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CONSEQUENCES

The bistro buzzed with happy conversation, a low murmur that faded into the background as Eric and Janet lingered in their quiet corner. Candlelight danced in Janet's blonde hair, perfectly styled in a sleek bob with face-framing bangs. Her dark dress hugged her curves beautifully, accented by a glittering diamond pendant that swung hypnotically with every movement. When she smiled, her teeth gleamed bright against a backdrop of flawlessly-applied lipstick, radiating pure contentment. Her hand rested gently on Eric's atop the table, their fingers intertwined as they talked. He, on the other hand, cut a classic figure in a dark suit, the only concession to informality his slightly-long hair, curling just over his collar.

"That was fantastic, honey," Janet said softly, her eyes locked on his. "Thank you."

Eric squeezed her hand. "The pleasure was all mine, absolutely. You make every occasion special, Janie. And you look incredible. I can't imagine life without you."

[image: ]

"Me neither, sweetheart. This has been the best year ever. From the moment we met, I just knew we were meant to be together. But even a year ago, I couldn't have predicted how amazing marriage is."

He chuckled. "Happy anniversary, my love. Here's to us, to our future, and to countless more years of happiness." Their champagne flutes clinked in a toast, a delicate chime against the backdrop of the restaurant's low hum.

Sipping their coffee, they found themselves the last patrons remaining. The late hour held no sway over them; they were in a world of their own, content to linger. The waitstaff, ever attentive, allowed them their space, their smiles conveying a silent understanding of the magic unfolding in that corner booth.

Finally, it was time to go. The warmth of their anniversary celebration beckoned them home. The waitress, a young woman with an expectant gleam in her eye, placed the bill nestled in a faux-leather folio on their table before disappearing back into the kitchen. A hefty tip was clearly a silent plea.

"Alright, let's settle up for this indulgence," Eric said with a smile, reaching for the bill. He let out a surprised whistle as his hand met empty air. Panic flickered across his face as he checked all his pockets. "Uh oh..."

Janet, sensing his distress, peered at him. "What's wrong, honey?"

"My wallet, Janie. I thought I had it in this jacket. Maybe I left it in my coat pocket? Silly mistake. I'll just ask the girl to grab it."

He flagged down the waitress who had reappeared by the register. "Excuse me, miss," he began, voice polite. "Seems I left my wallet in my coat. Would you mind fetching it for me so I can settle the bill?"

"Of course, sir. Please wait here, and I'll bring it right over."

She disappeared into the cloakroom, returning moments later with his coat draped over her arm. "Here you go, sir."

Eric took the coat, a flicker of relief crossing his face. "Thank you. Now, let's see where…" He fumbled through the pockets, his smile fading in favor of a growing frown as he pulled out nothing but stray papers and business cards.

"Oh dear," he muttered. "Janet, your purse… do you have your cards? My wallet must be at home…"

Janet rummaged through her bag, her elegant composure cracking. Makeup compact, phone, tissues – everything landed with a thud on the table. A coin purse followed containing a meager amount of loose change. Panic replaced her earlier grace.

"Oh Eric," her voice trembled. "I don't think I have my cards either. Just some change…." The sentence trailed off, a defeated sigh escaping her lips.

The couple's faces mirrored their deflated wallets. The waitress, arms now crossed defensively, glared at them, a cocktail of irritation and lost tip money simmering in her eyes. "Having a bit of trouble settling up, folks?" she asked, her voice clipped.

Eric mumbled an apology, cheeks burning. "We, uh… everything seems to be at home. Maybe my wife could run back and grab...?"

She scoffed. "Sir, this is a hefty bill. You can't just waltz out on the promise of tomorrow's dough, can you? One sec, I gotta chat with my boss."

The blonde waitress, barely out of her teens with bubblegum-pink highlights in her bob, snatched the phone and dialed the manager's office. Her eyes, however, remained glued to the hapless couple. After a terse conversation sprinkled with exasperated sighs, she hung up and returned. "Manageress will be here in a jiffy. I'm sure she can work something out."

A sigh of relief escaped Eric, met with a tight smile from the waitress. Her gaze drifted towards a door marked "Staff Only." He observed her – a wisp of a girl in a uniform that felt more diner than chic bistro. Maybe a misguided attempt to lighten the mood. The peach blouse and polka-dotted skirt hung loosely on her frame.

The door creaked open, drawing everyone's attention. The manageress, a brunette with a business bob and a crisp fawn-colored suit, marched towards the table, clipboard clutched in her hand. A curt nod to the waitress was followed by a steely gaze directed at Eric. "Audrey tells me there's an issue with the bill, sir?"

Eric squirmed, muttering another apology. The manageress pursed her lips, scrutinizing the bill before switching her glare between them. "This is a significant sum. Maybe a quick wallet check before tonight's extravagant outing would've been prudent. We're a small business, and every penny counts. Non-payment, you see, is a serious matter."

Shame radiated from Eric as he exchanged a helpless look with Janet. "We can pay, we just… maybe my wife could go..."

The manageress cut him off with a raised hand. "It's late, and frankly, further inconvenience to my staff isn't something I tolerate. Let's be honest, I have little sympathy. We take non-payment seriously, and in the interest of fairness, we have a little policy for those who cause inconvenience. A tit-for-tat, if you will. Here's an agreement. You both sign it, and you work off the bill at our standard hourly rate. Sounds fair?"

The couple's faces fell further as Eric mumbled, "But, we both have regular jobs..."

The manageress remained stoic. "No problem. Evenings work just fine."

Janet's voice held a desperate edge. "Why can't we just come back tomorrow with the money? If you're making us come back anyway..."

"Like I said, ma'am, we discourage inconvenience with a little inconvenience. A deterrent, you might say. Besides, you're not leaving until this agreement is signed. Unless, of course, you'd like me to involve the police."

Eric's voice cracked with disbelief. "Surely that's not necessary, is it?"

The manageress met his gaze, unflinching. "Not if you sign the agreement." She slid a copy across the table, stopping it in front of Eric.

"But how long would this take?" Janet asked, her voice a tremor.

The manageress whipped out a calculator from her jacket pocket and punched in a few numbers. "Around thirty hours apiece to clear the bill. Five nights at five hours each – evenings from seven until midnight."

"Six nights!" Eric sputtered. "Both of us? That's ridiculous!"

The manageress held her ground. "It's the only offer on the table. Sign, and you're free to go. Remember, this is binding. Audrey and I are witnesses. And there's a penalty clause for non-compliance – a thousand times the bill amount."

Eric met Janet's eyes across the table. She gave him a small, defeated nod. "Sign it," she whispered. "We don't have much choice. Let's just get out of here and deal with it next week. It can't be that bad, can it?"

With a grimace, Eric scrawled his signature on the document. Janet followed suit, then the waitress, Audrey, and finally, the manageress.

"Good," the manageress said, her tone clipped. "Consider it settled. We expect you both tomorrow evening, at six forty-five for a seven o'clock start. We'll discuss your duties then. Don't be late."

The couple rose, their shoulders slumped. As they donned their coats, Audrey walked them to the door and gave them a saccharine smile. "See you both tomorrow, then!" she chirped as they shuffled out.


ENTANGLEMENT

Eric pushed open the door at 5:58 pm exactly, the setting sun casting long shadows across the sidewalk. Janet was already waiting for him, a plate of reheated pasta and a side salad arranged on the table.

"Gotta shove this down fast," she said, her voice tight. "We need to make it back to that bistro by seven."

Eric sighed, pushing the food around his plate. "God, Janet, I can't believe we're actually doing this. We're professionals, for Pete's sake! This whole contract thing is insane. There's no way that holds up in court."

Janet shot him a worried look. "You really want to risk it? What she said about the penalty clause… a thousand times the bill? We can't lose the house over a forgotten wallet."

"Okay, okay," Eric conceded. "But tonight, we offer her the damn money. This whole restaurant gig is ludicrous. We make a good-faith effort, she refuses, we walk. No judge would side with her on this nonsense."

A flicker of hope sparked in Janet's eyes. "Good plan. Let's not dig ourselves into a deeper hole. I mean, imagine if this got out at work? We'd be the laughingstock of the office. Best to keep it quiet."

Eric nodded, shoveling a forkful of pasta into his mouth. "Agreed. But what in the world do you think she'll have us do? We're not exactly restaurant material. You think she'll stick me on the grill while you tackle her accounts?"

Janet chuckled, a nervous sound. "Maybe. Who knows? But at least we'll be cheap labor. Silver lining, right?"

By 6:30, Eric was changed into a pair of chinos and a worn but comfortable shirt. The ten-minute drive to the bistro was filled with a tense silence. As they walked in, the manageress stood behind the counter, a smug smile plastered on her face.

"Ah, there you are. Starting to think you might've gotten cold feet and skipped out on our little agreement," she said, her voice dripping with faux concern. Audrey, the waitress from the night before, emerged from the kitchen, glancing around at the empty restaurant.

"Actually," Eric interjected, a determined glint in his eye. "About that agreement… We were wondering if you'd be interested in taking the money now. You know, with a small business and all, cash flow is probably a big deal. We're happy to offer the full amount, plus a little extra as a token of…" he fumbled for the right word, "…appreciation for the inconvenience."

The manageress's smile widened, bordering on a smirk. "Doubling it? Tripling it?" she asked, amusement dancing in her eyes.

Eric swallowed hard. "Well, uh… if that's what it takes. I'm sure we can come to some kind of arrangement."

The manager, a woman with a tight bun the color of faded blonde dye, smirked. A condescending chuckle bubbled from her throat. "Oh honey, you're missing the whole point, aren't you? This ain't about the cash. This is about karma. Great night last night, right? Audrey practically waited on you hand and foot, made sure your fancy steak was cooked to a perfect medium rare. Then boom, swipe your credit card? Nada. Zilch. Left Audrey stuck late, forced me to drag myself down from my apartment. So now, I'm just returning the favor. A little taste of your own medicine, you could say. You signed that digital agreement to work off the tab, six nights straight. And that's exactly what's gonna happen. Ready for your first shift?"

"This whole thing is ridiculous," the man interjected, his voice tight. "But if you're gonna hold us hostage like this, at least let us use our actual skills. We're both professionals…"

The manager held up a painted nail, the colour clashing horribly with her tired floral blouse. "Whoa there, cowboy. Let's just hold on a sec. Interrupting me every two seconds isn't gonna get you anywhere. Now, remember, you two ain't customers anymore. You're staff. Any customer service charm you flashed last night is officially off the menu. Out of curiosity though, what line of work are you in?"

The frustration was simmering in the man's voice. "I'm a computer programmer, and my wife's an accountant."

"Names, honey? Gotta personalize it a little, right?" she chirped, the chirp lacking any warmth.

"Eric and Janet," he sighed. "Look, I—"

"Hold your horses, Eric. Now, a high-tech programmer ain't exactly in high demand around here. But your wife's skillset," she paused, tapping a perfectly manicured nail on her tablet screen, "that might be useful. But honestly, I already got a plan." She gave a predatory smile, the kind that sends shivers down your spine. "Now, Janet," she purred, her eyes lingering on Janet's hands, "I couldn't help but notice those gorgeous nails last night. You clearly take good care of them. So, after some deep thinking, I figured cleaning those fancy plates and silverware, you know, the high-maintenance stuff, would be perfect for you. And Eric," her gaze flicked to him, a mischievous glint in her eye, "well, we're a little shorthanded right now. Figured you could lend Audrey a hand with the tables. She'll get you all caught up in no time. A sharp guy like you'll pick it up in a jiffy."

Janet and Eric were speechless, jaws hanging slack. Eric finally found his voice. "Look, we've tried to be reasonable, but this is just insane. You're being petty and mean-spirited. We'll write you a check right now, full amount, and that's the end of it. You can try to take us to court, but trust me, no judge will side with you."

The manager's smile turned cold. "Oh honey, that's where you're wrong. That digital agreement you signed, the one with two witnesses? Binding contract. You didn't have to sign it, sweetheart, but you did. Should've read the fine print, huh? It clearly states the only way you get out of this tab is working it off at my standard hourly rate. Now, what you two can actually do without training, well, that's entirely up to me. Refuse to work, and that cute little tab magically jumps to ten times the original amount. Now, if you wanna whip out that checkbook for a cool ten grand, well, honey, I ain't complaining."

"Hold on a second," Eric sputtered, his face turning the color of a beet. "That's highway robbery! There's no way we can afford that kind of bill."

Rosemary's smile remained unfazed. "Then I suggest you get a move on, mister. We open in ten, and I need you in that uniform for the next five hours, every night for the next six. Then we'll call it even."

Janet, ever the pragmatist, sighed. "Alright, Eric. Let's just get this over with. I agree, this whole thing is petty, but arguing won't get us anywhere."

Rosemary's smile widened, a touch too shark-like for Eric's comfort. "Finally some sense! You and I, Janet, we're gonna get along just fine. Maybe you can rub off a little manners on your husband. Don't want him scaring away the customers, now do we? Look at it as a little taste of a different life, away from your fancy office jobs. Might even be fun."

Janet offered a tight nod, while Eric muttered a reluctant agreement.

"Excellent!" Rosemary clapped her hands. "Alright, Eric, you're with Audrey. Get changed, double-time. We open in ten." She gestured towards a door marked "Staff Only." "Janet, you come with me. I'll introduce you to the kitchen crew and show you the ropes."

Audrey led a defeated Eric towards the forbidden door. Janet followed Rosemary into the bustling heart of the restaurant – the kitchen.

"Alright, Janet," Rosemary began, "consider this your official welcome. Meet Greg, our head chef, and his trusty sous chefs, Warwick and Annie. Everyone, this is Janet, our new dishwasher for the next six nights. Now, I know she stumbled in on a bit of a rough patch, but let's extend some Southern hospitality, alright? Her husband's a bit of a loudmouth, bless his heart, but Audrey's got him under control. You'll meet him soon enough, serving out front."

A ripple of curiosity went through the kitchen staff. Rosemary continued, "Now, Janet, I wouldn't want those nice clothes getting ruined. Why don't you slip on these overalls over your outfit today? Maybe something a little more casual tomorrow. Kitchens get hot, honey. If it gets unbearable, just ditch the clothes under the overalls, that's what most of us do. There's a changing room over there if you need it."

Janet took the proffered white overalls, feeling a wave of self-consciousness wash over her. They were several sizes too big, even over her clothes. But hey, at least she wasn't feeling as ridiculous as Eric.

"Woah woah woah," Eric balked, eyeing the uniform Audrey held out to him. "This has to be a joke. There's no way I'm wearing that..."

"Boss's orders, honey," Audrey replied, her voice firm. "It's the uniform. Me, you, everyone."

"But you're a girl! That's clearly a girl's uniform! I'll look like a complete dork out there."

Audrey rolled her eyes. "Believe me, honey, it's all about the clothes. It's the uniform, waitresses or not. We all wear the same thing."

"Look, I appreciate the nickname, Audrey," Eric huffed, "but I'm a man. I should be a waiter, not a waitress-er."

Audrey sighed, realizing logic wasn't going to win this battle. "Alright, Eric," she tried a different tactic, "look, we're stuck with this for a few days. Trust me, you don't want to get on Rosemary's bad side. Just keep your head down, do what she says, and before you know it, these six days will be a distant memory."

Rosemary stomped back through the door, her face a thundercloud. "What's taking so long? Shouldn't he be in uniform by now, Audrey?"

Audrey, ever the peacekeeper, stammered, "We were just, uh, finishing up, Miss Rosemary. I was just explaining some of the ropes to Eric."

Rosemary wasn't buying it. "Well, get a wiggle on then! I want him out here in two minutes, flat. Looking halfway decent, too."

Eric started to sputter a protest, but Audrey shot him a warning look. Rosemary didn't miss the exchange, but kept her mouth shut. "Actually, Audrey, you stay here and help him get changed. Make sure he looks presentable, at least from a distance."

"Yes, Miss Rosemary," Audrey mumbled as the boss flounced out. Turning to Eric, she sighed. "Alright, alright, let's get this over with. We'll both be in trouble if you don't cooperate."

Seeing the futility of arguing, Eric grumbled a reluctant agreement and started unbuttoning his shirt. He took the blouse Audrey offered with a grimace. It was a struggle to manage the large plastic buttons, unaccustomed as he was to garments designed for the opposite side. The low neckline and short sleeves felt ridiculously revealing. He tugged on the elasticated skirt, the hem hovering indecently above his knees. The flimsy material did little to hide his legs, making him feel utterly exposed.  He shoved his shoes back on and turned to face Audrey, bracing himself for her reaction.

The young woman surprised him. Instead of laughter, there was a hint of sadness in her eyes. "Just one more thing," she said, holding up a bizarre-looking headpiece made of cardboard. "Sit down for a second, and I'll help you put it on."

Eric slumped into the chair, his eyes glued to Audrey's slender figure as she knelt before him. The rise and fall of her chest with each breath sent a strange tremor through him. He barely noticed as she carefully positioned the cardboard monstrosity, securing it with bobby pins.

"There," she announced, stepping back. "Let's see what the boss thinks."

Eric followed her out, feeling like a circus clown. Rosemary scrutinized him from all angles, muttering under her breath. "Not exactly fooling anyone, are we, Audrey? But I suppose it's the best you could do on short notice. Maybe tomorrow, Janet can work her magic on his hair and makeup before he even shows up. And those legs..." she wrinkled her nose, "definitely need shaving, honey. Looks like a war zone down there."

Eric burned scarlet. "Maybe... his hair..." Rosemary mused, trailing off. "We could definitely tweak that a bit right now. Hold on a sec."  She disappeared only to return a few minutes later, brandishing a bottle of hair gel and a comb. With practiced ease, she transformed Eric's hairstyle into a modern, asymmetrical mess, the hair meticulously slicked back with a bright red barrette adding a final flourish. The cap was then replaced, securing his humiliation in place.

This seemingly minor change seemed to break something inside Eric. He slumped further in his chair, feeling utterly defeated. Even Audrey seemed to sense the shift, her eyes reflecting a newfound pity.

