

Sissy for a Night

Victoria Curvy


Sissy for a Night

© Victoria Curvy

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written consent of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are either products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

First edition.


1
Rebecca's Game

After dinner, Daniel had found his usual spot on the couch.

It was a habit so deeply set that he barely had to think about it anymore. They cleared the table together, in a silent exchange of gestures that years of living together had turned almost choreographic: he collected the plates, she wiped down the table. Then Rebecca would linger a bit longer in the kitchen, tidying up the last few things, while Daniel dropped onto the couch in front of the television and picked up the remote the way you pick up an object that belongs, by right, to that hour of the day. The house would fall quiet again, lit only by the bluish glow of the screen and a lamp in the corner of the living room, the one with the honey-colored fabric shade that Rebecca had chosen the year before and that he, deep down, found beautiful even though he'd never have admitted it out loud.

That evening Daniel had picked an old movie he'd already seen at least once. He didn't much care about the plot. That was exactly the point: after a day of work he didn't want surprises, or decisions, or demanding conversations. He just wanted to sit, legs stretched out on the coffee table, mind finally empty, lulled by images he already knew.

Rebecca, on the other hand, couldn't focus.

She'd been sitting beside him for almost twenty minutes, shifting position now and then, crossing and uncrossing her legs, glancing at the screen for a few seconds before turning back to study Daniel with that light, insistent attention he generally never noticed at all.

He didn't notice it this time either.

"Are you enjoying it?" she asked, at one point, in a tone that tried to sound casual.

"It's fine," he answered, without looking away from the screen.

"You've already seen this movie."

"I think so."

Rebecca looked at him with an expression halfway between amused and exasperated.

"You think?"

Daniel smiled, still facing the television. "Maybe I've seen it. I don't really remember. But I like it just the same."

"Right," she said, as if that single word contained an entire argument.

"Right, what?"

"Nothing."

Another two minutes passed, during which Rebecca studied Daniel's profile more than the screen. Then, with a decisive movement, she picked up the remote from the coffee table and turned off the television.

Daniel turned toward her slowly, more surprised than annoyed.

"Hey."

"What?"

"I was watching that."

"No. You were watching the screen. It's not the same thing."

"It's basically the same thing," he insisted, with a half smile.

Rebecca held back a laugh. "For you, maybe."

Daniel stared at the now-dark television for a few seconds, as if he half expected it to switch itself back on. Then he turned to her again, this time paying closer attention.

"You're bored," he said.

"Very."

"And the solution is to bother me."

"The solution is to do something. Together."

"Like what?"

Rebecca stood and gathered the two glasses left on the coffee table, but she didn't carry them into the kitchen right away. She stayed there, standing in front of him, with an air that vaguely reminded Daniel of a child about to confess to some mischief.

"I had an idea," she said.

Daniel sighed, theatrically. "I never like that sentence."

"Why not?"

"Because it usually means I'm about to do something I have absolutely no intention of doing."

"This time you're right."

Rebecca finally carried the glasses into the kitchen, set them down on the counter with a sharp clink, and came back into the living room with a light step. There was the faintest smile on her lips, but something different showed in her eyes: a determination Daniel recognized immediately, because he'd seen it before, ahead of sudden moves or weekends planned in twenty-four hours flat.

"I want to suggest a game," she said, sitting back down beside him, closer than before.

"What kind of game?"

"I want to dress you as a woman."

Daniel stared at her for what felt like an impossibly long time. The living room, the warm light of the lamp, the dark television screen — everything seemed to hang suspended for an instant, waiting for his reaction.

"Excuse me?"

"You heard me perfectly well."

"No, I think I misheard."

"Daniel."

"Rebecca, I don't dress up as a woman."

"Why not?"

"Because... because it's absurd."

She tilted her head slightly, with the air of someone who has already anticipated every objection. "That's exactly what makes it good."

"I don't see what's good about it."

"You don't have to see it right away."

Daniel ran a hand over his face, trying to buy time. "Where did this idea even come from?"

"I've been thinking about it for a while."

"A while?"

"Yes."

"And it never occurred to you to mention it sooner?"

"I wanted to be sure."

"Of what?"

Rebecca studied him for a moment, with an expression that was neither provocative nor hesitant, but strangely sincere.

"That you'd say no."

Daniel looked at her, almost in disbelief. "And I did."

"See?"

"See what?"

"You're always the same."

"The same, how?"

She smiled, but this time there was no irony in her voice. "Sad. Predictable. No initiative."

Daniel straightened up on the couch, stung more than he wanted to admit. "Me, no initiative?"

"Yes."

"I don't think so."

"Tell me one thing you've suggested, in the last few weeks."

He opened his mouth to answer, but nothing came to mind. He stayed quiet, sifting through the memory of recent evenings, all identical, all marked by the same ritual of couch and remote.

Rebecca said nothing. She didn't need to: his silence already spoke clearly enough.

"That's not fair," Daniel finally protested.

"Why?"

"Because you're cheating."

"I'm just telling the truth."

Daniel stood and paced a few steps around the living room, as if moving might help clear his head. "So now I'm supposed to prove I have initiative by putting on a skirt?"

"You don't have to prove anything."

"That's exactly what it feels like you're doing."

"I'm asking you to step outside your usual role. Just for one evening."

Daniel stopped and looked at her. That sentence hung between them longer than the others, as if it carried a different weight.

Rebecca moved closer, closing the distance he'd just created.

"Just one evening," she repeated, more softly. "You can try it, and then decide it's not for you. No one will judge you. Not even me."

"And you promise you won't laugh?"

"No," she said, with complete honesty.

Daniel laughed despite himself. "At least you're honest."

"But I won't laugh at you. I'll laugh with you, if it happens."

He studied her a moment longer, searching that look for something that would give him a reason to refuse. He didn't find one.

"You already bought everything, didn't you."

Rebecca smiled, a smile that left no doubt. "Maybe."

"I knew it."

"So?"

Daniel breathed in slowly, like someone about to dive into cold water.

"Once."

"Once."

"And you don't get to take pictures."

"Fine."

"And no jokes."

"We'll see."

"Rebecca."

"Fine, fine. No jokes."

He shook his head, still not quite believing himself. "I don't know why I'm doing this."

She took his hand, lacing her fingers through his. "Because you trust me."

That answer, simple as it was, changed something in his eyes. A moment later Daniel nodded, almost without realizing it.

Rebecca stood, pulling him up with her. "Come on, then."

She led him into the bathroom and closed the door behind them.

She'd already laid out everything she needed on the counter, in an order that betrayed anything but a last-minute plan. Daniel noticed right away: hair-removal products, clean towels folded with care, little bottles of creams he'd never seen before, brushes and small objects whose purpose he couldn't guess.

"You really did prepare everything," he said, with a mix of astonishment and unease.

"I told you I did."

Daniel undressed with an almost comic caution, as if every piece of clothing removed brought him a step closer to a point of no return. Rebecca pointed to the edge of the tub.

"Sit."

The preparation took longer than he'd imagined. Rebecca worked with patience, explaining each step whenever he asked an uncertain question, teasing him gently when he tensed under her hands, reassuring him with a few words when the embarrassment became obvious on his face.

Little by little, though, Daniel stopped resisting. The initial discomfort gave way to a kind of curious surrender, as if his body had decided to trust her before his mind did.

When Rebecca finished, she ran a hand over his skin with satisfaction.

"See?"

Daniel lowered his eyes. "It's strange."

"Strange how?"

"I don't know. It feels like being... different. Like I'm not quite myself anymore."

Rebecca looked at him in the mirror, her expression affectionate. "This is just the beginning."

She turned on the shower. The hot spray quickly filled the bathroom with steam, fogging the mirror, softening the edges of everything. Daniel stepped in first, still uncertain, and Rebecca followed a moment later, sliding the glass door shut behind her.

For a few minutes nothing much happened. They simply stood under the water, close together, while the steady rush of the spray covered every other sound and the heat dissolved some of the tension that had built up in the living room.

Daniel slowly began to relax, closing his eyes, letting the water run down his back.

Rebecca ran a hand over his shoulder, then along his back, in a slow, affectionate gesture. It wasn't the provocation from the living room anymore. It was something more intimate, a way of reminding him that, absurd as the situation was, they were still, only and always, the two of them.

Her fingers drifted lower still, lingering on the curve of his hips, then further down, between his cheeks, with a light touch that seemed almost accidental.

Daniel tensed slightly. "Rebecca..."

"Shh." Her voice stayed calm, almost a whisper swallowed by the sound of the water. "Trust me."

A soap-slicked finger moved slowly, tracing small circles around the opening, pressing just barely, unhurried. Daniel held his breath when he felt it press a little further, easing past the initial resistance with gentleness, stopping the moment it gave way.

"Breathe," she said, softly.

He obeyed, and as he exhaled he felt the finger slide deeper, slow, a measured movement that made him lose every thought for an instant. He arched without meaning to, instinctively leaning into the sensation instead of away from it, one hand braced against the tiled wall to steady himself.

"Is this okay?" Rebecca asked, moving calmly, studying every reaction.

He didn't answer right away. He kept his eyes closed, his forehead nearly resting against the wall, while that slow movement ran through his back like a continuous shiver.

His body reacted before he did, in a way that, standing there together, he could no longer hide.

Rebecca noticed immediately, and a hint of tender amusement crept into her voice. "I can see you're enjoying this."

"I'm not doing anything," Daniel said, his breath short, cheeks burning even though the steam around them hid it partway.

"I know." Her tone stayed calm, almost maternal, as her finger kept up its slow movement. "You don't have to be embarrassed. You're just excited."

Daniel lowered his eyes, trying to find a shred of control. "This is all very strange."

"I know." Rebecca brushed his back once more, then stopped, as if she'd decided something. "But not now," she added, gently. "You don't have to think about all of it at once. Tonight you just have to let yourself be led."

Daniel nodded, breathing more slowly, letting those words settle something inside him.

The shower ended shortly after. Rebecca took a large towel and began drying him with care, lingering over his hair and shoulders. Daniel let her, growing more and more aware of how unusual, and, deep down, how pleasant it was to surrender himself completely to her.

When they finished, Rebecca took his wrist. "Bedroom, now."

The clothes were already laid out on the bed, arranged like a theatrical set prepared down to the smallest detail.

Daniel looked at them and stood frozen in the doorway.

A black miniskirt, very short, was folded neatly beside a light-colored, lightly padded top. On the floor sat a shoebox.

"I don't believe this."

Rebecca opened the box. Inside was a pair of heeled shoes, six centimeters high.

Daniel stared at them. "Those are my size."

"Of course they are."

"How did you manage that?"

"I know your size," she said, with a smile that explained nothing.

"That's not reassuring."

"It should be."

He picked up the miniskirt between two fingers, testing the light, soft fabric. "This is really short."

"I know."

"Too short."

"It's a game."

Daniel stood there a few more seconds looking at it, then, with a resigned expression, turned toward the bathroom to get dressed.

"Don't laugh," he said, disappearing behind the door.

"I'm not laughing," she answered, though a thread of poorly contained amusement ran through her voice.

When he came back out, Rebecca studied him in silence for a long moment. The skirt rode much higher than Daniel was used to seeing on himself. The top reshaped the line of his chest and gave him a silhouette that, in the mirror, seemed to belong to someone else entirely.

Daniel looked at himself, disbelieving. "I don't recognize myself."

Rebecca stepped closer, her eyes bright with satisfaction. "That's exactly what I want."

She adjusted the hem of the skirt, then picked up the shoes. "Now these."

Daniel put them on and took his first step carefully, wobbling slightly.

