

Sissy Little for Mommy:

Taboo ABDL Sissification by Mother-in-Law and Wife

by Mommy Victoria Lace

They wanted a baby…so they turned him into one!

Copyright © 2026 by Mommy Victoria Lace

All rights reserved.

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

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 permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

For information, contact the author.


Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Epilogue


Chapter 1

The clinic smelled of lemon disinfectant and something colder underneath, the particular stale air of waiting rooms where people came to hear bad news. Patrick sat with his hands locked between his knees, the hard plastic chair digging into the backs of his thighs. Beside him, Emily twisted the strap of her handbag until the leather creaked. Neither of them looked at the other. The silence had grown thick enough to touch.

Dr Hale came in with a soft click of the door and a folder that looked far too thin for what it held. She was in her forties, with kind eyes that had learned over the years how to deliver terrible news gently. She sat opposite them, smoothed the papers once, and looked at each of them in turn.

'I'm so sorry,' she began, and already Emily's breath hitched, a small broken sound that scraped against Patrick's ribs. 'The results are clear. Patrick, the azoospermia is complete, there's no viable sperm at all. Natural conception isn't possible, I'm afraid. And we can't use your own genetic material for assisted options either.'

The words landed like stones dropped into deep water. Patrick felt them sink through him and settle in his stomach with a cold, final weight. He could not give her a child. The future they had talked about since the first night she curled against his chest and whispered about nurseries and names was gone. He sat very still, suddenly aware of his own body in a useless, ordinary way, the soft give at his middle, the dark hair on his forearms, the pulse that would never become anything lasting inside her.

Emily made a sound then, not quite a sob, more the raw catch of air before proper crying starts. Her hand flew to her mouth. Tears welled and spilled down her cheeks, and Patrick watched them with a strange, detached horror, as if he were witnessing someone else's catastrophe. He wanted to reach for her, but his arm felt leaden. When he finally managed it and laid his palm awkwardly over her knee, she did not lean into the touch. She only stared at the doctor's desk and the neat stack of pamphlets about donor options and adoption, while her free hand drifted almost unconsciously to rest against the flat of her stomach.

That gesture undid him more thoroughly than the diagnosis itself. Her fingers cupped the emptiness there protectively, her thumb stroking once across her blouse as if she were soothing something that wasn't there. She was already mourning, the pregnancy that would never come from him, the child whose face would never carry both of theirs. Heat crawled up Patrick's neck. Shame pressed thick and smothering under his skin until he felt swollen with it. He was a man who could not do the one thing he was supposed to do, and the knowledge sat in his throat like a swallowed stone.

'There are still options,' Dr Hale said gently, sliding a brochure across the desk. 'Donor conception. Adoption. A lot of couples do find a way to be happy...’

'Thank you,' Emily interrupted, her voice thin and watery. She took the brochure without looking at it and folded it once, twice, into a hard little square. 'We need… we need some time. Please.'

The doctor nodded, understanding clear in the lines around her mouth. She stood, offered a few closing words neither of them really heard, and left them alone in the small pale room. The clock suddenly seemed obscenely loud.

They did not speak as they gathered their coats. Emily's eyes stayed bright and glassy; every few steps a fresh tear slipped free and she wiped it away with the back of her hand in quick, almost angry motions. Patrick held the door for her. The courtesy felt grotesque, a parody of looking after her when he had just been told he was incomplete. Outside, the afternoon light was thin and grey and the car park was slick from earlier rain. Emily walked slightly ahead toward their car with her shoulders drawn tight, one hand still hovering near her middle.

Inside the car the silence thickened. Patrick started the engine. The heater ticked and blew warm air that smelled of damp upholstery. He pulled into traffic with exaggerated care, as if concentrating hard enough might hold the collapsing pieces of himself together. Emily sat angled toward the window, watching the familiar streets slide past, the shops, the park where they had once walked inventing futures, the turn toward the road that led out to her mum's. Her reflection in the glass looked younger somehow, stripped raw, and the longing in her face was so naked it made his chest ache.

