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	Sneak Preview

	 

	"Yes." Kristen pointed toward the hallway. "Bathroom. Now. Take a scented bubble bath. Use the purple bottle by the tub."

	 

	"I'm not taking a bubble bath."

	 

	"You are. And while you're in there, use my razors and shaving cream to get that gross body hair off."

	 

	Paul looked horrified. “I'm not shaving my legs."

	 

	"You're shaving whatever needs shaving." Kristen smiled sweetly. "Legs, chest, underarms. Sarah is buying you dresses and heels, not a lumberjack costume.”

	 

	"This is ridiculous."

	 

	"This is survival." Kristen stepped even closer, close enough that he lowered his voice without meaning to. "You have two choices. You can be Sarah's embarrassed little husband with a harmless secret, or you can be the man she thinks brought another woman into her bedroom."

	 

	Paul stared at her, breathing hard.

	 

	Kristen's voice softened into something cruelly cheerful. "So go run the bath."

	 

	He did not move.

	 

	She leaned in and whispered, "When Sarah comes home, you won't only model everything. You'll thank her. You'll smile. You'll act excited. And if your voice cracks, that'll probably help."

	 

	Paul looked at the front door like he might bolt.

	 

	Kristen followed his gaze and laughed softly. "Where are you going to go, Princess? Out there in basketball shorts, telling people your wife's friend framed you into becoming a crossdresser?"

	 

	He shut his eyes.

	 

	"That's what I thought." Kristen stepped back and pointed down the hall. "Bath. Purple bottle. Razors. Shaving cream."

	 

	Paul picked up his gym bag with numb fingers. "And Paul?"

	 

	He stopped.

	 

	Kristen smiled.

	 

	"Welcome to girlhood, sissy."
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	"You don't think it's strange?" Sarah asked.

	 

	She had been stirring her coffee for nearly a minute, even though the sugar had dissolved long ago.

	 

	Kristen looked up from her phone. "What's strange?"

	 

	Sarah gave her a tired look. “Don't do that.”

	 

	Kristen set the phone down. Her dark brown hair was loose around her shoulders, and one of Paul's old T-shirts hung off her like she had borrowed it without thinking. She had been sleeping on Sarah and Paul's pullout couch for almost a month, but somehow she moved through the house like she belonged there.

	 

	"I really don't know," Kristen said. "You've been quiet all morning."

	 

	Sarah glanced toward the hallway, even though Paul had already left for work. "I found panties."

	 

	Kristen blinked. “Okay."

	 

	"In our bedroom."

	 

	"Oh."

	 

	Sarah let out a humorless laugh. “That's all you've got?"

	 

	"I'm not sure what I'm supposed to say yet."

	 

	"They weren't mine,” Sarah said. “I know they weren't mine. They were under the bed, behind one of Paul's shoes."

	 

	Kristen picked up her mug. “Maybe they got dragged in with laundry." "They were not from laundry."

	 

	"Sarah."

	 

	"No, don't Sarah me." Her voice cracked, and that seemed to embarrass her. She pushed a loose blonde strand out of her face. “They were on my husband's side of our bedroom."

	 

	Kristen watched her for a second. "Do you think Paul is cheating?"

	 

	Sarah looked down at her coffee. That was answer enough. "Yesterday I would have said absolutely not," she said quietly. "Paul is a lot of things, but I never thought he was that."

	 

	"He isn't," Kristen said.

	 

	"You sound very sure."

	 

	"He adores you."

	 

	"Men adore their wives and still do stupid things." Sarah rubbed at her forehead. "And then there's the computer."

	 

	Kristen tilted her head. "What about it?"

	 

	"He left his laptop open last night. I moved it, and there were tabs still up."

	 

	"What kind of tabs?"

	 

	Sarah looked uncomfortable enough that Kristen almost smiled.

	 

	“Domination stuff,” Sarah said. “Women humiliating men. Making them dress up. Feminization. That kind of thing."

	 

	Kristen let that sit.

	 

	"It wasn't just one weird click,” Sarah said. “It was sites, searches, videos, stories. And then I find another woman's underwear in my bedroom."

	 

	"Those are two different things," Kristen said. Sarah stared at her. "Are they?"

	 

	"They can be." Kristen leaned forward, keeping her voice gentle. "The panties are scary because they make you think there was another woman here. I get that. But the stuff on his laptop doesn't necessarily mean he's cheating. It might mean the opposite."

	 

	"How?"

	 

	"If he's looking at that and hasn't said anything to you, he may not be doing anything. He may just be embarrassed."

	 

	Sarah gave her a skeptical look.

	 

	"I'm serious," Kristen said. “People look at things online they would never admit out loud. Especially married men who think their wives will look at them differently afterward."

	 

	"I would look at him differently."

	 

	"Maybe. But he doesn't know that."

	 

	Sarah looked away. "If he wanted something like that, why wouldn't he tell me?"

	 

	"Because it's humiliating,” Kristen said. “That's probably part of it."

	 

	Sarah's mouth tightened.

	 

	"I'm not saying you have to be okay with it,” Kristen said. "I'm saying if Paul were actually doing something, he probably wouldn't leave a browser trail leading right to it. That sounds less like cheating and more like private weirdness."

	 

	"Private weirdness."

	 

	"Everybody has some."

	 

	"Not like this."

	 

	"You don't know that."

	 

	Sarah stared into her coffee. "So I'm supposed to ignore the panties?"

	 

	“No. I wouldn't ignore that either." Kristen reached across the table and touched her wrist. "But don't decide the worst version is true before you know anything. If you walk into the conversation already furious, everything he says will sound like a lie."