"Six centimeters," Rebecca said.

"Feels like thirty."

She laughed, a clear sound that filled the room. "You just need to get used to it."

After a few unsteady attempts, Daniel managed to find his balance. Rebecca showed him how to shift his weight onto his heels, how to shorten his stride so he wouldn't stumble.

Then came the wig.

When she set it on his head, Daniel closed his eyes. "I don't want to see myself."

"I do, though."

Rebecca picked up the makeup and had him sit in front of the mirror, beginning to work with patience. The foundation evened out his skin, the eye makeup subtly reshaped his gaze, a touch of color on his lips finished the look.

Daniel stayed still the whole time, feeling every brushstroke like a small step toward something unknown.

"Open your eyes," Rebecca finally said.

He obeyed.

Rebecca handed him the mirror. For a few seconds she said nothing, studying her own work with an almost solemn attention.

The reflection was still him, of course. And yet something had changed. The posture, the hair, the makeup, the skirt, the shoes: together they created a figure Daniel would never have imagined seeing in his own reflection.

"Rebecca..."

"Yes?"

"This is strange."

She smiled at him, with an affection that melted away most of his remaining anxiety. "But it's not terrible."

Daniel shook his head slowly. "No."

She stood and smoothed a lock of the wig, with an almost maternal gesture. "Now there's only one thing missing."

Daniel looked at her through the mirror. "What?"

Rebecca pointed at the front door. "Go outside."

The smile vanished instantly from Daniel's face.

"No."

"You need to go to the kiosk."

"Which kiosk?"

"The one five hundred meters from here."

"By myself?"

"By yourself."

"Why?"

"Because the game really starts the moment you can't look at me to know what to do."

Daniel stood frozen, his heart already starting to race.

Rebecca placed the wallet in his hand. "A coffee, to go. Nothing more."

"You really want to send me out there like this."

"Yes."

He looked once more at the mirror, then at the door, then at Rebecca.

"What if someone looks at me?"

Rebecca moved closer, her expression suddenly gentler, as if she'd sensed the full weight of his fear. "Then you'll look straight ahead and keep walking. No one knows who you are. And even if they did, it wouldn't change anything."

Daniel took a deep breath, trying to hold on to what little courage he had left.

Rebecca opened the door.

The hallway was quiet, lit only by the motion-sensor lights that flickered on at the slightest movement.

He stood on the threshold, one hand on the doorknob, his heart beating faster than it needed to. Then he took a step. The heel struck the floor with a sharp sound that seemed deafening in the silence of the building.

A second step.

Rebecca said nothing, simply watching him with a mix of pride and tenderness.

Daniel stepped out.

The door clicked shut softly behind him.

For the first time that evening he was truly alone — alone with a body that still felt foreign, alone with those uncertain steps on the cold hallway floor.

And the kiosk, five hundred meters away, suddenly felt impossibly far.


2
The Bitter Coffee

The hallway ended too soon, and Daniel found himself facing the stairs, his heart pounding as if he'd been running, even though all he'd done was walk.

He chose the stairs over the elevator, not so much out of caution as because the idea of being shut inside a small space, under direct light, seemed even worse. Every step demanded attention: his heel searched for footing with an uncertainty his legs had never known before, and he found himself gripping the handrail more than necessary.

Outside, the evening air struck him like something new, even though it was the same air as always. The sidewalk was nearly deserted. A few parked cars, one lit window on the upper floor of the building across the street, the distant buzz of a scooter.

He took a few steps, and already the sound of his heels on the pavement seemed like the only sound in the world.

That was when he saw her.

An elderly woman, in a light coat despite the season, was walking slowly in his direction, held at a distance by a small dog that tugged at the leash, sniffing every corner of the sidewalk. Daniel felt the urge to cross the street, but there was no time: the woman was already too close, and changing direction suddenly seemed even more suspicious than continuing straight ahead.

He kept his eyes forward, trying to walk naturally, but his stride stayed stiff, too careful, too rehearsed.

The dog stopped to sniff the air just as they crossed paths, and the woman slowed accordingly. For a moment, their eyes met.

She looked at him longer than necessary.

It wasn't hostility, or disgust. It was more a kind of puzzled attention, the look of someone noticing a detail out of place without being able to name it precisely: the width of the shoulders, maybe, or the way the hips didn't quite follow the movement of the skirt, or the hand, too large, wrapped around the wallet.

Daniel felt heat rise to his face and quickened his pace, murmuring a "good evening" in a tone he tried to lift, to make lighter, which instead came out shrill, uncertain, clearly false to his own ears.

The woman didn't answer right away. She gave the leash a small tug and moved on, but Daniel would have sworn he could still feel her gaze on him for a few more steps, until a turn finally took him out of her sight.

He walked faster than he'd planned, short of breath more from tension than effort, until he saw the lights of the kiosk.

It was a small wooden structure on the corner between two streets, with a counter lit by neon and a few empty stools set beside it. The owner, a man in his fifties with a coffee-stained apron, was wiping down the espresso machine with a mechanical motion, probably repeated thousands of times.

Daniel approached, his heart feeling like it might climb straight out of his chest.

"Good evening," he said, still reaching for that higher, lighter voice. The result was clumsy, a register that didn't belong to him and seemed to slip away with every syllable, so that the last word came out almost in his own natural tone.

The man looked up, and for a moment said nothing.

The pause was brief, but to Daniel it felt endless. He could see the owner's eyes travel over him, from the wig to the shoulders, then further down, with an attention that wasn't quite curiosity, and wasn't quite suspicion either. There was something more direct in that look, something that lingered a second too long, which Daniel couldn't read as anything but growing unease.

"A coffee, to go," he managed to say, setting the wallet on the counter with a hand that trembled slightly.

"Coming right up," the man answered, not looking away immediately. Only afterward did he turn toward the machine, but Daniel would have sworn that, as he did, the man's eyes had lingered an instant longer on the skirt, on his legs, in a way that made him press his arms against his body.

That was exactly when he felt it.

A slight rise of the fabric, in front, an imperceptible but unmistakable stir that turned his blood cold. His body had reacted on its own, again, and this time there was no hot water or intimacy to explain it away: there was only that look, that tension, the very embarrassment which, in some twisted way, had betrayed him.

Daniel looked down for an instant, just long enough to realize that the skirt, already short to begin with, now hinted at more than he would have liked. He brought his hands forward, crossing them in a gesture he hoped looked casual, like someone who was simply cold.

"Everything okay?" the owner asked, handing him the paper cup.

"Yes, yes," Daniel answered, taking the coffee with one hand, keeping the other pressed still in front of him. "Thanks."

He paid quickly, without waiting for the calm he wished he could show, and walked away at a brisk pace, hands still clasped in front of his body, the coffee threatening to spill with every step too fast for those heels.

It was on the walk back, with the kiosk now behind him, that he heard the sound of an engine slowing down.

A police car was approaching slowly, its blue-and-white shape recognizable even in the dim light of the streetlamps. Daniel felt his heart stop for a fraction of a second, then take off again faster than before.

He instinctively slowed his pace, as if walking more slowly might make him less visible, and kept his eyes fixed straight ahead, carefully avoiding any glance toward the car now moving almost at his same speed, alongside him.

A thousand thoughts crossed his mind in a few seconds: what he'd say if they stopped him, how he'd explain the wig, the skirt, the makeup still intact on his face. The thought of having to show an ID with his real name, his real face, made him quicken his pace without meaning to, even as every instinct told him to stay calm.

The car kept going, without stopping, and after a few yards it accelerated again, pulling away down another street.

Daniel finally allowed himself to breathe, a long, trembling breath that nearly made his head spin.

He covered the rest of the way home almost at a run, as much as the heels would allow, the coffee now cold in his clenched hand, his heart refusing to slow down even once he reached the front door.

He rode up in the elevator, studying himself in the mirror with a mix of relief and unease. The makeup had smudged slightly, the wig had shifted to one side, but it was, all things considered, still intact.

The doors opened on his floor, and Rebecca was already standing in the doorway, as if she'd been waiting there from the moment he'd left.

"Well?" she asked, with a smile that betrayed more curiosity than concern.

Daniel didn't answer right away. He stood frozen in front of her, coffee in hand, unable to find the words to describe everything that had just happened to him.

It was Rebecca's gaze that dropped first, settling on the skirt, where the fabric still betrayed that slight rise he'd tried in vain to hide the whole way home.

Her smile widened.

"You liked it," she said, with a satisfaction she didn't even try to hide. "You really liked it."

"Rebecca..."

"Don't even try to deny it. I have the evidence right in front of me."

Daniel lowered his eyes, feeling his face burn for the umpteenth time that evening. "It was... embarrassing. All of it."

"I can see that," she replied, taking the coffee from his hand and setting it on the entryway table without even looking at it. "And I can see the rest, too."

She took him by the hand and led him toward the bedroom, with a determined stride that left no room for objections.

"Rebecca, I'm still—"

"I know exactly what you still are," she said, closing the bedroom door behind them. "And that's exactly why I have no intention of waiting."

She pushed him gently toward the bed, and Daniel let himself fall onto his back, still in the skirt, the shoes, the wig slightly askew. He lay there, watching Rebecca quickly strip off her own clothes with decisive movements, without the slowness that sometimes marked them, as if something in her could no longer wait.

When she was naked, she paused for a moment at the foot of the bed, looking him over from head to toe: the skirt hiked up, his legs still shaved and glossy, the top pushed to one side, the makeup smudged from the tension of the evening. There was an urgency in her eyes Daniel didn't often see.

"Don't take anything off," she said, climbing onto the bed.

"Rebecca, it's all a mess, I'm—"

"Perfect, just like that."

She settled on top of him, knees planted on either side of his hips, her weight balanced above him. Her hands slid down his chest, then further, along his stomach, as she lowered herself to kiss him, a long, hungry kiss that caught him almost off guard.

"Stay like this," she said, pulling back just slightly, looking down at him with an expression that mixed amusement and desire. "Don't move. I just want to look at you."

Daniel raised his hands toward her, trying to pull her closer, but Rebecca gently pushed them aside, lacing her fingers through his instead and pressing them against the mattress, on either side of his head.

"I told you not to move."

She rose slightly on her knees, taking full control of everything, her eyes fixed on his. Daniel felt his breath catch when she began to move, slowly at first, a measured rhythm that seemed deliberately designed to draw out every instant.

"Look at me," she whispered. "Don't close your eyes."

He obeyed, even though every fiber of his body wanted to surrender to the sensation at once. Rebecca's rhythm grew more decisive, her hands still gripping his, her hair falling forward with every movement, a sight that, under normal circumstances, Daniel would have wanted to burn into his memory for as long as possible.

But the evening had already taken too much from him.

The tension of the street, the stare of the woman with the dog, the even more insistent look from the kiosk owner, the cold fear of the police car: all of that accumulated weight, never truly released, found its one way out in that moment.

It was over in a matter of instants.

Daniel felt something rise that he could no longer hold back, a wave that started low and climbed the length of his body, making him arch against her with one long, trembling breath that shook him completely.

Rebecca stopped, staying motionless above him for a moment, her breath still quick, then slowly shook her head.

"Already?"

"Sorry," he said, in barely a whisper, his eyes searching hers with a mix of frustration and mortification.

"Daniel."

"I couldn't—"

"I know exactly what you couldn't do."

She didn't move right away. She stayed sitting on him for another few seconds, as if weighing what to do, then, with a sigh that didn't quite hide her disappointment, she lifted herself off and lay down beside him, in silence.

