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	CLOSET RULES

	Missy Jenkins did not think herself prone to paranoia, yet unease had begun to settle into her bones like a quiet, persistent ache. Three times now, she had stood before the narrow closet in the corner of their bedroom, and three times she had noticed a small but undeniable shift. It was not the sort of thing one could easily dismiss. She was meticulous, always had been, and she remembered with a kind of certainty that required no confirmation: the red dress belonged beside the black one. It was a rule of her own making, as natural as the way one brushed their teeth in the morning. But now, the red dress hung between the aqua and the dark blue, as though someone else had devised a new order, as though her sense of control had been disturbed by invisible hands.

	She felt her chest tighten, her thoughts coiling with frustration. Her closet was hers. It was not a space meant for rearrangement or inquiry. That someone—anyone—would intrude upon that space, without reason, without consent, angered her in a way she could not easily express.

	That evening, as dusk gave way to the deepening quiet of night, she turned to her husband. The television muttered softly [image: Image]in the background, casting a pale glow across their living room. She waited until he had put down his fork, until he could not pretend to be distracted. Her voice was direct, edged with a brittle kind of patience.

	"Mitch," she said, "have you been going into my closet?"

	He looked up, blinked, uncertain.

	"Tell me why you would be in there," she continued, her tone sharp now, cutting through the air like a knife through fabric.

	"And don't give me any crap. I want the truth. Right now."

	Mitch's mouth opened, but no words came at first. He sat still, his hands clasped in front of him as though in prayer, while she watched him. She did not look away, did not soften. The silence stretched until it became unbearable.

	Finally, haltingly, he spoke.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"I'm not sure how to say this," he began, his voice low, nearly inaudible. "But I have been trying on some of your clothes." Her eyebrows lifted, disbelief overtaking her anger, if only briefly. "You've been wearing my clothes? Why, Mitch? Why would you do that?"

	He rubbed his palms together, his eyes fixed on a point just beyond her. "l like how they feel. When I was a kid, my sisters used to make me wear their dresses sometimes. I guess I kind of got to like how they felt. I didn't think you'd ever know, so I never said anything."

	She inhaled sharply, her mind racing. "Why didn't you go and buy your own? Why use mine?"

	"l wouldn't have known where to put them."

	"Are you gay, Mitch? Is that what this is?"

	"No." He shook his head, as though trying to dislodge the idea. "It's not that. It's more like... it's just a feeling I get, and I don't know where it comes from. I can't explain it."

	She looked at him, hard, her fingers drumming against her knee. The room felt smaller, confined by the strangeness of this confession.

	"Here's what we're going to do," she said at last. "You're going to buy your own dresses. You can keep them in the spare room closet. Do my clothes even fit you?"

	"They fit. Almost perfectly."

	She narrowed her eyes. "You wore my red dress, didn't you?"

	"Yes," he admitted, his voice almost ashamed. "Last night. You were at your card club. I only had it on for an hour."

	"Fine," she said, standing now. "You can keep that one. Go get it and put it with your things. I'll write down my sizes, so you know what to buy."

	He stood too, surprised, bewildered at the turn. He had imagined her fury to be uncontrollable, that she might leave, or worse, drive him out. But she was composed, almost businesslike.

	When he returned, she handed him a slip of paper, neat and precise.

	"One more thing," she said, her voice harder now, laced with steel. "l don't ever want to see you in a dress. Not in front of me, not in this house. If I do, you'll regret it. Do you understand, or do I need to make it clearer?"

	"l understand," he replied quickly. The memory of her anger, sharp and physical, still lived in his body. He remembered the [image: Image]time she had bent him over her knee on their wedding night, her hand fierce and unrelenting, bringing forth tears and pleas. A reminder of who was in charge. He had no desire to relive that.

	"You can have what you want," she said. "Buy what you need. But keep it out of my sight, and keep it in that room. Not here."

	He obeyed.

	*********

	The next day, Mitch left early and returned with bags—dresses, undergarments, stockings, even garter belts, more than he had dared to dream of owning. He found a store on the edge of town and purchased two wigs, one light and one dark, neither particularly convincing, but enough for his purpose.

	At home, he unpacked slowly, carefully. He folded each item as though it were delicate, almost sacred. He could hardly believe that Missy had allowed this, that she had not thrown him out or worse.

	Later, as they sat together on the couch, the television murmuring its predictable rhythms, she turned to him during a commercial.

	"What do you do when you're wearing them?" she asked, eyes on the screen.

	Mitch shrugged. “I just walk around. Sometimes I sit at the computer."[image: Image]

	*********

	The television murmured through its final moments before falling into quiet. Missy pressed the button, darkening the screen. For a while, she sat, her hands resting on her knees, her mind circling thoughts that had taken root over the past few hours. She turned slightly toward Mitch, not quite looking at him, but aware of his presence, the way one becomes aware of an object long ignored in the corner of a room.

	"I've been giving it some thought," she said, her voice steady, as though she were reading aloud from a list she had already prepared in her head. "When you put on a dress, you should be doing something more than walking around. It seems to me you should make it worth your while, or mine. I think, from now on, if I'm going to be gone for a bit, I'll leave you instructions. Tasks. Chores. If you want to wear a dress, then you'll have to do some work around the house. Maybe once you've tried it, you'll see it's not all it's made out to be. What do you think about that?"[image: Image]

	Mitch shifted slightly in his chair, as if preparing to offer resistance, but then, finding none, nodded. "That doesn't sound too bad," he said. “I think I can manage."

	She raised an eyebrow, her expression unreadable. "l want it done properly. Not half-done. Not with excuses. I expect you to do your best. Understand? The rule still stands. I don't want to see you wearing a dress, not now, not ever. If I do, you'll regret it more than anything you've known. Are we clear?"

	[image: Image][image: Image]"Yes," he said. "l understand."

	*********

	The morning passed in its usual way, the house still, sunlight creeping in through the windows, though neither of them paid much mind to it. He was finishing the final piece for a book, the last illustration in a series of carefully rendered scenes meant for children. His work required precision, a kind of devotion to the imagined world that children would inhabit through his lines and colors. It was a craft he had mastered, and the publishers knew it. He had built a name for himself, one that brought with it a generous payment for each book, though the work was sporadic. A week, ten days at most, and then a pause—two weeks, sometimes longer—until the next commission arrived. Missy, no matter how often she saw the checks, could never quite believe that what he did amounted to such pay.

	She appeared in the doorway, head tilted, arms crossed, her tennis racket slung casually over one shoulder. "How's it going?" she asked, leaning against the frame.

	"Almost done," he replied without turning. "Five minutes, maybe, and I'll send it in."

	"I'm off to play with Doreen Watson. After that, lunch. I've left you a note. It's on the table."

	He heard her footsteps retreat, the front door closing softly behind her. The room was quiet again.

	He completed the final touches, added the shading he'd been considering, and sent the file through the lines of the internet to his editor. When the message confirmed it had been sent, he shut the computer and walked into the dining room. There, as she had said, lay a small sheet of paper. Her handwriting, neat and purposeful, instructed: 

	Clean the living room. Mop the kitchen floor.

	His heart quickened in his chest—not from fear, but from anticipation. He crossed to the spare bedroom with a kind of urgency that had become familiar. From the small wardrobe he had begun to fill, he selected a dress, light blue with a soft pattern, and a pair of black heels, not too high but enough to feel the difference. He stood before the mirror for a moment, appraising the figure reflected back. The dress fit him well, snug in some places, forgiving in others. He adjusted the hem, straightened the neckline, and smiled faintly.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]The living room awaited. He moved deliberately, vacuuming, straightening the cushions, dusting surfaces. When he finished, he paused, looked around, and judged the room with a critical eye. It seemed right. Clean, but more than that—tidy, precise.

	*********

	In the kitchen, he swept first, taking care along the edges where dust liked to gather. Then, dipping the mop in the bucket, he cleaned the floor in long, careful strokes, watching the dull tiles regain their sheen as they dried.

	But then doubt crept in. The living room again came to mind, a shadow of uncertainty over his earlier satisfaction. He recalled, vaguely, a scene from television—a woman testing the thoroughness of a cleaning job by running her fingers along the tops of door frames. He fetched the dust rag and made his way around the room, reaching above each doorway. Dust, indeed, clung there, though only faintly. He wiped it away. It was an act, he told himself, that few would bother with.

	But he would.

	The phone rang, sharp and abrupt. He answered.

	"Missy," she said. “I’ll be home in five minutes."

	He hurried to the spare room, undressed, and returned the garments to their place.[image: Image]

	When she arrived, she walked through the kitchen first, inspecting the floor with the eye of someone accustomed to disappointment. It shone. She nodded, saying nothing. Into the living room, she went next, scanning the space, moving slowly. She stopped, smiled to herself, then with a glance in his direction, raised her arm, extending a finger, and ran it gently across the top of the doorway.[image: Image]

	He watched, his smile growing as she examined her fingertip and found nothing.

	"You've done a fine job. I'm proud of you."

	Her words came softly, almost as if they had not needed to be said aloud, as if they had long been waiting for their moment and now found voice. Yet they filled him with a strange warmth, a quiet stirring that reached into his chest and settled there. It was not often that praise came without conditions, but this time, it seemed pure. Life resumed its rhythm, the days flowing into one another, each marked by their own familiar tasks, their own small assurances.

	*********

	Later, in the dark stillness of their room, where the only sounds were the distant hum of passing cars and the occasional creak of the bed frame, Mitch and Missy were close. Their bodies pressed together, the shared heat and motion lulling him into a kind of comfort. It was then that she spoke again, this time in a tone that left little room for doubt.

	"I've been thinking," she began, pausing as though weighing the shape of her thoughts. "It's clear, isn't it? I make most of the decisions in this house. I suppose that means I wear the pants. It only follows, naturally, that you wear dresses."[image: Image]

	[image: Image]Mitch lay still, unsure of whether her words were meant to be teasing, or if they carried the same edge that often lay beneath her casual remarks. But before he could respond, she added, "But I still don't want to see you in one. Remember that."

	Missy's statement lingered in his mind, even after their bodies stilled and sleep beckoned. He thought about her claim, that she wore the pants. It was not untrue. She led, and he followed, often willingly. The order of things had long been established, and he had little reason to resist it. In fact, he found in it a peculiar freedom. He could indulge his desires without disruption, and she, in her way, allowed it. She always called before she returned home, giving him time. Time to shed one skin for another. He could not imagine a better arrangement.


THE PRICE OF PERMISSION

	The months passed easily, the pattern holding. Days of work, nights of quiet companionship, and in between, the stolen moments in which Mitch became someone else, if only for a while. Over three months, uninterrupted, the balance remained. But one morning, having sent off his latest illustrations, a note awaited him on the table. Her handwriting was precise, leaving no room for doubt.

	Gone shopping with the girls. Living room and main bathroom today.

	Mitch read it twice, then tucked it into his pocket, a talisman of permission. The house was his for the day, or so he believed.

	He chose carefully—a black blouse trimmed in white lace, a black skirt that hugged his legs tightly, and the black heels he favoured, three inches high, worn enough to feel familiar. Over it all, a starched white frilled pinafore, tied at the waist with a bow. He admired his reflection, satisfied, then made his way to the [image: Image]kitchen, where he opened a bottle of soda and took slow sips, savouring the peace.

	It was in that moment that the door opened. Voices, laughter, the unmistakable sound of women entering.

	He froze. The hallway to the spare room now impossibly far, exposed. Instinct moved him, and he darted into the pantry, pulling the door to, heart pounding in his chest.

	From the narrow crack, he could hear them. Missy's voice, calm, unbothered. "Would you like some tea?" she asked.

	Two voices answered, bright and easy. "We'd love some."

	He stood still, breath shallow, ears straining. He heard the kettle being filled, the clink of cups. Then footsteps—hers— approaching the pantry. The door inched open. Her eyes met his, sharp, flashing, and her voice, low and tight, reached him.

	"You are dead," she hissed. "You're in for it now."

	He dared not speak, dared not move. He could only listen as she stepped away, returning to her guests.

	One of them spoke, her voice lilting. "Your place looks wonderful, Missy. So clean! You must spend hours keeping it like this.

	[image: Image][image: Image]Her reply, casual, almost amused, floated back. "Oh, not really. I hardly do any cleaning at all these days. I have my own method."

	He listened, eyes fixed on nothing, as the kettle whistled, as cups were filled. Then, mercifully, a shift.

	"This tea is wonderful. What kind is it?"

	Missy told them, her voice smooth now, as though nothing at all was amiss. The conversation continued, unbroken.

	"And what's your secret method? How do you keep it all looking like this?"

	There was a pause, the air thick with anticipation.

	"Would you like to try my cleaner?" she asked.

	A small laugh. "How long do you think it would take to clean my place?"

	"Two days? At least."

	"You can borrow my cleaner. I won't need it for a few days," Missy said, her voice bright, almost generous.

	Then she turned to the other. "What about you? Are you interested too?"

	"Absolutely. I'd love to know your secret."

	Missy addressed the first woman with a casual air, as though she were discussing the lending of a common object—a rake, a book, a tool of some household use. "You can take my cleaner home with you," she said. "Keep it as long as you need, until you're pleased with how everything looks, until your place is the way you want it. When you're satisfied, you'll take it to her"—she gestured lightly to the second woman—"and she can have her turn. The same applies: keep it until you're happy with what's done." Both women, unaware still of what this 'cleaner' might be, nodded, eager to partake in Missy's peculiar arrangement.

	The tea was nearly finished, the small pleasantries coming to their natural conclusion. Coats were gathered, handbags lifted from the floor. The women were preparing to leave, minds already on the errands and plans that would follow. Missy, with the same unbothered tone, turned to the first woman.

	"You'll find the cleaner in the pantry. Go ahead and fetch it."

	The woman stepped toward the pantry, heels tapping lightly against the floorboards, and reached for the door. But no sooner had she opened it than a sharp intake of breath escaped her. She recoiled, taking a step back into the kitchen. Her [image: Image]face, caught between confusion and disbelief, turned toward Missy, who now advanced with calm purpose.

	Missy stepped past her, into the pantry, and returned with Mitch. His head was lowered, his hands awkward at his sides. He did not resist. "This is my secret cleaner," she announced plainly, as though revealing a simple truth. "You'll both have him. He's yours until your houses are in order, until everything is just as you like it. Don't bring him back until you're completely satisfied."[image: Image]

	The women exchanged glances, uncertain, but compliant. Missy extended her arm, guiding the first woman's hand toward Mitch's. He took it, his fingers cold against hers. Missy watched them go, the door closing behind them, and she allowed herself a small smile. That will teach him, she thought.

	In the car, the silence stretched, broken at last by the woman's voice. "Hello. I'm Doreen Watson. We haven't met before, but I'm going to guess you're Missy's husband."

	"Yes," he replied quietly, eyes focused on the passing houses.

	"Do you have a name?"

	"My name is Mitch."

	She shook her head, a small amused sound escaping her. "Mitch doesn't suit you. Not like this. The way you look now— Mitch isn't the right name. Do you have another name? A softer one?"

	"No. I never thought about that. I never imagined Missy would do something like this."

	Doreen glanced at him. "Missy told me once that her husband had a habit she didn't care for. But I never guessed it would be this." She paused, measuring her words. "You don't need to worry. I had a younger brother who used to borrow my clothes, now and then. Eventually, I confronted him, and he admitted he liked how they felt. He liked to dress up. I helped him, helped him become more feminine, more at ease with it. I can help you too, if you want. If you can present yourself in a better way, more convincing, maybe Missy would come to terms with it. Right now, I think she sees you and thinks you [image: Image]look absurd in a dress. Would you want me to help you?"

	Mitch shifted in his seat, staring out the window. "l don't know what to think. We had an arrangement. It worked. She would call before she came home. I had time. But this time—this time she didn't."

	"She rode with me today," Doreen replied. "Said she didn't have her phone with her. Forgot it. That's why." She paused again, thoughtful. "If you want, I can help. I run three salons here in town. Good places. One of my girls worked wonders on my brother. She could do the same for you."

	He hesitated, caught between fear and curiosity. "It sounds good, but I'm only supposed to clean your house. That's what I heard her say."[image: Image]

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]Doreen laughed softly. "Technically, I'm your employer now. Missy said not to pay you, sure. But she didn't say I couldn't do something else with you, now did she?"

	"l suppose I don't really have a choice, do l?"

	She smiled, pleased with his resignation. "First, we need a name. You can't keep calling yourself Mitch. You look more like a Cindy to me. What do you think?"

	For a long moment he said nothing, then slowly, almost in disbelief, he replied, "That was the name my mother said she would've given me, if I'd been born a girl. Cindy. She told me that, more than once."[image: Image]

	"Perfect, then. Cindy it is. Look—we're here. Time to begin."

	*********

	Doreen led Mitch through a narrow doorway into a softly lit room where the air smelled faintly of powder and ammonia. The room was filled with the hum of quiet conversation, the subdued movements of women engaged in tasks both familiar and intimate. She brought him to a tall woman with silver-threaded hair pulled tightly back, her hands steady as they folded a white towel.

	"This is Iris Goodwin," she said, almost formally. "Iris is a licensed physician's assistant. She works under Dr. Harlan, for anything that requires medical supervision. She's done this before. She's the one who helped my brother."

	There was no introduction for him. She did not offer his name, did not invite him to speak.

	"l want you to do for Cindy what you did for him," she said, her voice precise.

	Iris looked him over with a measured expression, neither kind nor cruel, simply clinical. She gestured to a chair near the back of the shop, beneath a tall mirror framed in chipped brass. He followed, without protest, as though the choice had already been made long ago, not by him but by the course of events.

	"Take off your blouse," she said quietly.

	He hesitated only for a moment, then obeyed. The air touched his bare skin coolly, raising small bumps along his arms. He folded the blouse neatly, placing it in his lap, unsure of what was to follow. Iris stood before him, a small tray at her side. Without ceremony, she pressed down on the cups of his bra, exposing the pale flesh beneath, and with swift, practised hands, she administered an injection to each breast. A sting, brief but sharp.

	"Put it back on," she instructed, and he complied.

	Next came a smaller tray, prepared in advance. She approached him again, this time holding a fine needle poised above his face. "These are for your lips," she said. "Six injections. You'll see the difference. Fuller lips. Kissing lips."