	 

	"What if it is a lie?"

	 

	"Then you'll find out."

	 

	Sarah's eyes moved toward the hallway. “I keep picturing some woman in our room. In our bed." Kristen squeezed her wrist once, then let go.

	 

	"Sarah, Paul is not smooth enough for that."

	 

	Despite herself, Sarah gave a weak laugh. “That's your defense?"

	 

	"It's a good defense. That man can't hide a birthday gift without acting like he swallowed a car alarm."

	 

	Sarah laughed again, but it faded quickly. "He has been weird lately. Distracted. Nervous. Too helpful sometimes. And yesterday he asked if you were going to be around all week."

	 

	Kristen raised her eyebrows. "Me?"

	 

	"I thought he was being polite." Sarah studied. her. "Did he ever say anything to you? About me? About us?"

	 

	"No."

	 

	"About the other stuff?"

	 

	"The websites?"

	 

	Sarah nodded.

	 

	"No," Kristen said. "And honestly, that makes me think he probably isn't into it in any real way." 

	 

	"How do you figure?"

	 

	"If he actually wanted to bring it into his life, wouldn't he test the waters? Make a joke? Ask what you thought?" Kristen leaned back. "If he hasn't said a word, maybe it's just fantasy. Something he clicks on, gets embarrassed about, and pretends never happened."

	 

	Sarah considered that. She wanted to believe it. Kristen could see that much.

	 

	"So you don't think he wants me to..." Sarah gestured vaguely.

	 

	"Dominate him?” Kristen supplied.

	 

	Sarah flushed. "God."

	 

	"I don't know what he wants,” Kristen said. “But looking isn't asking. Asking isn't doing. You're jumping three bridges ahead."

	 

	“The panties still bother me.”

	 

	"They would bother me too." 

	 

	"I should ask him."

	 

	"You could. But ask about the panties first, not the websites. Bring both up at once and he'll panic. You'll get whatever answer ends the conversation fastest."

	 

	Sarah looked miserable. "That sounds exactly like Paul."

	 

	"Then start with one thing."

	 

	Sarah nodded slowly. "The panties.”

	 

	"The panties," Kristen agreed.

	 

	The kitchen went quiet.

	 

	Finally Sarah said, “Would you talk to him?”

	 

	Kristen kept very still. "Me?"

	 

	"Not about everything. Just ask if something's going on with him. Casually."

	 

	"Sarah, I'm not sure I should get in the middle of your marriage."

	 

	"You're already in the middle of my kitchen." 

	 

	"That's different.”

	 

	"Please. I just need to know if I'm about to blow up my life over laundry and porn."

	 

	Kristen looked at her for a long second, then nodded. "Okay. I can feel him out."

	 

	"Carefully." 

	 

	"Carefully."

	 

	"And don't mention the websites unless he does." 

	 

	"I won't."

	 

	Sarah exhaled. “Thank you.”

	 

	Kristen stood and carried her mug to the sink.

	 

	Behind her, Sarah said, “You really don't think he's cheating?"

	 

	Kristen turned back with a reassuring smile. “No. I really don't."

	 

	Sarah nodded, clinging to it because she needed something. Kristen left the kitchen and walked down the hall toward Paul's office. By the time she reached the door, the softness had gone out of her expression.

	 

	She knocked twice, then opened it before he answered.

	 

	Paul was at his desk, hunched over his laptop. His hand shot to the mouse, but not quickly enough. Color rose in his face.

	 

	Kristen stepped inside and closed the door.

	 

	"Relax," she said. "Your wife thinks you might be cheating."

	 

	Paul went pale. Kristen smiled. "Good news," she added. “I told her you probably aren't."

	 

	Paul went pale. "I never would."

	 

	Kristen let the silence stretch just long enough for him to feel it. "I know," she said.

	 

	He blinked at her, thrown by the softness in her voice. "You do?"

	 

	"Paul, please." Kristen stepped farther into the office and lowered her voice, though the door was already closed. "You're not that kind of man."

	 

	His shoulders loosened a little, but the relief only made him look more exposed. He glanced toward the laptop, then back at her. "I don't know what she thinks she found, but I swear to God, I've never cheated on Sarah."

	 

	"I believe you.”

	 

	He swallowed hard. "Thank you."

	 

	Kristen gave him a small, sympathetic smile. "But she's worried. You have to understand that. She found something, and now her mind is running in every terrible direction it can find."

	 

	Paul closed his eyes for a second. "This is bad." 

	 

	"It doesn't have to be."

	 

	He looked at her.

	 

	Kristen tilted her head, studying him in a way that made him straighten in his chair. "Honestly, I think you've been going about it wrong."

	 

	"Going about what wrong?"

	 

	"Trying to get her attention.”

	 

	His face colored again. “I don't know what you mean."

	 

	"Yes, you do." Kristen's tone stayed gentle, almost kind. "You've been nervous around her. Too eager. Too careful. That makes people suspicious, Paul. Especially wives."

	 

	"I just wanted things to be good again," he said. “They were going really well for a while, but lately I feel like she doesn't trust me."

	 

	"I know."

	 

	"She watches me like she's waiting for me to mess up."

	 

	Kristen stepped closer and rested one hand on the back of the chair across from him. "Then stop acting guilty."

	 

	"I'm not guilty."

	 

	"You're acting like you are."

	 

	Paul had no answer for that.

	 

	Kristen let her gaze move over him, not cruelly, but with enough assessment to make him aware of his hair, his shirt, the way he sat. "A little grooming would help. Nothing dramatic. Just enough to make it look like you're making an effort for her instead of hiding from her.”