Daniel tried to reach a hand toward her. "Can I—"

"Just leave it."

Her tone wasn't harsh, but it wasn't gentle either. Rebecca closed her eyes and moved a hand to her own body, no longer waiting for anything from him. Daniel watched her, unsure whether to keep looking or look away, as her breathing grew more and more uneven, the movements of her hand more insistent.

He lay still, not knowing what to do, without the courage to touch her or say anything that might interrupt the moment, feeling at once present and completely shut out from what was happening only inches away from him.

He stared at the ceiling, the wig still crooked on his head, the skirt bunched around his hips, the top hopelessly out of place, and felt a deep sense of inadequacy build inside him, a silent humiliation that had nothing to do with the clothes he was wearing and everything to do with what he hadn't managed to give her.

Beside him, Rebecca's breathing grew shorter and shorter, until it broke into one long, satisfied sigh that he, in that moment, would rather not have heard.

When she opened her eyes again, they lay in silence for a long moment, the white ceiling above them the only thing Daniel could look at without feeling ashamed.


3
The Club

The next evening, neither of them wanted to talk about it.

They ate dinner in near silence, with a kind of mutual attentiveness that wasn't quite embarrassment, but something closer to an unspoken truce. Daniel cleared the table with almost obsessive care, as if lining up the silverware just right could somehow erase the memory of the night before. Rebecca, for her part, seemed lost in thought, her eyes settling on him now and then a little longer than necessary, before drifting back to whatever was in front of her.

They sat on the couch again, and for a while the routine seemed to want to resume its normal course: the television on, the remote in Daniel's hand, the silence filled only by the dialogue of a show neither of them was really following. Daniel felt relieved by that appearance of normalcy, as if not talking about it could somehow make it less real, an isolated episode to file away without much ceremony.

Rebecca, though, didn't seem to share that idea. He caught her glancing at him sideways, then again, until her gaze grew more insistent, almost rehearsed, like someone who has been preparing a speech for a while and is only waiting for the right moment to deliver it.

Then Rebecca made up her mind.

"You didn't last very long yesterday," she said, without preamble, eyes fixed on the screen as if the sentence might slip by unnoticed. "And I know why."

Daniel felt heat climb up his neck. "What do you mean?"

"I mean you liked going out like that."

"Let's not go back to this," he said, setting down the remote more sharply than he meant to. "It was a one-time thing. We already agreed on that."

"You liked it too much for it to be a one-time thing."

"Don't start again."

"I'm starting again, all right!"

"Rebecca, listen," he tried, reaching for a more reasonable tone, "it was strange, embarrassing, and honestly, a little humiliating too, if I'm being honest. I don't understand why we'd repeat something that made me so uncomfortable."

"That's exactly why," she cut in, finally turning to look at him. "You have no idea how you moved when we got back to bed. You have no idea how long it took you to calm down, after."

"That's not true."

"It is true, Daniel. And you know it."

He opened his mouth to argue, but no words came to help him. He stayed there, staring at her, torn between embarrassment and something that dangerously resembled a decision already made to give in.

With the same decisive gesture as the night before, Rebecca reached out and turned off the television. The living room fell into a silence broken only by the distant hum of the refrigerator.

"Come upstairs," she said, standing. "Quickly."

"Rebecca—"

"Move, Daniel."

He stayed seated a few more seconds, searching for an objection that never quite managed to take shape, then stood and followed her up the stairs, with the same mix of reluctance and curiosity that had carried him through the night before.

In the bedroom, Rebecca had already pulled out an outfit different from the one used in the first game: a light, one-piece dress, in a soft fabric that slipped between the fingers, with a skirt as short as the day before's, maybe shorter still. Daniel looked at it hanging on the closet door, wondering how long it had been there, hidden away, waiting for an occasion just like this one.

"You already bought this one too," he said, more a statement than a question.

"Obviously."

She helped him into it with the same methodical care as the night before, smoothing the folds, checking the fit at the hips, adjusting the straps. Her hands moved with a confidence that struck Daniel as almost professional, as if she'd studied every single step in advance.

"There," she said, stepping back to look him over. "Much better."

Then, without giving him time to comment, she turned and began dressing herself, choosing an outfit similar to his, just as short, as if she'd planned the entire evening down to the smallest detail. Daniel watched her apply her makeup quickly in front of the mirror, with fast, precise movements, very different from the patient slowness with which she'd done his the night before.

"We'll be two girlfriends out for a night on the town," she said, checking herself in the mirror.

"What? Where, though?"

"A nightclub."

"No."

"Yes. Move."

"Rebecca, a nightclub has dozens of people in it. It's not like stepping out five minutes for coffee."

"I know."

"What if someone recognizes me?"

"No one's going to recognize you. And even if they did," she added, fixing an earring, "you wouldn't be doing anything wrong. You're just dressed differently than you're used to."

Daniel watched her fix her hair with the same easy naturalness as always, as if the proposal weren't the least bit out of the ordinary, and felt the same feeling from the night before growing inside him: the certainty of having no real choice, mixed with something that dangerously resembled anticipation.

He followed her out of the bedroom, then down the stairs, then to the car parked below the building, without knowing whether he was doing it of his own will or out of pure obedience. But he followed her.

In the car, Rebecca took the wheel with the ease of someone who has already decided every single detail of the evening. Daniel sat beside her, in silence, watching the city lights slide past the window, the skirt riding up now and then whenever he shifted on the seat, forcing him to tug it back down with a nervous gesture, repeated every few minutes.

"Stop pulling at it," Rebecca said, eyes on the road, the faintest smile on her lips. "It's going to ride up again anyway."

"Knowing that doesn't help."

"It's not supposed to help you. It's just supposed to be true."

Rebecca said almost nothing for the rest of the drive, aside from a few clipped directions, but Daniel could sense, even in the silence, a kind of restrained excitement that made her grip the wheel a little harder than necessary on the curves.

They parked in front of a club whose neon sign pulsed in time with dance music that could already be heard from outside, a steady bass line that made the car windows rattle faintly. An orderly line of people waited near the entrance, under the cold light of a streetlamp, girls in shimmering dresses, guys with their shirts open at the chest, all of them absorbed in checking their phones or laughing at something Daniel couldn't hear from where they were.

They sat in the car a few moments longer, the engine off, the silence inside the cabin broken only by the ticking of the dashboard as it cooled. Daniel looked at the line outside, then down at himself, the dress feeling even shorter now that the moment to get out was truly approaching.

"I can't do this," he said, more to himself than to her.

"Yes, you can."

"Rebecca, look at those people. They're all young, they're all—"

"They're all too busy thinking about themselves to look at you," she cut in, with a calm that struck Daniel as almost irritating, so different was it from the chaos he felt inside. "Nobody in there knows you. Nobody will ever know who you really are."

Rebecca turned off the engine and turned to face him, studying him for a long moment. Then her gaze dropped, settling on the skirt, where the fabric once again betrayed that familiar tension.

"You can't go in like that," she said, in a tone somewhere between reproach and amusement.

Before Daniel could answer, her hand had already moved, slipping under the hem of the dress with a quick, sure gesture. Her fingers moved without hesitation, direct, as if they knew exactly what to do and exactly how long it would take.

Daniel went rigid against the seat, his head tipping back on instinct, his breath catching in his throat. "Rebecca—"

"Shh. It'll just take a second."

It did take, truly, little more than a second. The motion of her hand, decisive and unhesitating, quickly finished what the tension of the evening had already been building toward. Daniel felt himself shaken by a brief spasm, his forehead beaded with sweat despite the car's air conditioning, his fingers gripping the edge of the seat, a muffled moan dying in his throat before it could fully escape.

Rebecca withdrew her hand with the same ease she'd used it, as if she'd simply smoothed out a crooked fold in the dress, and wiped her fingers with a tissue pulled from the dashboard.

"Better," she said, checking the fabric of the skirt once more, now settled. "Let's go."

Daniel sat still for a few seconds, his chest rising and falling rapidly, trying to compose himself before getting out of the car. His legs trembled slightly as he followed Rebecca toward the entrance, his mind still reeling from what had just happened, so fast it barely felt real. The cold night air on his bare legs slowly brought him back to reality, a sharp contrast to the heat still lingering on his skin.

At the register, Rebecca handed over the money with an easy smile. "Two, for the ladies," she told the young man behind the glass, without the slightest hesitation.

The security guard, a huge man with his arms crossed over his chest, barely glanced at them before opening the door without a single question, with a bored nod that left Daniel with a fleeting, almost absurd sense of relief. No lingering stare, no questions, no hesitation: just the ordinary routine of any Saturday night, two women walking into a club like so many others.

Inside, the music was deafening, a wall of sound that made every word nearly impossible to make out except from just a few inches away. Colored lights sliced through air thick with artificial smoke, flashing intermittently over a dance floor already crowded with moving bodies. The smell of alcohol and sweat mixed with the sickly-sweet trace of some perfume in the air, a wave of sensation that hit Daniel all at once.

Daniel stopped just past the threshold, overwhelmed by the volume, the lights, the glances he could feel — or maybe only imagined — landing on him from every direction. His legs, already worn out from the heels and the tension in the car, felt even less steady in the middle of that chaos of bodies and movement.

A group of girls walked past them, laughing, and one of them shot Daniel a quick, almost distracted glance before turning back to her friends without any further interest. It was that very indifference, paradoxically, that made him lose his breath for an instant: nobody was staring at him, nobody seemed to notice anything strange about him, and that, perhaps, was the most disorienting detail of all, harder to accept even than the kiosk owner's lingering stare the night before.

Rebecca took him by the hand, leaning in close to his ear to be heard over the music. "Let's go!"

He hesitated a moment longer, his feet feeling rooted to the floor, his eyes darting nervously over the crowd, searching in vain for something steady to hold on to in the middle of all that motion.

"Daniel," she repeated, closer now, her voice barely distinguishable above the volume of the music. "It's all fine. You're with me."

He nodded, without conviction, his eyes still lost among the lights chasing each other above the dance floor, the bodies moving like a single compact mass to the beat of the bass. For an instant he thought he recognized, somewhere in the crowd, a gaze that lingered longer than it should have, but when he tried to find it again it had already vanished, swallowed by the general motion.

Rebecca didn't wait any longer. With a firm grip she pulled him inside, toward the pulsing heart of the club, past small clusters of people moving to the beat, lights changing color every few seconds, speakers vibrating under their feet. Daniel could do nothing but follow her, swallowed up by the music, by the lights, by an evening that once again felt like it was slipping completely out of his hands, one step after another, further and further from the person he'd been just two days before.


4
Hands on Rebecca

They found two open stools at the bar, in a corner where the music seemed just slightly less deafening. Rebecca ordered for both of them, holding up two fingers to the bartender and pointing at something on the cocktail menu without even trying to be heard over the noise.

Daniel looked around, trying to adjust to the flickering lights, the colored reflections bouncing off the bottles lined up behind the bar. The stool was uncomfortable, too tall for legs unused to heels, and he had to grip the edge of the bar to find some kind of balance.

The drinks arrived a few minutes later, brightly colored, with a straw and a slice of fruit wedged on the rim. Daniel took a sip, feeling the alcohol go down with a sudden warmth that, for a moment, made him forget the skirt, the lights, the stares.

"Better?" Rebecca asked, leaning her mouth close to his ear.

"A little."

They drank in silence for a few minutes, watching the dance floor from a distance, the constant movement of bodies under lights that changed color every few seconds. Daniel was starting to relax, lulled by the alcohol and by the fact that, for the moment, no one seemed to be paying him any particular attention.