"Alright, team huddle," Rosemary barked, herding Eric and Audrey towards the front of the restaurant. "Let's get ready to greet the first wave of hungry customers. Now, Eric, any burning desire to meet your lovely wife right now?"

Eric shuffled his feet, avoiding eye contact. "Uh, maybe not just yet, Miss Rosemary."  The thought of facing Janet in this getup was unbearable.

Rosemary snorted. "Wise choice. But trust me, she'll get a good eyeful eventually, with you running back and forth from the kitchen.  Anyway, I'll leave you two to it. Audrey will walk you through the ropes. Just remember, no funny business, and keep the customers happy. I'll be chilling in my office upstairs if you need backup."

Fifteen minutes later, the peace was shattered by the chiming of the entrance door. Audrey scurried over to greet the first customers – a group of four, two couples.  She efficiently collected their coats, handing them off to Eric. He hung them awkwardly, grateful for the momentary distraction. Audrey kept the conversation flowing with the group, expertly concealing Eric's... unique appearance.

However, as they were led to their table, Audrey gestured for Eric to follow. The moment he stepped into full view, all eyes fell on him. A high-pitched giggle escaped one of the women. Eric's cheeks burned a fiery red.

"Don't be shy, Eric," Audrey interjected smoothly. "First night jitters, right?"

This only fueled the fire. Both women erupted in laughter, while the men exchanged bewildered glances.

"Why's he dressed like that?" one of the women finally managed to blurt out, wiping tears of amusement from her eyes.

Eric glared at her, his humiliation rising like bile in his throat. Words failed him.

Audrey, ever the diplomat, stepped in. "Oh, Eric's just working off a little debt. Waitressing was all we had available. But hey, at least the gentlemen remembered their wallets tonight, right?" she winked, nudging them playfully.

The men, catching on, patted their pockets with forced enthusiasm.

"Absolutely," one of them chuckled. "Well, let's get this party started, shall we? Menus, drinks, the whole shebang."

Audrey smiled warmly. "Excellent! Let me take your drink orders first, and then you folks can peruse the menu at your leisure.  We'll leave you to it for now."

As Audrey led Eric away towards the bar, she couldn't help but ask, "You alright there, champ?"

"Alright?" Eric hissed. "This is a total nightmare! Degrading, humiliating, and probably bad for business!"

Audrey shrugged. "Maybe, maybe not. But one thing's for sure – these people won't forget their wallets anytime soon. Just be polite and professional, and we'll get through this. Remember, bigger tips mean a faster escape from this uniform. Here, take these drinks." She thrust a tray into his hands. "Go on, champ. Make with the charm offensive. Ask if they're ready to order, and if so, grab a pen and take note."

Eric, taking a deep breath, gripped the tray tightly and made his way back to the table. As he approached, he saw the women nudging each other again, their eyes alight with mischief. He plastered on a fake smile, forcing his voice into a strained chipperness.  "White wines for the ladies?"  He cringed internally at the squeakiness of his own voice.  Ignoring the urge to hide, he placed the drinks carefully in front of them.

"Pint of lager for yours truly," one of the men chimed in, raising a hand.

Eric nodded numbly and completed the order.
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"So, a bad bill, huh?" one of the women pressed, her eyes flitting between Eric and the bizarre uniform.

Eric swallowed hard, a fresh wave of heat flooding his cheeks. He simply nodded, unable to form a coherent response. As he stood there in awkward silence, the front door chimed again, announcing the arrival of new customers.

One of the men at the table finally broke the ice. "But why let them pull this stunt? Do you, uh, enjoy it or something?"

"Absolutely not!" Eric blurted, a touch too defensively.  "They tricked us into signing some digital contract, stuck us working here for a whole week! My wife's even stuck back in the kitchen doing dishes. It's just pure meanness, that's what it is."  His voice trailed off, defeated. "Look, best I take your orders before I get in even more trouble."

He scribbled down their requests, his hand shaking slightly, then scurried over to Audrey who was currently juggling drinks for the newcomers. "Got their order," he muttered, shoving the paper at her.

Audrey barely glanced at it. "Great. Well, you might as well take it back then, genius. Not exactly gonna whip up a meal holding that thing out here."

"But what about... my wife? She'll see me like this," Eric stammered, desperation creeping into his voice. "Please, Audrey, I'll take these drinks instead."

Audrey rolled her eyes. "Look, honey, you gotta face the music sometime. I'm not gonna clear a path for you through the whole dining room. Besides, facing your wife can't be worse than having these strangers gawk at you, right?"

"Wrong," Eric mumbled under his breath, trudging towards the swinging door that led to the kitchen. He hesitated for a moment, knuckles white as he gripped the handle, then pushed it open with a sigh.

The kitchen was a symphony of chaos. Three cooks bustled around steaming pots and sizzling pans, a cacophony of shouts and clangs filling the air. Janet was already hunched over the sink, scrubbing furiously at a mountain of dirty dishes. Her forehead glistened with sweat, her hair plastered to her face from the oppressive heat.

"Hey everyone, look who Audrey's new assistant is!" Warwick bellowed, slamming a tray down and pointing at Eric. "Think it's a girl? Think it's a guy? Nope, it's Wonder Waitress!" He roared with laughter, and the other cooks paused in their work to gawk.

"Eric! Oh God, what... why are you dressed like that?" Janet shrieked, dropping a pan with a clatter.

Eric's face burned hotter than any frying pan in the room. He cast a pleading look at his wife, the humiliation now a crushing weight on his chest.

"Alright, alright, break it up!" Greg, the head chef, barked, oblivious to the drama unfolding. "What's the order, Wonder Waitress?"

Eric fumbled with the paper, his fingers clumsy in their unaccustomed task. Finally, he managed to tear it off and hand it over. "Five minutes," Greg declared, grabbing a spatula. "Be back then, Wonder Waitress."

Eric, taking this as his cue to escape, scurried back out to the dining room, feeling even more exposed now that Janet had seen him. As he emerged, Audrey brushed past him with a tray of drinks, the clatter momentarily masking the frantic pounding of his heart.

He stood alone at the front of the restaurant, a beacon of self-consciousness. Every creak of the door outside made him jump, convinced it was new customers eager to witness his humiliation. He dared a glance through the window, but the street was quiet. Was Audrey taking forever on purpose, hoping to draw more people in for his personal amusement?

He scanned the dining room, pretending to be occupied with straightening a picture frame. No one seemed to be paying any particular attention to him, but he felt like they all knew, their eyes judging him from behind their menus.

After an eternity, Audrey finally reappeared. "Everything under control?" she asked, a hint of amusement in her voice.

Eric let out a humorless laugh. "Sure, everything's just peachy. A highly respected computer programmer, reduced to a glorified waitress in a skirt. Absolutely fantastic."

Audrey's eyes narrowed. "Listen up, sunshine," she hissed, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. "First of all, this ain't my fault you got yourself into this mess. Second, this 'stupid job' as you so kindly call it, pays my bills. We can't all be high-falutin' computer wizards, can we? Third, I happen to be a woman, thank you very much, and this uniform ain't exactly a trip to the spa either. But hey, gotta pay the rent, right?"

Eric felt a wave of shame wash over him. "Look, I, uh... I didn't mean to insult you," he stammered. "This whole thing is just so... bizarre. But okay, I get it. We'll try to get along."

Audrey stared at him for a beat, her expression unreadable. Then, with a sigh, she tossed him a bone. "Good choice, champ. Now, how about you grab those dishes for your table? They're starting to look like they could walk out on their own."

Eric mumbled an apology and ducked back into the kitchen. He tried his best to avoid Janet's gaze, but she spotted him immediately. She watched silently as he navigated the cramped space, juggling the tray of dirty dishes like a pro surprisingly quickly.

Back in the dining room, he saw Audrey ushering a new group to a table. The place was already buzzing with activity, and it wasn't even half past opening. Just last night, it had been packed – a fact that did not escape him. His stomach lurched. Maybe it was full every night. This popular restaurant meant constant movement, constant eyes… and constant opportunities for humiliation.

He served his first table efficiently, the awkwardness slowly fading. Rejoining Audrey at the bar, he braced himself for further instructions.

"You take this table too," she said, handing him a tray laden with drinks. "Looks like you're getting the hang of it. We'll split the workload as people come in. Just keep an eye on your tables, alright? Don't leave them waiting after they finish, you know – clear those plates, offer dessert, coffee, another round for the thirsty souls. The usual drill."

Eric nodded numbly. He approached the new table with a sense of dread. It was a gaggle of six women, their voices high-pitched and animated. They barely glanced at him as he approached, their focus on each other. Clearing his throat, he called out the first drink order.

That's when the heads snapped up. A beat of stunned silence followed, then... chaos. All six women stared in disbelief. Some gasped, some started giggling. "Honey, what happened to you?" one shrieked, her voice laced with amusement.

"Hey, maybe they've got a new kind of entertainment here!" another woman chimed in, the table erupting in laughter. The commotion quickly drew the attention of the entire restaurant. Eric felt his cheeks burning, a wave of despair crashing over him. He simply mumbled a repetition of the drink order, his voice barely above a whisper.

Seeing the escalating situation, Audrey materialized at his side. "Everything alright here, ladies?" she asked, her voice calm but firm.

"Oh, nothing serious, dear," one of the women replied, wiping a tear from her eye. "We were just having a little fun with your new… serving staff."

Audrey's gaze flickered to Eric, then back to the women. "Rum and Coke, right?" she confirmed, taking the glass from his tray and placing it on the table. "And what's next for these lovely ladies, Eric?" she prompted, her voice a steely whisper.

"Uh, a dry white wine," he managed, his voice barely audible. The women's raucous laughter had subsided to nervous giggles under Audrey's watchful eyes. Another woman raised a hand, and with a curt nod from Audrey, Eric passed her the next drink.

Together, they navigated the remaining orders, a silent team against the storm. Reaching the bar, Eric finally dared to speak. "Thanks," he mumbled, setting down the empty tray.

Audrey gave him a curt nod. "No problem. Remember, sunshine," she said, her voice low, "a little charm goes a long way. Now come on, let's get these plates cleared before they declare war."

An hour melted into a blur of activity. Five more groups filed in, pushing the restaurant to near capacity – around forty souls in total. Audrey strategically inserted Eric into each new interaction, a silent introduction. It helped. The snide comments died down a touch, replaced by a grudging acceptance of his ‘official’ waiting staff role.  With the joint buzzing, there was little time for self-pity. It was a constant whir of orders, deliveries, and clearing plates.

An unexpected benefit emerged – once the initial amusement wore off, the diners mostly ignored him. They were too wrapped up in their own conversations or the food to pay much attention. A strange sense of calm settled over Eric. He still dreaded each new arrival, but at least the initial shock factor had worn off.

"Second wave's usually between nine and nine-thirty," Audrey informed him amidst the chaos. "So, brace yourself – another round in half an hour." A knot formed in his stomach, but compared to the initial onslaught, it felt manageable.

Around 8:45, Rosemary, the owner, materialized from upstairs. "How's the zoo tonight, Audrey?" she inquired, taking in the bustling scene.

"Holding steady. Packed house again."

"And the new recruit?"

"He's holding his own. Took some warming up, but he's a quick learner." Audrey couldn't help but stifle a smile.

"No mass exodus yet, then?" Rosemary chuckled.

"Not yet," Audrey replied with a laugh.

Rosemary scanned the room. "Alright, break time. First up?"

"Eric could use one," Audrey volunteered before he could even open his mouth. "Maybe a chat with his wife, compare notes. She can handle the fort for a bit, it'll be a madhouse soon anyway."

Rosemary nodded. "Back room, turn left. Help yourselves to coffee and tea, but no smoking. Fifteen minutes, tops, then Audrey needs a breather and I'll cover both of you. You out, Eric? I'll let your wife know you're free."

Following Rosemary's instructions, Eric located the staff room – a cramped closet of a space.  Two minutes later, the door creaked open and Janet entered.

"Jesus, you look like death warmed over," Eric blurted out, taking in her disheveled appearance. Her hands, wrinkled and raw from endless dishwashing, emerged from beneath a damp dish towel. Her hair hung in matted strands, and her face and clothes were plastered with sweat.

Janet returned his gaze with a withering glare. "You've got some nerve," she spat. "Look at you! What's with that getup?"

"It's the uniform," Eric interrupted, frustration coloring his voice. "They made me wear it. No choice."

"And your hair? Parading around like that in public? What do people think? You look like a mess. A man in a cheap Halloween costume."

"Janet, please," Eric pleaded. "I know. The boss did this to my hair, and yeah, people laugh. But Audrey's alright, and she's been explaining things to the customers."

"Explaining what? That we couldn't pay our damn bill? That's why you're prancing around like some kind of fool?"

"I know, I know!" Eric exclaimed, his voice rising in exasperation. "Look, it's bad enough out there, alright? And I'm beat – walking on my feet all day."

Janet scoffed. "Tired?" she spat. "Try being up to my elbows in suds, grease, and leftover food all night. This ain't exactly a spa day, you know."

"Hey, I never wanted to agree to this..." Eric mumbled defensively.

"Yeah, well," Janet shot back, "you misplaced your wallet, didn't you? Happy anniversary, indeed."

Eric sighed. "Look, Janet, can we not fight about it now? We both agreed to get through this mess, alright?" He held out a steaming cup of coffee, offering a truce. They sat in silence for a few moments, the only sound the gurgling of the coffee machine.

The break room door swung open all too soon, and they trudged back out to their respective stations. Audrey's absence didn't last long, and while Eric secretly dreaded being alone with Rosemary, the constant stream of customers kept them both on their toes. Rosemary, however, seemed to take a perverse pleasure in delegating the least glamorous tasks to Eric. He cleared tables, refilled drinks, and endured a barrage of confused stares, while Rosemary, all smiles and charm, took orders at the front.

Just as Eric was starting to envision the sweet release of Audrey's return, she finally reappeared. Rosemary, with a final pat on the shoulder, disappeared back up the stairs.

"Looks like your first table's done," Audrey announced. "They'll be needing their bill soon. Think you can handle adding it up?"

Eric scoffed. "Of course I can add up a bill."

"Okay, easy there, Einstein," Audrey chuckled. "Didn't mean any offense. Just remember to personalize it. Put your name on it, a little message like 'Enjoyed your meal?' or 'Come back soon!' Makes the customers feel special, you know? Helps with the tips too."

"Tips aren't exactly my top priority right now," Eric muttered.

"Well, they are for me," Audrey said wryly. "We split everything here, fifty-fifty."

"Maybe we can just put your name on it, then?" Eric offered tentatively.

Audrey shook her head. "These are your tables, champ. Don't be shy. Just write 'Eric.' They already know you're a dude."

"But wouldn't that be... I don't know, weird? Writing a man's name while I'm dressed like this?"

Audrey considered him for a moment, then a mischievous glint appeared in her eyes. "Alright, how about we feminize it a bit? Erica. Eric with an 'e' at the end."

"Erica?" Eric raised an eyebrow.

Audrey flashed him a quick, encouraging smile. "Yeah. Makes it a little less... jarring, you know?"

He sighed, defeated. "Fine, Erica it is. Sounds a bit silly, but somehow less embarrassing."

"Great!" Audrey chirped. "Hey, I could even call you Erica in front of the customers if you want."

"Maybe not just yet," Eric mumbled, feeling his cheeks burn.

"Hey, whatever floats your boat, champ," Audrey said with a shrug. With that, she grabbed some menus and headed towards a new group that had just entered.

Taking a deep breath, Eric approached his first table. "Everything alright with your meal?" he inquired, hoping his voice wouldn't crack.

The group of four murmured their satisfaction, and Eric placed the bill on the table.  He watched discreetly as they folded some cash into the little leather wallet it came in.

As they got up to leave, they stopped by Audrey at the cash register. The wallet was exchanged for a receipt, and Eric helped them fetch their coats.

"Hey, Erica," one of the women called out with a playful wink. "Great service! Just a little tip for next time, though... maybe ditch the leg hair? Can be a bit off-putting while you're serving food, you know?"

The other women giggled, and the group exited the restaurant, leaving Eric burning with a mixture of embarrassment and relief. Audrey, however, just smiled at him.

"Well, if that's the worst you get tonight," she said, "you're doing alright for yourself, Erica."

Eric managed a laugh, feeling a sliver of hope pierce through his humiliation. The night wore on, the restaurant filling and emptying in waves. Around 11:30, only two tables remained – one occupied by a group Audrey was tending to, the other by a gaggle of six women who looked well on their way to inebriation.  They had each polished off a bottle of wine, and their conversation was growing increasingly loud and animated.

Eric placed their bill on the table, his escape route seemingly in sight.  But as he turned to leave a hand shot out and snagged the hem of his skirt. He yelped, the unexpected tug sending a jolt through him. It was one of the women, a blonde with smeared mascara and a vacant smile.

"Hey honey," she slurred, her voice thick with alcohol.

The laughter grew louder, punctuated by shrieks that cut through the usual restaurant din.  "Erica? Carol, it says here, his name is Erica!" one woman cackled, clutching her stomach.

"Oh, Erica, that's a cute name," another woman slurred, her words thick with intoxication. "Listen, sweetie, I know you might be feeling a little flustered right now, and maybe we've all had a glass or two too many, but hey, the customer's always right, aren't they?"  A chorus of drunken giggles erupted from the table.

"Anyway, my friends and I have been placing a little wager," the woman continued, her voice laced with mischief. "We're curious, have you got any fancy panties on under that skirt? Now, Sally here thinks anyone who puts that much effort into a hair clip wouldn't go bare down there. But I think, well, if you can't even shave your legs..." She trailed off, letting the implication hang heavy in the air.

Eric felt a wave of nausea wash over him. "Please," he stammered, his voice cracking, "I'm just trying to do my job. Can we please just settle the bill and avoid any trouble?"

"So you say you're not wearing any?" The woman, Carol, pressed, a triumphant smirk spreading across her face. "See, Sally? That clinches it for me. But Sally doesn't seem convinced, do you, dear?"

"Nope," Sally chimed in, her voice barely a slur. "I think he's just too embarrassed to admit it. He needs to show us, prove he's a real girl."