	 

	He nodded quickly. "Okay." 

	 

	"And maybe better underwear." His eyes widened.

	 

	"Not anything ridiculous," Kristen said, smiling faintly. "Just something sexier. Cleaner lines. Better fit. Something that says you still want your wife to look at you."

	 

	Paul's embarrassment deepened, but he was listening.

	 

	"Trust me," Kristen said. "Sarah wants to feel wanted. She also wants to feel like you care whether she wants you back. A little polish would go a long way toward driving her wild." 

	 

	"You really think so?"

	 

	"I do."

	 

	He looked down, then nodded. "I'd do anything to fix this."

	 

	Kristen's smile softened. “I know I'm Sarah's friend."

	 

	"You are."

	 

	"But I'll help you however I can."

	 

	Paul looked up at her, grateful enough to miss the carefulness behind her expression. “Thank you, Kristen. Really."

	 

	"Of course," she said.

	 

	Then she opened the office door and went back toward the kitchen, already arranging her face into concern before Sarah could see her coming.

	 

	Sarah found the bag in the back of Paul's closet, tucked behind a shoebox and one of the old laptop bags he never used anymore. At first, she thought it might be a gift. That was the only reason she pulled it out instead of leaving it alone. The glossy black shopping bag had tissue paper folded neatly over the top, and the name of the boutique was stamped across the front in silver letters.

	 

	Then she looked inside.

	 

	The lingerie was still wrapped. Tags attached. Tissue paper uncrumpled. Nothing had been. worn, which should have made her feel better, but it didn't. A black lace teddy. A matching garter belt. Stockings. A little satin robe folded beneath them. The receipt was still in the bottom of the bag, tucked beside a small card envelope with nothing written on it.

	 

	Sarah stood there for nearly a full minute, staring down at the bag. If it was a gift for her, he would have hidden it better. If it was a gift for her, he would not have shoved it behind his shoes like contraband. If it was a gift for her, she would not have already found panties in their bedroom that definitely did not belong to her.

	 

	She carried the bag into the bedroom and waited.

	 

	Paul came in twenty minutes later, loosening his tie with one hand and checking his phone with the other. He stopped when he saw her sitting on the edge of the bed with the bag at her feet. His expression changed from confusion to alarm so quickly that Sarah felt her last bit of hope collapse.

	 

	"What's wrong?" he asked.

	 

	Sarah pointed at the bag. "You tell me.”

	 

	Paul looked down. "What is that?"

	 

	"That's what I'm asking you."

	 

	"I don't know."

	 

	Sarah gave a short laugh. "Try again."

	 

	Paul stepped closer, saw the boutique name, and shook his head. "Sarah, I swear to you, I don't know what that is."

	 

	"It was in your closet."

	 

	"My closet?"

	 

	"Behind your shoes."

	 

	"I didn't put it there."

	 

	"Then who did?"

	 

	"I don't know."

	 

	Sarah stood up, her hands shaking now. "That's your answer? There's lingerie hidden in your closet, and your answer is that you don't know?" 

	 

	"It's the truth."

	 

	"It's lingerie, Paul. Expensive lingerie. Unopened lingerie. The kind a man buys when he's planning something." She picked up the receipt and held it out. "Paid for in cash. That's convenient."

	 

	Paul stared at the slip like it might explain itself if he looked hard enough. “I don't know anything about this."

	 

	Sarah's voice dropped. "Is there someone else?" 

	 

	"No."

	 

	"Don't say it like that.”

	 

	"Like what?"

	 

	"Like I'm stupid."

	 

	"You're not stupid. Sarah, I never would."

	 

	Kristen appeared in the doorway then, stopping short as if she had only come looking for a glass of water and found herself in the middle of a disaster. Her dark hair was loose around her shoulders, and her expression moved carefully from Sarah's face to Paul's, then down to the open shopping bag.

	 

	"Oh," she said softly.

	 

	Sarah turned on her, not suspicious of her yet, just desperate for another woman to look at this and say she was not crazy. "Tell me I'm wrong."

	 

	Kristen took a cautious step into the room. "Wrong about what?"

	 

	"He has lingerie hidden in his closet. Not mine. Not opened. Paid for in cash." Sarah's laugh came out brittle. "So either my husband has started buying surprise gifts and hiding them like evidence, or he has a girlfriend."

	 

	"I don't have a girlfriend,” Paul said.

	 

	Sarah snapped her eyes back to him. “Then explain the bag."

	 

	"I can't."

	 

	"That is not helping."

	 

	"I know, but I can't explain something I've never seen before."

	 

	Kristen looked at the bag again, then at Paul. Her face changed, but only slightly, like an uncomfortable possibility had just occurred to her. "Sarah," she said carefully, "can I ask something?"

	 

	Sarah folded her arms. "What?"

	 

	"The websites you mentioned earlier. Were they just porn, or were they specific?"

	 

	Paul looked quickly at Kristen. "Websites?"

	 

	Sarah ignored him. "Specific."

	 

	Kristen's voice stayed gentle. "The domination stuff?"

	 

	Sarah's mouth tightened. "Yes."

	 

	"And the feminization?"

	 

	Paul went still.

	 

	Sarah's eyes narrowed. “Why are you asking that?"

	 

	Kristen hesitated, making it look like she wished she had not started. “Because this might not be what you think.”

	 

	Sarah stared at her. "How could this not be what I think?"

	 

	Kristen looked from the lingerie to Paul, then back to Sarah. “What if he didn't buy it for another woman?"

	 

	Sarah gave a sharp laugh. “Then who did he buy it for?"

	 

	Kristen did not answer right away.

