
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	 

	She Moved In, Part 2

	Kylie Gable

	 

	Copyright Candy Apple Press O 2026 All rights reserved. For Mature audiences only. All characters are above the legal age.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	She Moved In, Part 2

	Kylie Gable

	 

	Paul stood beside the open dresser in a clean T-shirt and sweatpants, freshly bathed, freshly shaved, and still smelling faintly of lavender from the purple bottle Kristen had ordered him to use. His legs felt wrong under the soft cotton, too smooth every time the fabric shifted. The empty drawer in front of him made it worse. Kristen had carried away his underwear like she had every right to do it, and he still had no idea how to stop her.

	 

	From the front of the house came the sound of the door opening, followed by the rustle of shopping bags.

	 

	"Paul? Kristen?" Sarah called, bright but nervous. "I'm back! You wouldn't believe the lines at Macy's, but I think I found some things that are absolutely perfect."

	 

	Kristen, who had been lingering just outside the bedroom doorway, looked back at Paul. Her face changed almost instantly, softening into the sweet, supportive expression Sarah had come to trust. Only her eyes stayed sharp when she caught his.

	 

	She leaned back into the room just enough to whisper, "You better work it, girl."

	 

	Before Paul could answer, she turned toward the hall, her voice warm and delighted. “Oh, yay! Let's see them. Paul's been waiting right here."

	 

	Paul forced his hands open and rubbed his palms against his jeans. He tried to make his face look grateful, or touched, or whatever Kristen expected from him. It felt impossible. His mouth was dry, his legs felt unsteady, and all he could think about was the empty drawer behind him.

	 

	Sarah rounded the corner with glossy boxes stacked in her arms and a garment bag hooked over one wrist. Her cheeks were flushed from the drive, and her eyes moved to Paul with a nervous tenderness that made the whole thing worse. She was not trying to humiliate him. She thought she was helping.

	 

	"Hi,” Sarah said softly, setting the boxes on the mattress. "I, um, brought a few options. Kristen told me not to overthink it, so I tried to be a little brave."

	 

	"He's thrilled," Kristen said, leaning against the doorframe with a fond smile. “Step one is always the hardest, but he's doing great."

	 

	Sarah smiled, encouraged, and unzipped the garment bag first. “Okay, so I looked at a few different styles. I wasn't sure what you'd like, but I wanted things that felt real. Not costume stuff."

	 

	She reached inside and pulled out a bright orange Bebe halter bandage dress. The color alone made Paul's face go hot, and the shape was worse. It looked like it had been designed to announce every inch of whoever wore it.

	 

	"I thought this one was kind of bold,” Sarah said, turning it so he could see the front. “Maybe too bold, but the woman at the store said this kind of fit can be flattering.”

	 

	Paul stared at it.

	 

	"And then I found this one." Sarah laid the orange dress on the bed and pulled out a second hanger. "It's black, so it seemed easier. Still pretty, though."

	 

	The black color-block Bebe dress looked almost severe compared to the orange one, but not safer.

	 

	The fabric was dense and fitted, made to pull tight and hold a shape. Paul could already imagine Kristen watching him try to walk in it.

	 

	"It's beautiful, Sarah," Kristen said from the doorway. "The black one is a great choice. Don't you think so, Paul?"

	 

	Paul looked from Kristen's expectant stare to Sarah's hopeful face. If he rejected the clothes now, Sarah would feel foolish. Worse, she would wonder why he had let her believe this was something he wanted.

	 

	He forced his mouth into a smile. “They're beautiful," he said, his voice rough enough that he had to clear his throat. "Thank you. You really went all out."

	 

	Sarah's relief was immediate. “Oh, good. I was so worried you'd think it was too much. But wait, there's more. I wanted to give you some variety."

	 

	She reached into another bag and pulled out two dresses from Petal and Pup. One was a pink floral mini dress, soft and feminine enough to look absurd against the familiar bedroom furniture. The other was a cream-colored maxi dress with ruffles and tiers that made it feel romantic in a way Paul had never wanted associated with him.

	 

	"And this," Sarah said, lowering her voice as if she were revealing something special.

	 

	The next dress shimmered as she lifted it out of the bag. It was a royal blue B Darlin gown, covered in sequins, with a high slit that flashed open when the fabric moved. Sarah laughed nervously as she held it up.

	 

	"This one is probably too much," she said. "But I saw it and thought, well, maybe someday. Privately, obviously."

	 

	Paul looked at the pile of satin, sequins, ruffles, and tight fabric spreading across his bed. The room still looked like his room, but the clothes made it feel less certain, as if Sarah had brought home a version of him she already believed in and expected him to step into.

	 

	Kristen stepped farther into the room. "We should have him try something on. Otherwise Sarah won't know if she guessed right."

	 

	Sarah looked at Paul. "Only if you're comfortable."

	 

	Kristen's smile did not change, but her eyes told him exactly what the correct answer was.

	 

	"Of course," Paul said. "That makes sense."