Panic surged through Eric. He instinctively tried to back away, but Carol was quicker. With a flick of her wrist, she snagged a wad of his skirt fabric, effectively reeling him in. His frantic search for Audrey proved futile – she was busy taking orders at another table.

With a drunken wobble, Carol rose from her chair, her hand raised dramatically. She began to inch the hem of his skirt higher and higher, fueled by the cheers and rhythmic table-banging of her friends. "Yes! Yes! Higher, higher!" they chanted, their voices laced with cruel amusement.

Then, with a final flourish, Carol yanked the skirt up to his mid-thighs, eliciting a chorus of drunken applause. A groan escaped Sally's lips. "Well, I'll be darned, Carol. You win. Boxer shorts and all. Not very ladylike, Erica. You gotta step up your game next time."

Carol let the skirt fall, and Eric, mortified, scrambled back, desperately seeking refuge. The commotion had finally caught Audrey's attention, and she rushed to his side.

"What happened?" she asked, concern etched on her face. Tears welled up in Eric's eyes. "Audrey," he choked out, "I can't... I'm a grown man, stuck in this ridiculous outfit."

Audrey squeezed his shoulder reassuringly. "Hey, hey," she soothed, "don't you cry. They're just a bunch of drunk ladies. Don't let them get to you."

"But Audrey," he stammered, "it's humiliating. I can't take much more of this."

"Listen," she said, her voice dropping to a low murmur, "the boss wants your wife to work on your hair tomorrow anyway. And..."

"And?" Eric prompted, a glimmer of hope flickering in his eyes.

"She's going to see Janet before you clock out tonight," Audrey explained. "Now, I'm just saying, if you want to play it a little more feminine tomorrow, maybe be bolder about it. Wear the panties, why not? What's the worst that can happen?"

"But I'm not..." he began to protest.

"They don't know that, Eric," Audrey cut him off gently. "And if you look more convincing, they might be less likely to mess with you. Maybe they'll even think you're a crossdresser or something."

"I'm not a crossdresser either," Eric mumbled, defeated.

"Of course you're not," Audrey said, placing a quick kiss on his forehead. "But right now, appearances are key. Trust me, playing along might make this week a little more bearable."

With that, she left Eric to contemplate his options as the group of women approached the cash register. He stood there, numb, until the restaurant finally emptied. Audrey returned, and together they tackled the remaining cleaning tasks.

The clock ticked past eleven forty-five, and Rosemary reappeared in the restaurant. With a practiced eye, she scanned the till receipts, then did a quick sweep of the dining area and kitchens. "Alright, folks," she announced, "that's a wrap for tonight. Great job, everyone!" A chorus of goodbyes filled the air, and most of the staff streamed out the door, eager to escape another chaotic night.

Except for Janet and Eric. Rosemary gestured for them to stay behind. "Just a couple of quick things," she said, her voice clipped. She addressed Janet directly, barely acknowledging Eric's presence. "Listen, Janet, I appreciate you two stepping in to help out. But you know how it is – appearances matter in this business."

Eric shifted uncomfortably, the weight of Rosemary's disapproval hanging heavy in the air.

"And frankly," Rosemary continued, her gaze finally settling on Eric, "having someone so obviously male in that uniform isn't exactly sending the right message to our clientele."

Eric wanted to sink through the floor. He shot a helpless glance at Janet, but she remained stoic.

"So," Rosemary said, tapping a perfectly manicured nail on the counter, "I need you to give Eric a bit of a makeover tomorrow, Janet. You know, something more feminine, with a bit more style."

Janet raised an eyebrow. "A makeover, huh?" she said dryly.

"Exactly," Rosemary confirmed. "Think coiffed hair, maybe a little makeup. I want people to have to do a double take before they realize he's not a woman."

"Why not just stick me out front and have Eric work the kitchen?" Janet suggested, a hint of defiance in her voice.

"Oh, honey," Rosemary chuckled, a humorless sound, "where's the fun in that? Besides, as I told you earlier, this is a little payback for your little disappearing act. And from what Audrey tells me, Eric's been doing a decent job tonight. So, same time tomorrow, then?"

With that, Rosemary escorted them both to the door, leaving them blinking in the night air.


…


IDENTITY SHIFT

The clock on the microwave flashed 5:15 pm, a crimson glow against the stainless-steel facade. Janet tapped her perfectly manicured nails on the granite countertop, her frustration simmering like last night's burnt casserole. "Eric! I told you to be home by four forty-five! That was twenty minutes ago!" Her voice crackled over the Bluetooth speaker blasting elevator music, barely audible over the roar of the traffic outside.
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"Hold on, hon!" Eric's voice crackled back through the speaker from somewhere around the corner. "Traffic was a nightmare." He sounded exasperated, but Janet wasn't buying it.

"Traffic? Since when does it take an hour to get from work? Look, we barely have enough time to get you presentable for Mrs. Patterson by six, and forget tea. There's no time."

Silence. Then, a muffled, "Presentable? What do you mean?"

Janet sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. "Eric, this 'dinner party' is a code name. It's a full-blown charity gala. Mrs. Patterson specifically requested 'a surprise guest' and I haven't exactly advertised the fact you're a..." she trailed off, searching for the right word.

"A stay-at-home dad?" Eric finished, the sarcasm dripping from the speaker.

"Exactly! Now, get over here and into the bathroom. We have one hour, tops."

Moments later, Eric lumbered into the kitchen, blinking against the fluorescent lights. "This is crazy, Janet. And what's with the bathroom? I need a shave, not a… whatever this is."

Janet pointed a fierce fingernail at his phone. "No time for texts, darling. Now sit. This is all your fault, anyway."

"Here we go again," Eric muttered, collapsing onto a stool.  Janet snatched a hairbrush, raking it through his unruly locks. "Hold still! You look like a drowned sheep."

She rummaged in the makeup drawer. "Eyebrows first. Those caterpillars have got to go."

"Ow!" Eric yelped as she attacked his brows with tweezers. "What are you doing? This hurts!"

"Stop your moaning! Mrs. Patterson practically demanded you looked… feminine."

"Feminine?" He choked. "For work tomorrow, Janet! This is ridiculous."

Janet gave him a withering look. "You messed up, you deal with it. Besides, brow powder can fix everything tomorrow." With ruthless efficiency, she sculpted a new brow shape on his face.

Next came the makeup. Janet applied a foundation that "matched the blue in your blouse," according to her, then swiped some eyeshadow and mascara across his eyelids. A touch of lipstick – a "mauve-y pink" that supposedly "brought out the green in his eyes" – finished the look.

By now, Eric was staring wide-eyed at his reflection in the phone screen. He could barely recognize the stranger staring back. "What's next?" he asked cautiously.

Janet grinned, a glint in her eyes. "Hair, of course. And I have just the tool." She brandished a curling iron, its heat radiating a low hum.

Eric recoiled. "Curling iron? You're not serious."

A smug smile spread across Janet's face. "Oh, I'm serious. This is a full transformation, remember?"

She worked with practiced ease, sectioning off his hair and twirling it around the iron. Steam hissed as curls formed, defying gravity. By the end, his entire head was a halo of perfect, bouncy ringlets.

"There," Janet declared, puffing out her chest. "Let that cool down before you brush it. Now go change. Maybe we'll have time for a protein bar before the Uber arrives. Don't worry about what to wear – they'll probably make you change anyway."

The clock on the microwave blinked 5:15 pm, a harsh red against the stainless steel facade. Eric pushed himself out of the chair, heading for the closet. He stopped halfway, a question forming on his lips.

"Janet?" he ventured, his voice laced with nervous anticipation. "About the… underthings…"

Janet whirled around, her face a mask of bewilderment. "Underthings? Eric, did you just say you want to wear… my panties?"

A blush crept up Eric's neck. "Well, not exactly want," he stammered, "but Audrey thought…"

"Audrey thought?" Janet threw her hands up in exasperation. "Are you enjoying this, Eric? Because believe me, I'm not! It's bad enough you're wearing women's clothes in public at all. Now you expect me to become your personal stylist and makeup artist? It's humiliating, but at least it's… visible. Everybody can see it. But panties? Who's going to notice that, Eric? Who cares? It's just you!"

"It's not like that, Janet," Eric interjected, his voice defensive. "Audrey just thought that…"

"Right, of course," Janet scoffed. "Not get noticed. Don't be ridiculous, Eric. For starters, you don't exactly have Audrey's… assets, do you? And don't tell me you're wearing a bra too."

"No, no, of course not," Eric mumbled. "Nobody said…"

"Thank goodness for small favors," Janet muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose. "And when you talk, Eric? That kind of gives the whole charade away, wouldn't you say?"

"I know, I know," he sighed. "Look, I'm not crazy about this either. But you wanted to…"

"Don't you dare turn this on me," Janet cut him off, her voice hard. "This is your mess, Eric. All of it. But now you seem to be getting a kick out of it. I'm starting to get worried about you, honestly."

"Okay, okay, stop it!" Eric pleaded.

"Fine," Janet said, tossing him a pair of lacy, light-blue panties with a flourish. "Here. At least they match the skirt," she added sarcastically.

Eric wrestled with the skimpy fabric, his face turning a deep crimson as he tried to adjust to the unfamiliar sensation.

"Tuck those in," Janet instructed, her voice clipped. "And if you get even remotely excited tonight, you're in big trouble. Now get dressed. Don't tell me you want a skirt too?"

Eric shook his head vehemently and scrambled into his pants. He slumped back into the chair, feeling strangely exposed despite the layers of clothing.

Janet grabbed a can of hairspray and attacked his head with a flourish. She teased and combed the curls into a softer, more natural-looking style. Finally, she sculpted a few tendrils to drape over one eye and pinned back a section behind the other ear. One last spray, and she gestured for him to admire his reflection in the phone screen.

"Madam better be impressed," she muttered, a hint of defiance in her voice.

They ate their sandwiches in the car, grateful for the discreet access their attached garage provided. Eric felt oddly self-conscious with the makeup and hair disguised beneath his normal clothes. Janet felt a wave of shame wash over her as she thought back to the ill-fated restaurant visit.

They arrived at the restaurant just as the clock struck six. Rosemary was there to greet them, her eyes scanning Eric's appearance.

"The makeup looks good, Janet," she announced. "But the hair… I was picturing something a little… tighter? Not loose, but more sculpted, you know?"

Janet sighed, rubbing her temples. "Hot rollers are a no-go by the time Eric gets home tonight," she confided to Rosemary over the phone, her voice strained. "Forget a wet set, even."

"Well, couldn't you do one before bed? It'd hold all day if he slept in them, wouldn't it?" Rosemary chirped on the other end.

"Have him wear rollers to work? Come on, Rosemary!" Janet scoffed. "Maybe the hair isn't such a big deal. We'll have to see how his uniform looks today."

"Her uniform," Rosemary corrected with a pointed emphasis.

"He's still my husband, Rosemary," Janet said, shooting a glance at Eric, hoping he'd back her up.

"Of course, dear," Rosemary cooed. "Just a slip of the tongue. You know I call all my waitresses 'girls.' Anyway, enough chit-chat. You two need to get a move on. Only four nights left after tonight, remember?"

Eric headed back to the spare room where he'd changed the day before. Audrey was already there, finishing up her own transformation.

"Hey Eric," she greeted him with a chipper smile.

"Hi, Audrey," he mumbled, feeling a wave of self-consciousness wash over him.

"I love your hair and makeup!" she exclaimed. "Did your wife do it for you?"

He nodded sheepishly. "Feels kinda silly, but for some reason, what you said about looking confident might be right."

"Absolutely," Audrey agreed.

"Except Janet seems pretty ticked off about it," he confided, stripping off his clothes without a second thought – a tad too comfortable changing in front of a near-stranger.

Audrey's eyes widened. "Wow, you even wore the panties! Janet must've been livid."

Eric chuckled nervously. "She wasn't thrilled," he admitted, pulling on the skirt. "These are pretty skimpy though, kind of sexy for a guy, aren't they?"

A mischievous glint sparked in Audrey's eyes. "Let me see."  Before Eric could react, she bent down and ran the back of her hand up his leg.

Once he had the blouse on, Audrey helped him adjust the headpiece again, careful not to mess up his hair.

"Alright, let's see what you look like," Audrey said, leading him towards the cash register. "Oh, and I have a surprise for you!"

Standing by the register was a glass jar with a slot cut in the top and a label that read "Erica."

"Depending on how you look today, and after what we discussed yesterday," Audrey explained, "I thought I'd start calling you Erica all the time. Okay with you?"

Eric felt his cheeks burn. "I, uh… I guess. Not sure…"

"Let's try it then," Audrey said with a decisive nod. "If you hate it, we can switch back. Maybe it'll even make the customers feel more comfortable."

Eric offered a hesitant nod. Audrey beamed. "Perfect! Then you can wear one of these too. All the waitresses have name tags. See? I forgot mine yesterday, but here it is today. Here, let me help you pin it on… There you go, Erica. See?"

A wave of confusion washed over Eric. Two days ago, he was a brash, confident man. Now, he was wearing women's clothes, sporting a new name, and starting to feel a sliver of disgust at himself – mirroring Janet's earlier reaction.

But a part of him, the programmer part, saw the logic in Audrey's plan. This was the most efficient way out of the mess. Suck it up for four more days, then go back to normal. That was the strategy, right?

Except Janet… how would she react to all this? Worry gnawed at him, but Audrey's chipper voice cut through his thoughts.

"Erica! Erica, are you there? Customer alert!" she called out. "You take the coats, and I'll handle the table, alright?"

Eric nodded, his mind a whirlwind of conflicting emotions.

The rhythm of the day settled into a familiar groove. Audrey and Eric fell into a smooth routine, their teamwork a well-oiled machine. Unlike yesterday, several customers didn't immediately clock Eric as a man. This surprised him at first, but with each successful interaction, his confidence grew. He caught a glimpse of himself in a large mirror at one point, studying his reflection from a safe distance. Not bad, he thought. At least from afar, he looked convincingly female. The hairstyle and uniform did a good job of masking his masculine features. The blouse even concealed the lack of curves – at least from a distance. Maybe he was deluding himself. Maybe people were simply avoiding prolonged eye contact in that area, afraid of seeming rude.

His only real challenge remained his voice. It was the ultimate giveaway. He tried lowering it to a whisper, but it came out barely audible. Any attempt to raise the pitch felt strained and unnatural, doomed from the start. So, for half the clientele – Audrey's half – he seemed like a natural extension of his female partner. For his half, however, the charade was transparent.

During a lull, Eric approached Audrey with a question. "Hey, any advice on the voice thing? Short of surgery, I'm not sure what options I have."

Audrey pursed her lips. "Honestly? Not much. Maybe practice a bit more throughout the day. You could try a breathy kind of voice, you know, talking from your chest?"

"Focusing on my chest while taking orders and remembering everything else? That's a tall order."

Audrey chuckled. "Practice makes perfect, right? Maybe you just need a little… reminder. I have an idea…"

"Hold on, Audrey," Eric cut her off, a flicker of apprehension crossing his face. "I don't think I want to hear this."

Audrey winked. "Don't worry, I haven't even said it yet. We can brainstorm tomorrow if you're still struggling."

Their break periods arrived, but this time Audrey went straight to Janet, leaving Eric to stew. There was an uncomfortable silence as Audrey settled in. Deciding to take the plunge, she broke the ice.

"Erica's doing great out there, Janet. How's the kitchen treating you?"

Janet shot her a suspicious look. "Fine, but… what did you just call him?"

"Erica, yeah. We talked about it. We thought a female name might make him feel more comfortable, and maybe put the customers at ease as well."

"And the… lingerie? That was your idea too, I presume?"

Audrey squirmed slightly. "Uh, yeah, sort of. Just to help him get into character, you know? It was tough yesterday, looking so obviously male. But in that uniform, well… he needs to feel less… masculine while he works. More relaxed in the role."

"He's still a man, Audrey. My husband. This whole thing is ridiculous. Why Rosemary insists on him serving and me stuck back here, I have no idea."

"Because she can. Because you agreed. Because it's the opposite of what you both wanted. She knows what she did humiliating Eric yesterday was deliberate. You guys really pushed her buttons. Maybe it's spite, but…"

"It absolutely is spite," Janet fumed. "It's cruel. What on earth is she hoping to achieve?"

Audrey sighed, frustration etched on her face. "Look, Janet, it's all about perspective. It'll only get to Eric if you both let it. I keep telling him to relax, act the part, and before he knows it, the week's over."

"And Rosemary will just let us go?" Janet scoffed.

"Of course! You signed a contract, remember? Rosemary's a stickler for them. And hey, maybe you're feeling bitter, even misunderstanding why Eric's playing along. But trust me, it's for the best. He needs your support. Now, I was going to tell him tomorrow, but I might as well tell you now – I'm a little worried about Thursday and Friday night."

Janet raised an eyebrow. "Why's that?"

"Because those are my nights off, and the girl covering for me – Kelly – well, her overtime got cut thanks to Eric filling in. Let's just say she's not thrilled about it. I'm worried she might make things… awkward for him."

"And me? Did I do something to annoy someone here?"

Audrey chuckled. "No, honey. You just got stuck with the worst job in the house. We're always cycling through dishwashers – it's cheap labor, no tips, no future prospects unlike the other kitchen staff who are at least learning something. Yeah, dishwashing sucks."

Janet snorted. "At least I know it! But Eric seems to think he's got it bad."

"Well, to be fair, he's been blending in better tonight. Except for the voice, of course. Can't do much about that."

Janet stood up, a newfound warmth in her eyes. "Thanks, Audrey. I came in here suspicious of your motives, but I see you're genuinely trying to help Eric. I'll try to be more supportive too."

Audrey returned the nod as they left the break room together. A few minutes later, Eric found himself sharing a room with Warwick.

"Mate, don't you feel like a right mug?" Warwick barked, eyeing him up and down. "Dressed like that… you look…"

"Hey, Warwick, I know, but what could I do? Your boss…"

Warwick snorted. "You should've told her to shove it! Lost all your dignity, mate. Not just with everyone here, but with your wife too. What must she think?"