	 

	The silence did it before the words did. Sarah slowly turned toward Paul. "No."

	 

	Paul opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

	 

	Kristen's voice softened. "I'm not saying I know. I'm saying, with the websites and the panties and the way he's acting, there is another explanation."

	 

	Paul stared at her, horrified and confused.

	 

	Sarah's face had gone pale. “Paul?”

	 

	He looked at the bag. Then at his wife. Then at Kristen. He could see the trap forming around him, even if he did not understand how he had stepped into it. If he denied everything, Sarah would hear what she already expected to hear, a cheating husband lying badly. If he accepted Kristen's explanation, it was humiliating and absurd, but at least it was not an affair.

	 

	Sarah's voice shook. "Is that true?"

	 

	Paul swallowed. "I..."

	 

	"Paul."

	 

	He could barely look at her. “Yes."

	 

	Sarah stared at him.

	 

	Paul forced the rest out. "It's mine."

	 

	The room went quiet in a way that felt worse than shouting.

	 

	Sarah looked back into the bag. Her hands were unsteady as she lifted the teddy by its hanger, still folded inside the tissue, with the tags dangling from one strap. “You were going to wear this?"

	 

	Paul's face burned. “I didn't know how to tell you."

	 

	Kristen gave him the smallest possible nod, then stepped in before Sarah could demand details he did not have. "Sometimes people don't get farther than buying it. Especially if they're ashamed. It doesn't mean he cheated."

	 

	Sarah looked at Kristen, then back at Paul. She wanted to be angry. She was angry. But the shape of the anger had changed, and that made her feel unsteady. A minute ago, she had been picturing another woman in their bedroom. Now she was picturing her husband alone in the closet, hiding a bag he was too embarrassed to open.

	 

	"You lied to me," Sarah said.

	 

	Paul nodded quickly. “I know."

	 

	"About this?"

	 

	"Yes."

	 

	"Not about another woman?"

	 

	"No," he said, too fast, too grateful for the question. "Never. I never would."

	 

	Sarah lowered the teddy back into the bag. Then she checked the tag, almost against her will. After that, she looked at the robe, the garter belt, the stockings, each label and measurement confirming a possibility she had not even considered five minutes ago.

	 

	When she looked up again, her face was pale.

	 

	"Well," Sarah said quietly. “Everything does seem to be in your size."

	 

	Sarah kept looking at the tag as if it might change if she stared long enough.

	 

	Paul stood near the bed, red-faced and silent, his eyes moving between his wife, the bag, and Kristen. He looked like a man waiting for a sentence to be passed.

	 

	Kristen let the silence work for a few seconds before she spoke. “Maybe there's a simple way to settle it."

	 

	Sarah looked up. "Settle what?"

	 

	Kristen's tone stayed careful. "Whether it was actually meant for him."

	 

	Paul's head snapped toward her. “What?”

	 

	Kristen did not look at him right away. She kept her attention on Sarah, gentle and reasonable. “If it doesn't fit, then it doesn't fit. If it does..." She let the thought finish itself.

	 

	Sarah's grip tightened around the teddy. "You think he should try it on?"

	 

	"I think it might answer the question."

	 

	Paul shook his head. "No. Absolutely not."

	 

	Sarah looked at him then, and the refusal hit her exactly the wrong way. "Why not?"

	 

	"Because it's humiliating."

	 

	Kristen turned to him with a soft, sympathetic expression. "Paul, I know it is."

	 

	"No, you don't.” His voice came out sharper than he meant, and he immediately looked at Sarah. "I'm sorry. I just. I can't do that."

	 

	Sarah's face hardened, not with anger exactly, but with the wounded suspicion that had been circling her all afternoon. "You can't?"

	 

	"I don't want you seeing me like that."

	 

	Kristen stepped in before the words could curdle. "That may be exactly why it would help."

	 

	Paul stared at her.

	 

	She kept her voice low, almost kind. "Sarah is standing here trying to decide whether this was hidden because you're embarrassed or because you betrayed her. If you're embarrassed, then prove it. Let her see that this really is about you and not another woman."

	 

	Sarah looked away, but Kristen could tell the argument had landed.

	 

	"I don't know," Sarah said.

	 

	"You don't have to like it,” Kristen said. “But you need the truth. Right now you're guessing, and guessing is making everything worse."

	 

	Paul's mouth went dry. "Sarah, please."

	 

	Sarah looked at him, and for a second Kristen thought she might let him off the hook.

	 

	Then Kristen added softly, “He already admitted it was his. This just confirms what he told you." 

	 

	Sarah closed her eyes, then opened them again. "Fine."

	 

	Paul went still.

	 

	"I don't want this," Sarah said, her voice unsteady. "But I think I need to know."

	 

	Kristen took the bag from Sarah before either of them could change their mind. She folded the tissue carefully over the lingerie, then handed it to Paul like she was doing him a favor.

	 

	"You can change in the bathroom," she said.

	 

	Paul took the bag with both hands. He looked sick.

	 

	"Paul," Sarah said.

	 

	He looked at her.

	 

	"If this is really yours, I need you to stop lying to me."

	 

	He nodded, because there was nothing else he could safely do. “Okay."

	 

	Kristen stepped aside to let him pass. As he moved toward the hallway, she leaned close enough that only he could hear her.

	 

	“You better work it,” she whispered, her voice warm and ruthless, "if you want your marriage to survive."

	 

	Paul froze for half a second, then kept walking. The bathroom door closed behind him with a soft click.

	 

	From the bathroom came the faint rustle of tissue paper, then a small plastic snap as Paul opened one of the packages. Sarah flinched at the sound. It made the whole thing feel real in a way the bag had not.

