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THE PROMISE IN PINK

Mitch came into the kitchen, rubbing one eye with the back of his knuckle. The air smelled faintly of nutmeg and scorched coffee, the kind left warming too long on the stove. She was at the counter already, sleeves rolled halfway up her arms, placing slices of bread into the skillet with a deliberateness that suggested she had been awake far longer.

“I see you’re up,” Missy said, without turning around. Her voice was casual, but not without purpose. “Did you have a good time last night? Did you enjoy yourself?”

Mitch paused, scratching his temple. The room still held echoes from the night before—echoes he wasn’t quite ready to look directly at. “Yes,” he said finally, his voice catching on the edge of the word. “Believe it or not... it was wonderful.”

She turned then, her eyes lingering for a beat too long on the way he stood, arms loose at his sides, unsure of what posture to adopt. She wiped her hands on a dish towel and offered a half-smile, the kind that comes with victory.

“Well,” she said, “when you’re ready for an encore, you know what to do. Just slip into your fuck-me heels. That’s the signal. But tonight’s too soon, so if you’re wearing them already, it doesn’t count.”

He blinked. “What do you mean, wearing them tonight?”

She raised an eyebrow. “When we were making love last night, you told me—clear as day—you’d wear them while serving at Doreen’s little get-together. You said it like a vow.”

He looked down at the floor, as though it might offer some way out. Then, slowly, the memory began to emerge—fragmented, obscured by desire, but unmistakable. “Are you really going to hold me to that? I wasn’t exactly present. I was... somewhere else. I didn’t know what I was saying.”

“You said it, and I heard it. A promise is a promise,” she said evenly, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “Now are you backing out, or are you going to follow through?”

He sighed, his shoulders slumping. “No. I’m not backing out. It's just... there were extenuating circumstances.”

She stepped forward, folding her arms, her tone firmer now. “The real question is whether you mean to keep your word.”

“I suppose I will,” he said after a moment. “But if I’m honest, I feel like I was tricked.”

“Good,” she said, her expression softening into something more playful. “You’ll look absolutely delicious tonight. You might want to be careful—every man in the room will have their eyes on you.”

She laughed and set a plate down in front of him. The toast was golden at the edges, dotted with powdered sugar. He picked at it in silence, slicing off cautious bites and chewing slowly, his mind elsewhere. The fork hovered between mouth and plate, caught in the gravity of his own apprehension. He wasn’t ready for the evening, not by a long stretch.


The hours moved quickly, indifferent to his reluctance. Soon enough, the sun had begun its retreat and the clock, impartial as ever, made it plain that preparations could no longer be postponed. He went to the bedroom and opened the closet. There, hanging with undue precision, was the outfit: pink from collar to hem, the apron featuring a bib and shoulder straps edged in delicate white lace. He stared at it, not quite touching it, before lifting it from the hanger and beginning the slow, mechanical process of getting dressed.

The shoes were next. Three-inch pink heels, glossy, impractical, familiar now in a way that unsettled him. The alternate pair, more modest, were placed into a plastic bag for later. He sat at the vanity and retouched his makeup, working with the same precision she had demonstrated earlier in the kitchen. The cap, trimmed with lace like the apron, was pinned carefully into place. He looked at himself in the mirror, half-daring to admire the transformation. Not quite beautiful, but not unconvincing either.

When he stepped into the hallway, she was waiting. Her eyes flicked down to his feet and she frowned.

“Why aren’t you in the taller heels?”

“I told you,” he said, trying not to sound defensive. “I promised to wear them while serving. I’m not serving yet.”

She studied him, then gave a shrug. “Fair enough. You can ride with me.”

He blinked, confused. “Ride with you? Where are you going?”

“I was invited,” she said, slipping her earrings into place as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “I’ll be at the party too.”

He stood very still. That possibility had not occurred to him—not once.

They arrived earlier than expected. A full thirty minutes before the appointed time, in fact, which was noted without comment by either of them. The car pulled up to the curb outside Doreen’s modest two-story home, a house painted in subdued tones that seemed to recede from the street as if it wished not to draw attention. Mitch stepped out carefully, the pink heels clicking faintly on the walkway. Missy walked ahead, already at the door.

Doreen greeted them with a brightness that did not appear rehearsed. Her eyes swept over Mitch from head to toe, pausing at the apron and the lace-trimmed cap. “You look absolutely divine in that uniform,” she said, and there was no trace of irony in her tone. Her hand found his elbow, a soft tug guiding him inward.

Inside, the house was warm, the scent of roasted meat mingling with something floral—perhaps a plug-in, perhaps fresh flowers. Doreen, efficient as ever, began to explain where everything was. Platters, utensils, the serving trays, the pattern of circulation through the dining room. She took him into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator door, pointing to a small container sealed in cling wrap. “That one’s for you,” she said. “As soon as everyone’s eaten and you’ve taken in the dirty plates, you should make sure to eat something yourself. Just pop it into the microwave.”

He nodded without speaking, absorbing the instructions. It was not difficult, not beyond his ability. Still, it struck him as strange to be spoken to in this particular way—like staff, though not unkindly.
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She glanced at the clock and clapped her hands together once. “The guests will be arriving any minute now. You’re on door duty.”

He turned and walked quickly to the hall, bending to change shoes. The heels he’d worn during the drive were exchanged for the higher pair. The ones Missy called the “fuck-me heels.” He disliked the term, but understood its utility. They elongated his posture, made the uniform fall just a little differently. When Doreen saw him again, she smiled—not as if amused, but as if reassured. Her vision for the evening was proceeding according to plan.


LOOK THE PART

Greeting the guests was less difficult than he had feared it might be. He opened the door each time with a polite smile and a quiet hello, keeping his voice just above a whisper. Most offered perfunctory greetings in return, a few complimented his appearance, one woman winked. It was manageable.

Then, midway through the procession, a man entered—middle-aged, with too much cologne—and reached out with casual indecency, pinching Mitch’s rear as he passed. The reaction was instinctive. “Do that again,” he said coolly, “and I’ll deck you.” There was a pause, barely half a second, before the man’s smile vanished and he hurried away into the nearest group, as if proximity to others might offer protection.

As the last few guests arrived, the dining room began to fill. By his count, there were close to twenty people. He moved among them efficiently, balancing trays and plates, managing to avoid collisions even in the tighter corners. He did not spill, did not falter. The act of serving, though beneath his former self, gave a strange clarity to the evening. He was doing a job, and doing it well.

From across the room, Doreen watched him often. Each time their eyes met, she smiled—not broadly, not as if sharing a joke, but with quiet approval. He thought she looked particularly attractive tonight, her hair pulled back, earrings catching the light.

After the last plate had been emptied and the last fork set down, the guests dispersed into other rooms. The dining area was quieter now, chairs abandoned, napkins left in awkward configurations. He remained, clearing each table methodically, stacking plates, collecting glasses, scraping remnants into the bin with a practiced motion.

He loaded the first round into the dishwasher, arranging items not only to fit but to ensure maximum exposure to the water jets. When he closed the door and pressed start, he heard the low hum begin.

With that done, he returned to the refrigerator. The container Doreen had pointed out earlier was still there. He peeled back the lid and found a bacon-wrapped tenderloin resting beside a neatly halved baked potato. The meat had been cooked with care, the bacon crisp at the edges. She hadn’t given him leftovers; this had been prepared deliberately. He placed it in the microwave and waited, arms crossed, unsure how to feel.

He sat at the counter and ate slowly. No one interrupted him. He focused on the meal, bite after bite. When the dishwasher beeped, he rose and emptied it, drying each dish and stacking them on the counter with deliberate precision. Then he began the second load. With a little attention and careful stacking, he managed to fit the remaining items in without leaving a single piece behind.

He returned to the kitchen, the sound of the dishwasher still humming steadily in the background, and found Doreen near the sink, drying a glass with a soft towel. There was a pause before he spoke.

“Is there anything else you’d like me to do while the second load runs?” he asked, his voice low, not deferential exactly, but careful, like someone aware of the terms of a temporary arrangement.

She turned, looked at him briefly, and replied with brisk authority. “Yes. Please begin serving dessert. Make sure everyone is offered a plate.”

He nodded and set about preparing the first tray. Small plates were arranged, each bearing a neat slice of what looked like a layered cake with a swirl of whipped topping. He balanced the tray in both hands, adjusted his posture slightly to account for the heels, and began moving through the house. The guests were spread across the living and dining areas now, some perched on armrests, others with drinks in hand, speaking in low tones or clustered near the windows.

The dessert was accepted eagerly by most. The tray emptied quickly. He returned to the kitchen for a second round, this one taking longer to distribute. A few guests smiled and declined, touching their stomachs, murmuring that they were still too full from dinner to consider more.

By the time he had offered a plate to each person present, only one dessert remained. He glanced around the room once more, just to be sure, and then walked it back to the kitchen. With no one else making a claim, he sat and ate it himself—quietly, efficiently, not as a reward but as a means of rejoining his own appetite.

Once the last bite was gone and the fork placed in the sink, he resumed his task. The dishwasher cycle had ended. He dried his hands and opened the door, the faint scent of soap and steam rising into the room. He removed the dishes, one at a time, stacking them with deliberate care in their proper places—plates behind plates, glasses rim up, bowls in neat rows. There was satisfaction in it, or something like it.

Then he went to find Doreen again. She was standing near the hallway, conversing with a woman he did not recognize. He waited for the conversation to pause, then spoke.

“Is there anything else I can help with?”

“You can put the dishes away,” she said without turning.

“I’ve already done that,” he replied.

That caught her attention. She turned and regarded him more closely. “In that case,” she said, “come with me.”

He followed her down the hallway to the back of the house. The light here was dimmer, filtered through curtains not drawn aside. She led him into the bedroom, the decor surprisingly austere for her usual taste—floral wallpaper, a mirror with no frame, a single chair at the foot of the bed.

“You’ve done a magnificent job tonight,” she said. Her tone was flatter now, more measured.

He opened his mouth to reply, but she had already turned toward the wardrobe and opened it.

“Take off the uniform,” she said without elaboration.

He hesitated. His hands hovered near the buttons. “Why?” he asked.

She turned back to face him. “Because I said so. And no,” she added, catching the tension in his shoulders, “I’m not going to jump on you. Relax.”

Still unsure, he began to undo the buttons. The uniform came off in stages, each part folded and placed neatly on the chair. She handed him a hanger from the wardrobe. Draped over it was a black gown—elegant, long, with a modest shimmer to the fabric. The neckline was restrained, but the cut was exact.

“If you’re going to join the party,” she said, “you have to look the part.”

He changed without comment. The fabric felt smooth and oddly reassuring against his skin. He examined himself in the mirror. The transformation was not dramatic, not theatrical. It was... precise.

When he re-entered the room where the guests had gathered, he walked slowly and crossed to where Missy was standing near a side table with a glass of wine. She turned toward him. At first, her eyes moved past him, then returned. She blinked, tilted her head.

“You look just super,” she said. “Where did that dress come from?”

“Doreen had me put it on,” he said.

Missy nodded slowly, as if doing the math in her head. “It looks like it might be the most expensive one here.”

He didn’t reply. The air in the room felt close. He murmured something about needing a bit of air and moved toward the glass door that led to the garden. Outside, the quiet was different—not absolute, but less demanding.

He stood beneath the porch light, arms crossed, the gown brushing lightly against his legs in the evening breeze.

Then he heard a voice beside him. It belonged to the man from earlier—the one with the hands.

“I don’t remember seeing you at the party before now,” the man said, his tone low and suggestive. “But I swear, if you’d been here earlier, I wouldn’t have missed you.”

The man’s eyes lingered too long. “What’s your name?” he asked.

He gave it. Without apology.

“My name is Sandra,” he said, his voice measured but clear, each syllable landing with the precision of a needle drawn through taut cloth. “And you strike me as the sort of man who would pinch a maid when no one is looking and think it clever to offer a woman a line.”

The man—middle-aged, perhaps older, with thinning hair combed forward and a drink already beginning to sweat in his hand—smiled. He looked amused, not offended, as if the response had only confirmed what he already hoped was true.

“Well,” he replied, shrugging one shoulder and grinning with a kind of practiced charm, “you can’t fault a man for giving it a go. Are you married?”

“Yes,” Sandra said without delay. “Happily.”

The man let out a short laugh, not cruel, not mocking, just hollow and automatic. “That’s always the way, isn’t it?” he said, looking toward the patio lights. “They’re either taken... or I am.” The joke was delivered with a shrug and a soft chuckle, as though he’d told it before and wasn’t especially invested in the outcome.

But Sandra remained impassive. She did not smile. She didn’t offer laughter as a balm for his awkwardness, nor did she pretend to be flattered. Her expression held. Unblinking. The man, recognizing that the game had found no purchase, moved away with slow steps and a murmured apology no one had asked for.

A woman standing nearby—mid-forties, red curls arranged with care, a glass of white wine in hand—approached and leaned in. “I saw what just happened,” she said with a nod in the direction the man had gone. “Not many women get the upper hand with Henry Barrett. But you managed it.”

Sandra raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

“I did too,” the woman added, with a chuckle that began deep in her chest. “He tried to grab me once, back at a fundraiser. Told him if he didn’t keep his hands to himself, I’d show him exactly how ridiculous a man looks with a dildo stuck up his ass.” She laughed freely. “He didn’t try anything after that.”

Sandra laughed with her—genuine this time—and they slipped into an easy rhythm of conversation. The evening softened. The voices in the background thinned slightly as people began to gather their coats and say their goodbyes. They talked until the mood in the house shifted, a signal that the party was nearing its end.

Eventually, the woman turned to Sandra with curiosity. “Who are you, anyway?” she asked, not unkindly.

Doreen happened to pass by at that moment, and answered for her. “That’s my maid,” she said, her voice carrying a trace of pride. “She did such a good job, I told her she had to join the party.”

The woman looked stunned. “Of course you did,” she said at last. “You always did have a way of shaking things up.”

Soon, the guests had all gone. Only Missy and Sandra remained, standing near the door, shoes in hand. Doreen returned from the kitchen, holding an envelope, then paused.

“I said I’d pay you,” she told Sandra. “And I keep my word.”

“I can’t accept it,” Sandra said quietly. “It wasn’t that kind of job.”

Doreen narrowed her eyes. “Don’t argue. I insist.”

When the envelope was refused again, she reached instead into her purse and produced a small cream-colored card. “This will get you anything you want at any of my salons,” she said. “Hair. Nails. Whatever you need.”

“Doreen,” he began, using his own voice now, not Sandra’s.

She cut him off. “Take it. Or I’ll be properly furious.”

He took the card, unsure whether out of gratitude or compliance. Either way, he said thank you. Then, as if some thread had been pulled from within, he stepped forward and embraced her briefly, placing a light kiss on her cheek before pulling away. She said nothing, but her hand lingered on his arm a moment longer than necessary.

They stepped outside. The night was cool, the air clear. Missy unlocked the car and waited until they were both seated before speaking.

“You made an excellent maid tonight,” she said as they pulled away from the curb. “I watched you most of the evening. Honestly, I could hardly believe how natural you looked. And you walked in those shoes like you were born in them.”

He gave a small grunt of amusement, not quite agreement. “They hurt after a while,” he said. “The way the arch presses... I don’t think I could manage a full evening again. Maybe just for a short while next time. Not if I have to be on my feet all night.”
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THE WAY BACK

It was Sunday, and by longstanding habit, a day he reserved for rest. He did not typically do any drawing on the Sabbath. The desk remained untouched, the materials left in a kind of suspended quiet, as though the work would spoil if touched outside its proper time. But this Sunday was different. He awoke with a peculiar sense of urgency—not anxious, exactly, but sharp, the way one sometimes wakes with a task already unfolding in the mind.

He sat at the drafting table by midmorning, a cup of lukewarm tea at his elbow, the blinds drawn halfway against the white brightness outside. He laid the first lines of the drawing with unusual confidence, the pencil obeying without resistance. The hours slipped past without incident, and when he finally lifted his hand and leaned back in his chair, he realized the first illustration was finished. Not in fragments or impressions, but whole. Complete.

Buoyed by the ease of it, he decided to press on. A second image came together quickly, as though it had always been there, waiting beneath the surface. There was no need to force anything, no stumbling through false starts or revisions. By the time the clock in the hall struck twelve, he had completed both illustrations. Two pieces in one morning—an achievement that surprised even him.

He felt good. Not simply satisfied but quietly elated, the kind of emotion that made him want to share. Over lunch, he spoke of it to Missy, recounting the smoothness of the work, how the second drawing had emerged almost of its own volition.

“I’m really pleased,” he told her. “The morning just worked. It felt... right.”

She smiled, not without warmth. “I’m glad,” she said. “You’ve been needing a morning like that.”

Then, as she passed him the salt, her tone shifted.

“I suppose that means you’re going to lock yourself away in your office for the rest of the day,” she said. “I’d hoped we might do something together. We used to, remember? Sundays were for drives or a film or a park walk. Why don’t we drive up to Kelsy’s Falls?”

He paused. The suggestion was not made lightly. Kelsy’s Falls was a place they rarely spoke of aloud. It had been where he’d asked her to marry him, years ago now, in a season that felt as distant as a photograph fading in the sun. The trail to the waterfall took about twenty minutes on foot, maybe longer depending on the weather. His mind went to his legs—still sore, the muscles fatigued from the strain of the previous evening, the heels, the prolonged standing.