	 

	Sarah looked relieved again. “I got shoes too. I wasn't sure about the size, so I kept the receipts."

	 

	She opened one of the boxes and showed him a pair of strappy black heels, then another pair in a softer nude color. The heels were not outrageously high, but they were high enough. Paul could feel Kristen watching his reaction, enjoying every second of his effort not to look horrified.

	 

	"And I got some lingerie,” Sarah said, more quietly now. "Not like last night, exactly. Just some things that might work under the dresses."

	 

	She opened another box and revealed folded lace, stockings, and a few soft, delicate pieces that made Paul want to disappear. Sarah handled them carefully, as if choosing them had been an act of apology rather than another turn of the screw Kristen had built into his life.

	 

	"Go ahead, Paul," Kristen said, her voice full of helpful warmth. "Take the black one and the lingerie. You can change in the bathroom, and then Sarah can see how it fits."

	 

	Paul stood frozen for a moment. He wanted to tell Sarah everything. He wanted to point at Kristen and make Sarah understand what was happening. But Sarah was smoothing one of the dresses on the bed with such careful hope that his nerve failed him before he could speak.

	 

	He stepped forward and took the black dress and lingerie from Sarah's hands.

	 

	“Thank you," he said, making himself look directly at her. "I'll go try it on."

	 

	Sarah's face softened. "Take your time. We'll be right here.”

	 

	"Oh, we're not going anywhere," Kristen said.

	 

	Paul backed toward the en-suite bathroom with the black dress draped over one arm and the lace clutched in his other hand. As he closed the door, he heard Sarah's voice through the wood.

	 

	"I'm so glad he's opening up, Kristen. I was afraid he'd be angry."

	 

	"He's doing great," Kristen said, loud enough for him to hear clearly. “Just wait until he comes out. Once he sees how he looks in the heels, we can finally open up that big makeup palette you bought."

	 

	The black bandage dress was tight enough that Paul had to hold his breath to get the zipper past his ribs. By the time he stepped out of the bathroom, the strappy black heels had made his posture stiff and careful, forcing him to take shorter steps than he wanted. He felt exposed in every direction, but he made himself smile the way Kristen had told him to.

	 

	Sarah gasped softly, her hands lifting to her mouth. "Oh, Paul. You look incredible. Doesn't he, Kristen?"

	 

	"Remarkable," Kristen said, studying him with calm satisfaction. "The fit is better than I expected. You see? I told you he could pull it off."

	 

	Sarah moved closer, her face bright with relief. She circled him once, then adjusted one of the straps with nervous care, as if touching the dress too roughly might undo the fragile peace she thought they were building. "It really does suit you. But wait, we have to see the orange one. That's the one I was really excited about."

	 

	Paul managed a tight nod and went back into the bathroom.

	 

	He peeled off the black dress, folded it badly, and reached for the bright orange Bebe halter. The fabric was even less forgiving, and he had to twist his arms awkwardly behind his neck to fasten the collar. While he struggled with the clasp in front of the mirror, he heard Sarah and Kristen talking just outside the door.

	 

	"I'm still a little unsure how to feel about the shaving," Sarah admitted, her voice lower now. "When I went in to grab the laundry earlier, I noticed he'd completely shaved his chest and legs. It was just a little shocking. I didn't expect him to go that far so fast."

	 

	Paul froze, his fingers slipping off the clasp.

	 

	"Oh, sweetie, don't worry about that," Kristen said smoothly. “He probably just wanted the dresses to sit right. Body hair can ruin the whole look, especially with fitted clothes."

	 

	"I guess that makes sense."

	 

	"It does. But honestly, doing it with a regular razor can leave awful razor burn. If he's going to keep exploring this, you might want to have it done properly."

	 

	“Like at a spa?”

	 

	"Exactly. Somewhere nice. Somewhere they won't make him feel awkward."

	 

	"That would actually be great,” Sarah said, then sighed. "Except tomorrow is Tuesday. I have that massive regional compliance audit at work, and I can't take the day off. Darn it. I wanted to be there for him."

	 

	"Well," Kristen said, sounding hesitant in exactly the right way, “going to a high-end salon alone for the first time would probably be intimidating for him. He might get nervous and walk right out.”

	 

	There was a pause.

	 

	"Kristen," Sarah said hopefully, "would you mind taking him? Just to help him get checked in and comfortable?"

	 

	Through the narrow gap by the door, Paul saw Kristen lower her eyes as if she were weighing the favor. Even from inside the bathroom, he could see the performance.

	 

	"I suppose I could clear my afternoon," Kristen said at last. "For Paul? Of course I'll take him.”

	 

	"Thank you so much," Sarah said, and Paul heard the quick movement of what had to be a hug. "You are the best friend anyone could ask for. Seriously."

	 

	Paul stared at himself in the mirror. The orange dress was half fastened, bright and humiliating against his skin. He forced his hands to move again, got the clasp secured, and opened the bathroom door.

	 

	Sarah turned, and her face lit up.