	 

	Kristen watched her from near the foot of the bed. "You okay?"

	 

	Sarah gave her a look. “Do I seem okay?"

	 

	"No," Kristen said. “But you seem like you're trying."

	 

	Sarah folded her arms tightly, her eyes fixed on the closed bathroom door. “I don't know if trying is enough. Even if this is his, even if he didn't cheat, I don't know if I can handle this."

	 

	Kristen let a beat pass before answering. "Handle what exactly?"

	 

	"My husband wanting to wear lingerie." Sarah lowered her voice, though Paul was already behind the door. "My husband wanting to be... like that."

	 

	Kristen softened her face. "Sarah, he can't help what turns something on in his head."

	 

	"That doesn't make it easy."

	 

	"I know. I'm not saying it does." Kristen stepped closer, careful not to crowd her. "But there's a difference between something being strange to you and something being dangerous. He didn't bring another woman into your bed. He didn't betray you. He's embarrassed."

	 

	Sarah looked down at the carpet. "He lied."

	 

	"He hid it," Kristen said. “That's not great. But people hide things they're ashamed of."

	 

	Sarah laughed once, bitterly. “You're making it sound like he forgot to mention he likes pineapple on pizza."

	 

	"No, I'm making it sound like he's still Paul." Kristen glanced toward the bathroom. "It's not like he's wearing dresses all the time or something. He bought lingerie and panicked. That may be weird, but it's not the end of the world unless you decide it is."

	 

	Sarah's mouth tightened. “I don't want to be cruel."

	 

	"You're not cruel."

	 

	"I feel cruel." She rubbed her forehead. "Part of me is relieved. That's horrible, isn't it? I'm relieved because this is better than him cheating, but then I look at that door and think, what if he comes out and I can't look at him the same way?" 

	 

	Kristen touched her arm lightly. "Then don't decide that before you see him."

	 

	Sarah shook her head. “You say that like it's simple."

	 

	"It isn't simple. But maybe it doesn't have to be tragic either." Kristen gave her a small, almost playful shrug. “Who knows? It could even spice things up."

	 

	Sarah stared at her. “Kristen."

	 

	"I'm serious. Maybe not tonight. Maybe not like this. But if he wants to feel wanted, and you want to feel wanted, there might be something there besides disaster."

	 

	Sarah looked back at the bathroom door. The shower curtain rings rattled faintly inside, followed by Paul muttering something under his breath.

	 

	"I want to try," she said quietly. “I do. I just don't know if I'm there yet."

	 

	Kristen nodded. “You don't have to be there yet. Just don't run before he opens the door."

	 

	Sarah took a slow breath and tried to steady herself.

	 

	"I won't," she said, though she sounded like she was making a promise to both of them.

	 

	The bathroom door opened slowly.

	 

	Paul stepped out with the stiff, careful posture of a man walking into court. His face was bright red, his shoulders hunched, and one hand hovered near his hip like he wanted to cover himself but could not decide which part would help most.

	 

	The black lace teddy clung to him in a way none of them expected, the sheer panels lying flat against his torso while the scalloped lace framed his chest and hips with humiliating precision. A small black bra sat beneath it, the cups lightly padded enough to give him a soft, rounded shape under the lace. The matching garter belt circled his waist, clipped to sheer black stockings that stretched neatly up his legs. Over it all, he wore the little satin robe, short and glossy, hanging open because Kristen had told him through the door that Sarah needed to see everything. The whole outfit should have looked absurd on him. Instead, it fit with an awful kind of neatness.

	 

	For a second, no one said anything.

	 

	Paul looked down at himself, then back up. Even he seemed stunned by how cleanly the whole thing fit. The lie had been supposed to save him for a moment. Now it was standing there on his body, looking like evidence.

	 

	Sarah pressed her hand over her mouth.

	 

	Paul swallowed. "I know this looks strange."

	 

	Kristen's eyes flicked toward him, warning him not to sound too defensive.

	 

	He tried again. "I mean, it's embarrassing, obviously. But it's not what you thought. I didn't cheat on you."

	 

	Sarah's shoulders shook once. Paul froze. "Are you laughing?" "No," Sarah said, though she clearly was. 

	 

	"Sarah."

	 

	"I'm sorry." She covered more of her face, but the giggle slipped out anyway, nervous and helpless. "I'm sorry. I know this is serious. I just... Paul, you look so uncomfortable."

	 

	"I am uncomfortable."

	 

	That made it worse. Sarah gave another tiny laugh, then immediately looked guilty for it. "I'm not trying to be mean."

	 

	"I know," he said quickly, grateful for any reaction that was not fury. "I just wanted you to understand. This is all it was. I was embarrassed."

	 

	Kristen stepped toward him with the calm efficiency of someone helping before anyone asked. "Hold still."

	 

	Paul stiffened. “What are you doing?"

	 

	"Fixing this." She reached behind his shoulder and adjusted one of the bra straps. “It's twisted."

	 

	Paul looked at Sarah, silently begging her not to read anything into how easily Kristen moved around him. Sarah was too busy staring at the outfit, still half appalled and half unable to stop herself from smiling.

	 

	Kristen tugged the other strap into place, then smoothed the edge of the teddy near his chest so it sat more evenly. "There. That's better."

	 

	Paul's blush deepened. “Thank you,” he muttered, because he had no idea what else to say.

	 

	Kristen turned back to Sarah with a small, reassuring smile. "See?"

	 

	Sarah blinked. "See what?"