Then a guy approached the bar, stopped beside Rebecca, and said something Daniel couldn't hear. She laughed, a laugh that reached him clearly enough despite the volume of the music, and nodded.

"I'll be right back," she said, leaning toward him.

"Rebecca—"

But she was already off the stool, following the guy toward the dance floor, leaving him there, alone, with a glass now nearly empty in his hands.

Daniel stayed seated, eyes fixed on the bar, trying to compose himself in a way he didn't actually feel. Every so often he glanced up at the dance floor, searching for Rebecca's shape in the crowd, but the flickering lights made it hard to make out anything clearly beyond the first few yards.

That was when someone sat down on the stool beside his.

A man, maybe a decade younger than him, with a thick, striking black mustache, his shirt open nearly to the sternum to show off a hairy chest, black hair, curly and long, falling over his shoulders. He had the look of someone who'd been coming to places like this for years, as comfortable amid the noise and lights as a fish in water. He settled onto the stool with the ease of someone used to approaching strangers without the slightest hesitation.

"Can I buy you a drink?" he asked, without much preamble, waving to the bartender before Daniel could even answer.

Panic gripped Daniel's stomach. He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He knew perfectly well that his voice, no matter how he tried to shape it, wouldn't survive a single close exchange with this man, not with this music, not at this distance. He thought back for a moment to how clumsily he'd greeted the kiosk owner, just the night before, and understood he couldn't afford the same mistake here: too close, too attentive, too dangerous.

He nodded.

"Here by yourself?" the man went on, shifting a little closer on the stool.

Daniel shook his head.

"With friends?"

An affirmative nod, eyes lowered to the drink the bartender had just set in front of him.

"You don't talk much," the man observed, with a smile meant to be charming. "I like that."

Daniel only managed a faint smile, a tense one he hoped would pass for shyness rather than pure terror. The man kept asking him questions — his name, where he was from, whether he'd been to this place before — and Daniel answered each one with a nod of the head, a silent yes or no, his hand gripping the glass like an anchor.

It was right as he nodded to a question he hadn't even fully understood, distracted by the tension, that his gaze drifted, almost by chance, toward a corner of the club, past the dance floor, where a few low couches offered a bit of respite from the dancing.

And he saw her.

Rebecca was sitting on the lap of the guy who had asked her to dance, her arms around his neck, her face close to his.

Daniel felt the blood freeze in his veins.

For a moment he couldn't think at all, the noise of the club dissolving into a distant, indistinct hum, every bit of his attention narrowing onto that scene, unable to look away. He wanted to stand, cross the floor, say something, make a scene the way any man would upon seeing his partner in a stranger's arms. But a single, fast, paralyzing thought stopped him: the skirt, the heels, the wig, the makeup. He couldn't. Not like this, not dressed this way, not with a voice that wasn't his own.

He watched Rebecca lean toward the guy and kiss him.

His ears began to ring, a sharp sound layered over the music, while his stomach clenched in a grip that had nothing to do with the alcohol he'd just drunk. He stayed frozen on the stool, his gaze glued to the scene as if something were holding him fixed by the back of the neck, unable even to blink.

The kiss showed no sign of ending. If anything, it seemed to deepen, Rebecca's fingers tightening in the guy's hair, her head tilted to one side in a way Daniel knew all too well, the very same way she tilted it when she kissed him.

That was when he saw the guy's hand start to move down.

It slid along Rebecca's hip with calculated slowness, then lower still, until it met the hem of the skirt, lifting it, an inch at a time, with the ease of someone who knows exactly what they're doing and is in no hurry to do it. Daniel watched the fingers disappear beneath the fabric, the wrist moving in a slow, almost lazy rhythm, while Rebecca kept kissing him, giving no sign she wanted him to stop. No one around them seemed to notice a thing, each of them absorbed in their own corner of the evening, their own music, their own dancing, indifferent to a scene that, to Daniel, felt like the only real thing in the entire club.

Daniel gripped his glass so hard he feared for a moment it might shatter between his fingers. He wanted to look away, knew he should, and yet he couldn't tear his eyes off that hand, off that motion hidden beneath the skirt that he could imagine all too well, having felt it himself just the day before, in a car identical to the one they'd arrived in tonight.

He watched Rebecca's shoulders go rigid, her back arching slightly against the guy's chest, a brief but unmistakable shudder running through her whole body, while his hand, still beneath the fabric, showed no sign of intending to pull back.

"You okay?" the mustached man asked, probably noticing his fixed stare, the sudden paleness.

Daniel nodded, without looking at him, unable to tear his eyes from the scene, from the kiss that seemed like it would never end, from the hand that still hadn't moved, from the far-too-fresh memory of an identical sensation on his own skin.

Then, finally, Rebecca pulled back. She leaned in for a moment toward the guy's ear, her lips almost touching his skin, and whispered something Daniel couldn't hear, drowned out as it was by the volume of the music. The guy nodded, a slow, almost knowing nod, as his hands finally withdrew from her body.

Rebecca rose from the couch, smoothing the hem of her dress with a quick gesture, a smile still on her lips. She crossed the floor with a steady stride, her eyes searching for something, or rather someone, until she found him.

She reached the bar and, without even glancing at the mustached man, took Daniel by the hand.

"Let's go," she said, simply.

The mustached man tried to say something, but Rebecca ignored him completely, pulling Daniel off the stool with a force that left no room for argument. She guided him through the crowd, toward the exit, without looking back once.

Daniel let himself be pulled along, his eyes still turned toward the couch where the guy remained seated, one last image he carried with him across the crowded floor, past bodies moving indifferent to their passing, lights still flashing as if nothing at all had happened.

Outside, the cool night air hit them like a slap, a sharp contrast to the suffocating heat of the club. Daniel followed Rebecca to the car, still unable to form a coherent thought, the ringing in his ears slowly fading but not entirely gone.

They got in the car, and Rebecca slammed the door shut, then burst out laughing, a free, almost uncontrolled laugh that seemed to release all the tension of the evening.

Daniel looked at her, unable to say anything.

"What a night," she said, still laughing, wiping away the trace of a tear at the corner of her eye. "Did you see that guy? He had no idea what was going on, I think he really believed you were—"

She stopped, looking at him more closely, and her smile widened even further.

"What's the matter with you?" she asked, her eyes dropping to Daniel's skirt, where the fabric had risen again in that now-familiar way. "You're funny."

"Rebecca, I saw you—"

"I know what you saw." Her tone was light, almost amused, without a trace of guilt.

"And you don't have anything to say to me?"

"What am I supposed to say?" She looked at him, head tilted slightly, as if the question genuinely surprised her. "We both had a good time, didn't we? You with your mustached friend, me with mine."

"It's not the same thing and you know it."

"Maybe not," she admitted, without losing that light tone. "But tonight I don't want to talk about it. I just want to enjoy what's left of the evening."

"Not now," she added, reaching over and giving him a quick, almost absent-minded tap, right there, over the taut fabric of the skirt. "At home, maybe."

That single touch was enough — after all the tension built up through the evening, the sight of that kiss, the fear, the embarrassment in front of the mustached man — to strip Daniel of every last bit of control. He went rigid against the seat with a brief shudder, eyes shut, a held breath escaping all at once, trembling.

Rebecca looked at him, not laughing this time. Her expression turned stern, one Daniel knew well and that never promised anything good.

"You'd better recharge before we get home," she said, her voice firm, "or I'm going back inside alone."

Daniel, his face burning, the skirt still a mess, could do nothing but nod, eyes down, unable to meet hers.

Rebecca started the engine, and at that exact moment, from the purse resting between the seats, came the short, familiar sound of a message arriving, her phone's notification tone standing out sharply in the sudden silence of the car.

Daniel instinctively glanced at the purse, then at Rebecca, saying nothing. She made no move at all to check the phone, her eyes fixed on the road ahead, as if the sound hadn't touched her at all.

"Aren't you going to see who it is?" he asked, his voice still uncertain.

"Later," Rebecca answered, simply, shifting into gear.

The car slid away into the night, toward home, while Daniel kept staring at the purse out of the corner of his eye, unable to stop wondering who could be texting at this hour, and about what.


5
Out of Control

They closed the front door behind them, and Daniel couldn't hold back any longer.

"I saw you," he said, his voice shaking more from restrained anger than embarrassment, as he pulled off his shoes with jerky, almost violent movements. "I saw you perfectly, Rebecca. His hands on you, his mouth on yours. And then—"

He stopped for a moment, as if saying the rest out loud might make it all even more real.

"And then I saw his hand under your skirt. I saw it move, I saw it disappear under the fabric, and I saw you arch, saw you shudder, like he'd slipped his fingers inside you, right there, in front of everyone, in front of me!"

His voice had risen, betraying an agitation he could no longer control. Rebecca stayed silent, leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed, her eyes watching him with a cold, almost clinical attention, without a trace of the lightness she'd shown in the car.

"Nothing to say?" he asked, his voice cracking slightly. "No explanation? No apology?"

Rebecca let him talk a little longer, without moving a muscle, while Daniel listed off, almost reliving the scene word for word, every detail of what he'd seen: the fingers tangled in the guy's hair, the way her head had tilted, the wrist moving beneath the skirt with that slowness that had nearly made him sick at the bar.

When he finally stopped, out of breath, Rebecca kept staring at him for a few more seconds before speaking.

"Are you finished, then, with your pointless little scene?"

"It's not a pointless scene. I want an explanation."

"Just look at yourself."

Her tone shifted slightly, grew sharper, and above all, something in the way she addressed him struck Daniel harder than any single word: she was speaking to him in the feminine, as if that night at the club had never really ended, as if he were still, in every way, the person he'd been forced to play.

"Look at what you're wearing," Rebecca repeated, her eyes traveling over the dress still on Daniel's body, the short skirt, the heels, the wig slightly askew after the evening. "You went out, you drank, you played shy with a man at the bar, answering only with nods. And now you have the nerve to make a scene with me?"

"It's not the same thing!"

"It's exactly the same thing," she said, stepping closer. "Except you didn't have the nerve to go any further. I did."

Daniel opened his mouth to argue, but no words came to his aid. He stood there, motionless, the anger slowly giving way to something closer to bewilderment, desperately searching for an argument that might tip the balance back, and finding none.

"See?" Rebecca said, noticing his silence. "No answer."

"Now go upstairs," Rebecca said, in a tone that allowed no argument. "And if you haven't recharged, I swear I'll call that guy back, the one who texted."

Daniel felt a cold shiver run down his spine. "So you gave him your number."

"Of course." She said it with a disarming ease, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. "He asked. What was I supposed to do, in your opinion? Turn him down and make a moralizing scene in the middle of the dance floor?"

"You could have said no."

"I didn't want to say no."

The simplicity of that answer left Daniel speechless, his anger draining away entirely, replaced by a mix of humiliation and something he recognized, with a kind of horror, as dangerously close to arousal.

"Now move," Rebecca repeated, "and get upstairs to the bedroom."

Daniel obeyed, climbing the stairs with an unsteady step, his heels striking each one like a silent counterpoint to the tension still gripping his stomach. In the bedroom he paused a moment, then lay down on the bed, on his back, exactly as he had the night before, without even needing to be told.

Rebecca joined him a few minutes later, closing the door with a sharp motion. She paused for a moment on the threshold, watching him lying on the bed, still dressed, the wig crooked, the makeup slightly smudged from the evening, and in that look Daniel read something he couldn't quite decipher: it wasn't only the sternness from before anymore, but something hungrier, more impatient.

She stepped up to the bed, and without a word lifted her own very short skirt, climbing onto him with the same determination she'd shown climbing the stairs.