	 

	"Oh, Paul, the orange is stunning," she said, walking toward him with open delight. "And guess what? Tomorrow afternoon, you're going to get to go to a real spa with Kristen. She's going to take you to get pampered and help you figure out what works."

	 

	Paul stood there in the tight orange dress, trying to keep his breathing even. Sarah looked so pleased, so proud of herself for finding a way to support him, that refusing would have been almost impossible.

	 

	His eyes moved past her shoulder.

	 

	Kristen stood behind Sarah, where only he could see her clearly. Her supportive smile was still in place, but her eyes had changed. They were bright with private amusement, watching him process the new trap she had set while Sarah stood between them, happy and unsuspecting. Paul forced his smile wider.

	 

	"Yeah," he said, keeping his eyes on Kristen for half a second too long. “That sounds wonderful. I can't wait."

	 

	***

	 

	The next afternoon, Kristen drove Paul across town in her silver SUV while he sat stiffly in the passenger seat, knees pressed together, one hand gripping the edge of the seat hard enough to whiten his knuckles. The air conditioning was on, but he still felt overheated. The dress Kristen had put him in made that impossible to ignore.

	 

	It was pale blue and aggressively feminine in a way that felt almost childish at first glance, which somehow made it worse. The square neckline framed his collarbones, the bodice hugged him snugly, and embroidered flowers climbed across the chest and curled along the hem of the short skirt. White trim edged the neckline and hem. The skirt barely reached past mid-thigh when he sat, and the white ankle-strap heels with ridiculous bows on the toes forced his legs into a careful, unfamiliar angle. Kristen had pinned his hair up into a curly, messy little updo that left soft tendrils at the sides of his face, and the oversized white earrings brushing his neck felt absurd every time he turned his head.

	 

	Kristen, of course, looked normal in the most infuriating way possible. Not plain exactly, and not sloppy, but normal. She wore a white short-sleeved polo with a green skirt that hit above the knee, with simple shoes and her dark hair falling loose around her shoulders. She looked like a stylish woman running errands before meeting a friend for lunch, not someone escorting a terrified man to a salon for the makeover of a lifetime.

	 

	"You can stop sitting there like you're on your way to your execution," Kristen said, keeping one hand light on the wheel. “It's making the dress wrinkle."

	 

	Paul turned toward her. "You said we were going to a spa."

	 

	"We are."

	 

	"You didn't say you were going to parade me in there dressed like this."

	 

	Kristen laughed softly. “Sarah thinks I'm taking her brave little husband somewhere discreet so he can feel more comfortable. Sarah also isn't here, which means I get to do this properly. By the time we're done, you'll be calling this your tomboy outfit."

	 

	Paul looked down at the blue skirt pooled over his thighs and then quickly tugged it lower. Kristen noticed immediately.

	 

	"Don't do that," she said.

	 

	"Do what?"

	 

	"That panicky little hem tug." She glanced at him and smiled. “It tells the whole world you know you look ridiculous."

	 

	"I do look ridiculous."

	 

	"No. Right now you look uncomfortable." Her tone was matter-of-fact, which made it worse. "There's a difference, and if you were smart, you'd learn it."

	 

	Paul turned toward the window. Cars passed them in both directions. Every stoplight felt like a punishment. He kept expecting someone in the next lane to glance over and laugh, or point, or stare long enough for him to know what they were thinking. Most of them did not even look. A few did, but only briefly. Kristen seemed amused by that too.

	 

	"You know what your problem is?" she said. 

	 

	"I'm sure you're going to tell me."

	 

	"You keep thinking there's some way to go backward." She slowed for a light and rested her wrist against the steering wheel. “There isn't. You already stood in front of Sarah in lingerie and told her it was yours. You already let her buy you dresses, heels, lingerie, and makeup. You already let her believe she's helping you become who you really are."

	 

	"I didn't let her. You forced it."

	 

	"I know." Kristen shrugged. “And yet she still believes it. That's what matters."

	 

	He said nothing.

	 

	"The sooner you understand that," Kristen went on, "the easier this gets. There is no going back, Paul. Not cleanly. Not without making Sarah feel stupid and betrayed. So the sooner you learn to embrace being a woman, at least on the outside, the less embarrassing all of this will be for you."

	 

	He let out a short, humorless laugh. "That doesn't even make sense."

	 

	"It makes perfect sense." She gave him a quick glance. "If you keep fighting every step, everybody will know they're looking at a guy in a dress. You'll walk stiff, your face will tighten, your shoulders will bunch up, and every woman in that spa will clock you in five seconds. If you make an effort, though, if you stop acting insulted by the clothes and try to move like you belong in them, people will mostly see a nervous woman getting her hair done."

	 

	"I'm not a woman."

	 

	Kristen smiled. “Not yet. You see, that's the beauty of this Paul. If you fight this you are going to be so publicly humiliated every step of the way. If you don't fight this, you'll still be just as humiliated only it'll be private. Or at least as private as I'll allow it."