He wanted to say something, I'm sorry, forgive me, I would give anything, but the phrases stacked uselessly behind his teeth. What apology could cover the barren fact of his body? He glanced sideways. Emily's hand had settled on her stomach again, fingers splayed over the place where life was supposed to take root. The sight sent another hot wave of humiliation through him, unexpected and sickeningly intimate. It coiled low in his belly and mingled with the shame until he could no longer separate the two. His skin prickled. Under his clothes he felt suddenly over-aware of himself; the softness of his flesh, the ordinary useless weight between his legs, the pulse that kept beating there with stupid animal persistence even now.

A reluctant, traitorous flicker of heat stirred under the humiliation. He crushed it at once, horrified, gripping the wheel until his knuckles whitened. This was grief. This was failure. It could not also be that. Yet the feeling lingered at the edges anyway, a shameful undercurrent, as if some buried part of him had recognised that his claim to ordinary manhood was being stripped away and had found, in the exposure, a dark and unwelcome spark.

Emily spoke at last, so quietly he almost missed it beneath the hum of the engine.

'I always thought it'd be easy,' she whispered, still facing the window. 'When we were ready. Like my body would just… know. And yours would too.' Her voice cracked. 'I feel so empty, Patrick. Right now. Like something's already been taken.'

He swallowed hard. 'Em, '

'Don't.' She shook her head once. A tear dropped onto the collar of her coat and darkened the wool. 'Just drive. Please. I can't talk yet. I need to feel this.'

So he drove. The miles unspooled in heavy quiet, broken only by the tick of the indicator and the soft hitching of Emily's breathing as she got through fresh waves of tears. Streetlights began to come on against the greying afternoon. By the time they turned into their road the sky had lowered over the terraced houses. Their flat waited at the end of the street with dark windows and the potted bay tree by the door drooping from neglect. Patrick parked. Neither of them moved to get out.

Emily's hand stayed on her stomach. In the dim light through the windscreen he could see her breathing under her palm, her fingers pressing as if she were searching for a heartbeat that was not there and never would be, not from him. The knowledge hollowed him out and filled him at the same time with that thick, confusing heat. He sat outside their ordinary flat and understood, with a clarity that frightened him, that something fundamental had shifted. The man who had walked into the clinic that morning no longer quite existed. In his place sat someone smaller and more exposed, already beginning a long descent he could not yet name.

Emily finally unclipped her seatbelt. The click sounded as final as a lock turning. She looked at him then, really looked, her eyes red-rimmed and bright with unshed tears and something else underneath, something assessing and quietly desperate.

'We're going to be okay,' she said, and the words might have been a promise or a verdict. 'One way or another. I still want a baby, Patrick. I need one. You get that, right?'

He nodded, because speech had deserted him. The shame pulsed under his skin like a second heartbeat. Outside, a fine rain began to fall again, tapping softly against the roof. Somewhere in the gathering dusk the first streetlamp flickered on and cast their linked silhouettes against the steamed glass, two figures frozen at the edge of a future neither of them could yet see.


Chapter 2

They went the following afternoon. Emily had barely slept. Patrick had listened to her shifting restlessly beside him through the small hours, with the occasional catch of breath that might have been weeping or simply grief working its way through her. By morning her eyes were puffed but determined. She dressed carefully in a soft rose jumper and jeans, and announced without quite meeting his gaze that they were going to Mum's.

The drive out to the edge of town unspooled under a washed sky. Hedges and stone walls gave way to wider gardens, then to the quiet road where Margaret's Victorian house stood behind a wrought-iron gate and a sweep of gravel. Ivy softened the red brick, and tall sash windows caught the thin light. It was a house built to hold a family, and it still seemed to lean forward slightly, as if it were listening for children who were no longer there.

Margaret opened the door before they reached it. She was elegant in her late fifties, with silver threaded through a clean dark bob, a cream blouse tucked into tailored trousers, and a fine gold chain at her throat. The years had refined her rather than worn her down. She smelled faintly of rosewater and clean linen. When she drew Emily into her arms the embrace was complete, one hand cradling the back of her daughter's head, the other across her shoulders, and Emily folded into it with a broken little sound that went straight through Patrick's chest.