	He wanted to ask more, to understand, but already she was at work, each injection sending a pulse of warmth through his skin. The room blurred slightly at the edges. His thoughts, scattered, began to gather around one question: what was happening to him, and why did it seem that he had no power to resist?

	When she finished, she stepped away and returned with a small black pill resting in the hollow of her palm, and a glass of water in the other. She waited for him to take it. He looked at it, uncertain, but at her nod, he placed it on his tongue and swallowed.

	"This," she said, holding up a small container, "contains five more. You'll take one in the morning and another before you [image: Image]sleep. If you skip a dose, you'll regret it. It will make you sick in a way you won't forget."[image: Image]

	"What is it?" he asked, his voice low.

	"It will help your body," she replied. "Soften it. Make it more feminine. The shots, they're to boost the breasts. These pills —they're stronger than what we used to use. We used to give them to girls who weren't developing fast enough. One a month for five months, and they'd catch up quickly. Now, with these, the changes come faster."

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]His hands trembled slightly, resting in his lap. He wanted to speak, but the words, as they formed, seemed to dissolve before they reached his mouth.

	She stepped forward again, her hands now moving to his face. She studied his eyebrows, thick and unruly. "We need to shape these," she said. With deliberate care, she plucked, trimmed, and arched them, transforming them from their natural state into thin, deliberate lines. His eyes watered, but he did not move.

	Then came the lessons.

	"This is concealer. You'll need to cover what you don't want seen." She dabbed and smoothed, showing him in the mirror.

	"Foundation. To even the tone."

	"Blush. You'll blend this here, on the cheekbones."

	Her hands were precise, guiding, as she worked his face into new forms.

	"Your eyes," she said, pausing, "are important."

	She showed him how to apply the liner, how to darken the lashes with mascara, how to brush the lids with shadow until they held a subtle, uncertain depth.

	He sat, watching in the mirror, as the face he had known, the one that had greeted him each morning, seemed to fade. In its place, a stranger appeared—familiar, yet distant, as though glimpsed in a dream.

	Next came the lips. She took a pencil—dark, precise—and traced the outline, sharpening what nature had left vague. The curve, the bow, all redrawn. Then the lipstick, a muted shade that seemed, at first, too bold, too final. She applied it slowly, deliberately, her hand steady as though this were the culmination of a long process, not merely another step.

	"This is new," she said, holding the tube for him to see, though his eyes were elsewhere, locked on the mirror. "The more you use it, the less you need to. Each time you wear it, the colour seeps in. It becomes part of you."[image: Image]

	He said nothing. Words, if they came, would only expose how little he understood what was unfolding.

	She stepped behind him, removing the wig with a firm but not unkind motion. His scalp felt exposed, vulnerable in the absence of the false hair. She examined his real hair with a measured expression.

	"l can give you something softer. Feminine, yes, but short."

	He turned slightly, not to resist but to acknowledge. "l haven't had a say in anything else," he said, voice even. "So what difference does it make now?"

	There was no reply. She began working on his hair, sectioning it, applying the chemicals, the smell acrid but familiar in such places. A perm, she called it. Something to loosen the past and reform it.

	The brushing and spraying were nearly complete when Doreen returned, her heels tapping on the tiled floor with a lightness that suggested satisfaction. She stood behind him, examining the result.

	"He doesn't look the same," she said, her voice touched with a kind of marvel. "It's as if someone else is sitting there." She nodded to Iris. "Let's finish it."

	There was only one thing left to do. Iris approached with the small silver instrument, and without waiting for consent, pierced his ears—once, twice, three times on each side. The studs, small and precise, glinted in the mirror. A necklace followed, delicate gold, the name engraved with cruel affection: Cindy.

	He turned his head, slowly, taking in the reflection. The man he knew—or thought he knew—had vanished. What remained was unfamiliar. There was no trace, no indication of who he had been beneath the surface now laid bare.

	He did not hear their conversation, the words shared between them as though he were not present.

	By the next day, Iris told Doreen, the blouse would not fit. The buttons would strain, then come undone. Already it was snug, but not for long. She reminded Doreen—one pill before sleep, two each day until none remained.

	Mitch sat there still, the room quiet around him, until Doreen's hand touched his shoulder. "It's time," she said. He rose, his legs uncertain beneath him, and gathered his things. The pills. The small plastic bag of cosmetics.

	As they reached the door, Doreen glanced at the bundle in his hands. "Do you have a purse?"

	He shook his head. "l didn't think I'd ever be going out like this."

	Five blocks later, the car slowed before a strip mall. She led him into a shop filled with accessories—handbags, wallets, small boxes of colour and fabric. She chose a purse, black, with a wallet to match. Then, as though by impulse, she picked up a pink cosmetics case, holding it briefly before adding it to the purchase.

	Back in the car, she handed him the purse. "Put your things in here. Keep them with you."

	He obeyed, arranging the small items, feeling their weight shift from his hands into the bag.

	"Thank you," he said, the words more out of form than meaning. He could not say whether what had happened was kindness or something else.

	[image: Image][image: Image]At her house, she showed him a small room at the back. The bed was neatly made, the space bare except for a dresser and a chair.

	"It's late," she said, already turning away. "You can start tomorrow."

	*********

	While all this unfolded elsewhere, Missy remained behind, the house curiously quiet in Mitch's absence. She moved from room to room, completing tasks more from habit than necessity. The hours passed, but not in the usual rhythm. Instead, each minute lingered, stretched by an absence she had not quite anticipated. She sat at the kitchen table, her dinner growing cool in front of her, and wondered—not for the first time—whether she had done the right thing.

	The house had a different quality now. It was not simply empty; it was missing Mitch. She had sent him away in a moment of anger, sharp and certain, but that feeling was no longer so vivid. The edges of her frustration had begun to dull, replaced by a strange sense of vacancy. It was four days at least before he would return, perhaps longer. Doreen's husband was gone for the week, so there was no danger there, no further indignity. But still, Missy felt the strangeness of it all. She ate, slowly. Alone. Usually, the evening was filled with the sound of their voices—ordinary, domestic exchanges. He would recount the tasks of his day, the small triumphs or irritations, and she would do the same. There had been comfort in that, she realized. Routine, yes, but not unpleasant.

	Perhaps, she thought, it was not so terrible, his wearing dresses from time to time. The image of him in one still felt absurd [image: Image]—like a man playing at being someone he could never be. She could not shake that impression, the awkwardness of it, the lack of grace. A clown in costume. Yet, alone now, the judgment felt hollow.

	*********

	Elsewhere, Doreen and Cindy were finishing their evening meal, the room filled with warmer light and more cheerful tones. The food was good—Doreen had always prided herself on that—and conversation flowed more easily than expected. Cindy, or Mitch as he had once been, spoke of the arrangement he and Missy had maintained. He described it with care, as if laying out the terms of a forgotten contract. She had allowed him his moments, provided he remained unseen. She had always called before coming home, always given him the time he needed to disappear. Except this time.

	"She didn't call," he said. "She always did before. I never knew what would happen if she didn't. Until now."

	Doreen shook her head, her expression tinged with pity. "It's unfortunate," she said. "But you have to look on the bright side. There's some good in all of this, somewhere."

	After they finished eating, Doreen sent him to the bathroom with a simple instruction: check your lipstick. He obeyed, not wishing to argue. Before the mirror, Mitch inspected his lips—they appeared fine to him, untouched by the meal. Still, he applied another layer. The colour now appeared brighter, glossier, as if his mouth had been painted with wet varnish. He blinked, adjusting to the sight, but said nothing.

	Doreen later showed him the cupboard where the cleaning supplies were kept, explaining each item with efficiency. "If there's anything missing," she said, "tell me, and I'll see it's brought here." He nodded, but inwardly, he recoiled. The room was not a prison, but he felt like a captive all the same. Even if he wanted to leave, he could not. The route she had taken was lost to him, a blur of turns and unfamiliar streets. There was no way back.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]That night, he returned to the room she had given him. On the bed lay a satin nightgown, pale in the dim light, smooth beneath his fingers. He slipped it on and was struck by the texture—soft, yielding, luxurious in a way he had not known. He wondered why, until now, he had never worn anything like it.

	Then, the thought returned—the pill. He took the bottle in hand, turning it slowly, as if the answer might lie on the label. What would happen if he refused? If he simply stopped? A test, then. He placed the bottle on the table and climbed into bed.

	Fifteen minutes passed. At first, nothing. Then a slow churning in his stomach, a discomfort that built quietly. Soon, nausea overtook him, sharp and disorienting. Within minutes more, the pain deepened, spreading through his abdomen like a tightening coil. He rose, stumbling to where the pills lay, and swallowed one, hands trembling.

	Five minutes later, the sickness began to fade, leaving him weak but clear-headed. He lay back, staring at the ceiling.


FITTING THE ROLE

	When Mitch awoke the next morning, there was a strangeness to his body that he could not at first name. It was not discomfort, not exactly, but a new awareness, as though parts of him that had once been inert were now waking into sensation. His chest felt unfamiliar. The bra he wore, one of Doreen's selections, seemed to press more tightly against his skin. He adjusted it, but the constriction remained. Perhaps, he thought, it had always been like this, and he had only now begun to notice.

	Mitch dressed without comment and made his way to the dining area, where Doreen was already moving about, the day begun. She greeted him with a nod and placed before him a plate with toast and a cup of coffee, dark and plain. He sat, sipping, chewing slowly, his thoughts elsewhere.

	"I'll start with the living room," he said, setting the cup down.[image: Image]

	She observed him carefully, her eyes passing over the line of his blouse. There was no need for words—she could see it was tighter now. The fabric, once loose, clung more closely, especially across his back and chest. His figure, too, had altered slightly; there was a new roundness at his hips, a subtle protrusion where before there had been none. She smiled to her[image: Image]self as he reached into his purse and swallowed the morning pill without hesitation.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]The hours passed quietly. He moved through the living room, dusting, scrubbing, arranging, each task consuming him in its own way. It was late in the afternoon by the time he had finished, and only then did he turn to the kitchen. The counters first, then the cabinets, each surface wiped and inspected, made to shine under his careful hand. By evening, he had done all that he could, and the sky outside had darkened.

	*********

	At supper, Doreen remarked on Mitch's efforts. "It looks marvellous," she said simply. He nodded, taking in the praise, though it did little to ease the absence he still felt. Missy. The thought of her lingered, unresolved. Though he was here, working, the pull of home—of her—remained. He did not say so.

	"You should rest now," Doreen suggested, clearing the plates.

	But he shook his head. "No, I want to finish the kitchen floor tonight."

	And so he did. The floor, once dull, now gleamed. His legs ached, a dull soreness creeping in from the hours spent standing, bending, scrubbing. The dress he wore—simple, black, modest—felt like part of him now, though he had never worn one for so long without pause. He mentioned it in passing, the novelty of such a day.[image: Image]

	"There's still the appliances," he said. "They need to be cleaned."

	Doreen nodded. "There are spills in the refrigerator. I should have wiped them up earlier, but I didn't."[image: Image]

	As they spoke, a small sound interrupted them—a snap, sudden and unmistakable. He looked down. One of his blouse buttons had given way, the fabric now too tight to contain him.[image: Image]

	Doreen laughed softly, without malice. "We'll need to take you shopping tomorrow," she said. "A new dress."

	He hesitated, uncertain. She watched him.

	"Would you prefer a regular dress," she asked, "or a maid's uniform?"

	He remembered, vaguely, the images he had once seen, late at night, on the internet. The uniforms, the idea of them, had intrigued him. Yet now, faced with the choice, he answered, "A regular dress."

	*********

	The next morning, before any cleaning was begun, Doreen had Mitch dressed and in her car. The streets were familiar enough to her, but to him they passed as an indistinct blur, a geography not his own. The Lexus moved smoothly, predictably, until they arrived at a small shop tucked into a row of similar establishments, none of which he recognized.[image: Image]

	Inside, the air was scented faintly with fabric and polish. Doreen led him through the aisles with the same assuredness she had shown at home, pausing now and then to examine a garment, running her fingers over lace or cotton, weighing it with her eyes. In the end, she chose two dresses, both unmistakably feminine—floral patterns, delicate trims, the sort of clothing that made no effort to conceal its purpose. He did not speak.

	Next, they moved to another section, where aprons hung in neat rows. She selected one—pinafore style, with fine embroidery and a ruffled edge, as if it belonged to a scene from another time, another life. She held it up for him to see.

	"This will do," she said, and then, with a faint smile, "Would you like a mob cap to go with it?"

	He shook his head. "No."

	She removed the tag from one of the dresses and handed it to him without ceremony. "Go try this on."[image: Image]

	In the changing booth, the air felt close. He undressed slowly, folding the clothes he had worn, and pulled the new dress over his head. The fabric settled against him, light but enclosing. When he emerged, Doreen looked him over with the same measuring eye.

	"You need to redo your lipstick," she said, gesturing toward the small mirror mounted nearby.

	[image: Image][image: Image]Mitch looked at himself. It seemed no different than before. The colour still clung to his lips, unblemished. Still, he took out the tube and applied another coat, obediently, watching as the fresh layer gave his mouth a wetter, more vivid sheen. Back at the house, he resumed his tasks. The kitchen appliances, neglected and dulled, required care. He worked in silence, the hours slipping past without remark. When he finished there, he turned to the bedroom—her bedroom. He polished each surface, wiped each handle, smoothed the sheets, straightened the pillows, swept and scrubbed the floor. It was not a large room, and by midday, it was done.

	At lunch, he sat at the table, eating soup, the sandwich cut neatly in half beside it. Doreen sat opposite, watching him.

	"The kitchen looks spectacular," she said. "l can't recall when the house looked this good. You have a real knack for this. You're working faster than I expected."

	He nodded, acknowledging the praise. There was some satisfaction in it, though it did not fill the space that still belonged to Missy.

	By the time evening came, the other bedrooms had been cleaned—three in all, smaller and simpler than hers. Only the bathrooms remained. Over supper, he told her he was nearly done. "After the bathrooms," he said, "you can take me home."

	Doreen set her fork down, her tone unchanged. "No, you're going to clean Hannah Dunlap's house next. I'm meant to take you there after this."

	He looked at her, but there was no appeal to be made.[image: Image]

	Later, after the dishes had been cleared, she asked, "How are you feeling? Can you sense any changes?"

	He paused, considering. "The bra is tighter. And there are feelings—different ones—in parts of my body. But it doesn't hurt."[image: Image]

	She nodded, as though this was as expected.

	She led him to her bedroom, where the air was cooler, the light dimmer. She asked him to undress, to strip down to his bra. He did so, folding the dress carefully, placing it on the edge of the bed. She handed him one of her own bras, satin, soft, and pale.

	"Try this," she said.

	He slipped it on. It fit more easily than the last, the cups holding him without constriction. She stepped back.

	"It's perfect," she said. "There's room now. They can grow."

	[image: Image][image: Image]He flinched inwardly, the thought pressing into him. He did not want them to grow further. Already, they seemed too large, too present. He wished the process would end, that his body would be left alone. But he said nothing.

	"Leave it on tonight," she said. "Now change into your nightgown. Come join me when you're ready. There's a snack waiting."

	He obeyed, as he had learned to do. When he returned to her, dressed as she had instructed, she stood still for a moment, [image: Image]observing him. There was no need for words. His chest, once flat and unremarkable, now projected noticeably beneath the fabric. The shape was undeniable. She regarded him with the detachment of someone measuring a task nearly complete. She wondered, briefly, how Missy would respond to this sight—the body altered, reshaped by hands other than hers. Missy had claimed the role of authority in their life, had said plainly that she wore the pants, that decisions fell to her. And if that were true, then perhaps she would welcome the transformation, see it not as betrayal, but as the natural outcome of her own dominion. Perhaps.



	



	BETWEEN TWO HOUSES

	The next morning passed with the same quiet efficiency. Mitch worked through the bathrooms, scrubbing tiles, polishing fixtures, clearing away the stains that time and use had left behind. By early afternoon, the house stood immaculate. Doreen walked through each room, nodding, touching surfaces, as though to confirm what her eyes had already seen.

	"It's perfect," she said, her voice bright with satisfaction. "l couldn't have done it better. No one could."[image: Image]

	She gave praise freely, but it felt, to him, both generous and hollow. He packed his things—the few belongings she had allowed him to call his own—and stood waiting. When she asked, he told her he had one pill left for the day.

	"Take it now," she said. "There's no harm."

	He hesitated, then did as he was told, swallowing the pill with a sip of water. He wondered, again, why she insisted on these rituals, why nothing could be left to his own timing.

	As he turned to leave, she stepped forward and, without asking, slipped a pair of earrings into his ears. They dangled, long and light, brushing his neck each time he moved his head. There was a pleasure in the sensation, a small, guilty thrill. But [image: Image]as he smiled, involuntarily, the other thought returned—the persistent, uneasy knowledge that all of this was wrong. He stood at the edge of two worlds, unable to choose, unable to belong fully to either.

	Outside, he lifted the bags, placing them into the trunk of her car.

	*********

	As they drove, Doreen spoke, her voice casual.

	"We're going to Hannah Dunston's," she said. "Her husband died in a crash. Left her with more money than she could ever need, though you'd never know it. She can be generous, but only when the mood strikes. One day she'll spend without thinking, the next she's counting every penny. But she has a taste for clothes. Loves shopping."

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]The car turned onto a narrow drive, and soon they arrived. The house, large and austere, stood behind iron gates, its windows tall and curtained. Mitch stepped out, following Doreen up the stone path, the earrings brushing against his neck with each step.

	Doreen rang the bell. The door opened almost at once.

	Hannah regarded him with a cool, assessing look. Her eyes moved slowly across his face, pausing at the details that stood out now—the curve of his lips, the smoothness of his cheeks, the lines of the dress. When she spoke, it was without judgement, but with evident curiosity.

	"He looks different. What happened to him?"

	Doreen, standing beside him, offered a shrug, casual, as though the change required no real explanation. "Missy said he wasn't to be paid," she replied. “So I gave him something else instead. Doesn't he look more feminine now? It suits him, don't you think?"

