I was alone, yet surrounded by people who were confronting the same shock and uncertainty.
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As the initial shock began to wear off, and the community started to mobilize, checking on neighbors and assessing damage, I found myself drawn into the fold. Offers to help clear debris, to share resources, began to circulate. I pitched in where I could, the work a welcome distraction from the anxiety of the experience. However, I had to excuse myself.

As I stumbled back to the cabin, the gravity of the situation weighed heavily on me. My thoughts were a tangled mess, caught between the urge to assist those around me and the looming deadline of my flight back at 2:00 PM. The sense of urgency was palpable, a frantic pulse that mirrored my racing heart.

Then, my phone rang, slicing through the chaos of my thoughts. The screen displayed the Airbnb owner's name, and I hesitated for a moment before answering, bracing myself for the conversation.

"Mr. Strauss, are you alright?" Her voice was laced with concern, a clear indication that the news of the earthquake had reached beyond the borders of Greenville.

"Yes, I'm fine, but..." I took a deep breath, the reality of the situation pressing down on me.

"I need to show you something."

Switching to video call, I turned the camera to capture the devastation of the cabin. The silence on the other end was palpable as the destruction unfolded on her screen, a testament to the quake's fury.

"Oh my God," she finally whispered, her voice breaking.

"My cabin..."

"I'm so sorry about what happened," I said, feeling a profound sense of loss for a place that had been my sanctuary, however brief.

"It's okay," she replied after a moment, her resilience shining through her tears.

"Please, just stay safe."

Ending the call, I was overcome with a sense of helplessness. The urge to do something, anything, to help was overwhelming. That's when I turned to Twitter. The tweets painted a dire picture: airports across Iowa and neighboring states were out of commission, the roads to Greenville blocked, the death toll currently at 35. My heart sank. Bart. He had been nothing but kind to me, and now, his fate was uncertain.

A knot formed in my stomach.

"Fuck, I can't leave," I muttered to myself, the words a stark realization of my new reality.

With a shaky hand, I dialed the Airbnb owner again, telling her that I needed to rent the place longer.

"No, please, just stay, you don’t have to pay..."

"I wish I could do more to help," she added, her voice heavy with sorrow.

"The place might not be in the best shape, but if the foundation's still good..."

"It is," I confirmed, my gaze sweeping over the cabin's interior. It was damaged, yes, but it wasn't beyond salvaging.

"Thank you. I'll figure something out."

Next, I called HR at the university, the ringing of the phone a lifeline in the uncertainty that enveloped me. "This is Herbert Strauss. I... I'm stuck in Greenville. The earthquake has destroyed the roads and airports. I don't know when I'll be able to get back."

The response was sympathetic, a small comfort in the face of such unprecedented events.

"We understand, Herbert. Just stay safe and keep us updated."

Hanging up, I felt a strange mix of emotions. Trapped, yet determined; isolated, yet connected to the community around me in a way I hadn't anticipated.

I found myself looking out over the ruins of Greenville, a resolve forming within me. I would stay, help in any way I could, and when the time came, work alongside this community to rebuild.

The nearest neighbor, an elderly lady whose strength seemed to defy her years, was meticulously picking through the remnants of what used to be her front porch when I approached her.

"Let me help you with that," I offered, reaching for a piece of broken furniture.

“I’m sorry, but who are you?”

“I’m renting the Crawford property across the street,” I explained.

She looked up, her eyes reflecting a mix of gratitude and sorrow.

"Thank you, dear. I'm Marjorie," she introduced herself, her voice steady despite the chaos around us.

"I'm Herbert. It's nice to meet you, Marjorie, though I wish it were under better circumstances," I replied, clearing a path through the debris.

As we worked side by side, she shared stories of Greenville, of the community that had thrived here before the disaster struck. Her resilience was inspiring, a testament to the human spirit's ability to endure and rebuild.

Suddenly, a familiar voice cut through the morning air.

"Mr. Strauss!" It was Bart, his expression a mixture of relief and concern as he hurried over.

"I was worried about you. I was knocking at your door."

Relief washed over me at the sight of him, safe and sound.

"Bart, it's good to see you. But how's your home?" I asked, dreading the answer.
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His face fell, and for a moment, he was unable to speak. The silence between us stretched, heavy with unspoken fears. Finally, he whispered, "It got completely destroyed."

Without hesitation, I pulled him into a hug, offering comfort as he had done for me since my arrival. Bart, always the strong and friendly neighbor, now seemed so vulnerable in the aftermath of the quake.

After a moment, he stepped back, wiping his eyes.

"Thanks, Mr. Strauss, I needed that."

Together, Bart and I turned our attention to Marjorie, who had been watching us with a soft smile.

"You boys are a godsend," she said, her voice thick with emotion.

As the day progressed, Bart, Marjorie, and I worked together, salvaging what we could and providing support to each other and the rest of the neighborhood. The bonds of community were strengthened in the face of adversity, our shared efforts a beacon of hope amid the destruction.

His generosity, even in the midst of his own loss, inspired us all. He moved from home to home, offering his help wherever it was needed, his spirit unbroken by the earthquake's fury.

As Bart and I approached the Airbnb property, his first reaction was a low whistle. "Wow, this is insane," he said, eyes wide as they took in the extent of the destruction.

I could only nod in agreement, the sight of the cabin's battered exterior a stark reminder of the quake's fury. Together, we stepped over the threshold, the familiar space now unrecognizable, littered with debris and memories of what had been.

He moved forward, his hands pressing against the walls, testing their stability.

"At least it's not completely destroyed like mine," he commented, a trace of relief in his voice that did little to mask the underlying sorrow.

Hearing him, I felt a pang of sympathy.

"I'm sorry, Bart. About your place," I said, the words feeling inadequate in the face of his loss.

He shrugged, a gesture that conveyed both resignation and resilience.

"Thanks, Mr. Strauss. It's tough, but... what can you do, right?"

The question hung in the air, heavy with implications. After a moment, driven by a mixture of concern and an earnest desire to help, I asked, "Where are you planning to stay?"