'Oh, love,' Margaret murmured against Emily's hair. 'Come in, both of you. Kettle's on.'

Patrick followed them down the hall. The house opened around him in polished wood and soft rugs, with the tick of a long-case clock and picture frames along the wall, Emily as a gap-toothed child, Emily in school uniform, a wedding photograph in which Patrick himself looked impossibly certain. He felt suddenly large and wrong in the sitting-room doorway, like a man-shaped absence where a provider ought to stand. Margaret's gaze found him over Emily's shoulder, not unkind but thoroughly appraising, and he looked away first.

They settled in the bay window with tea in thin china cups and a plate of shortbread neither of them touched. Emily sat close to her mother on the sofa, one hand still held in Margaret's. Patrick took the armchair opposite and felt the distance like a physical thing. The cushions gave off a faint scent of lavender when he sat. Outside, a blackbird turned over leaves.

Emily told it all in fits and starts, the clinic, the thin folder, the word azoospermia sitting like a stone in the middle of every sentence. When she reached the part about her hand on her stomach in the car, her voice frayed completely. Margaret listened without interrupting, her thumb stroking the back of Emily's hand in slow, steady circles. Only when the worst of it was out did she set her cup down with a soft click and draw a deeper breath.

'I know that feeling,' she said quietly. 'Not exactly the same. But I know it.'

Emily lifted her head. Margaret's eyes had gone distant, fixed on the garden beyond the glass.

'After you were born I wanted more,' Margaret went on. Her voice was even, almost conversational, yet something raw moved underneath it. 'Desperately. Your dad and I tried for years. There were… problems. Losses. People didn't talk about it back then. I used to walk round this house at night counting the empty bedrooms. I'd painted one pale yellow, you know. Bought a second crib and never even put it together. Wanting something like that doesn't just go away because your body says no. It goes underground. And it stays hungry.'

Patrick watched Emily's face change as the relief of being understood flooded through the grief and softened the tight line of her mouth. She leaned harder into her mother's side. Margaret's arm came around her shoulders with the ease of long practice, and for a moment the two women seemed enclosed in something private that Patrick could not enter. He sat with his cooling tea and the knowledge of his own failure pressing warmly and humiliatingly between his shoulder blades. His body felt suddenly conspicuous, too broad in the delicate chair, too ordinarily male in a room built for softer confidences.

'People go on about acceptance like it's a door you walk through once and you're done,' Margaret said. She glanced at Patrick then, a brief, unreadable flick of attention that made his skin prickle. 'Sometimes a family has to look different to hold what you actually need. Blood isn't the only thing that counts. Looking after someone isn't only one way round. There are other ways to fill a house. Other ways to deal with a craving polite people pretend isn't real.'

The words hung in the lavender-scented air, mild as tea and somehow not mild at all. Emily's fingers tightened on her mother's. Patrick felt heat crawl up from his collar. He told himself she meant adoption, fostering, the ordinary alternatives on the clinic brochure. Of course she did. And yet something in the unhurried way Margaret spoke, the slight emphasis on fill, on craving, left a residue he could not quite name. He shifted in the chair, and the movement felt clumsy, as if he were being watched.

Emily wiped her cheeks with the heel of her hand. 'I keep thinking how quiet it's going to be. Forever. No little footsteps. No one needing me in the night.' Her voice dropped. 'I was built for that, Mum. I can feel it. The milk that won't come. Arms that just stay empty.'

Margaret drew her closer and pressed a kiss into her hair. 'I know, sweetheart. I really do.' She looked at Patrick again, longer this time, and her expression held something that might have been sympathy or might have been the cool beginning of a calculation. 'You've both had a shock. Stay for dinner. Let the house look after you for a bit. You don't have to be braver than you can manage today.'