She settled on top, balanced on her knees, her hands braced against his chest, her eyes fixed on him with an intensity that left no room for argument. Daniel felt her weight press against his hips, the thin fabric of the skirt pulling tight with every movement, and he wanted to say something, ask again, protest, but every thought dissolved the moment she began to move, slowly at first, almost cautious, as if she wanted to study every reaction before going further.

"Look at me," she said, her voice low, more an order than a request. "Don't close your eyes, not this time."

Daniel obeyed, his eyes fixed on her, on the way her hips moved, on her own breath starting to grow short. Rebecca's hands slid from his chest to his shoulders, then higher, gripping the edge of the pillow on either side of his head, her body leaning slightly forward with every movement, the raised skirt offering a glimpse of everything that stayed hidden.

This time it lasted a little longer. Rebecca controlled the pace with precision, slowing every time she felt him near the point of no return, studying his breath, the way his hands gripped the sheets, as if she'd learned to read every single signal his body gave off. Whenever she felt him speeding up too much, she'd stop completely, staying motionless above him for a few seconds, her eyes watching him with a mix of amusement and concentration, before starting again, slower than before.

"Not yet," she whispered, when she saw him tense beneath her for the third time. "Wait."

Daniel gritted his teeth, his hands searching desperately for something to grip, the sheets beneath his fingers, his whole body seeming to shake with the effort of holding back. Rebecca leaned down toward him, her face very close to his, her breath warm against his cheek.

"You're doing well," she murmured, moving again, more decisively now. "Much better than yesterday."

The words, even more than the movement, were what nearly broke him. Daniel closed his eyes for an instant, disobeying the order from moments before, and Rebecca noticed immediately, slowing down abruptly, almost punishing him for that brief lapse.

"I said look at me."

He opened his eyes again, feeling his heart race, not only from the effort of holding back but from that strange tension that had built between them, a mix of unresolved conflict and desire that made everything more intense than usual. Rebecca resumed, more decisive than before, the rhythm growing less and less controlled, both their breaths mingling in the warm air of the room.

At some point she leaned in even closer, her lips just barely grazing his ear. "You were thinking about him, weren't you. When you were watching me from the bar."

"No," Daniel managed to say, in barely a whisper.

"Liar."

The movement resumed, more insistent, and Daniel felt every last shred of control slowly crumble under that rhythm, under those whispered words that seemed meant to torment him as much as arouse him. But once again, in the end, it wasn't enough. Not for her, anyway.

Daniel felt that familiar wave building, more slowly this time than the night before, but still too soon for what he would have wanted. He tried to hold back, to think about something else, but the sight of her above him, her hips moving, her eyes half-closed, was stronger than any attempt at control. He arched against her with a muffled moan, his body shaken by one long tremor that ran through him completely.

Rebecca stayed motionless above him for another moment, her breath just slightly quickened, her eyes fixed on him with an expression hard to read, then rolled off to the side without a word, her face missing the satisfaction Daniel would have wanted to see.

She lay beside him in silence, and after a few seconds reached toward the nightstand, picking up her phone. Her fingers began moving frantically over the keyboard, her face lit by the cold glow of the screen, an expression of concentration that struck Daniel as almost more intimate than anything that had happened up to that point.

He heard the phone buzz, once, then again, and each time he watched Rebecca quickly type out a reply, her eyes fixed on the screen, her lips curving faintly with every message received. He counted at least five notifications, maybe six, spaced only a few seconds apart, while he lay motionless beside her, unable to ask, unable even to turn and look at the screen.

"Who is it?" he finally asked, his voice weaker than he would have liked.

"No one," she answered, without lifting her eyes from the phone, her thumb still moving quickly over the keyboard.

"Rebecca."

"I said no one."

Daniel didn't push further, sensing that any other question would only run into the same wall, and lay there staring at the ceiling, listening to the light tapping of her fingers on the screen, every sound a small blow reminding him just how little control he now had over that evening, over this new version of the two of them.

Eventually Rebecca set the phone down on the nightstand, the screen slowly dimming, leaving the room once more in half-light.

For a moment she didn't move. Then her hand slid, slow, down her own body, past her stomach, until it disappeared between her thighs, her eyes closing, her breath starting to grow uneven. Daniel watched her out of the corner of his eye, not daring to turn fully toward her, feeling at once excluded and strangely drawn into that private moment she hadn't even tried to hide from him.

Daniel kept staring at the ceiling, feeling every movement of hers beside him, the rustle of the sheet, her breath growing shorter and shorter. He heard her stir, her back arching slightly, her fingers moving in an increasingly insistent rhythm, her breath coming out broken in pieces.

And then, right in the instant before she went still, he thought he heard her whisper a name.

It wasn't his.


6
Strange Thoughts

The next morning, the kitchen was filled with the same clear light filtering through the curtains, the coffee maker gurgling softly on the counter. Daniel was already dressed for the office, his tie still loose around his neck, while Rebecca sat at the table with her hands wrapped around her mug, her eyes seeming lost somewhere else entirely.

They ate in silence for a few minutes, a silence different from the easy kind they usually shared, tenser, heavier with things unsaid. Daniel watched Rebecca out of the corner of his eye, trying to read what was going through her head, but she stayed unreadable, her eyes fixed on the mug as if it held something far more interesting than the usual morning coffee.

"Tonight we're going back," she said, suddenly, without lifting her eyes from the mug.

Daniel froze, spoon halfway to his mouth. "Where?"

"That club."

"No." The word came out sharper than he'd meant it to. "I don't like this game anymore."

Rebecca finally looked up, fixing him with a calm, almost bored expression, as if discussing something already settled long ago.

"I said we're going back, and it's not a game anyway."

"Please..."

"I said we're going back."

The tone left no room for argument, the same firmness Daniel had already learned to recognize and, so far, had never managed to truly stand against. He sat in silence, the spoon still hovering over the mug, searching for something to say that might shake that decision loose, but nothing came to him, no objection that hadn't already been said and ignored the night before.

He finished his coffee quickly, nearly burning himself, and left the house without another word, the door closing behind him with the same sharp sound that now seemed to accompany every one of his exits from that house.

On the street, walking toward the bus stop, he couldn't think of anything else. Rebecca's words echoed in his head with every step, along with the images from the night before: the couch, the guy's hands, the whisper in the ear, the phone buzzing in the dark of the bedroom.

The office offered no distraction. He sat down at his desk, opened his computer, started scrolling through emails without really reading them, his eyes settling on the words without his brain managing to hold on to any meaning. A coworker spoke to him twice before he answered, and when he did, his own voice sounded distant even to himself.

Mid-morning he got up and headed for the restroom, more out of a need to step away from his desk for a few minutes than any real necessity. He shut himself in one of the stalls, leaned his back against the door, and stood there, motionless, listening to the distant hum of the air conditioning.

Almost without realizing it, he found himself murmuring a few words under his breath, trying to raise the pitch of his voice, to make it lighter, thinner, exactly as he'd tried to do at the kiosk, exactly as he hadn't managed to do with the mustached man. "Good morning," he whispered, then again, "good morning," reaching each time for a different tone, an inflection that might come close to what Rebecca had implicitly asked of him.

He stopped abruptly, realizing what he was doing, his face heating with embarrassment even there, alone, with no one to hear him. And yet, absurd as it was, he couldn't quite stop right away. He tried again, this time whispering longer sentences, attempting to reproduce the light, easy tone Rebecca always used with him, wondering if one day it might actually sound natural, or if he'd always be as clumsy as he'd been at the kiosk, at the bar.

He looked at himself in the mirror on his way out of the stall, studying his own reflection with an attentiveness that wasn't usually his, wondering what it was in that voice, in that face, that could actually pass for feminine, and how much more practice it would take before he could manage it without looking ridiculous.

He returned to his desk lost in thought, his mind still tangled up in that pointless exercise, when the coworker at the next station, a man in his forties with whom he usually exchanged only a few polite words, turned toward him.

"You doing okay, Daniel?" he asked, in a tone more curious than concerned.

"Yeah, yeah," he answered, distracted, without thinking much about it.

The coworker looked at him a moment longer than necessary, his head tilted slightly. "Your voice sounds strange today. You coming down with something?"

Daniel felt a cold shiver run down his spine. "No, no, I'm fine," he said quickly, trying to bring his tone back to normal, but the very haste with which he said it betrayed the tension even more, making his voice sound even more uncertain, even more out of place.

"You sure? You almost sound—" The coworker stopped himself, shaking his head with a half smile, as if he'd dismissed the thought before even fully forming it. "Never mind. Maybe it's just my hearing today."

"Maybe it's just tiredness," Daniel added, trying to give the conversation a normal tone, even though his own voice still sounded foreign to his own ears.

"Could be. Get some rest tonight, anyway."

Daniel forced a tense smile, nodding, and turned quickly back to his computer screen, his heart pounding harder than it needed to. He spent the next few minutes staring at an open email without reading a single word of it, terrified that the pointless exercise in the restroom had somehow left a mark, an audible trace that now risked giving him away even here, in the most ordinary and safe place in his day.

The day dragged on, too slowly, every hour seeming to stretch beyond all reasonable measure. Daniel checked the clock more times than he would have liked to admit, hoping each time that the hands had moved further than they actually had.

During his lunch break he went out for a short walk, trying to shake off the tension that gave him no rest, but he found no relief there either. He seemed to see, among the crowd on the sidewalk, an unreasonable number of men with mustaches: one by the newsstand, one sitting at a café table, one crossing the street right in front of him. Each time, his heart gave a small lurch, an involuntary reflex that made him look twice, searching their features for something that resembled that man, before realizing they were just strangers, ordinary faces encountered by chance on an ordinary sidewalk.

He knew it was absurd, that his mind was simply projecting the memory of that night everywhere, and yet he couldn't stop noticing them, one after another, as if the whole world had decided to keep reminding him of what awaited him. He stopped in front of a shop window, pretending to look at something on display, just to give himself a moment to breathe, an instant when he didn't have to meet anyone's eyes.

He went back to his desk without having eaten anything, his stomach too tight to let anything through. In the afternoon, a meeting with his manager forced him to focus for a good half hour, and for that brief stretch he almost managed to forget, almost managed to feel like the person he'd always been before that weekend. But the moment he was back at his desk, the thought resurfaced with the same insistence as before, like a wave that pulls back only to return stronger.

He tried texting her, a timid attempt to reopen the conversation. He deleted the message twice before even sending it, knowing it wouldn't do any good. He knew by now that once Rebecca made up her mind about something, there was no way to change it. He'd learned that in the earliest years of their relationship, long before this game, long before the skirt and the heels and the makeup carefully applied to his face: once she decided, the rest of the world simply had to fall in line.

He thought back to all the times that same stubbornness had led him somewhere he never would have chosen on his own: a move decided over a single weekend, a vacation planned in twenty-four hours without consulting him, even the dog they'd adopted three years earlier, who'd arrived home without him ever having had any say in it. Every time he'd given in, and every time, in the end, he'd found that those sudden decisions led to something, for better or worse. But this time was different. This time the price to pay felt higher, more intimate, harder to justify even to himself.

He looked out the office window, the sky slowly beginning to darken, and felt his stomach tighten even further at the thought of what awaited him that evening. He didn't know if it was fear, or something else he still didn't have the courage to call by its true name.

The clock finally struck six. Daniel shut down his computer, gathered his things with slow, almost reluctant movements, and left the office along with the other coworkers, without exchanging a word with anyone. The coworker from earlier shot him one last glance as he passed his desk, but said nothing more, and Daniel was more grateful for that than he could have expressed.