	 

	Paul clenched his jaw and looked away again.

	 

	She let the silence sit for a few seconds before continuing, her voice calmer now, almost practical. "Listen to me. I'm giving you good advice, whether you appreciate it or not. Your masculinity is as gone as your boxers. You already gave that up when you lied to Sarah. Now your only real protection is presentation. The more polished and feminine you look, the less anybody questions why you're dressed like this. The less they question it, the less often you have to feel like a fraud."

	 

	That landed harder than he wanted it to. He hated that she was clever enough to build the trap and then explain it to him in terms that almost sounded useful. Kristen noticed the shift and pressed a little harder.

	 

	"Think about it," she said. "If you stomp into that salon glaring, clutching your skirt, and moving like you're being punished, you become a spectacle. If you keep your shoulders down, sit with your knees together, thank people nicely, and stop fidgeting every time your earrings move, you become something much less interesting."

	 

	Paul adjusted one of the earrings, then realized what he had done.

	 

	Kristen laughed. “Exactly. That's how it starts." 

	 

	"You enjoy this way too much."

	 

	"Of course I do." She turned down a busier road lined with boutiques and cafes. "This is exactly what I live for. Sarah would never send you out in public like this because Sarah is too nice and too worried about your feelings. I'm not. I know what actually works and I absolutely adore emasculating little sissies like you."

	 

	"What works," he said flatly, "is humiliating me." 

	 

	"What works," Kristen replied, “is forcing you to stop pretending this is temporary."

	 

	He looked down at the pale blue dress again. The embroidered flowers felt unreal against his body. The whole outfit looked like something a pretty young woman might wear to brunch or a spring party, not something a man got cornered into wearing on a Tuesday afternoon. That was probably the point.

	 

	Kristen reached across the center console and nudged his wrist away from the hem again. "Stop that. Hands relaxed. Legs together. Back straighter."

	 

	He stared at her. "You're giving me posture notes now?"

	 

	"Yes." She smiled. “And you should be grateful. Right now you still move like a man trying not to be seen. That's why this feels so bad. The clothes aren't doing all the work. Your body is fighting them."

	 

	"I'm not trying to make this easier for you."

	 

	She parked, turned off the engine, and looked him over with open appraisal. "Cross your legs before you get out. This skirt is very short, and I'd hate for you to flash the parking lot before we even get inside. Also, whatever you do, understand I am going to love watching it. I'm not sugar coating anything."

	 

	Paul closed his eyes for one second. When he opened them again, he adjusted himself carefully, bringing his knees together the way she had been nagging him to do the whole drive.

	 

	Kristen noticed, of course.

	 

	"There," she said. "Better already."

	 

	He reached for the door handle. "I hate you."

	 

	"I know." Her smile widened slightly. "The fun part is that it doesn't matter."

	 

	They both got out. Kristen came around the front of the car looking relaxed and ordinary, completely at home in her own skin. Paul stood beside the passenger door feeling absurdly overdressed by comparison, as if Kristen had chosen every girlish detail to make sure he looked more feminine than the actual woman escorting him inside. The contrast made his face heat before they had even reached the entrance.

	 

	Kristen fell into step beside him as they walked toward the entrance. “One last tip," she said quietly. "When we go in, smile. Not too much. Just enough. Thank the receptionist, sit up straight, and act like this is all a little embarrassing but also something you really want. If you sell it, people will help you. If you fight it, people will study you."

	 

	Paul said nothing.

	 

	Kristen reached for the door and held it open. "Ready?"

	 

	He looked at the glass, caught a glimpse of himself in it, and barely recognized the person staring back. "No," he said.

	 

	Kristen's smile turned pleased. “That's fine. You're still going in."

	 

	Then she guided him through the door and into the cool, perfumed quiet of the salon.

	 

	***

	 

	The salon smelled like citrus oil, clean towels, and expensive perfume. Paul barely made it three steps inside before Kristen touched his elbow and steered him toward a curved white waiting chair near the reception desk. He sat because standing felt worse, but sitting had its own problems. The dress rode higher than he wanted, the earrings shifted against his neck, and the heels forced his feet into a position that made him feel staged even before anyone had spoken to him.

	 

	"Hands in your lap," Kristen murmured.

	 

	Paul obeyed before he could stop himself, then hated that he had.

	 

	The receptionist looked up from her computer and broke into a delighted smile. "Kristen!"

	 

	"Gina!" Kristen crossed the lobby and hugged her like they were old friends meeting for brunch instead of conspirators at the edge of Paul's ruin. The two women kissed cheeks lightly, then Gina leaned back, still smiling, until her eyes moved past Kristen to the chair.

	 

	Paul saw the exact moment she noticed him.

	 

	Gina's mouth twitched. She covered it quickly with the back of her hand, not quite fast enough to hide the suppressed giggle. Her eyes traveled from the pale blue dress to the white heels, then up to his face and hair. She looked amused, curious, and professionally interested all at once.