Patrick managed a nod. Speech felt unreliable. Emily uncurled enough to reach for her tea, but she did not leave the circle of her mother's arm. The clock in the hall marked the seconds with fat, unhurried ticks, and somewhere deeper in the house a radiator ticked in answer. Patrick became acutely aware of his own breathing, of the faint damp of nervous sweat at the small of his back, and of the way his thighs pressed together as if to make himself smaller in the chair. Shame pulsed low and steady. Beneath it, unwanted and sickeningly alive, stirred that same traitorous flicker he had crushed in the car, a heat that had nothing to do with comfort and everything to do with being seen as insufficient and held there.

Margaret rose to refresh the pot. As she passed behind Patrick's chair her hand settled briefly on his shoulder, light, maternal, and oddly proprietary, and the warmth of her palm soaked through his shirt like a brand. 'You're not on your own in this,' she said above him, almost kindly. 'Families figure themselves out, Patrick. One way or another.'

He sat very still after she moved on into the kitchen. Emily's eyes followed her mother with something like devotion. In the bay window the light had begun to slant toward evening, catching the rim of the untouched shortbread and the gold chain at Margaret's throat as she returned. Patrick looked down into his cup and saw his own distorted reflection trembling on the surface of the tea, smaller somehow already, held inside a house that knew how to wait, how to want, and how to gently, relentlessly rearrange whatever entered it.


Chapter 3

Night settled over the flat like a held breath. They had come home from Margaret's in near silence, supper sitting heavy in their stomachs, the taste of her roast chicken lingering longer than any conversation. Emily had showered for a long time. When she finally slid into bed she turned on her side facing the wall, and Patrick had not dared to close the distance. Eventually exhaustion dragged him under into a thick, dreamless sleep while the digital clock on the bedside table bled pale green numerals into the dark.

Emily remained awake, staring into the dark.

Sleep would not come. Every time her eyes drifted shut she felt again the flatness beneath her palm, the ghost-pressure of a life that would not take root, and the particular cruelty of a body primed for something it would be denied. The sheets were cool. Beside her Patrick's breathing had deepened into the slow, open-mouthed rhythm of real sleep, one arm flung above his head so that the soft underside of his wrist lay exposed to the meagre light from the hall. She watched that wrist for a while, the fine veins, the ordinary male hair, the pulse she could almost imagine she saw.

At half past one she slipped out from beneath the duvet, careful not to wake him. The floorboards were cold under her bare feet. In the sitting room she did not bother with the main light, only the lamp by the sofa, which threw a low amber pool across the cushions and left the corners in shadow. She curled into the corner of the sofa with her knees drawn up and the remote loose in her hand, and began to move through the channels without purpose, shopping channels, a black-and-white film, news rolling the same bleak headlines, something about property. She was not really watching. She was only refusing the dark of the bedroom and the man asleep in it who could not give her what she needed.

Then the image on the screen changed.

A softly lit living room appeared. An adult figure, broad-shouldered, unmistakably grown, was kneeling on a thick rug in a pale padded nappy that rustled faintly when he shifted. Over it he wore a frilly mint-green onesie with poppers straining slightly at the thighs and lace edging the short puffed sleeves, plus a bib. Someone off-camera was speaking in a low, cooing register. The words were indistinct, but the tone was unmistakable; praise, guidance, the patient authority of care. The camera lingered on the man's face. His eyes were glassy and uncertain, and underneath the uncertainty was something else, a flushed, reluctant heat, as if shame and comfort had braided so tightly he could no longer pull them apart.

Emily's thumb froze above the channel button and stayed there.

The programme title ghosted briefly across the bottom of the screen in clean white type, something clinical and curious about adult babies and the psychology of total surrender. A narrator's voice, calm and lightly academic, spoke of regression, of safety found in helplessness, of men and women who sought the absolute relief of being changed, fed, corrected, held. Cut to another scene; a changing mat, powder dusting the air in a soft white cloud, the careful unfastening of tapes, the exposed vulnerability of a grown body arranged for tending. The nappy was thick, crinkling, unmistakably babyish. The person being changed made a small sound, not quite protest, not quite pleasure, and the carer's hand smoothed over the padding with brisk affection.