Eric winced. "Yeah, let's just say Janet's not thrilled."

"Exactly! You're a sad sight, Eric. Look at you – women's clothes, hair, makeup, even a woman's name! And you just roll over because Audrey says so? Letting these women walk all over you?"

"No, it's not like that…" Eric stammered. "But Audrey…"

"Audrey, nothing! She'd have you in lace panties and… who knows! Respect, Eric, that's what you need! Demand respect from them!"

Heat flooded Eric's face. Was Warwick right? Was Audrey manipulating him? Janet clearly wasn't happy. But what choice did he have? Just a day ago, Audrey had been his only ally.

"You like those clothes, though, don't you?" Warwick needled.

"Of course not!" Eric blurted. But even to himself, the answer wasn't clear. Maybe he didn't hate them as much as he should. But that was crazy! He couldn't possibly admit that to Warwick, even if it was true.

Warwick's parting shot hit Eric in the gut: "Think about it, mate. If you start changing your mind, that's when you're in real trouble." He left without another word, leaving Eric to stew in his confusion. What could he possibly do? As he stood to leave, Ann walked in.

"Hey there, sugar," she chirped, her smile as bright as her lipstick.

"Hi," he mumbled, already turning to leave.

"Enjoying your time out front?" she asked, her voice laced with curiosity.

"Uh… the serving? Or…"

"Yes, of course! It's a big change from your usual coding, I hear. Janet mentioned you're quite the computer whiz. So, how's dealing with all these people?"

"It's… okay," he hedged. "Just a bit…"

"Awkward? Is that you feeling out of sorts, or the… costume?"

Eric snorted a humorless laugh. "This thing doesn't exactly help."

"Audrey seems to manage alright," Ann pointed out.

"Yeah, well, she's a woman. On her, it doesn't look so… stupid."

Ann raised an eyebrow. "I wouldn't call it that. But what matters more is how you feel inside. How are you doing today compared to yesterday?"

"Better. More comfortable, maybe even…"

"More what?" she prompted gently.

"Well, it's hard to explain."

"Try me," Ann encouraged.

"Audrey said maybe… since I have to wear this uniform… that I should… you know, try to look more like… act more like…"

"A woman?" Ann finished for him. "It's just a word, honey, it doesn't bite."

Eric felt a familiar prickle of self-consciousness. These women kept catching him off guard. "Yeah, I guess," he mumbled.

"And you think that helped?" Ann continued, leaning closer.

"Well, it seems to work. People don't seem to… notice me as much."

"And how do you feel about that?"

"I don't know," Eric confessed, feeling a growing sense of bewilderment.

"How do you feel dressing and acting more feminine? Different? Curious? I'm just trying to understand."

"No… maybe yes? It is different. I can't really say for sure. I mean, it's not real, is it?"

"Of course not," Ann chuckled softly. "Well, you better get back out there. Maybe by the end of this thing, you'll have more answers for me."

Eric left the room feeling even more confused than after talking to Warwick. All questions, no answers. Back in the dining room, the lunch rush had hit, leaving him barely a moment to breathe, let alone chat with Audrey. Warwick's words and Ann's probing questions swirled in his head. By the time he finally caught a break, a new edge had crept into his tone when he addressed Audrey.

"Hi, Erica," she greeted him, breathless from keeping up with the orders. "Phew, it's a madhouse tonight! Still, it'll all be over soon."

Eric remained silent, his jaw clenched. Audrey picked up on the change in his demeanor and gave him a quizzical look.

"Everything okay?" she asked cautiously.

"No, not really," he spat. "Why do you keep calling me Erica, even when we're alone?"

"Well, I thought we'd agreed… and I didn't think it bothered you… and mainly because I thought it helped you fit in better," Audrey explained.

"Fit in? Fit in with what, exactly?" he demanded, his voice rising slightly.

Audrey flinched, surprised by his hostility. "With all this, of course. You looked like a deer in headlights yesterday, Eric. But today, you seemed more comfortable, more… confident. I thought I was helping."

"Why? Why are you so determined to 'help' me?" The bitterness in his voice surprised even him.

"Oh come on, Eric, what's gotten into you? I'm just trying to be your friend. I admit, I felt bad for you last night. You looked… lost. So, I wanted to be here for you. Especially after you said your wife didn't understand."

"Janet… she doesn't like this one bit," he muttered, gripping the tray rest a little too tightly.

"But we talked during our break," Audrey interjected, a touch defensively. "I think she gets it a little better now. I explained…"

"What did you tell her?" he cut her off, his voice laced with suspicion.

"Just… how you felt and how you needed some support," Audrey finished, her voice dropping to a quieter level. "She seemed to understand that it wasn't easy for you, being out here dressed like this. That maybe your appearance plays a role in how comfortable you feel in this situation."

Eric stared at her, processing her words. Here was Audrey, the one person who seemed genuinely trying to help him navigate this mess, yet he felt a strange resentment bubbling up inside. Was it because she was right? Did he, on some subconscious level, actually feel a sliver of comfort blending in as a woman?

He finally broke the silence. "So, was this your idea? To dress me up, humiliate me? Did you tell Rosemary to put me out here and..."

"Eric, no! Absolutely not!" Audrey interjected, her voice laced with frustration. "This was all Rosemary's scheme. I've just been trying to navigate this mess with you, but if you don't appreciate..."

"No, no, I'm sorry," Eric stammered, guilt coloring his cheeks. "It's not that I don't appreciate you sticking your neck out for me. It's just the optics, you know? Like Warwick..."

"Warwick? What does that kid even know?" Audrey shot back, a hint of annoyance in her voice at the mention of the young server.

"He thinks I'm getting some kind of kick out of wearing this getup," Eric admitted. "And Ann had the same question."

Audrey went straight to the point. "So, do you? What did you tell them? What did you tell Ann?"

"Of course not! This wouldn't be my first choice, believe me. But what you said yesterday – about fitting the role, you know? It made sense then. But other people see it differently. Like Janet."

"I think she understands better now, after I talked to her," Audrey insisted.

"And Warwick and Ann?" Eric pressed.

"They don't work the floor here, Eric. What's their opinion worth? Warwick's a guy, right? He wouldn't want to wear this either, would he? But you didn't have a choice, Rosemary made you. Put yourself in his shoes – how comfortable would he be? Look, those two don't matter. It's about us figuring this out together, how you feel inside. That's all that matters tonight, and you've been doing fantastic."

A genuine smile cracked across Eric's face. "Thanks, Audrey. I mean it."

"No problem, really. You've adapted incredibly fast. But enough pep talk for now, we've got more customers to serve."

The rest of the night flew by in a blur. Audrey's words gave Eric a sense of warmth. He felt more relaxed and valued again. The young woman had a knack for making things clear, and he found himself growing fond of her. The thought that she might have smoothed things over with Janet also brought him relief. Being in his wife's bad books was the last thing he needed right now.


REVELATIONS

The early morning light streamed through the bedroom window, rousing Eric from a restless sleep. He showered and ate breakfast, but Janet, thankfully, was still in bed. Her first meeting wasn't until later, giving her a chance to catch up on sleep.

As Eric combed his hair and adjusted his tie, ready to leave for the restaurant, he caught his reflection in the mirror. A curse word escaped his lips. Staring back at him were his eyebrows, meticulously shaped and thinned out. Panic surged through him.

"Janet," he called out, his voice shaking. "Janet, honey, wake up."

A muffled groan came from the bed. "What time is it already...?" Janet mumbled, finally forcing her eyes open.

"Janet, it's... it's my eyebrows!" Eric blurted. "I completely forgot, you were going to… I can't go to work looking like this!"

Janet squinted at him, her eyes still adjusting to the light. "Let me see… hmm…" she mumbled.

"Well? What do you think?" Eric pressed.

Janet sat up and gave him a long look. "They're… different," she admitted. "But not bad, actually. Maybe a little thinner than I planned, but no one's going to notice under the wig anyway."

Eric's exasperation grew. "No, no, Janet, that's not the point! What am I supposed to say if someone asks?"

"Think on your feet, honey," Janet said with a sleepy smile. "Tell them the gas stove backfired the other night and singed them a bit. It might actually be believable."

"The gas stove?" Eric repeated, incredulous.

"Or!" Janet continued, her voice more animated, "you could pick up a pair of those clear-rimmed glasses on your way to work. They might hide them a bit more. You know, the kind that make you look super smart."

She leaned across the bed and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. "There, all better. Now scoot, I need another half hour. See you tonight, and… by the way, I have some more ideas for your hair."

Eric rolled his eyes. "More hair ideas? Just fantastic." He muttered under his breath as he left the room, closing the door behind him with a soft click. 

Eric pushed open the front door at 4:45, the weight of the day clinging to him like cheap cologne.

"Hey there, stranger," Janet greeted from the living room, her voice laced with a cheerfulness that almost grated on him. "Good day?"

"It wasn't bad," he mumbled, kicking off his shoes. "How was yours?"

"Oh, fantastic!" she chirped. "Love a work-from-home day. By the way, I like the glasses! You took my suggestion, then."

A flicker of annoyance sparked in him. "Yeah, well, thanks for that. Couldn't exactly leave the brows looking like they'd been ravaged by a badger, now could I?"

Janet's smile faltered slightly. "Right, the eyebrows. Did anyone notice?"

"Notice?" he scoffed. "Dawn and Samantha practically held an intervention the second I walked in. Thanks to your brilliant gas stove story."

"Aw, honey, don't worry," Janet cooed, her voice regaining its usual sunny disposition. "They'll grow back. Look, we only have to do this a couple more weeks, maybe less. So, let's get you prepped for round two."

She gestured grandly towards the bedroom, a mischievous glint in her eye.  With a sigh, Eric followed her in.

"Alright, here's the plan," Janet announced, turning to face him. "Quick shower, hair wash. Take your time, but not too long. We might have a little extra time tonight."

Five minutes later, Eric emerged from the bathroom wrapped in a towel, his hair still damp. He found a chair strategically placed in front of the vanity. Janet stood behind it, a playful smirk on her face.

"Ready for your royal treatment, sir?" she teased.

He raised an eyebrow. "What's this all about?"

"Just a little something extra for your hair tonight," Janet explained, her voice softening. "Show you I love you, make you feel good. You know, the whole package."

"The Audrey effect, huh?" he asked, meeting her gaze in the mirror. "She mentioned your chat, then?"

Janet's cheeks flushed a faint pink. "She did," she admitted. "Look, it's not just her who wants you to feel okay, alright?"

Eric couldn't help but crack a small smile. He mouthed a silent "thank you" to her reflection.

Janet began gently combing through his wet hair, untangling the knots with practiced ease. Eric glanced at the table, spotting a large bag of what looked like hair rollers and a box of pins. Before he could ask, Janet started working her magic.

He watched in the mirror as she meticulously sectioned his hair, applied a strange-smelling liquid, then carefully rolled each section onto a plastic roller, securing it with a pin. Her movements were swift and efficient, a practiced choreography of comb, liquid, and roller. He felt the sensation of the rollers on his scalp, a strange mix of discomfort and curiosity.

Janet kept up a steady stream of chatter as she worked, but Eric's focus remained on the reflection in the mirror. Twenty minutes later, she finished, draping a hair net over his newly rolled masterpiece.

"Stay put," she instructed him, a grin playing at the corners of her lips, "I snagged a new toy today, dying to show it off." Eric obediently tracked Janet's movements in the room via the mirror's reflection. His eyes followed her as she strolled over to a bulky contraption tucked away in a corner, a mystery until now. With deft hands, she extracted a plastic object from its confines, unwinding an electric cable to plug it in. As she unfurled the plastic, a sleek table-top hood dryer emerged, and she hoisted it to its full height. Motioning for Eric to swivel his chair around, she positioned the contraption over his head.

"This'll take about thirty to forty minutes," she informed him with a smile, "I'll brew you some tea, and once you're all dried up, we'll doll you up." With a flick of a switch, she activated the dryer and slipped out of the room.
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Underneath the hood, Eric felt a strange serenity enveloping him, the gentle warmth cocooning his head almost lulling him to sleep. His reverie was interrupted when Janet returned bearing food and a beverage. Time seemed to warp, and before he knew it, Janet was switching off the dryer and lifting the hood. She wasted no time in applying makeup with a practiced hand, reminiscent of the previous evening's routine. With a delicate touch, she released the hair net and removed the rollers, teasing the curls into an elegant arrangement before sealing it all in with a spritz of hairspray. Only when she was satisfied with the transformation did she allow Eric to face the mirror once more.

Staring back at himself, Eric couldn't help but feel a twinge of bewilderment. The reflection staring back was undeniably more feminine, sparking a flurry of uncertainty within him. "What do you think?" Janet inquired.

"It's... different," Eric replied cautiously, his uncertainty palpable, "I mean, it's not something I'd rock at the office, but..."

"And I wouldn't expect you to. This is just for tonight," Janet interjected firmly, her tone leaving no room for debate, "Don't get any ideas, okay? This isn't a permanent gig." Eric nodded in agreement. "Now hurry, get changed. I've laid out some undergarments on the bed this time," she added with a smirk, "Just until Saturday night, to help you blend in."

Eric swiftly changed into his new attire, and together they ventured out to the car. Twenty minutes later, Eric was in the closet room changing when Audrey, already dressed, sauntered in with a carrier bag in hand. "Hey Eric, or should I say Erica? Your hair looks fantastic tonight. Did you hit up a salon?"

"Nope, all Janet's handiwork. And if it puts your mind at ease, you can call me Erica, at least until Saturday," Eric replied with a wry smile.

"Got it. Why Saturday though?"

"Because that's when Janet and I wrap things up here," Eric explained, a note of relief evident in his voice, "She's agreed to help me play along until then. Rosemary would have me thrown to the wolves if it were up to her."

"And Kelly," Audrey chimed in.

"Kelly? Who's Kelly?"

"She'll be working with you tomorrow and Friday," Audrey explained. "I've got a couple of nights off. And let me tell you, she's not too thrilled with you. Lost some overtime because you filled in the last few nights."

Eric's face flushed. "But that wasn't my fault! I mean, why blame me? It's not like I volunteered for this whole mess."

Audrey sighed. "Yeah, I know Rosemary's still steamed," she said, her voice sympathetic. "But keep your head down, alright? You're doing great. Another night under your belt, and you're starting to get the hang of it. Just don't expect Rosemary to cut you any slack, that's for sure."

"Thanks for the heads-up, appreciate it," Eric replied, pulling the skirt up.

Just then, Audrey spoke again,

hesitantly. "There's one other thing… something that might help you blend in a little better." She held up a shopping bag, her cheeks flushing a faint pink.

Eric raised an eyebrow. "What's that?"

"Well, I bought something," Audrey admitted, her voice barely a whisper. "I thought it might be helpful, you know, to… enhance things a bit. But I understand if you're not…"

"What is it?" Eric cut in, curiosity piqued.

"Um, some… breast forms and a bra," Audrey blurted out, her voice barely a whisper.

Silence hung heavy in the air for a moment. Eric didn't respond.

"It was just an idea, from yesterday. You mentioned your voice and chest, and I thought… well, you don't exactly have…" Audrey's voice trailed off again. "And with Kelly working tomorrow, she'll probably stick you with customers more, hoping to embarrass you. I just figured…"

"The more feminine I look, the easier it'll be, right?" Eric finished the sentence for her.

Audrey blushed again. "Yeah, something like that. Maybe it sounds dumb."

"No, not dumb," Eric replied thoughtfully. "But I'm not sure if it would actually help."

"Well, you could at least try it on," Audrey urged. "We can see how they look. If they're awful, no pressure to wear them. But maybe…"

Eric couldn't help but think back to his conversations with Warwick, Ann, and even Janet.  Audrey's words hung in the air: "You did say you wanted to play along, just for a few more days."

With a reluctant nod, he agreed. "Alright, what do I do?"

Audrey wasted no time. "Okay, take your shirt off first. Then I'll put the bra on. Here, just slip your arms through these…"

Eric followed her instructions, a strange sensation washing over him as the bra material pressed against his chest.  He watched as Audrey positioned the breast forms inside the cups, carefully adjusting them.

"How does that feel?" she asked, her voice gentle.

He shifted uncomfortably. "Strange, I guess. I can't really feel anything, just… stuff around my chest."

"Okay, good. Now put on the blouse and let's see how it all looks together."

Eric did as she said, standing awkwardly for Audrey's inspection. "That actually looks pretty good," she said, a hint of admiration in her voice. "You have a nice figure now."

Eric couldn't help but blurt out, "What size?"

Audrey rolled her eyes playfully. "Oh, come on, Eric! Even fake ones have sizes?" She peered closer at the label. "They're 36C."

"Ooo, larger than Janet's," Eric muttered, suddenly regretting the comment. Why did he feel compelled to say that? A pang of guilt washed over him.

The evening at the restaurant started slow. Audrey and Eric kept busy with their duties, but they also found themselves drawn into conversation. It was quiet, a change from the snippets of encouragement and support Audrey had offered the past few nights. They were finally talking, really talking, about things other than their predicament.

Audrey turned out to be a surprisingly sensitive soul, able to read between the lines and understand the things Eric left unsaid. However, she seemed more guarded about herself. He learned that she was single, unlucky in love according to her own description.  She wanted more, something real and fulfilling that no one seemed able to offer.

Eric found this surprising. Audrey was attractive, confident, and at ease with everyone. A flicker of sadness crossed him – was it pity, or something more?  She asked the usual questions about Janet and their life together, weaving a fantastical Mills & Boon tale in her mind as he recounted their story: a chance encounter at a company party, a whirlwind romance, and a love that seemed preordained.

He also learned that Audrey had no intention of serving tables forever. College was in her sights, and her ultimate goal was to become a nurse. Eric genuinely believed she would be good at it and offered his encouragement.  As the first customers arrived, their conversation became more disjointed, losing that initial intimacy. They reverted back to small talk, but Eric felt a sense of satisfaction nonetheless. Here they were, two people thrust into an extraordinary situation, and they had managed to forge a fragile connection.