“I don’t think I’m up for that today,” he said. “My legs are still sore from last night, and to be honest, I don’t want to make them worse. It’s a good mile from the lot to the falls.”

She looked at him, her expression neither hurt nor indifferent. “We should still do something,” she said. “What about a movie? There’s a matinee showing not far from here.”

He considered this. It required less movement, less endurance. “That could work,” he said. “I don’t know what’s playing though. I haven’t looked.”

“There’s one I saw advertised on television,” she replied. “It’s about a team of sled dogs that get left behind, have to survive on their own. It looked moving, but not too sentimental. I think it’s something we’d both enjoy.”

He gave a nod, slowly. “Alright. That sounds good. I’ll change after lunch.”

As he stood, she added—almost casually, but not quite: “Why don’t you wear your pantsuit? You know, the one you wore last weekend. And maybe the heels too. The taller ones.”

He stopped, half-turning. “I don’t think that will help. If anything, they might make my legs worse.”

“Try it,” she said. “You may have pulled or stretched something last night. Getting back into those heels might even loosen it up.”

He didn’t argue. After the plates had been cleared and the dishwasher started, he went to the bedroom and opened the wardrobe. The pantsuit was still pressed and hanging, the fabric retaining its shape. He slipped into it without trouble. When he reached for the heels, he hesitated briefly, then sat and eased them on. At first, there was a pinch, a tightening in the calf, but then a slight release. Less pain than expected.

They arrived at the cinema just after two. The parking lot was already filling beyond its usual weekend rhythm. A church group, perhaps, or a family gathering spilling over two vehicles. Whatever the reason, the closer rows were full, leaving them to find a spot near the outer boundary, where the asphalt cracked and the signage had begun to fade. He maneuvered the car into place with slow precision, cutting the engine but remaining still for a moment longer than necessary.

They stepped out. The walk from the car to the theatre doors was not far by ordinary standards, but in heels, on uneven pavement, it became a calculated negotiation. About halfway there, he felt a tight pull along the back of his right leg. The cramp came sharp and fast. He paused slightly in his step but didn’t stop walking. Missy glanced at him, but he said nothing. Before they reached the doors, the second leg had begun to ache in tandem.

Inside, the ticket-taker waved them through, and Missy leaned close. “Don’t worry,” she said. “We’ll be sitting soon.”

Still, she veered off toward the concession stand, saying something about popcorn and soda. He continued on alone, found their row, and eased himself down into the seat with care. The cushions gave beneath him with a softness that brought some relief. He pressed his hands gently into the backs of his thighs and began to rub in small, steady motions, coaxing the muscles to release. By the time the lights dimmed and the previews began, the pain had ebbed into dullness, and soon after, it was gone.

The film was, in its own way, tender. The story of sled dogs left behind in a frozen wilderness, learning to survive, to rely on instinct and memory, had a quiet pull to it. Neither of them spoke during the movie. When it ended and the credits began to roll, he felt a familiar apprehension stirring.

The walk back.

He stood carefully, waiting for the telltale pinch that did not come. One step, then another—no cramp, no stiff resistance. They reached the car without incident.

They stopped for dinner at a roadside diner on the way home. It was quiet inside, the kind of place where the booths hadn’t been reupholstered in decades and the menus were laminated against time. He moved across the tiled floor without difficulty now, the heels clicking softly beneath him, and he noticed that his stride had adjusted. Not entirely feminine, not entirely his own. But fluid. Practiced.

At home, he disappeared into the bedroom to change. Within minutes, he had removed the pantsuit, the undergarments, and the shoes. In their place, he pulled on a nightgown, soft from many washes, and his worn, fuzzy slippers. Missy, seeing him reappear in this domestic uniform, gave a short laugh.

“You really are a quick-change artist,” she said, passing him a glass of water.

They spent the remainder of the evening in idle talk. Nothing weighty. The day had been long enough. When the time came, they went to bed.


But sleep did not find him easily. He lay in the dim room, staring upward. His thoughts returned again and again to the question he could no longer ignore. He enjoyed the feel of the fabric, the smoothness of it, the ease with which it moved against his skin. But there was a dissonance. A tension between surface and self. He missed the structure of men's clothes, the way they made him feel present in the world. Anchored.

There had to be a way back. Some step not yet taken. And as he turned the thought over in his mind, an idea began to form—not complete, not guaranteed, but worth pursuing.


The next morning passed unremarkably. Breakfast was toast and eggs, shared with Missy at the kitchen table. Conversation remained light, but his thoughts had already moved ahead.

By nine, he was in his office. He picked up the phone, dialed the number from memory, and waited through two rings before a woman’s voice answered. He asked if Iris was available. After a brief pause, he was told she could see him at ten. He said yes. He would take the appointment.

At ten o’clock, he was at the salon. The scent of hairspray and shampoo lingered in the air, familiar now in a way that unsettled him. Iris greeted him at the reception counter and led him to her chair. He sat, folding his hands in his lap. The mirror in front of him reflected a version of himself that was still strange to him, though no longer foreign.

He sat there a while, searching for the right words, the right entry point.

At last, he spoke.

“I know you’re the one who gave me this form,” he said, the words slow but deliberate. “But I need to ask... is there a way to undo it? I want to go back. To the way I was. I didn’t expect the change to be this complete. I didn’t realize it would be so... permanent.”

“First,” Iris began, her voice low and deliberate, her fingers steepled together just above the counter, “it’s not truly permanent. That’s the first thing you should understand.”

He watched her as she continued. Her words did not rush.

“If I’m correct, the effects will begin to fade on their own. You’re looking at maybe six months, give or take. That’s my best guess. Now, if you want to speed things along, I do have medication that might help. Pills. They’ve worked in certain cases. But I can’t promise they’ll undo everything that’s happened.”

She paused to read his face. There was no reaction—only the faint effort of a man trying to measure consequence against desire.

“It’s likely your chest will reduce in size,” she went on. “But even then, I suspect you’ll still be larger than you were before any of this began. There’s no guarantee.”

He nodded slightly, his posture fixed.

“I’ve used these same pills for women who came to me wanting to reduce their bust without surgery. They’re not meant for this purpose exactly, but they function through testosterone supplementation. That’s what they are: male hormones. And I must warn you—taking them can make you very sick. The side effects can be... considerable. Are you sure you want to go through with it?”

He didn’t hesitate.

“Yes,” he said. “I’m absolutely sure. I want to begin. When can I start?”

Her reply came without pause. “You can begin immediately. Give me a moment.”

She left the room and returned a few minutes later, carrying a small glass of water in one hand and a single green tablet in the other. She handed them to him with the same calm she’d used when dispensing advice. He took the pill and drank.

“This will be slower,” she said, “much slower than what we did before. I didn’t like how fast the changes came the first time. The pills I gave you then... I was uneasy about them. Doreen insisted it was urgent, that the transformation needed to happen quickly.”

She stood by the chair as he adjusted his sleeves.

“But I’m not surprised you’ve come back,” she added. “I had a feeling you would. I’ve seen it before.”

From a drawer, she produced a small plastic container with a week’s worth of pills and handed it to him. “Take one each morning. I want to see you again in seven days.”

He looked down at the container, closed his hand around it, and nodded.

Still, he knew he needed to bring back some visible reason for his time away. Missy would ask. So before leaving the salon, he sat for a manicure. He chose a pale lavender—just enough to register, not enough to provoke.

At the front counter, he presented the card Doreen had given him, unsure of its coverage. The woman behind the desk scanned it and looked up with a small smile.

“Covers everything,” she said. “Valid for the full year.”

That surprised him. He thanked her quietly.

Before walking out the door, he turned back to Iris.

“Please don’t mention this to anyone,” he said. “Not Missy. Not Doreen. No one.”

She didn’t hesitate.

“I’ll treat you as I would any private client,” she said. “Discretion is part of the work.”

At home, he entered without fanfare. Missy was in the kitchen, pouring coffee.

He raised his hand slightly and showed her his nails.

“New color,” he said.

She peered at them, then smiled. “Well done,” she said. “You managed it all on your own.”

He didn’t answer. He stepped into his office and sat down at his desk. There was still time before lunch. He opened his sketchbook and resumed work. The image came fast. By midday, he was close to finishing another illustration. The lines fell into place with uncanny ease.

Over lunch, he spoke to Missy again, the conversation drifting back to the pages before him.

“I’ve never had illustrations come this easily,” he said. “This book... it asks more of me than the others. It’s like the story is pushing the pictures out of me.”

She nodded and listened.

By mid-afternoon, he began to feel strange. It began as a dull unease in his stomach, not sharp enough to describe as pain, but not mild either. He tried to ignore it, to work through it. But it lingered, then grew stronger.

Eventually, he rose from his chair and walked into the bedroom. He eased himself down onto the bed and lay flat, eyes open.

He did not notice the moment sleep took him. There was no transition, no drifting into dreams—only the faint surprise of waking to find the light in the room altered slightly, the rhythm of the day changed. When he opened his eyes again, half an hour had passed. The nausea had subsided entirely. He sat up and took stock of his body. The discomfort, though brief, had been real. He attributed it to the pill, that much seemed clear, though he hoped it would not repeat. Perhaps it was only a reaction to the first dose, a chemical collision inside him that might never occur again.

He returned to his office. The drawing board, still set up from earlier, greeted him like an open page. He resumed work where he had left off. The lines came quickly. The pace was almost startling. If he could keep this momentum, he thought, the entire project could be finished by tomorrow.

The next morning followed the same structure. Breakfast, quiet and functional. Then, another pill, washed down with tepid water. He entered the office early and found the same flow waiting for him. The story he was illustrating—the strange and tangled tale of the Red Fox—held his attention in a way few narratives had. It was a joy to illustrate, though he would not have said so aloud.

By early afternoon, he completed the final piece, looked it over once more, then compiled the illustrations alongside the manuscript and sent the file off to his publisher. There was no hesitation in clicking send. The work was good. He knew it. It was not arrogance, just certainty.

Later, while dressing, he paused before the mirror. He tried to assess whether any change had occurred. At first, he thought perhaps his chest had diminished slightly. The shape under his bra appeared less prominent. But the more he looked, the more uncertain he became. Was it the lighting? The angle? He couldn’t tell. Iris had warned him it would not be a rapid reversal. There would be subtle shifts, not immediate resolution.

But by the following day, he noticed a difference. This time, it was unmistakable. The bra no longer held him as firmly. The fabric sagged slightly in the cups. He pressed against his chest with tentative fingers and confirmed it: the volume had reduced. Not dramatically, not yet—but it had. He lingered at the mirror longer than he meant to, then returned to the computer and opened his email.


BETWEEN VERSIONS

A message had come in overnight. It was from his editor. The subject line read simply: Red Fox Illustrations. He clicked it open.

The message was brief but enthusiastic. The publisher was thrilled with the quality. “These are exceptional,” the note read. “Your best work yet. You brought the story to life in ways we hadn’t anticipated.”

He stared at the screen for a long moment. He had received praise before—polite acknowledgements, appreciative nods—but nothing like this. This note felt personal, felt invested. He printed the email, brought it to Missy in the kitchen.

She read it, her face softening into a smile. “I’m proud of you,” she said. “We should go out tonight. Celebrate.”

He nodded, still holding the paper in one hand.

She added, “You should wear your aqua silk dress. You look amazing in that one.”

He didn’t answer immediately, but the suggestion stayed with him.

By midafternoon, he had changed. She noticed this as she came down the hallway and stopped at the doorway of his study. He stood by the window, the dress already on, his posture relaxed.

“You’re dressed already?” she asked, surprised.

He turned and gave her a small smile. “I just felt like it.”

There was something light in the way he said it. She didn’t press. She was glad to see him so pleased with himself.

That evening, they went out. The food was excellent. They spoke about little things. Nothing difficult. He laughed twice, maybe more.

The following morning brought another subtle milestone. He selected one of his older bras, one of the smaller sizes he’d stopped wearing months ago. He stepped into it, hooked the clasp, and stood still. It fit. Properly. The cups didn’t pull. The fabric lay flat.

He didn’t say anything out loud, but inside, he felt it: relief. The pills were working.

Later that morning, Missy told him she had to run errands. “I won’t be long,” she said, grabbing her keys and purse. After she left, he stood at the door for a moment, then turned and walked briskly down the hall toward the bedroom.

He went to the wardrobe, slipped out of the dress, folded it carefully, and placed it on the chair. Then he retrieved a men’s shirt from the shelf above—blue, cotton, pressed. He slid his arms into the sleeves and buttoned it slowly, starting from the bottom.

The lower buttons closed easily. But once he reached the area across his chest, he stopped. The top buttons didn’t meet. There remained a gap, about two inches wide, impossible to conceal. The fabric strained, unable to bridge the distance.

Each morning, as part of the routine that had now become habitual, he stood before the mirror in the dim light of the bedroom and examined his chest. It had become almost a ritual—an assessment made not with hope, but with a kind of quiet discipline. Some mornings he could see no change. The flesh appeared just as full, just as firm beneath the fabric. On other days, especially after long stretches of stillness or after a shower, he thought perhaps the curve had lessened, the shape a little softer, less pronounced. It was difficult to trust the mirror. The body deceived itself. The mind wanted to believe and was therefore unreliable.


The following Monday arrived with a crispness in the air. He drove to the salon, the same one where he had undergone the earlier changes, and found Iris waiting for him. She greeted him with the same professionalism as before, not warm, but not indifferent either.

She studied his chest clinically, without hesitation, then spoke. “You’re reducing,” she said. “Slowly, but it’s happening.”

He let out a breath—not relief exactly, but acknowledgment.

She prepared a small syringe and explained, “This will speed things up a little. It’s meant to assist the process.”

He watched the needle without flinching.

“It’s always easier to go one way than the other,” she continued, pressing the plunger gently. “For some reason, breasts seem to grow quickly, but take their time when it comes to shrinking. No one really knows why.”

He thanked her and made another appointment for the same time next Monday. The ritual had become weekly now, part of a private contract he hadn’t entirely expected to last this long.

Afterward, he drove across town to a software store, the kind tucked into an aging strip mall beside a shoe repair shop and a defunct pet grooming service. He had seen a drawing application advertised online, one meant for professional illustrators. The clerk showed him the box, described its features in monotone, and rang it up without comment. He took it home in a plastic bag, the receipt tucked neatly in his wallet.

When he returned to the house, he held up the box for Missy to see.

“I got the new software,” he said.

She gave it a brief glance. “Oh,” she replied. “You’ve mentioned it before.”

“I’m going to try it out once I get it installed,” he added.

She gave a small nod, smiled faintly. “Well, I guess I won’t see much of you for the rest of the day.”

He knew she was right. Once immersed, he would lose all sense of time.

Upstairs, he inserted the disc and began the installation. It ran slowly, progress bar inching forward across the screen. He stood up, paced, sat down again. It was during this waiting that he felt it. A sensation in his groin—an unmistakable stirring that caught him by surprise. It was not painful, not uncomfortable, only strange. It had been a long time since he had felt anything there that resembled desire.

The sensation grew, insistent now. It felt as if a part of him had woken from dormancy. He thought of Missy, of taking her to bed, not in duty or routine, but with urgency. The thought startled him, not because it was unfamiliar, but because of how long it had been absent.

When the installation completed, he focused his attention back on the screen. He launched the program and began to experiment. The layout was different, the tools arranged in new sequences. He tested the fill function. It worked more intuitively than in his current program. He began a sketch, then paused, comparing it in his mind to what he could have done on the familiar platform.

He moved through the toolbar, trying each feature. One by one, they revealed themselves to be functionally equivalent. Different in style, perhaps, but not in capability. He closed the program without saving the file and leaned back in his chair, uncertain which software he would end up using.

He checked his email out of habit, not expecting anything urgent.

There, among the usual correspondence and promotional messages, was a message from his publisher.

He opened it, reading slowly.

They were writing to inform him that he had been selected as one of five finalists for the Ezra Jack Keats Award. It was a distinguished honor, awarded to illustrators whose work in children’s literature had marked the highest standards of the field.

The message went on. The ceremony would take place the week after next. A suite had already been arranged for him and Missy at the hotel where the event would be held. Two rooms, reserved from the day before the ceremony through the day after. All expenses covered.

He read the message twice.

Then he printed it out and walked it downstairs.
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JUST IN CASE

When Missy read the email, she looked up from the printed page with an expression that was not quite surprise but hovered on its edge. He stood across from her, arms folded, the corners of his mouth drawn tight with effort, as if holding back the impulse to over-explain.

“It’s an honor just to be nominated,” he said. “That’s not a cliché. Not this time. Just being considered—being listed among the top five—is enough to remind me I’ve been doing meaningful work. This isn’t popularity. This is recognition.”

She nodded, still holding the paper in both hands. He took it back from her gently.

“I need to book our flights to New York,” he said. “They’re covering the hotel, but the travel is ours.”

She agreed without hesitation. He made the reservation that afternoon, entering each detail with care. Dates, names, preferred seats. As the confirmation screen loaded, Missy stood behind him.

“You know,” she said, placing a hand lightly on the back of his chair, “you’ll need something appropriate to wear. This isn’t just any trip. You’ll be in a room full of publishers, editors, photographers. It calls for a special outfit.”

He turned toward her and nearly said he’d take care of the suit himself. It almost came out—a quiet declaration of independence. But the impulse passed, and the moment slipped by.