	Hannah narrowed her eyes, still studying him. "He does, certainly. But what did you do? How did you manage this?" Doreen smiled, as if sharing a secret. "One of my best girls at the salon took care of him. Makeup alone can cover more [image: Image]than you'd imagine. Of course, we had to get him some bigger dresses—he's growing, you see. He'll probably be fine in what he has for now, but give it a day or two, and they might not fit anymore. You'll need to watch that. Play it by ear." She paused, then added, "You should see my house. It's like a show home now. He's incredible at it—cleaning, arranging, all of it. If I weren't married, I'd have my eye on him, no doubt. Missy must be mad, sending him off like this. I always thought she had a more open mind. When you take him back, I'm coming with you. I need to see her face when she sees what's become of him. She'll lose it—excuse my language."

	Hannah folded her arms, leaning slightly against the doorway. "I'm not planning to use him for anything other than cleaning," she said. "Missy made it sound like she had something new—a machine, a system. I didn't expect it to be her husband."

	Doreen laughed softly. "He does excellent work, whatever he is. Let him do what he's good at. Relax. Enjoy it. He even moved a few pieces of my furniture around—better than before, I think. Just remember, his chest is still changing. You might have to get him another dress soon."

	With that, Doreen turned and left, her voice fading as she walked down the path.

	Hannah led him through the house, pointing out the cupboard where the cleaning things were kept. There was no further discussion, no need. He understood what was expected. He began at once, starting with the kitchen, methodically wiping each surface, scrubbing the corners others might overlook. By the time the light had faded, the counters gleamed, and the cabinets, once dulled by time and grease, shone faintly under the lamp.

	He ate alone, standing at the counter, a small meal prepared without fuss. Afterward, he washed the dishes, then turned his attention to the floor, working until the tiles, too, reflected the dim evening light.

	Hannah said little but nodded, pleased with what she saw.

	Later, she showed him the small room at the back where he would sleep. He lay down, the sheets cool against his skin, and soon drifted into a deep, dreamless sleep.

	*********

	[image: Image]Morning came early. Mitch awoke to quiet, the house still and unfamiliar. He lay there for a time, staring at the ceiling, his thoughts drawn elsewhere. He wondered where Missy was now, whether she missed him, whether her anger had passed. He missed her—more than he had expected. Whatever had brought them to this, he told himself she would have to come to terms with it. She could not stay angry forever. Could she?

	The room was small, bare but sufficient, and in one corner stood a telephone, an object Mitch had noticed the night before but had not yet touched. Now, in the stillness of morning, he lifted the receiver and dialled, unsure of what he would say, but needing to hear her voice.

	Missy answered on the second ring. There was no hesitation, no question in her tone.

	"It's me," he said, though she already knew. "l miss you."

	A pause, then her voice, measured. “I miss you too. But I'm still angry. That hasn't changed."

	He felt the familiar knot return, the dull ache beneath her words. “I'm doing the cleaning," he told her. "Doreen's place, now Hannah's. I'm doing it well."

	"l hope so," she replied. "l know you're good at that."

	"l love you," he said. There was no answer at first.

	Then, quietly, she spoke. "l still love you too, even if you can't stop yourself with the dresses."

	He closed his eyes, letting the words rest in him. There was no comfort, but there was something like truth in her voice.

	She continued, her tone shifting. "Watch Hannah. She can get ideas. She might want you."

	The line clicked before he could respond, leaving him with the dull hum of the dial tone. He stood there, the receiver still in his hand, wondering whether her warning came from jealousy or from some other place he could not name.

	The next morning found him bent over the open refrigerator, scrubbing at stains long dried into the plastic shelves. The cold bit at his hands, but he worked through it, absorbed in the task. Behind him, he heard footsteps.

	"Cindy," Hannah called, her voice light. “I'm going out for a bit."

	He straightened, wiping his hands on a cloth, and nodded. "All right."

	She left, the door shutting behind her, and he turned back to his work, feeling—for the first time in days—a kind of freedom. With no one watching, he moved at his own pace, shifting furniture, wiping down surfaces, polishing corners that might never have been noticed. The living room took shape under his hands, its arrangement altered, improved perhaps. He was so focused he did not see her return, did not hear her standing in the doorway, observing him. She watched him work, her eyes scanning the room, taking in the new lines, the subtle shifts. She had not expected this, not from him.

	At lunch, she invited him to sit with her at the small table by the window. The food was simple—bread, soup, fruit—but her manner was more relaxed than before.

	"I've been wondering," she said. "Why were you wearing a dress when I saw you at home with Missy?"

	He paused, the spoon in his hand, and considered how much to tell. But there was no point in hiding.

	"It's an arrangement," he said. "Missy let me wear them, as long as she didn't see it. She always called ahead, gave me time. This time she didn't."

	Hannah nodded, slowly. “I didn't think she was so closed to things like that."

	"She needs time," he said. "She has to decide what she thinks about it, what she wants to do. I understand that."

	He looked down at his hands, tracing the rim of the bowl. "That's why I don't mind cleaning here. Or at Doreen's. It gives her space."

	She tilted her head, curious now. "And the work you do? Outside of this."

	"l illustrate children's books," he said. "l get stories from my publisher, and I draw them out, give them life. I've been drawing since I was a boy."

	She raised her eyebrows. "Always?"

	"Yes," he said. "Won a contest once, back in Virginia. That's what led to this. It's been steady since then."

	She seemed impressed, though she said nothing.

	He had not asked Hannah to speak on his behalf, and yet, when she offered to speak with Missy, to perhaps ease the tension that had come to exist between them, he did not reject her kindness outright. Instead, he nodded, appreciating her goodwill, but careful to temper her enthusiasm with a sober truth. "I'm grateful," he said, his voice quiet but certain, "but Missy's not one to be led. She's got her own mind about things, and she'll hear you, sure—but whatever she decides, it'll have to be hers alone." He looked away, then added, as though rehearsing hope to himself as much as to her, “I believe she'll come around, in time. But I can't pretend to know what she might ask of me before that happens."

	Hannah had been listening, her head tilted slightly, as if weighing each of his words not for meaning, but for intent. Then, after a pause long enough to suggest reluctance or perhaps the need for courage, she said something that unsteadied him. "You know," she began, lightly, though he could sense something deliberate beneath the tone, "if you weren't married, I think I could see myself going for a guy like you. I mean it. The dress, it doesn't bother me. You've got a lot to offer, but[image: Image] Missy, she doesn't see it, does she?"

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]The remark, once spoken, lingered in the room, and he found himself momentarily without reply. Eventually, he thanked her, not sure for what exactly—the compliment, the honesty, or the awkwardness now shared between them. He stood up, his plate empty, and returned to his work in the living room, the conversation hanging behind him like a coat not yet shrugged off.

	It did not take long to bring order to the living room. The tasks were simple, repetitive, and he took some comfort in them. When he finished, he moved to the bedroom, where the work was less straightforward, more involved. Hannah followed after him, drifting in without much sound, and stretched herself across the bed with the easy familiarity of someone who understood her own space. She lay on her side, propped up slightly, one knee angled, her body a casual shape against the fabric.

	He glanced at her. "You thinking about resting?" he asked, not looking for conversation, merely acknowledgment.

	"No," she replied, her voice low but clear. "I'm just going to stay here and watch you work."

	There was an ease to the way she said it, but the way she lay there, one leg drawn up, suggested to him an invitation that was neither direct nor ambiguous. Yet he turned his focus back to his task, determined to maintain a line he wasn't certain he had the strength to cross.

	"You know," she said after a time, "your lipstick could use some fixing."

	He touched his lips, felt the smudge, and without another word, made his way to the bathroom. There, in the dim light, he reapplied it carefully, with the kind of precision that now felt habitual. Returning to the room, he caught her eyes on him again.[image: Image]

	"I've never kissed a man with lipstick before," she said, as though testing him, or herself.

	He did not respond, but busied his hands with the bedding.

	"Would you kiss me?" she asked, not tentative, not bold—simply asking.

	Mitch walked to her, closed the small distance between them, and pressed his lips against hers in a gesture that lacked both hesitation and longing. She smiled, pleased. "That was nice," she murmured. "I’ve never tasted lipstick quite like that." [image: Image]

	"It's Iris's," he said, his voice flat, as though reciting a fact of little consequence. "You'll have to see her at Doreen's salon if you want some."

	Then he returned to his work, moving faster now, eager perhaps to reclaim a sense of order. Soon enough, the room was finished, and he stood waiting.

	"This is the last one," Hannah said, leading him to a smaller space, a room she called the library though it bore more the feel of a study. Books lined the shelves, some thick with dust, and in the centre, a desk that seemed out of place, as though it had been positioned without thought.

	He looked around. "Mind if I move the desk? I think it'd make more sense near the window." "Do what you think is best," she answered, already turning away, her voice indifferent.

	He began dusting, his hands steady, and did not notice when she left him alone in the room.


A STRANGER AT HER DOOR

	Hannah drove across the narrow grid of town streets to Missy's house. The trees, sparse and wind-touched, cast their fractured shadows on the road, and as the engine cooled in the driveway, Hannah felt no urgency to knock. In time, she did, and found herself once more in the dim stillness of Missy's front room, where they spoke in the manner of old friends who had passed too many years in one another's company to require ceremony.[image: Image]

	Hannah, in her usual way, got straight to the matter. She said, "He's nearly finished now. The last room I wanted done, he's working on it. And the work—well, it's more than I expected. The house hasn't looked so good in years, not since I can remember. I'm planning to bring him back with me tomorrow morning, if everything stays as it is. But listen, if you aren't ready to have him here yet, I'll keep him at my place. He's easy to be around, you know? More than that—he's... kind."

	There was a pause, not long, but not brief either. Missy, leaning against the edge of her kitchen table, arms folded in a manner that was both defensive and worn from repetition, tilted her head slightly. Her voice was low, flat almost. "You're getting attached to him, aren't you? It's no surprise, really. That's what he does. He gets under your skin without trying. He doesn't leave the house when he's here, not unless I drag him out. Even then, it's a struggle, like pulling teeth. I've had to beg him, practically, to step outside for a meal. Doesn't it unsettle you, seeing him that way—in a dress, I mean?"

	Hannah's answer came, not rushed but with a clarity she had only recently acquired. "No, it doesn't unsettle me. Not now. At first, yes, I thought he was... strange, odd in some indefinable way. But as I've spent time with him, come to understand him, I've realized he's not what I thought. He's remarkable, really. I know you're stuck on the dress, that it bothers you, but think about this: did you fall in love with him, the man, or with what he wore? He told me how it all started, why he began dressing that way. And when you hear it, really hear him, it makes a certain sense. You owe it to yourself to sit down with him, listen without talking, and let his story be heard."

	Missy glanced toward the window, the light outside dulled by the curtain's faded cloth. "You've given me something to think about. I won't dismiss it. I can't promise you anything, though. That wouldn't be honest."

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"If it comes to it, and you want him gone, you can call me," Hannah replied, her voice quieter now, more measured. "He can stay at mine, no problem. I've got a computer he can use—it just sits there, no one touches it—and I think he could be happy there, if he gave it a chance."

	Missy let out a breath, not quite a sigh. "That's all the proof I need—you've gone and fallen for him."

	"No," Hannah shook her head, slowly. "l haven't. But I'm on the edge, close enough to see what it would feel like. I can't say why, not in a way that would make sense. He's been getting under my skin too. That's why I told him this room he's working on is the end of it. After this, no more. I don't want work, or any arrangement, to cloud whatever it is that might be forming between us. I don't want it twisted."

	"I'm glad you said that." Missy's words came softer now, almost tender. "l need our friendship. I wouldn't want it ruined, not over this. And I have to admit, I don't know what's going to happen when he comes back here, if he does. I miss him, terribly. But missing him doesn't mean I'm ready to have him home either.”

	Hannah nodded. "Let me call you tomorrow. We'll see then if you're ready, no pressure before that. I'll tell you though—he doesn't look the same. Doreen—she had him go through changes, real changes, ones you haven't seen yet."

	Missy stood there, silent, processing this revelation in her own slow, careful way. "Then I guess I need to be ready for whatever comes. I do appreciate everything you've said. I'll try, I will. I'll try to understand it from Mitch's side, though I can't promise more than that."

	Hannah departed from Missy's house in a manner both brisk and thoughtful, not lingering at the door, nor allowing herself to glance back as she reached her car. The drive home was uneventful, the roads familiar and quiet, the hum of the engine providing a kind of dull accompaniment to her thoughts. She did not envy Missy, not for a moment. The choices Missy faced were not hers, and for that, Hannah was quietly relieved. The burden of decision, of wrestling with one's own fears and attachments, fell squarely on another's shoulders, and Hannah, by contrast, was free, at least for now, to observe from a distance.

	When she returned to her own house, stepping across the threshold with keys still in hand, she found Mitch seated calmly at the small kitchen table, a modest cup of tea before him, steam rising slowly, disappearing into the still air. He looked up, meeting her with a kind of quiet expectation that neither pressed nor withdrew. Without ceremony, he offered, "Would you like me to make you a cup?" She agreed, nodding, her coat still not removed.

	As he moved to the kettle, she relayed the essence of her visit. Not in full, for that would be unnecessary, but in outline.

	She spoke of Missy's hesitation, the uncertainty still present, her struggle to reconcile what had been with what now was. "She's not sure," Hannah said, her words measured, "whether she wants you back there, not at this moment. She needs time. You're welcome to stay here until she's ready, if she becomes ready."

	He took this in without protest, without defence, as though he had expected no more and no less.[image: Image]

	It was then that she mentioned, almost casually, as though it had only just occurred to her, that she intended to take him shopping. He paused, then asked if they might stop at the library first. "l want you to see it," he said. Intrigued, she agreed, and when they arrived, she understood. The space, once daunting to her, now seemed to invite her in. She had long felt it was not for her, this place of books and order, but now, standing among the shelves, a thought took root—a feeling that she could belong here too. "I've never felt comfortable here before," she confessed, almost to herself, "but now I think I might."

	They returned to her car, and she instructed him to bring his purse. The day was not yet done. She drove them across town to a small boutique called the Chic Madame Couture, a place she had passed many times but rarely entered. Inside, amid the soft hum of background music and the faint rustle of fabric, she directed him toward the evening gowns. One by one, [image: Image]he tried them on, stepping behind the curtain and emerging again, each time more at ease.

	The second gown was different. It was a deep red, velvet, the back open, the bodice designed with a built-in bra that seemed to defy structure. It clung to him, the fabric alive against his skin, the skirt daring with its high slit. He had never worn anything like it. There was a difference not only in the dress itself but in the way it made him feel—less adorned, more revealed. He stepped before the three-panelled mirror, and as he turned to examine the back, his face lit with a kind of wonder. Hannah saw it and knew. "That's the one," she said. "Leave it on."

	[image: Image]She led him to the shoe section, where, after little deliberation, they found a pair that matched perfectly—red heels with a small flower at the toe, subtle yet precise. She added a pair of red nylons, the tone exact, the fabric sheer. He said nothing, simply followed, bewildered by the attention to detail.

	Then, unexpectedly, she took him to the jewellery display. There, among the gleaming pieces, she selected a tiara, delicate and jewelled, and placed it gently atop his hair. When he caught his reflection again, he hardly recognized himself. There was no disguise in the mirror, only an image he had once imagined but never dared believe.

	She did not stop there. A necklace, earrings, a bracelet—all selected with care. He protested, weakly. "You shouldn't spend [image: Image]this much on me." But she dismissed him. “I'm not going to let Doreen win. Not at this."

	He understood then, the quiet rivalry that had always existed between them, now finding its expression in silk and gold. Yet he had not thought they would go so far, nor spend so freely.

	She noticed his watch, its plainness out of place, and declared it unsuitable. Soon, his wrist bore a new timepiece, jewelled, too fine for his liking. "It's too much," he said again. But Hannah only smiled. "It's money, that's all."

	At last, he returned to the dress he had worn into the shop, carefully folding the red gown, now his, along with all the rest.

	As they left, he said again what he felt. "You spent too much."

	And her reply, simple and firm: "It's only money."

	*********

	Back at Hannah's house, in the modest room that served as both her study and, more recently, a place for quiet instruction,

	Mitch sat beside Hannah at the desk, guiding her hands, patiently, as she grew accustomed to the keys beneath her fingers. The machine itself had long been present, an artifact from a time when she thought she might need it but rarely dared to use it. Now, at his urging, she ventured into its workings.

	He explained the operations with a clarity that surprised her, not by the knowledge itself—she had assumed he was clever—but by how easily he conveyed it. As he spoke, she followed, not lost, not struggling. She found herself learning faster than she had expected, the actions becoming natural, less foreign. It pleased her, though she did not say so aloud. Inwardly, she admitted he was a fine teacher, not only for what he knew but for how he made her feel capable.

	Yet beneath her engagement, another thought stirred, quieter but persistent. She found herself hoping that Missy, in her indecision, might indeed choose to turn him away, to find the dress too much, the whole affair too troubling. She did not dwell on why, not fully, but the hope lingered.

	He showed her how to open the browser, a portal he called it, through which she could find anything, and everything. He led her to a search engine, typing slowly so she could see, and entered words that brought forth images of dresses, hundreds at first, then thousands. She was astonished—not only by the quantity, but by the variety, the world of fashion laid out before her, accessible at a touch. He clicked on one of them, a dress rendered in soft lines and colors, as though to purchase it. But he stopped, pointing instead to the address bar, explaining, with care, the signs of trust—what made a site safe, what did not.

	"I've bought things here," he said, gesturing toward the screen. "But I know where to look, and where not to."

	She listened, nodding, absorbing not only his words but the ease with which he inhabited this space, this new world she was only now entering. He closed the page, ended the connection, and the screen dimmed. Then he turned to her. "Now you try."

	Tentatively, she placed her hands on the keyboard. She followed the steps, recalling each in turn, and soon, with a flick of her finger, she was online, the world again unfurling before her. She found the search engine without help, typed her own query, this time not for dresses but for cosmetics. The results were endless. Each image seemed to beckon. She leaned forward, eyes narrowing, drawn into the abundance of choice, each brand, each shade, a possibility she had never considered. He leaned in, softly guiding her again. "You can narrow it down," he said, showing her how to refine, to focus. It was then, in that quiet exchange, that she felt it—a sudden clarity, a sense that for the first time, she could navigate, could move through this vastness with purpose.

	In time, she shut the machine off, her fingers still tingling from the effort. She stood, went to the kitchen, intending to prepare supper, but paused midway, reconsidering. She returned, briskly, announcing, "We're going out to eat."

