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Very Red

~~~

Curtis Carter had checked in to a small roadside motel just off the highway, the kind with faded paint and a neon vacancy sign that buzzed faintly outside his window. He was halfway through a week-long road trip for the company that paid his bills—a job that lived or died by commission. Being a salesman meant living with uncertainty, but tomorrow morning he had a meeting at Aero Engineering, and he was holding onto the hope that he could land a contract big enough to keep him afloat for a while.

After a lukewarm shower and a half-hearted attempt to watch TV, he decided it was time for bed. He dragged his suitcase onto the mattress and unzipped it, expecting to pull out the soft cotton pajamas he always wore on the road. His wife, Joanna, had packed it for him earlier in the week. But when he parted the neatly folded clothes, his hand stilled. There, nestled between shirts, was a pale, lacy nightgown—soft to the touch, the fabric delicate like it belonged in a different life than his own. On top of it was a folded note.

[image: ]

He unfolded it slowly, the paper creasing under his fingers. In Joanna’s familiar handwriting, the words stared back at him: I found your stash of dresses, panties, and bras. You can wear these nightgowns and use the lipstick you’ll find in there. Put them on first, then give me a call. Joanna.

A tight heat rose in his chest. He wasn’t sure if it was panic, embarrassment, or something else entirely. For a long moment, he just stood there, the hum of the motel’s air conditioner filling the space between his thoughts. Then, almost without thinking, he stepped out of his jeans and shirt, sliding the nightgown over his body. The lace whispered against his skin in a way he didn’t want to think about too much.

He crouched to unzip a smaller compartment of the suitcase and found the lipstick. Its label read Very Red, the kind of shade Joanna wore when she wanted to feel bold. Carrying it into the bathroom, he stood in front of the mirror, unscrewed the cap, and applied it slowly. The color bled across his lips, a sharp, defiant slash against his reflection.

His hands hesitated over his phone before he finally called her.

“What’s the idea with the nightgown and lipstick?” he asked, his voice low, uncertain.

“Well,” she said, her tone almost playful, “I figured since you like to wear dresses, you might love the idea of nightgowns and lipstick too. Do you have them both on?”

“Yes, I do,” he admitted after a pause, “but I don’t like it.”

“I found your stash of women’s clothes,” Joanna’s voice said through the phone, calm but unmistakably deliberate. “It wasn’t exactly the smartest move, hiding them in our closet. You know I go through it every so often to clean. When you get home, we might need to talk about changing your style.”

His fingers tightened around the phone. “What do you mean, change my style?” he asked, though his words came out softer than he intended, like he wasn’t sure if he wanted the answer.

“You’ll find out when you get here,” she replied. “I haven’t decided anything for sure yet, but I’m close to making a big decision, and it involves you. I don’t want to go into it tonight. Just… sleep well. Enjoy your nightgown. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye,” he said, the word tasting oddly flat in his mouth.

When the call ended, Curtis sat back against the stiff motel headboard, the patterned bedspread rough beneath his legs. He kept hearing her words, each one looping in his mind, making him wonder in detail what she might have in store. The idea of her changing his style—it could mean anything. Something minor, like replacing a few shirts. Or something larger, something that would alter how everyone saw him. He hoped she wasn’t planning anything drastic. Joanna was usually practical, able to keep things balanced. He tried to remind himself of that, but sleep didn’t come easily.


By morning, he had pushed the thoughts aside just enough to focus on work. Aero Engineering was his first stop. He parked, straightened his tie, and walked in with the kind of optimism he always forced himself to carry into meetings. But the conversation was brief. They explained they were already sourcing their supplies from another company—one of his competitors—at a price lower than he could match. No matter how he tried to pitch the quality and reliability of his products, their answer stayed the same.

They thanked him politely for coming in. He thanked them back and walked out without an order. The air outside felt colder than when he’d gone in, and the rejection clung to him like damp clothes. Still, he told himself tomorrow was another chance. Crestwave Manufacturing was next on his list, and he let that hope carry him back to the car.

He drove the sixty miles to Crestwave, the road stretching ahead in long, empty ribbons. The late afternoon light faded into a soft gray as he pulled off the highway and found the small, weathered motel where he’d be staying for the night. The place had the usual worn carpet and mismatched furniture, but he barely noticed. His mind was already looping back to Joanna, to her voice on the phone the night before, to the uncertain edge in her words.

By the time he’d showered and changed, the night had deepened outside, the hum of passing trucks the only reminder there was a world beyond his door. He slid the nightgown over his body again, the fabric cool at first, then warming against his skin. He picked up the phone and called her.

The line clicked, and her voice came through, direct and purposeful. “Do you have the nightgown and the lipstick on?”

“I have the nightgown on,” he answered, his voice tentative.

“Then get the lipstick on before you say another word.”

He didn’t hesitate. Crossing to his suitcase, he rummaged through until he found the tube buried beneath folded shirts. He twisted the cap, the sharp scent of wax and color rising as he smoothed the lipstick over his mouth. The red felt bold, almost defiant, though he kept that thought to himself. “I’ve got it on now,” he told her.

“Good,” she said, her tone carrying a sense of finality. “Now I’ll tell you this—I’ve made up my mind about what to do about you wearing those dresses. You’ll find out when you get home.”

He tightened his grip on the receiver. “Can’t you give me a hint? Wearing those dresses didn’t hurt anyone. I never left the house in them. It was always when I was alone that I wore them.”

“I don’t care about when or where you wore them,” she said, her words sharp but controlled. “You never told me you liked dresses. You left me to discover it on my own, and to be shocked by what I found. I’ll tell you this much—your dresses and all the other things are under lock and key now. You’ll see what I mean when you get back. Good night.”

He stared at the wall, unsure if pressing her further would make things better or worse. “Good night,” he said finally.

Curtis couldn’t shake the unease creeping into his thoughts. It kept circling back to Joanna’s words from the night before, her tone when she said his clothes were locked away. He couldn’t understand why she had to make it sound like he owned an entire wardrobe full of women’s things, as if it were some overwhelming stash instead of what it really was. The uncertainty made his stomach tighten. He had no idea what she intended to do when he came home, and the waiting was starting to gnaw at him.


By the time morning came, he had forced himself to focus on work. He pulled into Crestwave Manufacturing’s lot right at eight o’clock. For him, being early was more than punctuality—it was a small superstition. Arriving ahead of everyone else had always felt like it might give him an edge, a little extra luck.

The meeting started well enough. They greeted him warmly, offered coffee, and made small talk. But when it came to business, their answer was steady and polite. They explained they already had a dependable supplier, one who not only provided top-tier products but also sold them at a price they were more than happy with. It was a door that wasn’t opening for him. Still, they invited him to leave some samples, promising to evaluate them.

Curtis smiled through the disappointment. He placed three of his company’s most popular products on the table, making sure to say, “These are the best we offer.” He hoped the confidence in his voice sounded convincing enough to linger with them after he left.

Outside, the air felt cooler than it had that morning. He got into his car and started the long drive home—six and a half hours if traffic stayed kind. He figured he’d stop for a quick lunch somewhere along the highway, then keep going. By the time he reached the office, it was three-thirty in the afternoon.

Curtis’s supervisor was waiting. The expression on his face made it clear this conversation wasn’t going to end well. Curtis explained the visit, but the lack of an order spoke louder than any details he could give. The supervisor leaned back, his voice clipped. “Your job is on the line. You’ve got one week left. We’ll keep paying you until the end of the month. If you want, you can stay home starting now. Either way, I wish you the best moving forward.”

The words hit hard. Curtis nodded, not trusting himself to say much. Walking out of the office, the weight of it pressed into his chest. Jobs were scarce, and each one felt further out of reach than the last. As he drove away, the question he couldn’t push aside was the same one looping in his mind since the call with Joanna—where was he supposed to go from here?


Into the Playpen

~~~

When Curtis pulled into the driveway, he spotted Joanna standing at the door, her arms crossed in a way that made his pulse pick up. She didn’t say a word at first. Instead, she stepped forward, took his suitcase from his hand, and carried it into the kitchen without asking if he wanted to set it down himself. The sound of it hitting the tile floor was sharper than it should have been.

“Follow me,” she said, her tone leaving no room for hesitation.

He did as she asked, trailing her down the hall until they reached the bedroom. The air in the room felt different—cooler, charged. She turned toward him, her expression unreadable, and spoke again.

“Strip down.”

Her voice wasn’t raised, but it had an authority that made him obey without question. He swallowed, feeling his hands grow damp as he began removing his clothes piece by piece. His shirt slid off first, then his pants, until he stood bare. She gave him a small push toward the bed, and instinctively, he bent over the edge, his palms pressing into the comforter.

“Stay there,” she instructed.

He stayed, though confusion tangled with apprehension in his mind. He had no idea what she intended until it happened—the first blow landing across his backside, sharp and stinging. His breath caught, and he started to rise, but her hand pressed firmly against his back.

“Stay down.”

The second strike came faster, followed by the third. By the fourth, the heat and sting had grown enough to pull tears from his eyes, the sound of his crying loud in the stillness of the room. She continued until she had delivered fifteen in total, each one blurring into the next until all he could focus on was the ache.

When she finally stopped, her voice was calm but unyielding. “Are you going to do as I tell you from now on?”

“Yes,” he said quickly, his voice shaking. “Please stop.”

She set a bottle on the nightstand, squeezed lotion into her palm, and began rubbing it across his skin with slow, deliberate movements. The cool sensation spread instantly, and he found himself wondering what she had used to bring relief so quickly.

Joanna returned a few minutes later, carrying something large and folded over one arm. When she got closer, he saw exactly what it was—a diaper, thick and bulky, the kind meant for someone who wouldn’t be changing themselves. She set it on the bed and looked directly at him.

“Lie on your back,” she instructed, her voice steady, giving him no room to question.

He climbed onto the bed, the mattress dipping beneath his weight, and lay down as she asked. The sound of the diaper crinkling filled the space between them as she unfolded it. She lifted his hips with a firm motion, sliding it underneath him before securing it snugly around his waist. The padding felt strange and restrictive, a constant reminder of itself with every shift of his body.

Next came a pair of plastic pants, pulled up over the diaper until they fit tightly, sealing him in. Without a pause, she reached for the final piece—a pink dress, its skirt full and puffed, trimmed with satin bows along the bodice. The fabric was soft but the style was unmistakable. It wasn’t just pink. It was the shade of pink made for nurseries, for baby dolls. When she was done fastening it, the hemline brushed just above his knees.

He stood awkwardly, taking a few tentative steps. The thickness between his legs forced him to move in short, waddling motions. “How am I supposed to walk in this?” he asked, frustration edging into his voice.

“You’re not,” Joanna replied. “You’re a baby girl now, and baby girls crawl on their hands and knees.”

Her words hit with a strange mix of command and certainty. Then she added, “You’re going to quit that low-paying job of yours.”

“I was fired today,” he admitted, the truth spilling out before he could decide whether to tell her.

Her lips curved slightly. “Perfect.”

She turned and led the way toward the dining area. He followed, the bulk of the diaper forcing his movements to a slow shuffle until she motioned for him to get down and crawl. The carpet felt rough against his palms as he made his way to where she was standing.

The first thing he noticed when he entered the dining space was impossible to ignore—an adult-sized high chair, solid wood, with a wide seat and an imposing tray attached to the front. She guided him toward it, helped him climb in, and lowered the tray until it pressed snugly against his torso. A click from the locking mechanism sealed him in place.

Without a word, Joanna disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a large baby bottle. The nipple was oversized, clearly meant for him to drink from without complaint. She placed it against his lips until he took it into his mouth. He began to suck, the liquid coating his tongue—thick, sweet, familiar in a way he didn’t want to acknowledge. It was baby formula.

What he didn’t know, what she hadn’t said, was that the bottle had been laced with both a laxative and a diuretic.

When he drained the last drop from the first bottle, Joanna didn’t pause before setting another in front of him. This one was warmer, almost uncomfortably so, and the taste hit him immediately—bitter, chalky, and far from the sweet formula he’d just finished. The flavor made his throat tighten, and he had to fight the urge to spit it out. His stomach churned with every swallow, but he forced himself to keep going until the bottle was empty.

It didn’t take long before an uncomfortable pressure began to build low in his abdomen. He shifted in the high chair, the plastic pants rustling beneath the dress. “I have to go to the toilet,” he told her, his voice strained.

Joanna’s mouth curved into a laugh that didn’t reach her eyes. “That’s what diapers are for.”

He gripped the edge of the tray, trying to hold it back, but the pressure became impossible to ignore. Eventually, his body betrayed him. Warmth spread beneath him, and his stomach dropped. Joanna caught the change in his expression immediately, her eyes narrowing slightly as if she’d been waiting for this exact moment.

“I need to be changed,” he said, his voice low.

Her tone was sharp and certain. “You are a baby girl. You don’t know words yet. I only want to hear ‘goo-goo’ and ‘ga-ga’ from you. Anything else, and you can have another spanking. Do you understand?”

“Goo-goo,” he answered, the word tasting foreign and humiliating on his tongue.

“Very good. Now remember that.”

She walked away, leaving him in the high chair with the soiled diaper pressing against him. The minutes dragged, turning into more than an hour. His legs ached from being held in one position, and every shift reminded him of his situation.

When she finally returned, she unlatched the tray and helped him down, guiding him toward the living room. In the center of the room stood an adult-sized playpen, its sides high enough that he wouldn’t be able to climb out. She ushered him inside and gave a single, curt instruction. “Be quiet.”

He lowered himself onto the padded floor, his mind racing. How was he supposed to put an end to this? Joanna’s control over him felt complete, and the realization left a hollow ache in his chest.

He started to push himself up, but her voice cut through the room. “Sit.”

He sat. She reached for a large cover, draping it over the top of the playpen until the light dimmed. A click from the lock told him she had secured it in place. The realization sank in—he was no longer just playing a role. He was a prisoner.

A little over an hour later, she opened the playpen and told him to come with her. He crawled after her, the thick diaper forcing his movements into a slow, awkward rhythm. His palms pressed into the carpet as he followed her down the hall, each step a reminder of the humiliation that had become his new reality.


When they reached the spare bedroom, Curtis froze for a moment. In the center of the room stood an adult-sized crib, its white bars polished and high enough to keep anyone inside without hope of climbing out. The mattress was neatly made, and a soft blanket lay folded at one end, but there was nothing comforting about it.

Without a word, she knelt beside him and began unfastening the tapes on his diaper. The cold air against his skin made him shiver. She cleaned him up with efficient movements, as if this were routine, and then unfolded a fresh diaper, sliding it under him before sealing it snugly in place. Afterward, she pulled a baby’s nightgown over his head, the thin fabric brushing his arms and falling to just above his knees.

Once he was dressed, she guided him toward the crib, lifting the side to help him inside. The mattress dipped under his weight, the space feeling smaller than it looked from the outside. She pulled the top cover closed, the sound of the lock clicking into place echoing in his ears.