She clapped her hands lightly. “Let’s go shopping now. No sense waiting.”

There was no room for negotiation. He knew this.

She drove. The boutique she chose was one of the few in town that still maintained a tailor on staff. The mannequins in the window wore fabric that shimmered under the muted light, gowns with sequined patterns and clean seams, garments designed to draw attention rather than avoid it.

Inside, they browsed in tandem, their movements practiced. Missy’s hand moved across each dress with a decisiveness that spoke of familiarity with both the material and the man beside her. They rejected several options—too dark, too plain, too stiff.

Eventually, they came down to a gown displayed at the back of the store. Red silk. The neckline plunged sharply, and the back dipped low to just above the waist. A built-in bra gave it structure, and the skirt flared with deliberate extravagance.

He tried it on in the changing room, where the mirrors were angled to reflect each view whether asked for or not. The fabric pooled awkwardly around his feet. It hung loose in places it shouldn’t.

Missy tilted her head. “That’s the same size as the last one we bought.”

He stared at his reflection. “Iris said my shape would keep changing. That eventually I’d settle into a stable form. I guess that’s what’s happened—I’ve moved into a smaller size.”

They brought him two sizes down. The smaller gown fit snugly, smoothing across his torso without pulling. He did not comment on the padding he’d placed in the bra earlier that day. Without it, he knew, the shrinking would show. But with it, the illusion held.

On the drive home, Missy spoke without pause.

“You’re going to look fantastic in that dress,” she said. “It’s elegant without being too much. I can’t wait to tell Doreen. And Hannah. They’re going to love hearing about the nomination.”

He kept his eyes on the road ahead.

“I haven’t won anything,” he said. “There are plenty of other illustrators. Any one of them could take it. It’s still a competition.”

She waved it off. “Just being nominated is a win.”

Later that week, a new manuscript arrived from his publisher. A parcel in plain brown wrapping, familiar in weight and proportion. He opened it carefully, avoiding tearing the paper. It was a children’s story, spare in words but rich in suggestion—a narrative that leaned on imagery for mood and movement.

He began working immediately. Once he immersed himself in the project, the illustrations came quickly. There was a rhythm to it. Each drawing led naturally to the next, as if they had already been composed in some subconscious reserve and now only needed to be traced. He was struck by how intricate they had become. The lines, the expressions, the interplay of color and absence—it all felt more sophisticated than his earlier work.

He completed the full suite in four days. He reviewed them once, made minor edits to two panels, then scanned and packaged the files. By Friday morning, it was sent back to the publisher.

The following Monday, he returned to Iris’s clinic. She examined him with the same methodical attentiveness as before, her manner neither clinical nor overly familiar, but somewhere between the two—a person doing a job she knew well.

“You’ve likely gone as far as your body will allow,” she said, stepping back, arms crossed in measured thought. “At this point, I don’t expect any further reversal. This may be the limit.”

She paused, choosing her next words with a kind of quiet frankness.

“You’ll probably always have A-cup breasts,” she said. “That’s the reality now. They may soften a little more, perhaps change shape with time, but they’re not going to disappear.”

He nodded. He had anticipated this, more or less.

“You could compress them,” she added. “There are ways to bind the chest beneath a shirt if you’re dressing in men's clothing. That’s an option. But if I’m being practical, I’d advise continuing to wear a bra. Not for appearance. For support. Breasts, even small ones, benefit from it. It’ll be better in the long run.”

She looked at him, and then asked the more delicate question, though she did so without a trace of discomfort.

“Has everything else returned?”

He held her gaze for a moment, then said, simply, “Yes.”

She accepted the answer without asking for further detail.

“I’ll be out of town next week,” he said, standing to retrieve his coat.

“Oh?” she replied. “Where are you going?”

He hesitated, unsure whether it sounded like boasting. “I’ve been nominated for an award. The Ezra Jack Keats Award. One of the finalists.”

She blinked once, visibly impressed. “That’s remarkable,” she said. “Truly. Congratulations.”

He thanked her. Before leaving, he asked for a trim and had his hair styled in a neutral cut—neither overtly masculine nor feminine. Something that wouldn’t attract too much comment in either context.

On the way home, he stopped at a men’s formal wear shop tucked between a tailor’s studio and a tobacconist. The store was staffed by two older men who offered limited conversation and no intrusive questions. He tried on several tuxedos, ultimately selecting one in a deep, understated black. The fit was decent—close through the torso, giving enough room through the shoulders. Standing before the mirror, he could still see the outline of his chest, a faint prominence even with the stiff shirt underneath. But once the jacket was buttoned, the shape was obscured, diminished beneath the lines of the fabric. He would pass. Or nearly pass. It was enough.

He paid in cash and returned home.

For the next two days, he did very little. He read intermittently, drank tea, took long showers. The anticipation of New York hung in the background, a quiet current running beneath everything. On Thursday, he began to pack his suitcase. By Friday, most of the work was done.

That afternoon, as he zipped his second bag, he turned to Missy and said, “You should think about getting something for the ceremony. It’s a formal event.”

She looked at him with interest, then nodded. “Yes,” she said. “I suppose I should.”

They went out together that evening, trying department stores, boutique outlets, even one secondhand place. But nothing seemed to suit the occasion. Either too youthful, too casual, or ill-fitting.

Eventually, they found themselves in a corner of a bridal shop labeled “Mother of the Bride.” The section was quieter, understated, less glittering. There, she found a gown—silver fabric with narrow gold trim, cut with an elegance that didn’t demand attention but would hold it. She emerged from the changing room and turned slowly.

He looked at her and said, “It’s perfect.”

She smiled. “You really think so?”

“I do.”

On Saturday they completed the last of their packing. The alarm had already been set. Their flight left at six on Monday morning, and if all went smoothly, they would land in New York before noon.

By Sunday, they both agreed they ought to rest. Travel had its demands, and neither of them wanted to arrive in the city depleted.

Missy sat at the table after breakfast and said, “While we’re there, I’d like to see Times Square. And the Statue of Liberty. I’ve never been.”

“That won’t be hard,” he said. “The hotel’s only a block or so from Times Square. We can walk it.”

Later that afternoon, he stepped into the bedroom and put on a pair of his taller heels—the ones that made his calves feel sculpted and gave him that almost theatrical posture. When Missy saw this, she said nothing. She knew what it meant.

They sat for a while on the couch, close but not rushed. They kissed in a slow, exploratory rhythm that built gradually. Then, without speaking, he stood and held out his hand. She followed him down the hallway to the bedroom.

Inside, he turned on a lamp but left the blinds closed. He helped her out of her shoes first, then unfastened the waistband of her slacks and drew them down. Her panties followed. She lay back, watching him, not in expectation but in quiet recognition.

He removed his dress and then the slip beneath it, folding each garment and placing them carefully on the nearby chair. He climbed into bed beside her, drawing the covers back halfway. Their bodies met, tentative at first, then closer.

There was a long stretch of foreplay, not choreographed but natural, an unfolding of movement and breath. Eventually, he shifted, gently guiding her onto her back. She yielded easily. He moved over her slowly.

She gasped softly—not from pain, but from realization. He was whole again. Whatever had been dormant in him had reawakened.

They made love with patience. Neither spoke. The act was not rushed, not desperate. It was precise, slow, and extraordinary.

When they were done—whatever that meant now, in the stillness that followed physical closeness—he stood and walked to the wardrobe. Without ceremony, he removed his dress and underthings until only the bra and panties remained. His body, though changed, was no longer strange to him. The discomfort had dulled into familiarity. He reached into the closet for a shirt, choosing a pale blue one with buttons that ran cleanly down the front. He slipped it on, tugged the fabric gently across his chest, noting how it closed without strain. From the dresser drawer, he retrieved a pair of dark slacks. The fit, he noted with subdued satisfaction, was nearly exact.

Missy stood by the doorway, watching him. Her eyes widened—not in shock, but in observation, as if processing the return of a figure she hadn’t seen in some time.

“Welcome back, Mitch,” she said, her voice both warm and wry. “You do know I’m going to miss Sandra a lot, don’t you?”

He turned, the pants halfway zipped, and gave her a nod.

“Sandra’s not gone,” he said. “She’ll come back from time to time. I’m certain of it.”

She stepped into the room, her arms crossing casually.

“What happened?” she asked. “Doreen made it sound like the changes would last a lot longer. What made them disappear?”

“I went to see Iris,” he said. “I asked her if she could help reverse what had been done. She said it wouldn’t be easy, but she tried. And now here I am. Mostly myself again.”

He sat at the edge of the bed, tugging on socks as he spoke.

“She said I’ll probably always have A-cup breasts. That’s the part that’s going to stay unless I start taking those black pills again. And I won’t be doing that.”

Missy exhaled slowly, nodding.

“In some ways, I’m glad to have Mitch back,” she said. “But I’m going to miss Sandra. Honestly. Especially when I think about that beautiful formal gown. I’d been looking forward to seeing you wear it at the awards ceremony.”

He smiled faintly. “You’ll see it again. I don’t know when, but I’m sure of that.”

They didn’t speak for a moment. The space between them felt altered, not strained, but shifted—made larger by the clarity of knowing who they both were now.

Early Monday morning, they boarded the flight to New York. The airport was crowded even at that hour, bodies moving in practiced lines, announcements droning above the quiet chaos. The flight was uneventful.
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As they climbed above the clouds, Missy leaned her head against the window, then turned slightly to face him.

“So,” she said, “any idea when Sandra will be back? I’ve gotten used to her being around. And I didn’t think I’d ever say this, but... I miss her already.”

He chuckled under his breath.

“I never thought I’d see the day I’d go from being in trouble for putting on a dress to you wanting to see me in one.”

She gave him a sideways glance. “Honestly, I can’t even remember now why I didn’t want you to wear dresses. It seems ridiculous, thinking back.”

She paused, then asked, “Did you pack any of them? Any dresses?”

“I packed one full outfit,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Just in case.”

She smiled, leaned her head back against the seat.

“Well then,” she said. “It’s not a lost cause.”


DIFFERENT LEVEL

They landed just after midday. The city greeted them with the dense sound of traffic and the rhythm of people walking with purpose. Their hotel was located a short drive from the airport, near Times Square, its entrance tucked beneath an awning of faded brass.

Once inside, they checked in, their bags taken up by a porter with a quiet professionalism. The room was large enough, with two adjoining spaces, as promised. A view of the street offered glimpses of the city’s motion without letting any of it in.

He turned to her, checking the time on his watch.

“I’ve got an appointment this afternoon,” he said. “With the publisher.”

She nodded. “Go on then. I’ll unpack.”

He left the room a few minutes later, documents tucked under his arm, collar adjusted twice before reaching the elevator. The doors closed behind him, and Missy remained alone in the room, staring at the open suitcase with a small smile.


At the publisher’s offices, he was met not by one representative but by a trio: the president himself, a tall man in his sixties with a slow voice and worn cuffs, and two vice presidents, both younger and more visibly curated in dress and demeanor. The meeting took place in a glass-walled conference room that overlooked a quiet stretch of the street below, where traffic moved in slow intervals and no horns could be heard.

The vice president who led the children’s division did most of the early talking. He leaned forward with a kind of relaxed enthusiasm and spoke without preamble.

“I’ve always admired your illustrations,” he said. “They have a way of fitting the narrative without overtaking it. Like they belong there before the words even arrive.”

Mitch nodded, unsure whether to respond directly or wait.

The man went on. “Tell me—how long does it usually take to come up with a drawing that works, one that really fits the story?”

He answered carefully, aware that the truth lacked drama. “It varies. Sometimes I see it almost at once—within five minutes. Other times, it can take two days or more before the shape begins to feel right.”

The vice president nodded, as if confirming his own assumptions. “And do you ever go back and revise? Add things? Take things out?”

“More often than not,” Mitch said, “something gets added. It’s rare that I remove an element. Usually the first draft is too bare.”

The conversation shifted then, with the president joining in more directly. He had been listening, arms folded lightly across his chest.

“You know,” he said, “we’ve never had one of our artists make it to the final five. Not once. So this is new territory for us.”

Mitch offered a modest smile, unsure of what to say.

“If you win,” the president continued, “you’ll have to go up on stage. They’ll put the medal around your neck right there. Public and all. And we, the company, we get a trophy. A cup.”

He laughed at the thought.

“You should see our trophy case. It’s empty. At the moment, we just keep new releases in there. Maybe now we’ll have something worth displaying.”

They laughed lightly, and the meeting moved into easier terrain. Coffee was served. The mood became less formal. They spoke of past projects, of books that hadn’t landed as hoped, of those rare ones that found their audience without explanation. Before leaving, the president shook Mitch’s hand and said, “We’ll see you tomorrow evening.”

Mitch replied that he was looking forward to it.


Back at the hotel, he changed clothes, and together he and Missy decided to walk. They moved through the crowds with an ease that came not from familiarity, but from a shared curiosity. They reached Times Square just as the light was beginning to dull. Neon signs blinked slowly into clarity. Missy looked around, her neck craning upward.

“It’s different seeing it like this,” she said. “More than just lights. It’s a presence. On TV, it’s just an image. This feels real.”

He didn’t correct her. She was right.

They ate at a delicatessen a few blocks from the square, the sort of place where the staff had quick hands and quicker voices, and menus came printed on laminated cards with too many options. The food arrived swiftly, the portions oversized. They ate without much talk and left with just enough room for the walk back.

That night, they returned to their hotel room early. They were tired, not from effort, but from the accumulation of the day’s impressions. They undressed without ceremony, turned down the covers, and were asleep not long after their heads met the pillows.


He awoke first. The light through the window was pale, softened by the city’s haze. He moved quietly, careful not to wake her, and began to make coffee using the small machine that came with the room. The smell drifted through the air, reaching her where she lay.

She stirred, then sat up slowly. “You made coffee?”

He nodded. “It’s not great, but it’s hot.”

They sat together on the edge of the bed, sipping from the small paper cups.

They debated briefly whether to eat in the room or find a café. In the end, convenience won out. He picked up the phone and ordered room service. She asked for oatmeal, adding cinnamon and raisins. He chose blueberry pancakes and a side of bacon.

When the food arrived, the deliveryman—mid-thirties, polite but practiced—rolled the cart in and adjusted the plates. As he placed the tray near the window, Mitch asked him, “Do you know how we might get to the Statue of Liberty?”

The man nodded, straightening. “There’s a bus tour that stops right in front of the hotel. Two departures in the morning—nine and eleven. Just look for the one with the big apple on the side. Hard to miss.”

He pointed to a brochure tucked into the corner of the tray.

“And when you’re done,” he added, “leave the dishes outside. The staff will come by to collect them.”


They boarded the tour bus shortly after breakfast. The sky had clouded slightly, the kind of gray that muted the city’s edges but didn’t threaten rain. The vehicle itself bore the oversized image of a bright red apple on the side, as the hotel porter had described, and was already half full when they climbed aboard. They chose seats midway back, where the view through the large windows was unobstructed, and the speakers above them transmitted the tour guide’s voice with only minor distortion.

As the tour began, the bus wove through streets that, to them, seemed pulled from film and newsprint—names they had heard, images half-recognized, now rendered real by proximity. They passed Wall Street, its facades stoic and indifferent; Penn Station, grand in size but quiet in mood; the waterfront, where ferries and tankers moved in measured rhythm. At the harbor, the Statue of Liberty appeared, distant and upright, its posture more subdued than he remembered from photographs. They also passed Coney Island, the old amusement park partly visible through a line of crumbling fencing, the faded signage a reminder of past summers now gone.

By late afternoon, they returned to the hotel. Their feet were sore, but the experience had pleased them. It was enough walking for one day.


Back in the room, Mitch took his time shaving, the blade slow against the grain. He stood shirtless at the mirror, inspecting his collar, then retrieved the suit from the wardrobe. Missy sat nearby, her legs curled beneath her on the bed, flipping absently through a brochure she had picked up at the concierge desk.

“There’s a reception afterwards,” he said, adjusting the cuffs. “My publisher’s taking us. I think we can probably eat there.”

She nodded without comment.

The event was scheduled to begin at seven. At a quarter to, they left the room and took the elevator down. The lobby was filled with other guests dressed in a spectrum of elegance—some in sleek suits and gowns, others in styles attempting formality but falling short. They were ushered to a large auditorium on the hotel’s ground floor, where the tables had been set with programs and carafes of water, the lighting adjusted to an artificial twilight.

They took their assigned seats near the front. His publisher, a composed man with a slightly receding hairline and a blue silk tie, sat beside him on the left. Missy was on his right, her hand resting lightly on his arm.

The ceremony began without preamble. A modest procession of speakers came to the podium, each introduced with subdued formality. The first award was for best illustrations in a book for adults. There were polite claps, a few names vaguely familiar.

Then came the children’s category. The presenters described the criteria—visual storytelling, cohesion with text, originality—and the five finalists were projected on a large screen behind the stage. His own illustrations appeared third in the sequence: two scenes from The Saga of Red Fox, one in muted charcoal tones, the other in watercolor. The applause that followed was evenly distributed.

Then the president of the American Association of Librarians stepped forward. She was a woman in her early sixties, glasses on a chain, speaking with deliberate clarity.

“This year’s winner, with ninety-three votes out of one hundred and six, is Mitchell Jenkins.”

There was a pause, as if he had misheard. He looked to Missy, who was already leaning in, her lips pressed against his cheek.

“You did it,” she whispered.

His publisher extended a hand. “Congratulations,” he said, squeezing firmly.