Emily felt her cheeks warm. She ought to change the channel. The sensible part of her mind labelled it strange, niche, faintly ridiculous. And yet she did not press the button. She drew the throw blanket higher over her knees and watched, pulse ticking at the base of her throat, as the documentary moved between interviews and carefully lit vignettes. A man in a frilled bonnet being spoon-fed purée, a thread of it escaping the corner of his mouth. Another strapped loosely into a large crib, staring at a mobile turning slowly above him while someone read aloud in a nursery cadence. The surrender in their bodies was almost visible, shoulders dropped, resistance melted, a kind of aching relief in the way they allowed themselves to be arranged.

Fascination and disturbance ran through her in equal measure. She thought of her own empty arms, and of the nights she had already begun to invent, a weight against her shoulder, the warm smell of milk and powder, the simple power of being the one who soothed and decided and cleaned. The men on the screen were not children. That was precisely what unsettled her, and what held her. They were adults who had handed over the performance of adulthood and let someone else become the centre of their small, padded world.

Her gaze drifted, unbidden, toward the dark hallway and the bedroom beyond. Patrick asleep on his back, mouth soft, one bare foot kicked free of the covers. She pictured, for a single unguarded second, the rustle of thick padding at his hips. The absurdity of frills against the familiar landscape of his body. Heat flooded her face; she pressed her fingertips to her lips as if she could push the thought back in. It did not go. It sat behind her eyes, luminous and wrong and strangely tender, feeding on the hollow place the diagnosis had opened.

On screen a woman was describing the peace of total care, how her partner thrived when denied ordinary choices, when every need was anticipated and met. Emily's breathing had gone shallow. She shifted on the sofa and felt the soft drag of her nightdress against her thighs, suddenly conscious of her own body in a way that felt too sharp for half past one in the morning. The wanting in her was no longer only for a baby. Or rather, it was still that, fiercely, but beside it something adjacent had woken; the hunger to fill the shape of mother so completely that even the man in her bed might be gathered into it.

The television murmured on. She did not notice the first vibration of her phone against the cushion. The second buzz made her start. The screen lit her face from below as she unlocked it.

It was a message from Mum.

Emily stared at the preview, pulse stumbling. Of course Margaret was awake; she had always been a poor sleeper, especially after emotional days. Still, the timing felt uncanny, as if the house on the outskirts of town and this dim sitting room were connected by a single current.

She opened the message.

'Have you seen the programme on Channel4?' the text read. Then, a second bubble arriving while Emily's thumb hovered; 'Watch it. Might be… interesting.'

No link. No title. Only the quiet certainty that they were, somehow, looking at the same thing across the dark miles of the city, or that Margaret had known she would find it. Emily's mouth had gone dry. She glanced from the glowing phone to the television, where the adult in the mint onesie was now being rocked in a glider chair, head resting heavy against a woman's shoulder, eyes half-closed in something that looked almost like peace.

A third message arrived a moment later.

'You're not sleeping either, are you? It's alright. Some stuff's easier to say at night. We can talk tomorrow. Or now, if you want. I'm here.'

Emily typed nothing at first. She pulled the blanket tighter and let the documentary's soft soundtrack fill the room, a lullaby arrangement, almost mocking in its sweetness. On the screen, hands smoothed a fresh nappy into place with practised tenderness. The crinkle was faint through the speakers and somehow enormously loud inside her head. Behind her, down the hall, Patrick sighed in his sleep and turned over, the mattress springs complaining softly.

She looked at Margaret's words until they blurred. Interesting. The word settled into the empty place in her body and made itself comfortable. When she finally set the phone down on her knee her fingers were unsteady, and the low lamplight seemed to cling to her skin like warmth from another woman's hand. She did not change the channel. She watched until the credits, and then she watched the silence after, holding the shape of what she had seen as carefully as she might hold a sleeping child, fragile, heavy, and already beginning to change the shape of the night.