His gaze shifted to the floor, his voice quiet.

"In my truck, I guess. It's not much, but it's all I've got right now."

"Nonsense," I replied, more forcefully than I intended. The thought of him sleeping in his truck, alone and uncomfortable, struck a chord within me.

"Let's clean this place up together. You can stay here."

He looked up, surprise and a touch of embarrassment in his expression.

"I... I don't know, Herbert. I can't impose."

"It's no imposition," I assured him, feeling suddenly determined.

"Diane, the property owner, told me I could stay as long as I need. And I can't get out of Greenville yet anyway. We might as well make the best of it."

He considered this for a moment, his reluctance warring with practicality. Finally, he nodded, a smile breaking through.

"Alright. It's a deal."

As we set to work, clearing debris and salvaging what we could, a sense of camaraderie grew between us. Despite the destruction that surrounded us, there was a shared purpose in our actions, a mutual understanding that went beyond words.

Watching Bart, his determination and strength evident in every move he made, I couldn't help but feel a deep respect for him. He was the embodiment of resilience, the kind of man who faced adversity head-on and emerged stronger for it.

It occurred to me, not for the first time, that perhaps he was the type of man my ex-wife had envisioned, someone strong and capable, yet grounded and compassionate.

The thought lingered, a bittersweet realization that perhaps, in another life, things could have been different. But as I shook it off, focusing instead on the task at hand, I knew that this moment, here with Bart, was exactly where I was meant to be.

As the day turned into evening, the cabin stood as proof of our efforts, battered but standing, much like us. Bart and I, two strangers brought together by circumstance, had found a sense of belonging in the midst of chaos.

"Thanks for letting me stay, Herbert," he said, genuine gratitude in his voice as we sat down, exhausted but satisfied with our day's work.
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"It's the least I could do," I replied, feeling a warmth that went beyond the physical exertion of the day. "You've helped me just as much, if not more."


Chapter 6

∞∞∞

THE FIRST LIGHT OF DAWN was filtering through the windows when I woke, the cabin still in the deep silence that only comes after a disaster. Despite the chaos of the previous day, there was a sense of peace in the early morning hours, a feeling I wanted to hold onto as long as possible.

Realizing Bart and I had barely eaten yesterday, subsisting on whatever our neighbors could spare, I decided to cook breakfast. The idea of starting our day with a proper meal felt like a small but significant step towards normalcy.

I headed to my car, thinking to drive to the nearest store, only to stop short at the realization that most stores were likely closed or destroyed. With a sigh, I turned back towards the cabin, my mind racing through alternative options.

The storage room was my last hope. Pushing open the door, I was met with a sight that felt nothing short of miraculous: bags of flour and uncracked eggs sitting on the shelf, as if waiting for me.

"Looks like we're baking from scratch," I murmured to myself, a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth.

Cooking has always been a passion of mine, a skill I honed over years of experimenting in the kitchen. Today, it felt like more than just a hobby; it was a lifeline, a way to bring comfort and a sense of normalcy back into our lives.

I set to work, measuring and mixing with a focus I hadn't felt in days. The rhythm of baking, the familiar steps of the process, was soothing, almost meditative. By the time Bart stirred, the aroma of fresh bread and scrambled eggs filled the cabin.

"Smells amazing," Bart commented, stretching as he came into the kitchen. The look of genuine appreciation on his face was all the thanks I needed.
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We sat down to breakfast together, the meal a quiet celebration of survival and friendship.

"This is really good, Herbert. Thank you," Bart said after a moment, his sincerity clear.

"It's the least I could do," I replied, feeling a warmth that had nothing to do with the food.

"You've been a great help."

He nodded, a seriousness settling over him.

"I need to get back to my place today, see what I can fix. And I'll check if any stores are open for food on the way."

"I'll continue cleaning up here. Some of the cabinets got destroyed; they need to be dealt with," I said, already mentally listing the tasks ahead.

As we finished our meal, the sense of purpose between us was palpable.

"Stay safe out there," I called as he headed out, a makeshift plan for the day ahead forming between us.

"You too, Mr. Strauss. We'll get through this," he replied, his determination a mirror of my own.

After he left, I turned my attention to the cabin, the tasks ahead daunting but not insurmountable. The physical labor was a welcome distraction, each step towards cleaning and repairing the cabin a step towards recovery, both for the property and for myself.

Moments later, after managing to prop the cabinets back against the wall, I stood back, panting from the effort. A sheen of sweat coated my forehead, proudly dripping every physical labor involved in setting the small cabin to rights again. My hands ached, but the sense of accomplishment was palpable.

My attention then turned to the scattered clothes strewn across the floor. One by one, I began to fold them, the task mundane yet oddly therapeutic in the wake of the recent chaos. The clothes, likely Diane's, were decidedly feminine, each piece more beautiful and delicate than the last. The fabric was luxurious to the touch, a stark contrast to the roughness of the cleanup work I'd been doing.

Amidst the pile, I found a pair of long gloves. They were exquisite, velvet perhaps, reminiscent of what women might wear to a cabaret. The cold that had been seeping into the cabin prompted me to slip them on, a practical thought at first. But as I did, I couldn't help but marvel at the sensation, the soft fabric against my skin offering an unexpected comfort.

Encouraged by this small pleasure, I reached next for a pair of stockings. Pulling them on, the sensation was unlike anything I'd felt before. The fabric hugged my legs with a gentle pressure, both warming and intriguing. For a moment, I allowed myself to simply enjoy the feeling, the sheer novelty of it.
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It was then that the magnitude of the past few days caught up with me. Here I was, amidst the aftermath of a disaster, finding solace in the simplest of things—a pair of gloves, the texture of stockings. The juxtaposition of it all, the destruction outside and this small bubble of tranquility, struck me profoundly.

The clothes, now neatly stored away, represented more than just the task of cleaning up; they symbolized the myriad of experiences and emotions I'd encountered here. The gloves, a momentary diversion, had offered a glimpse into a world of sensation and comfort I'd never considered.