Outside, the evening air was already cool, and the thought of what awaited him at home followed him the whole way, one step after another, as the city around him lit up with the first artificial lights of the night. Every illuminated shop window, every bus stop, every familiar corner of the route seemed charged with new meaning, as if the entire city knew what awaited him and watched him pass with the same mix of curiosity and judgment he'd felt all day, on the subway, at the office, even in his own reflection in the restroom mirror.

He slowed his pace as he approached the front door of the building, trying to stretch out those last few minutes before having to face Rebecca again, her determination, that evening he now knew there was no way to avoid.


7
Two Friends at Dinner

When he got home, Rebecca was already waiting for him in the living room, sitting on the couch with a satisfied look Daniel was increasingly learning to fear.

On the coffee table sat a bag with the logo of a boutique he didn't recognize, and beside it, folded carefully over a chair, an outfit unlike anything he'd seen so far: longer, falling to mid-thigh, but with a full skirt that seemed to move with the slightest step, flowing, light.

"We're switching things up a little tonight," Rebecca said, standing to pick up the dress and show it to him properly.

Daniel studied it, then his gaze dropped to a pair of tall boots set beside the bag, the glossy leather rising well past the knee.

"Elegant," she remarked, handing them to him.

"Slutty," he said, unable to hold back.

Rebecca burst out laughing, a genuine laugh that, for a moment, lifted the tension built up over the whole day. "I have some too, see," she said, pointing to a large paper bag in the corner of the living room, holding what looked like a shoebox identical to his.

"We're going to dinner first," she added, turning serious again. "But don't embarrass me."

"What do you mean?"

"Don't get worked up like you usually do." She said it in an almost motherly tone, as if giving an obvious instruction. "I picked the fuller skirt on purpose, it should show less. I made a reservation at Paul's, downtown."

Daniel felt his stomach tighten at the thought of an elegant restaurant, waiters, other guests, an environment even more exposed than a dark, noisy club like the one from the night before. But he already knew, from Rebecca's tone, that there was no room to argue.

They got dressed in silence, her helping him with the dress's zipper, adjusting every detail once again with the same meticulous care as the other nights. The boots reached almost to mid-thigh, snug but not uncomfortable, and for the first time Daniel noticed how, walking, the dress and the boots together created a line that, seen in the mirror, struck him as almost elegant, in a way he hadn't expected.

"See?" Rebecca said, watching him in the mirror's reflection as she fixed her own hair. "It's not always about tiny skirts and sky-high heels. Sometimes elegance works better."

Daniel studied himself a moment longer, turning slightly to see how the skirt fell, how the boots seemed to lengthen the line of his legs in a way he'd never considered before. He couldn't have said whether that feeling was closer to embarrassment or to a strange, unexpected sense of satisfaction.

They went down to the garage and got in the car, Rebecca at the wheel again. They drove along the beltway in a silence broken only by the radio at low volume, until she spoke, her eyes on the road.

"One more thing," she said. "For the whole evening, you'll need to speak in the feminine. If something masculine slips out, someone might notice."

"Rebecca—"

"And your name too," she went on, as if she hadn't heard him. "Tonight you'll be called Danielle."

Daniel stayed silent, the name echoing strangely in his head, almost ridiculous, and yet undeniably close to his own, as if it were nothing more than a slightly distorted version of himself.

"Danielle," she repeated, as if testing the sound of it. "I like it."

They arrived at the restaurant a few minutes later. The place was exactly as Daniel had pictured it: soft lighting, white tablecloths, a piano playing quietly in one corner, waiters moving between tables with measured, discreet steps. They were led to a table near the window, and Daniel sat down with his back straight, hands clasped in his lap, trying to remember every single instruction Rebecca had given him along the way.

The maître d' had greeted them both with a courteous nod, without the slightest hint of hesitation, and Daniel found himself thinking that maybe, in this more polished, more formal setting, the risk of being exposed was actually lower than in a crowded, noisy place like the one from the night before. No one here seemed to have the time or the inclination to look too closely at other guests, everyone absorbed in their own conversation, their own plate, their own evening.

It was Rebecca who ordered, for both of them, trading a few light remarks with the waiter while Daniel sat there, eyes down on a menu he hadn't really even read, limiting himself to nodding whenever asked for an opinion.

The wine arrived shortly after, along with the appetizers, and for a brief moment Daniel nearly managed to relax, lulled by the quiet atmosphere of the restaurant, the soft music, the fact that no one around them seemed to be paying them any particular attention.

It was in that very moment of calm that a waiter approached their table, carrying a bottle of champagne neither of them had ordered.

"Compliments of the gentleman at that table," he said, gesturing discreetly toward an elegant man seated not far off, in an impeccable dark suit, his gray hair carefully combed.

Rebecca smiled, raising her glass toward the man in a gesture of thanks. The man, taking that as an invitation, rose from his own table and approached theirs, carrying with him an easy elegance that seemed to belong to him naturally.

"I hope you don't mind," he said, stopping beside them. "But I couldn't help noticing two such lovely ladies, sitting alone on an evening like this."

He took Daniel's hand first, leaning down to brush it lightly with his lips, then did the same with Rebecca's. Daniel felt his heart hammering in his chest, his hand trembling almost imperceptibly as the man held it a moment longer than necessary.

"May I?" he asked, gesturing to the empty chair at their table, and without waiting for a real answer he sat down, pouring the champagne into three glasses with confident movements.

He began to talk, introducing himself with a name Daniel forgot almost immediately, telling them something about his work, a company that seemed to have earned him the kind of quiet security typical of someone who's never had to worry much about money. But above all, the whole time, his eyes stayed fixed on Daniel, with an attention that left no doubt about which of the two had truly caught his interest.

"And what do you do?" he asked, addressing Daniel directly, his tone warm, almost knowing.

Panic gripped Daniel's throat. He glanced at Rebecca for a moment, searching for silent help, and she stepped in with her usual ease.

"Danielle's fairly private," she said, resting a hand on Daniel's arm in an affectionate gesture. "She prefers listening to talking."

"A rare quality, these days," the man remarked, without taking his eyes off Daniel. "Most people I meet do nothing but talk about themselves."

Daniel answered with nods of the head, a tense smile, a few small murmurs he hoped would pass for shyness, exactly as he had with the mustached man at the bar. He still didn't feel ready, not there, not in that setting, to risk his voice, to ruin everything with one syllable too many that might give him away in front of a stranger so close, so attentive.

The conversation continued lightly for a few minutes, the man telling stories of travels, of restaurants visited around the world, addressing himself mainly to Daniel, who kept answering with the fewest possible words, letting Rebecca carry the rest of the conversation with her usual ease.

At one point the man reached a hand toward the table, brushing Daniel's just barely as he pointed at something outside the window, an apparently casual gesture that lingered longer than necessary, his fingers resting there for a moment, as if testing a reaction. Daniel pulled his hand back with a movement he hoped looked natural, his heart pounding so hard he feared it might be audible even over the sound of the piano.

"Do you like wine?" the man asked, pouring another glass without waiting for an answer, his eyes dropping briefly along Daniel's neck, to the modest neckline of the dress.

"Very much," Rebecca answered in his place, with a smile that invited him to keep going.

The man kept talking for a few more minutes, but his interest in Daniel showed no sign of fading, if anything it seemed to grow more and more obvious, every question directed at him, every glance returning punctually in his direction, all but ignoring Rebecca except for the necessary courtesies.

When the man finally stood to take his leave, he left a business card on the table, setting it down carefully right in front of Daniel.

"In case you'd like a recommendation for another place in the city," he said, with a smile that seemed to hide a good deal more than that.

Before either of them could say anything, the man waved to the waiter and insisted on covering their bill as well, brushing off every one of Rebecca's attempts to object with an elegant gesture. He took his leave with one last bow, and returned to his own table with the same unhurried step he'd arrived with.

Rebecca waited until he was far enough away before speaking, an amused smile on her lips. She reached a hand toward the table, picked up the business card still sitting in front of Daniel, and tucked it into her purse with a quick, almost absent-minded motion.

"You made quite an impression, Danielle," she said, giving the name a slight emphasis. "He seems well-off."

"What are you talking about?" he whispered, still shaken, the memory of that insistent gaze lingering there, like undeniable proof of what had just happened.

Rebecca didn't answer right away. Her hand slid instead under the table, quickly finding the hem of Daniel's full skirt, slipping beneath the fabric with the same easy confidence as always.

Daniel went rigid in his chair, his eyes darting instinctively toward the other tables, terrified someone might notice, but the restaurant carried on with its own indifferent rhythm, the waiters, the murmured conversations, the piano that never stopped playing softly in the background.

"You're becoming someone who gets excited a little too often," she whispered, in a tone somewhere between reproach and amusement, before withdrawing her hand with the same speed she'd used to slip it in.

She laughed, a short, light laugh, and rose from the table, picking up her purse.

"Let's go," she said. "To the club. He's waiting for me."

Daniel stayed seated for a moment, his heart seeming to stop mid-beat, trying to process that sentence, that "he" spoken with the same ease you'd use to announce any ordinary appointment. Then, almost automatically, he stood and followed her out of the restaurant, the heels of his boots ringing against the marble floor of the entrance.

The maître d' saw them off with the same courteous nod as before, without the slightest suspicion, and Daniel found himself wondering how many more evenings like this one awaited him, how many more times he'd have to walk through a place like this feeling, all at once, invisible and terribly exposed.

Outside, the evening air was cool, a relief after the warmth of the restaurant. Rebecca walked briskly toward the parking lot, her stride confident, that of someone who already had every detail of the evening mapped out, while Daniel struggled to keep up with her, the boots, elegant as they were, making every step less certain on the uneven pavement.

"He?" he asked, his voice uncertain, trying to keep pace with her as they crossed the lot toward the car.

Rebecca didn't answer.
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A Wandering Hand

The club welcomed them with the same wall of sound as the night before, lights slicing through the thick air, bodies moving on a dance floor already crowded. Rebecca led him straight to the bar, the same stools as before, as if the place had already become a habit, a ritual repeating night after night with the same ease as any other domestic routine.

Daniel sat down, the boots pinching slightly at his calves after the evening at the restaurant, and looked around, recognizing a few details of the club that, the night before, in the general panic, he hadn't even noticed: the neon lights behind the bar, the mirrors on the walls multiplying the colored reflections of the dance floor, the bouncer at the entrance who'd greeted them with a nod, almost as if he recognized them.

They hadn't even finished ordering when a guy approached, the same one from the night before, his hair artfully tousled, a smile that already seemed to know the answer before even asking the question.

"Dance?" he asked, hand extended toward Rebecca.

She laughed, setting down her still-full glass, and let herself be led away without even glancing back at Daniel, the same ease, the same naturalness with which she'd already abandoned her stool twenty-four hours before.

Daniel tried to follow her with his eyes, trying to keep track of her among the flickering lights, but before he could get his bearings someone stepped in front of him, blocking his view.

"May I?" said the mustached man, and without waiting for an answer sat down on the stool still warm from Rebecca.

He waved to the bartender, ordering two drinks without even asking Daniel what he wanted. Daniel grabbed his glass the moment it arrived, taking one long sip, then another, searching in that artificial warmth for a bit of the courage he felt slipping away more and more.

The man watched him drink, a smile slowly spreading across his face, then leaned toward him, bringing his mouth close to Daniel's ear to be heard over the music.

"I know you're not who you'd like to be," he whispered, his voice low, almost intimate despite the volume all around them. "Don't worry about it. I like you better this way."