Fifteen minutes after she turned off the light, the pressure in his stomach returned, sudden and insistent. He tried to shift into a more comfortable position, but it was no use. His body gave in, and warmth spread beneath him again. He couldn’t understand why he needed to go so much. The thought of wearing the diaper until morning made his chest tighten. The fullness was uncomfortable, and every movement pressed it closer against his skin.


A Public Outing

~~~

Morning came slowly. Curtis woke unsure of the time, staring at the bars above him, listening for any sound from outside the room. The wait dragged on until finally, Joanna appeared. She unlocked the crib and helped him out, leading him to a changing area. The relief of having the soiled diaper removed was immediate, though it came with the awareness that he had no control over when it would be replaced.

When she was finished, she told him to crawl again, and he made his way to the dining room. The high chair was already waiting. She guided him into it, fastening the tray in place so he was secured. A moment later, she set a large bottle of formula in front of him. He took it, drinking slowly, the sweetness familiar from the day before.
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When the bottle was empty, she brought out a bowl and a spoon. The sight of the baby cereal made his stomach twist, but at least it was something solid. He took each spoonful, the bland, pasty texture sticking to his tongue, tasting nothing like food meant for an adult.

Joanna stood in front of him, keys already in hand, her bag slung over her shoulder. “I have to go to work,” she said, her tone even, as if she were simply discussing the weather. “Do you want to be in the playpen or the crib?”

He hesitated only a moment before answering the way she’d trained him to. “Goo-ga.”

Her mouth curved slightly. “Good choice. The playpen it is.”

She led him into the living room, where the large playpen waited. The bars were tall, sturdy, and far too secure for him to even think about climbing over. She helped him inside, locked the top in place, and tossed a handful of baby toys in with him. A plastic rattle landed near his knee, and he picked it up, giving it a shake. The hollow sound filled the space, and Joanna’s smile lingered for a brief second.

“Be a good girl,” she said, her voice almost light. “I’ll see you later.”

The door closed behind her, the faint echo fading into the stillness of the house. He hadn’t been alone for more than fifteen minutes when the first cramp rolled through his stomach. There was no stopping it. His diaper grew warm, and before the sensation faded, another need came. He urinated, and soon the damp heat turned to a low, burning discomfort.

Shifting on the padded floor did little to help. He moved toward the side of the playpen and tugged at the latch, but the lock was firm, immovable in his hands. The frustration grew, but it was useless to fight it. Eventually, he lowered himself onto his side, curling slightly, and closed his eyes. Sleep came in restless fragments.


The sound of the front door opening pulled him awake. For a moment, he thought Joanna had returned early, but the voice that floated into the room was different.

“Well, hello, baby,” came the greeting.

It was Mrs. Carmichael, the widow who lived next door. She stepped into the kitchen, her movements easy and familiar, as though she had every right to be there. Moments later, she returned with a large baby bottle in hand. She knelt by the bars and passed it through.

He took it without hesitation, hunger taking precedence over everything else. The warm liquid slid down his throat, and before long, the bottle was empty. Without thinking, he tossed it out of the playpen. Mrs. Carmichael disappeared again into the kitchen, only to return with another full bottle.

This time, he drank more slowly, but he still finished it all. She reached for the empty bottle and smiled. “You’re a nice baby,” she said warmly before carrying it away into the kitchen.

By now, he understood one thing with absolute certainty—Joanna hadn’t improvised a single part of this. Every step, every word, every item she’d brought into the house had been part of a plan she’d formed long before he’d realized what was happening. The thought pressed on him, leaving him restless. He kept turning over the same question in his mind: how could he break that plan? If only he knew her next move, he might have a chance to prepare.

To keep his thoughts from spiraling, he began talking aloud, just for the comfort of hearing his own voice. The sound made him feel less like the role she’d forced him into. He recited the Gettysburg Address from memory, the words carrying him into another place for a moment, before he shifted to counting slowly—one to a hundred, and back down again. It was a small act of control, but it was all he had.


The sound of the front door opening pulled him from his thoughts. Joanna stepped inside, her eyes landing on him immediately. Her voice came in a syrupy baby talk, “Have you been a good widdle baby?”

He answered with the only response she wanted to hear. “Goo-goo.”

Her smile widened, the approval in her tone almost too genuine. “I’m glad you were good.”

She knelt and began unfastening his diaper. “You’ve got a rash,” she murmured, her tone now edged with mock concern. She reached for a jar of salve, smoothing it over the irritated skin with slow, careful strokes. Then came a cloud of baby powder, the scent sweet and cloying, dusting the air between them. She used far more than necessary, the excess falling onto the floor in soft bursts.

When she finished, she reached for a lacy bonnet, tying it snugly under his chin so that the ribbons rested against his throat. From the closet, she produced a pale pink coat, warm and soft to the touch, and held it open for him.

“We’re going out to eat,” she announced, her voice leaving no room for refusal.


Joanna helped Curtis into the car, guiding him into the passenger seat before pulling the seat belt across his chest and fastening it securely. The click of the buckle sounded final.

The drive was short, taking them to a family-style restaurant. She parked, got out, and led him inside without hesitation. The hum of conversation and clinking dishes filled the space as they found a table.

When the waitress came to take their order, Joanna reached into her purse and pulled out a baby bottle. Holding it casually, she asked, “Could you heat this up for my baby husband?”

The waitress blinked, then let out a quick laugh. “Sure, no problem.”

The waitress returned with the warmed bottle cradled in her hand, smiling as she set it down on the table in front of him. “What a pretty dress you have on,” she said, her tone playful but edged with amusement.

Joanna’s eyes lit with an idea. “Stand up,” she told him. “Give her a little turnaround so she can see it properly.”

He pushed himself to his feet, the skirt brushing his thighs as he moved. Turning slowly, he could hear the reaction ripple through the nearby tables—laughter rising from a few customers who clearly found the sight entertaining. His cheeks burned hot, the warmth spreading across his face as he forced himself to complete the turn and sit back down.

“He’s certainly a well-behaved baby,” the waitress remarked with a grin before moving on to another table.

Joanna returned to her plate, taking a few bites before looking up at him again. “Bethany, finish your bottle.”

The sound of the name made his stomach twist, but he lowered his head and took the bottle in his hands. He latched onto the nipple and sucked harder, the familiar formula taste coating his tongue. He drained it quickly, only for her to immediately pass him another.

The moment he took the first sip, he knew this one was different. The flavor was unfamiliar—no longer sweet, but sharper, saltier. He couldn’t quite place it. As he drank, another taste seemed to emerge beneath the first, faintly reminiscent of orange juice, but muted. Whatever it was, it wasn’t something he recognized. Still, Joanna’s eyes stayed on him, and he knew the only acceptable choice was to keep going. He sucked until the last drop was gone.

By the time the meal was over, the pressure in his stomach was back. Before they even stood to leave, he felt the inevitable happen—another bowel movement, adding to the growing discomfort from earlier. He’d lost track of how many times it had happened already that day, and each one left him more unsettled.

They left the restaurant, the cool night air greeting them as they walked to the car. The ride home was quiet except for the sound of the tires on the road. When they arrived, Joanna didn’t waste time. “It’s baby’s bedtime,” she said matter-of-factly.

Inside, she guided him to the changing area, removing his diaper and replacing it with a clean one before slipping a soft nightie over his head. The fabric brushed against his skin as she fastened the last button. Without another word, she led him to the crib, helped him in, and closed the top. The lock clicked into place, sealing him inside for the night.

He lay back, trying to find a comfortable position, when another cramp gripped his stomach. Disbelief ran through him as his body gave in again. What was happening? he wondered. Why so many today? The fullness and damp heat were unbearable, and the discomfort pressed in on him from all sides.


Frosted Pink

~~~

The days blurred together, each one passing in a pattern Joanna controlled completely. By the time a week and two days had gone by, Curtis had stopped trying to guess what she would do next. That morning, Joanna appeared in front of him, her voice casual yet deliberate. “Do you want to grow older?”

He hesitated, then nodded.

A small smile touched her lips. “Tomorrow,” she said, “you’ll be a ten-year-old girl.”

The words echoed in his mind for the rest of the day, leaving him wondering what exactly she meant and how far she was willing to take it.


The next morning, she was all business. Without a word, she removed his diaper, folding it neatly and setting it aside. From a drawer, she pulled out a pair of Little Mermaid panties, the bright cartoon character smiling up at him. She guided his legs through them, tugging them into place with a firmness that left no doubt this was intentional, not playful.

Next came a dress—pink, frilly, the skirt trimmed with lace and ruffles that swayed as she held it open for him to step into. The fabric was soft but the design unmistakably that of a child’s party dress. She fastened it up the back, smoothing it down before moving on to the next part of his transformation.

She slid a pair of socks onto his feet, the tops edged in delicate lace, before slipping his feet into shiny black Mary Jane shoes. They fit snugly, the straps pressing lightly against his insteps. Then she turned her attention to his hair.

Curlers were wound into place one by one, pulling slightly at his scalp. The sensation was quickly followed by the sharp, chemical scent of whatever she sprayed onto his head. He tried to turn away from the smell, but she held him steady, ensuring it coated every curl. A plastic cap went on next, sealing it all in. “I’ll take it off when I get home,” she told him, her tone matter-of-fact.

She straightened, giving him a final once-over. “Can you stay alone, or do you want a babysitter?”

“I can stay alone,” he replied, his voice small.

She reached for a large, soft doll and placed it in his arms. “Always be carrying her. Always hug her. A girl loves her dolly, and I know you’ll love yours.”

With that, she grabbed her bag and headed for the door, leaving him standing there in his new outfit, the doll pressed against his chest. The house felt different once she was gone, but the television remote was still where it always was. He turned on the TV and flipped to a sports channel, the familiar noise filling the room.


At noon, the front door opened and Mrs. Carmichael stepped inside without knocking, just as she always did. She moved through the kitchen with practiced ease, opening cabinets, setting out bread, and pulling a few slices of lunch meat from the refrigerator. The sound of the knife against the cutting board and the faint aroma of mustard filled the air. She placed a sandwich in front of him, the crusts neatly trimmed, and set a tall glass of milk beside it.

He was hungrier than he’d realized. He took the sandwich in both hands, eating quickly, the bread soft and the filling cool against his tongue. The milk was cold and fresh, and he drank it down in several long swallows. Mrs. Carmichael watched him with an approving smile.

“You look very pretty today,” she said, her voice warm but tinged with amusement. Her eyes moved toward the refrigerator. “Why was your glass of milk sitting in there?”

He shrugged slightly. “I don’t know. Unless it was to keep it cool.”

She nodded, as if that was answer enough, and began tidying the counter before heading back toward her own home.


When Joanna came through the door later that day, her eyes went straight to him. “What did you do all day?” she asked.

“I played with my dolly,” he replied, careful to match the answer he knew she wanted.

A pleased smile curved her lips. “You’re a good girl.”

She reached into her bag and pulled out a small case. “You need to be vaccinated,” she said, motioning for him to turn around. Before he could think of a reason to stall, she gave him a quick shot in the rear. The sting was brief, barely noticeable, and he found he didn’t mind as much as he thought he would.

“Tomorrow,” she continued, “you’re going to get your final check from work.”

He hesitated. “They’ll mail it to me,” he said, almost hopefully.

Joanna shook her head. “You’re going to pick it up yourself. I’ll take you right after I get home.”

The thought of walking into his old workplace dressed as he was now made his stomach tighten. “Can I wear my men’s clothes tomorrow? Just to pick it up?”

Her voice was firm, without hesitation. “You’re a little girl now, not a man anymore.”

All evening, his mind circled the same thought—picking up his final paycheck. The idea lodged in his chest, making it impossible to focus on anything else. Even through the night, when the house was still, the dread of walking into his old workplace dressed as she wanted stayed with him. By morning, it hadn’t eased. Every hour felt longer than the last, each one filled with the knowledge that the moment was coming.

When Joanna came home from work, she didn’t waste a second. She reached into her purse, pulled out a tube, and twisted it until the soft pink lipstick rose. She leaned in and applied it to his lips, the faint waxy scent surrounding him. “Perfect,” she murmured, stepping back to admire her work.

From a chair by the door, she picked up a small, bubblegum-pink child’s purse. A grinning princess in a glittery gown smiled from the front. “Be sure to take your dolly, too,” she said, placing both the purse and the doll in his hands as though they were as natural as car keys.

The drive to the plant was quiet except for the hum of the engine. She parked near the entrance, turned to him, and repeated her instructions. “Purse and dolly in hand. Go get your paycheck.”

He stepped out of the car slowly, the strap of the purse brushing against his side, the doll tucked in his arm. The short walk to the building felt longer than the drive had. Inside, the familiar smell of oil and metal hit him, but no one spoke as he made his way down the hall. Eyes followed him, though—he could feel that much.

When he reached the office, his supervisor looked up, taking in the outfit without hiding his surprise. “Why the get-up?” he asked, leaning back slightly in his chair.

He shifted the doll in his arms. “Because I was fired,” he answered quietly, “and I haven’t been able to find a job. My wife was very angry with me… and she put me in dresses.”

The supervisor’s expression softened, though his voice stayed measured. “I’m sorry it came to this. I got my orders, and I had to follow them.”
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There was nothing else to say. He took the check, turned, and headed toward the door. As he stepped back into the main area, a group of men had formed near the exit. They didn’t speak at first, just waited for him to pass. Then the taunts started—low at first, then louder, words tossed like stones as he walked through them, clutching the doll and the purse until he reached the parking lot.

He slid into the passenger seat, the doll and purse still in his lap, and tried not to think about the stares he’d endured inside the plant. Joanna reached into her bag and pulled out a pen, holding it toward him. “Sign your check,” she said.

He took it, the paper trembling slightly in his hands as he scrawled his name across the bottom. Before he could fold it away, she extended her palm, and he placed the check there without a word. She set it on the console until they reached the bank.

At the drive-through window, she passed the check to the teller, exchanged a few words, and took the stack of bills that came back. She didn’t count them out for him—just peeled off two worn dollar bills and held them out. “Kids with a paper route make more than you did,” she said, her voice even but cutting. “This is your allowance.”

He stared at the money for a moment before taking it.

“Put it in the wallet in your purse,” she instructed.

He opened the small pink purse, and there it was—the bright yellow wallet with the smiling Powerpuff Girl printed across the front. Sliding the bills inside, he zipped it closed and placed the purse back on his lap. He could feel the frustration rising in him, an ache that had less to do with the allowance and more to do with the constant reminders of how much control she held over him. He didn’t know how much longer he could take it.

They pulled into the parking lot of a Burger King a few minutes later. Inside, she ordered without asking him what he wanted—an adult combo for herself, a kids meal for him. When the tray came, she slid the small box across to him. At least it had chicken nuggets and fries, food he didn’t mind.

Before he could pick up the first nugget, she placed a small purple pill in front of him. It was shaped like a football, glossy under the restaurant lights. “Take it,” she said.

He hesitated for half a second before swallowing it with a sip of soda.

“You’ll take one every morning and every evening,” she added, her tone leaving no room for questions.

Back at home, she told him to stand still, then produced a syringe from her bag. She gave him another shot in his rear, quick and precise. The sting faded fast, but the thought stayed. “Where do you even get these?” he asked.