As I tried to think of what to cook for lunch, the solitude of the cabin, surrounded by silence save for the occasional creak of the settling structure, a curiosity unfurled within me, an urge too persistent to ignore. The experience with the gloves and stockings lingered in my mind, a whisper of something more, something unexplored.

Driven by an impulse I couldn't fully understand, I returned to the storage room, my heart a blend of excitement and apprehension. The clothes, once merely items to be tidied away, now held a promise of discovery, of understanding a part of myself long ignored.

Selecting a dress that had caught my eye earlier, its fabric soft and inviting, I held it against myself, the material cool against my skin. The decision to put it on felt monumental, a step across an invisible line I'd never dared to approach. Yet, as I slipped into the dress, the fabric cascading down my body, a sense of rightness enveloped me.

The dress fit surprisingly well, hugging my frame in a way that felt both foreign and familiar. Standing before the mirror, I saw myself anew. The reflection staring back was me, but different—softer, vulnerable, yet unmistakably real. The feeling was intoxicating, a surge of joy mixed with a profound sense of peace.

Encouraged by this feeling, I explored further, adorning myself with other pieces from the collection. Each item, from a delicate scarf to a pair of dainty shoes, added layers to my newfound persona, each piece a revelation. The clothes, with their textures and colors, spoke to a part of me that had been silent, waiting for this moment of recognition.

Then, compelled by a music only I could hear, I began to dance. The movement was gentle, a swaying that matched the rhythm of my heart. In the dance, there was freedom, an expression of identity that words could never capture. The fabric of the dress moved with me, a partner in this intimate exploration of self.

As I danced, the barriers I had built, the roles I had accepted without question, began to fall away. The joy of the moment was pure, unburdened by the expectations of my ex-wife, of others, by the dictates of society. It was a celebration of being, of the myriad facets of identity that make us who we are.

Lost in the dance, I found a courage I didn't know I possessed—the courage to be vulnerable, to explore the depths of my identity without fear or judgment. The dress, the dance, they were more than expressions of femininity; they were declarations of freedom, of the right to discover and embrace every part of oneself.
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As the dance slowed, and I caught my breath, looking at my reflection once more, I no longer saw just a man in a dress. I saw Herbert—complex, multifaceted, and beautiful in his authenticity.

The sound of knocking startled me from my reverie, the afterglow of my morning of discovery still lingering as I hurriedly changed back into my own clothes. The fabric of the dress whispered against my skin one last time before I tucked it away, a secret embrace.

Opening the door, I found Bart standing there, a look of mild concern quickly replaced by relief upon seeing me. In his hands were bags of groceries, a sight so ordinary yet so profoundly welcome.

"You found a store that's open?" I couldn't keep the surprise and gratitude from my voice.

"Yeah, further out. Took a bit of driving, but I managed to grab some essentials." He stepped inside, setting the bags on the kitchen counter, an unspoken comfort in the normalcy of the action.

"I have to pay you back for this," I insisted, already reaching for my wallet.

He waved me off, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

"No need, Mr. Strauss. It's the least I can do after all your help."

The refusal sparked an idea, a way to repay his kindness with something more personal than money.

"At least let me cook then. You've brought the groceries; it's only fair."

The offer seemed to lift his spirits further, his admission, "I'm not much in the kitchen," delivered with a chuckle that eased some of the tension from his posture.

As I began to unpack the groceries, I noticed the slight stiffness in Bart's shoulders, the subtle signs of stress he carried. On impulse, I reached out, my hands finding the tense muscles.

"Just sit back and relax. Let me take care of things."

His initial surprise at the contact melted away under the gentle pressure of my hands, a silent acknowledgment of the comfort found in simple acts of kindness. Bart's gratitude was palpable, his usually guarded demeanor softening as he allowed himself a moment of vulnerability.

"Thanks, Mr. Strauss. That... that feels good," he murmured, a trust in his voice that spoke volumes of the journey we'd undertaken together since the earthquake.

As I continued to prepare the meal, the kitchen became a space of shared silence, a companionable quiet that was neither awkward nor forced. The act of cooking, a task I'd always found solace in, now took on a new dimension as an expression of gratitude and friendship.

We spoke little, the focus on the food preparation allowing for a different kind of communication, one that transcended words. It was a dance of sorts, a give and take that mirrored the ebb and flow of our burgeoning relationship.

When the meal was ready, we sat down to eat, the simple fare transformed into a feast by the circumstances that had brought us together.

Bart's earlier contributions, the groceries he'd so thoughtfully procured, were now a shared sustenance, nourishing more than just our bodies. As we ate, the conversation flowed more freely, laughter mingling with stories of the past and hopes for the future.

“What needs fixing?”
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“Oh, a lot, I’d have to tear down walls and make new ones. I can do it myself so I’m not that concerned about the costs. It’s just the time I’d be spending and not being able to work for my clients.”

In the aftermath of disaster, we'd found a semblance of normalcy, a reminder that even in the darkest of times, there are moments of light, of connection that defy the odds.

"Mr. Strauss, this is really good," Bart said, his appreciation genuine.

"You've got a real talent here."

The compliment warmed me, a balm to the soul. "Thank you, Bart. It's my pleasure, really."


Chapter 7

∞∞∞

THREE DAYS HAD MELDED into a blur, each passing with no clear sign of when the roads out of Greenville would reopen. Yet, amid the uncertainty, a surprising tranquility had settled over me, a serenity born not from the situation but from the companionship I'd found with Bart.

In the quiet moments of the day, when Bart was out assisting neighbors or scavenging supplies from whatever remained open, I found myself drawn to the clothes I'd discovered in the aftermath of the quake.

Dressing up had become a secret pleasure, an exploration of a part of myself I'd never acknowledged. The fabrics whispered secrets, promising a freedom I'd never allowed myself to consider.