Daniel felt the blood freeze in his veins, the glass trembling slightly between his fingers. For an instant he thought about standing, running, inventing any excuse just to get away from that gaze that seemed to see far too clearly through every single layer of makeup and pretense.

But he didn't move.

"What's your name?" the man asked, staying close, his eyes never leaving Daniel's.

Daniel swallowed, trying to recall every single instruction Rebecca had given him the night before, the higher, lighter tone that, despite the solitary practice sessions in the office restroom, still always came out uncertain.

"Danielle," he managed to say, his voice trembling just slightly but holding, for once, long enough to sound almost believable. "And you?"

"Pablo." The man smiled, pleased perhaps that she'd answered, or perhaps simply by the sound of that name just spoken. "I'm American, but my family's Mexican."

"Nice to meet you," Daniel managed to add, surprised himself by his own boldness in continuing, his heart pounding hard but his voice, for once, not entirely betraying him.

"The pleasure's mine," Pablo answered, moving a little closer on his stool, his knees nearly brushing Daniel's. "You don't often meet someone so quiet in a place like this. Usually it's the exact opposite."

"I'm not very good at talking over all this noise," Daniel said, trying to hold on to that higher tone Rebecca had taught him, every word spoken with the caution of someone walking a tightrope.

"I like that too," Pablo answered, his eyes dropping to Daniel's lips for a moment before meeting his gaze again.

The conversation continued, Pablo telling him something about his work, about a brother who ran a restaurant on the other side of town, while Daniel nodded at regular intervals, his eyes drifting again and again past Pablo's shoulder, searching the crowd for Rebecca's shape.

He found her, eventually, far off, on one of the low couches at the back of the club. She was sitting on the guy's lap, exactly like the night before, arms around his neck, her face leaning toward his for a kiss that seemed like it would never end.

Daniel felt his stomach clench, the same knot as the night before, but this time something was different. This time it was Rebecca's hands moving, sliding along the guy's body with a confidence that struck Daniel as almost indecent to watch, even from that distance, even amid all that movement and those lights that blurred and fragmented everything. He couldn't quite make out exactly what her fingers were doing, but the way the guy reacted, his head tilting back, his shoulders tensing at intervals, was eloquent enough.

For an instant Daniel wondered if it was the same kind of sensation he himself had felt in the car, in front of the club, the night before, that decisive quickness, that lack of hesitation. The thought stirred in him a mix of jealousy and something darker, harder to admit, that he didn't have time to fully examine.

It was right as he was distracted by that scene that he felt Pablo's hand settle on his thigh.

The contact made him jump, his eyes snapping back to Pablo. The hand stayed there, still, warm through the thin fabric of the skirt, while Pablo kept talking as if nothing were happening, as if the gesture were the most natural thing in the world.

"You okay?" Pablo asked, noticing the jump, but not withdrawing his hand.

"Yes," Daniel answered, his voice trembling just slightly. "Just... wasn't expecting that."

"Forgive me if I'm direct," Pablo said, with a smile that betrayed no real remorse. "But I don't like wasting time."

Daniel wanted to pull away, stand up, invent an excuse, but his body wasn't responding to his commands with the same urgency as his mind. He stayed frozen, his heart pounding harder and harder, while Pablo's hand crept upward imperceptibly, his fingers moving with the same calculated slowness Daniel had seen elsewhere, had already felt on his own skin.

Then Pablo leaned in further, his face just inches from Daniel's, his lips parting slightly, and Daniel understood what was about to happen an instant before it actually did.

He should have pulled back. He knew it, felt it clearly in every rational fiber of his body. There was still time, an instant, maybe two, in which one word, one simple turn of the head, could have stopped everything. But when Pablo's lips found his, he did nothing to stop them. He stayed there, motionless, as if trapped in a cage built from his own fear, unable to tell whether that paralysis was refusal or something else, a new sensation, one he hadn't believed he could feel in that way.

The kiss lasted only a few seconds, but to Daniel it felt endless, his mind crowding with contradictory thoughts while his body stayed still, submissive, almost grateful for a closeness that, at the same time, terrified him. He caught Pablo's scent, a mix of cologne and alcohol, and the rough graze of the mustache against his upper lip, a sensation so foreign, so unlike anything he'd ever felt, that for an instant the rest of the club, the music, the lights, seemed to vanish completely.

He felt ashamed the moment they parted, a wave of heat rising to his face stronger than any other sensation he'd felt up to that point. And he felt even more ashamed when, out of the corner of his eye, he noticed what was happening beneath the skirt, that now-familiar rise of fabric that betrayed everything he would have wanted to deny even to himself.

He tried to cross his legs, to hide himself somehow, but Pablo noticed anyway, a satisfied smile crossing his face, though he said nothing, as if he'd already gotten exactly what he wanted without needing to say it out loud.

It was at that moment that Rebecca approached.

Daniel didn't see her coming, too distracted by his own embarrassment, and only noticed when she was already a few steps from the bar, hand in hand with the guy, both of them wearing a satisfied look that made it all too easy to guess how they'd spent the last half hour. Rebecca's hair was slightly mussed, her lipstick almost entirely worn off, and she walked with that relaxed gait of someone who felt thoroughly satisfied.

"Ready to go?" Rebecca said, simply, as if there were nothing at all strange about the question. "This is Ryan."

"Yes," Daniel answered, almost too quickly, rising from the stool with a haste that betrayed all his eagerness to get away from that bar, from that hand still resting on his thigh. "Bye, Pablo."

"What do you mean, bye, Pablo?" Rebecca said, her gaze moving from Daniel to Pablo with an expression somewhere between amused and questioning. "He's coming with us. Isn't that right, Pablo?"

Daniel felt his stomach tighten again, a mix of surprise and something dangerously close to panic. "Rebecca, I—"

"I said he's coming with us," she repeated, her tone leaving no room for discussion, the same firmness Daniel had by now learned to recognize and, once again, couldn't bring himself to resist.

Pablo smiled, rising from his own stool in turn, without the slightest hesitation, as if the invitation were exactly what he'd expected from the start. "Of course."

He took Daniel's hand in his own, with a confidence that left no room for objection, and pulled him away from the bar, following Rebecca and Ryan who were already heading toward the exit, hand in hand, through the lights and music that kept pulsing around them without pause.

Daniel let himself be led, his eyes fixed on Rebecca's back moving away in front of him, his heart still racing, unable to say whether that feeling was closer to fear or to something else that, by now, he found harder and harder to tell apart. Pablo's hand, warm and sure around his, guided him toward the exit with the same ease you'd use to guide someone you'd known for a long time, and Daniel found within himself not even the strength to pull it away.
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A New Taste

They left the club in the late night, the parking lot nearly empty, the few remaining cars flickering under the streetlamps. The cool air hit Daniel like a slap after the suffocating heat of the club, a momentary relief that did nothing, though, to calm his racing heart.

"You're riding in back with Pablo," Rebecca said, opening the driver's door with the same ease she'd use to give any ordinary instruction, as if she were simply arranging seats for a day trip.

Daniel didn't have time to object. Pablo had already opened the back door for him, inviting him in with a courteous gesture that left no room for hesitation, a light hand on his back guiding him into the car. Ryan settled up front, beside Rebecca, trading a knowing glance with her before the door had even closed. The car pulled away, leaving the club's lights behind.

Daniel sat rigid against the seat, hands clasped in his lap, feeling Pablo's presence beside him like an almost physical weight, even though neither of them had said a word yet. Outside the window, the city lights grew sparser and sparser, replaced gradually by the darkness of the outskirts, then by the even thicker darkness of the countryside.

Rebecca drove for a while, leaving the city behind, turning onto streets that grew narrower and darker, until they found themselves on a dirt road, isolated, flanked only by dark trees and the heavy silence of the night countryside. The engine noise died away, and for a moment nothing remained inside the car but the ticking of the dashboard as it cooled and the breathing of four people, each different from the others, each carrying a tension of their own.

Daniel looked outside, searching for some landmark in the darkness, but found nothing but the shadows of trees and, in the distance, the dim lights of some isolated house. The thought that no one knew where he was at that moment, that no one could reach him or help him if something went wrong, crossed his mind with a clarity that made him shiver, even though some part of him, one he now recognized with growing unease, didn't find that feeling of total surrender to someone else's control entirely unpleasant.

She turned toward the back seat, her eyes meeting Daniel's in the dim light, while she could already feel Pablo's hands moving over her, sliding along her shoulders, then lower. Her expression was different from the sternness of previous nights: softer, almost tender, but with an underlying determination Daniel recognized all too well.

"Let yourself go," she said, her voice low, almost a whisper, barely audible over all their breathing. "Do what I'm doing. Don't think I could be jealous. For tonight, consider yourself free."

Daniel didn't answer. He didn't even know what he could have said, his mind crowding with conflicting thoughts, the urge to protest clashing with an unspeakable curiosity, a part of himself that, with growing horror, he recognized as impatient to find out what would happen.

Then Rebecca turned back to Ryan, and began kissing him, one hand moving quickly to touch him through his pants, while he, in turn, slid his fingers along her thigh, working up beneath the hem of her skirt. Their movements were synchronized, almost choreographed, as if they'd already rehearsed this dance before, on other nights Daniel didn't know about and, perhaps, never would.

Daniel stayed frozen, tense, unable to react, while Pablo, beside him, began moving with the same ease he'd shown all evening, his hands sliding over him without the slightest hesitation, first over his shoulders, then along his chest, finally lower, toward the hem of the dress he still wore.

"Relax," Pablo whispered, his mouth close to Daniel's neck, his warm breath grazing the skin. "No one's going to hurt you."

Daniel closed his eyes for a moment, trying to find some grain of reassurance in those words, but his body stayed rigid, every muscle taut as a cord about to snap. For an instant he thought about how far all of this was from the person he'd been just days before, the man who came home from work, who sat on the couch with the remote in hand, who never could have imagined finding himself, one night, in the back seat of a car parked in the middle of nowhere, with a stranger's hands running over him while his wife, up front, did the same with another man. And yet, absurd as it was, he couldn't find within himself the strength needed to stop it all, to say enough, to turn back.

He looked forward, past the back of the driver's seat, and watched Rebecca's head disappear, the rhythmic motion making his stomach clench, a mix of arousal and humiliation he could no longer tell apart. Ryan's muffled moans filled the car, mingling with the rustle of clothing, the barely audible creak of the seats.

"You need to do what she's doing," Pablo said, his voice low near his ear.

A hand settled on the back of his neck, guiding him downward with a gentleness that nonetheless left no room for refusal. Daniel hesitated for an instant, the thought of saying no crossing his mind, clear, insistent, but Rebecca's words still echoed too loudly: let yourself go, for tonight you're free. He didn't have the courage to resist.

He moved slowly, his heart pounding so hard it felt almost painful, every inch of that descent carrying a weight far beyond the physical gesture itself. He felt Pablo's hand accompanying him, not forcing him but not really leaving him room to pull back either, a quiet, constant control that kept him anchored to a decision not entirely his own. Pablo's scent, a mix of cologne and faint sweat, filled his nostrils, a detail so concrete, so present, that for an instant it seemed like the only real thing in that whole surreal night.

He'd never done this before, not like this, and he tried to manage as best he could, uncertain, learning moment by moment from the sounds Pablo let escape, from the small movements that seemed to guide him toward what worked and what didn't. Every muffled groan from Pablo became a kind of compass, a signal to hold onto in that total lack of experience, while his mind kept chasing thoughts he couldn't stop: the shame, the surprise of discovering how much that forced submission stirred a tension he found hard to define as mere discomfort, the muffled sound of Rebecca and Ryan continuing up front, indifferent to what was happening in the back.