	He looked at her, his mouth half-open as if to protest, but no words came. He closed it again. Though he would have chosen otherwise, preferred the familiar quiet of a home-cooked meal, he did not argue.

	*********

	Twenty minutes later, perhaps a little more, they arrived at the supper club, a place chosen more by habit than by preference, with its dim interior and the quiet murmur of conversation from other tables blending into a kind of low hum. A hostess led them, without much ceremony, to a small table near the rear, away from the bar and the entry, where the light was muted and the clatter of plates distant enough to allow thought.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]They sat, each with a menu in hand, their eyes scanning the choices, though neither particularly hungry, not in the true sense. It was then, in the midst of this quiet, that Doreen appeared, her entrance as sudden as it was unremarkable. She walked over, her steps firm but unhurried, and without asking, took a seat at their table, placing her bag on the floor beside her chair as though it were her right to be there, as though this meeting had always been intended.[image: Image]

	They placed their orders-—simple fare, nothing extravagant—and as the waiter moved away, Hannah began to recount her visit to Missy's house. She spoke in that calm, measured way she often used when recounting events of importance, leaving out nothing but dwelling on little. Doreen listened, nodding, and when Hannah had finished, she offered her own account. She too had visited Missy, she said. They had spoken, perhaps not at length, but enough to touch on matters that concerned them both.

	Then, almost as an afterthought, Doreen turned to him. “I spoke with my husband," she said, her tone steady, though not without significance. "We discussed your situation. If Missy chooses not to have you back, we thought you might come to stay with us instead. He agrees—it would be fine."

	He heard this, took it in as one might take in news both comforting and troubling. There would be a choice, then. If Missy turned him away, another door would stand open, but at a cost. He knew, without needing to say it aloud, that such a choice would not be easy. There would be no clarity, no obvious path. It would be a decision that would demand more than he felt ready to give.

	Doreen continued, her voice lightening as she recalled her earlier conversation with Missy. She had told Missy, she said, that he looked entirely different now, changed from the man he had been. "She won't recognize you," Doreen laughed.

	"Not after the salon. She asked if she was supposed to get to know you all over again."

	The remark, meant in jest, lingered in his mind, not as a joke but as a possibility. Would she? Would she see him now and fail to find the man she had known, replaced by a figure both familiar and strange?[image: Image]

	Doreen, shifting in her chair, added, "Missy told me you're not to be paid for what you've done at her house. But she didn't [image: Image]say anything about gifts." Her eyes narrowed slightly, amused. "So I suppose that leaves some room."

	Hannah smiled, the kind of smile that hinted at more than she let on. "I've already taken care of that," she said. "He has his gifts."

	Doreen's eyes dropped to his wrist, to the watch there, its face catching the faint light. She raised an eyebrow. "That's not a cheap watch," she said. "You must've had one of your moods." She chuckled softly, imagining what else Hannah might have found for him.

	Hannah, with a shrug, let the comment pass. Instead, she spoke of the computer. "He taught me," she said, her voice quieter now. "l feel like I can use it now. It's not as hard as I thought."[image: Image]

	Doreen, intrigued, asked for her email. Hannah, reaching into her purse, pulled out a slip of paper and wrote it carefully, handing it across the table. Doreen said she would send a message, a test, once she returned home.

	The meal ended with little more said. They stood, coats gathered, and agreed to meet again the next morning, at nine, to take him back. The decision was made in words, but not in certainty.

	Later, as he sat alone, he wondered. Would Missy let him cross her threshold dressed as he was, no longer the man she had [image: Image]once known? The thought turned over in his mind, slow and troubling. He imagined her face, her voice, the moment of seeing him again. What words could he offer that would change her mind, if it needed changing? What plea, if any, would be enough to make her see him as he now was, and not as a stranger?



	



	BORROWED PEACE

	Back at Hannah's house, as they stepped inside and the door shut softly behind them, Mitch spoke, not loudly, but with a tone that suggested a small request rather than a need. "I'd like to take a bath," he said, almost as if seeking permission rather than stating intention.

	Hannah, already thinking ahead to the quiet she might find at the computer, nodded. “I was going to spend some time on the computer," she replied, her voice matter-of-fact, not indifferent. "But before I do that, let me run the water for you."

	She moved past him toward the bathroom, and he followed, pausing at the doorway while she busied herself with the taps. He could hear the water running, steady, filling the tub. There was the faint sound of glass or ceramic—something being opened—and the air soon began to shift. By the time she stepped away, leaving the room for him, the scent was unmistakable. Flowers, or something close to flowers, filled the space, not overwhelming but present enough to stir a kind of sensory memory he could not place.

	He closed the door behind him and approached the tub, steam rising slowly from the surface. She had added bath salts, that much was clear now. The smell, both sharp and sweet, clung to the air, to his skin even before he stepped into the water. He undressed, folded his clothes carefully, and eased himself in.

	The water embraced him in a way he had not expected. It felt different, almost thick, with a softness that coated rather than soaked. There was an oiliness to it, not unpleasant, that seemed to linger on his skin as he moved. He let himself sink further, the warmth enveloping him, and lay back. The sensation was one of ease, of suspension, as though for these moments nothing more would be asked of him. He thought, this is what it means to live well. Not in grandness, but in the simple fact of comfort.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]He took his time, washing slowly, each movement deliberate. The water cooled eventually, as it must, and he stood, stepping carefully onto the tiled floor. On the counter, near the edge of the mirror, he noticed a shaker—tall, white, and unfamiliar. He reached for it, unscrewed the cap, and caught the scent. Powder, floral again, faintly reminiscent of the bath. He dried himself with the towel she had left, then sprinkled the powder across his skin, letting it fall and brushing it over his arms, his chest, his legs. He paused, inhaling. He smelled clean, fresh, almost transformed.

	He turned to the mirror, half-expecting to see the face he always saw—familiar, lined now in places. But as he leaned closer, another thought emerged. He had not shaved, not since all this began, and yet the reflection was different. His beard, always coarse, always needing tending, seemed thinner, as though it had retreated without his notice. Less of it than he could recall, than he had ever known. He touched his chin, his cheek. Smooth, or nearly so. He frowned, not in worry, but in wonder. What did it mean?

	He left the bathroom and went to the small closet near the bed. There, on a hanger, was a nightgown, pale, almost translucent in the dim light, with a matching wrap draped beside it. He had not seen it before. Hannah, it seemed, had placed it there, though when she had done so he could not say. He slipped it on, feeling the fabric—light, airy, cool against his skin.

	It moved with him, barely touching, yet present.

	On the floor, beneath the closet's open door, he noticed a pair of mules, soft, feathered at the front, the heel modest, perhaps two inches. Curious, he stepped into them, half-expecting they would not fit. But they did, as though they had been chosen with care. He stood there for a moment, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, surprised by the ease, the comfort.

	*********

	Mitch wandered into the library, the room still and cool, filled with the faint scent of old paper and polish. The shelves stood as they always had, quiet witnesses to those who entered, and among them now, he moved with a certain deliberation, not in search of anything in particular but more to pass the time, to let his thoughts loosen. Hannah, appearing in the doorway, paused when she saw him, then spoke with a softness that did not quite rise to surprise.

	"l see you've found your surprise," she said, standing there, arms loosely folded, a trace of something like satisfaction in her voice.

	He turned, and his lips formed a smile, slight, genuine. “I did," he replied. "Thank you. You really didn't need to go to the [image: Image]trouble."

	She stepped further into the room, brushing the doorframe with her hand. "It wasn't trouble," she said, as if dismissing the [image: Image]idea entirely. "You've been a great help. More than that, you've been good company. It's the least I could do."

	He nodded, acknowledging her words, though part of him still felt uncertain about such gestures, such kindnesses that asked for nothing in return.

	Later, she returned to the computer, fingers briefly tapping at the keys before she leaned forward and shut it down, the screen darkening. Turning to him, she spoke again, her tone lighter now. "Come sit with me. Let's have some hot chocolate." She led him into the dining room, where the chairs were worn but comfortable, and poured the drink, rich and warm, into two cups. They sat across from each other, the steam rising between them in slow spirals.

	As they sipped, she watched him, her head tilted slightly, thoughtful. "Tell me," she said, "what's it been like, wearing dresses for so long? I mean, really wearing them, not just now and then."[image: Image]

	He took a moment, placing his cup down carefully before answering. "It's been enjoyable, most of the time. There's a kind of ease to it I didn't expect. But there have been moments—" He paused, running a hand along the edge of the table. " when I've missed my old clothes. The ones I used to wear, when things felt more familiar. I've liked this, truly, but I can't help thinking about Missy. About how she's going to react, seeing me this way. I keep wishing I had something—anything—to wear home that isn't a dress."

	[image: Image]She listened, nodding as he spoke. "She knows you don't have any men's clothes," she said, as though stating a fact beyond dispute. "So she's probably expecting to see you as you are now. And if that's the case, you might as well wear your best dress, show her how well you can present yourself. It might do more to change her mind than anything you say. If you like, I can help you in the morning. Make sure you look your best."

	He considered that, but his face remained uncertain. “I think I'll just see how things go," he replied. "I can't plan for it. I'm still afraid she won't want me back. She was pretty firm, you know, about not seeing me like this."

	Hannah leaned back, a touch of frustration in her eyes now. "You need to stop dwelling on that. There's nothing you can do to change what she's thinking. And worrying about it won't change a thing. It only wears you down."

	He heard the sharpness in her words, not unkind, but firm. He thought about them, rolling them over in his mind, and slowly, he nodded. "You're right," he said, not entirely convinced, but willing, for now, to let the thought rest.

	Later, in the quiet of the bedroom, as he lay beneath the covers, the warmth of the bath still faintly on his skin, he closed his eyes. Yet despite the softness of the sheets and the stillness of the night, the unease remained, pressing gently against him. Tomorrow was no clearer than before. The dread, like a distant sound, lingered as he drifted into uneasy sleep.

	 


THRESHOLDS AND TRANSFORMATIONS

	The morning unfolded with a certain hesitancy, as if reluctant to reveal itself in full. Mitch stood before the open closet, each dress hanging as it had the day before, yet none offering the clarity he sought. His eyes moved from one to the next, [image: Image]each garment an object of uncertainty. He considered them not only for their colour or shape, but for the effect they might have on Missy, and more precisely, which among them might cause her the least discomfort. It was not a question of what he liked, but of what she might tolerate. And so, unable to decide, unable to summon the will to choose, he left them [image: Image]hanging, untouched.

	Mitch went to breakfast still clad in his nightgown and robe, the fabric loose around him, a temporary refuge. Hannah had already laid the table: toast, glistening with jelly, and the familiar scent of coffee, sharp and grounding. He sat down opposite her, the indecision still present, still pressing.

	He took a sip of the coffee, its warmth doing little to calm his unease. "Which dress do you think I should wear?" he asked, [image: Image]his voice low, uncertain, as though seeking permission more than advice.

	Hannah looked up from her cup, eyes resting on him as she considered. "l think you want to look your best, don't you?" she asked, not unkindly, but with the simplicity of one who already knew the answer.

	"Yes, I do. Of course I do. But I can't seem to make up my mind. Every time I think one might be right, I look again, and then another one seems better. I don't know how to choose."

	Hannah gave a short, dry laugh, more from recognition than amusement. "That's the old dilemma," she said. "Welcome to womanhood. It's the same question women have asked themselves since time began. If you ask me, you should wear your finest. The fanciest one you have. That evening gown. Dress yourself as though you were going out for a night you wanted to remember. I want Missy to see you at your best, not holding back. That new gown we picked out together—that's the one. And if you want, I'll help you get ready."

	He looked down at the toast, half-eaten, and nodded, slowly. "l think I'm going to need all the help I can get."

	She glanced at the clock on the wall. "We've got less than an hour. Let's not waste it."

	They left the kitchen and moved to the bedroom. The air inside was still, the gown hanging from the door like a silent witness to what was to come. He sat on the edge of the bed while Hannah moved about, gathering what she needed. She helped him step into the gown, adjusting it, smoothing the fabric, fastening what needed fastening. She spoke as she worked, her voice low, steady. "It's meant for the evening, I know, but today it's different. Think of it as special—like a wedding. You're like a bride, in a way."

	He didn't quite know how to respond to that. The comparison felt distant, foreign, but the nervousness was real enough.

	His stomach churned, and for a moment he feared he might be sick.

	Doreen arrived soon after, stepping into the room with her usual brisk energy. She looked him over quickly, noting what had been done, and more importantly, what had not. "You haven't done your makeup," she said, eyeing the small bags he carried, and the tiara tucked among them.

	He said nothing, his hands trembling slightly.

	"We'll stop at the beauty shop," she said. "Get you sorted out before we go. Emergency touch-up."

	Hannah nodded. "Good idea. He's too nervous to manage it himself."

	Doreen laughed, a short, light sound. "Settle down," she said to him. "The world's not going to end."

	They left the house and made the stop as planned. The girl at the shop worked quickly, her hands practiced, efficient. She applied the makeup with care, her fingers steady, and when she was done, she took the tiara and pinned it in place, adjusting it until it sat perfectly.

	He looked at his reflection, uncertain, but both women smiled.

	"You look adorable," they said together, and for a brief moment, he almost believed them.

	*********

	Mitch sat in the back seat of Hannah's car, the upholstery pressing gently against him, though he hardly noticed. His hands rested on his lap, fingers intertwined, occasionally tightening as thoughts coursed through him in waves, unbidden and relentless. He stared ahead, eyes unfocused, lost in the murmur of his own uncertainty. The landscape outside the window had long since become a blur, indistinct, and when the car finally came to a halt, he did not realize they had arrived. It was only when Doreen turned in her seat, her voice cutting through the fog, that he stirred.

	"We're here," she said, watching him. "But wait here a while. Let us go in first, see how things are."

	He nodded, barely, and watched as they stepped out, the door shutting with a dull thud. From his seat, he saw them walk the short distance to the house, his house—or what once had been his house—and pause at the door. They knocked, though perhaps it was unnecessary, and soon enough they disappeared inside. He was left alone with his thoughts, the stillness around him broken only by the ticking of the car's dashboard clock.[image: Image]

	He wondered how long they would be gone, what words would be exchanged behind the door he could not see through, in rooms he still remembered. Would they call for him soon? Would they send him away? His mind turned to Missy, her face in memory sharper than he would have liked. What mood would she be in? What would she see when she looked at him now? Inside, Doreen and Hannah stood in the hallway, their voices quiet but not without purpose. Missy appeared, her expression guarded, though not unreadable. There was a brief exchange of greetings, as one might expect between people familiar but strained.

	"Where is Mitch?" Missy asked, her voice neither cold nor warm, simply direct.

	Doreen met her with a steady look. "We call him Cindy now," she said. "And he's changed. He looks different from when he left."

	Hannah stepped forward slightly. "He was so nervous this morning," she added. "l had to help him dress. He couldn't manage on his own."

	Both women paused, then spoke again, more carefully. "We hope you can accept him," Hannah said.

	Doreen, not waiting for a reply, continued. "l took some liberties," she said. "l arranged for certain changes. He didn't ask for them, but he didn't resist either. He accepted them, with more grace than I expected. What you will see—what he is now—reflects those changes. They've made him appear more feminine. If that angers you, then be angry with me, not with him."

	Hannah added her own confession, quiet but certain. "The outfit he's wearing—it was my doing. I chose it, every part of it, from his hair to his shoes. He didn't ask for it, but he didn't refuse. When he's dressed like that, he's—compliant. He gives

	Missy, arms crossed, eyes narrowing slightly, considered this. "He was always compliant," she said. "This doesn't surprise me. I suppose he's even more so now, dressed like that." Then, her voice rising, sharp now, "Where is he? I want to see him."

	Doreen smiled faintly, almost taunting. "You want to see Cindy, you mean."

	"l want to see whoever he is. Bring him in. Now."

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]Hannah turned, left the room without another word, and went to the door. She opened it and beckoned him, her hand a slow gesture.

	*********

	He saw her, stood, but his legs felt uncertain beneath him. Each step was hesitant, as though time had slowed around him, or within him. Hannah watched, noting the near-glacial pace, as if he was caught in a dream from which he could not wake.

	And then, at last, he crossed the threshold.

	The room fell still. Missy's eyes locked onto him, and from her mouth came a sharp, unmistakable sound—a gasp, loud, cutting through the space like a sudden wind.

	There was a stillness that followed, stretching beyond the ease of casual silence, extending into the realm of discomfort. For over three minutes no one spoke. He stood, his breath held steady, though his chest ached with anticipation. The room seemed to close around him, not in hostility, but in a kind of suspended waiting. It was Missy who finally broke it, her voice slow, as though she herself could not quite believe the words she was forming.

	"Mitch," she said, "is that really you?"

	He looked at her, unsure of how to ease what lay behind her question. "Yes," he replied. "It's me. I've come back."

	She stepped forward, hesitantly at first, then with a strange resolve. She reached out and touched his arm, the fabric of his sleeve soft under her fingers. Her hand moved, uncertain but deliberate, to his chest, pressing lightly against the shape that now filled the gown. Her fingers lingered there, tracing the edge, and she spoke again, quieter this time. “It feels so real. I can't believe how real it feels."

	Doreen, who had remained near the doorway, interjected, her voice practical, as though explaining something already known. "That's because it is real. His breast—it's his."

	Missy turned, eyes narrowing, her mind struggling to keep pace with her senses. "How can that be?" she asked.

	Doreen crossed her arms, her voice firm but patient. "Iris, the woman who works for me—she has access to treatments, the most recent drugs. There are ways now. I'll explain them to you later, when we have time."

	Missy looked back at him, scrutinizing his face, the layers of makeup carefully applied. "He looks so different, with makeup on. Is that yours too, this new look?"

	Doreen nodded. "The lipstick is. That's part of it. As it stands now, his lips will stay that colour for months. Six, maybe more."

	He hadn't known. The news struck him like a sudden draft, catching him unprepared. His mind reeled, trying to grasp this permanence, to understand how much had changed without his knowing. He turned instinctively toward Missy, seeking some sign, but her face remained a mask of calculation, weighing possibilities he could not read.

	Doreen, sensing the tension, moved to ease it. "Let's all go to the kitchen," she said, motioning gently. "Have a cup of coffee, or tea. Give us all a moment."

	Turning to him, she added, "Cindy, sit here. Wait for us."