	 

	"It's no big deal." Kristen gestured lightly toward Paul, as if he were proof of a harmless misunderstanding instead of a husband standing in lingerie he had never seen before. "He's embarrassed, not unfaithful. There's a very big difference."

	 

	Sarah looked at Paul again. The giggling faded, but it left something softer behind. She was still confused. Still hurt. Still far from convinced that she knew what to do with any of this. But the horror she had carried into the bedroom had loosened.

	 

	Paul saw that and seized on it.

	 

	"I never wanted to hurt you," he said. "I should have told you. I know that. But I never cheated. I never would."

	 

	Sarah took a long breath, her eyes dropping once more to the stockings, the garter belt, the black lace teddy, and the open satin robe before returning to his miserable face.

	 

	"I believe you," she said, not fully, not easily, but enough for him to breathe again.

	 

	Kristen smiled from behind Sarah's shoulder.

	 

	***

	 

	The next day was Saturday and that morning, Sarah found Kristen in the kitchen rinsing out the coffee pot. Paul had already headed out to go play basketball with his friends.

	 

	For a second, she just stood in the doorway, arms folded loosely across her robe, watching her friend move around like she had lived there for years. Kristen glanced over her shoulder, saw Sarah's face, and turned off the water.

	 

	"Morning," Kristen said carefully.

	 

	"Morning." Sarah stepped into the kitchen and leaned against the counter. She looked tired, but not angry. Mostly she looked like she had been awake for a while, going over the same thoughts until they wore a groove in her head. "I wanted to thank you."

	 

	Kristen raised her eyebrows. “For what?"

	 

	"For yesterday." Sarah pushed a loose blonde strand behind her ear. "For not letting me jump straight to the worst possible conclusion."

	 

	Kristen dried her hands on a dish towel. "You had reasons to be upset."

	 

	"I know, but still. I was ready to believe he had another woman in the house." Sarah looked down, embarrassed by the admission even now. “And it wasn't that."

	 

	"No," Kristen said. "It wasn't."

	 

	Sarah gave a small, uneasy laugh. "It was still strange seeing him like that."

	 

	"I'm sure it was."

	 

	“I mean, really strange."

	 

	Kristen nodded, then let her voice turn practical. "He'll look more normal with makeup and his hair styled."

	 

	Sarah looked up sharply. "That's not what I mean."

	 

	Kristen blinked. “No?"

	 

	"I don't mean he looked strange because he didn't do it right." Sarah wrapped her hands around her mug, even though she had not poured coffee yet. "I mean it just didn't seem like Paul. My Paul. Standing there in stockings and that little robe, looking like he wanted the floor to swallow him. I keep trying to put the two things together in my head, and they don't fit."

	 

	Kristen's expression softened in exactly the right way. “He must have buried that secret deep."

	 

	Sarah nodded slowly. “I know." She looked toward the hallway, though Paul had already left. "And I feel awful about my reaction."

	 

	"You were shocked."

	 

	"I laughed."

	 

	"You were nervous."

	 

	"I still laughed." Sarah's mouth tightened with guilt. "He looked so embarrassed. I thought I was going to catch him cheating on me, and then when I found out it was something else, I was so relieved that I laughed right in his face."

	 

	Kristen moved closer and touched her arm. "Sarah, you didn't mock him. You had a human reaction to a very strange night."

	 

	"That doesn't mean it didn't hurt him."

	 

	"No," Kristen said gently. “It probably did."

	 

	Sarah closed her eyes for a second. When she opened them again, her face had settled into a worried kind of resolve. "I want to make it up to him."

	 

	Kristen kept her expression neutral. "What do you mean?"

	 

	"I don't know yet." Sarah finally poured herself coffee, mostly to give her hands something to do. "I don't want to pretend I'm suddenly fine with everything, because I'm not. But I don't want him thinking I hate him either. I don't want him feeling ashamed every time he looks at me."

	 

	Kristen turned slightly, hiding the small smile that tried to pull at the corner of her mouth.

	 

	"That's kind of you," she said.

	 

	"I'm his wife." Sarah gave her a sad little shrug. "If this is really part of him, I don't want to be the person who makes him feel disgusting."

	 

	Kristen let that sit for a moment, then sighed as if she had been debating whether to mention something.

	 

	"What?" Sarah asked.

	 

	"I didn't want to say anything."

	 

	Sarah's eyes narrowed with concern. “About what?"

	 

	Kristen looked uncomfortable, which only made Sarah lean in.

	 

	"Some of my things are missing," Kristen said. "Not a lot. Just a couple pieces. And some of the things I found in the laundry have been stretched out."

	 

	Sarah stared at her.

	 

	Kristen lifted both hands quickly. “I'm not mad. I'm really not. Now that we know what's going on, it makes sense. I just didn't want to make him feel worse last night."

	 

	"Oh my God," Sarah said softly.

	 

	"Sarah."

	 

	"He's been taking your clothes?"

	 

	"I don't know that for sure."

	 

	"But you think so."

	 

	Kristen hesitated just long enough. “I think he may have borrowed some things and then panicked."

	 

	Sarah's face folded with fresh guilt. “And you didn't say anything?"

	 

	"You had enough to handle yesterday."

	 

	Sarah looked toward the hallway again, and this time her expression was different. Still unsettled, but less betrayed than sad. “He must have been desperate."

	 

	"Maybe." Kristen kept her voice mild. "Or maybe he just didn't know how to start.”"

	 

	Sarah looked back at her. "What should I do?"

	 

	Kristen shrugged, as if the answer had only just occurred to her. "If he wants to dress up that badly, maybe the nicest thing you could do is buy him some clothes of his own.”

	 

	Sarah was quiet.

	 

	Kristen watched the idea settle.