Cooking and tending to the cabin had filled my days, domestic tasks that I'd taken on with a zeal that surprised me. There was a comfort in the routine, a joy in the simple acts of care that went beyond mere survival. They were acts of love, though I scarcely dared to name them as such.
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Today, standing before a mirror Bart had salvaged from a neighborhood donation drive, I allowed myself a moment of vulnerability. The reflection staring back at me was one I scarcely recognized—softer, more open, and undeniably happy. Yet, beneath the surface, turmoil churned, a maelstrom of emotions and desires I'd never anticipated.

"He won't like me anyway," I murmured to my reflection, the words a balm to the ache that had taken root in my heart.

"I'm sure he's not into guys. And besides, I'm a lot older than him."

It was a familiar refrain, a litany of reasons why the burgeoning feelings I harbored for Bart could lead nowhere. I wasn't even sure where I fit on the spectrum of sexuality, having never allowed myself the luxury of such introspection. The realization that I might be falling in love with him was both exhilarating and terrifying in equal measure.

In the days since the earthquake, Bart had become my anchor, his presence a constant in the chaos that had enveloped our lives. His laughter filled the cabin, chasing away the shadows of doubt and fear, his strength a steady hand guiding me through the uncertainty.

Yet, the closer we grew, the more acutely I felt the distance between us—an invisible barrier erected by my own insecurities and assumptions.

As I folded the clothes and tucked them away, a ritual that had become both a comfort and a concealment, I pondered the nature of love and attraction.

Was it possible that the heart knew no boundaries, that it could find its match in the most unexpected of places?

Or was I merely clinging to a fantasy, a balm for the loneliness that had led me to Greenville in the first place?

Then, a thought struck me with the force of revelation.

Why not shave? The idea seemed sudden, impulsive, but it resonated with an unspoken longing, a desire to soften my appearance, perhaps less for myself and more for Bart.

The act of shaving my face, something so mundane, felt charged with significance. Each stroke of the razor not only cleared away stubble but also, it seemed, layers of pretense, revealing someone I scarcely recognized in the mirror—someone potentially more appealing to him.

Compelled by this newfound impulse, I didn't stop at my face. The decision to shave my legs was another step into uncharted territory. The sensation of the razor gliding over my skin was both strange and exhilarating, an act of transformation that left me feeling exposed yet authentically myself.

The sound of Bart's car pulling up hastened my pulse, a sudden reminder of the reality waiting outside the bathroom door. His arrival, always a moment I looked forward to, now carried an added weight of anticipation.

He entered with his usual burst of energy, fresh produce in hand, his smile as bright as the morning sun.

"Look what I've managed to find!" he announced, a pride in his voice that made my heart swell.

It was then he noticed my freshly shaven face, his eyes widening slightly in surprise.

"Wow, you look... different without the facial hair. I never knew you had a pretty boy in you," he teased, a lightness in his tone that belied the profound effect his words had on me.
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At that moment, the myriad emotions I'd been grappling with coalesced into something pure and undeniable. I was in love with Bart, and the confusion that had clouded my feelings gave way to clarity.

His casual compliment, meant in jest, felt like an affirmation of my efforts to bridge the distance between us, to become someone he might notice in a new light.

Seeking to channel the whirlwind of emotions into something tangible, I turned my attention to preparing lunch, the act of cooking offering a familiar comfort. Bart, seemingly unaware of the turmoil he'd stirred, engaged in small talk, his voice a soothing presence that filled the kitchen.

Our conversation meandered to the neighbors, the resilience of the community in the face of disaster, and the shared efforts to rebuild.

"Everyone's holding up as best they can," I replied, focusing on the task at hand, my hands more steady than my voice.

He nodded, his gaze thoughtful as he helped set the table.

"It's been tough, but seeing everyone come together like this... it's something special."

I couldn't help but agree, the sentiment echoing my own feelings not just about the community, but about us—about what was slowly building between him and me in the shared silences, the exchanged glances, and the comforting routines of our daily lives.

Lunch was a simple affair, yet it felt like a milestone, each bite savored amidst the backdrop of our growing connection. The meal we shared was more than just food; it was a testament to the journey we'd embarked on, individually and together.

As the day wore on, and Bart spoke of his plans to continue helping out around Greenville, I found myself more drawn to him than ever. His strength, his compassion, and his unwavering dedication to those around him only deepened my feelings, solidifying the realization that what I felt for him transcended friendship.

The path ahead was uncertain, fraught with challenges both personal and external. Yet, in that moment, sitting across from Bart, sharing stories and dreams, I felt a sense of hope.

Most importantly, I already knew that I was in love with him. The truth of it was as undeniable as the beating of my heart.

The moment after lunch was bittersweet, a tension hanging in the air as Bart announced his departure to work on his place. As I watched him at the door, a mix of emotions swirled within me.

When he finally left, a giggle escaped me, unbidden, a sound so light and joyful that it felt foreign to my own ears.

Alone now, with the cabin's silence as my companion, I turned to the internet, seeking guidance on a path I'd never imagined I'd explore. My search led me to countless videos, each offering advice on how to embrace femininity, a concept that felt both daunting and exhilarating.
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It was then I stumbled upon an e-book titled "THE GIRLY GUIDE 2: The Complete and Definitive Guide to Total Feminization" by Lilly Lustwood and Nikki Crescent. Each chapter offered insights and advice that resonated deeply, sparking numerous "aha" moments. Their words felt like a beacon, illuminating a path obscured by years of societal expectations and personal inhibition.

The realization that I couldn't fully explore this newfound avenue due to my remote location in Greenville momentarily dampened my spirits. Yet, curiosity and an undeniable pull toward this journey of self-discovery urged me to revisit Diane's belongings, to seek out what could aid me in this exploration.

To my surprise, the drawers I had once sorted through with a practical mind now revealed treasures I hadn't noticed before: makeup, skincare products, and even wigs. Each item was a key, unlocking aspects of myself I had never dared to acknowledge.

The makeup was a puzzle, an art form that I approached with a mix of trepidation and excitement. With each attempt at application, guided by the online tutorials I'd watched, I saw the person in the mirror transform.