Chapter 4

The credits had faded to a soft manufacturer logo and then to black when Emily picked the phone up again. The sitting room felt smaller now, as if the lamp's amber circle had drawn tighter around her. Down the hall Patrick slept on, ignorant. The documentary's last images still burned behind her eyes, the crinkle of padding, the glaze of surrender, the slow rock of the glider, and Margaret's messages glowed in a neat stack on the screen, patient as a hand held out in the dark.

Emily's thumbs hovered. Then, before caution could rebuild itself, she typed.

'I saw it. I can't stop thinking about it.'

The reply came almost at once, as if Margaret had been sitting with her own phone warm in her palm, waiting.

'I thought you might. Tell me what you saw.'

Emily glanced toward the hallway, listening for any change in the quality of silence. Nothing. Only the fridge's low hum and the occasional tick of cooling pipes. She pulled the throw up to her collarbones and answered in a rush that left her slightly breathless.

'There was a man in a thick nappy. A frilly onesie over it, mint green, with little sleeves. Someone was changing him on a mat. Powder in the air. He made a sound when they taped him up. Not fighting. Sort of… giving in. And another one being fed with a spoon, puree on his lip. A crib. A bonnet. Mum, it should have been absurd. Why didn't it feel absurd?'

She sent it before she could edit the confession out. Heat rose along her throat and into her cheeks. Naming the scenes made them denser, more real, as if description itself were a kind of touch.

Margaret's answer arrived in two bubbles.

'Because part of you recognised it. You've been desperate for someone to need you properly. That programme just held up a mirror in a weird frame.'

Then; 'How did your body feel, watching?'

Emily swallowed. The honest answer sat warm and shameful behind her teeth. She typed it anyway, thumbs slightly damp on the glass.

'Hot. Restless. I kept imagining the weight of it, the padding, the way he couldn't just get up and walk away from being looked after. It looks really fun,' she added, and then stared at the sentence, half appalled at its lightness. She left it. 'Imagine someone so helpless and cared for. Every mess handled. Every choice lifted off them. I felt it in my hands. In my chest. Like milk ghosting in.'

A pause stretched. Emily watched the little typing indicator pulse and vanish and pulse again. When Margaret's message arrived it was longer, the rhythm of it unhurried, intimate, the voice Emily knew from childhood sickbeds and thunderstorms translated into pale text.

'I felt that for years after the losses. Your arms ache for a specific kind of work. Everyone pretends the only honest version of that is a baby. But need is need, love. Helplessness can sit on a grown body. Softness can be taught. And there's a particular pleasure, I'm not going to dress it up as pure charity, in being the one who decides when someone's clean, when they're fed, when they're allowed to just give up.'

Emily's breath had gone shallow. She pressed her thighs together beneath the blanket without quite meaning to and felt a low, liquid flip of arousal that startled her with its clarity. This was her mother. This was half past two in the morning. And still the words sank in like warm oil.

'Patrick was asleep the whole time,' she typed. 'I looked at him in the doorway. Just for a second I pictured… tapes at his hips. Something frilled. His face when he couldn't joke his way out of being small.' Her cheeks burned. She almost deleted the message. She sent it. 'Is that monstrous?'

'No,' Margaret wrote back at once. 'It's relevant. You've got a husband who can't give you the ordinary miracle. That doesn't kill the hunger. It just moves it. Question is whether you've got the softness, and the steel, to steer him into a role that fills the house differently.'

Guide him. The phrase settled over Emily with the weight of a folded blanket. Not force, not yet; the word Margaret had chosen was gentler and somehow more thorough. She imagined small steps. A joke that wasn't quite a joke. A garment held up to the light. Praise when he flushed and did not refuse. The seed of the idea pushed a root down into the soft, raw place the clinic had opened.

'He would never,' she typed, but even as she sent it she heard the lack of conviction in the words.

'Men say never while their bodies are already listening,' Margaret replied. 'Shame is a door, Emily. So is the turn-on they won't admit. You've seen how he sits smaller since the diagnosis. How he looks at your hand on your stomach like he's been caught failing. That failure is a leash if you hold it carefully. Start with imagination. Talk about the programme like you're just curious. Watch his face. Notice where he goes red. Notice where he goes quiet. There’s something about Patrick… something already there, I could see it when you were over.'