Her lips curved into a knowing smile. “I’m good friends with a male nurse,” she said. “He can get me whatever I need.”

During the week, Joanna’s job kept her out of the house, and he was left to his own devices—at least as much as she allowed. Weekdays followed a pattern, but weekends were hers to orchestrate. Saturdays meant outings: one weekend, she took him to the zoo, weaving him through crowds of families and children, the air thick with the scent of popcorn and animal enclosures. The next weekend, she led him through the echoing halls of the museum, her hand guiding him toward exhibits while his skirt swished softly against his legs with every step.

Sundays were reserved for walks in popular parks, where the chatter of strangers and the hum of distant traffic mixed with the rustle of leaves overhead. For each outing, Joanna dressed him in elaborate party dresses—frilly, full-skirted creations with intricate lace, satin bows, and fabrics that shimmered in the light. At first, the public attention made his cheeks warm and his stomach knot. But as the weeks went by, he found the embarrassment dulling. He answered to “Bethany” without hesitation, the name rolling off his tongue more easily each time she used it.

Then, one afternoon, she broke the routine. “Tomorrow,” she told him, her voice tinged with anticipation, “you’re going to be a teenager.” She didn’t stop there. “Sixteen. Sweet. Never been kissed.”

She smiled in a way that made him pause. “We’ll have to take care of that.”

He froze for a moment, unsure if she was teasing or serious. The thought made his stomach tighten, but he decided it was just another one of her scare tactics and pushed it aside.

The next morning, she began his transformation. First came a training bra, the straps snug over his shoulders, followed by lacy nylon panties that felt impossibly delicate. She smoothed pantyhose up his legs with careful, deliberate motions, then guided him into a pink slip edged with lace at the hem.

Three petticoats came next, each layer adding volume until the fabric rustled and shifted with every movement. She lifted a full-skirted pink dress over his head, the bodice adorned with ruffles cascading down the front. The skirt flared beautifully when she smoothed it into place, the fabric brushing lightly against the petticoats underneath.

From a box near the bed, she produced a pair of pink heels with two-inch pumps. “These will do,” she said, handing them over.

He slipped them on, the unfamiliar height forcing him to adjust his stance. When she positioned him in front of the mirror, he stared for a long moment. Looking back at him was not the man he remembered, but the reflection of a girl dressed for a party—soft, polished, and impossibly composed.

Joanna reached into her handbag and pulled out a small tube, the pale casing gleaming softly in her hand. She held it out to him. “Frosted pink,” she said with a faint smile. “Sixteen-year-old girls always wear lipstick.” Her tone made it sound less like a suggestion and more like a rule. “Keep it in your purse.”

Before he could respond, she placed another item in his hands—a small pink leather clutch, smooth under his fingertips, the scent of new leather faint but distinct. “You’re a young adult now,” she told him. The way she said it made the statement feel permanent, like it carried more weight than just an accessory.

With that, she grabbed her own bag, reminded him to behave, and headed out the door for work.

The house felt strangely open once she was gone. He wandered into the living room, the layers of petticoats shifting as he moved. Without thinking, he turned in a slow twirl, watching the skirt fan out in a perfect circle before it fell back into place. He did it again, faster this time, and felt the air lift the hem around him. There was a new kind of comfort in these clothes—more grown up than the baby outfits she’d once forced him into, and that alone made them easier to accept. Somewhere along the way, wearing dresses had stopped feeling strange. It was part of his day now, as normal as brushing his teeth. And there was a small sense of relief in knowing the doll was gone, replaced by the clutch purse in his hand.

Still, one thing gnawed at him. His chest had been itching all morning. At first it was faint, the kind of irritation he thought might pass on its own, but it only grew worse. He found himself rubbing and pressing against the fabric of his bra, which brought brief relief before the sensation flared again. As the hours passed, he realized it wasn’t just the itch—his breasts felt… different. Fuller. More noticeable than before.

He told himself it was probably nothing, but made a mental note to bring it up when she got home.

When Joanna finally returned that evening, the first thing he did was ask, “Why are my breasts so itchy?”

She didn’t pause as she set her keys on the counter. “All girls get that feeling at times,” she said simply, as if that explained everything.

He frowned slightly. “It must be from the bra,” he guessed. “It’s probably making me itch.”

Her expression softened a little. “I’ll see what I can do about it,” she replied.


Starlight Styles

~~~

The next morning, Joanna laid out a dress for him on the bed—a soft pastel piece with a sweetheart neckline that dipped just enough to reveal a hint of cleavage. When he slipped it on and saw himself in the mirror, the cut made his chest look fuller than he expected.

“Could we go shopping sometime?” he asked, smoothing his hands over the skirt.

She gave him a small smile. “We’ll go shopping soon.”

“I’ve saved up a lot of my allowance money,” he added, already picturing racks of clothes and shelves of accessories.

Joanna nodded, then glanced at the clock. “This morning, you’re going to Starlight Styles Salon at eleven. They already know what to do. It’s only six blocks away—you can walk it easily.”

He frowned slightly. “Why can’t I just take my car?”

She didn’t answer the question, only picked up her bag. “I’ll see you tonight,” she said before heading out the door to work.

Left alone, he flipped on the television and let the background noise fill the room, though his thoughts kept drifting to the appointment. He’d never been to a beauty parlor before and didn’t know what to expect.


By ten-fifteen, he decided to leave early. The walk was brisk, the late morning air carrying a mix of distant traffic and the smell of freshly cut grass from nearby lawns. At ten minutes to eleven, he pushed open the glass door of Starlight Styles and stepped inside. The air was warm and smelled faintly of shampoo, hairspray, and something floral he couldn’t place.

He approached the reception desk, clutching his purse a little tighter. “Bethany Carter,” he said softly.

The receptionist, a woman with a perfectly smooth bob, looked up and smiled. “It’ll just be a few minutes before we’re ready for you.”

He took a seat in the waiting area, flipping idly through a glossy magazine without really seeing the pages. Seven minutes later, a voice called his name.

The woman who greeted him had short, stylish hair and an easy confidence. “I’m Karen,” she said. “You’re getting the deluxe treatment today.”

She asked if he’d like a cup of coffee, and he accepted. The warmth of the mug felt good in his hands. After he took a sip, she draped a flowered cape around his shoulders, fastening it snugly at the back of his neck, and guided him toward the sinks.

The shampoo was warm and soothing, her fingers working in small circles that made him close his eyes. When she rinsed the suds away, the water ran over his scalp in a gentle rush. She wrapped his hair in a towel and led him back to the chair, where she began trimming with quick, precise snips of her scissors.

When the cutting was done, she reached for a tray of curlers and began working them into his hair with practiced speed. The rollers tugged slightly at his scalp, but not enough to be unpleasant. Once the last one was in place, she smiled. “Now we just have to let it dry.”

Karen waved another stylist over. “Clarissa, he’s ready for you,” she said, stepping aside as Clarissa approached.

Clarissa led him down a narrow hallway into a small room that smelled faintly of vanilla and something sharper—like antiseptic. In the center stood a padded table, the vinyl cover smooth and slightly cool under the overhead lights. Along one wall, several sturdy hooks were mounted above a narrow shelf.

She turned to him with an easy smile. “Hang all of your clothes on the hooks,” she instructed. “Everything. I’ll be back in five minutes, and when I return, you’d better be completely naked.”

Her tone wasn’t cruel, but it left no room for misunderstanding. He nodded quickly, and as soon as she stepped out, he began undressing. Shoes, dress, slip, underthings—each piece was folded over his arm before being placed on the hooks in a neat line, as though tidiness might give him back a sliver of control. The air felt cooler against his bare skin, and he found himself glancing toward the closed door, wondering what exactly was about to happen.

True to her word, Clarissa returned a few minutes later. “Up on the table,” she said, gesturing to the padded surface.

He climbed onto it and eased himself onto his back, the vinyl slightly sticky against his skin. His heart picked up as he watched her gather supplies from a nearby cart—wooden spatulas, fabric strips, and a pot that gave off the faint scent of warmed resin.

The first touch was a shock. She spread a strip of warm wax across his skin, the heat blooming outward before cooling slightly. Another strip, then another, until he felt them in several places across his body. She paused for a moment, pressing a strip firmly in place.

Without warning, she pulled it free in one quick motion. The sting was immediate, sharp enough to make him cry out.

“Don’t be such a wimp,” she said, not unkindly, but with the briskness of someone who’d done this a thousand times.

She reached for the next strip and pulled again. This time, instead of a cry, he let out a long, controlled exhale. By the time she removed the fourth strip, he had begun to manage his reactions, keeping his breathing steady.

She worked methodically, covering nearly every inch of skin below his neck that she could reach from her position. When she finished the front, she stepped back. “Turn over,” she instructed.

He rolled onto his stomach, the vinyl sticking briefly to his legs before releasing. She started on his backside, repeating the process with the same practiced rhythm. Twice, he flinched at the sharper pulls.

“That’s where there’s more hair,” she explained matter-of-factly, smoothing her hand over the freshly waxed skin before moving on.

When the last strip had been removed, she tossed it into the bin and leaned casually against the counter. “Ever been waxed before?”

He shook his head. “I’ve never even been to a beauty parlor before today.”

Her lips quirked. “You’ll enjoy it, even if we wax you again. The first time is always the worst.”

The way she said it made it sound less like a reassurance and more like a promise.

When Clarissa was done, he dressed again, feeling the unfamiliar smoothness of his skin under the fabric. He walked back to where Karen was waiting. She smiled, picked up the phone, and called someone named Paula, telling her he was ready for the next part.

Paula appeared a few minutes later, wearing a bright smock patterned with swirling colors. “Shoes and nylons off,” she instructed in a casual but certain tone.

He slipped off the pink heels and rolled the nylon stockings carefully down his legs, folding them over his lap before handing them to her. Paula motioned for him to follow her to a small corner where a wide, cushioned chair sat in front of a low basin. The chair was plush, the kind you could sink into, and the basin gleamed under the warm light.

“Feet in,” she said, and he obeyed. The water was warm enough to make him sigh without thinking, the heat spreading through his toes and up into his ankles. Paula worked methodically, trimming, filing, and smoothing, the soft rasp of the tools blending with the faint hum of a dryer somewhere in the room.

When she began to massage his lower legs and feet, kneading with firm but gentle pressure, he felt tension he hadn’t even noticed start to loosen. It was… relaxing. More than he’d expected.

He was still enjoying the massage when she reached for a small bottle. The color inside caught the light—bright, glossy red. Without asking, she began painting his toenails in slow, deliberate strokes. The polish gleamed as it dried, each toe now topped with a perfect, shiny coat. When she leaned back, he caught sight of them and was startled at how bold they looked.

Thinking he was done, he started to move, but Paula held up a hand. “Sit at that little table,” she said, pointing to a small manicure station nearby.

He took a seat, resting his hands on the padded armrest. She began to work on his fingernails, shaping them before pulling out a small packet. “What are you doing?” he asked as she began gluing something to his nails.

“False nails,” she replied without looking up. “I have my orders on what to do, and I’m going to follow them.”

He sat still, watching her fingers move with precision. Once the false nails were secured, she reached for a bottle of pale pink polish, coating each one until they gleamed. The color was soft but undeniably feminine.

Then she reached for an even smaller brush, dipping it into red paint before adding careful strokes he couldn’t see from his angle. She switched colors, working with white now, her head bent close to her work. He wondered what detail could possibly require that much care.

When she finally sat back, she turned his hands so he could see. On each thumbnail, small red and white flowers had been painted with delicate precision. Across the design, in fine lettering, were two words: Sissy Barb.

His stomach tightened at the sight. The letters were so clear that even upside down, he had no trouble reading them.

Paula set down her tools. “All done. Go back to Karen so she can finish with you.”

He pushed back from the table, still staring at his hands as he walked. A question sat at the edge of his thoughts—what exactly was Karen going to do next?

He eased back into her chair, the smooth vinyl cool beneath him. Karen leaned in, her expression direct, her voice steady. “You’re a pushover,” she said, the words landing with a sting that had nothing to do with her tone. She held his eyes for a moment longer before stepping away.

When she returned, she had a small tray in her hands. On it were two thin, curved stencils. Without much warning, she pressed them against his eyebrows, aligning them with practiced precision. “Hold still,” she instructed. There was the faint scent of wax, and then a quick, sharp pull.

He yelped, a short sound he couldn’t hold back.

“You didn’t do bad,” she said with a hint of approval, setting the used stencils aside.

She spun the chair toward the mirror, tilting his chin so their reflections were side by side. “Now let’s work on your eyes. You should know how to do this yourself.”

From a small pouch, she drew a slender pencil and began tracing the line of his lashes with steady hands. “This is your eyeliner,” she explained, her voice calm and almost instructive. “Don’t drag it—smooth strokes.”

Next came the eye shadow, soft bristles sweeping across his lids in even passes, each layer building depth and color. “Blend it. Always blend,” she murmured, showing him with gentle motions. She followed it with mascara, the brush moving upward through his lashes until they looked longer and darker than he thought possible.

“Foundation next,” she said, applying it with even, practiced strokes that left his skin smooth and even-toned. A dusting of blush brought warmth to his cheeks, and finally she uncapped a tube of lipstick, twisting the color upward before pressing it to his lips. The shade caught the light, drawing his attention every time he glanced at himself in the mirror.

She stepped back to look at her work. “Now you can do your own makeup and do it well,” she said. “Plenty of women don’t even know how to put it on properly.”

Her eyes met his in the mirror. “What’s your name?”

“Bethany,” he said automatically.

A smile touched her lips. “That’s a pretty name for a pretty girl.”

“I’m a man,” he replied, the words sounding smaller than he’d meant them to.

Her expression didn’t change. “You’re a woman now, for all intents and purposes.” She leaned closer, her voice low but certain. “When I’m finished with you, there won’t be a trace of manhood left.”

Karen began unwinding the rollers one by one, the sound of them loosening accompanied by the faint snap of pins being pulled free. Each curl, once released, bounced softly against his neck or brushed his cheek. She moved with practiced precision, setting each roller aside before reaching for a comb. The comb’s teeth slid through the warm, curled strands, followed by the softer drag of a bristle brush. She worked in sections, lifting, shaping, and coaxing the curls into place, pausing now and then to mist them with a fine layer of hairspray.

He was facing away from the mirror, the back of the chair angled just enough so he couldn’t catch a glimpse. “I want to see,” he said, tilting his head slightly.

Karen shook hers. “It’ll spoil the surprise.”

He tried to imagine what she was seeing, but the steady rhythm of her work and the occasional spritz of spray kept him still. Finally, she gave one last pass with the brush, smoothed the top layer of curls with her hand, and stepped back.

“Ready?” she asked.

Before he could answer, she turned the chair toward the mirror.

His breath caught. The reflection looking back didn’t match the image in his head. It wasn’t just a polished version of himself—it was someone else entirely. Someone softer, more refined. A beautiful woman with styled curls, bright eyes, and carefully done makeup stared back at him. He leaned forward, studying every detail, barely believing it was his own face.


The Surprise

~~~

When Joanna came home later, her eyes lit up as soon as she saw Curtis. “You look so sweet now,” she said warmly. She stepped closer, taking in the makeup and hair. “Did they show you how to do your own makeup?”