The wigs added another layer, offering a glimpse into a world of endless possibility, where identities could be as fluid and changeable as the styles they represented.

As I experimented, the cabin around me felt less like a shelter from the disaster outside and more like a cocoon, within which I was undergoing a metamorphosis. The skincare rituals, the feel of the makeup, and the weight of the wigs were all tangible connections to the person I was discovering within myself—a person who had been hidden, yet was now slowly emerging into the light.

This exploration was not without its challenges. Each step forward was accompanied by questions and doubts, a nagging voice wondering what Bart, what the world outside these walls, would make of the person I was becoming.

Yet, with each passing hour, with every new discovery, that voice grew quieter, overshadowed by a growing sense of authenticity and joy.

The day passed in a blur of experimentation and learning, a personal journey that felt both intimate and revolutionary.


Chapter 8

∞∞∞

FOUR DAYS LATER, the long-awaited news arrived: the roads would soon be accessible, and the airports reopened. A week more, and Greenville would rejoin the rhythm of the outside world. Yet, as the announcement spread through the community, my heart sank. The thought of leaving, of distancing myself from Bart, was more bitter than sweet. But with departure looming, I vowed to make the most of the time we had left.

[image: rack of dresses and girly clothes inside wooden ca]

One afternoon, with Bart out helping neighbors, I found myself drawn once again to Diane's wardrobe. Through bits of snooping and cyberstalking, I'd discovered Diane was an ex-cabaret dancer. The knowledge added a layer of intrigue to her possessions, and today, I felt a compelling urge to step entirely into the persona I'd been exploring in secret.

I selected an ensemble that seemed to whisper stories of stages and spotlights, of applause and encore. The process of dressing up, from the foundational garments to the finishing touches, was meticulous and methodical.

Each piece I put on, each layer I added, felt like a step deeper into another world—a world where the boundaries I'd always accepted about myself and my identity seemed to dissolve.

First came the stockings, their silky fabric gliding over my skin, followed by a corset and skirt combo that clung and flowed in all the right places. The sensation was transformative, a blending of comfort and exhilaration that left me breathless.

“A bit tight but… wow!”

Next, I turned my attention to the makeup. Guided by countless online tutorials I'd watched in secrecy, I applied foundation, eyeshadow, and lipstick with a steady hand. The face that stared back at me from the mirror was familiar yet exotic, a reflection of hidden desires and suppressed dreams.

“Just… gorgeous!”

The wig was the final piece, the crowning glory that brought the whole ensemble together. As I adjusted it into place, securing it carefully, I was struck by the completeness of the transformation. Diane, or rather, the persona I'd pieced together from her belongings, stared back at me with my own eyes.

For a long moment, I simply stood and admired the reflection. The person looking back was me but also someone else—someone braver, bolder, and unapologetically themselves. It was a revelation, a glimpse of a life lived without restraint or regret.

Lost in the moment, I began to move, the music of an unseen cabaret playing in my head. My movements were hesitant at first, but as I surrendered to the rhythm, they became more confident, more expressive.

I danced for an audience of one, the cabin around me transformed into a stage where, for once, I was free to be whoever I wanted to be.
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As the dance came to an end, I found myself laughing, a sound of pure joy and liberation that filled the room. It was a laughter born of self-acceptance, of the realization that the person I'd been searching for all along was me—just seen from a different angle.

But reality, as it always does, intruded on the fantasy. The knowledge that my time in Greenville, and with Bart, was drawing to a close cast a shadow over the afternoon's escapade. The thought of leaving, of returning to a world where expectations and norms would once again dictate who I should be, was a heavy weight on my heart.

Still dressed in the cabaret ensemble that had become my secret armor, I moved around the kitchen with a grace I hadn't known I possessed. The heels pinched my feet, a constant reminder of the transformation I had undergone, yet the discomfort was a small price to pay for the joy and confidence they brought me.

Tonight's dinner was special, my special lasagna, that I hoped would capture the essence of the newfound layers I'd discovered within myself. Bart had mentioned he would be home late, volunteering at the charity drive, which gave me ample time to prepare the meal and revert to my usual self before his return.

As the aroma of the cooking meal filled the cabin, a sense of accomplishment swelled within me. I was lost in the rhythm of chopping and stirring when a sound at the door caused my heart to leap into my throat. Fearful it might be Bart returning earlier than expected, I hesitated, my mind racing with thoughts of how to explain my attire.

But the sound that came was not a knock but a scratching, more insistent and terrifying than any human visitor.
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Creeping towards the door, the blood chilled in my veins at the sight that greeted me through the window: a grizzly bear, its massive form looming just beyond the glass.

At that moment, Bart's warnings about grizzly bears echoed in my mind. Unlike the black bears that were more common and less aggressive, grizzlies were a different matter entirely—a fact that offered little comfort as I stood there, frozen.

Carefully, I turned off the stove, my movements deliberate and slow, hoping not to attract any more attention than the cooking smells already had. The bear seemed captivated, its nose pressed against the glass, drawn by the scent of the meal I had prepared with such care.

The irony of the situation was not lost on me. Here I was, dressed in Diane's ensemble, feeling more myself than ever before, only to be faced with a predicament that threatened to undo everything. The grizzly's presence was a stark reminder of the unpredictability of nature, of the delicate balance between the world outside and the sanctuary I'd found within these walls.

I stood there, a myriad of emotions coursing through me—fear being the most obvious one.

Suddenly, the sound of a car honking, frantic and insistent, pierced the silence that had settled over the cabin. Startled, I watched through the window as the grizzly bear, the source of my paralyzing fear, took off into the woods, chased away by the noise. It was Bart's car, unmistakable in the fading light.

As Bart's knocking echoed through the cabin, panic seized me.

"Mr. Strauss, are you alright? Mr. Strauss!" his voice was laced with concern, a stark contrast to the turmoil inside me.

I wasn't ready for him to see me like this, dressed in Diane's ensemble, a cabaret dancer's attire that spoke volumes of my inner turmoil and discoveries. With a deep breath, I opened the door, my eyes cast down, unable to meet his gaze.