	He nodded, stepping slowly to an easy chair by the window, lowering himself into it with care, as though the act of sitting might steady him.

	In the kitchen, Missy moved automatically, filling the kettle, arranging cups, her actions guided more by habit than intent.

	The three women sat at the table, the air still taut. Doreen began, her voice softer now, less commanding.

	"Missy, we've known each other for years. Longer than either of us like to admit. But I've never told you about my brother. He cross-dresses. He's married, and his wife knows everything. She says he keeps their house cleaner than she ever could, and he listens—truly listens—when she talks about what it's like to wear those clothes, what it does to her. She tells me she can speak to him as a husband and as a friend, even as a sister. You see? It's not all loss. There's something to be gained, too, in a situation like this."

	She paused for a moment but then pressed on. "l know he's afraid, Missy. I know he's sitting in that room right now thinking you'll send him away. And I know he loves you—loves you more than anything else."

	Hannah, who had remained quiet until now, leaned forward. "If you say he can't stay, he knows he can come to either of us. We've told him that. But I want to tell you something. When Doreen first brought him, I thought he was strange. Odd. I didn't know what to make of him. But I watched. And then we spoke. And I saw—he feels as deeply as we do. Maybe more. He wants things to be perfect, even more than I do. That matters to him."

	She hesitated, then continued, more slowly. "l tried to seduce him. I'll admit that to you now. But he didn't respond. Not once. He's yours, Missy. Completely. And you—you care more about the clothes he wears than the person he is, than how he feels. You're focused on the outside, on the surface. But inside, he's still the same. He's a good man, and he's terrified you'll turn him away."

	[image: Image][image: Image]Missy stood up abruptly, the chair scraping against the floor with a sound that, though brief, seemed to pull the breath from the room. She left the kitchen without a word, her footsteps measured but unreadable. Both women watched her go, their eyes tracking her retreat with quiet apprehension. They exchanged a glance, each thinking the same thought but reluctant to voice it aloud—that perhaps this was the moment she would ask him to leave, to be gone from the house, from her life. The door to the living room closed behind her with a soft thud.

	*********

	In the next room, Mitch remained seated, his hands folded tightly, knuckles pale. He heard the door, heard her approach, though he did not turn his head. He had prepared himself, or thought he had, for rejection, for words sharp enough to cut through whatever hope had survived the morning.

	But instead, she spoke in a tone strangely light, almost familiar. "Why don't you come join us in the kitchen," she said.

	"Have some tea. I bought sweet cream for you—remember? You always liked that in your tea."[image: Image]

	He looked up, startled by the absence of anger, and stood quickly. As he moved toward her, she stepped forward, catching him by the arm. She turned him sharply, bringing him face to face with her. Without warning, she leaned in and kissed him, her lips pressing firmly against his, then pulling back. "It's strange," she murmured, half to herself, "kissing a man with lipstick."

	She let her hand rest lightly on his arm, her eyes searching his face, softened now. "What size bust do you have?" she asked, an odd smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

	He blinked, taken aback. "I—I don't know."

	She laughed, the sound quick and almost bright. "You don't even know? That's something."

	In the kitchen, Doreen and Hannah looked up as the two of them entered, noting the ease between them now, the shift in the air. Missy was still smiling. “So what size is he?" she asked aloud, turning to Doreen.

	Doreen, without missing a beat, answered. "The bra I got him is a 36C. Though he says it's tight now."

	"It is," he added quietly. "It doesn't fit like it did."

	Missy, amused, raised an eyebrow. "A bigger bust than mine," she said, with a short laugh. "I'll have to get used to that." She poured a cup of tea, added the sweet cream, and handed it to him with a practiced motion. Her arm slipped around his shoulder as he took a sip. "l think I'll keep you," she said, her tone casual, but with a thread of affection. "Is this how you're going to be from now on?"

	Doreen leaned forward, her hands wrapped around her own cup, her voice matter-of-fact. "His breasts will stay like that for at least six, maybe eight months. After that, they might shrink a little, but not much. And the lipstick—well, that'll last at least six months too, unless he keeps reapplying it. Then it'll last longer. He's got a few perms to go as well. I'll make [image: Image]sure he gets a preferred customer card at my salon." She laughed at the thought, a laugh that spread to the others, even to him—Cindy now, though the name still felt strange in his own mind. Missy tilted her head. "Do you have any other clothes?" she asked.

	"They're still in the car," he replied.

	"Bring them in," she said. "l want to see what you've got."

	He nodded and left the room, the sound of the door closing behind him briefly interrupting the hum of conversation. He [image: Image]returned a few minutes later, arms full, as Doreen and Hannah prepared to leave.

	[image: Image][image: Image]They stood at the door, embracing Missy with familiar gestures, each offering a kiss on her cheek, words exchanged too quietly for him to hear. Then Hannah turned to him, stepping forward. She embraced him, holding him tightly for a moment before pulling back. And then, surprising them all, she kissed him, full on the lips. The room paused, suspended in a mixture of amusement and surprise.

	Not to be outdone, Doreen approached, arms wide. She hugged him, then, with a theatrical flourish, bent him slightly backward and kissed him as well, her laughter ringing in the small space. The others joined in, the tension of the day released, for a moment, into laughter.

	As they parted, Doreen called back over her shoulder. "You'll come shopping with us next time, won't you? All of us together."

	He hesitated, smiled faintly. “I’ll think about it."

	The door closed behind them, the two women stepping out into the afternoon, their voices fading as they made their way to the car. And then, at last, the house grew quiet.


TERMS OF RETURN

	Missy and Mitch were alone, the stillness between them unfamiliar, neither companionable nor tense, but marked by an awareness that there was now no one left to mediate, to soften the edges of what might be said.

	Mitch wanted to speak, to say something of what he felt—of the trembling in his limbs that had not quite left him, of the way his stomach had clenched with each passing hour—but hesitated. Words, once spoken, could not be gathered back, and he feared now, more than before, that what he might say would tilt the balance. Yet the silence was too much, too sharp.

	At last, he spoke, the words slow, halting. "l was so afraid," he said. "Afraid you wouldn't let me come back here. Afraid the door would stay closed." He looked down, his hands folded in his lap. "Hannah helped me dress this morning. I don't think I could have managed on my own."

	Missy stood near the window, her arms loosely crossed, her eyes tracing the outline of the trees beyond the glass. She spoke without turning. "l did think about it," she said. "About not letting you back in." Her voice was even, not unkind, but marked by the truth of it. "l thought about it seriously. But Hannah and Doreen came, and they talked. I still wasn't sure. Even after they left, I didn't know. I thought about it all night. I didn't sleep much."

	He listened, nodding faintly. There was nothing to say to that but to accept it, to acknowledge her struggle. "I'm grateful," [image: Image]he said quietly. "Grateful you're giving me this chance. Will you call me Cindy too? Or is that just what they call me? I thought it was something they did to make me feel... more feminine."

	She turned now, facing him, her expression unreadable. "Do you think you look more like a Mitch or a Cindy?" she asked. "Doreen told me she chose that name. And you told her once, if you'd been born a girl, you'd have wanted that name. Cindy. As long as you wear dresses, I think that's what you should be called."

	He thought for a moment, then nodded. "Maybe you're right. I don't care what you call me, as long as we're together."

	[image: Image][image: Image]She moved toward him, slower now, her voice lighter, as if testing the ground. "You do have something to consider," she said. "Doreen told me about Iris. About the black pills. She said if I went to her, I could get them. Each one would keep you like this, as you are now, for a couple of months longer. She said I could decide how long you stay this way. I might get used to you like this. I might decide I prefer it. What would you think of that? Three perms turning into ten?"

	He stared at her, unsure if she was serious, unsure what lay beneath the words. "You aren't serious, are you?" he asked. "You didn't want to see me in a dress, remember? I thought you'd want me back in my old clothes as soon as possible."

	 "That's how I feel now," she admitted. "But that could change. Women can change their minds, you know."

	"Don't I know it," he said, managing a small smile. "I was counting on that, hoping you'd change yours on the way over here."

	She laughed softly, shaking her head. "Let me see what you've got. Your clothes. I imagine they're fancier than mine." He stood, walked to the corner where he'd placed his things, and brought them over, unfolding each item with care. "They all need washing," he said. She took each dress, examining the fabric, the cut, her face a mixture of curiosity and mild surprise.

	"They're not all that feminine," she said, "but they're all dresses."

	He nodded. "Yes."[image: Image]

	When he'd shown her the last of them, she stepped back. "You're going to need more," she said. "These won't do. What about underwear? Bras, panties?"

	"l have two bras left that I think still fit," he said. "And three pairs of panties. But they're getting tight. I didn't say anything to Hannah about it. I didn't feel comfortable talking to her about that."

	Missy raised an eyebrow. "You felt uncomfortable with her? Why?"

	"She always seemed... like she was trying to get close. Like she wanted more. I didn't know how to handle it."

	Missy laughed, louder now. "She probably was. Poor Hannah. She needs a man, but won't let anyone in who might actually fill the space."

	She stepped back, brushing her hair from her face. "We'll have to go shopping. Get you clothes that fit properly. But take that tiara off first, at least for the trip."

	He reached up, fingers feeling for the pins. There were more than he had expected. As he removed them, he wondered how long they had held him, how easily they had stayed in place.

	They drove in silence for a time, the road unfolding ahead in long stretches of asphalt, bordered by fields that seemed in[image: Image]different to the passing of cars. The sky, clouded and dull, pressed low, casting a pale light over the interior of the vehicle.

	The hum of the engine was constant, but neither of them felt the need to fill the space with idle conversation. It was Missy who spoke first, her voice emerging softly, as if the thought had been lingering at the edge of her mind for some time.

	"You know," she said, "this is the first time we've been apart since we were married."

	He turned slightly, considering her words. "l hadn't thought about it that way," he replied. "But you're right. It was the first time. I missed you more than I can say."

	"l could hear it," she said, not unkindly, "when you called me. You sounded lost. I think, for the first time, I felt sorry for you. Really sorry. Not annoyed, not angry—just... sorry. And then, yesterday, when I woke up, I missed you too. More than I expected to. That's when I decided. That I'd bring you back. I made a few calls, and I went shopping. For you."

	He looked at her, uncertain. "What did you get?"

	"You'll see. I've had the spare room fixed up. Everything's ready."[image: Image]

	"The spare room?" he asked, though he already knew what it meant. "So we won't be sleeping in the same bed anymore." She kept her eyes on the road. "Two grown women don't usually share a bed unless they have to," she said. "You'll need your own space. Somewhere to keep your clothes. Somewhere you can be... as you are. I paid extra to have everything done quickly. I wanted it ready."

	He said nothing, his hands resting on his knees, fingers pressing lightly into the fabric of his dress. The words felt final, yet not cruel. They marked a change, one he had sensed coming but had not named.

	*********

	Missy pulled into a parking lot outside a store Mitch did not recognize. As they stepped out, she turned to him. "If I'm the one who has to see you in a dress, then I think I should choose what you wear. Does that make sense to you?"

	He nodded, not trusting himself to speak. There was a certainty in her now, a direction he could neither follow nor resist. Inside the store, she moved with purpose, scanning the racks, pausing briefly at some, dismissing others. He followed, silent, watching her as she examined the fabrics, the cuts. Eventually, she called over a clerk, a young woman with a patient smile, who led them to the back of the store, to a section more secluded.

	"This should be what you're looking for," the clerk said, stepping aside.[image: Image]

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]Missy moved quickly, pulling one dress from the rack, then another. The first had lace, but not an overwhelming amount. She studied it, held it up to him, then added it to her arm. Three more followed, each chosen with a kind of instinct, her hand moving almost automatically. She paused again, further down, selecting two black dresses, more severe in appearance, before choosing two others that seemed softer.[image: Image]

	He watched, unsure, and asked, "Why so many?"

	"They're just for you to try on," she said, already turning away.

	She led him next to the lingerie section. He hesitated, but she pressed forward, calling for the clerk again. "Measure him," she said. "l want proper fittings."

	The clerk took a tape from her neck, measured carefully, speaking quietly as she worked. "He's a 46D," she announced.

	Missy turned to him, a small, amused shake of her head. "No wonder your bra was tight. Doreen said she gave you a 42D. She was off."

	She began selecting bras, deliberate now, focused. Eight in total—most with underwire, all with lace, in shades that ranged from soft pastels to bolder tones. She matched each with panties, boy-cut, but adorned with lace, ribbons, small bows.

	Each one a detail, a choice.[image: Image]

	She moved on, finding slips in his size—two silk, two nylon—running her fingers over the fabric. Then garter belts: one pink, one black, one a startling red. Nylons came next, sheer, patterned, chosen without hesitation.

	She led him towards the fitting rooms, the space partitioned by thin curtains and lined with mirrors that reflected too much. There was an exchange with the clerk, brief and efficient. Missy instructed her to remove the tags from one of the bras so that he could wear it properly beneath the dresses. "He needs to try them on as they're meant to be worn," she [image: Image]said, and the clerk nodded, unfastening the tag without question.

	He took the bra, now his, and retreated behind the curtain, the unfamiliar shape of his reflection pressing in on him. He dressed slowly, methodically, each movement considered. The first dress felt strange, unfamiliar in cut and weight. Then another, and another. The process stretched on, time blurring as he moved from one to the next, stepping out, then back in, like an actor in a play he had not rehearsed.

	Missy remained outside, seated, her eyes watchful but not impatient. Occasionally she spoke to the clerk, asking for adjustments, for opinions. At one point, she had the woman hang one of the dresses on a side rack, marking it in some way he didn't understand. He noticed, but did not ask. Perhaps they would only take that one. Perhaps the others were only for display.

	At last, he emerged in the final dress, the fabric falling differently, softer. Missy stood and addressed the clerk. "Take the tags off this one," she said. "He'll wear it now."

	He was surprised by the decision, but said nothing. Then she turned to the clerk again, her voice steady. "Take the tags off all of them. We're taking them all."

	The clerk nodded, her face neutral. "The tags will be at the register," she said.

	From there, Missy led him across the store to the shoes. Rows of them, too many to take in. She moved quickly, pulling three plain pumps, two pairs with T-straps, three more sandals. He followed, uncertain.

	"Do I really need this many?" he asked, his voice low.

	She glanced at him, a brief smile playing on her lips. "A woman never has enough shoes," she replied.

	At the counter, the clerk tallied the items, her fingers quick over the keys. The total flashed on the screen, a number he could barely comprehend—over twelve hundred dollars. He felt it land inside him, like a stone.

	But then, with a practiced ease, the clerk applied a discount. "Fifteen percent off today," she said. "Good customer rebate." The total dropped, but still, it loomed large.

	The bags were too many for him to carry alone. Missy took three, slinging them over her arms as if accustomed to the burden. His own arms were full.

	Outside, in the parking lot, she turned to him. "So," she asked, her tone almost teasing, "how do you like shopping?"

	He paused, adjusting the bags. "It made me hungry." [image: Image]

	She laughed, not unkindly. "Let's eat, then."

	*********

	Missy and Mitch stopped at a small restaurant on the way back. Inside the car, Mitch shifted uneasily. "l thought we were pushing it," he said, referring to the store, to the exposure, the mirrors, the clerks. “I thought people would see me. As a man in a dress."[image: Image]

	Missy looked at him, her eyes calm. "Don't be ridiculous," she said. "You look fine."

	He said nothing more. He followed her into the restaurant.

	The hostess, standing with a practiced grace, gestured toward a small table near the window, her voice even and formal. "l hope you ladies enjoy your meal," she said, her words lingering in the air as they took their seats. There was no pause for pleasantries, no further engagement. The menus were opened, glanced at with cursory interest, and the orders given with little discussion.

	[image: Image][image: Image]They sat across from each other, the table a narrow space between them, the clink of cutlery from surrounding tables [image: Image]rising and falling in rhythm with the low murmur of conversation. Outside, the street moved on in its quiet, indifferent way. Inside, the walls held their own kind of stillness, broken only by the soft footfalls of the waitstaff.

	When the food arrived—plates set down with quiet efficiency—Missy looked up, her eyes shifting from the meal to the woman serving them. "Tell me," she asked, her voice calm, "do you sell the uniforms you wear here?"

	The waitress, taken aback for a moment, recovered quickly. "Yes," she said, nodding. "They can be purchased."

	He followed the exchange, puzzled, and glanced at the uniform more closely. It was not subtle. Dark fabric contrasted by crisp white lace trim, the skirt flaring unnaturally, held stiff by layers of tulle petticoat beneath. A caricature, he thought, of something meant to be practical. It was theatrical, more costume than clothing. The apron tied tight, the little cap perched carefully atop her head. He turned to Missy, his voice low, uncertain. "Why did you ask if the uniform could be bought?"

	She cut a piece of her food, the knife gliding smoothly, before answering. "You still owe me," she said. "For making me see you like that. In a dress. Maybe I'll get you one of these. You can wear it for me. When I feel like being served properly."[image: Image]

	He set his fork down, his appetite dulling. "l don't need a uniform to serve you in style."

	She looked at him, a trace of amusement in her eyes. "But aren't they so very feminine? And you like feminine things, don't[image: Image] you?”

	"Yes," he replied, slowly, "but not that. I'm not into French maids."

	"Which is why," she said, almost with delight, “it will be the perfect punishment."

	He leaned back slightly, his hands resting in his lap. There was no use, he knew. "Do what you want," he said. "Arguing won't change anything."

	He barely flinched when she turned to the waitress once more. "How much do they cost?"

	The woman, used to such inquiries, responded with precision. One price for the basic uniform, another for the complete set—apron, petticoat, cap. Missy nodded thoughtfully. "I'll think about it," she said, as though the matter required deep reflection.

	Later, when the waitress returned to refill their glasses, she remarked on the difference in uniforms, as if to offer some shared understanding. "You noticed the pink?" she asked, gesturing toward another server. "Those are for senior staff. They've been here the longest."

	Missy raised an eyebrow. "So you carry both?"

	"Yes," the woman said. "Black and pink."

	They finished eating, neither speaking much, the earlier conversation still lingering between them. Missy paid the bill, counting out the notes carefully. He rose and walked toward the car, expecting her to follow soon after. But when she emerged, it was with her arms full—garment bags draped over one arm, and in her other hand, two large plastic bags, the contents hidden but obvious in implication.

	He turned to her, but said nothing.