“They did,” he replied, still feeling the unfamiliar confidence of his reflection.

“Good,” Joanna said, her tone firm. “I don’t want to see you without it. All sixteen-year-old girls want to wear makeup all the time.”

Before he could respond, the sound of the doorbell carried through the house. He crossed the room and opened the door to find a young man standing on the porch, hands in his pockets, a faint smile on his face.

“Is Joanna here?” the man asked.

“Yes,” he said automatically, stepping aside to let him in.

As the man crossed the threshold, he glanced at him with easy familiarity. “You must be Bethany,” he said.

“Yes, I’m Bethany,” he answered, the name coming more naturally than he expected.

Joanna entered the room a moment later. Without hesitation, she went straight to the young man and kissed him, her hand lingering against his arm.

Bethany froze, stunned at the sight. His mind raced, unsure of how to react as they stood there. Joanna broke the embrace, her lips still curved, and turned toward him.

“This young man is going to stop the itching in your breasts,” Joanna said, her tone steady but carrying an undercurrent of expectation. “He’s going to give you two shots. Get undressed to your waist so he can give them to you.”

Bethany hesitated only a moment before unbuttoning her dress, sliding it off her shoulders until it pooled at her waist. The air felt cooler against her bare skin, a sharp contrast to the warmth of the room. The young man stepped closer, holding a small case of supplies. Without much conversation, he prepped the first syringe and leaned in.

The sting came quickly as the needle pierced the skin of her left breast. He withdrew it with practiced ease, already reaching for the second syringe. The second injection landed in her right breast—another brief flash of discomfort before it was over.

When he was done, the young man turned toward Joanna. “You’ll see the difference in three days,” he told her. Then he looked back at Bethany. “I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon to give you two more shots.”

Bethany’s brow furrowed. “What are these shots?” she asked.

He gave a faint shrug. “It’s hard to explain,” was all he said before putting his supplies away.

Joanna crossed the room and took his hand, lacing her fingers with his. Without hesitation, she led him toward the couch. They sank down together, bodies close, voices low. Within seconds, their embrace deepened.

Bethany felt her pulse quicken for reasons she couldn’t entirely name. She slipped from the room, deciding she wanted no part of what was happening there. Moving down the hall, she stepped into the spare bedroom and sat at the vanity. The light above the mirror cast a warm glow across the small collection of cosmetics arranged neatly on the table.

Her eyes went to the small palette she’d been using. Light pink shadow already sat across her lids, soft and barely noticeable. She picked up a brush and dipped it into a deep, shimmery blue instead. The bristles swept the color over her lids in smooth strokes, each pass bolder than the last.

When she leaned back to look at the result, a small smile touched her lips. The darker shade made her eyes stand out, and for a brief moment, she felt a flicker of pride in her handiwork.

That feeling dissolved when the sound of muffled moans drifted from the bedroom next door. The noises grew louder, unmistakable, and her stomach tightened. She knew exactly what was happening, and heat rose in her chest—this time from anger, not embarrassment.

The sounds stopped abruptly. Moments later, the sharp sound of the front door closing carried down the hall.

Bethany stood, her hands clenched at her sides. She stepped out of the spare bedroom and began looking for Joanna.


“Well,” Bethany said, her voice sharp enough to sting, “are you proud of yourself? Was it worth it—sleeping with that young man, letting him have you like that?”

Joanna didn’t flinch. She leaned back slightly, her expression a mix of defiance and exhaustion. “I needed a man,” she said evenly, “and I found one. What’s your problem?”

Bethany’s hands curled into fists at her sides. “We’re still married,” she shot back. “Or did that slip your mind?”

“I didn’t forget,” Joanna replied, her tone cutting now. “But tell me—do you honestly think you can satisfy me anymore? I don’t even believe you can get yourself hard.”

Her words landed like a blow. He tried to remember the last time his body had responded that way. The memory wouldn’t come. He searched for it, dug for it, but there was only an empty stretch where it should have been. It had been a long time. Too long. A slow ache formed in his chest, and before he could stop himself, his eyes filled with tears.

Joanna stepped toward him without hesitation. She reached for him, her arm slipping around his shoulders, pulling his head gently against her. For a moment, he let himself lean into her, feeling the fabric of her blouse beneath his cheek, the faint scent of her perfume clinging to the air between them.

“You’re a sixteen-year-old girl,” she said softly, but with conviction. “Who or what do you think you are?”

He lifted his head enough to meet her eyes. “I’m your husband.”

Her lips pressed into a thin line. “No. You’re a sixteen-year-old girl. Look at yourself—really look—and tell me that’s how a husband is supposed to appear. You stopped being my husband the moment I first put you in diapers. The man I married would never have allowed that. You are not that man anymore.” She paused, her voice steady but merciless. “You might as well accept it—you’re a girl now, and you’ll remain a girl. Or a woman. That’s the truth.”

Her hand brushed down his arm, and she stepped back slightly. “Now,” she said, her tone shifting, almost casual, “pull yourself together. I have a surprise for you tonight.”

“What sort of surprise?” he asked, his voice cautious, as if the wrong tone might make her change her mind.

Joanna’s lips curved, but there was mischief in the way her eyes stayed on him. “If I tell you, it won’t be a surprise anymore. You’re just going to have to wait and see.”

Her answer gave nothing away, and it left him restless.

She turned back to the stove, sliding the last pan onto the counter. The kitchen smelled of roasted chicken and garlic, and the soft clink of dishes carried between them. When everything was plated, they sat across from each other at the table. He picked at his food at first, then ate in silence, his mind circling around possibilities—some innocent, some far less so. The not knowing was its own slow burn.

When the meal was over, Joanna stacked their plates in the sink and glanced toward him with an expression that was almost businesslike. “Go put on the pink sweater,” she said, “and the black mini skirt. The one you wear with your black heels.”

There was no room for argument in her tone. He rose and headed to the bedroom, the familiar clothes waiting for him where she had laid them out earlier. The sweater’s fabric was soft against his skin, the skirt snug around his hips, the heels shifting his posture until each step felt measured.

When he returned, she didn’t comment on the outfit, only tilted her head slightly. “Go check your makeup,” she said. “Make sure it’s perfect.”

He moved to the bathroom mirror, studying his reflection. The eyeliner was fine, but his lipstick had smudged. He reapplied it carefully, the color brightening his mouth, and tried not to think about why perfection might matter tonight.

He had just lowered himself onto the couch when the doorbell rang. The sound made him flinch. Joanna didn’t move. He stood, crossed the room, and opened the door.

The man standing there could have stepped straight off a football field—broad shoulders, strong jaw, the confident stance of someone who was used to being looked at. He was young, striking, and his presence filled the doorway.

From behind him, Joanna’s voice called out. “Invite him in.”

The man stepped inside, and Joanna was already at his side, smiling as she turned toward him. “This is Keith Cook,” she said. Then, with no warning at all, she added, “He’s your date tonight.”

The words stunned him, a rush of confusion and disbelief tightening his chest. Before he could speak, Joanna was already telling him, “Get your wrap—it’ll get cooler later.”

His hands moved without thinking, finding the wrap and drawing it over his shoulders. Keith extended his arm, an easy, practiced gesture. And just like that, he was being led out the door, Keith guiding him toward a waiting car as the night air brushed across his bare legs.


Laughter and Cola

~~~

The hum of the engine was steady as they pulled away from the curb, the streetlights casting soft halos across the windshield. Keith glanced over at Bethany, a small smile tugging at his lips. “You’re really pretty,” he said, the words coming out so casually, like it was the most obvious truth in the world.

Bethany felt his pulse hitch, unsure how to respond to the compliment. He shifted in his seat, eyes flicking toward the passing storefronts. Keith didn’t let the moment linger before asking, “Do you have a favorite place to go?”

Bethany shook his head. “There isn’t any special place I like,” he admitted, his voice even, though the question left him with a strange tightness in his chest.

Keith seemed unfazed by the answer. Instead of pressing, he drove them across town until the car rolled into the lot of a dance club. Music spilled out when they stepped inside—low bass thudding through the floor, lights spinning in soft colors across the crowd. Keith ordered him a cola without asking, and for himself, a beer.

On the dance floor, Keith moved with an easy confidence, guiding Bethany into step with him. The closeness was unexpected—Keith’s hands firm at his sides, pulling him in with a grip that felt almost unshakable. There was strength in it, enough that Bethany had the fleeting thought Keith could break bones if he wanted to. But his touch didn’t hurt; it just left him aware of the power Keith held without even trying.

When they stepped away from the music, they found a small booth tucked into the corner of the room. The table was scratched from years of use, the seat cushions worn smooth. Keith reached across the narrow space, taking Bethany’s hand and holding it in his. The contact was steady, warm, and it made Bethany’s breath feel strangely uneven.

He studied Keith’s face for a moment, knowing the words he needed to say could change the rest of the night. “There’s something you should know,” Bethany said, his voice quieter now, though still certain.

Keith’s expression didn’t change, his eyes fixed on him.

“I didn’t set this date up,” Bethany went on. “But I need to tell you… I’m a man.”
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“I already knew,” Keith said, his voice low but steady, like he wanted every word to carry. “Joanna told me about this man she knew who wore dresses and had this… softness to him. She said you were shy, that you needed someone who could see you for exactly who you are and love you without trying to change anything. She told me you were beautiful in a way most people wouldn’t expect, and she was right. It doesn’t matter to me that you see yourself as a girl. If that’s how you are in your heart, then that’s exactly who you are—no matter what your body might say. You’re far too beautiful to be called a man. Tonight, in that outfit, you look absolutely stunning. The way you move, the way your hands speak when you talk… it reminds me so much of my girlfriend back in high school. She ended up marrying my best friend. And maybe I’ve been too particular about what I think I want in a girl, but so far… you’ve impressed me more than I can explain.”

Bethany’s chest tightened, warmth and uncertainty mixing together. “Thank you,” he said softly. Then he hesitated, his words finding a slower rhythm. “Did Joanna also mention that I’m her husband? I think I still am, but… she keeps saying I’m not anymore. I’m not sure what to make of that.”

Keith didn’t flinch. “A marriage can end in more ways than just signing papers,” he said, leaning back as if to give the thought space between them. “I know a couple who divorced five years ago, but they still live under the same roof. They laugh together, share meals, even watch TV like they always did. They’re good friends now, but they’re no longer husband and wife.”

The song playing was slow enough that their steps seemed to sink into it, drawing them closer without either of them having to think about it. Keith’s hand slid up, his fingers warm against Bethany’s chin, guiding her face toward his. His eyes searched hers for a beat, and then he kissed her—unhurried, certain, like he had decided there was no other choice. When he pulled back just enough to speak, his voice was low, a little breathless. “I couldn’t stop myself. I had to do that.”

Bethany’s mind spun as they swayed, her body still feeling the press of his mouth against hers. She wondered what it was about the kiss that had made him enjoy it—whether it was her, the moment, or some combination she couldn’t quite name.


When Bethany and Keith returned to their booth, their drinks sat untouched for a while as they traded small confessions—favorite foods, music that moved them, the colors they liked to wear. Each discovery of common ground made them laugh, the kind of laughter that came easily, like they’d already known each other longer than the night allowed. Keith leaned forward, his smile carrying an almost boyish mischief. “You know,” he said, “I should kiss you for every single thing we have in common.”

Bethany laughed, tilting her head toward him. “I’ll hold you to that. I’m actually looking forward to it.” The thought alone made both of them grin, and they let the conversation drift without losing the warmth that idea had sparked.

Eventually the night edged toward its close, though Bethany found herself resisting the idea of leaving. She’d been enjoying herself far more than she’d expected, and the thought of stepping away from this connection felt abrupt.

In the car, Keith glanced over at her, his expression open. “I see you as a girl,” he said, his voice carrying no hesitation. “Not a man. I’m not gay, and I only agreed to go on this date as a sort of… experiment. But—” he paused, his mouth quirking into a small smile, “—would you like to have supper with me tomorrow night?”

Her answer came without a second’s pause. “Yes! That would be great.” She could hear her own excitement, but she didn’t try to hide it.

When they reached her doorstep, Keith leaned in again, his kiss lasting longer this time, enough for her to feel the steady rhythm of his breathing. He finally drew back, his lips brushing hers once more as he murmured, “Good night. I’ll see you tomorrow around five.”

Bethany stepped inside, still carrying the heat of the kiss with her. Joanna was waiting in the entryway, her eyebrows lifting in curiosity. “So? How was your date?”

Bethany couldn’t help the smile that broke across her face. “It was just… fabulous. We talked, and really got to know each other.”

“Did you kiss at all?”

Joanna’s tone was teasing, but her eyes searched Bethany’s face like she already knew the answer.

“Oh, yes,” Bethany said, feeling the corners of her mouth tug upward without her permission. “We kissed some.”

Joanna grinned knowingly. “I can tell by the way you said that you enjoyed it. That means you’re officially a sixteen-year-old girl who’s been kissed. Tomorrow you’ll be a woman. How does that sound?”

Bethany felt a rush of warmth bloom inside her chest. “That sounds great to me. Thank you. I’m so glad you changed me. I’m really enjoying it now.”

Joanna’s expression softened. “I’m happy to hear that. And I can tell from your excitement you mean it. I always hoped we’d get to this point, but I honestly doubted we would. You have no idea how much this means to me. So… are you going out with him again?”

“Yes,” Bethany said without hesitation. “Tomorrow night for supper.”

Joanna gave a small, approving nod. “Well, it’s late. Time for bed—if you can actually sleep with all this excitement running through you.”

Bethany slipped beneath the covers, the room dim except for the faint glow of the lamp on her nightstand. She lay there replaying every word Keith had spoken, especially what he’d said about her being a girl in her mind. She decided, with a strange mix of resolve and giddiness, that she was going to be the best girl she could possibly be. The thought alone made her heart beat faster. She didn’t even try to deny it—she knew she was in love with Keith.


Living as a Woman

~~~

The next morning, the scent of coffee and toast filled the kitchen. Bethany sat across from Joanna, her hands wrapped around a warm mug. After a few bites of breakfast, she finally asked the question that had been turning circles in her head since last night. “There’s something I don’t understand,” she said carefully. “Why did my breasts grow the way they did?”

Joanna let out a small laugh. “Silly,” she said, “the vitamins you’ve been taking every morning and night aren’t just vitamins. They’re actually female hormones. And those four shots you got in your breasts? That was to kick-start the hormones so they’d work faster. I thought you would have figured that out already.”

“I never thought about that angle,” Bethany admitted, her voice softer than she intended. “I must be slipping.”

Joanna shook her head, her expression firm yet touched with tenderness. “No, you weren’t slipping at all. You were too busy adjusting, too busy becoming a little girl, and then suddenly stepping into being sixteen. Your mind has been full, crammed with more changes than most people face in years. It’s no wonder you didn’t stop to think about every little detail.”