"Mr. Strauss?" Bart's voice was softer now, tinged with confusion and worry.

I felt a wave of shame wash over me, my heart a tangled mess of fear, embarrassment, and something else—something deeper and more profound.

"Bart…" I managed to say, my voice barely a whisper, the admission of my confusion and fear breaking free.

To my surprise, his reaction was not one of judgment or withdrawal but of compassion and concern. He pulled me into a tight embrace, his presence a solid, comforting reality.

"I'm so glad I decided to come home early, saw the bear. Are you alright?" he asked, his voice muffled against my shoulder.

In his arms, a dam broke within me, tears and words spilling out in a rush. I tried to explain, to make sense of the whirlwind of emotions and discoveries that had led me to this moment, dressed in a way that revealed more about my inner self than I'd ever dared to show.

But Bart, ever intuitive, silenced my rambling with a gentle kiss. It was a moment of absolute stillness, a point in time where everything else fell away, leaving only the truth of his words echoing in my heart.
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"You don't have to explain anything. I love you."

The confession, so unexpected yet so desperately hoped for, left me reeling. His lips against mine felt like a revelation, a homecoming, a beginning. Kissing Bart, feeling the warmth and strength of his embrace, I experienced a whirlwind of emotions—surprise, joy, and an overwhelming sense of rightness.

The sensation of his kiss was indescribable, a poignant mixture of tenderness and passion that ignited something within me, something fierce and beautiful and utterly terrifying in its intensity.

“I don’t know why, but I love you too, Bart…”

In his arms, I felt protected, cherished in a way I'd never known before. The kiss was not just an expression of desire but of acceptance, of understanding, of love.

As we parted, breathless, the world seemed to realign itself around us. The fear and uncertainty that had haunted me faded, replaced by a profound sense of belonging. In his eyes, I saw not just acceptance but admiration, a reflection of the love he'd just professed.

The realization that this—us—was real, that the connection we shared transcended friendship, was both exhilarating and grounding. For the first time in my life, I felt truly seen, understood, and accepted for who I was, in all my complexity.

In his embrace, I discovered not just the thrill of a first kiss with a man or the joy of newfound love but the deeper, more profound understanding of myself.

Moments later, we weren’t done. As our kiss deepened, the world around us seemed to fade away, leaving only the intensity of the moment. The initial shock of Bart's lips on mine transitioned into a warmth that spread through my entire being, a sensation so profound and all-encompassing that it left no room for doubt or fear.

"Bart," I whispered against his lips, my reluctance fading as the certainty of my feelings surged forward.

"I—I don't know what to do. This is my first time with a… guy."

"Neither do I," he admitted, his voice low and filled with emotion.

"But we'll figure it out together. Just follow what feels right."

Our bodies seemed to understand what our minds could not, moving with an instinctual knowledge that was both surprising and comforting. Our kisses were a language unto themselves, each one a declaration of the love that had quietly grown between us.

His hands were gentle yet firm, guiding me with a tenderness that spoke volumes of his care and respect for me. My own hands, initially hesitant, found their way to his shoulders, pulling him closer, as if I could merge our souls into one with the strength of my embrace.

"Mister, I mean, Miss Strauss," Bart said softly, pulling back just enough to look into my eyes.

"Being with you, like this, it feels like coming home."

His words echoed my own feelings, a sentiment so perfectly captured that it brought tears to my eyes.

"Bart, I love you," I confessed, the words spilling from me with an honesty that left me feeling exposed yet liberated.

"I was so afraid, but with you, I feel like I can be my true self."

"And I love you more," he replied, his voice thick with emotion.

"For who you are, whatever this is."

We continued to explore this new dimension of our relationship, our movements slow and deliberate, each touch a testament to the depth of our feelings. The cabin around us, once a mere shelter from the outside world, now felt like a sanctuary, a sacred space where we could be vulnerable and strong in equal measure.

The kisses we shared were filled with promises for the future, vows made not with words but with the beating of our hearts. Our embrace was a haven, a place where fears could be confessed and dreams shared without reservation.

As we held each other, the world outside ceased to exist. There was only the here and now, the undeniable truth of our connection, and the love that enveloped us like a warm embrace. It was a love that had weathered uncertainty and fear, emerging stronger and more resilient than ever before.

"Baby," Bart murmured, his lips tracing the path along my jawline to my ear, sending shivers down my spine.

"I don't know what tomorrow will bring, but I know I want to face it with you."

"Me too, Bart," I responded, my voice steady despite the whirlwind of emotions within me.

At that moment, nothing else mattered. The challenges that lay ahead, the questions about how we would navigate the world beyond the cabin's walls—all of it paled in comparison to the certainty of our love.
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As night fell, and the cabin grew quiet, we remained in each other's arms, a silent vow hanging between us. We would make the most of the time we had left, cherishing each moment, each kiss, each embrace as if it were both the first and the last.

The journey ahead would undoubtedly be filled with obstacles, but with Bart by my side, I felt invincible. Together, we had found something extraordinary, a love that transcended words, a connection that defied explanation.


Chapter 9

∞∞∞

WRAPPED IN THE WARMTH of winter clothes during the day before I leave Greenville, with a beanie pulled down over my wig, I sat beside Bart on the hilltop, our makeshift picnic spread out between us. The chill of the winter air was softened by the sun's gentle rays, a bittersweet reminder of the season's beauty and the looming goodbye.

Bart turned to me, his eyes reflecting the same mixture of emotions I felt swirling within me.

"I'm going to miss you so much, Herbie," he said, the nickname he'd chosen for me wrapping around my heart like a warm hug.

The use of "Herbie" felt more natural than my birth name ever had.
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"I don't want to go either," I admitted, my voice tinged with the sorrow of departure.

"But I need to learn more about myself, see a gender specialist, figure life out."

The thought of facing the world without Bart by my side filled me with a deep sense of vulnerability. He had been my protector, my hero, not once but twice, saving me from both bears and my own fears.