Emily curled tighter into the sofa corner. The phone lit the soft underside of her jaw. She could still hear, in memory, the documentary nappy's crinkle, and over it Margaret's calm certainty arriving in green bubbles. The combination left her skin too sensitive; the brush of the throw against her bare calves felt exaggerated, almost indecent.

'And if curiosity becomes something else?' she wrote. 'If I want him nappied. If I want him dependent. If I want to be the one who changes him and coos and doesn't let him up until I say?'

The typing indicator held for a long time. Emily's heart knocked against her ribs. When the answer came it was shorter than she expected, and more absolute.

'Then you'll have found a way to put a baby in your home after all. Not the one the clinic said no to. Another kind. One who's already got your surname. One you can keep.'

Emily closed her eyes. Behind the lids the mint onesie glowed. Patrick's sleeping mouth. Margaret's hand on his shoulder in the bay-window light, proprietary and mild. The architecture of the future rearranged itself with a soft, irreversible click.

'I should sleep,' she typed, though sleep felt like a country she had left.

'You should rest,' Margaret corrected gently. 'Sleep if you can. Tomorrow looks ordinary on the surface, tea, work, bins out. Underneath, you can start. Nothing dramatic. Just a seed. Give it attention. I'll help. We'll go carefully. Careful can still get you all the way there.'

‘I would want a girl… Patrick’s a boy.’

‘Doesn’t need to be, darling.’

Emily set the phone face down on her chest and listened to her own pulse against the plastic case. The flat was dark beyond the lamp. Patrick breathed on, unknowing, in the bed they still shared like equals. She thought of equals as a costume that could be unbuttoned. She thought of guidance as a hand at the small of a back, steering. When she finally rose and padded down the hall, the floor cold under her feet, she paused in the bedroom doorway and let her eyes adjust.

He lay on his side now, one hand tucked under the pillow, the vulnerable notch at the back of his neck exposed. Emily slipped beneath the duvet without touching him and stared at the ceiling until the first thinning of the dark. Between them, invisible and already growing, the seed Margaret had named turned over once in the warm soil of her intent and took hold, quiet, patient, and utterly sure of the dark it would need in order to bloom.


Chapter 5

Morning arrived thin and colourless. Patrick woke to the smell of coffee and the low murmur of voices in the sitting room, two voices, not one. He lay still with the heel of his hand against his eyes, the diagnosis a dull weight behind his sternum, and tried to place the second voice. It was soft and certain. It was Margaret.

He found them on the sofa with mugs and the laptop open on the coffee table. Emily wore yesterday's rose jumper and a brightness that did not quite reach the bruised sleeplessness around her eyes. Margaret looked elegant even at this hour in a charcoal cardigan and pearl studs, as if she had slept perfectly. She smiled when Patrick appeared, a warm, closed-lipped curve that made him feel immediately underdressed in his old t-shirt and joggers.

'There he is,' Margaret said. 'Come and sit. Emily has something curious to show you. We've had the most interesting morning.'

Patrick sat in the armchair because the sofa was already theirs. Emily angled the laptop toward him. On the paused screen was a still he did not at first understand, an adult on a rug, pale padding thick at the hips, mint cloth and a froth of lace at the thigh. His stomach dipped.

'Em, what is this?'

'A documentary I found last night.' Her voice was light, almost casual, though colour stood in her cheeks. 'I couldn't sleep. It's about adults who live like babies. Nappies, onesies, total care. Mum happened to be watching something similar. Isn't that funny?'

She hit play before he could answer her.

Sound filled the small room; the narrator's calm tone, soft cooing off-camera, the faint crinkle of tapes. Patrick watched the padded figure shift, powder dust the air, and a grown man's face go slack with something that looked horrifyingly like relief. Heat crawled into his face. He laughed, a short nervous bark that sounded wrong even to himself.

'Right. Okay. That's… a lot. People are into all sorts.' He reached as if to close the laptop. Emily's hand covered the lid and held it open. Her fingers were cool. 'Em, come on. It's weird.'