	 

	"Not as a punishment," she added. “Not as a joke. Just something that says you're trying. Something that belongs to him, so he doesn't have to sneak around or ruin anyone else's things."

	 

	Sarah looked down into her coffee. “That actually might help."

	 

	"I think it would mean a lot to him."

	 

	Sarah nodded, slowly at first, then with more certainty. "Maybe I could get him a few things. Nothing too much. Just enough that he knows I'm not rejecting him.”

	 

	Kristen smiled into her mug.

	 

	"I think that's a lovely idea," she said.

	 

	Kristen looked down into her coffee as if she hated having to continue.

	 

	"It wasn't just underwear," she said.

	 

	Sarah's eyebrows drew together. “What else?" 

	 

	Kristen made a small face. "A couple of dresses." Sarah stared at her. "Dresses?"

	 

	"I'm not saying he definitely took them," Kristen said quickly. "I'm saying they went missing, and then one of them turned up in the laundry hamper stretched at the seams. Now that we know what we know, it sort of explains things."

	 

	Sarah set her mug down. "What kind of dresses?" 

	 

	Kristen hesitated, then sighed. "The black wrap dress I wore when we all went out for dinner last month. The one with the low neckline."

	 

	Sarah remembered it immediately. She had teased Kristen about looking like she was heading to a cocktail bar instead of a neighborhood restaurant. “That dress?"

	 

	"Apparently Paul liked it too."

	 

	Sarah's face went blank with shock, then color crept into her cheeks. “Oh my God."

	 

	"And my red bodycon dress," Kristen added, watching Sarah carefully. "The short one. I found it shoved behind the dryer with one of the side seams pulled a little. Not ruined, but definitely strained."

	 

	Sarah closed her eyes. "Paul."

	 

	"There was also the blue satin slip dress."

	 

	Sarah opened her eyes again. “The one with the little straps?"

	 

	Kristen nodded. "That one. One strap was twisted, and the zipper was stuck halfway down when I found it. I thought maybe I'd done it myself when I was unpacking, but now..." She let the sentence trail off, giving Sarah room to finish it in her own mind.

	 

	Sarah rubbed her temple. “So he likes sexy dresses."

	 

	"It seems that way."

	 

	"What else?"

	 

	Kristen looked almost apologetic. "A pair of heels."

	 

	Sarah's gaze sharpened. “Heels?"

	 

	"My black stilettos. The ankle-strap ones." Kristen lifted one shoulder. "I couldn't find them for two days, and when I did, they were under the couch. One of the straps had been buckled on the wrong hole, like someone had been trying to force it."

	 

	Sarah sat back slowly. "He tried to wear your heels?"

	 

	"I think so."

	 

	"Can he even fit in your shoes?"

	 

	"Not well," Kristen said. "That's probably why he stretched the strap."

	 

	Sarah looked toward the hallway, as if she expected Paul to appear and explain himself. “This is so much more than I thought."

	 

	Kristen softened her voice. “It probably feels that way because you're learning it all at once. For him, it may have built up slowly. A dress here. A pair of heels there. A little private fantasy he didn't know how to talk about."

	 

	Sarah was quiet for a moment, absorbing it. “You said a couple of dresses. That sounds like more than a couple."

	 

	Kristen gave her a guilty little smile. “There may have been more."

	 

	"Kristen."

	 

	"The green halter dress I wore to Megan's party. The black miniskirt. A pink blouse that came back with makeup on the collar.” Kristen held up a hand before Sarah could react too strongly. "Not a lot of makeup. Just enough that I noticed."

	 

	Sarah's mouth fell open. "He was doing makeup too?"

	 

	"I don't know. Maybe he just brushed against something. But with the websites..."

	 

	"Right,” Sarah said faintly. “The websites."

	 

	"And my silver heels were moved," Kristen added. "I can't prove he wore them, but they were definitely not where I left them."

	 

	Sarah stared into her coffee. “Sexy dresses. Heels. Lingerie. Makeup."

	 

	"At least now you know the sort of things he likes,” Kristen said gently.

	 

	Sarah looked up.

	 

	Kristen shrugged, making it sound practical instead of loaded. “I mean, if you're really thinking about buying him some clothes of his own, this helps. You don't have to guess from nothing. He seems drawn to fitted things. Short dresses. Straps. Satin. Lace. Heels that make him feel...” She paused, choosing the word carefully. “Feminine."

	 

	Sarah's face was still flushed, but she was listening.

	 

	"I'm not saying you need to buy anything outrageous," Kristen continued. “But maybe don't start with sweatpants and a plain cotton nightgown. If he's been sneaking into dresses like that, he probably wants to feel pretty. Maybe sexy. Even if he's mortified by it."

	 

	Sarah gave a slow nod, her expression shifting from shock into thought. "That's actually useful." 

	 

	Kristen hid her smile behind her mug. "I thought it might be."

	 

	"I wouldn't even know where to start otherwise." Sarah let out a breath. “I mean, if I'm going to do this, I don't want to make it worse by buying him something that feels like a joke."

	 

	"Exactly."

	 

	"A few pieces," Sarah said, more to herself than to Kristen. "Something private. Something that fits him. Maybe a dress, some underwear, shoes if I can figure out his size."

	 

	Kristen's eyes brightened, but her voice stayed calm. "That sounds kind."

	 

	Sarah nodded again, steadier now. “It would be his own girly wardrobe. Just a start. Something that says I'm trying, but also that he can't keep stealing your things."

	 

	Kristen smiled into her coffee.

	 

	"That seems fair," she said.