The break room door swung open, and Eric found himself face-to-face with Janet. He was pouring a cup of coffee when she walked in. Her first glimpse was a side profile, and her voice was flat as she spoke. "So it's true, huh?"

Eric jumped slightly, startled by her tone. "Janet, what's true? Coffee?" The question came out a little too quickly, betraying his nervousness.

"The others said you… looked like you'd grown a chest all of a sudden, honey. I told them they were seeing things, maybe it was the blouse or the lighting, you know how our eyes play tricks sometimes. Maybe they're just used to the girls here with…"  Janet trailed off, her voice thick with unspoken emotions.  "But you have them… why?"

Eric shifted uncomfortably. Here we go again, he thought.  "Look, why don't we sit down and have some coffee, then we can talk about…"

"Screw the coffee, Eric!" Janet's voice snapped. It was the first time he'd seen her lose her cool like this. "I want to know why you're wearing falsies for God's sake! Why can't you just answer me?"

Eric felt his jaw tense. "Janet, please calm down. Don't yell, everyone will hear you. I'll try to explain. It wasn't my idea."

"Of course not," Janet scoffed. "It was Audrey, wasn't it?"

"Yes, but you talked to her yesterday," Eric reminded her. "You said you understood. She's just trying to help, and…"

"And?" Janet prompted, her arms crossed.

"She thought it would make me look more convincing, and it helps me remember to keep my voice…"

"Right, right," Janet interrupted, her voice laced with sarcasm. "I don't believe you, Eric. I think you're starting to enjoy this… this whole thing."

"No, it's not that at all," Eric protested. "Look, what's wrong, Janet? Earlier you were doing my hair and makeup, telling me how pretty I looked. Now all of a sudden, you're accusing me of enjoying this?"

"But breasts, Eric? You've gone too far. Why are you trying to humiliate me?"

"Humiliate you? I'm the one stuck wearing these things!" Eric blurted out, a touch of exasperation creeping into his voice.

"Yes, and that's bad enough," Janet conceded. "But then to be my husband and look like you have a bigger chest than me… that's just insulting."

Ouch, Eric thought, feeling a pang of regret for letting that slip. "So that's it, you're jealous?"

"Jealous? What do you mean by that?" Janet's voice grew even sharper.

"The fact that I… have bigger breasts than you," Eric stammered, wishing he could take the words back.

"Listen to yourself, Eric," Janet said, her voice calmer now but laced with disappointment. "You don't have bigger breasts than me. They're not real. Do you actually think they are? No, you have two stuffed things in a bra wrapped around your chest, that's all. I'm not jealous, Eric. I just feel ashamed. Ashamed of you, and ashamed that you even thought of this, like some kind of twisted competition."

"That's not how it is at all," Eric mumbled, feeling utterly defeated.

"Maybe not," Janet conceded, her voice weary. "But I can't help you anymore, Eric. I just… I can't. I'm scared of what this is all turning into, and if you can't see that, then maybe it's already too late."

"It's not leading anywhere, Janet," Eric pleaded. "We just agreed to do this until Saturday, that's all."

"But you're changing, Eric," Janet countered, her eyes searching his face. "The way you think, the way you act. You might not notice it, but I do. Saturday will come and then what?"

"Then we leave this whole mess behind," Eric whispered. "Maybe I have changed a little, Janet. Maybe I'm seeing things differently. Maybe I've learned to pick my battles and just roll with the punches. Don't get me wrong, I'd rather be at home with you right now, than here in this stupid uniform. Believe me."

Janet's gaze softened, and a flicker of hope sparked in her eyes. "Really?"

"Honestly," Eric confirmed, taking a step closer to her. He wrapped his arms around her and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. "Just have to be careful not to smudge my lipstick," he added with a weak attempt at a smile.

Janet chuckled, a ghost of her earlier anger lingering in her eyes. She brushed a stray tear from her cheek and squeezed his hand. "Let's get out of here," she said, her voice firm but laced with a newfound resolve.

The rest of the night, Eric kept his conversation with Janet a buried secret. It felt too raw, too personal, to share even with Audrey. He could tell she sensed something was off when he returned from the break, a shadow clinging to his steps. But by the time she clocked out, Eric had plastered on a professional smile and was back in the swing of taking orders and clearing tables.

As they were closing up, Audrey slipped him a piece of paper. "Eric," she said, her voice low, "here, take this. It's my cell number. Just in case you need someone to talk to. And remember, be careful around Kelly tomorrow, alright?"

Eric took the paper, his fingers brushing against hers. He unfolded it slowly, the weight of her concern settling in his stomach. "Thanks," he mumbled. "I'll be fine, but I appreciate it."

Audrey pressed a finger to his lips, silencing him. Then, before he could react, she leaned in and planted a quick kiss on his cheek. "Good luck," she whispered.

Eric's head snapped around, his eyes searching for any witnesses. Relief flooded him when he saw they were alone. A sheepish smile spread across his face.


..


TRIALS

The next evening, despite his best efforts to calm Janet's fears, her help with his transformation became noticeably… cooler. Eric walked in at his usual time, but Janet brushed aside his request for a repeat of the elaborate hairstyle. "No time for all that tonight," she said, opting for a quick center part secured with a couple of large clips. Makeup was minimal, applied in silence. As she finished, she left him to get dressed, offering no conversation or encouragement.

On the bed, Eric noticed the absence of the waiting panties. Was it a genuine oversight, or a pointed message? Unsure, he decided on the same pair from the night before. He pulled on his pants and shirt, then remembered the breast forms and bra. He fumbled with the bra, the unfamiliar clasps and straps leading to near disaster. One strap came dangerously close to snapping as he wrestled it free.

Walking into the kitchen, he found Janet examining the bra. "Uh uh," she said, her voice firm. "Not this time."

Panic clawed at him. "Come on, Janet. Audrey's not here tonight, and Kelly…" his voice trailed off, fearing the wrath of their new head waitress. "I need your help."

Janet remained stubbornly silent. "Look," he pleaded, "I won't put the… the falsies in until we get to the restaurant. Just… please?"

Janet finally relented, helping him with the bra. "So, I suppose that means you're using my panties again?" she asked, her tone flat.

Eric blushed, a pang of guilt twisting in his gut. Maybe he should have asked. "I, uh, no," he stammered, "I don't want you to…"

"Alright, alright," Janet chuckled, the sound hollow and devoid of humor. "Just testing the waters. Making sure you remember our little talk from yesterday."

A wave of relief washed over him. This almost sounded like the Janet he knew again.

They arrived at the restaurant a little earlier than usual, finding Rosemary stationed at the entrance. Disappointment etched itself on her face as she took in Eric's hair. "A bit bland compared to last night, wouldn't you say, Janet? Time constraints, I suppose."

They separated, leaving Eric to find the changing room. Inside, Kelly stood fully dressed, arms crossed.

"Seriously?" she sashayed towards him. "Don't you knock before barging in?"

"Sorry," Eric mumbled, feeling flustered. "I didn't realize anyone was here."

"So, the new girl," Kelly said, smirking. "Rosemary hinted you look pretty convincing once you're… all dolled up. Let's see for ourselves, shall we? Don't mind me watching you get changed. I hear you're not shy, especially with Audrey."

Eric bent down to untie his shoes, his gaze nervously flicking up at Kelly. Her flame-red hair, pulled back in a messy ponytail, practically crackled with energy. Clad in the same uniform as Eric and Janet, she added a personal touch with white bobby socks and black ankle boots. She leaned against the wall, one knee bent, her stance bold and provocative. Chewing gum loudly, her eyes held a predatory glint.

Eric felt a prickle of unease crawl up his spine as he wrestled out of his trousers. The moment the panties peeked out, Kelly let out a squeal, saccharine and laced with mockery. "Ooh, those are cute! Who picked them out, huh? Your wife, your girlfriend, or did you treat yourself? Do you like wearing them, Erica? That's your name, right? Saw it on the badge."

Eric, cheeks burning, scrambled to pull on his skirt, desperately trying to shield the panties from her view. "They're my wife's," he mumbled, a sliver of pride returning as he managed to cover them.

"Uh-huh. And you like wearing them?" Kelly's voice dripped with amusement.

"Not really," Eric admitted. "But it's my boss's call on the uniform and…"

"And you gotta play the part, right? Did she force you into the panties too?"

"No, she didn't," Eric stammered. "There was… an incident my first night. Someone… saw something… and Audrey suggested that…"

"An incident, huh?" Kelly cut him off, a snort escaping her lips. "Now that would've been a sight to see! Spill the details, but make it quick. We gotta get on the floor soon, and unlike Audrey, I ain't here to hold your hand."

Eric fumbled with his shirt buttons, but before he could get past his chest, Kelly's eyes caught on the bra. Her amusement morphed into genuine shock. "You're wearing a bra?"

Eric, feeling increasingly exposed, offered a weak nod and held up the breast forms. Doubt gnawed at him. Was this whole charade even worth it? In the comfort of Audrey's presence, it all seemed logical. Now, under Kelly's relentless scrutiny, it felt utterly ridiculous.

"Go on then, put them in," Kelly goaded, a cruel edge to her voice. "This is too good to miss."

Resigned to his fate, Eric stripped off his shirt and stuffed the breast forms into the bra. He slipped on his blouse and caught his reflection in the mirror. A stranger stared back, a grotesque parody of femininity.

"Looking good, dollface!" Kelly cackled. "Now, you already know the drill. Don't expect any handholding from me. It's you and me out there, sink or swim. But here's the thing, honeybunch. You cost me big bucks this week, money I can't afford to lose. So forget any team spirit. I do my job, you do yours. Stay out of my way, don't even think about stepping on my toes, and maybe, just maybe, I'll keep your little secret under wraps. But mess with me, sweetheart, and I'll make you wish you were back in your boxers, serving fries at a greasy spoon. Understand?"

Eric nodded meekly, a wave of relief washing over him as they escaped the cramped confines of the changing room. The early part of the evening was eerily similar to the night before. He avoided Kelly like the plague, constantly on edge with the feeling of her predatory gaze following him everywhere. Occasionally, a snide remark would sting his ears, a reminder of her simmering hostility.

Things picked up as the restaurant filled with customers. Eric, surprisingly, found himself falling into a rhythm. He moved with a newfound confidence, navigating the tables and handling the patrons. There were a few curious glances, some polite smiles, but nothing overtly hostile. Perhaps, he mused, the breast forms and the name badge did lend him an air of authority, a believable facsimile of femininity.

Despite his initial trepidation about working with Kelly, the evening was progressing smoothly. That is, until just after nine, when he returned from his break. Rosemary, his manager, handed him a tray overflowing with drinks. "This for the new group on Table 4, honey," she chirped. "Fourteen of them, looks like a work outing. Got their drinks here, but haven't taken their food order yet. Be a good sugar, and get right on it."

Eric hefted the tray carefully and started towards the large tables that had been pushed together for the group. His heart skipped a beat as he approached. A woman near the back held a familiar silhouette, a flicker of recognition sparking in his mind. Getting closer, he confirmed his worst fear – it was one of the women from his first encounter. Panic seized him. He spotted Kelly just emerging from the kitchen and cut a sharp turn, rushing towards her.

"Kelly!" he hissed, his voice tight. "Listen, that big group – Table 4 – there are two of the women from… you know… the other night. Please, find another server for them. I told you…"

"Nope," Kelly cut him off, her voice hard. "They're your customers, sweetheart."

Eric pleaded, "But Kelly, there are fourteen of them! You could make a huge tip, keep it all even. Just…"

"Forget the tip!" Kelly snapped. "You've cost me a lot more than that this week. Now go do your job and serve them their drinks. I'll be watching from a distance, just in case you get any ideas about screaming for help. Understand?"

"Thanks a bunch," Eric mumbled, bitterness lacing his voice.

"You're welcome," Kelly purred, a cruel smile playing on her lips.

Deflated, Eric turned back towards the table. As he drew near, Sally, the boisterous woman from his first experience, spotted him first. "Erica! Here you are at last, Carol," she crowed. "Here's the one we were talking about. But wow, things have changed! Legs shaved… very nice… and look at that, Carol, she's even grown breasts! Impressive work for a short time, wouldn't you say?"

Eric's face burned crimson under the barrage of stares. He saw Carol slowly turn in her chair, her eyes widening in surprise. "Well, hello there, Erica," Carol drawled. "Aren't you going to greet your guests? We all came here just to see you, you know. We even specifically requested you from your boss. She seemed thrilled to oblige, and honestly, honey, with a crowd like this, you must be good for business right now. Maybe they'll never let you go!"

The group erupted in laughter, a harsh, mocking sound that scraped against Eric's already frayed nerves. He felt a tear prick his eye, but forced himself to take a deep breath. The movement caused his chest to rise and fall convincingly beneath his blouse, and he clung desperately to the last vestiges of composure.

"So, are you wearing panties now, honey?" Carol drawled, a cruel glint in her eyes. "Or are you still sporting those hideous boxer shorts from the other night?"

Eric locked eyes with her, silently fuming. Audrey's advice echoed in his mind – stay calm, act natural. What would a woman do in this situation? Taking a deep breath, he replied, "Actually, yes, I am wearing panties today. Would you like to see?"

The audacity of his answer stunned Carol. Her mouth gaped open, but no words came out. Finally, she stammered, "Well, I… uh… no, that wouldn't be necessary."

Eric used the momentary lull to take charge. He efficiently distributed the drinks, then launched into the food order with practiced ease. Despite silencing Carol and Sally, a few other members of the group couldn't resist childish jabs. The questions and comments were similar to the ones he'd endured before: a chorus of mocking curiosity.

This time, however, he was ready. Fueled by the confidence of his earlier exchange with Carol, he shot back witty rebuttals. "Embarrassed? Not at all," he retorted to one man's question. "Should probably be more focused on settling your own bills, pal. You lot could end up waitressing here for a year if you're not careful! Speaking of uniforms, we all – Kelly included – think this whole outfit's a bit much. But hey, if any of you ladies have suggestions for a more 'fashionable' look, grab a comment card. We've been bugging the boss for ages, but she's got a mind of her own."
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Another diner piped up, "So, are you one of those… transvestites?"

Eric met his gaze head-on. "Nope, not a transvestite, not gay either. Though if you'd like to follow me to the ladies' room, I'm happy to prove it."

The audacity of the response sent a ripple of surprised laughter through the group. The barrage of questions finally subsided, replaced by an awkward silence. Eric collected their orders with a newfound sense of authority, delivering the food without further incident.

Later, as he was clearing plates, Kelly materialized beside him. "You know," she conceded, a grudging respect tinging her voice, "you actually handled that pretty well. Didn't think you had it in you, but I'm impressed. Still not happy about you being here, but maybe we can manage one night without tearing each other's throats out."

A flicker of relief washed over Eric. "Thanks, Kelly. Look, I'm really sorry about the overtime and everything. You can even keep all my tips tonight, if that helps."

Kelly snorted, a hint of amusement softening her frown. "Bribery, huh? Well, who am I to refuse a good offer?" With that, she sashayed away, leaving Eric to ponder the rollercoaster ride of the evening.


SECRETS UNVEILED

It was barely nineteen hours since Eric and Janet had last clocked out, and they were already back at the restaurant for their fifth night in a row. As he got changed, Eric couldn't help but notice how muted Janet had become again at home. The elaborate makeovers were a distant memory. Tonight, she'd pulled his hair back into the same simple style, adding a single barrette to secure the loose strands at his neck. She'd provided fresh panties, helped him with the bra –  the routine was established, almost mechanical.

At least the complaining had stopped, he thought, assuming it was just exhaustion. Their days were hectic, and tacking on five extra hours of waitressing each night, with all the physical demands it entailed, was taking its toll. As Janet headed back to the kitchen, Eric called after her, "Just one more after this, honey. Almost there." Her hand shot up in acknowledgment, but there was no eye contact.

Both Rosemary and Kelly had warned him about the weekend rush. Friday and Saturday nights were their busiest, they'd said. Eric wasn't sure how things could be crazier than the previous nights, but they weren't kidding. Within minutes, every table was occupied, and the two waitresses were like whirling dervishes, taking orders and fetching drinks as fast as their legs could carry them. They primarily worked on reservations, but always kept a couple of tables open for walk-ins. "It's good PR," Rosemary had explained when Eric inquired about the empty tables. "People feel more likely to try the place if they know they have a chance of getting a seat, even without a reservation. If they can't sit down tonight, they'll book for next time."

By eight-thirty, a queue had snaked outside the restaurant, but only the most persistent remained, hoping for a miracle cancellation. By the time his break rolled around, Eric was utterly drained. He stumbled into the staff room and slumped into a chair, catching sight of Ann pouring herself a coffee. He croaked out a request, and she passed him a steaming cup.

"You look like you could use that," she said sympathetically.

"Yeah, it's brutal tonight. Crazy busy out there. Is it always like this?"

"Weekends, yep. You and Janet almost finished though, only one more night to go. How's it been? We'll miss Janet, she's a real riot."

Eric blinked in surprise. He hadn't thought Janet would've warmed up to the staff so quickly. "It's tough juggling two jobs," he confessed.

"Tell me about it," Ann chuckled. "Well, not exactly two jobs. Catering school during the day, this place at night."

"But… it's been okay, I guess. Could've been worse," Eric admitted with a tired smile.

"So, you don't absolutely hate the way you look now?" Ann prodded gently.

"Hate's a strong word," he sighed. "It's not exactly my choice, is it? Just survival. Once I put on the uniform, I had to… well…"

"But do you think it's changed anything about you?" she interrupted, her voice laced with curiosity.

"Maybe," Eric mumbled, running a hand through his hair. "I guess it has to, right? Like… maybe I wouldn't have argued so much if…"

"How about the way you think about women?" she pressed gently.

Eric squirmed in his chair. "I'm not sure," he mumbled. "Maybe…"

"But you've definitely become more aware of your appearance, right?"

"Well, yeah, like I said," he defended, "just to play the part. Survive."