	In the car, as she adjusted the bags beside her, she spoke again. "At the register," she said, "the girl told me they sell two or three of those uniforms a month. I didn't know that." She looked out the window, then back to him. “I don't know if I'll ever make you wear it. Maybe I won't. But it's good to be prepared. In case I feel like being pampered."

	On the way back, as the afternoon light dimmed and the roads grew quieter, she turned into a small parking area outside a women's accessories shop, a place neither of them had visited before, nor spoken of. She left him waiting in the car, the engine still warm, while she disappeared inside, re-emerging some time later with two purses—carefully selected—and a small bag filled with costume jewellery, pieces chosen not for their value but for their effect. She placed them on the seat beside him, offering no explanation.

	At another stop, she led him inside this time, to a boutique of finer things. She moved through the aisles with purpose, pausing now and then to feel the fabric between her fingers, to hold it up to the light. She bought him several nightgowns, each more delicate than the last, along with a silk robe, smooth and pale, meant to drape. She spoke little, her movements efficient, assured.

	[image: Image][image: Image]He followed her, watching, but the questions gathered in him, quiet and persistent. He could not reconcile this version of her with the woman who, only days before, could scarcely bring herself to look at him. This woman seemed not only accepting, but determined—determined to shape him, to draw out a kind of femininity with care, even delight. But why? Why

	As they drove again, the bags tucked neatly behind them, he turned to her. "There's something I've been wondering," he said, the words slow to form. "What changed? What made you see me in a dress and not turn away?"

	She kept her eyes on the road, hands steady on the wheel, the question not unexpected. "It's not easy to answer," she said. "Not one thing. When you were gone, Doreen came to see me. Then, later, Hannah. They didn't plan it together, I think— they came on their own, at different times. They said things, things that stayed with me. And then there were the things they didn't say. Those stayed with me too."

	She paused before continuing. "Yesterday morning, when I woke up, it was different. I missed you. Not just the idea of you, but you. I missed you terribly. And I realized I wanted to see you, no matter what you wore, no matter how you looked. I understood then, more clearly than before—you are who you are, and this, the dresses, all of it, it's a part of you. You're more open, more tender than most men I've known. You care for me. You've always given me what I needed, without me asking. I couldn't turn you away, not when it's you—the real you. So I chose to accept it. To accept you, in the fullness of who you are."

	He sat quietly, not as a judgment but as a kind of release. "Thank you," he said at last. "l do love you. Truly. You've always been at the centre of my life. While we were apart, I missed you more than I could stand. I would close my eyes and picture you—imagine what you might be doing at that moment. I could see you clearly, sipping tea, getting dressed, moving through the day. I saw you constantly."

	She smiled faintly. "l did drink a lot of tea while you were gone," she said, a small laugh escaping.

	He laughed with her, softly, the road ahead stretching out, quiet, known.

	 


FEMININE ENOUGH

	Missy and Mitch arrived back at the house in the subdued quiet of late afternoon, the sky above dim and unmoved, the air thick with the ordinary sound of tires on gravel. The car doors closed softly behind them, and he gathered the first armful of packages, their plastic edges brushing awkwardly against his side as he stepped toward the house.[image: Image]

	Inside, Mitch made his way to the spare room—no longer spare, he realized—and pushed the door open slowly, not knowing what to expect but knowing, in part, that it would no longer be as it had been. He set the bags down gently on the bed, one by one, and turned to take in the space.

	She had not merely altered the room—she had remade it entirely, reimagined it as something new. The bed stood against the far wall, its headboard and footboard painted a soft, deliberate white, each with three small roses, red and vivid, traced carefully across the panels. The vanity, also white, stood to the left, a solid piece with six drawers, each handle adorned with its own small rose, matching those on the bed. Above it, a mirror framed in soft light, casting a subtle glow across the room. The bedspread was deep red, edged with fine lace, carefully tucked. Curtains of white fabric hung at the windows, trimmed similarly, delicate yet unyielding in their place.[image: Image]

	He moved slowly, his eyes resting on each detail. There was a padded bench at the vanity, the fabric embroidered with another rose, echoing the others. Two chairs sat near the walls, each occupied by a doll, their faces fixed in quiet, permanent expressions. Near the ceiling, a border of painted roses ran along the perimeter of the room, enclosing it. It was not a room for rest alone; it was a room shaped with intention, with care.

	He stood in the centre of it, taking it in, the strangeness of it not lost on him. She had done this—not for anyone else—but for him. He began to put things away, his hands moving with a kind of reverence, folding, arranging, as though the act of placing each item was a way of accepting what had been given.

	Before returning for the rest, he paused at the door, drawn to find her. He sought her in the kitchen, where she stood pouring tea into a single cup.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"Thank you," he said, his voice low, uncertain of how to give words to what he had seen. "For the room. It's beautiful." She turned to him, the cup still in hand, and smiled—broadly, openly, in a way that felt unfamiliar. "You deserve it," she said simply.

	He left her then, returning for the remaining bags, lifting them with care, humming softly to himself, a sound born of something close to contentment. Back in the room, he unpacked slowly, savouring the task. Each dress, each piece of fabric now had its place. He ran his fingers over them, imagining their feel, the movement they would allow. He wanted to wear them, to see himself in them, to know what it would be like in this room, as it now was.

	When all was stored, he left the room, crossing to his office. The door creaked faintly as he entered, but his eyes went [image: Image]immediately to the windows. The curtains had changed. Where there had been none, now there were lace panels, white, softening the light. Three chairs stood against the wall, and in each, a doll sat, arranged carefully, their small bodies composed. As he moved to his desk, he saw the cushion placed upon his chair, edged in lace, with red roses embroidered across its surface. He paused, inhaling—the air itself was different, the faint scent of flowers, the same as in the bedroom, filling the space. She had not overlooked a thing.

	He sat, hesitated a moment, then turned to the computer. The machine came to life slowly, as it always did, the familiar hum a small comfort. Thirty-three emails appeared. He scanned them, most of them advertisements, irrelevant, deleted without thought. One caught his attention, from his publisher—a brief note, confirming that two stories were on their way, expected within days. The date was current, the promise familiar.

	He closed the computer, the screen dimming, and stood. There was nothing more to do there. He left the room, walking back to find Missy.

	"You must have been busy," he said, standing in the doorway, taking in once again the changes she had brought about.

	"The bedroom, my office—you've done so much. You really must have rushed to get it all finished."

	She looked up from her chair, where she sat with a cup of tea, her legs crossed, her expression composed. "It wasn't difficult," she replied, her tone calm, almost matter-of-fact. "l went to the furniture store. They had what I needed. I told them I would buy the pieces, but only if they agreed to assemble them. That was the condition. Then I stopped at the Kirkland's Home store. Everything else was there—the curtains, the cushions, the little things. It was all in one place. I was done before noon."

	He stepped further into the room, considering this. "And the furniture store? They charged for the delivery?"

	"They wanted twenty-five dollars," she said, a small smile forming. "But I told them I could take my business elsewhere. They didn't like that. So they offered to do it for ten."

	He shook his head, not in disbelief, but in admiration. "You always find a way," he said. "You never pay what they ask. Always a discount, or some extra thrown in. You're good at it. I'm proud of you."

	She sipped her tea slowly, then set the cup down, her hands resting lightly on her lap. "Now that you're the one in dresses," she said, "l shouldn't have to leave notes anymore. You'll be here. You can take care of the house. The cleaning, the laundry, all of it. I'll still cook, but beyond that, it's yours to manage. Does that sound fair?"

	He paused, the question not entirely unexpected, though it carried the finality of a settled matter. "l don't think it will be a problem," he said. "But you know how it is when I'm working. When I'm illustrating, I can lose hours. I don't always have the time to do anything else."

	She nodded, slowly, as if she had anticipated the objection. "And you can still do that. I won't stop you. But in between, I [image: Image]expect the house to be clean. Kept up. I don't want to have to remind you."

	Her voice was even, but there was a firmness in it that he had come to recognize. There would be no discussion, not really. The matter had already been decided, and he, knowing her as he did, understood that agreeing now would be easier than resisting.

	"Fine," he said, after a pause. "I'll keep it clean."

	She said nothing more, returning to her tea.

	He stood a moment longer, then turned toward the kitchen, thinking it would be as good a place to start as any. He might as well give it a quick once over.

	*********

	The following morning brought with it the familiar rhythm of work, predictable and measured, as it often was when new assignments arrived. Mitch opened his email early, the quiet of the house still unbroken, and found the expected message from his publisher. Two stories, both needing illustration. He printed them out, reading through them with care, his mind beginning already to form shapes, figures, scenes.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]Mitch began with the first, his hand moving steadily, as though guided by a practiced sense of proportion and tone. The initial image came easily—no struggle, no resistance from the page. But with the second, things changed. The scene described was simple enough: a mother and her child, a boy, both peering into a bird's nest perched delicately on a branch. Yet he found himself halted by what should have been minor—her face. He could not render it in the way he wanted, in the way he felt it should be. He drew her again and again, each time with a different curve of the mouth, a different line to the brow. The result was always the same: her expression, though pleasant, was wrong. Too calm, too expected. He needed something more—something that held both joy and surprise, a fleeting moment captured, and it refused to come.

	By noon, frustration had begun to harden into something less pliable. He left the work as it was and found Missy in the kitchen. She was preparing lunch, her movements habitual, economical.

	"l can't get it right," he said. "I’ve tried, but I can't seem to get the woman's face to show what I want. She's happy, yes, but it's not the right kind of happy. I want her to look surprised too. Joyfully surprised. It's not coming." [image: Image]

	She turned slightly, wiping her hands on a towel. "Then stop," she said. "Leave it alone for now. Take the afternoon. Don't think about it for a while. Maybe you'll see it better later."

	He nodded, acknowledging her suggestion. It wasn't wrong. He had done this before—stepped away from a problem until it loosened. There was a park nearby, a block down, with benches that offered no comfort but a kind of stillness. He had sat there in the past, watching people pass, and from those fragments had found what he needed.

	But after lunch, she reminded him. "You should wear the uniform today," she said. "The dining room hasn't been cleaned properly."[image: Image]

	He looked at her, searching for signs of play, of irony, but there was none. She was serious.

	He had hoped, quietly, that she might have forgotten about the uniform. That it would remain in the bag, untouched. He hesitated, but not for long. There was no point in resisting. After the meal, he went to his room and changed.[image: Image]

	The uniform, when he put it on, felt strange, both familiar and foreign. The petticoat beneath forced the skirt to rise unnaturally, fanning outward. He fastened the apron, small and insubstantial, and tied the lace-trimmed cap to his head, the ribbons trailing down. He stood before the mirror, adjusting the fit, noting the figure that stared back. It didn't look as bad as he had imagined, but it wasn't his style. The skirt, short as it was, made him feel exposed. Miniskirts had never appealed to him.

	He began cleaning, methodically, the cloth in his hand tracing the edges of the dining table, the corners of the chairs. The room smelled faintly of polish and the lingering scents of lunch. His mind, still fixed on the unfinished drawing, turned over the problem even as his hands worked.

	Then the doorbell rang.

	Mitch paused, cloth still in hand, and heard Missy's voice from the other room. "Answer it," she called.

	He walked to the door, hesitating for only a moment before pulling it open.

	Doreen stood there, smiling as though the scene before her was exactly as she had imagined. Beside her was Hannah, and with them, a third woman, unfamiliar. Doreen stepped forward slightly. "Cindy," she said, addressing him without hesitation, "this is Selene Lamont."

	The three women stepped inside without hesitation, as though their arrival had long been anticipated, their places already prepared for them. Missy, standing by the door, turned to him with an air of casual instruction, her voice firm but unhurried. "Cindy, set up the card table," she said. "We'll play bridge."

	He nodded, already turning, and made his way to the storage closet where the table was kept. He retrieved it, unfolding it slowly in the centre of the room, careful to adjust its legs so that it stood evenly. Then he gathered paper for scoring and a deck of cards, worn but serviceable, placing them on the table with a kind of quiet precision.

	Missy, still watching him, spoke again. "Now, make a pot of tea. And coffee, too. We'll need both."

	He moved to the kitchen, the task familiar yet somehow different, shaped now by the presence of these women, their conversation floating through the rooms in bursts and fragments. He could hear the rhythm of their voices, rising and falling, but the words were indistinct, forming only a background hum. He worked carefully, measuring tea leaves, filling the kettle, preparing the coffee pot. His hands moved with the ease of habit, yet his mind remained elsewhere, caught between the residue of his morning frustration and the sharpness of Missy's new expectations.

	As the tea neared readiness, he stepped back into the room, hesitant. "How many teas?" he asked, his voice low. "And how [image: Image]many coffees?"

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]There was a pause, brief, before Missy answered. But it was not her reply that stopped him—it was what followed. "You're a maid now," she said, not sharply, but with a cool insistence. "A maid curtsies when she speaks. She knows her place." He stood there, the tray still in his hands, uncertain. Then, slowly, he dipped into a half-curtsy, a gesture that felt awkward, incomplete.

	"You can do better than that," she said.

	He tried again, bending lower this time, the movement deliberate, and as he rose he caught a glimpse of Doreen and Hannah, both smiling, their amusement plain. Selene, whom he had not known before today, watched with a kind of surprised delight, her expression lit with something close to joy, mingled with approval. And in that moment, strange and disorienting, he saw in her face the very look he had struggled to capture—the one he had sought for the drawing. It was there, clear and unforced: happiness touched by surprise.

	He returned to the kitchen, poured the drinks, and served them carefully, setting each cup before them with hands steadier than he expected. As he placed Missy's tea, he leaned slightly toward her. "l have it now," he said. "l saw it—exactly what I needed. I can finish the illustration."

	But the relief was short-lived.

	Before he could turn away, Missy spoke again. "Doreen called her beauty shop," she said, almost offhandedly, but with an edge beneath the words. "They've just received a new set of false nails. She told them you'd come. They're waiting for you now."

	He looked at her, unsure if he had heard correctly. "Now?"

	"Yes, now," she said, her tone final, not leaving space for refusal.

	There was nothing more to say. He set the tray aside, smoothed the front of his apron, and left, the door closing softly behind him.

	 


UNNATURAL LENGTHS

	The beauty parlour stood at the corner of a quiet street, modest in appearance, its windows shaded, giving little indication of the work done within. Mitch entered slowly, the doorbell chiming with a soft, metallic note, and almost at once, Iris appeared from behind the counter, her face brightening at the sight of him.

	"Well, don't you look sweet," she said, stepping forward. Her eyes scanned him quickly, taking in the uniform, the skirt [image: Image]still holding its unnatural flare, the apron neatly tied. "And sexy too, in that outfit."

	Mitch shifted slightly, uncomfortable beneath her gaze, but said only, "l was told to come straight away."

	She nodded. "Yes, Carla's expecting you. Come along."

	She led him past a row of mirrors, each reflecting the same slightly altered figure, past women seated beneath dryers, past the quiet hum of conversation. At the back, near a small table set away from the others, Carla stood, arranging small bottles in a precise row. Iris made the introductions, then left him there, her footsteps fading.

	"Sit," Carla said, gesturing to the chair, and he obeyed, lowering himself carefully.

	She began without delay, taking his hands in hers, inspecting them. "Ever had false nails before?" she asked.

	He shook his head. "No."

	She smiled slightly, as though that was to be expected. "These are special," she said. "They're called fetish nails."[image: Image]

	He didn't know what to make of the term, didn't ask. She continued, preparing his nails with practiced efficiency, filing, buffing, smoothing. Then, from a small container, she produced the nails themselves—longer than anything he had imagined, curved slightly at the tips, exaggerated. She held one up. "These are yours." "Are you sure?" he asked, uncertain, already dreading their presence on his hands.

	"Quite sure," she replied. "I've been given clear instructions."

	[image: Image]She applied them one by one, the adhesive cold against his skin, pressing each into place with care. He watched for a time, then turned his eyes away, feeling the slow rise of embarrassment. She continued, unbothered, her work steady. Once the nails were affixed, she began to paint them, the colour bright and unyielding.[image: Image]

	"Is that necessary?" he asked.

	"It is," she said. "Like I told you. Instructions."

	He said no more. She painted carefully, three coats, each drying quickly before the next was applied. Then, without pause, she opened a small bottle of clear polish, its smell sharp in the air, and began another layer, the liquid cool on his skin. She applied four coats in total, each sealing the colour beneath, giving the nails a hard, glassy finish.[image: Image]

	"You're done," she said, standing. "But you'll need to let them dry."

	She led him to another seat, placed his hands beneath a small dryer, and set a timer. "Fifteen minutes."

	He sat, hands outstretched, the heat from the dryer blowing steadily across his fingers. He stared at them, wondering how he would manage with such length, how he would work, or write, or even dress himself. The nails seemed foreign, alien. When the timer rang, Carla returned, this time with Iris beside her. They stood before him, watching. "Hold your hands out," Carla said.

	He did so, extending his fingers.

	They laughed, not cruelly, but with a kind of shared amusement. "Look closely," Iris said.

	On his left hand, each nail bore a letter, black and bold: I-A-M-A. A white rose had been painted delicately on the nail of his smallest finger. On the right, the letters continued: S-I-S-S-Y.

	He stared, uncomprehending at first, then in disbelief. "Why?" he asked. "Why would you do this?"

	Iris smiled. "Doreen told us. She said it's what your wife wanted."

	He looked again at his hands, turning them slightly, the letters fixed, undeniable. "l can't believe she'd ask for this," he said, but he knew, somewhere beneath the shock, that she had.

	*********

	When Mitch returned home, the afternoon light had begun to fade. He stepped inside cautiously, careful to close the door without sound, his fingers adjusting the latch with a delicacy born of hope—that they might not hear, that he might pass unseen for now. But his hope was brief, undone at once.

	From within, Missy's voice called out, clear and direct. "Cindy."

	There was no choice but to obey. He walked slowly toward the room where the women still sat, their game still spread out before them. The sound of their quiet conversation stopped as he entered.

	Missy looked up from her cards, her eyes scanning him quickly. "Come here," she said. "Let's see them."[image: Image]

	He hesitated, then stepped forward, holding his hands out before him, palms downward, fingers slightly apart.

	She reached for his hands, lifting them slightly, examining the long, bright nails now extending a full inch beyond the tips of his fingers. The letters were still there, stark and unmistakable against the red polish. She read them, first one hand, then the other. A sound escaped her—first a chuckle, then full laughter.