Mitch stood slowly. His legs felt uncertain beneath him, but they held. He walked to the stage, each step accompanied by applause that seemed at once distant and precise. At the podium, the medal was placed around his neck. He bowed slightly, then stepped to the microphone.

“First,” he began, “I want to thank my publisher—for having the confidence that my illustrations would fit the story. That kind of faith is a gift.”

He paused.

“I also want to thank my wife. Her support has kept me going in every sense. I couldn’t have done any of this without her.”

A final glance to the crowd.

“And thank you to those who voted for my work. It means more than I can say.”

He returned to his seat, heart still racing, and tried to follow the rest of the ceremony. There were additional awards, acknowledgments, and readings. He clapped where appropriate.

Then another announcement came.

“The Saga of Red Fox,” the presenter said, “has also been named Children’s Book of the Year.”

This time, his reaction was slower. The author, seated three rows behind, stood first. They met at the stage with the publisher joining them. Each was handed a plaque—wooden, engraved, formal but impersonal.

After the ceremony concluded, the publisher approached him privately.

“You know,” he said, his voice quiet now, “none of this would’ve happened without your drawings. That’s not flattery. It’s fact.”

He reached into his inside jacket pocket and removed an envelope. “I’ve got something for you,” he said.

Mitch opened the flap and found a check inside. The number written was ten thousand.

He looked up, at a loss.

“I don’t know what to say,” he said.

“Say thank you,” the publisher replied. “And know this: your rate will be going up from now on. You’re not just our best illustrator. You’re now an award-winning one.”

The reception following the ceremony was held in a low-lit banquet hall adjacent to the main auditorium, where soft music played and waitstaff moved discreetly among small clusters of guests. Missy kept her arm tucked into his throughout, her fingers resting lightly at the bend of his elbow as they made their way through the crowd. She was composed but visibly proud, her eyes scanning the room not for recognition, but for acknowledgment—of what had just occurred, and of him in particular.

They lingered by the buffet table, speaking to other illustrators and editors, some of whom offered little more than polite praise. Then a man approached—tall, mid-forties, dressed in muted tones—and introduced himself as one of the other nominees in the children’s illustration category. His manner was quiet but sincere.

“I knew I didn’t stand a chance,” he said, “once I saw your work. The detail, the way it harmonized with the story—it was on a different level.”

Mitch accepted the compliment with a nod.

The man then asked, “What program do you use? If you don’t mind me asking.”

Mitch answered truthfully. There was no reason not to share. The other man nodded again, said it confirmed what he had suspected, and thanked him.

They spoke a little longer, then parted ways. Missy remained by his side, holding his arm as if it anchored her.

In the elevator, on their way back to the tenth floor, she stood close and kissed him repeatedly, as if to mark him with affection at every interval of the ascent. By the time the doors opened, neither had spoken, but both knew they would not fall asleep immediately.

Inside the room, they undressed slowly, without urgency, and lay together in a tangle of arms and warmth. There was no need for conversation. Their bodies filled the gaps.


NOT A COSTUME

The following day was overcast but mild, suitable for sightseeing. They visited a series of museums—natural history, modern art—and wandered through a private gallery housed in an old converted brownstone. He took in the brushstrokes and textures with quiet attention, while Missy spent longer near the sculptures, particularly the abstract forms carved in wood.

Late in the afternoon, as they walked along Madison Avenue, he turned to her.

“I got us tickets to a show tonight,” he said.

She didn’t ask which one. She only smiled.

They returned to the hotel and ate at the snack shop near the lobby, ordering a sandwich platter and iced tea. The food was plain but adequate. It allowed them the comfort of routine.

Back upstairs, they began preparing for the evening. Missy disappeared into the bathroom with her cosmetics bag, humming to herself between strokes of her mascara wand.

He remained in the bedroom, moving with purpose.

When she emerged from the bathroom, brush still in hand, she stopped.

He was standing near the bed, already dressed.

The red evening gown they had purchased days earlier fit him precisely, the silk fabric catching the dim lamplight with subdued elegance. His bangs had been combed just right, parted and smoothed, and the small tiara sat atop his head without irony. The dress revealed his shape without exaggeration. As he shifted slightly, she noticed the subtle movement in his chest.

“They’re silicone,” he said calmly. “Forms.”

She didn’t speak at first, only studied him. The heels he wore—three inches, red, with narrow straps—completed the transformation.

“I thought,” he added, “you got this dress for me to wear here. So I’m wearing it.”

She let out a soft breath. “You look gorgeous,” she said, stepping closer.

He walked to the bathroom to do his makeup, taking care with each line, his movements slow, deliberate.

Later, they took a cab to the theater. The driver addressed them both without distinction, referring to them in the plural feminine. Neither corrected him. They sat together in the back, Missy’s hand on his thigh.

As they waited for the show to begin, she leaned over and asked, “Where did the red boa come from?”

He smiled faintly. “I thought the back dipped too low,” he said. “And the front wasn’t much better. I figured a little coverage wouldn’t hurt.”

She gave a quiet laugh. “You’re too prim for the modern age.”

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

They enjoyed the performance without distraction, both fully immersed. The music, the choreography, the stagecraft—each piece felt deliberate, precise. Afterwards, they returned to the hotel without speaking much, both content.

In bed, they undressed slowly, not shedding costumes but stepping out of them. He touched her with gentleness, his hands unhurried, attentive. They made love with care and without artifice. It was not about novelty, or play, or identity. It was about presence.

Afterward, they lay close. She looked at him in the dimness, her expression unreadable but not guarded.

She wondered—without voicing it—whether she could keep him in dresses. Not every day. Not always. But often enough.

Because she had begun to miss Sandra already.


The next morning began early, the room dark but already stirring with movement. They dressed and repacked their belongings without much conversation, working in tandem, each knowing what the other would need next. Downstairs, they checked out and took a taxi to the airport. It was still early when they arrived, nearly two hours before their scheduled departure. The terminal was wide and spare, its voices echoing across hard flooring and high ceilings.

After passing through security, they found two seats near the boarding gate. Missy wandered over to the nearest shop and returned with a pair of magazines. She sat beside him and flipped through hers absently, stopping now and then to skim headlines. She offered him the other.

“Do you want to read something?” she asked. “Might help pass the time.”

He looked up, then nodded. “Sure. Not a bad idea.”

She handed him the one labeled Fashion Today. Its glossy cover bore a close-up of a woman’s face framed by hair that had clearly taken hours to sculpt. He opened it without expectation and began to read.

After a few minutes, she glanced over and noticed the way his eyes had narrowed, his posture drawn in toward the page.

“What are you reading?” she asked.

He didn’t look up. “An article about fingernail art,” he said.

She smiled and returned to her own pages.

Later that afternoon, back home, Missy couldn’t contain her excitement. She made two phone calls within the hour—first to Doreen, then to Hannah. She didn’t go into detail on the phone, only said, “He won,” and told them they should come see for themselves.

Both women agreed immediately and said they would come by that evening.

After hanging up, she turned to him. “They’re coming over,” she said. “You might want to change into one of your dresses.”


He didn’t object. He walked to the bedroom and opened the closet. Inside hung the various outfits they had collected over the past several months—some casual, some elaborate. He looked at them one by one but hesitated, unsure which best suited the occasion.

Eventually, he selected the lavender dress with the yellow floral pattern. It was soft to the touch and hung just below the knee. With it, he chose a pair of white pumps. He sat at the dressing table, arranging his hair in a more feminine style, and applied light makeup—just enough to even his complexion and bring a bit of color to his lips.

When Doreen and Hannah arrived, Doreen barely waited for the door to close before speaking.

“You’re too pretty to be a man,” she said.

He offered a small smile and invited them into the living room.

He retrieved the medal and the plaque from their cases and presented them. The two women leaned in close, inspecting the craftsmanship, running their fingers lightly along the engraved lettering.

“This is amazing,” Doreen said. “You should be proud. Really proud.”

Then she added, as if already halfway to her next idea, “We’re going to throw a party for you. A proper celebration.”

He began to protest, but she cut him off.

“You’ll wear your medal,” she said, “and I’m going to set up a special table for the plaque. I’ve already got it in mind. The party will be this Saturday night. Four-thirty sharp. Supper included.”

He looked at Missy, then back at Doreen.

“I don’t think a supper party is necessary,” he said carefully.

Doreen considered for a moment. “It won’t be a big affair. Just you and Missy, Hannah, and maybe a couple more. Close friends. Nothing formal.”
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He nodded. “That sounds more reasonable.”

She leaned forward again. “And you’ll wear an evening gown. We’ll make an appointment at the beauty salon too—for your makeup. One o’clock Saturday. I’ll call them.”

She didn’t wait for a reply. The conversation moved on.

After they left, he turned to Missy, arms folded loosely.

“I was thinking maybe I should wear my tuxedo Saturday night. Keep it simple.”

She looked at him and shook her head.

“Doreen said evening gown,” she replied. “Not tuxedo. Gown.”

He sighed, not in frustration, but in quiet resignation.

“She meant it,” Missy continued. “We should go now and find one. You’re going to be busy tomorrow with the salon and everything else.”

He nodded slowly.


THE CLOSET IS FULL

About thirty minutes later, they stepped through the doors of a boutique they had not previously visited. It was one of those places with spare lighting and mannequins that seemed too elegant to be real, their expressions vaguely superior. The shop specialized in formalwear, with an entire alcove devoted to gowns that whispered of ceremony and spectacle.

In the back, among the evening dresses, they came across one that drew their attention without effort. It was white, its fabric smooth and deliberate, cut to hug the body with a kind of architectural intent. The skirt was narrow, pulled straight down to the ankles, though it opened partway up one side in a slit that suggested motion, or perhaps invitation. Along the hem and bodice was a fine edging of gold, not garish but quiet, like filigree laid by hand.

Nearby, they found earrings—gold again—with delicate chains and small round disks that swung freely. Missy examined them in the light and held them up.

“These,” she said, “will look perfect with the medal. Hanging just beneath it, they'll pull everything together.”

A moment later she found a bracelet to match, a thin bangle that caught the light in the same muted way as the earrings. She let out a brief exclamation, almost a laugh.

The shopping continued. They moved to a shoe store, one that only sold high-end footwear, and within minutes Missy held up a pair of Grecian-style sandals, gold to match the trim on the dress. The heels were four inches tall, thin and arched, built more for effect than comfort.

He regarded them with some skepticism. “I’m not sure about the heel height,” he said, more to himself than her.

“They’ll match the gown perfectly,” Missy said, unwavering. “They’ll complete the whole look.”

Back at the house, he opened the closet to hang the new gown. As he pushed the hanger to one side, he noticed how little space remained between the dresses. There were so many now—some his own selections, others given to him by Missy or Doreen—that they seemed to press against one another like spectators vying for view.

He stepped back and sat on the edge of the bed. The cushion dipped beneath him. His hands remained on his thighs, still.

What once had been a thrill—a novelty, even a kind of relief—now felt different. The anticipation he used to feel when putting on a dress, the hush of transformation that accompanied the ritual, no longer came with the same clarity. There was a sense that the choice was no longer his alone. He could feel its edges becoming less defined, shaped by the expectations of those around him.

He stood up, went looking for Missy, found her in the kitchen unpacking a small bag from the store.

“I need to talk,” he said.

She turned, waiting.

“It’s about the dressing. Before, it used to be something I did when the mood came on me. It was rare, and I liked that about it. Now it’s constant—or close to it. And I’m not enjoying it the way I once did. I think I have to try to stop. Or at least make a serious effort. I don’t know if I’ll succeed, but I want to try. I’m not trying to start a fight. But between you and Doreen, I feel like I’m being pushed into it. I just had to say that.”

She paused. Then she set the bag down.

“Back then,” she began, “when I didn’t want to see you in a dress, it was because I couldn’t imagine it properly. I thought you’d look ridiculous. Like a parody. Like someone playing a part badly.”

He said nothing.

“But now I’ve seen what you become when you dress as her. I’ve watched how you move, how you speak. You’re not the same. And I mean that in a good way. I’ve told you before—I really do like Sandra. Living with her feels like sharing a home with a best friend. Not a roommate. A real companion.”

She crossed her arms, not defensive, but composed.

“Of course I knew there would be limits. No one can live like that without some trade-offs. But I’ve accepted them. You only want to dress at certain times. I want you to be like this most of the time. If I had it my way, I’d want you to get implants. Real ones. I’d want you to have to wear dresses, always. That’s what I would choose.”

She stepped toward him, her voice even.

“But it’s not about what I want. You said it’s your choice. Fine. But I need you to understand—I don’t want to go back. I like things the way they are. You used to dress in secret when I wasn’t home. Now you don’t have to hide. That matters to me. I’m not saying it should matter to you. I’m saying that I would do almost anything to keep Sandra here. And I’m not going to pretend otherwise.”

He had known her for years, and that knowing ran deep. It was not a matter of affection or even habit, but recognition. When she resolved herself to a course of action, no amount of pleading or reason could shift her from it. He had tested those waters before. Resistance, in her case, was a wasted gesture. So he excused himself without further word and went down the hall to his office, a narrow room where the furniture sat close to the walls and the light through the drawn curtain barely reached the far corners.


The next morning arrived with its expected rhythm, though touched by the faint scent of citrus from the kitchen and the awareness of preparations to come. Missy was already dressed. Her voice carried with it the ease of someone who has already chosen a path for you.

"Take the Women's Fashion magazine with you," she said, gesturing toward the counter. "It’ll help you explain what kind of nails you want. Show them the page. Get them done however you like."

He hesitated, unsure. "I’m not certain what I want exactly," he replied, lifting the magazine and flipping it to the marked page. "But I’ll bring it. Maybe I’ll let them decide."

At the beauty salon, he mentioned that he had a special event that evening and hoped to make an impression. He did not elaborate on the nature of the gathering. He said he’d trust their judgment.

The results, he admitted to himself, were striking. His hair had been cut and shaped into loose curls, not tight but deliberate, with waves feeding into them like tributaries to a larger stream. It gave him an altogether different appearance, softer, more framed. The makeup had been applied in pastels—peach along the cheek, lilac brushed across the lid—and he was quietly pleased with the outcome.

He showed the nail technician the article. She studied it with the interest of someone confident in her materials.

"I’ve got decals," she said, opening a drawer to reveal a fan of options. "Plenty to pick from."

He examined them but faltered, unable to choose. She pointed to a set decorated with small blossoms. "These are nice. Feminine. They look better on nails than on paper. I recommend red glitter polish as a base. You’ll want a medium length for it to really work."

He nodded.

When the session ended, his nails gleamed. The silk wraps were smooth, patterned with the tiny flowers she had suggested. They caught the light as he turned his hand. Still, he wasn’t sure what Missy’s reaction would be. Would she laugh? Would she approve? Would she say nothing?

Back home, she barely gave him time to speak.

"You look wonderful," she said with a glance. Her tone was matter-of-fact. "Did they give you anything for me?"

He handed her a small box, its lid secured with tape. She smiled faintly and disappeared into the kitchen.

From the cupboard she fetched two glasses. The lemonade was already chilled in the refrigerator. She poured carefully, keeping the movements smooth. From the box, she removed a single pill, dropped it into one of the glasses, and stirred. The instructions from Iris were clear. This new formulation was stronger, significantly more potent than what had come before. There might be side effects, she had warned. There might be sensations.

She handed him the glass. He drank without question. No change appeared in his expression, no pause in the conversation. He finished the drink, thanked her, and said he had to go change. She watched him leave the room, quiet in her confidence, the faintest curve of a smile playing on her lips.
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YOU LOOK SWEET

When Missy saw him, she paused at the edge of the hallway, studying him in the soft artificial light of the room. Her voice, when it came, was touched with warmth and certainty, the kind that admits no contradiction.

“You look absolutely precious,” she said, stepping closer with the medal in hand. She looped the ribbon around his neck with a care that seemed ceremonial, then adjusted it gently so that it lay centered, resting above the bodice of his gown.

He glanced down, the medal catching a gleam as it shifted. “I should be wearing my tuxedo,” he said quietly, the words more to himself than to her. “This dress—it’s too much.”

“You look sweet,” she replied, her tone both dismissive and affectionate. “This is exactly how you're meant to be seen. This is right.”

He said nothing further. But inwardly he felt it again—that vague, persistent sensation of direction slipping from his own grasp. It was as though, piece by piece, she had begun charting a course for him. The idea had once appealed to him, her taking charge. He had long harbored a desire for a partner more assertive, more sure of herself. Yet now that it was happening, it was not unfolding in the manner he had once imagined. This was not a hand on his shoulder, guiding. This was a path already laid, and his feet merely falling into its indentations.

He carried the plaque in both arms as they drove across town, the metal cool against his skin through the thin fabric. When they arrived at Doreen’s house, he was struck by the sight of a table set out on the far side of the room. On it were arranged many of the books he had illustrated, their covers standing upright in neat rows. Doreen stepped forward, looked at the plaque, and then at the crowded surface.

“I didn’t know it was so large,” she remarked, shifting some books aside to make room. She placed the plaque down with care, as though its size alone had elevated its importance.

She led him to a woman in a long wool coat with a librarian’s pin on her lapel. “This is our head librarian,” she said, “and this is Sandra—also known as Mitch.”

The librarian’s smile was polite, her handshake firm. “I think we have every title you’ve illustrated,” she told him, then leaned in slightly. “How did you get started in the field?”