Ann raised an eyebrow. "Maybe that's all it is," she conceded. "But a part of you has to kind of enjoy it, doesn't it? I mean, it's not every guy who gets a chance to walk a mile in these shoes, right? And let's be honest, if you absolutely hated it, you wouldn't have lasted a week."

Eric winced. "The penalty clause in the contract made sure of that," he groused. "Janet would've flipped if I'd backed out."

"I understand," Ann said placatingly. "Just curious, that's all. See how much this whole thing could change a person. So, you're telling me that even after tomorrow, you wouldn't want to wear a pair of panties or that bra again… ever?"

He scoffed. "Absolutely not. Janet wouldn't let me anyway."

"I wasn't talking about what Janet wants," Ann countered slyly.

"No, me neither," Eric said with a grimace. "This has been… an experience, to say the least. But honestly, Ann, I have no idea why anyone would think I actually enjoy wearing this stuff."

"Hey, no offense taken," Ann chuckled. "Just a curious mind at work. Don't you worry about it."

Eric nodded, feeling a sliver of relief. He pushed through the swinging doors back into the bustling dining room. A new group had just arrived, two well-dressed women and a group of men in party mode. Kelly intercepted him with a pointed look. "They're yours," she muttered, gliding over to take their order.

Eric watched her go, then turned towards the table. As Kelly popped open a bottle of champagne and began pouring, a man's voice cut through the joyous chatter.

"Hey, Clare, isn't that…? No, it can't be, but it looks just like Eric Parker," he remarked, leaning towards the older of the two women.

"Where?" she asked, scanning the room. "Don't be ridiculous, John. He said he couldn't make it tonight because of a family emergency. I can't see him anywhere… Not at a table, you mean? That waitress… she looks just like… well, facially anyway."

"I can't see properly," the woman, Clare, mumbled. "John, you're being silly. Of course it's not Eric."

As Eric finished clearing another table, their conversation drifted closer. He turned, catching the woman's gaze for a fleeting moment. Her eyes widened in recognition. "Oh my goodness," she gasped. "The resemblance really is uncanny. Maybe he has a cousin… or a sister? I never asked him about his family."

Kelly, catching the tail end of the conversation and noticing their attention shift, approached with a practiced smile. "Excuse me, miss," she began, addressing Clare. "Just wanted to say that Erica's new to the area, and…"

Clare cut her off, calling directly to Eric. "Excuse me, miss! Excuse me!" she said, her voice gaining urgency.

Eric, hearing his name, froze. His heart hammered in his chest as he turned and recognized both the voice and the face staring at him. He instinctively walked closer, his mind racing.

"Ah, young lady," the woman started, her colleague by her side. "Erica, is it? My colleague and I were just remarking how much you resemble someone we…"

"It is him, Clare! That's Eric Parker!" the man exclaimed, finally putting a name to the face.

"Don't be ridiculous, John," Clare retorted, her voice strained. She glanced back at Eric, a mix of disbelief and dawning comprehension playing across her features. Now all eyes were on him, the weight of their stares pinning him in place.

"Do you have a relative…?" the woman began, then faltered. "But… it's you… it can't be… Eric… Eric, is that you? Is it really?"

The tray felt like it weighed a ton in Eric's trembling hands. His eyes darted between Kelly and the group of well-dressed patrons, a cold dread slithering down his spine. The clatter of metal hitting tile was deafening when the tray slipped from his grasp, cutlery scattering across the polished floor like panicked silver coins. He stood there, paralyzed, Kelly's face contorted in a mix of annoyance and disbelief.

This couldn't be happening. Of all the damned nights, why now? The crash echoed through the restaurant, turning every head towards the spectacle - a young woman in a waitress uniform, frozen in mid-disaster. Kelly crouched down, muttering, "Eric, look away, help me pick this up, then get lost."

His muscles refused to obey. "Eric, is that you?" The woman's voice, laced with disbelief, pierced through his daze.

A strangled "yes" escaped his throat.

"What in God's name are you doing here… dressed like that?" Her voice dripped with a mixture of outrage and something akin to disgust. "The audacity! You have some explaining to do, young man."

Shame choked him, words failing to materialize. He could only stare at the floor, the sting of tears pricking his eyes. "Well?" Clare's voice boomed. "If you can't answer now, then be in my office tomorrow morning, sharp at nine-thirty. Don't be late."

Eric managed a small nod, the weight of her unspoken judgment a crushing blow.

"And explanations, Eric," she added, her voice softening slightly. "I want some answers. Come in just as you are – this is all a shock. Absolutely ruined what should've been a celebratory evening." Her voice trailed off, defeated.

Rosemary, alerted by the commotion, descended from the upstairs office. "What's going on here?" she asked, her gaze flitting between them with a frown. Kelly quickly took her aside to explain, leaving Eric an empty island in a sea of confusion.

Moments later, Rosemary reappeared. "Eric," she said, her voice clipped, "go to the restroom and stay there until I tell you otherwise. Kelly can handle things for now. Just go."

He turned on autopilot and fled towards the back. The sterile confines of the restroom offered no solace. He spent the next hour and a half drowning his sorrows in a torrent of tears. Finally, the door creaked open and Kelly poked her head in.

"Are you alright?" she asked, her voice laced with a hint of forced empathy.

He mumbled a hollow "yeah."

"The party's gone," she said. "Rosemary says you can come back out and help. Though, let me tell you, neither that group nor Rosemary seem happy. Freebies are not exactly her thing. Who were they anyway? Your work colleagues?"

"My boss," Eric croaked. "The woman. I was supposed to be there…" His voice trailed off, shame suffocating him. "God, this is a mess. She wants me to explain everything tomorrow, and come in dressed like this."

Kelly narrowed her eyes. "Well, you better come up with a good story, or tell the truth. She seemed royally ticked off when she left."

Eric drew in a shaky breath. This was a disaster of epic proportions.

Back home, an hour later, Janet seethed after his tearful confession. The clatter of broken dishes arriving in the kitchen had been a bad omen, followed by the sight of Rosemary taking tables – a clear sign of trouble. Neither woman had spoken a word, insisting Eric explain himself.

"It's over," Janet spat. "Everyone will know. We'll be social pariahs, never able to show our faces at your work again. This is beyond embarrassing!"

The anger radiating off Janet was practically a physical force in the car. "For me, Janet, for me!" Eric pleaded, his voice cracking with desperation. "It's me, you know? I'm the one who… I'm the waitress!"

Janet snorted. "Yeah, no kidding, Sherlock. Thanks for clearing that up. All your fault, of course. And what do you think this big boss of yours is going to do tomorrow? What will she say?"

"I… I don't know," Eric stammered, wringing his hands. "I can only tell the truth and hope for the best. But why does she want me to go in dressed like this?"

"To humiliate you further, what do you think?" Janet snapped. "Honestly, Eric, sometimes you're so dense it's painful."


..


UNEXPECTED

Eric tossed and turned all night, his mind a whirlwind of worry about the upcoming meeting with Clare. Finally, at seven, he decided to face the inevitable. He showered and shaved, a silent routine that offered little comfort. Settling at the kitchen table with a lukewarm cup of coffee, he tried to formulate a plan, an explanation for the disaster that was his life.

By eight o'clock, he knew there were no magic words. He pulled out the skirt and blouse, staring at them with a heavy sigh. Briefly, he considered leaving the disguise behind. But Clare's words echoed in his mind: "Come in just as you are." Upsetting her further didn't bear thinking about. He cast a hesitant glance at Janet, still blissfully asleep. Asking for her help was out of the question. It was better to handle this first, apologize later. Maybe then, just maybe, he could start to fix the mess he'd made.

With a resigned sigh, he retreated to the bathroom. The transformation, once simple, felt agonizingly alien. The bra went on after several fumbled attempts, the breast forms awkwardly secured. He ran a comb through his hair, mirroring Janet's handiwork from the previous night, securing the clips with trembling fingers. The barrette behind his head was a nightmare – he had no clue how it looked from that angle.

Makeup. Janet's vanity table seemed a landmine of unfamiliar tools. He ventured in, clutching a few items as if they were defused bombs. Eyeshadow first, lipstick next. His initial attempts were a joke – a technicolor disaster worthy of a clown college. Third time proved (somewhat) lucky for the lipstick. He left the eyeshadow be. 8:45. As he backed the car out of the garage, he stole a glance around the street, hoping no neighbor witnessed his departure.

The office loomed before him, a stark monolith against the early morning sky. He swiped his security card, a small act that now felt monumental. Pulling up to the gate, he lowered the window.

"Can't let visitors in, miss," the security guard droned, barely glancing up. "Unless you have a pass…"

Eric dug the card out of his pocket, his stomach churning. The guard studied it, then him, a frown creasing his face. "This is for a Eric Parker, miss. Can't let you use someone else's pass. Where'd you get it? Security breach…"

"I am Eric Parker," Eric said, his voice surprisingly firm.

The guard blinked. "No way…"

"Look at me, man. Need proof?"

"No, no, wouldn't want…" The guard spluttered, his face turning a shade of crimson. "You're… what? Some kind of… fruitcake? What in blazes is going on? Costume party?"

"Something like that," Eric muttered. "Just let me in. I have a nine-thirty meeting…"

"Dressed like that?" the guard finished incredulously.

"Yes, exactly. Please."

After a beat of uncomfortable silence, the barrier rose with a groan. Eric pushed through, adrenaline pumping. He found a parking spot in the deserted underground lot and took the elevator to the eighth floor, praying for a deserted corridor. No such luck. Dawn, his co-worker, rounded the corner, a steaming cup of coffee clutched in her hand.

Dawn sashayed around the corner, a steaming mug of coffee clutched in her hand. "Well, well, well," she chirped, her eyes widening at the sight of Eric. "Look who it is! Cinderella after the ball! Clare filled me in on last night's little… performance. Hee hee… wouldn't mind having been there myself. Just popped in to catch up on some emails, thank goodness I did."

Eric flushed crimson. "Dawn, it's not what you think…"

"Oh, honey," she interrupted, patting his arm with a knowing smile. "Don't worry, I told Clare the same thing. I should've known something was up the other day with those perfect eyebrows. Come on, you don't think I bought that story about the backflash, do you? Way too neat for that. Listen, it's your life, but I gotta say, I feel sorry for Janet. Does she know?"

"Yes, but…"

"Some women are more understanding than others, I suppose. Me? I'd have thrown you out on your ear by now." Dawn shook her head playfully. "Come on, Eric, spill the beans. Clare's in a right state, isn't she? You better get in there, she's been practically fuming, says she can't think straight until this whole thing blows over." And with a final wink, Dawn disappeared into her office, leaving Eric feeling even more flustered.

He shuffled down the corridor, his heart pounding a frantic tattoo against his ribs. A deep breath, a hesitant knock on Clare's door – silence. Another, louder knock. "Come in!" a voice boomed from within.

He peeked inside, finding Clare seated behind a large, imposing desk. "Ahh, Eric, there you are. Right on time, I see. Any trouble getting in this morning? Though, considering your… attire, I suppose not."

Eric awkwardly shuffled into the room. "Uh, no trouble, ma'am."

"Don't just stand there like a statue, son," Clare said briskly. "Take a seat. Oh, not like that! Tuck your skirt in, Eric, and cross your legs. Thank you."

He stumbled into a chair, feeling like a schoolboy being reprimanded by the principal. Clare fixed him with a steely gaze.

"Now, the restaurant owner filled me in on your little… display last night, dressed in… well, whatever you are now. However, I'd like to hear your side of the story first."

She leaned back in her chair, and Eric, taking a deep breath, launched into a nervous explanation of the events from the previous week. Everything spilled out – the bet, the job at the restaurant, Janet's financial woes.

"So, essentially," Clare interrupted, leaning forward, "you've been working a second job to pay a bill, all while you're on our payroll?"

Eric nodded, shamefaced. "But I…"

Clare cut him off again. "We don't tolerate that kind of behavior here, Eric. It sends a clear message – you haven't been giving us your full commitment this past week, at least."

"But I have, Miss Parker! I…"

"Not really, Eric," she countered. "I expected you to attend that dinner last night. It was important for the company, and you made a flimsy excuse instead of being upfront with me. Maybe if you'd been honest, I could've found another venue, avoided the whole embarrassing scene."

Eric felt his stomach drop. "Embarrassing?"

"Put it bluntly, you ruined what should've been a pleasant evening for everyone," Clare continued, her voice hardening. "Not just that, but a crucial deal for the company. We've been negotiating the Pilkerton contract for months, a major investment of time and resources. It would've secured work for the next three years, tripled our income! We had the deal in the bag, celebrating last night – just formalities left. But now, after your little stunt…"

Clare sighed heavily. "The managing director and his wife, a prominent churchgoer, were so appalled, so scandalized by the whole thing, that they pulled out. Now, how do I explain this to my boss, Eric? How do I even begin to justify…"

Eric stared at her, his mind reeling. The bet, a harmless game in his head, had snowballed into a catastrophe. "I'm… I'm so sorry," he stammered. "I had no idea… What can I do?"

"Honestly, Eric," Clare sighed, tapping a manicured nail against her desk. "I'm still figuring out the fallout from this. What you can do for now… well, there's something I need you to agree to first."

"Yes, of course, whatever you say," Eric mumbled, his shoulders slumped in defeat.

"Now," Clare leaned forward, a glint in her eye, "it wasn't actually me who spotted you first last night. John Roberts from Marketing saw the whole thing. Fascinating, isn't it? How different a fella can look with a little… help. You mentioned your wife Janet had been, uh, prepping you this week?"

Eric managed a small, hesitant nod.

"Well, imagine what a professional could achieve," Clare continued, a smirk playing on her lips. "A proper cosmetologist and hairstylist, say. Maybe then, even John wouldn't have recognized you."

A frown creased Eric's forehead. "But I don't understand…"

"Getting to that, Eric, getting to that," Clare chuckled, waving a dismissive hand. "Like I said, intrigued. So, while I mull over what to do with you, how about a little… indulgence? I've made an appointment for you at Courtney's, the fancy spa I frequent on Saturday mornings. Gave them a call this morning, explained the situation. Luckily, they're happy to play along."

Eric's stomach lurched. "So I have a choice, then?"

"Not really," Clare said with a steely glint in her eye. "But let's call it a chance to indulge me, Eric. Head straight to Courtney's now, they're expecting you around ten. It's just fifteen minutes from here. Relax, have a pampering day. I'll let you know my decision before this evening. Might take your mind off things."

Eric felt a growing unease settle in his gut, the meaning of "indulge" hanging heavy in the air.  Better to play along, he thought, than be fired on the spot. "Alright," he mumbled, rising from his chair.

"Good," Clare smiled, a touch too sweetly. "Off you go then. I'm quite curious to see the results."  She ushered him out of the office, leaving Eric to face the unknown, his mind racing with possibilities, none of them particularly pleasant.


THE RECEPTION

Eric wasn't entirely sure of the directions, and ended up pulling into the spa's parking lot twenty minutes later than planned. Hidden behind a hedge and wrought iron fence for privacy, it wasn't a sprawling resort-sized spa, but a more intimate setting.

A gravel driveway led through the gate, opening up to a small parking area with the salon building nestled behind it. Parked and out of the car, Eric walked through the front entrance, greeted by a young woman with hair the color of spun gold.

"Can I help you, miss?" she chirped, her smile faltering slightly as she took in his appearance.

Eric, momentarily forgetting his disguise, stumbled back a bit. "Uh, yeah, I think so. I have an appointment, around ten this morning."

The girl's eyes widened. "Oh, I'm so sorry, sir, I didn't…" she stammered, her voice cracking. "That's fine, though! Who's the appointment for?"

Another beat of awkward silence. "Honestly," Eric offered apologetically, "I have no idea."

"Not a problem! What kind of treatment were you looking for? A haircut, maybe? Or a massage?"

Eric felt a blush creeping up his neck. "This is going to sound silly, but I didn't make the appointment. I don't actually know anything about it."

The girl's brow furrowed. "No worries, sir. What's your name?"

"Eric Parker," he mumbled.

"Parker," she echoed, typing the name into the computer. "We have a Erica Parker here… well, maybe we can…" More typing ensued. "Sorry, no Eric Parker. Erica’s booked for a whole package this morning, ten o'clock… no other Parkers. Oh, gosh, I'm so sorry, sir. Must have been a typo or something when the booking was made. My apologies! But hey, you're actually booked for a whole day of pampering! You'll be starting with the beauty treatments, just down the hall on your left."

Eric's cheeks burned a brighter shade of crimson. "Oh, that's alright, really. Plenty of men get facials and massages these days, I…"

"Of course, sir," the girl interrupted gently. "No need to apologize. After the beauty stuff, you're booked into the hair salon. One of the stylists will take you over once you're done. Actually, Courtney, the owner, is here today and she'll be overseeing your treatments. She won't do them herself, but she'll show you the ropes. You'll find her in the waiting room. Let me give her a heads-up you're here. Take a seat in there, the room's clearly marked."

Eric mumbled a thanks and followed her directions, the girl's smile lingering in his mind. The waiting room was a haven of tranquility, painted in calming peach tones with vases of fresh flowers adding a touch of life. Soft classical music, something that sounded vaguely like Air on the Bach side, filled the space and worked its magic on his frayed nerves. Glancing at the magazines on the coffee table – Cosmopolitan, Marie Claire – he nervously picked one up, only to put it back down as the door opened.

A petite woman, her blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail streaked with silver, entered the room. Her glasses perched on her nose, she wore a crisp white uniform that seemed to radiate professionalism.

"You must be Erica," she said with a warm smile, extending her hand.

"Eric, Eric Parker, right?" she confirmed, her smile widening.

"That's right," Eric mumbled, a flicker of hope igniting in his chest. Maybe Clare wasn't out for his head after all.

Courtney settled next to him on the plush sofa. "Now, listen up, Eric," she began, her voice warm and friendly. "Everyone here at Courtney's is dedicated to making your visit as relaxing and enjoyable as possible. That's our motto, after all." She leaned in conspiratorially. "Clare, your boss, gave me a little challenge this morning, involving you. And let's just say we're not about to let her down, are we?"