	The others joined her. Doreen and Hannah, and even Selene, their laughter not cruel but filled with a kind of indulgent amusement. He felt the heat rise to his face, the colour flooding his cheeks, a mixture of anger and shame tightening in his chest.

	"Why?" he asked, his voice taut. "Why would you have them do this to me?"

	Missy's laughter slowed, though a smile still lingered. "It's simple, dear," she said, as though explaining something long agreed upon. "You are a sissy, aren't you? And long nails—long, pretty nails—are more feminine, aren't they?"

	"Not this long," he said, his voice sharpening. "Not like this. And why the message? What were you thinking? How am I supposed to get them off?"

	Doreen leaned back in her chair, her tone light, almost amused. "These are the latest kind, plastic but strong. Nail clippers won't work. You'd ruin them trying. You could grind them, maybe, but you'd damage the nail underneath. You'd get an infection."

	He looked at her, disbelieving.

	"They're sending a release agent," she added. "Eventually."

	He turned back to Missy. "When?" he asked. "How long?"

	Missy shrugged, her fingers brushing her cards. "Could be a couple of weeks. A month, maybe. Depends on when it arrives."

	He stood there for a moment longer, then turned abruptly and left the room, his footsteps sharper than intended.

	As the door closed behind him, Doreen leaned toward Missy. "You do know," she said, "he can take the polish off and paint them again if he wants. The nails stay, but the polish doesn't have to."

	Missy laughed. "l doubt he knows. Let him struggle with it."

	The women returned to their game, the conversation light, interspersed with laughter.

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]Meanwhile, in the other room, he sat before his computer, his hands awkward over the keyboard, the nails clicking softly against the keys. He tried to focus, to return to the work that had eluded him earlier. The picture was nearly finished, though every stroke was slower now, every movement careful. Still, progress was made.

	The face he had struggled with—the face that had refused to come—now came easily, and he was satisfied, despite the discomfort, despite the absurdity of the nails.

	But the next piece came slower. His fingers were no longer his own.

	Time slipped. Missy's voice, calling from the other room, reminded him. Supper. He had not noticed how long it had been.

	*********

	Later that evening, as the light dimmed further and the day's routine gave way to the uncertainty of what lay ahead, Missy informed Mitch of her plans. "We're going out for supper," she said, as though the decision was natural, requiring no consent from him.

	He did not wish to go. The thought of sitting in public, dressed as he was, with the nails still foreign and conspicuous on his hands, filled him with a kind of muted dread. But he did not protest. He accompanied her without comment, following her to the car, allowing the momentum of her will to carry them forward.

	The restaurant was unremarkable, one they had visited before, though now it felt different, as though each familiar detail was sharpened by his unease. They were seated near the window, the menus handed to them with polite indifference. He read his without seeing it, ordered what was familiar. The food arrived in due time, and they ate in near silence, each preoccupied, her with her thoughts, him with the quiet scrutiny he imagined around him.

	As they ate, the waitress returned to check on their table. Her eyes fell to his hands, resting beside his plate, the long nails impossible to ignore. She paused, then spoke, her tone curious rather than mocking. "I've never seen nails that long before," she said, almost as though she admired them.

	Missy looked up, the corner of her mouth lifting. "Cindy is different," she replied. "She's avant-garde."

	The waitress smiled politely and moved on, leaving him there, the words lingering in the space between them. He said nothing. He finished his meal in silence.

	*********

	When they returned home, she went inside without waiting for him, the door closing softly behind her. He, however, remained outside, stepping into the dim light of the garage. It was cooler there, quieter, the walls lined with tools that once had served a different purpose, a different time.

	He searched along the shelves until he found it—his moto-tool, the small grinder still attached, a relic of tasks long past. He held it in his hand for a moment, then plugged it into the socket near the bench. The tool whirred to life, a low hum filling the space.

	He raised his hand, brought the tool to his smallest nail. The grinder met the plastic edge, biting into it with resistance. He pressed, carefully, grinding away at the surface. A fine dust rose, and yet, the nail barely changed. Only a sliver was lost, the surface dulled but not undone.

	He left the garage and walked to the car, the door closing behind him with a muted thud. The engine turned over without resistance, the sound a dull reassurance, and he drove through the streets, the lights low, the houses indistinct. He did not think much about where he was going; his hands, awkward on the wheel, guided him by habit.


MEASURED IN PINK

	The air was different in the hardware store—cooler, sharper, filled with the metallic scent of tools and oil. Mitch made his way past rows of neatly arranged goods, finding a young man behind the counter, hands resting idly, waiting.[image: Image]

	"l need clippers," he said, "or nippers. Something strong. All-purpose."

	The salesman led him to a section along the wall, lifting a small pair of nippers from a rack. "These'll cut through anything," he said, holding them up for inspection.

	Mitch took them, testing their weight, their sharpness. "Try these," he said, extending his hand, offering one of his long nails. The salesman hesitated, then pressed the blades against the nail, squeezing.

	Nothing.

	The tool made no mark, no impression.

	He pulled his hand back, a bitter smile rising. He did not laugh, but the urge was there. "Anything else?" he asked.

	The salesman paused. "You might try a grinder," he said. "We've got moto-tool bits. Diamond-carborundum wheels.

	Toughest we carry." [image: Image]

	He nodded, said nothing more, and bought a dozen.

	*********

	Back home, the house was quiet. Missy was somewhere inside, but Mitch did not seek her out. He returned to the garage, closing the door behind him, the air still holding the faint scent of earlier work. He sat at the bench, selected one of the new tools, fitted it carefully into the driver, tightened the collet until it held firm. Then he pushed the switch forward, the motor humming to life, the wheel spinning.

	He brought it to his smallest nail, pressing gently at first, then harder. In less than a minute, the length was gone, the edge rough but short. He stopped, looking at it, then moved to the thumb. It took more—more time, more effort—but the nail fell away. Two wheels worn down, but the nail was gone.

	[image: Image][image: Image]One by one, he worked through them, each nail falling under the slow insistence of the grinder. An hour passed, the sound [image: Image]constant, steady. By the end, they were all shortened, still painted, but no longer exaggerated, no longer absurd.

	Later, as they sat at the kitchen table, sharing a small meal before bed, Missy noticed. Her eyes moved to his hands, now resting on the table, the nails trimmed.

	"Why?" she asked, her voice calm, almost curious. "Why did you do that?"

	He looked at her, then at his hands. "l couldn't work with them that long," he said. "I couldn't do my job."

	She reached for her cup, her fingers circling the handle. "They were pretty," she said. "It's a shame."

	*********

	The following day passed in steady labor, the hours marked not by interruption, but by a kind of disciplined focus Mitch had not felt in days. He sat at his desk, the tools of his trade arranged around him, and worked through the illustrations one by one, the images forming beneath his hand with a clarity that surprised him. By mid-afternoon, three were complete, each one rendered with care, and only one remained before the story would be finished. There was a satisfaction in this, a sense that, despite all, his work remained his own.

	That evening, as they sat down to supper, the routine of the meal unfolding with practiced ease, he told her. "It went well today," he said, his voice light with quiet triumph. "l got three done. Just one more, and I'll have the whole thing finished." Mitch spoke with a rare enthusiasm, the kind that came from a task nearly complete, from the return of control. But as he spoke, he saw that she was not listening in the way he had expected. Her eyes remained distant, her expression composed, but without warmth. She nodded once, but said nothing of his success.

	He paused, uncertain. "What's the matter?" he asked. "Is something wrong?"

	She looked at him then, as though deciding how to begin. "Doreen called," she said. "There's a problem."

	He waited.

	"She's having a party Saturday night. From five until about ten. She needs help."

	He frowned. "Help? With what? Cleaning?"

	"l can finish this last illustration tomorrow morning," he said. "l could go over there in the afternoon, Friday too if needed, get everything in order. That shouldn't be a problem."

	"No," she said, shaking her head slightly. "It's not cleaning. She needs help during the party."

	He looked at her, puzzled. "During?"

	"She said she'll pay you. Two hundred dollars. If you'll help."[image: Image]

	He was already shaking his head. "She doesn't need to pay me. She's a friend. I'll help her out, of course."[image: Image]

	"She doesn't want just help," Missy said. "She wants you there. As a maid. To serve her guests."

	The words landed with a weight he hadn't expected.

	"What? No. You're joking."

	"I'm not," she replied, her voice calm, unwavering. "She saw you the other day. She said you served so well, so naturally, that she knows you can do it. She won't take no for an answer."

	He stared at her, his mind struggling to form a reply.

	"l told them," she continued, "that you had a pink uniform. For formal occasions. She said this was perfect."

	"No," he said. “I won't. I won't serve at her party like that. That's madness. She's mad to even ask."

	*********

	The next morning unfolded slowly, with a subdued clarity that he had come to rely upon. Mitch was at his desk, the last illustration for the story taking shape beneath his hand. The details came more easily now, the earlier frustrations softened by the familiarity of the task. He was alone, the house still, and the silence seemed to offer him brief respite, a space in which he could think only of lines, forms, colour. The comfort of work.

	But the door opened without warning, the quiet broken. He looked up, startled. It was Doreen, standing in the doorway, her face marked not by the usual ease but by a kind of restrained anger, her expression taut with purpose.

	She stepped into the room without waiting for invitation. "Missy tells me you won't serve at my party," she said. Her voice was even, but there was a sharpness to it that left little doubt as to her mood. "She says you refuse."

	He opened his mouth, but she raised a hand, stopping him. "There are things you need to hear."

	She moved further into the room, standing now just beside his desk, her presence filling the space. "While you were at my house, cleaning, I came here. I spoke to Missy. She told me she was afraid—afraid you would look ridiculous, that people would laugh. She thought you'd look like a clown in a dress."

	He looked at her, unsure how to respond.

	"l already knew," she continued. "l had thought about it myself. That's why I took you to my salon. Why I spoke to Iris. I told her to give you the highest dosage she could, to do everything possible. I told her I wanted you to look as feminine as anyone could imagine. I did that for Missy. To reassure her. To show her you wouldn't be mocked." [image: Image]

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]She paused, letting the words settle before going on. "l told her you couldn't help it. That the urge to dress wasn't something you could control. But I also told her that you loved her, that you were still a man, that you weren't some deviant. I said all this to help you, to help her. Maybe I saved your marriage."

	He sat, stunned, the pencil still in his hand.

	"It was me," she said, her voice rising now. "l told Hannah to make sure you wore your best dress when you came home. So Missy would see you, would see how well you could carry it. And now, when I ask for something in return, you say no." 

	"I'm sorry," he said, the words almost automatic. "l didn't know all of that. I just—short skirts aren't me. And the thought of being around people, people who might see through it, who might know... it terrifies me."

	Doreen shook her head, dismissing the thought. "There's no danger. None. No one will see you as a man. When I saw you the other day, I didn't recognize you at first. You were perfect. As for the skirt, why not think of it as a uniform? Nothing more."

	Mitch hesitated, considering. "Maybe. But I'm still afraid. What if someone recognizes me?"

	She leaned forward, her voice softer now. "When we finished at the salon, when you looked in the mirror, did you recognize yourself? Did you?"

	He shook his head. "No. Not really."

	"Then what's the problem?"

	He didn't answer. The room felt smaller.

	"Alright," he said finally. "I'll do it. But I'm still unsure."

	Doreen smiled, her expression softening. "Good. Don't worry. It will be fine. Everything will go smoothly. I know it." She leaned in, kissed him on the cheek, and left as swiftly as she had come.

	He remained seated, staring at the paper before him, the lines blurred now by doubt. Had he done the right thing? He wasn't sure. Doreen, he thought, could be remarkably persuasive when she wanted to be. Perhaps that was why she was so successful.

	*********

	By midday, Mitch found himself no closer to the end of the illustration than he had hoped. The image remained unfinished, lingering in a space between completion and doubt. Two versions presented themselves to his mind, each plausible, neither satisfying. The choice was his, yet the act of choosing had become laborious, as though he no longer trusted his instincts.

	At lunch, Mitch sat with Missy, the room filled with the clinking of cutlery and the soft, familiar sounds of home. Between bites, he told her what had been decided, or rather, what had been accepted. “I agreed to help Doreen," he said. "To serve at her party."

	She did not look up at once, her fork moving across the plate. "I'm not surprised," she said finally. "Doreen has a way of getting what she wants. When she puts her mind to something, she can talk anyone into anything." She smiled then, lightly. "I'm sure you'll look lovely. They'll all be pleased."[image: Image]

	Afterwards, Mitch returned to his work, the uncertainty of earlier still present. He completed one version of the image, stood back, dissatisfied, and erased it. He tried again, the second attempt more deliberate, more measured. In time, it began to resemble what he had hoped for, and when it was done, he felt, if not pride, at least relief. He packaged the illustrations carefully, sealing them for the publisher, and with that, his task was ended.

	Later, he found Missy in the living room. She looked up as he entered. "Let's go out for supper," she said.

	Mitch agreed without hesitation.

	"You should wear the evening dress Hannah picked out for you," she added.

	He went to change, finding the dress hanging where it always did, waiting. As he slipped into it, he noticed it clung more tightly than he remembered, the fabric pressing against his skin in a way that was unfamiliar. He adjusted it, pulling at the seams, wondering if it was his body or the dress that had changed.

	Meanwhile, Missy sat, her thoughts elsewhere. It struck her how easily he agreed now, how little resistance remained. He had changed, and she could not decide if it pleased her or made her uneasy.

	*********

	At the restaurant, the conversation returned to safer ground. Mitch spoke of his work, of the illustrations, of the progress he felt he was making. "l think I'm finally getting it," he said. "The animals, the way they move. I'm starting to see it more clearly now."

	Missy nodded. "You're good," she said. "And getting better."

	She looked at him then, the dress more noticeable in the light. "It seems tighter," she said.

	"l thought so too," he replied. "But I wasn't sure. Do you think it's too tight?"

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]"No, not yet. But it might be, if you grow any more. You're two bra sizes bigger than me now. What's next? Three?" She laughed, amused at her own words.

	He laughed with her, though more softly. "l don't have control over that," he said.

	Then, after a pause, he spoke again. "You've been wearing slacks a lot lately," he said. "I noticed. You used to wear dresses. You looked good in them. Is that just coincidence?"[image: Image]

	She set her glass down, looked at him steadily. "Do you remember what I said?" she asked. "That night. When we were in bed. I told you I wear the pants in this relationship. And now, I do. You wear the dresses. There's only room for one of us to do that."

	He nodded, understanding her point, though it stung in ways he could not name. “I understand," he said. "But I still think you look good in your dresses. This morning, I almost put on pants. But no shirt fits me now. I miss them, sometimes."

	"That's easy," she said. "We'll get you a pantsuit. And a blouse. Something that fits."[image: Image]

	His face lit up. "Really? That sounds great. When?" 

	"On the way home. We'll stop."

	"You're the best," he said, his voice soft. "l love you."[image: Image]

	They paused along the route back, a detour Missy insisted upon. She assured him, with an almost offhand confidence, that this place—this small, unassuming store tucked between a dry cleaner and a thrift shop—held exactly what they had been searching for, though he hadn't quite agreed that they were searching for anything in particular. Without hesitation, she led him through the narrow aisles, past displays cluttered with mismatched goods, straight to the section where the racks stood tall and brimming with garments—each hanger bearing a pantsuit, some new, some looking as though they had waited too long for an owner.

	She began at the first rack, her hands pushing garments aside methodically, eyes narrowing in concentration. It didn't take long for her to shake her head. "Not here," she murmured, more to herself than to him. She explained, almost absently, that she had been here the previous week. She had seen one then—a particular pantsuit that had stayed in her mind, lodged there with a quiet insistence—that she believed would suit him perfectly. Perfect in her mind, at least.

	Moving to the next row, her search grew more focused. Then, with a spark of recognition, she reached in and drew out a garment with a practiced hand. Holding it aloft, she turned to him, her arm extended, the pantsuit dangling from her fingers like a trophy. "This is the one."

	It was pink. The kind of pink that made no apologies for its brightness.

	He stared at it, a small frown tightening around his mouth. "A pink one? Can't I have black? Or at least some other colour?" She did not waver, nor did she soften. "You want to look as feminine as you can, don't you? Pink does that. Pink is feminine. And this one's not just feminine, it's elegant." She stepped closer, shaking the hanger slightly, drawing his eyes to the details. Along the edges of the lapel, around the pocket openings, even the cuffs of the trousers, lace—fine, delicate lace— threaded itself into the fabric, as if daring him to resist.

	With the inevitability of someone who knew the ending already, she had him try it on. It hugged him in all the ways she wanted it to, the fabric giving only slightly, the cut surprisingly suited to his shape. She stepped back, nodded, then turned her attention elsewhere, as though his acceptance was a formality.

	She drifted toward the section marked Plus Sizes, her hand trailing over hangers until she found a blouse—white, with matching pink lace along the collar and sleeves—that she held up with a small smile. "This will go perfectly. You'll see." He approached her again, more hesitant this time, polite in the way of someone who still hoped for negotiation. "Couldn't I just have a black pantsuit instead?" His voice barely held onto the question.

	She didn't look at him, only spoke as if her decision was as firm as the concrete beneath them. "You're getting this one." He didn't argue. He couldn't. He simply nodded, the flicker of resistance in him extinguished before it had a chance to catch. She noticed, of course, and with an ease born of familiarity, led him toward the shoes, remarking as they walked,

	"You've only got those pink sandals, and they won't do. You need proper pumps."

	[image: Image][image: Image]In front of the shoe rack, she presented two options without delay. One pair, delicate with a T-strap, the heel modest at three inches. The other, more severe, with a stiletto heel reaching five inches, plain in design but striking in effect. "Pick one."

	He looked, choosing quickly. "The T-strap," he said, almost hoping she would approve.

	She chuckled, shaking her head with the kind of teasing that could only come from someone accustomed to pushing past boundaries. "You didn't pick the fuck-me heels because you're scared, aren't you? Scared I'd have my way with you if you did."

	He didn't laugh. It wasn't a joke to him.

	Her eyes were sharp, playful, as she stepped closer. "With that face, maybe we should get the higher ones. Wouldn't you like that? Me taking you to bed? You'd get what you've wanted."[image: Image]

	He couldn't stop the thought from forming—how it might feel to be with her again, to let go of all this posturing and give in. "Do whatever you want," he said, voice flat, tired. "You will anyway. What I think doesn't matter."