Bethany gave a small, almost embarrassed smile. “You are too thoughtful. You always seem to think of everything. I don’t know how you do it. I’m just… so happy now. Happier than I thought I’d ever be.”

Joanna reached across the table, touching her hand briefly. “I’m glad you’re happy. That’s all I ever wanted for you. Tell me, what do you think you’ll do next?”

Bethany paused, letting the question roll around inside her head. “I’m not completely sure yet,” she admitted, “but I know one thing. I want to be the best girl I can possibly be. I want to live it fully.”

Joanna’s smile widened, a flicker of pride in her eyes. “That’s wonderful to hear. You don’t know how much it means to me to hear you say that out loud.”

A short while later Joanna gathered her things for work and left the house, and Bethany was left alone with her thoughts. The words replayed in her mind, circling again and again: be the best girl I can be. But what did that really look like? What did that mean for her, today, right now?

She wandered through the house until an idea formed. Today, she decided, she was going to do something she hadn’t done in months—drive. The thought alone made her chest tighten. She hadn’t touched the car in six long months, not since all of this had started. How could half a year slip away so quickly?

Bethany got dressed with more care than usual, slipping into an outfit that felt both comfortable and a little daring for her first outing behind the wheel again. She dug through the drawer where she’d tucked away pieces of her old life and pulled out her driver’s license and credit cards. They felt foreign in her hand, like relics from another lifetime, yet oddly reassuring too.

Walking to the driveway, she half-expected the car to refuse her, to punish her for abandoning it for so long. But when she turned the key, the engine came alive instantly, the familiar hum making her heart skip. Relief spread through her, followed by a burst of courage.

She drove slowly at first, reacquainting herself with the rhythm of traffic, with the steering wheel beneath her palms. By the time she reached her destination, her nerves had shifted into something closer to anticipation. She sat in the car for ten long minutes, staring at the building, chewing over the decision. Should she really go inside? Should she take this step?

Finally, with her heart thudding in her chest, Bethany pushed the door open and stepped out. She smoothed her skirt, lifted her chin, and walked forward, knowing she had just taken another step into the life she was determined to embrace.

Bethany approached the receptionist’s desk, her palms slightly damp as she smoothed them over her purse. The woman behind the counter looked up with a polite but practiced smile.

“Can I help you?”

“Yes,” Bethany said carefully, her voice a little tighter than she wanted it to be. “I’d like to see Dr. Clarke, if he has time today. He’s done surgery on me before.”

The receptionist clicked a few keys on her computer, then looked back at Bethany. “You’re in luck. He can see you in about twenty minutes. May I ask what the appointment is regarding?”

Bethany shifted her purse strap on her shoulder. “It’s personal,” she said, and the receptionist nodded as if she understood without needing any further explanation.

She was directed to the waiting area, where the only distraction was a stack of well-worn magazines on the side table. Bethany picked one up and flipped through the glossy pages, but the words and pictures blurred. She couldn’t focus, not with her thoughts pressing in. She had rehearsed what she wanted to say, but the moment felt so much bigger now that she was actually here.

When her name was called, her chest tightened, and she rose on legs that felt less steady than she wanted. Soon she was sitting in the familiar, cool office, across from Dr. Clarke. His presence had always been calming, but today her nerves buzzed anyway.

“I have a couple of questions for you,” Bethany began, her fingers twisting slightly in her lap. “First, I’ve been living in dresses for about six months now, and it feels natural to me. But I keep wondering if it means more than that. I’m wondering if… if a sex change is the right step for me.”

Dr. Clarke folded his hands on the desk, his face thoughtful. “That’s an important question, Bethany. I don’t personally perform that type of surgery, but I know Dr. Tate does. He specializes in that field. Let me see if he’s available, and maybe we can get you an appointment.”

Bethany leaned forward. “I’d appreciate that. I’m generally free, anytime is fine.”

He picked up the phone, dialing quickly, then spoke in a low, professional tone for several minutes. Bethany tried not to overthink every word she’d just said, but her stomach twisted anyway.

Finally, Dr. Clarke hung up the phone and gave her a reassuring look. “You’re in luck. Dr. Tate has the entire morning open, and he’s willing to see you right away. You can go there now and talk with him directly. Do you know where his office is located?”

Bethany shook her head. “No, I’ve never even heard of him.”

“He’s a plastic surgeon,” Dr. Clarke explained. “His office is in the Medical Arts building on Oneida Street. That’s just a few minutes from here. It shouldn’t take you long to find it. Good luck, Bethany.”


At Dr. Tate’s office, the waiting room felt more like a lounge than a clinic, with framed artwork on the walls and potted plants that looked far too well-kept to be real. Bethany filled out the paperwork handed to her by the receptionist. The first few pages seemed simple enough—matching lines beneath pictures, circling the correct words. But as she moved on, the third page grew heavier with questions, each one digging deeper than the last: about her childhood, about her habits, about her emotions. By the fourth page, she was staring at a wide open space where she had to write, in her own words, why she wanted a sex change. She gripped the pen tightly, pausing before pouring her thoughts onto the paper, trying to sound truthful but also careful.

When the paperwork was finished, she was ushered into Dr. Tate’s office. He was a calm man, his voice measured, and he seemed genuinely interested as he began asking her questions. He wanted to know everything—how it started, what had led her here, and what she envisioned for herself moving forward. She answered as best she could, though her hands twisted nervously in her lap, and sometimes she found herself rambling just to fill the silence that followed his notes on his clipboard.

An hour passed like that, question after question, until Dr. Tate finally leaned back in his chair and folded his hands. “Bethany,” he said, “this is not something we rush. According to the guidelines I’m required to follow, you’ll need to come in once a month for the next six months. We’ll talk, we’ll document your progress, and only then can we even consider scheduling surgery.”

Bethany’s heart dropped for a moment. She wanted it sooner—she wanted the waiting to be over. She opened her mouth to protest, but the doctor raised his hand gently. “I know it feels like a long time,” he continued, “but there are reasons for the process. You must live fully as a woman, in dresses, in every part of your daily life, for at least one year before the procedure will even be considered. And you’ll need regular counseling with me to prepare yourself emotionally, not just physically.”

He reached into a drawer and wrote a prescription, sliding the paper across the desk toward her. “This medication will begin preparing your body for the changes ahead. It’s important you take it consistently. Think of it as the first step toward the life you’re asking for.”

Bethany picked up the slip, staring at the unfamiliar name of the drug, and tucked it carefully into her purse. As she walked out of the office, her pulse quickened with a strange mix of impatience and hope. Six months felt like forever, and yet the idea that it would truly happen someday—even if she had to wait—filled her with a cautious sort of happiness.


Bethany pulled into the small boutique, her palms sweating as she parked the car. This was the first time she had walked into a dress shop without Joanna at her side, no one to guide her or pass judgment. The racks were filled with fabrics that shimmered and swayed as she brushed her fingers across them, each one whispering the possibility of transformation. Her eyes landed on a green dress that immediately drew her in. It was strapless, elegant but bold, and the top glittered with delicate green sequins that seemed to catch the light with every movement.

Her heart thumped as she slipped it off the hanger and carried it to the dressing room. Sliding it over her body, she felt the fabric hug her curves as if it had been made for her. She turned slowly in front of the mirror, hardly believing the reflection staring back at her. The fit was flawless, the kind of perfect that left her breathless. Without hesitation, she brought it to the register, clutching the bag like it contained her entire future.

Back at home, she prepared a simple lunch, but her stomach wouldn’t allow more than a few bites. Excitement hummed through her veins, every glance at the clock reminding her how slowly time could crawl when anticipation was this strong. By four o’clock, she couldn’t wait any longer. She went to her vanity, carefully applying her makeup, checking each detail twice. She traced her eyeliner with precision, brushed blush across her cheeks until it looked natural, then added a soft shade of lipstick that made her lips feel fuller, more confident.

When it came time to dress, she carried the green gown to her room as though it were a treasure. Slipping into it again felt like magic. She stood in front of the full-length mirror, studying every angle, twirling slightly to see how the skirt moved. For the first time in a long while, she didn’t just see herself in a dress—she saw someone entirely new, someone she wanted to become.

The sound of the door opening announced Joanna’s arrival. Joanna’s eyes swept over her and softened, a smile spreading across her face. “You look beautiful,” she said, tilting her head. “Is that a new dress?”

Bethany nodded, her lips curving into a shy smile.

Joanna let out a laugh, warm but teasing. “Well, well. Someone must be really in love.”

The words stung and reassured all at once, and Bethany couldn’t quite decide how to feel.


Dinner, a Movie, a Promise

~~~

At exactly five o’clock, the doorbell rang. Keith stood there, taller and broader than she remembered, his presence filling the entryway. His eyes lit up as soon as he saw her, and his voice carried an admiration that made her knees weaken. “Bethany,” he said, his tone reverent. “You look absolutely stunning in that dress.”

Her cheeks warmed, but she met his eyes with growing confidence. “Any place I go with you feels special,” she told him softly. “So it only made sense to wear a dress that felt special too.”

Keith drove her to a supper club in the next town, a cozy, dimly lit place that had built a reputation for serving the best chicken and dressing in the county. The parking lot was already full, the sign outside glowing softly in the evening air. As he held the door open for her, Bethany stepped inside, the warmth of the restaurant wrapping around her, filled with the smell of roasted chicken, herbs, and fresh bread.

They were led to a small table tucked against the wall, the perfect spot to see everything without being in the middle of the noise. As Bethany sat down, smoothing her new green dress against her legs, she noticed several men scattered across the room glancing her way. Their smiles were brief but noticeable, and she felt a rush of self-consciousness. For once, though, instead of shame, she sensed a flicker of pride. They were looking at her because she looked good, because she belonged in that dress.

When their plates arrived, steaming and fragrant, Keith leaned forward and started talking about his day. He told her about the work he had done, the people he had met, and then with a half-smile confessed that he had barely gotten through it because she was on his mind the entire time. Bethany laughed softly, touched by his honesty. “It’s always better to see someone face-to-face,” she teased. “Imagining them just doesn’t compare.”
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She studied his expression, and what she saw wasn’t judgment or curiosity—it was affection. His eyes seemed to soften every time they landed on her, and it made her chest tighten in a way she hadn’t expected. She told him how much she was enjoying the food, savoring every bite of the flavorful dressing and tender chicken. Keith nodded, agreeing. He explained that he’d been here before, more than once, but never had the experience felt as memorable as it did tonight. “It’s different when you’re sharing it with someone special,” he said, his voice dipping into sincerity.

Bethany took a breath and leaned in, lowering her voice as if the secret she was about to share could shake the walls of the place. “Can you keep a secret?” she asked, her lips curving nervously as she searched his face.

Keith’s brow lifted in surprise, but his tone was steady when he answered. “I always thought I could. Why do you ask?”

She hesitated, fingers tightening around her fork. Then the words tumbled out. “Today I met with two different doctors. They told me that in six months, if everything goes as planned, I’ll be eligible for a sex change operation.”

Keith sat back, blinking as if the words had to settle in. Then he leaned forward again, his hand brushing against hers on the table. “Bethany, you don’t have to do that for me,” he said firmly. “I need you to understand that.”

She shook her head, her voice low but certain. “I’m not doing this for you. This isn’t about trying to be what you want. I’m doing it for me. Just me.”

His jaw tightened, and she could tell he was trying to choose the right words. “Are you absolutely sure that’s what you want?” he asked, his voice carrying a mixture of worry and tenderness. “I mean, are you sure you want to go through everything that comes with it? The operation, the recovery, all of it?”

“Yes, I do,” Bethany said, her voice trembling a little as though she had been holding those words inside for too long. “I want to be the best girl possible. Part of that dream is becoming a complete woman in every sense. Don’t you see? It’s not just about clothes or make-up anymore. It goes deeper than that. I need to feel whole, and for me, that means finishing what I’ve started. It’s the only way I’ll ever truly believe I am the woman I’m working so hard to become.”

Keith leaned in, his eyes earnest, his tone steady and reassuring. “Well, from the sound of it, I want you to understand something. I’m with you. No matter how long this takes or what you have to go through, I am behind you completely. I’ll stand by you, and I’ll help however I can.”

Bethany felt her chest swell with emotion, her throat tightening as if his words had just lifted a burden she had carried for months. “Thank you,” she whispered, her smile shaky but genuine. “You don’t know how much that means to me. Hearing you say that… it makes me believe I can get through whatever lies ahead.”

They lingered over their meal until the plates were cleared, talking about small things that made the night feel normal again. Afterward, Keith drove her to the theater, and they watched a movie together. She barely remembered the plot because she kept noticing how his hand brushed against hers, or how he leaned toward her when the theater grew dark. By the time he pulled up in front of her house, her heart was buzzing with a nervous excitement she hadn’t felt in years. On the doorstep, he leaned down and kissed her, unhurried and tender, as though he wanted her to carry the warmth of it with her long after he was gone. Before leaving, he promised with a smile that he’d see her again the next night.


When Bethany walked into the house, Joanna was waiting, arms crossed with a smirk that hinted at curiosity. “Well,” she said, drawing out the word, “I want to hear everything. Sounds like things are getting serious, considering you two are seeing each other every single night.”

Bethany sat down, still glowing from the evening, and told her about the dinner, the movie, and the way Keith made her feel seen. Joanna listened with raised brows, almost amused, like she’d expected this to happen all along.

Then, as though it were an afterthought, Bethany added casually, “Oh, by the way, I met with two doctors today, and in about six months, I’ll be getting a sex-change operation.”

“That’s exactly what I thought you said,” Joanna replied, her lips curving into a smile that looked more genuine than Bethany had seen in a long time. “How wonderful that is!”

Joanna rose from her chair and crossed the room with a lightness in her step, as though she had just been given a gift. She leaned down and pressed a soft kiss against Bethany’s cheek. Her voice carried both pride and a surprising warmth as she went on. “You’re not just my husband anymore. You’re my very best girlfriend. And now you’re about to become a complete woman. I can’t tell you how proud I am that you’re choosing to take this final step. I have to admit something, though. As a man, you never impressed me all that much. But as a woman? You’ve been extraordinary. At first, I questioned myself, wondered if I’d been cruel or reckless to push you into dresses. But now, watching you grow into this version of yourself, I see that it was the right thing after all. You’ve proven it to me. Thank you for trusting me. I really do love this new version of you.”

Bethany felt her heart swell with relief, a tension easing from her chest she hadn’t realized she was holding. “Thank you,” she whispered, emotion softening her words. “I worried about how you might react, and I didn’t know if you would accept this decision. But hearing you say all that makes me so glad I told you. I’m happy I shared it with you.”


Dispensation

~~~

The days turned into weeks, and before Bethany knew it, three months had slipped away like sand running through her fingers. Life found a rhythm that almost felt natural. Bethany spent nearly every evening with Keith, their time together filled with dinners, long talks, and moments that left her cheeks warm and her chest tight with anticipation. The only exception came once a month, when Keith had to travel out of town to visit his customers, a two-day trip that felt longer than it actually was. Bethany counted the hours until his return.