"I feel like I'm going to be in danger without you," I confessed, the words heavy with the weight of my fears.

Bart reached for my hand, his grip steady and reassuring. "After meeting you for the first time, I felt the need to protect you," he said, his voice earnest.

"But Herbie, you're stronger than you know. And I'll always be here for you, no matter where you are."

His words were a balm to my anxious heart, a promise that, even in separation, we would remain connected. We continued our picnic, feeding each other bites of food, sharing kisses that were both tender and filled with longing.

As we talked about everything and nothing—our hopes, our fears, our dreams for the future—the world around us seemed to fall away, leaving only the two of us on that hilltop, surrounded by the beauty of nature and the depth of our connection.

Bart spoke of his plans to rebuild his home, to contribute to the recovery of Greenville, his determination shining through. I shared my aspirations, my desire to embrace my true self, to live authentically in a world that often seemed too harsh, too unyielding.

The hours slipped by, each moment precious, each conversation a treasure to be stored away in the memory of my heart. As the sun began to dip below the horizon, casting the sky in hues of gold and pink, we packed up our picnic, the silence between us filled with unspoken emotions.

Standing at the edge of the hill, Bart pulled me into his arms, his embrace a fortress against the uncertainties that lay ahead.

"You're going to do amazing things, Herbie," he whispered, his lips brushing against my ear.
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"And I'll be cheering you on, every step of the way."

The promise of his support, of a love that transcended distance and circumstance, filled me with a sense of courage I hadn't known I possessed. As we made our way back down the hill, hand in hand, I knew that the journey ahead would be challenging, filled with moments of doubt and fear.

But I also knew that I wouldn't be facing it alone.

The morning of my departure was draped in a silence that seemed to echo the heaviness of my heart. As I applied the final touches of my makeup, the reflection in the mirror was a bittersweet reminder of the journey I had undertaken in Greenville, of the person I had become.

"I'm really gonna miss you," Bart said from the doorway, his voice thick with emotion. He stood there, a steadfast presence that had come to mean more to me than I could have ever anticipated.

Turning to face him, I felt a surge of affection, a tide of gratitude for everything we had shared.

"I'm gonna miss you more," I replied, stepping into his embrace for a brief, tender kiss.

"We'll be in touch on Facelook," I promised, a small comfort against the reality of our separation.
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As we moved through the cabin, Bart helping me pack my things, there was an unspoken understanding between us, a shared sadness at the impending distance.

"You sure you didn't forget anything?" he asked, his attempt at lightness belied by the concern in his eyes.

Pausing at the mirror for one last look, I swiped my lips with lip gloss, a ritual that felt more poignant now than ever.

"Just you," I said, meeting his gaze in the reflection. Our kiss was a promise, a vow to remember and cherish the time we'd spent together.

Bart's next words were lighthearted, an attempt to ease the tension.

"So, how are you going to explain to Diane about her would-be missing things?" he joked, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

I laughed, despite the tears pricking at the corners of my eyes. "I'm gonna say it got lost during the earthquake," I quipped, then added more seriously, "No, I'm going to ship them to you when I buy my own stuff." It was a promise, a way to keep a piece of myself with him, even as I left.

The goodbye was as dramatic as it was heartfelt, a crescendo of emotions that neither of us was fully prepared to face.

“You didn’t only help rebuild Greenville, you also rebuilt me…”

“Herbie, why don’t you find yourself here? Let’s explore it together. We have doctors in Iowa too, you know.”

I kissed him—stopping the attempt of him to rethink my decision. It wasn’t easy to abandon my professional life… my students… my life in the city.

“I never thought I’d fall in love again. We will be in touch, I promise,” I finally said—even if I didn’t want to escape from his hold.

Standing at the threshold of the cabin, the place that had witnessed the unfolding of our love, the finality of the moment was overwhelming.

As I started the car, the tears I had been holding back began to fall freely, each one a testament to the depth of my feelings for Bart. Glancing in the rearview mirror, the sight of him standing there, a solitary figure amidst the backdrop of our shared memories, was almost too much to bear.

The drive away from Greenville, from Bart, was a journey through a landscape blurred by tears, each mile a step further from the life I had come to cherish. The pain of parting was sharp, a physical ache that seemed to echo the emotional turmoil within me.
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Rounding a bend, my heart skipped a beat at the sight that unfolded before me—a bear, its dark form a silhouette against the backdrop of the wilderness. It paused, our gazes locking for a moment that stretched into eternity, a silent communication between man and nature.

In the depth of those wild eyes, I saw a sign, a message as clear as if it had been spoken aloud: my journey with Greenville, with Bart, wasn't over.

Not yet. Not by a long shot.

With a renewed sense of purpose, I turned the car around, the engine roaring to life in echo of my resolve. The drive back was a blur, every mile bringing me closer to the future I was meant to embrace.

As I pulled up to the cabin, Bart was there, as if he hadn’t moved, his figure a beacon drawing me back home. The moment he saw me, confusion and hope played across his face in equal measure.

Without a word, I rushed into his arms, our kiss sealing the decision that had brought me back.

"You know what, you're right," I said, breathless from the rush of emotions and the drive back.

"We should explore whatever this is, together."

His embrace tightened, his response a mixture of relief and joy.

"Herbie, there's nothing I want more," he whispered against my hair, his voice steady and sure.

"But what about my job, my students?" The practical concerns, the life I had outside Greenville, suddenly seemed both distant and pressing.

"We'll figure it out," he assured me, pulling back to look into my eyes.

"Together, Herbie. We can face anything as long as we're together."

His words, so full of conviction and love, washed over me, a tide that carried away the last of my doubts. In Bart's eyes, I saw not just the promise of a future together, but the understanding and acceptance that had been the foundation of our relationship from the start.

The decision to return, to embrace the love and the life that awaited me here with Bart, felt like the closing of a circle, a journey that had led me through self-discovery, fear, and ultimately, back to the heart of where my true self had been waiting all along.
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As we stood there, in the soft light of the sun, the cabin and the wilderness around us no longer felt like a place of escape, but a home. A home that we would build together, with love, understanding, and the courage to face whatever came our way.