	His words were barely finished before he watched her place both pairs into the basket. His mouth opened, but he said nothing. After a moment, he reasoned with himself that walking in the taller heels wouldn't be that much worse.

	She found him a clutch next, small, in the same pink hue, and placed it with the shoes. As they walked toward the register, he caught sight of a dress—a softer shade of pink, with layers that draped in flowing lines, the top cascading in a way that seemed made for her. He pointed to it. "That one—it'd look good on you."

	She turned, surprised. "You think so?"

	He nodded, and she didn't hesitate. Into the basket it went. A small spark of happiness touched him—she had chosen [image: Image]something for herself, not just for him.

	 


THE GIFT OF SURRENDER

	When Missy and Mitch returned to the house, the air was still, touched only by the hum of distant traffic and the occasional creak of wood contracting with the change in temperature. Inside, Mitch moved through the rooms with the quiet deliberation of someone trying not to disturb a balance he didn't fully understand. The shopping bags sat near the couch, their contents partially exposed, like secrets waiting for the right moment to emerge.

	He took his time, removing each item carefully, smoothing the fabric as though the act itself might soothe the unease he could not name. The pantsuit, the blouse, the clutch—all had their place now. Each one claimed a corner of the room, a drawer, a hanger. When he reached for the pink cascade dress, its folds draping over his arm like water, he turned instinctively toward Missy's bedroom. Her closet door stood ajar, familiar in its shape and scent.

	As he walked, she called out from the kitchen where she lingered, her voice curious, perhaps amused. "What are you planning to do with that?" she asked, not accusing, but not entirely benign either.[image: Image]

	He paused in the doorway, the dress still resting across his arm. "l was going to hang it up in your closet," he answered, straightforward, as if there could be no other explanation.

	She appeared then, leaning lightly against the frame, arms crossed, watching him. A smile touched her lips. "You're being silly. That dress is far too big for me. But it's just right for you. Surprise. I caught you with that one. You said it was beautiful, remember? I saw how much you liked it, so I got it—for you."

	He stood there, the dress now feeling strange in his hands. The surprise in him was real, complete. No part of him had anticipated this turn. There had been no hints, no signs.

	Later, as he organized the shoes, their sharp scents of leather and polish rising from the box, he paused. There were two pairs now, side by side—two shades of pink, two different heights. A puzzle. Why would he need both? He couldn't quite place the logic behind it. His thoughts returned to the words she had used, her offhand remark still lingering somewhere at the back of his mind. Fuck-me pumps, she had called them, the phrase jarring in its crudeness, in how easily she had said it, without shame or hesitation. It didn't sit well with him.

	[image: Image]Yet, despite it all, despite the confusion, the uncertainty, he felt content. A small joy, perhaps naive, but present nonetheless. Missy was kind now, tender even, in a way he hadn't thought possible before. It unsettled him, this change. He hadn't come to believe in it fully, but it was enough to keep him close, at least for now.

	Still, a question nagged at the edge of his mind, one he could not shake. How long would this last? How long before she grew tired of the skirts, the blouses, the careful presentation of a femininity he didn't know if he wanted to wear anymore? [image: Image]And then, quieter, more persistent, the truth he had kept at bay: it wasn't as enjoyable as it had once been. The thrill, if that's what it had ever been, was gone, replaced by a weariness he couldn't ignore. He missed his old clothes, the simplicity of them, the familiarity. He missed the way they allowed him to be unseen.

	There was a longing in him, growing stronger, to return to what he had known before. To slip back into his men's clothes and, with them, a version of himself he feared might be lost.

	*********

	On Friday, as the grey of early morning gave way to the dull clarity of the day, Mitch felt a pull towards wearing trousers again. Not any trousers of his own, of course—those had long been folded and put away, symbols of a former self he rarely touched now—but the pink pantsuit, the one Missy had chosen for him, hung in the closet with its quiet insistence. He didn't like it, had never truly liked it, but there it was. Waiting. He slipped into it with a kind of resigned obedience. The fabric clung differently, softer at the seams, unfamiliar along his legs. It did not hold him, not in the way he remembered his old clothes doing. Yet the blouse—white satin, light as breath—brought a strange comfort. The way it lay on his skin, cool and smooth, was not unpleasant.

	When Missy caught sight of him, standing there in the living room, she smiled. There was playfulness in it, and a hint of victory too. "So," she said, tilting her head as she looked him over, "still sticking with the three-inchers, huh? What's the matter, afraid the tall ones might topple you?"

	Her teasing was familiar by now, the rhythm of it no longer surprising. He let it pass, simply telling her that he planned to read the second book that morning, the one he needed to absorb before beginning the illustrations. "l want to see the shape of it, in my mind," he explained. "Before I start drawing anything, I need to know where the story is going."

	After they ate—a breakfast that passed without incident—he printed out the manuscript, pages curling slightly as they slid from the machine. He took them to his desk, sat, and began. The words moved slowly at first, but as he read, they began to settle into meaning, and about halfway through, an idea began to take form, loose and undefined, but enough to make him pause.

	On impulse, perhaps curiosity, he stood and fetched the five-inch heels.

	He hadn't worn them much. The thought of navigating the house in them seemed ludicrous. But he strapped them on, stood carefully, and tried a step. Then another. He soon realized he needed the bathroom, which brought with it a kind of urgency he hadn't anticipated. The journey down the hall felt endless. His steps were so small, so tentative, he questioned whether he would make it in time. He did, barely, and stood there afterward, contemplating the shoes. Should he remove them now? Was this enough? But some part of him refused. He turned and walked back to the office, slower than usual, though in his mind he imagined he was adjusting, taking longer strides. In truth, each step remained shorter than what had once come naturally.

	He sat with a sigh, grateful for the reprieve. The heels were unrelenting, a constant pressure. He found himself thinking, again, about women—why they would choose such shoes. What could they possibly gain from such discomfort? He tried to return to the story, but his focus faltered. The words blurred together, and when he reached the end, he realized he had retained little. He would need to begin again.

	Thirst, or perhaps the need for distraction, led him to the kitchen. The sound of his heels against the hard floor startled [image: Image]him at first—a crisp, sharp rhythm, each step ringing out with clarity. Almost a kind of music, he thought. Returning to his desk, he noticed he walked with more ease now, though the shoes still felt like a burden. And yet, they fascinated him. Why did anyone, by choice, endure this?

	With renewed attention, he read the story once more, and now, as he turned the pages, images began to appear—shapes, lines, scenes. He could see the story unfolding in colour and form. This, he thought, this might be the finest work I have done. The title alone—The Saga of Red Fox—seemed to open a vast field in his imagination. A tale of an Indian boy in Minnesota, [image: Image]a world he could paint with wide strokes and delicate detail.

	He stood and changed the shoes again, trading them for something more bearable. It was nearing midday, and hunger [image: Image]nudged him toward the kitchen once more. As he walked, he listened again to the sound of his heels tapping the floor. It was louder now, or perhaps he was simply more aware of it. It captured him in a way it never had before, as if some secret rhythm had been waiting for him to notice.

	Missy was already at the table, her expression unreadable. There was a curve to her lips, not quite a smile, not quite a smirk. It lingered, and he felt the need to break it.

	He sat across from her, waiting. Watching. The moment stretched.

	Finally, he asked, cautious, unsure whether he wanted the answer. "Why are you smiling like that?"

	[image: Image]Her eyes brightened, and she spoke with a lightness that did not match the weight of her words. “I was just talking to Doreen. She told me some rather interesting things. Things I can't share with you, not now. But don't worry—you'll find out soon enough."

	She stood, brushing crumbs from her lap. "I've got errands to run this afternoon. While I'm out, you can do a bit of cleaning here. Won't take long."

	After they finished their lunch she stood, smoothed her skirt with a single motion, and announced she would be going out. There was no invitation extended, no suggestion that he might accompany her, and that omission, small as it seemed, lodged in his thoughts. He stood by the sink, hands lingering on the dishes, and wondered. Why hadn't she asked him to join her? It wasn't as though he had other plans. She knew that. She always knew that. And yet she had left alone, her departure brisk, with no explanation offered beyond the vague necessities of errands.

	*********

	As Mitch began tidying up the house—dusting here, wiping there—the question circled in his mind, unwilling to leave.

	What was she doing? What purpose lay behind her sudden absence? And what, exactly, had Doreen said that morning? There had been something in Missy's tone, in the way her eyes refused to meet his directly. He couldn't grasp it, but he felt certain it concerned him. In what way, he did not know. But it lingered, insistent.

	When she returned, the sky outside had begun its slow descent into dusk, the light thinning into grey. He heard the door close, the sound of her shoes across the floor. Turning from the counter where he had been wiping the last of the crumbs, he saw her—arms full, carrying three bags, each bulging with unknown contents.

	"Did you find what you were looking for?" he asked, casually, though his voice betrayed more curiosity than he intended. "Oh, I sure did," she replied, and the words were sharp in their confidence. He didn't care for the way she said it, as though her errand had been a kind of conquest.

	She set the bags down, brushing past him, her mood unreadable. Then, without giving him time to consider further, she turned and asked, "Feel like going out for supper?"

	He hesitated. "l thought maybe we could just eat here."

	Her nod was slight, and she said nothing more about it. Instead, she set about preparing a simple meal, her movements efficient, almost mechanical. He watched her, trying to detect a clue, but she offered none. When they sat down again, the conversation remained sparse, each of them keeping to their own thoughts.[image: Image]

	Afterward, as he began gathering the dishes, she paused at the doorway. "Can you finish up here?" she asked. "There's something I forgot earlier. I need to go pick it up."

	He nodded. "Sure."

	The door closed again, and he was alone.

	The kitchen, still warm from the stove, seemed to press in around him. He washed, dried, stacked plates in neat piles, but his mind remained elsewhere. Whatever she was planning—if she was planning anything—remained out of reach. It gnawed at him. Each movement, each step, brought him back to the same point: was it about him? And if so, why? And what did it mean that he could not yet see it?

	*********

	Missy returned sometime later, her entrance quiet, purposeful, as though she had already determined how the evening would unfold before stepping back through the door. Without speaking, she moved past him and disappeared into the bedroom, the door left ajar. Mitch stood in the kitchen, a dish still damp in his hand, and waited. When no sound came, he wiped his hands on a cloth and wandered into the living room.

	She was there, sitting on the sofa, the newspaper spread open in her lap. Her eyes skimmed the lines, though he wondered if she was reading at all. When she noticed him, she folded the paper with care, setting it beside her, and turned to face him fully.

	"You know," she began, her voice measured, deliberate, "you look good in that pantsuit. More than good, really. It suits you in ways I think you've not yet realized. But you'd look even better—sexier—if you wore the higher heels. Why don't you go change into them? Maybe we can have a bit of fun tonight."

	Her words lingered, their meaning half-revealed, half-concealed. He stood there, unsure, yet already moving toward the bedroom before the doubt could harden into refusal. He wasn't certain what she meant by fun, not precisely, but he felt the pull of it nonetheless. In a few minutes, he returned, the five-inch heels now strapped to his feet, his balance tentative but practiced.

	She watched him, her eyes following his steps as though measuring him anew. "You're getting better at it," she said. "There's something about the way you walk in those. Don't you feel different? Don't you feel more—alive—more in your body?"

	He shrugged, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. "l don't know about feeling sexier," he replied, "but they do feel... different. I wouldn't want to have to run anywhere in them. That's for sure."[image: Image]

	[image: Image][image: Image][image: Image][image: Image]She laughed softly, not mocking, but certain. "l like watching you in them," she said. "Now, why don't you bring me a glass of ice water?"

	He turned and obeyed, each step clicking sharply against the floor. The sound seemed louder now, or perhaps his awareness of it had grown. She remained seated, a faint smile playing at her lips, as if she knew what he could not. He handed her the glass, and she accepted it with care.

	Then, without pausing, she spoke again. "Why don't you go and put on that pink baby doll nightdress? Keep everything [image: Image]else on—the panties, the garter, the stockings, and of course, those shoes. I think you'll look really sexy like that."

	*********

	Mitch slipped into the bathroom to change. When he returned, she had abandoned the worn easy chair, its cushions sagging from years of use, and now sprawled across the couch, her body relaxed yet deliberate. She tapped the faded fabric beside her, a quiet invitation for him to join. He eased onto the couch, the springs creaking faintly, and before he could settle into the moment, she leaned in, her hands finding his shoulders, pulling him close. Her lips met his with a fierce, searching intensity, a kiss that seemed to draw the air from the room.[image: Image]

	"You're irresistible in that outfit," she murmured, her voice low, teasing, as her fingers traced the lace edge of his collar. "It's like you're trying to unravel me, isn't it? You know exactly what you're doing, wearing something so... provocative."

	He opened his mouth to respond, but her lips were on his again, urgent and unrelenting. The kisses came in waves, each one bolder than the last, leaving him adrift in their rhythm. She had never been like this before, so commanding, so unyielding in her desire. It was as if a dam had broken within her, and he, caught in the current, could only follow.

	"I'm burning up," she said, her words sharp with need. "l can't wait any longer. I need you—now."

	She rose from the couch, her movements swift and purposeful, and extended a hand to him. As she guided him out of the room, her fingers flicked the light switch, plunging the space into shadow. Down the hallway, she led him, her steps confident, until they reached her bedroom. The door creaked as it opened, revealing a space that felt both familiar and foreign. She nudged him toward the bed, and soon he was lying there, the mattress dipping as she climbed atop him. With a quick motion, she peeled off her blouse, letting it fall to the floor, followed by her bra. Her jeans came next, discarded in a heap, and her hands moved to him, fingers grazing his crotch, seeking a response that wasn't there.

	"Doreen warned me about those pills," she said, her tone matter-of-fact, tinged with a knowing edge. "She said they'd dull things down. But don't worry—I've got just the fix."

	She stood, her silhouette sharp against the fading light filtering through the curtains, and reached for something on the nightstand. Holding it up, she revealed a double-sided dildo, its form unmistakable. "This will work perfectly," she said, a glint of mischief in her voice. "I'll take the thicker end, and you can have the slimmer one."

	He stood at the edge of the bed, words failing him as she fastened the harness around her hips with a practiced ease. Her movements were deliberate, unhurried, as she returned to the mattress, its springs sighing under her weight. She reached for a small tube on the nightstand, its label worn and unreadable, and motioned for him to shift. He complied, easing onto his hands and knees, his body exposed, vulnerable, the air cool against his skin.

	She began with a single finger, her touch gentle yet assured, exploring with a rhythm that was both cautious and intimate. Soon, a second finger joined, then a third, each movement measured, coaxing his body to yield. He felt the tension in his muscles soften, replaced by a strange, unfamiliar warmth. She paused, squeezing a generous amount of cream from the tube, her hands slick as she applied it, coating him thoroughly, inside and out, with a tenderness that belied the boldness of the act.[image: Image]

	Then came a new sensation—a firm, deliberate presence entering him. A brief, sharp pang gave way to a spreading heat, a fullness that seemed to anchor him to the moment. She moved slowly at first, her rhythm steady, each motion a careful dance of advance and retreat. He found himself responding, his body instinctively meeting her, pressing back against her thrusts. The pleasure was unexpected, a deep, resonant joy that coursed through him, undeniable and consuming. "Will you wear those heels tomorrow night?" she asked, her voice low, teasing, as she leaned closer, her breath warm against his ear. "The ones that make you irresistible when you're serving Doreen's guests?"

	"I'm not sure," he murmured, his voice barely audible, caught in the haze of sensation.

	"Please," she urged, her tone playful yet insistent. "You know how stunning you look in them. Promise me."

	Lost in the tide of his own pleasure, he surrendered. "Alright, I promise," he said, the words spilling out as if from another place, a world where only this moment existed.

	[image: Image][image: Image]Her breathing grew louder, a rising cadence of groans that filled the room, raw and unrestrained. He felt a pressure building within him, a crescendo that threatened to overwhelm. As her voice reached its peak, a sound more intense than he had ever heard from her, he was consumed by a sudden, shattering release—a radiant burst deep within, glorious and all encompassing.

	The next moment blurred into memory. She collapsed against him, her body warm and spent, her chest rising and falling as she caught her breath. Slowly, she withdrew, her movements gentle, and helped him turn to face her. Her lips found his, a long, searching kiss, her tongue tracing the contours of his mouth with a lingering intensity. The room seemed to contract around them, the world reduced to the space they shared, their bodies entwined in the quiet aftermath of their union. The room was steeped in the hushed intimacy of the night's aftermath, the air thick with the lingering warmth of their shared exertion. She propped herself on one elbow, her silhouette softened by the dim glow filtering through the curtains, and studied him with a knowing smile. "Tell me, Cindy," she said, her voice a low, inviting murmur, "how did it feel? Did it thrill you as much as it seemed?"

	He lay back against the pillows, his body still humming with the echoes of sensation. "It was extraordinary," he replied, his words soft but earnest, as if testing their truth. "I've never known anything so... overwhelming, so alive."

	She leaned closer, her fingers tracing idle patterns on the sheet between them, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "Why don't you stay here tonight, in my bed? You've more than earned it. Keep those enticing clothes on—I want to see you in them come morning, all that allure still clinging to you. But your shoes... you can slip those off for now." Her words, laced with a playful command, stirred a quiet satisfaction within him, a contentment that felt both foreign and welcome. He nodded, too sated to resist, and let her directive guide him. The bed, with its rumpled sheets and faint scent of her perfume, seemed to cradle him, and as he nestled into its embrace, sleep claimed him swiftly, his mind unburdened by the day's complexities.

	When morning crept in, the room was bathed in a pale, diffused light, the world beyond the curtains stirring awake. Mitch blinked, disoriented, the unfamiliar contours of the space slowly coming into focus. It took a moment for the night's events to reassemble in his mind, each memory vivid and startling. He rose, the mattress creaking softly, and gathered his shoes, their heels clicking faintly as he carried them down the hall to his own room. There, he draped a robe over his shoulders, its fabric worn but comforting, and slid his feet into a pair of fuzzy pink slippers, their plush warmth a small indulgence. [image: Image]As Mitch stood, the mirror caught his reflection—a man transformed, if only for a moment, by the night's unexpected intimacies.
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