He told her. It was not a story he had often recounted aloud—how he began sketching in margins, how those sketches became portfolios, how a small publisher took a chance. By the time he finished, the room had begun to shift around them, people finding chairs, plates being arranged, voices softening to pre-meal murmur.

He noticed then who had joined the gathering. Among the newcomers was the school board president, seated without fanfare beside the bread rolls. He hadn’t expected that.

Doreen clinked her glass for attention and introduced him again, using both names. “Sandra,” she said with emphasis, “also known as Mitch.”

To his right sat a woman who introduced herself as Penny. She leaned in as she spoke, her voice bearing the tone of confession disguised as conversation.

“It’s difficult to get anywhere professionally unless you’re a man,” she said. “Very clever of you to use a masculine name. They’d never guess a woman was behind those illustrations.”

He opened his mouth, then stopped. It wasn’t worth the correction. Not now. Not with all eyes quietly attuned. He merely nodded.

Later, after the meal had been cleared and people began rising, Doreen came to him again. She looped her arm through his and gave him a half-smile, half-appraisal. “You look good enough to eat,” she said. “Others will be arriving soon.”

He asked, “Who else is coming?”

“Anyone I thought might value the work you’ve done,” she said breezily. “People who’ll appreciate what tonight’s about.”

By the time another thirty minutes had passed, the living room was more crowded. A man in a brown coat approached him directly. His hair was greying at the sides, his demeanor earnest.

“That’s a beautiful dress,” he said. “And the tiara—it suits you. I own a bookstore here in town. Would you consider doing a signing next Saturday? Noon to two. Two hundred dollars. You’d be doing me a favor. We sell a lot of children’s books.”

Mitch gave him his number, told him to call on Monday. The man seemed content with that arrangement and moved on.

The head librarian approached him as the guests thinned into small conversational knots. Her manner was composed, practical, the kind cultivated through years of coordinating story hours and managing community expectations.

“We hold children’s story time each Saturday morning,” she said, her voice pitched low, as though making a discreet proposal. “Nine to ten. Would you consider reading a few of your books aloud? The little ones love hearing from the person behind the illustrations.”

He nodded, offering no resistance. There was a kind of inevitability to her request, and it didn’t strike him as unwelcome. “Of course,” he said. “That sounds fine.”

Her face lit briefly with approval. “They especially adore The Saga of Red Fox. Always have.”

He had barely returned to his drink when Hannah approached him, her perfume arriving a moment before her voice. Her tone was breezy, affectionate, but under it there lay the familiar current of mischief.

“Congratulations on the award,” she said. “You keep getting more interesting every time I see you. Tell me—when are you coming back to clean my house? I think it’s time for a proper three- or four-day scrubbing.”

He smiled, not quite sure what to make of the remark. “That was Missy’s idea,” he said, pausing to look down into his glass. “I’m not sure I’m in the housecleaning business anymore.”

Hannah raised a brow. “Then I guess I’ll need to have a word with Missy.”

When the last of the guests had gone and the ambient chatter had drained from the room, Doreen made her final rounds. She declared the evening a success, her voice tinged with the pleased exhaustion of a host who has managed to hold everyone’s attention without incident.

“You looked marvelous,” she told him as she reached for her coat. “Really, I’m envious. You looked better than I did tonight, and that’s not something I say often.”

He tried to deflect her praise with a modest shrug, but she continued.

“I’ve decided I’m going to join the tattoo trend. Seems every woman these days is getting one. I’ve already hired someone. I can picture you with one too.”

He blinked, unsure whether she was joking. “I’m not really a tattoo person,” he said.

On the ride home, the car humming steadily beneath them, he recounted Hannah’s comment to Missy. She responded without missing a beat.

“Sounds like she was fishing for a little attention,” she said, her voice tinged with dry amusement. “Some kind of loving, maybe.”

He chuckled. “She said her house needed three or four days of cleaning.”

Missy smirked. “Was it the house she meant? Or her?”

They laughed together, the road passing quietly beneath the tires as familiar houses came into view.


GOOD ENOUGH TO EAT

That night, once they had climbed the stairs and undressed in the half-darkness of their bedroom, Missy reached for him. Her hands moved along his body with ease, but his did not respond. He remained soft, caught between confusion and discomfort.

She paused. “I think I know what will help,” she said.

From the drawer beside the bed, she withdrew the harness and the object they used on those evenings when she took the lead. She said nothing more as she strapped it into place. Then she asked him to lie on his stomach.

He obeyed.

She applied lubricant with mechanical precision and eased it into him. The initial pressure gave way to sensation, which gave way again to a slow, layered pleasure. There was a rhythm to it, and he lost himself briefly in the absence of thought.

When it was done, he lay quietly, his breathing shallow.

“I want Sandra to stay for a while,” she said, brushing his shoulder with her fingers. “Will you be her again—for me? Just for a time.”

His reply was soft, a whisper against the sheets.

“Yes. I’ll be Sandra.”

In the morning, with the grey light creeping in through the slats of the blinds, she reminded him. She said the name with clarity, no trace of hesitation.

“You’re going to be Sandra now.”

He pushed back weakly. “You took advantage last night,” he said. “That wasn’t fair.”

But her tone changed. There was steel in her voice now, not loud but deliberate.

“Get dressed,” she said. “Pick one of your dresses. Do your makeup. You know what I expect.”

He had never heard her speak that way before. It unsettled him. He said nothing more. He crossed the room, opened the closet, and began to dress.

He ate his breakfast without conversation, his thoughts adrift, his eyes occasionally resting on the untouched corner of the newspaper. The room was quiet except for the faint sound of a fork clinking against a plate. Across from him, Missy maintained a curious cheerfulness. She smiled at him in intervals—soft, composed, insistent smiles that seemed rehearsed but not insincere. He took a sip of his orange juice. It tasted as it always did, or so he thought. There was a mild tang, a slight sharpness he couldn’t place, but he paid no attention to it.

He found himself caught in contradiction: a lingering anger he could neither name nor explain, and a tenderness toward her that persisted despite it. The mixture left him unmoored. He could not clearly decide whether he resented her or adored her more. Perhaps both, he thought, and perhaps that was the nature of long companionship. Still, his mind circled restlessly around what she had said and how she had said it.

After clearing his plate, he retreated to his office—a narrow room at the back of the house, part storage, part sanctuary. There, among the shelves and sketchpads, he found a new manuscript sent by his publisher. Odd, he thought. They rarely sent stories over the weekend. He opened the file, let his eyes fall on the lines, tried to follow them. The words swam. His concentration was brittle, prone to distraction. After ten minutes of rereading the same paragraph, he closed the document and sat back, staring at the far wall, his fingers tapping the side of the chair.

His thoughts turned to Missy and to the idea—no, the presence—of Sandra. Missy seemed increasingly fixed on this feminine version of him, a version he had once summoned voluntarily and now wore at her request. Or was it insistence? He had never intended for Sandra to become a permanent figure. He had wanted to explore, not inhabit. What he desired, more than he could say aloud, was to dress once again in the clothes he once wore without thought. Slacks, shirts, a belt that served only to hold. But how to explain that to Missy now? The tone she had used that morning returned to him. He had never heard her speak in quite that register. It hadn’t been loud. It hadn’t needed to be. There was command in it, as though a line had been crossed, a new reality named. It startled him.

He sat, debating the words he might use. Perhaps he would take the direct path, speak plainly, ask that Sandra be allowed to retreat. Still, he wasn’t ready to speak to her just yet. Not until the words had found their shape.

He returned to the manuscript, this time with fresh intention. As he read, images began to form—scenes, characters, moments waiting to be drawn. The spark had returned, unbidden but welcome. He began sketching the first image with a kind of quiet urgency. It unfolded quickly, fluidly, as though someone else were guiding his hand. Encouraged, he moved to the second. It too came easily. By the time he had begun the third, he heard Missy’s voice calling from the kitchen.

Lunch was ready.

At the table, she asked what had kept him so occupied all morning. He wiped his hands with a napkin and told her about the new story.

“I thought you never worked on Sundays,” she said, watching him as she ladled soup into bowls.

“I don’t usually,” he replied. “But today I needed to. At least one thing is going my way.”

She paused. “What do you mean by that? What’s gone wrong today?”

He exhaled, then met her eyes. “To begin with, I didn’t want to be dressed as Sandra today. You made it clear that I didn’t have much of a choice. And this dress—it feels strange. Tighter across the chest, looser around the waist. I don’t know what’s happening.”

She looked at him calmly. “That part’s easy,” she said. “Probably the pills again. Sometimes they fade, sometimes they surge back. As for Sandra—I just wanted her here. Is that so unreasonable? Can’t you do this for me now and then?”

He understood there was no safe way to respond. Any reply would lead down a path already carved, a path with no exit. Better, he thought, to let her words stand unanswered. So he finished his lunch, methodically, with measured bites, his eyes on the table, and excused himself with a nod. He walked back to the small office that had become both his workspace and his refuge.

There, surrounded by his drawing supplies and the faint hum of the desktop computer, he turned his attention once more to the story. It was not a long assignment. Just five illustrations, each one corresponding to a brief chapter in the manuscript. The work came easily, more by routine than inspiration, though the final piece required a second pass before he was satisfied. By the time the clock in the hallway struck five, he had scanned the drawings, paired them with the story, and sent the file off to his publisher with a brief note of completion.

At supper, she asked him about the project.

“So,” Missy said, as she ladled potatoes onto her plate, “how’s the story coming along?”

He answered plainly. “I finished it. It wasn’t very long. Just five pages and the drawings to go with them.”

Then she said it.

“I spoke with Hannah earlier,” she began, not looking at him as she said it. “She said she does want you to come over and clean. I told her you’d be there tomorrow afternoon. Two o’clock. I also told her you’d do whatever she asked you to do. No exceptions.”

He blinked, unsure he’d heard her correctly. “What are you talking about? What do you think she’s going to ask me to do besides clean?”

Missy didn’t pause. “If she flirts with you, I expect you to respond. Don’t shy away. Let it happen.”

His fork dropped slightly before he caught it again. “You’re telling me you want me to cheat? That’s what this is now?”

Her tone remained even. “You and I, we have vows. Those are between Mitch and me. But you—” she paused, choosing her words—“you are Sandra now. Sandra made no promises. Sandra owes no fidelity. And besides, I already told Hannah that you aren’t able to perform anymore, not like that.”

His mouth opened, then closed again. “Well, that’s generous of you. Why not just print it in the Sunday edition and save yourself the phone bill?”

He did not wait for a reply. Once more, he finished the meal without further comment, pushing his food around his plate with a kind of hollow energy until it was gone. After the dishes were cleared, he sat in the den with the newspaper open but unread on his lap. Later, he ran a bath.

Standing before the mirror, fully undressed, he studied his reflection. The changes were unmistakable now. The curve of his chest had grown more pronounced. His breasts—yes, he could no longer pretend they were anything else—looked larger than they had even a few days earlier. He touched them, not quite understanding. He would need to speak with Iris. He decided then and there to place a call to her first thing in the morning.

That night he slept poorly. He drifted in and out, rising from shallow dreams only to check the time or lie still with the feeling of nausea pressing into his chest. At one point, just past two, he thought he might be sick. He wasn’t. But the sensation lingered for some time.

By morning, he felt no better. He dressed with care, not because he felt like it but because the habit was easier than confronting change. In the bathroom mirror, he checked again. Yes. Bigger than yesterday. No question now. The lines of his torso were softening. His form was rearranging itself without his permission.

At breakfast, he said little. Missy tried to coax conversation from him with light questions and cheerful tones, but he gave her only clipped replies—single words, half-muttered acknowledgments. She didn’t push. After finishing his toast, he went into the office to check his inbox.

The phone rang. It was the man from the bookstore.

The call was brief, to the point. By the end of it, he had agreed to appear at the store next Saturday, from noon until three, for a book signing. Two hundred dollars, cash on the day. He hung up, wrote it down on his desk calendar, and made a note beside it to be at the library that morning.

He had just recalled that he meant to telephone Iris—had thought of it more than once, in fact, throughout the morning—but before he could act on the impulse, Missy appeared at the doorway, her tone brisk, rehearsed. She informed him that she had made arrangements on his behalf. There was an appointment, she said, and he was expected at the beauty shop within thirty minutes. She spoke as though this had already been decided and was merely a matter of logistics, not open to discussion.

He did not ask questions. Instead, he dressed quickly, brushed his hair, and climbed into the car. As he drove through the quiet neighborhoods, he found himself turning over the sequence of events in his mind. Why had Missy taken it upon herself to arrange this? What did she expect to be done? And why now?

When he arrived at the salon, Iris was already there, waiting. She stood near her chair, arms folded, a look of recognition—not quite relief, not quite surprise—on her face. She gestured for him to sit. He complied without hesitation, and she walked a slow circle around him, her eyes scanning his body from head to toe, not missing a detail.

“I’ve got a question,” he said at last, his voice low. “Do you think it’s possible that the effects I’m seeing now—my chest, especially—might be from the earlier pills you gave me? The very first ones?”

“Anything can happen,” she replied, her tone measured. “That said, I doubt it. A reaction like that—well, a relapse wouldn’t produce that kind of fullness. Not to the extent you’re describing. The development is too advanced. Too deliberate. Have you considered another possibility?”

He frowned. “What else could be causing this?”

“I try to be upfront with my clients,” she said, pausing to adjust a stray curl on his temple, “even when it’s not easy. I believe you deserve honesty. Did it ever occur to you that Missy might be responsible for what’s happening?”

He blinked. “Missy? No. Why would she do that? And how?”

“There’s a new formulation,” Iris explained. “Cutting-edge, just released. Missy came in to pick it up last week. Stronger than the previous version by a factor of three. It dissolves completely in liquid. Orange juice, coffee, anything. Tasteless. She told me not to tell you, but I’ve always prioritized your well-being. You asked, and I’m answering.”

He leaned back in the chair. “That explains it. The orange juice. I thought it just tasted off because she bought a cheap brand. It had a different tang to it, but I didn’t question it.”

“She didn’t need to do much. A few days of that, and your body starts adjusting in ways you can’t easily reverse. These pills are potent. They’re meant for rapid feminization. Very effective.”

He swallowed hard, the information absorbing slowly. “Is there a way to counter it?”

“I have a new batch of male hormone supplements,” she said, opening a drawer and retrieving a plain white container. “Stronger than the last set I gave you. I can prescribe them to you, if that’s what you want. But mixing the two—female and male—can cause intense nausea. Some people get headaches, dizziness, even worse. It’s not without risk. Especially if your system is already reacting.”

He nodded, the implications dawning. “I felt ill during the night,” he murmured. “Got up a few times, thought I might be sick. I didn’t connect it to this. Not until now.”

She placed the container on the table beside him but did not push it toward him. “It’s your call. I won’t pressure you. But you should be aware that once this path is underway, it becomes harder to step off it.”

After a long moment, he pushed the container gently back toward her. “Not now,” he said. “Not yet.”

After leaving the salon chair, he made his way to the counter to have the color of his nails changed. The process was familiar now, no longer foreign. He chose a tone deeper than before—a darkened pink, rich and quietly striking. It was not garish, nor loud, but carried a kind of composed audacity. When the polish had dried and the topcoat had been applied, he studied his hands. There was an elegance to them now that surprised him. They looked deliberate. Finished.

The technician cleared her throat gently, as though easing into a shift in proceedings. “You’re to meet Bridget now,” she said, not looking directly at him but gesturing toward the hallway behind her. “She’s waiting.”

He did not immediately understand what that meant. He hadn’t scheduled any further appointment. But she ushered him gently, and he followed, feeling an uncertain tension gather in his chest. Bridget greeted him just inside the doorway. She was short, with bright eyes and arms that bore their own stories in ink. “I do tattoos,” she said simply, and added, “Missy left very clear instructions.”

He did not ask what those instructions were. He assumed he would find out in time.

The room she led him into was small, partitioned from the rest of the salon by a folding screen and a curtain. The chair inside was utilitarian, padded, faintly worn. She told him to remove his right shoe and the nylon that covered his foot. He complied without a word. Bridget retrieved her instruments, organized her tools, and leaned in to begin. He did not watch the process, choosing instead to fix his eyes on a spot on the wall.

When she announced she was finished, he looked down. Around his ankle was a thin garland of roses, tightly wound in a ring, each bloom detailed with care. At the center of the design, framed by the curve of petals and vines, were letters—small, script-like, and unfamiliar at first. “What does it say?” he asked, not quite trusting his own eyes.

“It says, ‘I am Sandra,’” she replied.

His mouth opened slightly. He stared at the skin that now carried Missy’s message, bewildered that she would do such a thing—mark him in this manner, with this permanence.

Bridget handed him back the nylon and gestured for him to put on his shoe. He did so automatically. Then she told him, without preamble, to remove his dress. He hesitated, unsure why that would be necessary, but she was already preparing new tools. So he obeyed. The air in the room cooled against his skin. She turned him toward the chair and began again, this time on his right shoulder.
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When she finished the second piece, she stepped back, wiping her hands. “You’ve got the most feminine butterfly I’ve done in weeks,” she said, her tone more admiring than mocking. “It suits the shape of your shoulder. You’ll see.”

He caught a glimpse of it in the mirror she held up. The wings arched delicately, the lines fine, curving outward as though in motion. He felt something close to disbelief, not because of the skill involved, but because of what it meant—what had been done without his request.