	 

	"Oh, wow," Gina said, lowering her voice just enough to make it feel private without making it kind. “This one looks even girlier than usual."

	 

	Paul's face burned.

	 

	Kristen glanced over her shoulder at him with open satisfaction. "Doesn't he?"

	 

	"I love those shoes," Gina said. "The bows are ridiculous."

	 

	"I know," Kristen said warmly. “That's why I picked them."

	 

	Paul looked down at his hands and tried not to hear anything else. Unfortunately, Kristen did not give him that mercy.

	 

	"This is my newest project," she said, leaning one hip against the reception counter. "Technically, he belongs to my friend. Her husband."

	 

	Gina's eyebrows rose. "Oh?"

	 

	"Serial cheater," Kristen said smoothly. "Got caught. My friend can't divorce him right now, but she is absolutely determined to make him pay for it."

	 

	Paul's head snapped up. “That's not—”

	 

	Kristen turned her smile on him, sweet and lethal. "Quiet, princess. Grown-ups are talking." Gina's gaze sharpened with fresh interest.

	 

	Kristen turned back to her. “I mentioned my little hobby, and she was all in. She wants him feminized properly. Not just a dress and lipstick he can wash off when he gets home. She wants the works, especially anything that lingers. Things he can't just take off when he's tired of being embarrassed."

	 

	Gina looked at Paul again, and whatever sympathy she might have had vanished under the word cheater. "I hate cheaters."

	 

	"Same," Kristen said.

	 

	“I mean, really hate them.”

	 

	"Then you're going to enjoy this one." Kristen lowered her voice, though Paul could still hear every word. “She wants him to see a woman every time he looks in the mirror.”

	 

	Paul started to say something, but an arched eyebrow from Kristen quieted him right down.

	 

	Gina nodded slowly, as if accepting a serious professional assignment. “Brows, obviously. Waxing?"

	 

	"Everything visible," Kristen said. "Legs, chest, underarms. Whatever needs doing. Facial, skincare, manicure, pedicure. Something pretty on the nails. Not clear. I want him noticing it."

	 

	"Hair?"

	 

	"Feminine shape today. We're growing it toward a bob, but I want him softer immediately. Bangs, face-framing, product, the whole thing. I don't want him walking out looking like a man who borrowed a dress."

	 

	Gina looked past Kristen at Paul again. This time her eyes lingered on his face. "He's closer than he thinks."

	 

	Kristen smiled. “That's what I told him.”

	 

	Gina picked up the phone at the desk. "I'll tell Amber. She'll know what to do. And I'll flag the appointment so nobody goes conservative on him."

	 

	"Perfect."

	 

	Paul looked around the lobby, desperate for somewhere to put his eyes. A woman in a robe near the water station glanced at him, then looked again. Another woman waiting by the nail wall paused with a magazine half open in her lap. Their expressions were not simple recognition or open laughter. They were studying him, trying to solve him, trying to decide what they were seeing.

	 

	Kristen noticed too.

	 

	She looked at Paul's reflection in the glass behind the desk, then smiled to herself. That was progress. They were not all looking at him and immediately seeing a man in a dress. Some of them were still uncertain, caught between the outfit, the shaped brows, the careful hair, and the stiff panic he could not hide. They were trying to figure him out.

	 

	For Kristen, that was almost better.

	 

	She came back to him and bent close, her voice soft enough that only he could hear. “See, Princess? They're not sure yet. That means we're improving."

	 

	Paul swallowed.

	 

	Gina hung up the phone and smiled brightly. "Amber's finishing with someone now. She'll take him back in a few minutes."

	 

	"Wonderful," Kristen said.

	 

	Gina's eyes flicked to Paul's shoes again. "And seriously, those heels are adorable."

	 

	Kristen gave Paul's shoulder a light squeeze. “Make sure you thank her.”

	 

	Paul looked up at Gina, his face hot and his voice barely steady.

	 

	"Thank you," he said.

	 

	Kristen's smile widened.

	 

	"Good girl," she whispered.

	 

	Amber came out from the back a few minutes later, tall, polished, and smiling like she had been waiting all afternoon for something more interesting than highlights and anti-aging facials. She hugged Kristen first, laughing softly into her shoulder, then looked past her at Paul with the open curiosity of a woman who had already heard enough to enjoy the rest.

	 

	"So this is him," Amber said.

	 

	"This is him," Kristen said, resting a hand on Paul's shoulder before he could shrink back into the chair. "My friend's husband. He's going to be going girly for awhile. Since he likes chasing skirts so much, we thought it only fitting her wear them.

	 

	Paul's face went hot. "I'm sitting right here."

	 

	Amber's smile never moved. "I can see that, honey."

	 

	Kristen's fingers tightened just slightly on his shoulder. "Amber is going to help us make sure today actually accomplishes something. We don't want anything half-done."

	 

	"No, we don't," Amber said, studying him with professional care that somehow felt worse than mockery. "Brows, full body wax, facial, hair shaping, makeup, manicure, pedicure?"