Eric found himself returning her smile, a nervous tension easing from his shoulders. This wasn't quite the firestorm he'd anticipated.

"Here's the basic rundown, Eric," Courtney continued. "We'll kick things off with a luxurious steam shower, followed by a massage and a facial. This afternoon, we'll head over to the hair salon for a complete restyling. Sounds pretty good, wouldn't you say?"

Eric shook his head, surprised by the unexpected pampering. It wasn't the punishment he'd braced himself for.

"Of course," Courtney added, "we've got a few other little surprises peppered in throughout the day, but we'll fit those in as time allows. Now, how about I show you the steam shower first? You'll be meeting Shelley, one of our talented beauticians."

She rose, and Eric followed suit. They walked down the hallway, stopping before a door. Courtney tapped a light rhythm and pushed it open. "Shelley," she announced, "this is Eric, the gentleman we discussed earlier. I've briefed him on the general plan for today, so I'll leave you two to it. Just let me know when the massage is finished, alright?"

Shelley, the woman Courtney addressed, was taller and broader, her blonde hair sporting obvious dark roots. "Hi, Eric," she greeted him with a friendly smile. "Let's get you started with a shower to loosen up those muscles before the massage. It's a three-step process, but I'll walk you through it before leaving you to your own devices. Go ahead and slip out of your clothes, leave them on that chair there. Then, hop into the shower cubicle."

Eric glanced hesitantly at the sleek shower unit. "Okay," he finally managed.

Shelley continued, pointing to different dials. "First things first: a regular shower for ten minutes. This is a power shower with steam, excellent for clearing pores and relaxing your muscles. Afterward, you'll want to apply this cream here. It's a depilatory cream, removes body hair, so no need to worry."

Eric's brow furrowed. "Hair removal cream? But why?"

"It's all part of the treatment," Shelley explained, her voice reassuring. "Opens up the pores for a more relaxing and effective massage, trust me. And let's face it," she added with a wink, "beats shaving, especially those legs of yours, right?"

Eric opened his mouth to protest, but Shelley cut him off. "I'll be back in about thirty-five minutes," she said, giving his shoulder a friendly pat. "Gotta finish up with another client. Any questions about the shower? Good. See you in a bit." And with that, the beautician disappeared, leaving Eric alone with the unfamiliar shower unit and a growing sense of unease about the "treatments" in store.

Eric followed Shelley's instructions, stripping down slowly and stepping into the steam shower.

The pulsating jets of water were a welcome assault on his tense muscles, the heat melting away the worries of the morning. Soon, anxieties and questions faded, replaced by a sense of pure relaxation. A sudden burst of silence startled him - a built-in timer, he realized, reminding him to move on to the cream. He patted himself dry and began applying the depilatory cream, making sure to cover every inch as instructed.

Time stretched on as the initial warmth turned into a cool chill. Then, just as Shelley had warned, a tingling sensation spread across his skin. Fear prickled at him. Why the hair removal? He remembered her insistence about a more effective massage. With a shrug, he forced his anxieties down and waited. A large clock on the wall confirmed the time was up. He turned on the shower again, watching in a mixture of horror and fascination as the cream did its work. Soon, relaxation washed over him once more as the water massaged his newly-bare skin.

When Eric stepped out, his clothes were gone, replaced by a fluffy white robe. He slipped it on, drying his legs with a fresh towel left on the chair. Glancing down, he noticed only his underwear remained. Shelley reappeared from a side door.

"There you are! Enjoy the shower?"

"Yeah, it was good," he mumbled, self-consciously touching his hairless skin. "But… my hair?"

"Gone, looks like!" Shelley chuckled. "Good thing, too. Now, why don't you relax for a bit? Then, maybe slip those panties back on before getting on the table. Just a little something for modesty."

"My clothes? Where are they?"

"Don't worry, I hung them up," she reassured him.

A few minutes later, Eric found himself climbing onto the massage table. "Face down, please," Shelley instructed. "This is an aromatherapy massage. I've mixed some essential oils with a base oil, including lavender and… peppermint… and rosemary." He shuddered slightly at the mention of rosemary.

"Just relax and let me work out the tension in those muscles." Shelley started at his neck and shoulders, working her way down his back with a firm kneading and gentle strokes. The combination of the calming oils, the soothing music piped into the room, and Shelley's skilled touch sent him into a deep state of relaxation. As she pulled a towel over his back and moved on to his legs, he could faintly hear her muttering, "So much easier with open pores… the oils absorb quicker." Drifting closer to sleep, he felt an odd sense of peace. Maybe Clare wasn't as furious as he'd initially thought. Perhaps this massage was a reward, a sign of things to come… In his sleep, he dreamt of a promotion, of Clare's smile instead of her wrath. This whole experience, bizarre as it was, felt strangely… hopeful.

A jolt of surprise ran through Eric as he felt Shelley lift his head for a moment before settling it back down.

He felt the familiar brush of her fingers smoothing his hair away from his face, followed by the scratchy sensation of a Velcro headband being secured.

"Ah, looks like you drifted off a bit," Shelley chuckled softly. "Sorry if I woke you. Just getting things prepped for the facial; there's a lovely massage involved, too."

Eric let out a contented groan as the promise of further relaxation washed over him. Then, his sleep-addled mind registered another presence in the room. He cracked open an eye, squinting slightly. Courtney stood beside him, carefully removing the towel that covered his chest.

"Good morning again, Eric," she greeted him in a gentle voice. "Don't mind me, dear. Just applying a pre-facial treatment here on your chest before Shelley starts."

Still groggy, Eric simply grunted in response. As he felt the brush stroke against his skin, a ticklish sensation, something was pressed firmly against his right side.

"Hold that there for a few minutes, Shelley," Courtney instructed, "while I do the other side. And use that wipe to clean up any smudges."

Eric tried to force his eyelids open, but the lingering sleepiness fought back. He felt the tickling repeat on his left side, followed by the same pressure. When his blurry vision finally cleared, he saw both women standing over him, each holding a part of his chest. He felt Shelley dabbing something with a tissue.

"What exactly is happening?" Eric croaked, the question finally breaking through the haze.

"Oh, no worries, Eric," Courtney assured him, her smile warm. "This is just one of those special little extras I mentioned. Those dreadful breast forms you had on – well, we thought you deserved something much better."

"Better?" Eric echoed, confusion clouding his mind.

"Indeed," Courtney continued. "We've just attached these… well, these are gel-filled forms, much more lifelike than the molded ones you were wearing. They'll look completely natural under your shirt. And the best part? They even have a moving center of gravity, so they move with you!"

"But I…" Eric stammered, a sense of unease prickling at his skin.

"And what's even better," Courtney cut him off, seemingly oblivious to his growing panic, "is that with this special resin, they're semi-permanently attached. No need to worry about them every time you get dressed. There, Shelley, that should do it," she finished, addressing the beautician.

With a surge of adrenaline, Eric attempted to sit up and face the women. "Semi-permanently attached? What do you mean?" he cried, his voice rising in alarm. "What are you doing to me?"

Courtney reached out, placing a soothing hand on his shoulder. "Now, Eric, relax. There's no need to get worked up."

"Relax? How can I relax?" he yelled, his voice hoarse. "I don't want… I don't want breasts! Who authorized this? Please, take them off!"

"Oh, dear," Courtney sighed. "We can't do that, Eric."

"What do you mean you can't? Why not? Please, I…" His voice trailed off, replaced by a mixture of fear and frustration.

"Here's the thing, Eric," Courtney explained, her voice calm but firm. "The resin works like a superglue. We've essentially bonded them to your skin. Removing them now would… well, it would require breaking the skin itself."

"So you mean… they're permanent?" Eric's voice cracked with horror.

"Not permanent, no," Courtney reassured him. "They'll loosen eventually, once your body hair grows back and weakens the bond of the resin."

"How long… how long will that take?" Eric asked, his voice barely a whisper.

"Two, maybe three months," Shelley chimed in.

"Three months!"  Eric exploded. "But I can't… my wife… work… I can't go around like this for three months! Why? Why would you do this?"

Courtney's smile faltered for the first time. "Well, Eric," she admitted hesitantly, "it was actually Clare's suggestion. I thought you were on board with this, that you'd agreed."

"Agreed? No! I didn't know it would be for so long! I thought Clare meant just for today, not…" His voice trailed off, a feeling of helplessness washing over him.

"Oh dear," Courtney muttered, her cheerful demeanor replaced by a hint of worry. "Well, the best I can suggest is that you try to relax and let us finish the facial and massage. Trust me, Eric, you'll feel much better about the situation once you've had a chance to unwind a bit. Plus, with the way these forms are made, they'll look incredibly natural under your clothes. No one, not even your wife, will suspect a thing."

"But… why?" Eric stammered, a knot of dread tightening in his gut.

Courtney sighed, the worry lines around her eyes deepening. "Look, the more feminine you appear now, the better. Unless you want to walk around for three months looking like a guy with…" she paused, glancing at the prominent forms, "…36D breasts."

Eric groaned, burying his head back into the table. "Thirty-six D? Why in God's name are they so big?"

"Clare's idea again," Courtney mumbled, her voice strained. "But hey, if you're stuck with a fake chest, might as well have one you can be proud of, right?"

He felt utterly helpless. There was nothing he could do, his mind a blank canvas of despair.

Shelley and Courtney exchanged a few hushed words before the older woman left the room. A moment later, Shelley reappeared behind Eric. "Alright, let's get this facial started," she announced, her voice chirpy despite the tension in the air. She draped a towel over his chest, but the now-prominent forms poked through, sending a wave of self-consciousness crashing over him.

Shelley worked in near silence for a while, occasionally explaining each step of the process. However, it was clear Eric was lost in his own labyrinth of worries. She wisely stopped talking, letting the cleansing routine proceed. The deep cleanse and blackhead removal, however, proved too much for Eric. Tears welled up in his eyes, blurring his vision.

The cleansing finished, Shelley followed with a gentle facial massage. Despite his best efforts, Eric couldn't relax. As the massage concluded, she applied a cooling mask and damp cotton wool pads over his eyes. Fifteen agonizing minutes later, she finally returned, removing the mask and treating his now-raw skin with moisturizer.

He braced himself for the end, hoping with every fiber of his being that this bizarre ordeal was over. But no such luck. Shelley disappeared for another ten minutes, only to return pushing a rolling cart laden with makeup. Eric groaned internally, his gaze landing on the array of colorful cosmetics.

Shelley launched into a detailed explanation of each product, but Eric's mind was elsewhere. Finally, her voice tinged with frustration, she said, "Honestly, Eric, you should be paying attention. You'll need to do this yourself eventually, unless you somehow convince someone to do it for you every day."

Ignoring his protests, she began around his eyes. First, she attacked his brows, meticulously shaping them into arches that were thinner and more pronounced than anything he'd ever seen. Next came a dark brown tint applied to his now-thinned brows, followed by a dizzying array of eyeshadows, eyeliners, mascara, and even an eyelash curler used on both his upper and lower lashes.

"You have nice eyes, Eric," she declared unexpectedly. "Worth highlighting."

He didn't respond, a numb feeling settling over him as she continued her transformation. Foundation concealed his natural skin tone, blusher exaggerated his cheekbones, and a bright red lipstick, outlined with a matching lip liner, finished the surreal portrait.

Stepping back, Shelley finally seemed satisfied. "Alright," she announced, removing the towels. "Why don't you stand up and take a look?"

A wave of nausea washed over Eric as he sat up on the table. The newly attached weight on his chest felt alien, jiggling unnaturally with every movement. He stole a glance down, the sight in his peripheral vision making him want to throw up.

"Alright, come on," Shelley's voice cut through his disgust. "No time to dawdle. Let's see how you look standing up."

With a heavy heart, Eric swung his legs off the table. As his feet touched the floor, a reflection in the nearby mirror caught his eye. He shuffled closer, his stomach churning as a stranger stared back. The face, carefully made up with cosmetics, was a woman's. He half expected the whole facade to crack and reveal his true self beneath if he dared to move or speak. Tentatively, he opened his mouth, then touched his chin. Nothing seemed to give. This… this was him now.

Standing tall, he met Shelley's gaze. In her hand, she held a simple white cotton bra. "You'll need this," she explained, handing it over. "Now that those… enhancements are attached, you'll want some support. Trust me."

Eric took the bra, his hands surprisingly steady. He remembered the confidence he'd woken up with that morning. He could do this. Putting it on, a sense of relief washed over him as the tugging sensation on his chest ceased. But then reality hit – a bra, every day, until these things… fell off.

Shelley chuckled, noticing the lingering discomfort. "Your old one wouldn't have cut it anyway," she said knowingly.

Eric looked down at his chest again, the difference undeniably stark.

"Alright, get dressed," Shelley instructed, handing him his clothes. "Let's tackle your hair next."

He slipped into the skirt, then the blouse. But there was a problem. The blouse wouldn't button up completely, the fabric straining across his chest.

A laugh escaped Shelley's lips. "Oh dear, you're quite the woman now, aren't you?"

"Hold on a sec," she said, disappearing into a side room. She returned moments later with a white blouse, this one trimmed with delicate lace. "Here, try this one instead. It's a spare."

The new blouse was a lighter fabric, the bra and the newly prominent nipples showing faintly through it. However, it fit considerably looser.

"There we go," Shelley said, a satisfied smile on her face. "Now, let's get you to the hair salon."

They walked through the spa, Eric trailing behind Shelley, acutely aware of the two women seated nearby. He worried about how they perceived him, but a quick glance at his reflection in the mirror confirmed why they hadn't batted an eyelid. He was no longer Eric; he was Erica.

Reaching the salon, Shelley ushered him into a chair. He settled down nervously, sandwiched between two other women. A moment later, Shelley returned with a new companion – a tall woman with short, brown hair.

"So, you must be Erica," the woman greeted, her gaze sweeping over Eric. Sitting between the two women, looking the way he did, there was no point in correcting her. He simply nodded and stood up.

"Shelley filled me in on the plan," the woman continued. "We're giving you a new hairdo today, right?"

Eric looked at her, a tremor of unease running through him. He managed another silent nod, then watched as the woman, who introduced herself as Karen, began examining his hair. She fluffed it up, brushed it in different directions, all the while talking.

"Not much to work with right now, length-wise," Karen commented. "Ideally, I'd recommend growing it out another six to nine inches.  More options open up that way.  So, what kind of style are you thinking? One you can play around with, or something low maintenance?"

Eric hesitated, wrestling with the word "hair" on his tongue. "I, uh, I'm not really great with styling my..." he stammered.

Karen cut him off with a sympathetic smile.

"No worries, then. Low maintenance it is.  Honestly, with a bit more length, a bob like mine would've looked great on you. Room to grow it out too. And your hair's so thick! Today, the best we can do is a soft perm. Just a little lift and volume to get it off your face. We'll add some bangs too, and…" Karen trailed off, her eyes gleaming with professional inspiration. "Yes, a soft body perm! Then you can use tongs or rollers to style it however you like. Just enough curl for a quick blow-dry and some added volume."

"A perm, but how long…?" Eric stammered, a knot forming in his stomach.

"Don't fret," Karen reassured him, her voice warm. "Never had a perm before, have you?" Eric shook his head, his anxieties multiplying.

"No need to worry," Karen chuckled. "A loose perm like this will grow out in a couple of months. Just a nice wave to help you grow it longer. But first things first – Courtney mentioned a color change, right? Let's get some highlights in before the perm."

Feeling increasingly like a man adrift in a strange land, Eric watched as Karen disappeared for a moment. He glanced around the room – women everywhere, getting hair cut, colored, styled. Some were under dryers, others under rollers, and a few were sporting freshly set perms. Karen reappeared, pushing a trolley laden with aluminum foils and a mysterious pot.

"This is Diane," Karen introduced, gesturing to a young woman beside her. "She's going to lend a hand with your highlights. Diane's still in school, but hopes to be a trainee stylist here next year, isn't that right, dear?" Karen beamed down at the girl.

Eric remained silent. Maybe playing mute would convince Diane he was just another woman. No point in freaking the poor girl out, he reasoned. He watched in fascination as Karen and Diane worked in a synchronized rhythm. Karen lifted a section of hair with her comb, Diane offered a foil, Karen placed it meticulously underneath the lifted section, then slathered on a thick, gooey concoction from the pot.  With a practiced hand, she wrapped the foil over the section before moving on to the next. Eric noticed a pattern – not all his hair was targeted, just alternating sections. Soon, his head was a shimmering mess of silver.

Half an hour crawled by. "Alright, that's enough for now," Karen declared. "These are highlights, not bleach, so leaving them on a little longer won't hurt. How about a coffee while you wait?"

Eric glanced at his watch. It was already 2:00 PM, and his stomach was grumbling ferociously. He spotted Diane hovering nearby and simply nodded. A few minutes later, Diane returned with a steaming mug of coffee and a selection of magazines – Cosmo, Marie Claire, and Hello. Not exactly his cup of tea, but better to avoid spooking Diane. With a silent nod of thanks, he sipped his coffee and surveyed the salon once more. Could none of these women see the truth staring them in the face? He flipped through the magazines, his eyes skimming an article about the "eternal differences" between men and women, just as Karen returned.

"Time to rinse you off, love," she chirped, leading him to the sink.

Eric followed Karen over to the washbasins, a knot of apprehension tightening in his stomach. Another young stylist, barely out of school by the looks of her, greeted him. She draped a towel around his shoulders and gently reclined the chair. As warm water cascaded down, the girl began removing the foils, rinsing away the tinting solution with practiced ease.

Soon, his hair was free, a damp mess. She lathered him up with shampoo twice, the process a welcome relief from the anxieties swirling in his head. With a final rinse, she expertly wrapped a towel around his head, transforming him into a human turban.

Karen returned shortly, pushing another trolley laden with strange contraptions – perm rods and mysterious cartons.  She deftly unwrapped the towel and began drying his hair with a handheld blow dryer. Eric reached for his reflection in the mirror, trying to gauge the color change.

"It's definitely a few shades lighter," Karen chimed in, anticipating his question. "But it's hard to see with it wet."