She gave him a bottle with instructions. “Rub this in, gently, twice a day,” she said. “It’s for healing. You’ll also need to use these pads. Just keep the areas covered and clean until the skin starts to close.”

He dressed slowly, aware now of the two new marks on his body. He stepped outside into the early afternoon. The light seemed colder.

By the time he arrived home, it was close to noon. Missy was waiting for him. She did not ask how it had gone. Instead, she reached for his arm. “Let me see,” she said, lifting the sleeve before he had agreed. She nodded with satisfaction. “That’ll be a reminder,” she said plainly. “Just in case you start thinking you don’t need to listen to me.”

He didn’t like her tone. There was a hardness in it, one she rarely used. He didn’t respond. They sat across from each other during lunch, eating in near quiet. When they were done, she stood, pushed her chair in, and looked at him.

“You better start packing,” she said. “You’re going over to Hannah’s.”

He considered resisting. A small voice inside him questioned whether he ought to comply. But then another voice, more subdued, suggested perhaps the distance would do him good. He could breathe, think, maybe return stronger. He packed his bag deliberately, selecting his most generous dresses, his longest nightgowns, items that would not cling or restrict.

Missy drove. Neither of them spoke much during the drive. When they arrived, he carried his bag into the room he had stayed in previously, placing it beside the dresser. The space felt unchanged, as though no time had passed.

He went to the kitchen and began wiping down the counters. The surfaces were grimy, as though untouched for days. He started with the sink and moved outward. From the adjacent room, he could hear the sound of conversation—two women, speaking without urgency.

Then Missy’s voice: “Use him however you want.”

He froze, cloth still in his hand. He couldn’t believe what he’d just heard.

He was kneeling on the kitchen tiles, methodically working the mop across the floor, when he heard the door close behind Missy. The sound was subdued, neither rushed nor hesitant—simply final, as if she had no intention of returning soon. He paused for a moment, resting the mop against the side of the counter. The floor looked clean enough now, at least by the standards he used to hold himself to. Only the cabinets remained—greasy along their handles and hinges—along with the stove, which had crusted remnants near the burners, and the refrigerator, which had not been moved in what must have been months.

He walked to the sink, filled a glass with water, added ice, and sat down at the table without speaking. His back ached faintly from bending, but the ache was manageable. He sipped slowly, his eyes drifting over the surface of the table, noticing small imperfections in the laminate.

Hannah entered without announcement and drew out a chair. She sat beside him with casual familiarity, her posture unhurried. “So,” she asked, “how’s the famous illustrator doing today?”

He did not answer immediately. He stared at the glass for a long time before responding. “Not very well,” he said at last, his voice low and direct.

She angled her head toward him, prompting gently. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”

He exhaled, not sharply, but with resignation. “Missy and I are at odds. Or perhaps it's more accurate to say that I’m the one resisting. She’s been very clear about what she wants. She wants Sandra to be around all the time. She says that’s who she prefers now. But I—I want to still have the choice to dress as a man. I don’t want to be locked into that role day and night. And instead of discussing it like we used to, she’s been drugging my drinks. Female hormones. Without telling me. My body’s changing in ways I didn’t agree to, and none of my men’s clothes fit properly anymore.”

He paused and stared down at the rim of his glass, then added, “She says she likes Sandra better now. She says it openly. I honestly don’t know what to do anymore. It feels like I’m watching Missy become a different person altogether. More forceful. She used to be... not like this. And now I’m left wondering if she still feels anything at all for Mitchell. I know she loves Sandra. But me—I’m not sure.”

Hannah was quiet for a moment, then said, “That’s a lot. But I have to ask, why are you here, then? Shouldn’t you be home trying to talk it through with her?”

He looked up, weary. “I had to get out. I didn’t see another option. But even then, it wasn’t really my idea. You and Missy arranged this. I just mentioned in passing that you thought your house could use a bit of work, and she jumped on it. Next thing I knew, she had me packed and in the car.”

“I see,” Hannah said slowly, drawing out the words. “So you’re saying you didn’t actually want to come clean my house?”

“I didn’t say that. I don’t mind doing the work. It gives me a break from thinking about what’s happening to me. Scrubbing surfaces is easier than dealing with my own confusion. I just… I don’t know how to reach Missy anymore. I keep trying to figure out what to say so she’ll actually hear me, but nothing seems to work.”

There was a pause between them before Hannah leaned forward slightly. “Can I ask you something?” she said. “Earlier, Missy told me I could have you do whatever I want, no matter what. That stuck with me. What exactly did she mean by that?”

He looked down at the floor, then back at her. His face was lined with reluctance. “She meant what it sounded like. She said that if you made a move, I should let it happen. That I should respond to it. I told her I thought that would violate our wedding vows. She dismissed that. Said Sandra didn’t have any vows to keep. Said Mitchell’s vows didn’t apply anymore. She doesn’t see it the way I do.”

Hannah laughed, not unkindly, but with a sense of amused disbelief. “You actually think that would be breaking your marriage vows?”

“I do,” he said. “Even if she’s the one giving permission. Even if she says it doesn’t matter. I still believe in what we promised each other. At least I believe Mitchell did.”

“Well,” Hannah said, folding her arms and leaning back in her chair, “that’s definitely new. I don’t think I’ve ever met a man who treated his vows like they meant anything real. You’re telling me your own wife is practically handing you a hall pass, and you’re turning it down? That’s rare. Almost impressive.”

“I still have to live with myself,” he said, not looking at her. “As long as Missy and I remain married, I intend to honor the promises we made.”

Hannah regarded him quietly for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice was low but composed. “That’s something I admire,” she said. “Truly. I have to be honest with you—I’ve thought about it. About trying to seduce you. But I won’t. I wouldn’t do that to you, not knowing where you stand. You have my word on that. But listen—if things ever change, if you ever need a place to stay, and I mean ever, you should know this house is open to you. No questions asked. You’re not like other men. You’re unique.”

He offered no reply to that, only nodded slightly, then stood. “I should get back to the cleaning,” he said. “Sitting here won’t get anything done.”

“I’ll lend a hand,” she said, rising too.

He turned his attention to the stove, methodically scrubbing at the grease that had built up around the burners and dials. Hannah busied herself with the refrigerator, wiping down shelves, discarding limp produce. After that, they moved into the living room, where he took to dusting the end tables and bookshelves while she vacuumed the carpet with short, efficient motions. When she saw him growing tired, she took up a cloth herself and worked alongside him until everything looked clean enough to pass inspection.

When the chores were done, Hannah gestured toward the couch. “Go sit down,” she said. “You’ve earned it. I’ll put something together for supper.”

He didn’t argue. He sank into the cushions while she moved about the kitchen, the clatter of utensils and the hum of the stove filling the room. As she cooked, she spoke of smaller things—trips to the store, an upcoming dentist appointment, a stray cat she’d seen down the road. Her voice was unforced, and for the first time in days, he felt the tension in his shoulders begin to ease.

When the meal was ready, they sat at the table, steam curling from their plates. Partway through, Hannah paused and looked across at him.

“You know,” she said, “I’ve noticed Missy’s been different lately. I thought maybe it was just me seeing what I wanted to see, or maybe imagining things. But now I’m sure. Sometimes, when the three of us are out shopping, she slips into her own world. Like the rest of us aren't there at all. And when she comes back to the conversation, it’s like she’s decided she runs the place—like everything revolves around her. She used to be spontaneous, light-hearted. Now she acts like she’s the general of some private army.”

He put his fork down slowly, his expression unreadable. “I know,” he said. “She’s not the same. I can’t recall the last time I heard her really laugh—not the polite kind, but the real thing, the one that used to make me stop and smile even when I was in a bad mood. These days, she’s all control. All direction. She doesn’t know how to let herself enjoy life anymore.”

Hannah leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Maybe I should talk to her. Just woman to woman. Try to tell her what I’m seeing. Let her know she’s changing, and not necessarily for the better. She’s risking more than she realizes—her friendships, maybe even her marriage. What do you think? Would that help?”

“At this point,” he said, “I’m open to any idea that might reach her. She feels like someone I used to know. A familiar face, sure, but the person behind it—she’s gone. I don’t know who this version of her is. But it’s not the girl I married.”

After supper, they drifted to the couch and watched television together, the images and dialogue providing a sort of quiet companionship neither of them questioned. When the hour grew late, he excused himself, heading into the bathroom to prepare for bed.

He peeled off his shirt and looked at his shoulder in the mirror. The butterfly sat just above the line of his deltoid, inked with exaggerated delicacy. He took a moment to examine it, tilting slightly to get a better view of the wings, their design faintly whimsical. He cleaned the tattoo carefully with a cool cloth, as instructed, using the ointment Bridget had given him to ward off infection. Then, with practiced hands, he taped a clean pad in place.

He stared at his reflection a moment longer. There was a strange tenderness in the shape of the butterfly, one he hadn’t expected. Almost—though he didn’t say it aloud—it looked kind of sweet.

He announced it casually at breakfast, spooning the last of his cereal into his mouth. “I think I’ll get started on the bathrooms today,” he said, not expecting a reply. When she didn’t object, he rose, rinsed his bowl, and disappeared into the hall. It was a modest house, but the tub enclosure alone looked like it would demand the better part of the morning. He studied the grime along the seams, the hard scale caked at the corners. He sighed and got to work.


BORROWED CALM

Outside, two cars pulled up within minutes of each other. Hannah stepped out of the first, her face shaded under a wide brim. She was reaching for her bag when she noticed the second vehicle. Doreen emerged just then, adjusting her jacket and offering a polite smile. The coincidence struck both of them, but neither mentioned it. They exchanged pleasantries in low voices before Hannah leaned in.

“I’ve come to talk about Missy,” she said. “I’ve got a sense that things have drifted far beyond what’s fair. I want to make that clear.”

Doreen nodded. “I’m here for the same reason.”

They approached the house together, walking with measured steps up the path to the front door. Missy opened it before they could knock, her expression brightening the moment she saw them.

“Well, look who’s here,” she said, stepping aside. “Come in, come in. I’ll make us some tea. It’s been far too quiet around here without Sandra. I miss having her underfoot.”

Hannah hung her bag on the chair and took a seat. “That’s what I wanted to speak with you about,” she said. “Sandra—Mitch—has shared things with me that I found disturbing. He’s miserable. Absolutely miserable. I need to ask you plainly—did you really put female hormones in his drinks to make sure he kept wearing dresses?”

Missy busied herself at the stove, her back turned. “Yes,” she said eventually. “He was planning to go back to those dreary men’s clothes. I couldn’t let that happen. I’ve gotten used to Sandra. And anyway, it started with him. He wore those dresses when I wasn’t even here. I’m only giving him what he wanted, whether he knew it or not.”

Hannah’s voice dropped. “So you’re punishing him. Because he wore them on his own, you decided to make sure he never stopped. That’s what this is, isn’t it?”

“No,” Missy said, too quickly. “It’s not punishment. I’m simply making him continue what he started.”

“But it is punishment,” Hannah said, more firmly now. “If someone doesn’t want to wear a dress every day, and you make him anyway, that’s coercion. That’s control. And those tattoos you had done—those are permanent. You marked him. Did it even occur to you that you branded him in a way he can never undo? You could’ve tattooed makeup on him while you were at it.”

Missy turned then, the kettle hissing behind her. “I thought the tattoos suited him,” she said. “And he didn’t resist. He let it happen. He’s just as responsible as I am.”

Doreen, who had been listening quietly until now, interjected. “Hold on. Iris told me what happened. She said she told him you were the one who got the new hormone formula, the one that’s stronger. You gave it to him without his knowledge. It affected his ability to think clearly. It left him open to suggestion. He didn’t fully understand what was being done. He wasn’t himself. So let me ask you—do you want a husband or not?”

Missy blinked. “Of course I want a husband. What are you implying?”

“I’m implying,” Doreen said evenly, “that you’re trying to turn him into a woman. Whether you admit it or not.”

Missy looked away, then back again. “Don’t you think I know who he is? I haven’t forgotten. But listen… I like Sandra. I really do. She’s gentle. She listens. She’s agreeable. Before, Mitch was stubborn, wouldn’t go anywhere, wouldn’t try anything. But Sandra? She goes out when I ask. She shops with me, laughs at my jokes. She’s good company.”

Doreen stood. Her chair made a soft scrape on the floor. “So you’re saying you’re prepared to lose your husband to keep Sandra around. You’re willing to replace the man you married with a version that behaves the way you want. Let me warn you—if he walks out, you’ll have neither. Not Mitch. Not Sandra. Think about that. And ask yourself if it’s really what you want.”

“I hadn’t thought of it that way,” Missy said at last, her voice trembling slightly, as though each word now bore a different meaning from the one it had a moment before. Her fingers tugged at a napkin on the table, crumpling and smoothing it again without intention. “Mitch’s a good man. He is. He gives me almost everything I ever ask for. He always has.” She paused there, not for effect, but because something in her chest pulled taut. “But I don’t want to lose Sandra. I truly don’t.” Her eyes, wide and glassy now, glistened with the threat of tears she hadn’t intended to reveal.

Hannah, who had been leaning forward slightly, chose her words with care. “Then speak with him. And this time, really hear him out. He told me he feels like you’ve stopped listening. That he’s tried, more than once, to get through to you, but nothing seems to land. Maybe you could sit with him, listen—not just wait to respond. Find out what he needs. There may be a way forward, one that both of you can accept. Perhaps he’d be willing to become Sandra on occasion, not out of compulsion, but out of affection. If it’s framed as something you share rather than something you impose.”

Hannah’s voice dropped in volume but not in firmness. “He still thinks those vows you made together are sacred. He hasn’t let go of them, not even when tempted. I need to tell you plainly, Missy—you are fortunate in a way many women never get to be. I don’t think you see it. And I’m sorry, but it needed to be said.”

Doreen gave a nod, affirming the truth of it.

Then Hannah, voice quieter now, added something that drew the room to stillness. “When my husband died in that accident—he wasn’t alone. He was with another woman. His mistress. She lived through it. I spoke to her not long after. She said he had told her he planned to leave me. That he wanted to start a new life. At the time, I didn’t want to believe her, but in the weeks that followed, I started to see the signs I’d ignored. I began to remember the absences, the strange silences, the changes in his voice. I realized I’d been living beside a betrayal I hadn’t been willing to name.”

She sat back in her chair, exhaling as though releasing part of a confession she had never planned to give voice to. “I’ve never told anyone until now. But Missy, what I’m saying is—this is the edge. You’re close to losing him. But you still have the choice to pull back, to turn toward him, not away.”

The words landed with quiet precision. Missy was crying now, tears slipping down her cheeks in irregular tracks. Her breathing was uneven, her sentences barely formed, stammering out half-thoughts that dissolved before they could become speech. Doreen moved to her side and placed an arm around her shoulder. “You don’t have to fix everything in this moment,” she said gently. “But you can start. All you really need to do is listen. Let Mitch be who he is, not who you want him to be. That’s where it begins.”

Doreen glanced at Hannah, lifting her eyebrows, and gave a small nod toward the door. They stood together and stepped outside, leaving Missy seated at the table, her shoulders shaking, her hands folded loosely in her lap.

Out on the walk, Hannah turned. “Do you think we got through to her?”

Doreen took a moment before replying. “I hope so. I really do.”

Hannah gave a faint smile. “Well, I need to get back. My house has never looked so good.”

The corner of Doreen’s mouth turned upward as they reached their cars. “You’ll have to find another excuse to invite him over next time.”

They shared a brief laugh, the sound modest but real.


When Hannah arrived home, she pulled into the garage and paused before going inside. The kitchen gleamed beneath the soft light, surfaces spotless, utensils neatly aligned. She walked slowly through the room, appreciating each corner as though seeing it anew. In the living room, too, everything was orderly and calm. It brought a satisfaction that felt strange—earned, but also borrowed.

Then she thought of the bathrooms. He’d said he was planning to clean those as well. She walked toward the hall with a kind of anticipation, curious to see if the same quiet diligence had touched those rooms too.

She had only just reached the threshold of the main bathroom when her attention snagged on a long, irregular smear across the glass above the sink. A streak cut diagonally through the reflection, as though someone had begun to clean it and then forgotten or abandoned the task midway. Then, as she stepped further inside, her eyes shifted to the tiled floor—and there he was, sitting awkwardly, knees pulled toward his chest, his back half-turned toward the light.

He was crying—unrestrained, audible, almost childlike in its lack of dignity or shape. Words fell from his mouth, low and fragmented, strung together in no particular order. His speech made little sense, but it continued anyway, as if the sound of it had become its own necessity. She dropped to her knees beside him, attempting to catch hold of his hands, to reach some part of him that might still respond. But her efforts had no effect. His sobbing didn’t ease, nor did his murmuring stop. Whatever had broken inside him had done so completely.

She stood again, quickly now, and went for the phone.

When the officer arrived, he did not rush. He assessed the scene with the detached composure of someone who had encountered worse. Seeing no blood, no violence, no threat to anyone’s life, he simply remained present, waiting for those more qualified to arrive. Soon after, the paramedics entered, voices low, movements measured. They tried asking questions, but the answers they received were incoherent, buried beneath the rhythm of his crying.

One of them, a younger man with a calm demeanor, remarked that it appeared to be a psychological episode of some kind. “He may be having a nervous breakdown,” he said, though he quickly added that he wasn’t licensed to make a formal diagnosis.