He thought, for one fleeting instant, about how he would have reacted a few days earlier if someone had even suggested a situation like this: he would have called it absurd, impossible, something belonging to a world completely foreign to his ordinary life of office deadlines, dinners on the couch, quiet weekends. And yet here he was, right there, in that back seat, discovering parts of himself he'd never had reason to explore.

He kept going for several minutes, his breath short, his jaw beginning to ache, his neck sore from the awkward position, until he felt Pablo tense beneath him, a change in his breathing, in the rhythm of his hips, that he recognized immediately as a signal, a silent warning of what was about to happen.

He tried to pull back, an instinctive, almost automatic movement, but before he could complete it a hand held him firmly in place, keeping him still, preventing any further movement. For a fraction of a second he thought about actually fighting it, forcing that grip with whatever strength he had left, but the thought vanished almost immediately, replaced by a resignation that surprised him with how easily, how naturally it came. He could do nothing but continue to the end, his body tense, eyes shut, his heart hammering, while every attempt to pull away was undone by that firm, decisive grip that left no room to maneuver.

Only after he'd swallowed everything did the hand finally let him go.

Daniel pulled back, gasping, his eyes turning to look for that hand, expecting to find Pablo's. Instead he found Rebecca's, reaching from the front, between the two seats, her fingers still lingering near the back of his neck.

For a moment he couldn't understand, his mind confused, unable to piece together the exact instant her hand had taken the place of Pablo's, when exactly she'd turned toward him long enough to pin him down with that same determination, that same firmness that had by now become so familiar to him in every other context.

She turned to look at him, her lips moist, her breath carrying the same taste as what Daniel had just swallowed, a satisfied smile lighting her face in the dim light of the car, her eyes shining with that particular gleam Daniel had learned to recognize on previous nights, every time something had gone exactly as she'd planned.

"You did so well, Danielle."

The words echoed inside him with unexpected force, a mix of humiliation and a twisted, distorted pride he never would have imagined he could feel in a situation like this. He didn't know what to say, his throat still tight, his breath struggling to steady itself.

She leaned between the seats and kissed him on the mouth, a deep kiss, their tongues meeting, exchanging those mingled tastes of pleasure, of sweat, of everything that had just happened in that car parked in the middle of nowhere. Daniel closed his eyes, surrendering to the kiss with an abandon that surprised him, forgetting for a moment Pablo beside him, Ryan up front, the darkness of the countryside outside the windows, focusing only on that contact which, despite everything, remained the one familiar thing in a night that now felt like it had completely slipped from his grasp.

From the seat beside him, Pablo watched them in silence, a faint smile on his lips, like someone witnessing something private but no less fascinating to watch for it. Ryan, up front, had just buttoned his pants back up, his breath still a little uneven, his eyes drifting curiously toward the back seat.

When they finally broke apart, Rebecca studied him for another moment, a look that seemed to want to say far more than she'd actually spoken aloud.

"We can go now," she said, pulling away with the same ease she'd begun with, and turned to start the engine, as if nothing extraordinary had just happened, as if that night hadn't just redrawn, once again, the boundaries of everything Daniel thought he knew about himself.

The engine came back to life with a soft rumble, and the car turned onto the dirt road toward the city, the headlights cutting through the darkness of the countryside. Daniel sat in silence, the taste still lingering in his mouth, his body exhausted, his mind struggling to make sense of everything that had just happened.


10
Dark Curls

Beside him, Pablo had already straightened his clothes, calm, as if that night had been nothing more than just another evening. A little while later, though, his fingers found their way again beneath Daniel's skirt, pressing deeper this time, searching with curiosity along the cleft between his cheeks.

Daniel tensed, a shiver running down his spine, unable to say whether it was closer to refusal or to something he no longer had the strength to fully examine. The rest of his body stayed still, his eyes fixed on his own blurred reflection in the window, while his mind chased fragmented thoughts, unable to settle on any one of them long enough to actually face it.

Rebecca noticed in the rearview mirror, her eyes meeting Daniel's for an instant before shifting to Pablo. There was no reproach in her look, only a calm, almost amused attention, like someone watching an experiment unfold exactly as expected.

Ryan, sitting up front beside her, turned slightly to watch the scene, a smile crossing his face, saying nothing, as if he were already used to this kind of dynamic, as if this were far from the first time he'd witnessed something like it.

"She's not ready for that yet," she said, with a smile that left no doubt as to her meaning, "but she will be soon. Leave her be, for now."

Pablo withdrew his hand without asking any questions, with the same ease he'd used it, exchanging a knowing look with Rebecca through the mirror that almost entirely escaped Daniel, too focused on his own breathing to notice that small silent exchange. Daniel said nothing, his gaze fixed out the window, his heart still pounding from that sentence spoken so naturally, that "for now" that already seemed to promise something else, something not yet defined but inevitable, a door left deliberately ajar onto a future Daniel didn't feel ready to imagine yet.

The car stopped in front of the club, its lights still on despite the late hour, the music filtering faintly out to the sidewalk. Pablo and Ryan got out, saying goodbye with a light wave, no ceremony, as if that night had been nothing more than a pleasant interlude among many other possible ones. Daniel watched them walk away toward the entrance, two shapes quickly dissolving among the other people in line, and wondered for a moment whether he'd see them again, and how often that question would become part of his everyday life.

Rebecca pulled away right after, heading home, the silence in the car broken only by the sound of the engine and the occasional rustle of Daniel's skirt against the seat. Neither of them spoke the whole way, and Daniel found himself watching his own blurred reflection in the window, wondering how much of that reflected person truly belonged to him anymore.

They climbed the stairs in silence, a silence different from the one heavy with anger the night before, more like a suspended waiting, something they both knew wasn't over yet. Daniel felt every step beneath the heels of his boots like a small toll marking the approach of something he still couldn't name, a mix of physical exhaustion and tension that showed no sign of easing despite the night now drawing to a close.

They opened the front door, and in the light of the living room Rebecca turned to him at once, without even taking off her shoes, and with a quick motion lifted the front of Daniel's skirt.

"What have you gotten up to here?" she asked, her voice hovering between amusement and genuine curiosity. "How many times, tonight? Is there anything left for me?"

Daniel lowered his eyes, feeling the heat rise to his face with the same intensity as before, maybe even more. He realized, in that instant, that he'd felt pleasure several times over the course of the evening, without even needing direct contact: Pablo's hand on his thigh at the bar, the stolen kiss on the couch, the scene he'd witnessed in the car, the moment in the back seat, each episode piling onto the last until it left a mark Rebecca now studied with such attention, almost with a scientist's pride, like someone checking the results of an experiment that had succeeded beyond every expectation.

"I don't know," he answered, his voice barely audible, unable to find any other words.

"Never mind," she said, not seeming genuinely bothered, letting the skirt fall back with the same carelessness she'd used to lift it, as if that discovery only confirmed something she'd already suspected for a while.

She sat down on the couch, the same couch where it had all begun just a few nights before, the very same couch where Rebecca had first proposed the game that now seemed to have taken on a life of its own, far beyond any initial expectation. She lifted her own skirt, spreading her legs with a natural, unembarrassed gesture, as if that room, that house, were nothing more than a natural extension of everything that had already happened elsewhere that night. It was only then that Daniel noticed she wore nothing underneath, and the sight of that detail, so unexpected and yet so consistent with everything that had already happened that night, took his breath away for an instant.

Rebecca pointed with one finger to that dark patch of curls, a look that left no room for interpretation, a silent expectation Daniel recognized immediately, the same one he'd learned to read since the very first game in that room.

Daniel knelt down in front of her, still in the skirt, the boots, the wig now disheveled from the night, following that gesture without needing any further instruction. He felt the fabric of the skirt pull tight against his knees as he lowered himself, the boots making the position awkward, the floor cold beneath his knees despite the rug, but he didn't stop, didn't hesitate, driven by an urgency that no longer needed words to be understood.

He leaned in, and with his tongue tried to do what, in that moment, he wouldn't have known how to do with anything else, what his spent body couldn't manage, having given in too quickly and too many times that night. He proceeded with the same uncertainty he'd learned only a few hours earlier in the car, trying to remember every small signal, every reaction that might point him in the right direction, aware that this time, more than any other, he needed to give her something genuine, something that might make up for everything the evening had already taken from him.

Rebecca let her head fall back against the couch, her eyes half-closed, her breath slowly beginning to deepen, her fingers weaving into the strands of the wig, guiding his movements just slightly, with the same ease she'd guided every other moment of the evening. Every so often a small sigh escaped her lips, a sound that struck Daniel as the most precious reward he'd earned all night, more than anything else that had happened before it.

He kept going, losing all sense of time, focused entirely on the task, on her breath growing more and more uneven, on her fingers gripping tighter into his fake hair with every small bit of progress. The room around them stayed quiet, lit only by that lamp with the honey-colored shade Rebecca had chosen long ago, the same warm light that had witnessed the very first night of this whole game, back when it had still seemed like an isolated whim, an experiment meant to end in a single night.

Daniel couldn't stop thinking about how much everything had changed in so little time, about how that room, that couch, that familiar light were now silent witnesses to a transformation he could no longer define with any precision. But he didn't stop, didn't slow down, driven by a need that went beyond simply wanting to please her, something that felt more and more like a need of his own, one he struggled to admit even to himself.

After a few minutes, she raised herself slightly on her elbows, looking down at him with an expression that mixed pleasure with something more thoughtful, a look that seemed to suddenly step outside the moment to watch him, and to watch herself, from some different distance.

"What do you think," she asked, her voice slightly cracked with breath, "have we gone too far? Should we stop here?"

Daniel paused for an instant, his eyes lifting toward her, searching that gaze for an answer she herself seemed unwilling to fully give. He didn't answer. He didn't have the courage to, his voice catching in his throat before he could even form a coherent thought, unable to choose between a yes that might close that door and a silence that, somehow, left it standing ajar.

He thought, in that brief suspended instant, about everything that had happened in so few days: the couch, the shower, the first trip to the kiosk, the kiosk that now felt almost innocent by comparison, the club, the restaurant, the elegant man who had kissed his hand, the car parked in the middle of nowhere, and now this moment, kneeling on the floor of his own living room, still dressed in the clothes of an evening that refused to truly end. Every single step had seemed, each time, like the final one, the point beyond which he wouldn't go any further. And yet every time, somehow, he'd found the strength, or maybe just the lack of strength needed to stop, to go further still.

He wondered, for one fleeting instant, who he had actually become in these few days, whether Daniel still existed somewhere beneath that now-disheveled wig, beneath that makeup smudged by the night, or whether Danielle had become, by now, the more authentic of the two, the one who had only learned to exist these past few days but who already seemed to know herself better than he ever had in thirty-seven years of life.

Rebecca kept watching him, waiting, her breath slowly settling, her eyes seeming to read in him something even Daniel didn't know was written on his face.

He kept doing what he was doing, his tongue picking up the interrupted rhythm, hoping, without saying it, without even fully admitting it to himself, that she, as always, would make the right decision.

Outside, the city slept, unaware of everything that had played out that night, the streetlights casting thin blades of light through the still half-open curtains, and inside that living room, beneath the warm light of the lamp with the honey-colored shade, Daniel kept going, not knowing whether this was truly an ending or just one more beginning, another threshold crossed with no certainty of ever turning back, another version of himself left behind on that same couch where everything, only a few days before, had begun with a question as simple as it was capable of changing everything: I want to dress you as a woman.
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