	 

	"And nothing conservative," Kristen said. "He needs to see a woman every time he looks in the mirror."

	 

	Amber tilted Paul's chin up with two fingers before he could protest. “Good bone structure. Nervous eyes. The brows are going to make a huge difference. Hair needs softening, but we can work with it." She glanced down at the dress and heels. "Honestly, he's going to be a very pretty girl."

	 

	Paul pulled his chin away. “I don't want this." 

	 

	Kristen smiled. “He's very brave."

	 

	Amber's expression softened so perfectly that anyone watching would have thought she was comforting him. "I know. Big changes are scary."

	 

	"I'm not brave. I'm being forced."

	 

	Amber gave Kristen an amused look. “They always say that at first."

	 

	Before Paul could answer, Amber waved over a petite Filipina esthetician with warm eyes and a neat black uniform. “Maribel, can you start our friend with the waxing? Legs, chest, underarms, and check with Kristen if anything else needs doing. I have Mrs. Holloway's color correction to finish, but I'll be back for brows and hair."

	 

	Maribel smiled at Paul politely. "Right this way." 

	 

	Paul looked at Kristen. "No."

	 

	Kristen leaned down until her mouth was close to his ear. "Yes. And if you make a scene, I'll not only put you over my knee right here, I'll make sure that Sarah finds some of the other stuff I hid in your bedroom...Oh yeah, there's a lot more."

	 

	That got him moving.

	 

	The waxing room was smaller than he expected, quiet and warm, with folded towels stacked on a shelf and soft instrumental music playing from hidden speakers. Maribel was efficient and kind in the way professionals were kind when they had been told not to ask too many questions. She handed him a towel and told him what to remove. Paul stared at her, then at Kristen, who had taken the chair in the corner as if she had bought a ticket.

	 

	"You're staying?" he asked.

	 

	"Of course," Kristen said. "Someone has to make sure you don't chicken out."

	 

	The first strip on his leg made him gasp so sharply that Maribel paused with one hand hovering over the next section.

	 

	"You okay?" she asked.

	 

	"He's fine," Kristen said brightly. "Aren't you, Paul?"

	 

	He nodded because the alternative was worse.

	 

	Maribel kept working. Each pull was fast, practiced, and awful. Paul clenched his teeth, then relaxed them when Kristen told him he was making an ugly face. His eyes watered during the second leg. By the time Maribel moved to his chest, he was sweating despite the cool air. Kristen watched every flinch with the calm delight of someone seeing a plan become physical.

	 

	"Just think," she said, crossing one leg over the other. "Sarah is going to be so touched when she sees how committed you are."

	 

	"I hate you," Paul muttered.

	 

	Maribel glanced up, startled, but Kristen only laughed. "That's the pain talking." 

	 

	"It is not."

	 

	"Some of it is shame too," Kristen said. "But that's healthy. It means you understand this is happening."

	 

	Maribel pressed a soothing strip over his chest and gave him an apologetic smile. “This part is usually a little sensitive."

	 

	"Great," Paul said.

	 

	The next pull made him jerk.

	 

	Kristen's smile widened. "Careful. Girls are expected to suffer for beauty with a little more grace than that."

	 

	When it was finally over, Paul lay there breathing hard, his skin stinging and bare in a way that made him feel newly exposed even under the towel. He could not put the hair back. He could not undo it before Sarah saw. That was what Kristen loved most, and he could see it in her face when Maribel helped him sit up.

	 

	"There," Maribel said. "Very smooth."

	 

	Kristen stood and walked around him once, inspecting the damage with open satisfaction. "Much better. Now he's finally doing justice to that short skirt."

	 

	Paul grabbed his clothes with shaking hands.

	 

	"Don't be dramatic," Kristen said. "We're not even close to done."

	 

	Maribel led them next to a manicure station near the side of the spa, where another technician was already setting out bottles of polish. Paul stopped when he saw the color Kristen picked up.

	 

	"No," he said immediately.

	 

	Kristen held the bottle of scarlet polish between two fingers. "Yes."

	 

	"Sarah did not ask for that."

	 

	"Sarah asked me to help you get comfortable. I'm helping." 

	 

	"That is not comfortable."

	 

	"It will be once you stop fighting." Kristen placed the bottle on the table and guided him into the chair. "Hands out."

	 

	Paul looked at the technician, then at Kristen. "Please."

	 

	The technician took his fingers and began working on the nails, trimming them only slightly before filing each one into a softer, more feminine oval. Paul watched the shape change finger by finger, subtle enough that he could not call it dramatic, but obvious enough that his hands no longer looked quite like his.

	 

	"No acrylics," Kristen said, watching closely. "Not yet. Just make them pretty. Feminine shape, glossy scarlet, something his wife will notice when he reaches for his coffee."

	 

	Paul stared at her. "Not yet?"

	 

	Kristen smiled. “Baby steps, Princess.”