Initially, they addressed him as if he were a woman. His clothing, mannerisms, even his posture had misled them. It was only when Hannah corrected them that they understood. “He’s a man,” she said quietly, with no edge in her tone, only a kind of resignation.

They secured him to a stretcher with minimal resistance, lifting him gently and guiding the gurney toward the waiting ambulance. In five minutes they were on their way to the hospital. Hannah, standing by the doorway, called Missy’s number and told her to come quickly.


A BODY IN REBELLION

Later, at the hospital, the two women sat side by side in a waiting room that had been painted in shades meant to soothe. The hours passed, marked by the occasional nurse walking briskly through, the muffled chatter behind swinging doors. No word came until one of the doctors finally approached them, white coat buttoned high, clipboard in hand.

He didn’t waste time. “Physically,” he began, “he’s in no immediate danger. His vital signs are stable. But there’s a biochemical imbalance that’s concerning.” He looked down briefly, then back at them. “His testosterone and estrogen levels are the highest I’ve ever seen co-occurring in a single patient. It’s… rare.”

The doctor asked if they had any idea where the hormones had come from. Missy hesitated, then spoke. “I’ve been giving him estrogen,” she admitted. “He started wearing dresses without telling me, and I thought—well, I thought I was helping him. Helping Sandra. I didn’t think it would go this far.” Her voice dropped. “I don’t know where he would’ve gotten the testosterone. That wasn’t me.”

The doctor gave no indication of judgment, only nodded slowly. “The human body is resilient,” he said, “but not immune to confusion. In this case, his mind has responded to the chemical chaos by detaching. He’s lost his bearings, at least temporarily. He’ll be staying here for a minimum of seven days. We need to monitor him closely.”

Outside the exam room, the hallway was quiet.

Hannah turned to Missy. “You can’t pretend anymore that this is just a phase or some harmless fantasy. You’ve done real damage.” Her voice remained calm, but firm. “If you still care for him, even a little, then you need to stop making decisions for him. He told me he doesn’t know how to speak to you anymore. He’s afraid of how you’ll respond. That’s what he said. Yesterday. And now look.”

Missy kept her eyes low, hands folded in her lap, her expression unreadable.

Hannah continued. “You have to rebuild the trust. Somehow. Show him that he can speak, and that you’ll hear what he says. Maybe then you can start over. But only if you actually want to. Do you want that, Missy? Do you want to save this marriage?”

“Yes, I do,” Missy said, her voice small in the cavernous waiting area, barely holding its shape. “I never imagined anything like this. He seemed fine. Just yesterday he was himself.”

A nurse, precise in both tone and posture, appeared at the desk to inform them that he had been moved upstairs—to Room 513. They made their way there without speaking, their footsteps absorbed by the thick carpet of the hospital corridor. When they reached the room, they found the door shut. Missy reached out as if to turn the handle, but before she could, a hand came out from the side—another nurse, this one older, her face pinched with fatigue. “Please wait outside for a moment,” she said gently. “We’re finishing up.”

They waited. Five minutes, maybe longer. Then the door opened again, and the nurse reappeared. “He’s asleep,” she said. “It’s a deep sleep. The kind that comes when the body is no longer resisting. We expect him to rest for another few hours. Three at least.”

Still, they were allowed in. Missy walked in first and froze as soon as she saw the figure in the bed. Her throat tightened, her fingers began to tremble. The form lying beneath the thin blanket looked fragile, unfamiliar. His face was turned toward the window, and there was no tension in it—only an emptiness she hadn’t seen before. A breath left her, and tears came, slowly at first, then in earnest. She had not cried like this in years.

A nurse came in, her steps quiet but deliberate. She administered something through the IV, adjusting the plastic line with professional care. Then she reached forward and wiped a sheen of perspiration from his brow with the corner of a folded cloth. “He’s resting well now,” she said softly. “The paramedics said he was agitated and confused when they picked him up. Couldn’t say where he was or who he was. That kind of disorientation—it takes time to wear off.”

Hannah turned to Missy and placed a hand lightly on her arm. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go downstairs. You haven’t eaten, and you need your strength if you’re going to be here when he wakes. He’s not going anywhere.”

Missy resisted at first, her eyes still fixed on the bed. But eventually, she allowed herself to be led away. In the cafeteria, they ate in silence, the food more obligation than comfort. When they returned, the room was dimmer and quieter. The machine by his bedside clicked in slow rhythm.

As they stepped in, a small sound came from the bed—a sharp, wounded noise, brief but unmistakable. Missy stopped in place. She had never heard that noise from him. Not once in their years together. It pierced her, left her grasping for reassurance that would not come. Her chest ached.


They took seats again by his bed, wordless now. He slept on, occasionally twitching, murmuring unintelligibly. His face shifted with strange expressions, some contorted, others serene. It was like watching a man drift through a dream he couldn’t escape, visited by visions he could neither shape nor resist.

After some time—how long, neither of them could say—the monitor beeped more frequently. A nurse appeared almost instantly. “He’s starting to come around,” she said. “But don’t rush. The medication will still have him slow for a while.”

A few minutes passed. Then, gradually, his eyes began to open. He blinked several times, as if adjusting to a new reality. His gaze roamed the ceiling, the edges of the room, the unfamiliar brightness. Then he turned his head and saw them.

“Hannah?” His voice was rough, unmoored. “What happened? How did I end up here?”

She took a step forward. “You had an episode,” she said plainly. “I found you in the bathroom. You were crying and didn’t know where you were. I panicked and called 911. They brought you here.”

She paused, then added, “The doctors said it was a mild nervous collapse. Nothing permanent. You’ll recover. But I have to ask—what brought it on? What happened?”

“I don’t really know,” he said, speaking slowly, as though the words themselves were uncertain of their direction. “I was in the middle of cleaning. Just doing small tasks, keeping busy with what I could. At some point, I started thinking that maybe I should contact a lawyer. Someone objective. Someone who could help me make sense of what’s happening between Missy and me. It felt like a betrayal even to imagine it, but I couldn’t see any other path forward. I was going to look up numbers in a phone book—something simple, a familiar act. But then... I don’t remember anything after that. It just—stopped.”

Hannah remained still beside the bed, her presence quiet, unobtrusive. “They’ll look after you here,” she replied at last. “That’s what they’re trained to do. The doctor said your hormone levels—both kinds—are higher than anything he’s encountered in his years of practice. Before they discharge you, they’ll need to bring those numbers down. That’s going to take time.”

He nodded faintly. Then, after a pause, added, “I did that to myself. No one else to blame for that. I doubled the dose Iris gave me—the men’s hormones. I was impatient. I didn’t want to wait for things to change gradually. I wanted to push through. I wanted my body to catch up with my mind. I thought I could force the process.” He looked down at his hands, fingers curling slightly. “Guess I pushed too far. I messed it all up.”

“You had your reasons,” she said. “Anyone can see that. You were trying to find your way back to yourself. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

At that moment, Missy stepped forward, hesitantly, her voice almost caught in her throat. “All of this,” she said, her voice brittle, “it’s my fault. It started with me—”

But he cut her off before she could complete the thought. “Hannah,” he said, shifting his attention back to the woman beside him, “I might need to take you up on that offer. The one you made about staying at your place, once I’m out of here. I’m starting to think it may be the only option I have.” He exhaled. “You really should be careful who you trust, you know. Not everyone deserves it. Some people—” he looked toward Missy now, his expression devoid of warmth—“can’t be trusted with even the smallest thing.”

Missy stood there, the words hitting her harder than she had expected. The implication was clear. He was lashing out at her, using Hannah as the conduit. For a moment, she tried to say nothing, tried to let it pass. But the pressure inside her would not allow that.

“I have to talk to you,” she said, her voice cracking with urgency.

He didn’t hesitate. “I don’t want to hear anything from you,” he answered, cold and firm. “If you don’t leave this room, I’ll call the nurse. I’ll have you removed.”

Her mouth fell open slightly, as though the force of his rejection had stunned her into confusion. Then, quietly, with the soft sound of rubber soles against the hospital floor, she turned and walked out.

Hannah watched her go, then turned back to the man in the bed. “That wasn’t kind,” she said quietly. “She’s trying to make amends. She knows what she did was wrong. And she’s hurting now—hurting badly—and you won’t even give her the space to say what’s in her heart.”

He shut his eyes briefly, weariness seeping into his voice. “I know,” he said. “But I can’t. Not now. Maybe not ever. I’m still broken by what happened. Before I can listen to her, I have to find a way to stop hurting. I don’t know how long that’s going to take.”

Hannah nodded and left the room without another word.

Outside, in the corridor just beyond the door, she was surprised to find Missy standing with her back against the wall, her shoulders trembling with quiet sobs. Her face was blotched red, streaked with tears. Without thinking, Hannah reached out and took her into her arms.

“It’s going to work out,” she whispered, stroking Missy’s back. “One way or another.”

A woman from the nursing staff entered in the late morning, her presence efficient but not unkind. She said little, only confirming his name before drawing a small vial of blood from his arm. Her motions were rehearsed, almost automatic, as if this was the tenth such procedure of the day. After she left, the room returned to its previous state—bare, institutional, tinged with the faint murmur of distant activity. Occasionally, a nurse would appear in the doorway, scan the monitors, adjust his IV, and then disappear again. Apart from that, he saw no one, and the hours passed with a numbing slowness.

It wasn’t until the light had thinned outside that the doctor came. A man in his fifties, the kind who had long since given up on small talk, he entered with a clipboard and a practiced neutrality. He asked many questions, some clinical, others more probing—about behavior, about memory, about the sequence of recent events. When the questioning ceased, the doctor sat down, as though needing a moment to gather his next line of thought. He advised that it would be best to avoid contact with Missy for the time being, at least until they had the chance to speak under more considered circumstances. He said it was likely he would remain in the hospital for another two days. The medications to lower the estrogen levels had already begun, and he should expect to feel their influence quite soon. Then he rose, nodded, and left the room with the same quiet economy with which he had entered.


MEASURED IN FABRIC

Not five minutes passed before Doreen appeared. Her expression was set and unmistakably displeased, her jaw tight with purpose. The contrast between the medical formality that had just exited and the emotional urgency that had entered made him smile. Then, inexplicably, he began to laugh. It wasn’t the laughter of amusement, but a sudden, absurd reaction that spilled out as she remained standing there, staring at him with a kind of stern disbelief.

Eventually, he gathered himself. “You know,” he said, his voice still rough with the remnants of laughter, “you’re oddly beautiful when you’re angry. There’s a strange kind of radiance to it.”

She tried to hold her composure, but the absurdity of the moment chipped away at it. Her lips curled into a reluctant smile, and then, inevitably, she laughed too.

“I don’t really know what came over me,” he admitted. “But I do know this much—I’m not going to let it defeat me.”

She stepped closer to the bed, her voice softer now, less confrontational. “You’re stronger than I imagined. Stronger than most, really. But you can’t lay everything at Missy’s feet. I’ve had more to do with this than I wanted to admit. I was the one who set it in motion. At the time, I thought I was being helpful, even wise. But I didn’t see the whole picture. I didn’t understand what I was dragging you into. And for that, I truly am sorry.”

She paused, as if weighing her next words. “Hannah told me you’re holding Missy accountable for all of it, but that isn’t fair. If there’s going to be any chance of salvaging what you two had—or still have—you’ll need to speak with her. Listen, truly listen. Before all this, Hannah and I sat her down. We tried to show her what she was doing, how far she had drifted from understanding you. And she heard us. Or at least, it seemed that way. She said she regretted what she had done. She said she missed you.”

He turned his face slightly, not away, but toward the ceiling, where the pattern of acoustic tiles offered no distraction. “She listens, yes. But hearing—that’s another matter. She only ever hears what fits her version of me. I’m not ready. Not yet. I couldn’t say when I will be.”

Doreen did not sigh or scold. Instead, she stepped back slightly, folding her arms. “Then I want you to consider this. Hannah and I risked our relationship with her to support you. We didn’t hold back. We said what needed to be said, even though it could’ve cost us. You don’t know how hard that was. And now, you’re about to throw it all away, as though none of it matters. You won’t even hear her out. Is that really how you want to repay us? Can’t you at least give her a chance?”

She paused again, her tone no longer admonishing, but tired. “You still have feelings for her, don’t you?”

“I don’t quite know what to make of her at the moment,” he said, his voice low, each word chosen slowly. “There’s a great deal of anger in me. That much I can say with certainty. She wanted something from me. Pushed for it. And it wasn’t a small request, either. It was something I couldn’t accept, something that crossed a line I thought she understood.”

Doreen listened for a moment before responding. Her voice, when it came, was calm but steady, almost meditative. “Have you considered,” she asked, “that she might have acted not out of disregard for you, but because she believed she was doing what you truly wanted—what you hadn’t yet been able to ask for yourself?”

He leaned back, shifting uncomfortably, not in pain exactly, but as though resisting a truth. “No,” he said after a while. “I haven’t given much thought to how it looked from where she stood. I've been too caught up in keeping myself afloat. It’s taken all I’ve had to manage what’s already on my plate. And now,” he added with an uneasy half-smile, “I think I might have a story waiting somewhere, one I’ve promised to illustrate. There are deadlines, you know.”

Doreen didn’t smile. “Your stories,” she said plainly, “can wait. What needs your attention right now is your marriage. That should come first, above all else. The rest will fall into place, or it won’t, but this... this requires you.”

There was a pause. Then he said, “All right. I suppose I can hear her out. I’ll listen, at least. But I’m not making any promises.”

“That’s all I hoped for,” she said, her voice softening. “I never should have encouraged the hormone treatments the way I did. I thought it would help you, that it would bring clarity. But I see now I was wrong. I see how far it’s taken you from yourself.”

He shook his head gently. “You’re being too harsh with yourself. Honestly, there were times when I felt real joy in it. Moments of pleasure I can’t deny. It was never all bad. There was an ease to wearing dresses, a kind of simplicity. And the shopping—I didn’t expect it, but I liked that. The ritual of it. Trying things on. Imagining how they might feel, how they might fit into a version of me that hadn’t existed until then.”

He looked away for a moment, then continued. “When Hannah said she’d considered seducing me, I was caught off guard. Then she said she changed her mind because she could see I still took my vows seriously. That meant more to me than she knew. It told me I hadn’t drifted too far from who I used to be. So yes, there were real joys along the way. But there were lows too. I guess that’s the rhythm of it—life, I mean. One minute, you’re laughing at how light everything seems. The next, it’s all come undone.”

“That’s a hard truth, but a true one,” Doreen replied. “My own marriage’s not as neat as I sometimes make it sound. My husband’s in South Africa—Capetown—for two weeks on business. And I miss him, of course I do. But if I’m honest, there are days when I wonder if his being away isn’t easier. If he were home every night, we might not last the way we do now. There are times when he brings out the best in me. And then there are times I think he was born solely to test the limits of my patience.”

He gave a dry laugh. “That’s marriage, isn’t it? You climb up to some peak where everything looks clean and clear, only to tumble back down into some shadowy valley. And you can never predict how long you’ll stay there, or whether you’ll make it back up again.”

A nurse entered, her footsteps deliberate, her presence reminding them that time, even here, followed a schedule. She informed them that visiting hours had ended. Doreen rose and crossed the room. She bent and kissed his cheek—not as a lover would, nor with pity, but with a kind of understanding that needed no explanation.

“I believe things will come right,” she told him.

Then she left. The nurse remained behind, adjusting his IV and making notes on her clipboard, as if none of it—the anger, the regret, the tangled mess of love and identity—was beyond routine.

“Will your wife be bringing you any clothes?” the nurse asked. She had the admittance sheet in one hand, her reading glasses still pushed low on her nose. “It says here,” she added, pausing to glance again at the chart, “you’ve been identified as a cross-dresser. I can check in the back for a gown with a more feminine design if that would make you feel more at ease.”

He looked at her, not unkindly, but with the sort of expression one wears when weariness has outpaced understanding. “At this point,” he said, his tone flat with fatigue, “it doesn’t really matter to me what kind of gown you bring. Anything will do. It’s all the same to me right now.”

She remained at the foot of the bed, seemingly unmoved. “You’ll need to change regardless,” she explained. “I could go down to maternity. They have gowns trimmed with lace—soft cotton, pastel colors. They’re meant for new mothers, but no one would object.”

“Bring whatever you think is appropriate,” he said, still looking away from her. “I’ve got too much on my mind to care about what I’m wearing. It isn’t the priority.”

She left without further comment. Time passed—fifteen minutes perhaps, though he didn’t count. When she returned, she carried a folded gown over one arm. She helped him out of the standard issue robe and into the new one. The new garment was indeed different—there was lace along the collar, small loops of thread tracing the edges with a delicacy that might have once embarrassed him, though not now. He noticed, as the fabric rested against his skin, that he felt a little more calm. The gesture, perhaps, or the softness—it was difficult to say.

When he sat up, his head swam, a curious lightness seizing him for a moment. He reached toward the bedframe for balance. The nurse, already familiar with such effects, explained, “It’s the medication. It’ll pass. Your body just needs time to adjust.”

He lay back and stared at the ceiling, his thoughts wandering without direction. There was something strange—unsettling perhaps, or simply revealing—in how the gown affected him. How clothing, no more than stitched cotton and lace, could shift the terrain of one’s interior life. He felt—if not happier—then more himself. It made no logical sense, and yet it was undeniable. He had always dismissed such details, but now he found himself thinking about the clothes, about the feeling of comfort they offered, about how different the world seemed when he wore them. Why that should be the case was a mystery.