	 

	***

	 

	Paul came home a little after three, still in his basketball shorts and a sweat-darkened T-shirt, with his gym bag slung over one shoulder and his hair damp from effort. He kicked off his sneakers by the door and called toward the kitchen, "Sarah?"

	 

	"She's out shopping," Kristen replied.

	 

	Paul stopped at the sound of her voice. She was sitting at the kitchen table with her phone in one hand and a glass of iced tea in the other, looking far too pleased with herself.

	 

	"Oh," he said, trying not to sound disappointed. "I'm sorry I missed her. I wanted to talk to her after yesterday."

	 

	Kristen's smile widened. "That's sweet. She's out buying some dresses and heels for you."

	 

	For a second, Paul just stared at her.

	 

	Then Kristen cackled.

	 

	Not laughed. Cackled.

	 

	The sound crawled right up his spine.

	 

	"What?" he said.

	 

	"You heard me."

	 

	"No. No, that's not happening.” Paul dropped his gym bag beside the counter. “I don't want to wear dresses."

	 

	Kristen tilted her head, all fake sympathy. "Then you probably shouldn't have done such a good job convincing her that you did."

	 

	"I didn't convince her. You did."

	 

	“And you went along with it.”

	 

	"Because you trapped me."

	 

	"Because you were very motivated not to look like a cheating husband." Kristen sipped her iced tea like they were discussing weather. "So now it's either dresses, Princess, or confess to the affair."

	 

	Paul's face went hot. "There was no affair."

	 

	"Sarah doesn't know that."

	 

	"You!" His voice jumped, and he pointed at her. "You did this. You bought that lingerie."

	 

	Kristen's smile became smaller, sharper. "Good luck proving that now that you've modeled it."

	 

	Paul's mouth opened, then closed. He looked toward the bedroom, toward the front door, toward anywhere but her smug face.

	 

	"I want you out," he said.

	 

	Kristen burst out laughing again, louder this time. "Oh, Paul."

	 

	"I mean it. Get out of my house."

	 

	"Your house?" Kristen set her glass down. "That's adorable. You really want to explain to Sarah that you're throwing out her friend because I know about your secret little wardrobe?"

	 

	"It isn't my secret wardrobe."

	 

	"It is now."

	 

	Paul took a step toward her, then stopped himself. "I'm not doing this."

	 

	"You are absolutely doing this." Kristen stood, smoothing her shirt as if she had all the time in the world. "Sarah spent the morning feeling guilty because she laughed at you. She thinks she hurt your feelings. She thinks buying you a few pretty things will show you she accepts you."

	 

	Paul looked stricken. "You told her to do that."

	 

	"I encouraged her to be a supportive wife." "You lied to her."

	 

	Kristen's expression cooled. "Careful. You lied to her too."

	 

	He swallowed, because that landed. He had said it was his. He had said he bought it. He had stood in front of his wife in black lace and let her believe every word because the alternative had felt worse.

	 

	Kristen saw the fight drain out of him and smiled again.

	 

	"Good. Now listen closely. Sarah is going to come home with bags. Dresses. Shoes. Maybe something lacy if she got brave. When she does, you are not going to sulk. You are not going to deny it. You are not going to act like she did something wrong. You are going to gush.”

	 

	"I'm not gushing."

	 

	"You'll gush."

	 

	"Kristen."

	 

	"No. You'll tell her she's wonderful. You'll tell her you can't believe she would do something so kind. You'll model every single thing she bought, and you'll make her feel like the best wife in the world."

	 

	Paul's jaw clenched. "You're insane."

	 

	"Maybe." She stepped closer, lowering her voice. "But I'm also the only reason Sarah isn't packing a bag right now."

	 

	He looked away.

	 

	Kristen glanced over him with open distaste. "Before that, you need to clean up. You smell like a locker room, and if Sarah is about to present you with your first girly wardrobe, you're not doing it with sweaty pits and hairy legs."

	 

	His eyes snapped back to her. "No."

	 

	"Yes." Kristen pointed toward the hallway. "Bathroom. Now. Take a scented bubble bath. Use the purple bottle by the tub."

	 

	"I'm not taking a bubble bath."

	 

	"You are. And while you're in there, use my razors and shaving cream to get that gross body hair off."

	 

	Paul looked horrified. "I'm not shaving my legs."

	 

	"You're shaving whatever needs shaving." Kristen smiled sweetly. "Legs, chest, underarms. Sarah is buying you dresses and heels, not a lumberjack costume."

	 

	"This is ridiculous."

	 

	"This is survival." Kristen stepped even closer, close enough that he lowered his voice without meaning to. "You have two choices. You can be Sarah's embarrassed little husband with a harmless secret, or you can be the man she thinks brought another woman into her bedroom."

	 

	Paul stared at her, breathing hard.

	 

	Kristen's voice softened into something cruelly cheerful. "So go run the bath."

	 

	He did not move.

	 

	She leaned in and whispered, "When Sarah comes home, you won't only model everything. You'll thank her. You'll smile. You'll act excited. And if your voice cracks, that'll probably help."

	 

	Paul looked at the front door like he might bolt.

	 

	Kristen followed his gaze and laughed softly. "Where are you going to go, Princess? Out there in basketball shorts, telling people your wife's friend framed you into becoming a crossdresser?"

	 

	He shut his eyes.

	 

	"That's what I thought." Kristen stepped back and pointed down the hall. "Bath. Purple bottle. Razors. Shaving cream."

	 

	Paul picked up his gym bag with numb fingers. "And Paul?"

	 

	He stopped.

	 

	Kristen smiled.

	 

	"Welcome to girlhood, sissy."

	 

	TO BE CONTINUED
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