	 

	The technician smiled politely and kept filing. By the time she started brushing on the first coat, his nails had already been rounded and softened in a way he could not undo without cutting them down to nothing. Then the scarlet polish went on, bright and wet and unmistakably feminine.

	 

	Kristen settled beside him, pleased enough to glow. "Scarlet for fingers and toes," she said. "Perfect, glossy, and impossible to miss."

	 

	Paul stared at his hands as the color deepened with the second coat.

	 

	Kristen leaned closer, her voice just for him. "See? That's the nice thing about today. Even when the dress comes off, you'll still have plenty left to remind you what you are becoming."

	 

	Amber returned while the nail technician was finishing Paul's toes, and the change in the room was immediate. Maribel had been efficient, the nail technician had been polite, and Kristen had been cruelly delighted, but Amber had a way of walking in that made everyone else seem like staff preparing the room for her.

	 

	She stopped behind Paul's chair and looked down at his hands first. The scarlet polish was still glossy under the lamp, each nail rounded into a softer shape that made his fingers look unfamiliar even to him. Then her gaze moved over his shaved legs, the pale blue dress, the earrings, and the strained expression he was trying not to show.

	 

	"Well, look at you," she said. “Smooth as silk, with nails pretty enough to make the whole room notice." She smiled with cool satisfaction. "You were right. He really does clean up nicely, Kristen. Now, let's fix those brows. I can't wait to see how pretty we can make that face."

	 

	Paul looked away, but there was nowhere safe to put his eyes. The mirror across from the nail station caught too much of him, the bright nails, the smooth legs, the ridiculous shoes, the dress Kristen had chosen because Sarah would never have sent him out in public wearing anything so girlish.

	 

	Kristen smiled from ear to ear. “I told you he had potential."

	 

	Amber leaned over his shoulder, close enough that Paul could smell her perfume. "Hands, feet, legs. Very nice start. Now I'm ready to see what we can do with that face." She reached lightly toward his forehead, not quite touching his brows. "These have been begging for help."

	 

	Paul sat up straighter. “I don't want them too thin."

	 

	Amber's smile softened into something that would have seemed reassuring if he did not already understand her. “Of course not, honey. We're not trying to make you look ridiculous."

	 

	Kristen gave a small laugh. “Not accidentally, anyway."

	 

	Amber ignored him when he glared at her. “We're going to clean them, shape them, lift them a little. Enough to open your eyes and soften your face. Your wife will notice, but she won't know exactly why you look prettier."

	 

	Paul's stomach dropped at the word.

	 

	“Come on," Amber said, already turning. “My chair is free."

	 

	Kristen stood too. "Do what she says, Princess."

	 

	Paul rose carefully, trying not to smear his toenails, trying not to stumble in the heels, trying not to draw more attention than he already had. None of it worked. Two women near the manicure wall looked over as he passed. One gave him a quick, curious smile before returning to her magazine. That was almost worse than laughing.

	 

	Amber's station was larger than he expected, with a reclining chair, a long mirror rimmed in soft light, and trays of tools arranged with surgical neatness. She had him sit, then turned the chair so he faced himself.

	 

	"There," she said. "Before."

	 

	Paul looked at the mirror and hated that she was right to call it that. His face was still his, but the rest of him had already moved somewhere else. Scarlet nails rested against the arms of the chair. Smooth legs angled together beneath the dress. The big white earrings framed his jaw every time he moved.

	 

	Amber stood behind him and lifted his chin with one finger. "Eyes up. I want you to see this." 

	 

	"I've seen enough."

	 

	"No, you haven't," Kristen said from the side, settling into another chair like she was there for a show. "That's the whole point."

	 

	Amber started with the brows. She brushed them upward, studied them, then began working with tweezers and wax in small, confident movements. Each little pull made Paul tense, but she kept murmuring nonsense about balance and softness, as if she were doing him a favor. Kristen watched the whole thing with open interest.

	 

	"Don't fight your face," Amber told him. "You'll make the shape uneven."

	 

	"My face is not fighting."

	 

	"It is," Kristen said. "Your whole body fights. That's why you look so awkward."

	 

	Amber smiled at Paul's reflection. "She's not wrong."

	 

	By the time Amber finished, the difference was not cartoonish, which made it worse. His brows were not thin, but they were cleaner, slightly arched, and more delicate at the edges. His eyes looked larger. His expression looked less severe. He stared at the mirror, waiting for his face to reassemble itself into something familiar, but it did not.

	 

	Amber nodded with satisfaction. "There she is." 

	 

	Paul's lips parted. “Don't.”

	 

	Kristen leaned forward. “Actually, that reminds me. We need to talk about that."

	 

	"About what?" Paul asked, though he already knew he would hate the answer.

	 

	"Her," Kristen said. "Sarah is never going to look at you quite the same way after tonight. Not after the spa. Not after the makeup. Not after you walk back into that house looking like this." She tilted her head, studying him in the mirror. "Paul doesn't fit anymore."

	 

	"It's my name."

	 

	"For now," Kristen said. “But girls need names that suit them."