Now, three months into this new chapter of her life, she found herself sitting in Dr. Tate’s office once again, waiting for her third appointment. The sterile scent of the room mixed with the faint aroma of paper and ink from the forms she had filled out earlier.

Dr. Tate leaned back in his chair, folding his hands over a folder that looked far too ordinary to be carrying news that could change a person’s entire life. His eyes softened as he spoke. “Bethany, I have some very good news for you. I went ahead and forwarded your paperwork, along with the written piece you did for me, to the three colleagues who oversee and enforce the regulations surrounding this procedure. After reviewing everything, they granted you a dispensation. Instead of waiting the full year, they’ve agreed to shorten the timeline by three months. That means you can have your surgery in just two months. Tell me, how does that make you feel?”

Bethany’s breath caught in her throat, and her hands instinctively came together as if in prayer. “That’s wonderful news,” she blurted, her voice trembling with joy. “Absolutely wonderful! I can hardly believe it. When can we do it? Tell me the earliest possible date.”

Dr. Tate smiled at her urgency, flipping open his calendar. “Let’s look at two months from now. How about the eleventh? It falls on a Thursday. You’d spend the weekend here for recovery, and if everything goes as expected, I’d release you on Monday. Does that work for you?”

Bethany almost laughed from the relief and excitement bubbling inside her. “That sounds perfect. The eleventh can’t come fast enough. I just want it to hurry up and get here already!”

The doctor chuckled at her enthusiasm, shaking his head slightly. “I could tell you would be thrilled, but I wasn’t prepared for quite this much excitement.”

Unable to contain herself, Bethany leaned across the desk and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. He looked surprised but amused, and she grinned sheepishly, though the joy in her chest made it impossible to feel embarrassed. She floated out of the office, her heels clicking against the tile as if even her steps couldn’t hold back her energy. She needed to share this with someone—anyone who mattered.

Pulling her phone from her purse, Bethany dialed Keith’s number. The second he answered, she couldn’t hold back. “Keith, I have to tell you—I just left Dr. Tate’s office. He said I can have the surgery in two months instead of waiting six! Can you believe it?”

His voice came through the line steady and warm. “Bethany, that’s amazing. I’m so happy for you. I know how much this means to you.”

Her throat tightened with emotion hearing the sincerity in his words. After hanging up, she knew there was still one more person she had to tell.


Later that evening, Bethany shared the news with Joanna. Joanna’s eyes widened, and for a moment she just stared before breaking into a wide smile. “It must be meant to be,” she said with a certainty that surprised Bethany. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t be allowed to have it earlier than planned. I’m so happy for you, Bethany. Truly, I am.”

Bethany slipped beneath the covers that night with a heart so full it felt like it might spill over. Sleep came easily, carried by the promise of what was to come. When the morning light crept into the room, she woke with a smile already forming, her very first thought wishing the calendar would spin forward to the eleventh of next month. That date had taken root in her mind like a countdown she couldn’t stop watching.

As she moved through her morning, she found herself humming, her voice breaking into song as she let the warm water rush across her shoulders in the shower. The melody was uneven but joyful, the sound of someone who finally had hope in her chest. She chose her clothes with more care than usual, smoothing the fabric as if she were preparing for something grand even though it was just another ordinary day.

Still buzzing with excitement, she decided she needed to channel her energy into something meaningful. An idea struck her—she would make a special dinner for both Keith and Joanna. It felt like a way to celebrate the promise of her future while surrounding herself with the two people who knew her best.

She picked up the phone and called Keith, her voice bubbling with anticipation. “We’re eating at the house tonight,” she told him. He didn’t hesitate, his voice warm with affection. “I’ll be there. I can’t wait.”


That evening, the table was set with more care than usual. The smell of roast chicken and dressing filled the house, carrying with it the kind of comfort that only home-cooked food could provide. When they finally sat down, the golden skin of the chicken glistened under the light, and Bethany watched anxiously as Keith took his first bite. His face lit up, and he spoke with genuine enthusiasm. “This is incredible, Bethany. The chicken is perfect.”

Her chest warmed at his words. Compliments from Keith always landed differently—they didn’t feel empty or forced. They felt like gifts, small affirmations that mattered more than she wanted to admit.

Joanna, ever curious, turned the conversation toward Keith. “So, what is it you do for a living?”

Keith set his fork down for a moment, ready to explain. “I sell farm supplies,” he began. His tone was steady, professional, but tinged with pride. “We carry everything—from the latest milking machine systems to bull nose rings. You’d be surprised at the variety of things farmers need, and we make sure they can get them all in one place. Some of my customers run massive operations with more than twelve hundred head of cattle. Others have just twenty. No matter the size, they all need supplies, and I’m there to make sure they get what keeps their farms running. I have customers as far as two hundred miles away, so it keeps me busy. But it’s good business, and I like the work.”

Bethany noticed how Joanna leaned in, clearly impressed. There was admiration in her expression, the sort that said she found Keith not only respectable but dependable, a man of substance.

The rest of the meal passed with warm small talk—stories from Keith’s long drives on rural roads, laughter at Joanna’s sharp remarks, Bethany’s heart swelling at the way conversation flowed so easily between them.

Later, the three of them settled in the living room with the television playing in the background. Bethany barely noticed the program on the screen. She was too focused on the comfort of sharing space with people who, despite everything, made her feel seen.

When Keith finally stood to leave, Bethany walked him to the door, the familiar mixture of gratitude and longing swirling inside her. After the door closed, Joanna turned toward her with a thoughtful expression. “Keith is a really nice man,” she said softly, almost as though she were thinking out loud. “You’re lucky that he likes you as much as he does.”

“I know he’s a wonderful man. He really does care—about people in general, but especially about me. He asks how I’m doing, not just to make conversation, but because he wants to know. He pays attention in a way that makes me feel like I matter.”


Counting the Days

~~~

The next month, Bethany sat across from her doctor again, nervous energy bubbling inside her. She fiddled with her purse strap before blurting out the words. “I don’t know if I can wait for the operation. It feels like the days are dragging by.” Her voice held a mix of desperation and longing, almost like a child waiting for Christmas morning.

The doctor chuckled softly, his tone light and reassuring. “You’ll make it,” he told her with a smile that suggested he’d seen this impatience many times before. “You might feel like the weeks are never going to end, but they will. You’ll be surprised how quickly the date gets here once you’re looking back on it.”

Then, leaning back in his chair, he added, “You’re actually the first person from this town who will be having me perform the operation. Most of my other patients travel a long way for it. I always imagine them heading home, gathering with friends, and casually saying, ‘Guess what happened to me while I was out of town.’” He chuckled again, amused by the thought, the corners of his eyes crinkling.

The humor caught Bethany off guard, and she laughed along with him, the sound breaking through the nervousness she’d carried into the appointment. For a moment, the fear and anticipation lifted, leaving her lighter, freer.

On her way back home, she decided to stop by her favorite little dress shop, the one where she had found more than a few outfits that made her feel beautiful. She wandered through the aisles, running her fingers across soft fabrics, sequins, and lace. For a while, nothing caught her eye. The racks felt dull, filled with dresses that seemed to blend together.

Just as she was about to leave, her breath hitched. Hanging at the very end of a display was a dress that seemed to call her name. It was a delicate shade of palomar pink, the fabric shimmering faintly under the store’s warm lights. Satin bows traced along the top, carefully placed like tiny touches of elegance. What stole her heart completely, though, was the bold red heart-shaped panel in the center of the bodice. It was striking, daring even, yet softened by the overall sweetness of the dress.

She slipped it from the rack, held it against herself, and immediately knew she couldn’t leave without it. The decision came easily, instinctively. This wasn’t just a dress—it was a promise to herself, a symbol of who she was becoming. Without a second thought, she carried it to the register and made the purchase, her excitement carrying her the rest of the way home.


That evening Bethany slipped into her brand-new dress, the palomar pink one with the delicate satin bows and the bold red heart-shaped panel. She studied herself in the mirror one last time, smoothing the skirt and touching her hair as if each gesture could quiet the nervous fluttering inside her chest. When Keith arrived and caught sight of her, his eyes softened and he let out a low whistle before saying, “You look absolutely beautiful tonight.”

Her throat tightened with emotion, and she leaned forward to press a gentle kiss against his lips. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice trembling, not just from shyness but from how deeply she wanted his approval.

They drove together to a cozy Italian restaurant, the kind of place that smelled of warm bread, garlic, and oregano even before the hostess brought them to their table. The small booths were tucked close, with candlelight dancing in glass jars on every table. Bethany ordered a meatball sandwich, and when it arrived, it was larger than she expected—an entire meal tucked into one piece of bread. Keith smiled when she laughed at how big it was, and they shared bites back and forth, talking easily about little things while the hum of other diners filled the air around them.

When the meal was winding down, Keith reached into his pocket. His hand trembled ever so slightly as he slid a small velvet box across the table. Bethany froze, her breath catching as her fingers hovered over the box before finally lifting the lid. Inside, nestled against the satin lining, was a ring that sparkled beneath the soft glow of the candles.

For a moment she couldn’t move. It took her several seconds to fully understand what she was looking at—an engagement ring. Her hands shook as Keith’s voice broke through her haze. “Will you do me the honor of being my wife?” he asked, his tone earnest, carrying both hope and certainty. “I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Please, say yes.”

Tears filled her eyes before she could stop them. “Yes… oh, yes!” she exclaimed, her voice catching on the words. “I’m speechless. I don’t even know what to say.”

Keith reached for her hand, squeezing it tight. “You said everything I needed when you said yes. I’ve been waiting to hear that from you.” His lips curved into a grin. “I figure we can plan the wedding for three months from now. That will give you two months to heal after your operation. How does that sound to you?”

Bethany could hardly breathe, her emotions spilling over like waves crashing too fast to contain. “It sounds wonderful. More than wonderful. I can’t believe this is happening. I love you so much it hurts inside.”

Keith chuckled, leaning across the table until his forehead brushed against hers. “Well then, stop hurting and kiss me again.”

She obeyed, her lips finding his, the world slipping away in that kiss. When they finally pulled back, her hands trembled against the table. She was so filled with joy she didn’t know whether to laugh, cry, or shout to the entire restaurant that she was engaged. Keith laughed at her excitement, shaking his head with affection. He knew without a doubt that she loved him. Still, in the back of his mind, he couldn’t help but wonder if she would truly go through with the surgery that would change her life forever.


When Bethany returned home that night, her heart was still racing with excitement, her hand brushing over the small velvet box in her purse as though she needed to make sure it hadn’t all been a dream. She walked into the living room and found Joanna stretched out on the couch, her arm draped loosely across her stomach, her chest rising and falling with the steady rhythm of sleep. Bethany stood for a moment, watching her, feeling a mixture of warmth and gratitude for the woman who had pushed her into this strange, unthinkable journey. She picked up a comforter from the arm of a chair and carefully laid it over Joanna’s body.

The soft rustle of the fabric stirred Joanna awake. Her eyes fluttered open, and she blinked until she focused on Bethany standing above her. “You’re home,” she murmured, her voice still heavy with sleep. “How was your date?”

Bethany’s heart pounded. Instead of answering with words, she slowly extended her hand, palm open, fingers trembling with anticipation. At first Joanna didn’t notice, but then her eyes fell on the sparkling ring that now glimmered on Bethany’s finger. She shot upright, her expression shifting instantly from drowsy to stunned. “My God,” Joanna gasped, her voice rising with each word. “What the—how did this happen? When did he ask you? Tell me everything!”

Bethany laughed softly, overwhelmed by the reaction, and then she sank onto the edge of the couch. The story spilled out of her—how Keith had smiled at her across the candlelit table, how he had slipped the box toward her with his hand shaking slightly, how she had opened it and nearly forgotten how to breathe. She described the way her heart had soared when she realized he was truly asking her to marry him. “I knew he loved me,” she admitted, brushing at the corners of her eyes, “but I never thought he’d propose this quickly. He’s always been a little shy when it comes to things like that, so it completely caught me off guard.”

Joanna’s face softened into something tender, and she leaned forward to press a kiss against Bethany’s cheek. “I’m so happy for you,” she said quietly, her words carrying warmth and pride.

Bethany’s nerves fluttered again as she asked, “Would you be my maid of honor?”

Joanna’s eyebrows lifted, and for a moment she looked as though she might cry herself. Then she laughed gently and shook her head. “I would’ve been crushed if you hadn’t asked me. Of course I’ll stand beside you. It’s where I belong.”


The weeks that followed crawled by, each day dragging while anticipation grew heavier in Bethany’s chest. The month seemed to stretch endlessly, though each small milestone brought her closer to what she longed for. Finally, the morning arrived when she checked into the hospital. The sterile scent of antiseptic clung to the air as she signed her paperwork and was led to a small room. The nurses moved around her briskly, their voices calm and reassuring as they prepared her body for the operation.

She remembered being rolled down the long white hallway, the squeak of the gurney wheels echoing against the tiled floor. The doors to pre-op opened, and the overhead lights blurred together above her. Her hands trembled at her sides, but she held onto the thought of Keith’s smile, of Joanna’s pride, of the life she was stepping into. Then, as the anesthetic coursed through her veins, the world slipped away into darkness.


Awakening as Herself

~~~

Bethany drifted awake in a soft haze, her eyelids slow to part as the brightness of the hospital room pressed in around her. For a moment, she had no memory of the surgery itself, no recollection of the hours that had just passed. It was as if the time between being wheeled down the hallway and now had been erased completely. Her body felt lighter, her heart oddly calm, as though some piece of her had been unlocked in her sleep.

As her vision cleared, she noticed two familiar faces near the edge of the bed. Keith was leaning forward in his chair, his expression filled with warmth, and Joanna stood just behind him, her hand resting gently on the bedrail. Relief spread across both of their faces the second her eyes opened. Bethany smiled, weak but genuine, and that alone seemed to reassure them.

“How do you feel?” Keith asked, his voice hushed, as though he didn’t want to disturb her fragile moment of waking.

Bethany breathed out a laugh and whispered, “Happy.” That single word seemed to say everything she couldn’t yet put into sentences.

Joanna tilted her head, her mouth curving into a teasing grin. “Do you need anything, sweetheart? Water? More pillows? Anything at all?”

Bethany thought for a moment, then lifted her hand to her hair, which felt wild and tangled against her cheeks. “Just a comb,” she said softly. “Or maybe a brush. My hair feels like a mess.”

Joanna chuckled, her laugh carrying both affection and amusement. “Now you really are like a woman,” she teased. “The first thing you worry about is your hair.”

Keith reached out and gently squeezed Bethany’s hand. His eyes were searching, protective. “Any pain? Be honest with me.”

Bethany shook her head, amazed at how good she felt despite everything she had gone through. “None at all.”

A smile spread across Keith’s face, wider now, less guarded. “Then I have another question for you,” he said playfully. “Are you ready to marry me yet?”

Bethany laughed, her voice steadier this time, and said, “Just as soon as I find the perfect wedding dress.”

Keith leaned back in his chair, grinning. “I knew it. This is really just an excuse for you to go shopping.” His words made Joanna laugh too, and for a moment the room was filled with lighthearted joy that made Bethany’s chest feel full.