“You know, you should really thank the bear,” I quipped.

"What bear?" Bart asked, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips.

"A sign," I said, laughing.

"A reminder that sometimes, the journey takes you in circles to bring you to where you need to be."

With that, we turned towards the cabin, our steps light with the promise of forever.


Epilogue

∞∞∞

MORE THAN A YEAR has passed since the day I decided that my journey in Greenville was far from over. That decision, born from a moment of fear and a sign in the form of a bear, has led me down a path of self-discovery, love, and a future I once thought impossible.

Dr. Martin, the gender specialist I've been seeing, has been a guiding light in this journey.

He helped me understand that the unrest I've felt for so long, the disconnect between the person I presented to the world and the person I knew myself to be, was due to gender dysphoria. For years, I'd tried to suppress my true self, to fit into the molds society and those around me had set. But in Greenville, in the arms of Bart, I found the courage to face my truth.
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Nine months ago, I started hormone therapy, a decision that felt like the first step towards aligning my outer self with my inner reality. The changes in my body have been both exhilarating and challenging. The budding tingling sensation in my chest, the softening of my skin, and the gradual changes in my figure have been a constant source of wonder and introspection.

The decision to undergo breast augmentation surgery was not made lightly. It was a step further into affirming my identity, a physical manifestation of the inner journey I've been on. Bart's support has been unwavering, his masculine energy a counterbalance to the femininity I've embraced.

With him, I feel cherished, protected—like a princess, a partner, a soul bound to his in ways I'd never imagined.

Leaving my job at the university and selling my house in the city were decisions that felt like shedding the last remnants of a life that was no longer mine. In its place, Bart and I have been building something new, something ours.

Together, we've been repairing and extending his home, planning to open parts of it as an Airbnb. It's a project that symbolizes our future, a shared vision that has become a labor of love.

Today, as I was organizing our walk-in closet—a space Bart lovingly crafted for me.

“What the?!” I said—my voice barely above a whisper.
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I stumbled upon a ring hidden in a drawer. The realization of its significance sent a jolt of excitement through me.

"I knew you'd snoop around, just like you did with Ms. Crawford's things," Bart's voice came from behind me, his tone light but filled with emotion.

Turning to face him, I found him on one knee, the ring held out between us—a symbol of commitment, of love that had grown and flourished in the most unexpected of places.

"Herbie, will you marry me?" His question hung in the air, a moment suspended in time.

Tears blurred my vision as I looked at him, this man who had become my world, my protector, my partner in every sense of the word.

"Yes," I whispered, the word a vow in itself. "Yes, I will."

The kiss we shared was a promise, a seal on our future together. It was a kiss filled with love, with the knowledge of all we had overcome to reach this moment.

As we embraced, the closet around us no longer just a room but a witness to our journey, I knew that Greenville had become more than a place of refuge. It was my home—holding the person I love the most and where my truth has finally been set free.

THE END <3

Did you enjoy Girly Destination? In that case, I hope you can check out my bundle Feminization Chronicles.

It contains five of my chart-topping illustrated feminization and transgender transformation steamy romances.
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Story 1 – Becoming My Mother

The passing of my mother left a hole in the hearts of me and my stepdad. He was trying to be strong but I couldn’t stand the sight of him, secretly crying in his bedroom while hugging her clothes. It all started with ensuring that his meals were warm, his clothes were laundered and pressed, and the house remained spotless.

But then, as I was cleaning the master bedroom, I couldn’t help but try my late mother’s clothes—from her stockings, intimates, skirts, blouses, and down to her dresses. 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 2 – Female ID

I didn’t mean to pull the trigger but I was already in too deep. Bumping into him in the most harrowing experience I’d gone through was a brush with lady luck.

However, it was only the beginning of something more challenging. Something that would compromise the life I’d gotten so used to living.

Story 3 – In The Navy

Finally, I was out of my toxic home and found my place on the ship. But being a sailor wasn’t easy. The training was tough and I had to navigate through uncharted waters.

Moreover, 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 4 – Cheerleader By Chance

My sister must’ve lost her mind when she introduced me to the squad. Yes, I was desperate for a scholarship but not to the point that I’d have to wear a skirt and parade with pom poms.

However, when I met the cheer captain… everything changed. Even my wardrobe!

Story 5 – The Secretary

It all started with the Mayor’s weird foot fetish. However, it didn’t end there. 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.

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 Feminization Chronicles

Now, if you prefer reading my latest story, feel free to check…
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“Since you’re sooo smart and you know everything, I’ll promote you to be my muse.”

Read The Senator’s Girl


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.
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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

[image: A person taking a selfie  Description automatically generated]

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 e-mails 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.

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

Visit Find Femboys


Other Titles

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

“The only Feminization Guide you’ll ever need.”

Read The Girly Guide 2

[image: A person in glasses and garment  Description automatically generated]

“Underneath her pencil skirt and silk blouse, distracting all the yearning men in the conference room with her apparition, she knew exactly who to give her attention to for her next career opportunity.”

Read The Office Gurl

[image: A person holding a lipstick  Description automatically generated]

“There’s that voice again… telling me to swipe the scarlet rouge on my lips, wear my mother’s dress, and go to the nearest bar in my red stilettos".

Read Femininely Possessed

[image: A person in a swimsuit on a beach  Description automatically generated]

“It’s your feminization story, I just wrote it for you, xoxo Lilly.”

Read Feminizing You

[image: A person in a maid outfit  Description automatically generated]

“I have two pieces of good news, first, you’re not going to school anymore, and second, you’re hired as a new maid!” “My father wouldn’t allow this!”

“Enough with the drama, slide on those Mary Janes!”

Read Sissyrella


Author’s Message
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Dear Romantic Reader,

Thank you very much for purchasing and reading Girly Destination – A Romantic Feminization Expedition.

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 it on Kindle.

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)
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