	 

	Amber's eyes brightened. “Oh, I love this part."

	 

	"I don't need a name."

	 

	Amber began loosening his hair with a comb, tugging it forward, then back, measuring what she had to work with. “Everyone needs the right name. Especially during a makeover."

	 

	Kristen crossed her legs. "Something soft. Not too flashy. Sarah needs to believe it came from his sensitive side, not from us enjoying ourselves."

	 

	Paul looked at her. “I am right here.”

	 

	"Yes," Kristen said. “And you're doing beautifully."

	 

	Amber smiled into the mirror. "What about Chloe?"

	 

	Kristen considered it, then shook her head. "Too young."

	 

	"Marcy?"

	 

	"Too obvious."

	 

	"Paige?"

	 

	Kristen looked at Paul's face more closely. "Maybe. But not quite."

	 

	Paul's hands curled on the arms of the chair, and the flash of red polish against the white upholstery made him relax them again.

	 

	Amber lifted sections of his hair and began explaining the cut to Kristen more than to him. "We can soften the sides today, bring the bangs forward a little, clean the neckline, shape around the cheekbones, and style it into a short feminine wave. It won't be the bob yet, but it will point him there."

	 

	"Perfect," Kristen said. “I want Sarah to see a girl tonight, even if she tells herself she's just being supportive."

	 

	Amber's scissors began to work. Snips fell around his shoulders, small and harmless individually, but each one seemed to take him farther from the man who had walked into the salon. She softened the outline, took away the masculine roughness around his ears and neck, and coaxed his waves into a shape that framed his face instead of falling randomly across it.

	 

	As she worked, Amber kept circling back to names.

	 

	"Lacey?" she asked.

	 

	Kristen smiled. "Cute, but too on the nose." 

	 

	"Erin?"

	 

	"Too neutral."

	 

	"Jenna?"

	 

	Paul flinched for reasons he did not understand.

	 

	Kristen noticed. “Oh, he reacted."

	 

	"I did not."

	 

	Amber laughed. "He absolutely did."

	 

	Kristen leaned closer to the mirror. "Jenna. That's interesting. Soft, pretty, normal enough that Sarah won't think it's a joke.”

	 

	“I'm not answering to Jenna.”

	 

	"You won't have to answer to it right away," Kristen said. "Just when Sarah asks what she should call this side of you."

	 

	"She won't."

	 

	"She will if I mention it." Kristen smiled. “And then you'll either give her a name, or you'll make her feel stupid for trying to support you."

	 

	Paul closed his eyes.

	 

	Amber's voice turned gentle and false. "Jenna suits you, sweetheart."

	 

	When his hair was done, she turned him back toward the mirror. The shape was still short, but it was undeniably softer. The waves had been coaxed into place, the bangs brushed forward in a way that made his eyes look bigger under the newly shaped brows. It was not the final style Kristen wanted, but it was enough to make his throat tighten.

	 

	Amber rested both hands on the back of his chair. "Now makeup."

	 

	Paul tried once more. "Please. Not too much."

	 

	Kristen answered before Amber could. "Enough."

	 

	Amber worked with the confidence of someone who had already decided the finished face. Foundation evened his skin. Concealer softened the tiredness under his eyes. Blush warmed his cheeks. She shaded lightly near his eyes, added mascara with maddening care, and chose a lip color that was not loud but was impossible to ignore once it was on him.

	 

	Through all of it, Kristen sat where he could see her in the mirror, pleased and patient, enjoying every second he had to keep still.

	 

	Amber finally stepped back. "Look."

	 

	Paul did not want to.

	 

	Kristen's voice lowered. "Look, Jenna."

	 

	The name hit him harder than he expected, not because it fit, but because in the mirror it suddenly might. The brows, the hair, the makeup, the earrings, the dress, the nails. None of it looked accidental anymore. It looked arranged. It looked finished enough that Sarah might believe this had been waiting under the surface the whole time.

	 

	Amber smiled, not over the top, just satisfied with her own work. "Your wife is going to think you're completely female."

	 

	Paul stared at the reflection and said nothing.

	 

	Kristen stood and came behind him, placing her hands lightly on his shoulders. To anyone else, it might have looked supportive, but her fingers settled with the quiet certainty of possession.

	 

	"There," she said softly, looking at his reflection instead of at him. “That's what Sarah is going to see when we walk back in. Not Paul in a dress. Not her husband being awkward and embarrassed. She's going to see Jenna. And once she sees you like this, really sees you, she is never going to be able to look at you as just a man again.”

	 

	Paul's lips parted, but nothing useful came out.

	 

	Kristen's smile cooled. "Don't forget, when we get home, you are going to ask Sarah to call you Jenna."

	 

	His eyes snapped to hers in the mirror. “What if she doesn't want to?"

	 

	Kristen leaned closer, her voice dropping until it was flat and cold.

	 

	"Then you had better be very convincing, Jenna.” 

	 

	TO BE CONTINUED
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