Her stay in the hospital passed quickly, each day a blur of small checkups and short naps. By the time she was released, she was more than ready to return home. Keith insisted on escorting her, his arm firmly linked with hers as though she might lose her balance without him. His carefulness made her feel cherished, and she let him guide her step by step into the bedroom.

The moment she saw her bed, a wave of exhaustion hit her. She let Keith help her undress and slip into a soft nightgown. The fabric cooled her warm skin, and once she was tucked beneath the covers, she could barely keep her eyes open. Within minutes, she drifted into a deep, peaceful sleep.

When she awoke again, it took her a moment to orient herself. The shadows of the room looked different than the sterile brightness of the hospital. For an instant she wondered where she was, but then her eyes landed on the familiar walls, the dresser, the soft blanket she loved so much. Relief settled into her chest. She was home. She was safe.

She stretched carefully, surprised by how much stronger she felt already.

Bethany blinked in surprise when she stepped into the kitchen and saw Joanna there. She had expected the house to feel empty, but instead Joanna was at the counter, arranging food on a tray with her usual neat precision.

“You’ve been asleep a long time,” Joanna said, her voice carrying that mixture of concern and affection Bethany had grown used to.

Bethany turned to the clock on the wall and felt her stomach twist. She had lost more hours than she realized. “I can’t believe I slept that long,” she murmured, still stunned that her body had demanded so much rest.

Joanna slid the tray onto the table. Bethany reached out, brushing her hand along the chair. “I can sit here. I don’t need a tray in bed,” she said.

So they sat together, eating side by side at the table that had seen so many versions of their lives. Joanna studied her carefully between bites. “You better take it really easy for the next few days,” she said, her tone firm, like she was laying down a rule.

Bethany smiled gently, a small spark of determination in her chest. “I promise I’ll take it easy. But I want to make progress every single day. I can’t just lie around and do nothing.”

Joanna set her fork down for a moment, giving her a pointed look. “Progress is fine. But don’t push yourself too hard. Healing takes patience, Bethany.”

That name. The way Joanna said it now felt like an affirmation rather than a correction, and it reminded Bethany just how far she had come. She nodded, realizing in that moment how much she leaned on Joanna, not as a wife anymore, but as a friend who had been there through every turn. It struck her that she couldn’t recall the exact moment she stopped seeing Joanna as her spouse. That thought had faded slowly, replaced with the comfort of a woman who had become her anchor in an entirely new way.


The following day, Bethany found herself awake for most of the hours, her strength creeping back bit by bit. She rested briefly in the afternoon, allowing herself a short nap, but when she rose afterward, there was energy humming through her veins. She wanted to do more than simply exist in her recovery.

She wandered into the kitchen, her hands almost automatically reaching for familiar ingredients. Cooking had always been a comfort to her, and now, it felt like a declaration—proof she was still capable, still herself, and stronger with every passing hour. By the time the sun lowered, the aroma of seasoned pork and herbs filled the entire house.

Bethany picked up the phone and called Keith. “Come for supper,” she told him, her voice warm with anticipation. His reply was immediate, promising he’d be there.

When Joanna came through the door later, she stopped in her tracks, inhaling the rich scent that lingered in the air. Her brows rose in disbelief. “Bethany, you shouldn’t have done all this.”

Bethany turned from the stove, smiling at her friend’s worried expression. “I feel good,” she said softly. “And I really enjoyed making supper. It makes me feel alive again.”

Joanna shook her head but her eyes softened. Bethany placed the finishing touches on the meal, stuffed pork chops filled with her favorite dressing recipe.

The three of them sat together at the table, the aroma of the stuffed pork chops still drifting warmly through the room. Bethany placed a serving on Keith’s plate and waited, her hands folded nervously in her lap, as though his first bite was going to determine whether she had passed some unspoken test.

Keith chewed slowly, savoring it, before he set down his fork and looked at her with a grin. “Bethany, you are an excellent cook. This is incredible.”

Heat rushed into her cheeks at his words. She lifted her glass of water, stalling for a second, and then gave him a smile filled with gratitude. “Thank you,” she said softly, her voice almost shy though her heart felt lighter.

Joanna dabbed at her mouth with her napkin and joined in, glancing toward Keith. “She’s always experimenting in the kitchen,” she said, her tone half admiring and half teasing. “Bethany never lets herself stop until she’s got the recipe down exactly right. I don’t know how many variations of chicken she tried last year before she finally got it perfect.”

Keith chuckled, shaking his head in amusement. “Then that explains it,” he said warmly. “It’s not just the food. It’s the anticipation of sitting here, knowing she’s been working at it. And, well”—he added with a playful tilt of his head—“I came here starving, which makes it taste even better.”

Joanna forced a smile, though a small ache curled through her chest as she looked across the table at Bethany and Keith, laughing together so naturally. She had once been the person sitting closest to Bethany’s world, the one receiving her best smiles. Now she was watching from the side, an observer instead of the center. A flicker of jealousy stirred, but it mixed strangely with pride. She remembered being the one who had nudged Keith toward Bethany in the first place, practically pushing him to take her out on that very first date. That memory sparked a warmth inside her, as though she had played Cupid without realizing how deeply it would change all of their lives.


The following afternoon Bethany decided it was time to find the dress she would wear when she walked down the aisle. Her heart beat faster just thinking about it. The first place she tried was the local Bridal Shop. Rows of gowns hung from long racks, lace sleeves brushing against shimmering satin skirts, but none of them spoke to her. She slipped into a few, stood in front of the mirror, turned this way and that, but when she looked at herself she didn’t feel the way she had imagined she would. They were beautiful dresses, yes, but not hers.

Not ready to give up, she drove across town to Mrs. Rowland’s Bridal and Formal, a place she had only heard of before. Inside, the air smelled faintly of fabric and perfume, and the lighting made every gown glisten as if it held a secret. And then she saw it.

The dress was displayed on a mannequin near the back, elegant and bold at once. It was bare shouldered, the bodice crafted with intricate detail that shimmered under the lights, and the skirt flowed outward in a full, dramatic sweep that reminded her of the weddings she had dreamed of as a girl. With trembling hands, she asked the clerk if she could try it on.

Slipping into the gown, she turned toward the mirror and froze. For the first time, she didn’t have to convince herself. The reflection staring back at her felt right, like the answer she had been searching for. Her throat tightened, and her lips curved into a smile that she couldn’t control. She knew, without a single doubt, that this was her dress.

She added a veil, delicate and soft, letting it trail lightly over her shoulders. The combination made her feel not just beautiful, but whole.

Still buzzing with excitement, Bethany stopped next at a lingerie boutique, determined to complete the ensemble. She carefully picked out white lace panties trimmed with small ruffles around the legs, a satin bra with a tiny rose stitched between the cups, a long slip that shimmered with lace along its hem, and a white garter belt to hold up the sheer stockings she chose. Each item felt like a step closer to the woman she wanted to be on that wedding day.

Bethany was driving home, her mind still dancing with images of the wedding gown folded carefully in its garment bag, when her eyes caught a storefront display. A shoe shop, its window filled with white satin and lace shoes that gleamed under the warm lights, pulled her attention. She slowed the car almost without thinking, her heart quickening with the thought that no wedding outfit could ever feel complete without the right shoes.

She parked and stepped inside, the scent of new leather and polish filling the small space. The salesclerk greeted her, but Bethany was already scanning the rows of delicate heels and strappy sandals. Her fingers trailed lightly across the displays until she found them—shoes that seemed made for her. White, dainty, and adorned with imitation feathers that caught the light in a soft shimmer. She slipped them on, the heels adding just enough height to make her posture change. When she looked at her reflection in the mirror, she smiled, knowing these were the ones. She walked out of the store with the box under her arm, her heart swelling. Now, she thought, she finally had everything.

That evening at supper, she shared her excitement with Joanna. “I have everything now,” she announced, unable to keep the joy out of her voice. She told Joanna all about her day—the shoes, the details, the way everything was starting to fall into place for the wedding. Joanna listened with a curious smile, and after Bethany had finished listing each item, she raised an eyebrow. “And what about the wedding night? Did you think about that?”

Bethany blinked, caught off guard, before laughter spilled out of her. “I hadn’t thought about that,” she admitted, her cheeks warming. “Looks like tomorrow means another shopping trip.”


The next morning, Bethany followed through with her promise to herself. She walked into a boutique that specialized in delicate lingerie, her eyes wide as she took in the rows of satin and lace. She ran her hand along the silky fabrics until she found what she wanted—a white nightgown trimmed with tiny pink bows, romantic and soft, perfect for a new bride. She paired it with pink panties edged with frothy white ruffles and couldn’t resist adding a silk bra, a pale blush in color, adorned with a small imitation diamond sparkling at the center. She smiled as she placed them in the basket, imagining how they would look together.

But she wasn’t finished. She knew she would need a dress to wear when she left the wedding with Keith, something that would mark the beginning of her new life. It didn’t take long before her eyes landed on a teal mini-dress that seemed to glow against the row of muted fabrics. The dress hugged her figure and came with a gold, heart-shaped pin fastened near the neckline. It was bold, vibrant, and full of personality, just as she hoped to be as a bride.

The last thing she needed was a slip. She found a pink one, soft and smooth, the perfect finishing touch. Carrying the bags back to her car, she let herself bask in the thrill of it all. Shopping had always been enjoyable, but now it carried new meaning. Each item wasn’t just fabric or lace; it was another piece of the woman she was becoming. She smiled to herself as she drove home.


At home that evening, Bethany found herself lost in thought as she stood in front of her vanity, brushing through her hair. A week. Only seven days remained until the wedding. The thought made her chest tighten with both excitement and nerves. She prayed that everything would unfold the way it was supposed to, that there would be no unexpected obstacles. She wanted it all to feel as beautiful as she had always dreamed it could be.

When she and Keith had gone to pick up their marriage license, the woman at the courthouse had smiled kindly as she explained the process. “Your name will automatically be changed in the records of the state,” the woman had said, tapping the paper neatly across the desk. “But you’ll need to inform Social Security about the change yourself.” Bethany had nodded, her fingers brushing across the official document, her stomach fluttering at the thought of her new name becoming permanent.


The day before the wedding, Bethany pulled out the bag she planned to take with her for the wedding night. She carefully folded each item, layering lingerie and little keepsakes inside as if they were sacred treasures. Every piece of fabric felt like a promise of what was to come. The hours stretched endlessly, the clock’s hands dragging forward, each minute heavier than the last. She found a medium-grey dress in her closet, simple but elegant, with a striking red accent stripe that cut across it at an angle. It was perfect for the rehearsal—sophisticated without stealing attention from the gown she would wear the next day.

She applied her makeup with a careful hand, choosing light touches of color across her cheeks and lips, not wanting to overdo it but still desiring to look polished. At the church, she moved through the rehearsal with Keith by her side, their families and friends watching closely. The air buzzed with laughter and small talk, everyone practicing their steps, their cues. When it ended, they all headed to a catering hall for dinner. The long tables were covered in crisp linens, and the sound of clinking glasses and conversation filled the room. Bethany felt grateful for the warmth of it all, though her heart never strayed far from Keith.

When the meal was finished, and people began drifting toward the doors, Keith caught her hand. His lips pressed against hers in a lingering kiss, the kind that said everything they couldn’t speak in front of everyone else. She held onto the taste of him as they pulled apart, knowing the next time she would see him would be as she walked toward him in church. That thought made her knees feel unsteady.