She then sectioned off his hair, and to his growing horror, began winding it around the perm rods. Karen explained that they were various sizes, and for him, she was using the largest available. With practiced efficiency, she covered his head in the rods, the sensation of them pulling at his scalp sending shivers down his spine.

Finally, his head resembled a bizarre, spiky cactus. Karen wrapped a cotton wool band around his hairline, tucking it under the rods to secure them. "This will catch any perm solution and keep it from messing up your makeup," she explained.

The next step was a foul-smelling chemical concoction that made Eric's stomach lurch. With a plastic bag covering his head to trap the fumes, Karen informed him it would take another twenty minutes for the perm to "take."

"Another coffee?" she offered, sensing his growing discomfort. "Maybe a biscuit this time?"

Relief washed over him. Finally, something familiar. "Yes, please," he rasped, his voice raw from the earlier silence. "And a biscuit would be fantastic."

Just then, Courtney reappeared, her face etched with concern. "Everything alright, Eric?" she inquired.

He pointed at his chest, the weight a constant reminder of his predicament. "Well, apart from these," he mumbled. "Once you put them on, there wasn't much choice, was there?"

"Perhaps not," Courtney admitted. "But Clare is coming by later to check in on your progress. You can talk to her about it then."

Twenty minutes ticked by, an eternity for Eric. Karen inspected his perm and declared it needed another five minutes. Finally, the waiting was over. The same young stylist from before washed away the noxious solution and applied a neutralizer to stop the chemical process. Eric kept his responses to a minimum, mostly nervous nods to questions about the water temperature.

Back in the chair, Karen removed the towel, revealing his hair to his horrified eyes. Loose curls cascaded down his head, a far cry from the "soft perm" Karen had promised.

"But you said it wouldn't be this curly!" he blurted, panic rising in his voice.

"Oh, it's not really," Karen soothed, her voice unconvincing. "Honestly, if I blow-dried it now, it would be mostly straight, just with a bit more volume. But we're not doing that today."

Taking a pair of scissors, she snipped carefully around his face, barely removing any length but tweaking the shape of the cut. Leaving a few wispy bangs at the front, she then proceeded to roll the rest of his hair onto medium-sized Velcro rollers. A hairnet completed the transformation, making him look more like a glamorous housewife stuck in a time warp than anything else.

Karen ushered him over to the row of hooded dryers, the familiar whirring sound a welcome change from the chemical stench. "About thirty minutes under the dryer," she announced. "But we've got one more surprise for you…"

Her voice faded away as the dryer roared to life, drowning out anything else she had to say. Eric slumped back in the chair, staring at his reflection in the mirror. He couldn't imagine looking any more feminine than this - a full face of makeup, his hair in rollers under a net, and an artificial chest weighing him down.

The telltale click of Shelley's heels heralded her return. Eric braced himself, a sickening feeling dawning on him about what was to come. Sure enough, she perched on a stool beside him, taking his hands. With practiced ease, she applied a soothing moisturizer, then began painstakingly tending to his nails. She gently pushed back his cuticles, reshaping the neglected edges as best she could. Finally, she produced a bottle of pale blue nail polish, the exact shade of his new skirt. Ten minutes later, Shelley declared him finished.

By the time Karen extricated him from the dryer, the salon was eerily deserted. Perhaps the entire spa had emptied out. He noticed Courtney and Shelley chatting by the door as he was ushered back to the chair. Diane and even the receptionist seemed to be watching him and Karen with an air of anticipation. It felt like everyone in the building had their eyes glued to him.

With a flourish, Karen removed the hairnet, followed by the rollers. The curls unfurled like tiny springs, revealing the full impact of the color change. Gone was his medium brown hair, replaced by a head of ash blonde. The highlights, however, only served to emphasize the stark contrast between his new and old color. He watched in a daze as Karen expertly wielded her brush and comb, coaxing the curls into submission. With a few powerful strokes, she tamed most of the curl, opting instead for a voluminous style. She teased a few strands around his face, presumably to frame it, then stepped back to admire her handiwork. A final, liberal dousing of hairspray completed the transformation. With a dramatic flourish, she whipped off the plastic cape covering him.

"Voila!" Karen declared, a prideful smile playing on her lips.
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A smattering of applause and appreciative coos erupted from the now-assembled audience. Eric looked around, confused, as a woman with a bright smile entered the room. It was Clare.

"Erica?" she gasped, her eyes widening in disbelief. She turned to Courtney, who offered a confirming nod. "Well, I must say, I'm speechless. It truly is remarkable. My congratulations to Courtney, Shelley, and especially Karen for pulling off this miracle."

Eric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. It felt like everyone had known all along. "Goodness gracious," Clare added, "you're completely unrecognizable! John wouldn't know what hit him. If only… well, that's all water under the bridge now. Speaking of which, I promised I'd give you an answer today. It's almost 5:30, so I'll be blunt, Eric. Regrettably, we can no longer utilize your services at the company."

The room seemed to shrink around Eric. "This transformation… it's too unsettling, too disruptive," Clare explained, her voice laced with what sounded like genuine disappointment.

Eric sat there, his mind reeling. "Oh… I see," he stammered, his voice barely a whisper.

"I understand this is a shock, dear," Clare continued, her smile strained. "Believe me, it was a shock for us as well. Losing such a valuable contract…" She paused, her gaze flickering over him. "Honestly, Eric, I had to see this for myself. To see if it was truly… possible. But frankly, I can't have you back at the office looking like this. In fact, while the ladies here have been working their magic, we've had your office cleared out. All your personal belongings were delivered to your home, and your access card has been deactivated. Oh, and don't worry about the bill here. We'll take care of it. However, considering the negative publicity you brought to the company last night, we won't be offering any severance pay. Think of it as a parting gift."

A wave of nausea washed over Eric. "Clare… are you serious?" he managed to croak.

"Quite serious, I'm afraid," she replied, her smile turning icy. "Now, Eric, are you still conscious? If so, I believe these lovely ladies are eager to get home. Unless, of course, you'd like to make another appointment? Though they are rather expensive, for someone in your… current circumstances."

A ripple of snickers ran through the gathered audience. Eric felt utterly deflated. He rose from the chair without a word, his eyes fixed on a point beyond the room. He walked out, leaving a stunned silence in his wake, the sound of his retreating footsteps echoing in the hallway. He got into his car, numb and speechless, and drove away, the image of his reflection in the mirror a constant reminder of the bizarre day he'd just endured.


..

UNRAVELED BONDS

The drive home was a blur for Eric. Suicidal thoughts flickered at the edges of his mind, but he knew he lacked the courage for such a final act. Pulling into the garage, a new wave of apprehension washed over him. How could he explain this mess to Janet?

He entered the living room to find her waiting, tears streaming down her face.  Boxes overflowing with his office belongings stood stacked around her like accusing witnesses.  Her voice was laced with a raw fury.

"Clare called around noon," she choked out. "She fired you, and apparently delivered your things already. God, Eric, what have you done?"

"She made me, Janet," he stammered, a weak defense collapsing before her anger.

"Don't you start that!" Janet exploded. "Always blaming everyone else. Look at you! Bleached, permed hair… you might as well have shaved it all off.  And those ridiculous breasts – why couldn't you at least take them off before you walked in here?"

"I can't," he whispered, defeated.

"What do you mean you can't, Eric?"

"They're stuck on. Some kind of superglue, they said…"

"Stuck on forever?" The question hung heavy in the air.

"No, two, maybe three months. But the rest… Janet, please, I'll do whatever you want. Just help me. I need you. I can't go out in public with D-cup breasts."

Janet's eyes narrowed. "D-cup? I see."

"Janet, please…" He broke into tears, rushing past her towards his room. She didn't move to comfort him.

"I can't help you, Eric," she declared, her voice cold. "You need help I can't give. And as for this," she gestured towards the boxes, "this is the final straw. I'm leaving you."

He whirled around, his eyes filled with a desperate plea. "But Janet, I love you—"

"Neither can I, Eric," she cut him off. "I can't live with a man with bigger breasts than me.  Everyone at your work knows. How could I even begin to hide this? It's too much. And it's all your fault!"

"But what can I do?"

"I don't care, Eric. I'm working at the restaurant tonight – my last night. You're coming with me. I refuse to let Rosemary steal my home and that stupid contract. But after work, I'm coming back here, and you… well, you can go to hell."

"Janet, please, where can I—"

She cut him off again, her voice hardening. "I don't care, Eric. And one more thing – I want a divorce. Fast. You said three months for the breasts? I want it settled in less than two, uncontested. If you fight me, fine. We'll see you in court.  With all this… evidence, I doubt it will be much of a fight for me."

His world crumbled around him. Eric sank to the floor, his body wracked with sobs.


BINDING TERMS

The silence in Eric's ancient Honda Civic was deafening. Janet kept her eyes glued to the cracked GPS display, her knuckles white around the steering wheel. By the time they pulled into the overflowing parking lot of the Ruby Rose diner, it was seven on the dot. As they hurried past the hostess stand, Rosemary, a woman perpetually teetering on the edge of a full-on meltdown, launched into them.

"Late again, you two!

Friday night, busiest night of the week! And Eric, what's going on with your hair? Special effort for your last shift, huh?"

Eric didn't even register the backhanded compliment. He trudged towards the staff room like a man resigned to his fate. Janet, a barely audible "Sorry, Rosemary," trailing behind. In the cramped room, the smell of stale coffee and desperation hung heavy in the air. Audrey, a girl with eyes that always seemed to hold a mischievous glint, was already there, fiddling with her waitress uniform.

The harsh fluorescent lights of the Ruby Rose diner cast a sterile glow on the chrome counter. Eric lumbered towards Audrey, who was perched on a barstool, a conspiratorial glint in her eye. His shoulders relaxed a fraction as he saw her friendly face.

"Hey," she chirped, her smile faltering as she took in Eric's defeated posture. "What's wrong? Your uniform's not here, your hair…  Even your chest seems… different."

Eric choked out a sob and practically collapsed onto her shoulder. Audrey, all empathy, held him close as he poured out his heart – the fight with Janet, the confrontation with Clare, the forced visit to Courtney's… culminating in Janet kicking him out. Audrey tightened her grip.

"No job, nowhere to live…" he mumbled, his voice thick with despair.

"Shhh, shhh," Audrey soothed, holding him at arm's length. "Look, you can stay with me for a while."

"Really? You… you mean it?" Eric's eyes flickered with a spark of hope.

"Yeah, I do. It's a tiny one-bedroom, but the couch pulls out. It's not ideal, but you're welcome."

"Audrey… I… I don't know how to thank you. You've been the best friend…"

"Hey, no need for that. Besides, maybe Rosemary will give you a break. Keep you on for a few weeks until you get back on your feet."

"She'd never…"

"Let's see. I'll have a word with her later. This is partly her fault, even though I wouldn't dream of telling her that. And you're a damn good waiter."

A gentle kiss landed on Eric's forehead. "One more thing before we start…"

"Anything," Eric croaked.

A mischievous glint returned to Audrey's eyes. "We need to get you a proper blouse for your uniform. Did you say 36D?"

Eric nodded numbly.  Audrey rummaged through a nearby drawer, pulling out a lacy garment. "Here, this should be more your style."

As Eric peeled off Courtney's pristine white blouse, Audrey blurted out, "Those… breasts… are they…? Can I… take a look?"

His face burning, Eric stood there in his bra as Audrey scrutinized the silicone enhancements. Her touch was surprisingly gentle, almost reverent at first, before she squeezed a little too firmly.

"Whoa, these are amazing!" she exclaimed, bursting into laughter. It wasn't mockery, more a shared amusement at the sheer absurdity of it all. "By the way," she added, "I always did like your hair."

The night that followed turned out to be a blur of endless refills, impatient customers, and greasy spoon specials. Audrey's pep talk had worked wonders. The immediate threat of homelessness lifted, Eric threw himself into his work. Maybe she could convince Rosemary to give him a reprieve, he thought. A few extra weeks to figure things out. He toyed with the idea of remote programming, something that wouldn't require social interaction… at least for a while.

During his break, he found himself paired with Warwick, the young waiter who'd always been a little stand-offish. The kid practically sat a continent away, barely acknowledging him. Finally, after an eternity of strained silence, Warwick spoke.

"They got you, man," he said in a hushed voice. "You've changed. Gone too far. Beyond redemption."

Eric contemplated arguing, explaining the whole bizarre situation. But his spirit was spent. All he wanted was to get back to Audrey, the only person who seemed to understand, even slightly.

"Hey there," she chirped, her voice buzzing with excitement. "While you were scarfing down your fries,

I cornered Rosemary about you staying on, even after tonight."

Eric's smile faltered. His future felt as precarious as a plate of overcooked eggs. "Right. And? What did the dragon lady say?"

Audrey stretched out the word, her voice laced with amusement. "Well, she didn't slam the door completely shut. But there are some strings attached, of course. Classic Rosemary."

"Strings, huh? Like what kind of strings?" Eric braced himself for the worst.

"First things first," Audrey began, tapping a crimson nail against the counter. "She wants you to sign a formal contract."

Eric groaned. "Another contract? Does the woman sleep with a stack of those things under her pillow?"

Audrey winked. "She's not a big fan of casual labor, you know that."

"Right, right," Eric sighed. "So, what's it say?"

"It's pretty standard, basically the same as mine and Kelly's. But here's the kicker…" Audrey leaned in conspiratorially, her voice dropping to a whisper. "She wants to make it out to Erica Parker."

Eric stared at her, his brain struggling to process the information. "Erica Parker? That's insane! Completely illegal! What's the point? My name isn't…"

"Hold on, Eric," Audrey interrupted, a knowing smile playing on her lips. "First, she wants you to legally change your name to Erica. Then, and only then, can you sign that contract."

Confusion clouded Eric's features. "Why? Why all this legal mumbo jumbo?"

"Think about it," Audrey said patiently. "You can't exactly be serving tables as Eric Parker, can you? Not exactly... appropriate. Besides, like I told you before, Ms. Thorn doesn't exactly hire men to wait on folks."

A heavy silence descended upon them. Eric's gaze darted around the familiar diner chaos. It wasn't glamorous, far from it, but it was a job. And right now, with Audrey offering him a roof over his head, security seemed like a distant dream, a luxury he couldn't afford.

"So," Eric finally said, his voice resigned, "is that the main condition?"

Audrey nodded. "Yeah. But hey, down the line, a few months maybe, you could always quit and change your name back, if you wanted."

He mulled it over, picturing his life reduced to a series of waitressing shifts. It wasn't ideal, but compared to the abyss he'd been staring into, it was a lifeline. "Alright," he sighed. "I'll do it."

Audrey's face lit up like a Christmas tree. She threw her arms around him in a quick hug, ending it with a peck on the cheek. "Fantastic!" she chirped. "No more worrying about slipping up and calling you the wrong name! Once that paperwork clears, you're Erica all the time." With that, she fluttered off, returning to the never-ending dance of refilling coffees and placating impatient customers.


EPILOGUE

The late morning sun streamed through the window, casting playful stripes across the rumpled sheets. Audrey, nestled against Erica (formerly Eric, thanks to a whirlwind trip to the courthouse) traced a playful circle around his chest.

"Divorce finalized tomorrow,

huh?" she murmured, her voice thick with sleep and a hint of something else.

Erica nodded, a relieved smile gracing his lips. "Yep. All over tomorrow."

"Funny how things work out, isn't it?" Audrey mused, her fingers lingering on a particularly sensitive spot.

"Yeah," Erica agreed, his voice laced with a newfound confidence. "Though Warwick's reaction was still a mystery. Why'd he ditch so abruptly after I stayed on?"

Audrey let out a throaty laugh, the sound as bright as the sunlight streaming through the window. "Jealousy, honey. Pure, unadulterated jealousy."

Erica's brow furrowed. "Jealous?  How do you mean?"

Audrey propped herself up on one elbow, a mischievous glint in her eyes. "Warwick used to be my boyfriend. He couldn't handle seeing us together."

Erica's jaw dropped. "Oh. Well, lucky me."

"Lucky you, indeed," Audrey purred, leaning down to kiss him. "You, my dear Erica, are the best of both worlds. And guess what?" she whispered, a playful smirk twisting her lips. "Remember how I said I always wanted more than most people could offer? That's the thing, with men, I always craved a woman. And with women, I missed what men brought to the table. Then you came along…" she finished, her voice dropping to a husky whisper, "the perfect combination."

Erica chuckled, a warmth spreading through him. Despite the initial shock, Audrey's revelation felt strangely liberating. It explained a lot – the lingering glances at other women, the way her eyes sometimes seemed to flicker with a different kind of hunger when they landed on him.

"So," he said, tracing a finger along the curve of her hip, "all those times you said you liked my hair… were you checking out the whole package?"

Audrey threw her head back and laughed, a sound as infectious as the morning sunlight. "Maybe a little," she admitted. "But there was something about you, even before the whole transformation. You were kind, funny, a good listener. And let's face it, you looked damn good in that uniform, even before it was…" she wiggled her eyebrows suggestively, "...altered."

Erica grinned. "So, it wasn't all about the breasts?"

"Honey," Audrey said, her voice turning serious, "those definitely helped open Rosemary's eyes. But it was you, the person underneath, that kept them open."

They lay in comfortable silence for a moment, the only sound the rhythmic chirping of birds outside. The future was still uncertain, but for the first time in a long time, Erica felt a flicker of hope. He had a job, a place to live, and most importantly, Audrey. Maybe things wouldn't be perfect, but they were definitely interesting.

"So," he finally said, breaking the silence, "what about us? What does this all mean for us now?"

Audrey reached over and squeezed his hand. "It means," she said, her eyes sparkling with mischief, "that we get to explore all the possibilities. We can have our cake and eat it too, literally and figuratively."

Erica couldn't help but smile. Maybe a life waitressing at the Ruby Rose diner with a bisexual girlfriend wasn't what he'd envisioned, but in the grand scheme of things, it wasn't half bad.  After all, who knew what kind of adventures awaited them on the other side of the courthouse doors, with a new name and a whole new life waiting to be written?
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