Meanwhile, across town, Doreen pulled into the drive outside Missy’s house. When Missy opened the door, it was clear she had been crying. Her eyes were red-rimmed and swollen, the kind of crying that doesn’t end with a single tissue or a few consoling words. Doreen didn’t pretend not to notice.

“I spoke with him,” she said quietly, after stepping inside. “He’s ready to listen to whatever you want to say to him. But you need to be honest. If you hedge, if you try to explain things away, he’ll walk. He’s on the edge of giving up on all of this—on the marriage.”

Missy lowered herself into the nearest chair. Her voice trembled. “I didn’t think it would come to this. I just wanted him to feel... safe. To stay close to me.”

Doreen shook her head. “You slipped hormone pills into his routine without telling him. That’s not safety. That’s a breach of trust. A marriage can’t survive when one person decides for the other. You need to understand what that did to him.”

At this, Missy broke again, sobbing openly now, her hands pressed to her face. Doreen crossed the room and crouched beside her, placing one arm around her shoulders. She didn’t speak at first. When she did, her voice was low and maternal. “It isn’t beyond repair. But you have to do the work. He needs to see that you understand what you’ve done.”

After a while, the crying stopped. Missy grew quiet, her hands still fidgeting with the hem of her sleeve.

“I’ll be by tomorrow morning at eight-thirty,” Doreen said, rising. “I’ll take you to the hospital myself. Wear a dress.”

Missy blinked, puzzled. “A dress? Why?”

“Because whether you believe it or not, it’ll mean something to him. Something small, yes, but not meaningless. You’ve been wearing pants since this whole thing started. He told us that once. I think he noticed more than you realized. And now he needs to see that you still want to be his wife.”

After Doreen departed, Missy remained in the stillness of the room, her body motionless in the chair as her thoughts pressed inward. She tried to imagine how the conversation would unfold, what words she might offer that would not ring hollow. She moved through the kitchen by rote, setting a kettle on the burner, spooning out the tea leaves with the slow deliberation of someone stalling time itself. She poured the water, waited, then sipped, letting the warmth calm her nerves. The taste was faint, floral, but her focus remained elsewhere. Her mind kept circling the early days with Mitch—the early affection, the shared optimism, how it had gradually altered shape. She could not point to a single moment of divergence, only a slow and steady unraveling that brought them to this fractured place.


CHOOSING THE HAIRCUT

The following morning was no easier. She stood in front of the wardrobe, unmoving for several minutes, her hand hovering over hangers, unsure of what impression she ought to make. Clothes that had once felt effortless now felt like choices burdened with consequence. After much deliberation, she selected the one she thought most expressive of what she could no longer articulate—her most feminine dress, cobalt in hue, with red lace carefully sewn along the hem and thin red piping curving delicately over the bodice. It had not been worn in months.

She was dressed and prepared to leave nearly an hour before Doreen arrived. When her friend finally stepped inside, appraising her appearance, she paused, tilted her head, and said, “Jewelry. You forgot.”

Missy blinked, surprised at her own oversight. “I don’t know how that slipped my mind.”

Doreen moved to the bedroom, retrieved a small box, and returned with a modest chain and earrings. “These will help. He’ll notice.”

The hospital was as she expected—stark corridors, dull walls, distant conversations in neighboring rooms that blurred into a low murmur. When they stepped inside his room, the air was dense with anticipation, but no words came. Neither he nor Missy spoke. Each appeared to wait for the other. Finally, Doreen broke the standoff.

“Well,” she said, looking pointedly between them, “I think it’s time the two of you at least acknowledge each other’s presence.”

There was a greeting, if it could be called that—brief, clipped, and void of the warmth that once marked their exchanges. Missy took a shallow breath and began.

“I need to say this,” she said, her voice trembling, almost cracking under its own strain. “What I did to you was wrong. I see that now. I can’t undo what’s been done, but I need you to know I regret it. All of it. I never imagined it would lead here, to this—” she gestured faintly to the hospital bed, to the pale blue gown, to the IV line—“and I’m sorry. So deeply sorry. I should never have given you those pills without your knowing. I violated your trust. I see that now.”

Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes, and when she tried to blink them away, they came faster. Her body shook with the effort to remain composed. He watched her. Part of him wanted to reach out. Another part stood still.

He lowered his voice. “The problem is, I think you still want Sandra. Not me.”

She responded quickly, urgently, her hands knotted in her lap. “No. That’s not true. I know now I have to let you choose. If you feel like being Sandra, that’s your choice, and I’ll support it. But if you stay Mitch—if that’s who you are—I’ll be by your side. I love you, Mitch. That hasn’t changed.”

She reached into her purse and retrieved a small container. Holding it out to him, she said, “Here. These are the pills. The same ones. If you want to keep them, you can. If not, flush them. I won’t touch them again.”

He accepted the container, turning it in his hands thoughtfully. “Thank you,” he said at last. “I’ve been thinking… maybe it wasn’t just the pills. Maybe if I hadn’t pushed so hard—taken double the dose of the male hormones—I wouldn’t be here either. Maybe if I had spoken up sooner, told you more clearly what I needed… we wouldn’t have gotten so lost.”

She looked at him carefully. “So… you’re thinking of being Sandra again? Sometimes, at least?”

He didn’t answer right away. But when he looked up, the distance between them felt smaller.

“If that’s what you want,” she said softly, “that’s the best news I’ve heard in a long time.”

“I’m not making any promises,” he said, not looking at either of them. His eyes had been fixed on a distant point outside the hospital window, but what he was really seeing lay elsewhere—something internal, vague, a shape he couldn’t quite draw. “I can’t say what the future holds. I’m not even sure I’ll ever be able to come to terms with the dress. Not anymore. Right now, it feels like it could be a long while before I’m anywhere near ready to wear one again. Maybe I never will.”

He gave the words room, as if they needed space of their own.

Doreen responded after a pause, her tone as matter-of-fact as ever, as though she were discussing the weather rather than the fragments of a broken identity. “I don’t think it’s up to you anymore,” she said, glancing briefly at his chest and then away again. “With breasts the size you’ve got now, I’d say you’ll be going home in a dress whether you want to or not. That’s just where things are.”

Missy had not spoken. Her hands had gone pale from the way she was wringing them together. Tears marked thin tracks along her cheeks, and she seemed unable to stop repeating the same thing, again and again, like a mantra that couldn’t summon peace.

“I’m so sorry,” she kept whispering. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”

Finally, he raised his voice—not in anger, but as if calling someone back from the far end of a corridor.

“Missy!” he said. “Come here.”

Her body jolted slightly at the sound of her name, and she crossed the room slowly, unsure. When she reached the side of the bed, he looked up at her with the slightest lift of his eyebrows.

“Well,” he said, “aren’t you going to kiss me?”

She bent forward without hesitation, cupping his head gently in her palms. Her lips touched his with a care that felt less like ceremony and more like apology rendered into contact. When she pulled back, her face was wet, her expression raw.

“Thank you,” she said through the tears. “Thank you for forgiving me. I love you. I love you so much.”

“I love you too,” he replied, his voice lighter now, the burden briefly shifted. “Some days more than others, but yes, I love you.”

He laughed at his own admission, short and unsure, and the two women joined him. Not because it was funny, but because there was nothing else to do with the emotion in the room.

Doreen, who had been standing quietly near the foot of the bed, nodded and said, “That was beautiful.”

Missy turned, brushing at her cheeks. “I don’t know what I’d do without you and Hannah. You’ve both been more than friends. You’ve been my anchor.”

Then, in a moment neither woman expected, he spoke again, his voice lowered.

“I should have said this earlier,” he began, “but I owe part of this to myself. I should’ve told you, Missy, that I had been taking male hormones. I kept it hidden, thinking it would make the process quicker—help me return to being all man again, or whatever version of that I could still reach. I didn’t think you’d understand. And you couldn’t have known. I never gave you the chance.”

Missy stepped closer, her expression composed now, almost serene. “Then let’s not have secrets anymore,” she said. “No more hiding things. If we’re going to make this work, that has to change.”

He nodded. “That sounds good. I’ll go along with that.”

They spoke a while longer, meandering through topics that touched on the mundane and the profound—hospital routines, missed dinners, things said and unsaid. Then the door opened and the doctor entered. He was brisk, reading off details from a clipboard without much inflection.

“You’re cleared to leave this afternoon,” he said. “We’ll give you a short course of medication. Nothing complicated. But let me make myself very clear—you are not to take any more female hormones. Not now. Not later. Not at all.”

Mitch nodded. “Understood. I won’t.”

The doctor left. A few minutes later, the two women gathered their things. Missy leaned over him and whispered that she’d return to pick him up in a few hours.

Lunch came—lukewarm chicken, overcooked carrots, a square of bread that tasted of nothing—but he ate it all. Appetite was a sign, he supposed. A clue that some part of him still wanted a future, even if it looked nothing like what he once imagined.

When he was finished, he began to ready himself. The nurse returned with paperwork and stood by while he signed, then handed him the discharge forms and wished him well.

He was just reaching for the bundle of clothes folded at the edge of the bed when Missy reappeared, slightly out of breath, carrying two paper bags in her arms.

“I brought you something,” she said, placing the bags on the chair beside him.

He opened the first, expecting fabric with pleats or soft floral patterns. But it was a man’s shirt. He frowned slightly, puzzled.

“I don’t think that’s going to fit,” he said. “Not over these.”

She smiled, pulling out a larger shirt, one that looked stretched and roomy. “It’s oversized,” she explained. “I thought it might work.”

He pulled it on carefully. It fit, more or less. The outline of his chest was visible beneath the fabric, but it buttoned without straining.

In the car, he turned toward her as they pulled away from the hospital entrance. His voice was quiet, almost casual, though there was a tremor beneath the words that betrayed more than he admitted. “Would you mind stopping at the beauty parlor?” he asked, as though it were just another errand, no different from fetching groceries or dropping off dry cleaning.

She didn’t press him. Instead, she gave a nod, her hands adjusting on the steering wheel. When they reached the small building nestled between a shuttered hardware store and a pawnshop, he opened the door and paused. “Could I call you when I’m done?” he asked, already halfway out of the car.

She agreed, simply, and then watched him go. He walked with purpose, or what passed for it these days, toward the glass door etched with fading gold letters. The bell above it gave a tired chime as it opened and closed behind him.

Inside, he found Iris. She had her back to him, talking to someone else, but when she turned and saw who it was, her expression shifted immediately. She came forward, hands still damp from washing, and spoke with real softness.

“I heard what happened,” she said, and her tone carried something closer to grief than mere sympathy. “I’m sorry. No one should have to go through that.”

He nodded, offered her a faint smile in return. “I need a haircut,” he said. “And the nails. Cleaned. All of it.”

Iris gave a regretful glance toward the appointment book resting on the counter. “I’ve got a client coming in any minute. But one of the girls—Tina, I think—can take you right now. She’s good.”

He didn’t argue. He sat down in the chair they directed him to and let Tina work in silence, the scissors tracing their clean arcs around the base of his skull, the sound like fabric being trimmed.

An hour later, his hair cropped short and fingernails stripped bare of polish, he stepped outside and called Missy. She arrived within minutes. He walked toward the car with a bag in his hand, and when he slid into the seat beside her, she studied his face with cautious optimism.

“You look great,” she said, genuinely meaning it, though there was a hesitation before the words, as though unsure of the boundary between compliment and intrusion.

He gave a small nod. His fingers curled around the handle of the bag. “Thanks. What’s inside,” he added, “is a surprise.”

She didn’t ask again.

At home, the routine resumed. He sat at the computer in the small spare room where they had once kept old holiday decorations and tax receipts. There were two emails from his publisher. Both included manuscript attachments. Children’s books, both of them. He saved the files without opening them, letting them sit quietly in the digital corner where unfinished things lived. He wasn’t ready to draw. Not yet.

After a few minutes, he stood and found Missy. “I need to go over to Hannah’s,” he said. “I left clothes there.”

Without comment, she took her keys from the hook by the door. They drove in near-complete quiet, the air between them filled with small mechanical sounds—indicators clicking, tires brushing the asphalt.

When he entered Hannah’s house, he paused just inside the door. He had not remembered it being this clean. The kitchen was immaculate, the countertops dry and gleaming. As he walked through the hallway, he passed the bathroom, where the tiles gleamed faintly beneath the soft glow of a wall sconce. In the bedroom he had been using, every surface had been wiped down. The comforter on the bed had been folded with care, and his clothes, all of them, were stacked neatly in a line along the edge of the mattress, ready to be taken away.

They carried the bags to the car together. After placing them in the back seat, he turned to Hannah, a trace of confusion still in his voice. “Did you hire someone?” he asked. “To finish the cleaning?”

She laughed gently. “No,” she said. “It was me. I did it.”

She explained with a strange sort of pride in her voice, like someone recounting a small but satisfying victory. “I actually liked it,” she said. “I mean, when I was helping you clean, I thought I was just doing you a favor. But then I saw the way you did things. The method to it. The logic. I copied that. Took your system and ran with it. Now I just spend a few minutes each day and the place stays like this.”

She looked around, as if to affirm her own transformation.

“Thank you,” she added. “You taught me that cleaning doesn’t have to be a chore. It can be almost... meditative.”

He smiled faintly, humbled in a way he didn’t quite understand. “Cleaning’s not hard,” he said. “Not if you have a plan. And if you stick with it.”

He paused.

“And thank you,” he continued, more slowly. “For calling the ambulance. For getting me help when I couldn’t ask for it myself. I still don’t have it all figured out. But I know one thing—I wouldn’t be here, not really, if you hadn’t acted when you did.”

“I think your hormones must have been at odds with each other,” she said. Her tone was quiet but not uncertain, like someone describing a storm already passed. “That’s likely what caused the break.”

He considered this, his fingers resting on the worn seam of the car seat. “You’re probably right,” he said after a moment. “It was... frightening. I came to in the hospital and had no recollection of how I’d gotten there. It was as if a piece of time had simply been removed. I still don’t know the whole of it.”

“Well, what matters now,” she replied, “is that you’re doing better. You’re speaking clearly, you’re focused again. I just can’t believe how much your appearance has shifted. It’s astonishing.”

He looked at her, not entirely trusting the compliment, but not rejecting it either. “Thank you,” he said. “I feel different. Like I’ve walked out of a version of myself I didn’t realize I’d been wearing for years. I feel... lighter. As though I’ve stepped into someone new.”

Missy turned to Hannah and offered a firm embrace, one that communicated more than the standard etiquette of thanks. “Thank you,” she said. “For being there, for showing me what I couldn’t see.”

She kissed Hannah’s cheek with a gesture that was more familial than affectionate. Then Mitch, standing nearby, stepped forward and kissed Hannah as well—his lips brushing hers in a way that suggested gratitude mingled with something deeper, harder to name.

Later, back at home, he returned to his work. The desk was cluttered but familiar, a small chaos that he alone could navigate. It took him two full days to complete the illustrations for the first manuscript. He worked slowly, carefully, correcting the lines that seemed to resist him and redrawing those that refused to speak clearly. He began the second book, and that one—more elusive in tone, perhaps—took four days before he could say it was done to his liking. Once finished, he sent it off to his publisher.

He leaned back in his chair, stretching slightly. Glancing downward, he caught sight of his chest. The larger breasts had diminished. What remained were smaller now, less defined but still present, like faint impressions of a story once vividly told. He reached for the calendar pinned beside the lamp. A red circle around tomorrow’s date reminded him of his upcoming doctor’s appointment. Mid-morning, it said. A follow-up.

He picked up the phone and dialed the numbers by memory. He spoke to Hannah first, then Doreen. Brief calls, but cordial—full of clipped remarks and short laughter. Afterward, at lunch, he told Missy that they’d be going shopping that afternoon. “All four of us,” he said, as he finished the last bite of his sandwich. “Hannah and Doreen will be here by one-thirty.”


THE SOFTEST YES

At exactly one-thirty, the doorbell rang. Missy looked up from her seat and called out, “They’re here!” from the hallway. From the back room came his voice: “I’ll be ready in a minute.”

A few moments passed.

Then he stepped into the entryway.

The effect was immediate. All three women looked at him, and none of them spoke at first. It was not surprise that rendered them speechless, but recognition of a kind that needed time to be named.

He wore a sundress, light and backless, with thin straps crossing his shoulders. The color was soft, subdued, offset by the cascading curls of the brunette wig he had chosen. His face was carefully made up—not exaggerated, but deliberate—and the red nails, shaped and painted with precision, caught the light as he adjusted the strap. A butterfly tattoo rested visibly on his left shoulder, no longer hidden beneath sleeves or hesitation.

Doreen was the first to speak. “You look lovely,” she said, her voice steady. “Truly. Where did you find that dress?”

He smiled, not smugly but with the quiet pleasure of someone who had made a decision and stood by it. “Picked it up a few days ago,” he said. “Figured the best part of this journey might be the shopping. So let’s get to it.”

Missy stepped toward him, kissed him on the cheek, and held him for a moment. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For letting Sandra come back.”

She didn’t say it directly, but he heard the truth in her tone. She had stopped pretending it would end. She no longer feared it. And he, too, knew what she knew—this wasn’t a performance. It wasn’t about a dress or a name. It was about continuity. About stepping forward without discarding what had come before.

And she was glad.


THE END
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