Tears of Joy

~~~

The morning of the wedding arrived, and Bethany opened her eyes to tears streaming down her face. She pressed her palms against her cheeks, confused at why they had come so suddenly. Joanna walked into the room, carrying a soft smile, though her expression changed quickly when she saw Bethany crying.

“Why are you crying?” Joanna asked gently, moving closer.

“I don’t know,” Bethany admitted, her voice trembling. “Maybe it’s just because I’m so happy.”

Joanna sat beside her on the bed, pulling her close until the sobs slowed. Her touch was grounding, her words soft but steady. “Come on,” Joanna said after a moment. “You need to eat. Let’s get you some breakfast. You won’t want anything by lunchtime, trust me.”

Bethany followed her to the kitchen, where Joanna had already started cooking. The smell of bacon and toast filled the air, and Bethany realized how comforting it was to have Joanna there with her on such an important morning. The plate Joanna set down in front of her was full—a proper breakfast for a bride who needed strength for the day ahead. Bethany ate slowly, feeling her nerves unravel just a little with every bite.

When she finished, she returned to her room to dress.

The clock in the hallway chimed, reminding Bethany that the moment had come. It was time to leave for the beauty parlor. Her hands trembled as she tried to grab her purse, her nerves making even the simplest tasks seem impossible. Joanna stepped in, watching her fumble with the clasp, and said firmly, “I’ll drive you. You’re far too excited to trust yourself behind the wheel right now.” Bethany didn’t argue. Her heart was racing so quickly she doubted she would’ve made it out of the driveway without stalling.

The drive felt longer than it was, the streets passing in a blur of color. Joanna kept her tone calm, filling the silence with small reassurances, telling her she’d look perfect and that everything was already falling into place. When they reached the beauty parlor, Bethany’s nerves intensified. Joanna squeezed her hand once before she dropped her off at the entrance. Inside, Bethany learned the process would take at least two and a half hours. Joanna promised she’d come back to get her when it was all finished. “Enjoy it,” she said with a smile before walking away.

Karen, the stylist assigned to her, greeted Bethany warmly. She had a playful sparkle in her eyes, the sort that made Bethany feel both at ease and exposed at the same time. “We’re going to go with the innocent look,” Karen announced with a teasing grin, as though she had already envisioned the finished product. When Bethany admitted how nervous she was, her voice shaking despite her attempt to steady it, Karen laughed gently. “That’s normal,” she said while working. “You don’t walk down the aisle every day, you know. If you weren’t nervous, I’d be worried.”

She began winding Bethany’s hair into rollers, her fingers deft and sure. “Now we let the setting lotion do its magic,” Karen said, draping a cape around her shoulders. “While that works, you should head over to the manicure station.”

Bethany walked over, trying to steady her thoughts with each step. The manicurist guided her to a seat and told her she’d chosen a shade called “innocent pink.” When the bottle was opened, Bethany saw the polish shimmer under the lights. It was such a delicate shade—barely there but still noticeable, soft and feminine in a way that made her smile. As the polish was brushed onto her nails, she imagined how it would look against the fabric of her wedding dress. By the time it was finished, she couldn’t stop admiring her hands.

She returned to Karen’s chair, her nails perfectly glossy, and sat still as makeup brushes skimmed across her skin. The colors Karen used were all subtle—pale shadows that brightened her eyes, a soft blush that added warmth to her cheeks, and a lipstick that mirrored the same tender pink as her nails. “This,” Karen explained, “is the innocent look. Just enough to enhance, nothing that hides.”

Bethany laughed nervously and, without even planning to, found herself confiding in Karen about Keith. She told her about the conversation where she had shyly confessed to him that he could do whatever he wanted with her, and how he had only smiled, telling her he would rather wait until after they were married to carry out the thoughts in his mind. Karen pulled back for a moment, her expression shifting from surprise to admiration. Then she laughed. “You know,” she said, shaking her head, “there aren’t many men who would turn down an offer like that. You’ve got yourself one who truly respects you. Don’t let him go.”

Karen leaned close, her hands moving with care as she began to take out the rollers. One by one, each curl released, falling softly against Bethany’s shoulders. The stylist’s concentration showed in the way she brushed and smoothed, adding sprays of finishing mist that gave structure to the style without making it stiff. Bethany sat still, nervous energy pooling inside her chest, until Karen finally turned her chair toward the mirror.

The reflection staring back left her speechless. Her hair framed her face perfectly, soft curls tumbling in a way that seemed impossibly elegant yet natural. Her makeup, paired with the hairstyle, made her look like a bride from a magazine. She touched her cheek gently, almost testing to see if the girl in the mirror was really her. “I don’t think I’ve ever looked this pretty before,” she admitted with awe.

Karen laughed, her voice warm and teasing. “Well, now you do. And it’s perfect timing too. You’re going to make a stunning bride. Enjoy every second of tomorrow—it’s your day.”

When Bethany stepped out of the parlor, Joanna was already waiting near the door. She paused, taking in Bethany’s appearance as her eyes widened. “My goodness,” Joanna breathed, “you look incredible.” Pride and affection radiated from her as she gave Bethany a once-over. Bethany walked over and hugged Karen tightly, slipping a generous tip into her hand. “Thank you for everything,” she said sincerely before heading out with Joanna.

Once they were back at the house, Joanna wasted no time reminding her of the schedule. “We only have about an hour and a half before we need to leave for the church. Start getting ready,” she instructed, her voice brisk with anticipation. Bethany hurried upstairs and began slipping into the first layers—delicate white panties with lace trim, followed by her satin bra. She had barely finished fastening it when there was a knock at the door.

Sally and Jill, her bridesmaids and two of her dearest friends, had arrived. They came in with excitement written across their faces, both eager to help her with the final steps. Together, they carefully lifted the wedding dress from its hanger, smoothing out the fabric before sliding it over Bethany’s shoulders. The gown fit her perfectly, just as it had in the shop, and the full skirt spread out beautifully when she stood upright.

The veil was next, and it required patience. The three women worked together, fussing over the combs and pins until the sheer fabric draped across Bethany’s face just the right way, falling lightly without obscuring her features. When it finally rested exactly where it should, Bethany exhaled in relief.

She slipped her feet into the white heels she had chosen—the ones with the soft feather detailing that made them look whimsical and delicate. Standing tall now in the complete ensemble, she realized she was ready. Sally clapped her hands, Jill smiled with tears forming in her eyes, and Joanna announced that it was time to go. The church was a twenty-minute drive away, and they needed to leave immediately.

By the time the car pulled up in front of the church, Bethany could feel her hands trembling so much that she could hardly keep them folded in her lap. Her chest rose and fell quickly, nerves running wild as the enormity of what was about to happen pressed in on her. Joanna noticed instantly, reached over, and slipped her hand into Bethany’s, giving it a firm, steadying squeeze. Her voice was soft but direct. “You’ve got this,” she whispered, as though she could will Bethany’s panic into calmness. Slowly, Bethany managed to breathe more evenly, though her body still hummed with restless energy.

Inside, she was ushered to a small side room where she was to wait until her turn came. Every sound beyond the walls—the shuffle of feet, the low hum of voices, the swell of the organ—made her nerves spike all over again. Sally and Jill stood nearby, reassuring her with gentle smiles, and when the signal finally came, Sally stepped forward, leading the way down the aisle with her bouquet clasped tightly. Jill followed a few steps behind, moving gracefully.

And then, it was Bethany’s turn. Her heart nearly stopped as the doors opened wider and all eyes turned her way. She forced herself to step forward, focusing on the man at the end of the aisle. Keith. He stood tall, broad-shouldered in his suit, his expression filled with pride and love. To her, he had never looked more striking. The distance between them felt impossibly long, but somehow her legs carried her forward until she reached the altar, her hands trembling slightly as she joined him.

The service began, the minister’s voice firm and steady, though Bethany heard it through the rush of her own thoughts and emotions. When the words finally came—“man and wife”—her eyes blurred with tears. The truth of it hit her all at once. This was real. She was his, and he was hers. Keith leaned in, pressing his lips to hers, and the kiss sent a shiver down her spine, sealing their bond in front of everyone. His arm slipped around her as they turned together, walking back down the aisle side by side. She could feel his strength guiding her, steadying her shaky steps.

Outside, the crowd of guests greeted them with warm smiles, laughter, and handshakes. Bethany hadn’t expected so many to come. The faces blurred together in a haze of joy, but the kindness in their words stayed with her.


Wedding Night

~~~

At supper, Bethany found herself seated next to Keith’s boss, a man with a booming laugh and twinkling eyes. He leaned toward her with a grin and said, “I feel like I already know you. Keith talks about you so much it’s as if you’ve been part of the family forever.” His words brought heat to her cheeks, and then he added with a playful wink, “You’re gorgeous. If I were twenty years younger, I’d have given Keith a run for his money.”

Bethany burst out laughing, the sound bubbling out of her as the tension of the day finally began to ease.

Dinner at the reception was almost impossible to finish because every time Bethany lifted her fork, the steady tinkling of silverware against glass would rise from the tables around them. Guests laughed and called out for the newlyweds to kiss, their voices teasing and joyful. It felt like every two minutes they were leaning across the table, their lips meeting as the crowd cheered them on. At first it embarrassed her, but soon she found herself laughing each time, giving in to the rhythm of the celebration. When they finally managed to get through enough of their meal to feel satisfied, they pushed their chairs back and decided to move among the guests.

Bethany was amazed at the number of people who seemed to admire Keith. The compliments came at her from all directions, and she felt a warm pride in knowing that this man—her husband—was respected not only by her but by so many others. A tall, broad-shouldered farmer shook her hand firmly and said, “Keith knows more about farming than half the farmers I know. He’s never once sold me anything I couldn’t use. In fact, one time I thought I needed new equipment and he showed me how to get more out of what I already had. Saved me a bundle.” The sincerity in his voice told Bethany that this wasn’t just polite chatter; this man truly admired Keith. It made her heart swell.

Later, another guest, a woman with soft curls and a shy smile, approached her. She confessed that she had dated Keith a couple of times. “He’s a wonderful man,” she said, her voice both warm and honest. “I liked him a lot, but we just weren’t a match. I can see how happy he is with you though, and I’m so glad he found the right person.” She reached for Bethany’s hand and squeezed it before offering her congratulations, leaving Bethany both touched and a little overwhelmed by the honesty of the moment.

The evening stretched on with music and laughter, the band keeping the room alive with songs that filled the dance floor. Bethany felt herself relax more with each dance, each hug, each cheerful word from their guests. By the time the final song came to an end and the band began packing up their instruments, she felt both exhausted and blissfully content.

Keith took her hand and guided her toward the exit, the two of them slipping out into the cool night air where his car waited. He drove her to the grandest hotel in town, the place everyone knew had the most luxurious bridal suite. When they stepped inside the room, Bethany’s eyes immediately landed on the enormous king-sized bed dominating the space. The sheer size of it made her laugh. With a mischievous grin, she looked at Keith and said, “We could have gotten by with a twin bed.”

Keith threw his head back in laughter, his shoulders shaking as tears formed at the corners of his eyes. He was laughing so hard that she started giggling along with him.

They were both exhausted from the long day, but the moment Keith pulled her into his arms, exhaustion faded into tenderness. His touch was soft, deliberate, and filled with care. That night, he made love to her in a way that was unhurried and deeply intimate, every movement gentle as though he was trying to show her how much she meant to him without even speaking. For Bethany, it was the first time she truly experienced herself as a woman in every sense of the word, and the sensation left her breathless. She felt surrounded by warmth, as though she had stepped into a place she had been meant to find all along. As the night unfolded, she knew with absolute certainty that her decision to go through with the surgery had been right. Any doubts she had carried were gone, replaced with the undeniable truth that she belonged in her body now. When it was over, they collapsed against one another, arms tangled together, and drifted into sleep as though there was no other place in the world they could possibly be.


The next morning Bethany stirred before Keith did. For a while she just lay there, staring up at the ceiling before turning her head toward him. She studied the rise and fall of his chest, the way his hair was tousled against the pillow, and she felt her chest ache with gratitude. She couldn’t believe she had married such a good man, one who not only accepted her but cherished her exactly as she was. She thought of the long road that had led her here and realized, with a sudden rush of clarity, that she was the luckiest girl alive.

She rolled onto her side and let her eyes linger on his face, tracing the strong line of his jaw and the curve of his lips. Just as she began to smile to herself, Keith stirred, his eyelids fluttering open. Without hesitation, he reached for her, pressing a soft good morning kiss to her lips. That simple gesture made her heart feel full to bursting.

Later, when they were both dressed, Keith looked at her and shook his head as though in disbelief. “I’ve never seen you look so beautiful as you do right now,” he said, his voice earnest and low. The words made her blush, heat rising in her cheeks as she lowered her eyes, whispering her thanks. She told him in return that she had loved the way he looked at the wedding, so strong and sure, and then asked if he had been nervous at all. He chuckled and admitted that yes, he had been just as nervous as she was, his palms sweaty under his suit. The admission made her relax, as though they were partners in every way, sharing the same vulnerabilities even on the biggest day of their lives.

They went down to the hotel’s dining room for breakfast, where the air was filled with the scent of coffee and fresh pastries. Between bites of eggs and toast, Keith reached across the table and told her what he had planned. “We’re going to Orlando,” he said with a grin, his eyes sparkling with excitement. “Disney World, Universal Studios, Epcot Center. We’ll see it all. And if a week isn’t enough, we’ll stay for two. I want us to take it slow and enjoy every single minute.”

When they finally returned to their hotel room, Bethany felt a mix of anticipation and exhaustion swirling through her. She slipped out of her wedding shoes and changed into something more comfortable while Keith packed up the last of their things. Before long, they were on the road again, headed toward the place she would now call home.

The drive didn’t take long, but Bethany spent the entire time looking out the window, wondering what life with Keith in his world would feel like. When they turned onto a gravel driveway lined with tall trees, she caught her breath. At the end of the lane stood a two-story log house with wide porches and windows that seemed to sparkle under the afternoon sky. It looked both inviting and strong, like a home built to hold not just walls and furniture, but a lifetime of love.

Inside, Bethany immediately noticed how thoughtfully the house was arranged. The rooms felt open and comfortable, filled with warm wood and touches that spoke of Keith’s personality. When he led her upstairs into the master bedroom, she laughed in surprise. In the center sat a large round bed covered with crisp linens, the kind of centerpiece that said Keith appreciated a bit of flair. “You definitely have a sense of style,” she teased, still smiling as she ran her hand across the smooth quilt.

Later, as she unpacked some of her things, Bethany asked him when they would be leaving on their honeymoon. He set down his bag and told her, “Tomorrow morning, six o’clock sharp. We’ll have to be up at four so we can make it to the airport by five.” She let out a little laugh, already picturing herself stumbling around in the early hours, but she loved how excited he sounded.

They decided to keep lunch light, just sandwiches and fruit, since the afternoon was already planned. Keith busied himself in the kitchen, arranging drinks on ice and setting out trays of snacks for the gift opening. He wanted everything to go perfectly, though Bethany noticed the slight crease in his forehead when he admitted he hadn’t expected so many guests.

By two o’clock the house was alive with voices and laughter. Bethany counted at least forty people filling the rooms, glasses clinking as friends and family mingled around the tables. She marveled at the sight, realizing just how many lives Keith had touched. Even though the gathering was larger than either of them expected, everything flowed smoothly. The gifts were opened one by one, thoughtful tokens of love and support from people who clearly wanted to see them start their marriage with joy.

When the last bow had been untied and the final box tucked aside, Bethany and Keith moved around the room, talking with each guest. She felt a deep sense of gratitude as she shook hands, hugged old friends, and shared laughter with new ones. Near the end of the afternoon, she pulled Joanna aside. The two of them found a quiet corner and talked at length, reminiscing about the past, speaking honestly about the present, and making promises for the future. Their conversation ended in a lingering embrace and a kiss on the cheek that carried more meaning than words could.

Before leaving, they promised each other a shopping trip after the honeymoon—just the two of them.

Keith wandered back into the kitchen, pleased to see that a few bottles of soda and some snacks still remained from the afternoon gathering. He laughed softly and turned to Bethany, his eyes warm with affection. “Looks like we’ve still got a little left, but I don’t think that’s enough for supper. How about I take you out tonight? Just you and me. Where do you want to go?”

Bethany didn’t hesitate. She leaned into him, her hand brushing against his chest as she said, “Let’s go back to the place where you asked me to marry you. That night changed everything, and I want to sit there with you again.”

So they dressed and drove to the supper club in the next town, the one that held such a special memory for them both. When they walked inside, they clasped hands tightly, like two people unwilling to forget what brought them together. The hostess, a cheerful woman with a knowing smile, looked at them and said, “You must be newlyweds.”

Keith and Bethany exchanged amused glances before Bethany asked, “How could you tell?”

The hostess grinned, tilting her head playfully. “Because only newlyweds and older couples come in holding hands like that. There’s no mistaking it.”

Bethany felt her cheeks flush with happiness. She leaned closer and admitted, “You’re right—we were married yesterday. And this place is where he proposed to me.” Her voice held a touch of pride, as though sharing that detail made the evening even more meaningful.

The hostess congratulated them warmly, then Bethany asked, “Could we sit at the same table we had that night?”

“Of course,” the woman replied. “If it’s free, it’s yours.”

And sure enough, the table was waiting for them, untouched and open, almost as if it had been saved just for them. Keith pulled out Bethany’s chair, and she smiled up at him as she sat down. They ordered their food, but what mattered most was the conversation—the kind of effortless back-and-forth that only two people completely smitten with each other could share. They spoke about their wedding, about how surreal it felt to finally be husband and wife, and about the little details from the day they never wanted to forget.

When their plates were empty and Bethany thought the evening was winding down, the hostess returned with a surprise. She carried a small cake with white icing and delicate swirls, setting it on their table with a flourish. “Consider this a late wedding gift from us,” she said warmly.

Bethany’s eyes filled with unexpected emotion. She reached for Keith’s hand as they both took a bite of the cake, sweet frosting lingering on her lips. They laughed together, savoring not just the dessert but the moment itself. Before they left, Keith placed a generous tip on the table, a small way of thanking the staff for making their night even more special.


The next morning came early, but they were ready. At the airport, Bethany clutched her bag and Keith’s hand as they waited for their boarding call. Once they were seated on the plane, Bethany pressed her forehead to the window, her heart racing as the engines roared to life. As the plane lifted off the ground, she thought about everything that had brought her here—the choices, the changes, the love that anchored her—and she knew without question that she was taking off not just into the air, but into a life filled with happiness, belonging, and a sense of home she had always dreamed of.


THE END
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