'It's fascinating,' Margaret said mildly, sipping her coffee. 'The psychology of giving up control. How much peace some people get when every burden's lifted. You of all people might get wanting to put something down, Patrick. After this week.'

The kindness in it was a blade wrapped in velvet. Patrick's laugh thinned. On screen a man in a frilled bib accepted puree; a woman's thumb wiped his lip with brisk tenderness. Patrick looked at his knees.

'I'm fine. Really. We don't need, whatever this is.'

Emily paused the programme. The still frame left the padded hips frozen mid-shift. She turned toward him fully with her knees drawn up on the sofa, and the look she gave him was soft and relentless at the same time.

'Just watch a bit more with us. For me. I've been so sad, Patrick. This made me feel lighter. Curious. Mum says curiosity is healthy.' She glanced at Margaret, who nodded once. 'Please.'

He watched, and he hated that he watched. The longer the scenes ran, the more acutely he felt his own body in the chair, the soft give of his stomach, the warmth between his legs, his bare feet suddenly large and foolish on the rug. When a close-up lingered on thick padding being smoothed into place, something low in his belly tightened against his will. He shifted, crossed his ankles, then uncrossed them. Emily's gaze flicked to the movement and away again, private satisfaction passing like light under a door.

Margaret set her mug down. 'Emily mentioned she still has that silly bag from the hen weekend. The novelty things. Didn't you, darling?'

Emily's mouth curved. 'I'd forgotten. Hang on.'

She disappeared into the bedroom. Patrick stared at Margaret, who regarded him with the same mild appraisal she might give a restaurant menu.

'You're very tense,' she observed. 'It doesn't suit you. Be a little ridiculous. Humour your wife. She's had her heart broken in a clinic chair. Small gifts cost less than you think.'

Emily returned with a crumpled gift-shop bag and drew from it a pair of soft pale pink panties edged in delicate lace, with a tiny satin bow at the front. They looked absurd dangling from her fingers and, somehow, enormously serious. Patrick's throat closed.

'You're joking.'

'Just to see,' Emily said, and the phrase was bright, coaxing, already rehearsed. 'Thirty seconds. For a laugh. For me. After everything, Patrick, can you give me one silly moment where I get to smile?'

He shook his head, already half rising. 'No. Em, that's, no. I'm not putting those on.'

Margaret's laugh was low and fond. 'Oh, listen to him. As if we're asking him to parade down the high street. It's fabric, Patrick. Soft fabric. Behind your own door. Hold them up, Emily, so he can see how harmless they are.'

Emily stretched the waistband between her hands. The lace caught the daylight, and the crotch was a small intimate panel of pink cotton. Patrick caught, faintly, the artificial floral smell of shop packaging. His face burned. Beneath the humiliation a treacherous warmth gathered, sickening and precise, and he hated himself for feeling it while two women watched.

'Please,' Emily whispered, and stepped closer until the panties brushed his knee. 'Just try. I'll never ask again if you hate it. But try.'

Playful pressure became something firmer simply because neither of them moved away. The laptop still showed the frozen nappy. Margaret's pearls gleamed. Patrick heard his own breath. The week of failure sat on his shoulders like a hand pushing down. He took the panties because not taking them had started to feel like a larger refusal than he had strength for, a refusal of Emily's smile, of comfort, of the chance to be forgiven for his barren body.

'This is stupid,' he muttered, turning toward the hall.

'Here,' Emily said. 'In front of us is funnier. It's only us.'

His hands shook. He turned his back, shoved his sweatpants down just far enough, and stepped into the pink lace with the clumsy haste of someone fleeing a fire. The fabric whispered up his thighs and sat snug and wrong and devastatingly soft against him. When he straightened and yanked the t-shirt down, the bow sat ridiculous and obscene below his navel. Lace scratched at the crease of his groin. He could not look up.

Emily made a small sound, pleasure, surprise, hunger barely leashed. 'Oh. Oh, Patrick. Look at you.'

Margaret's voice came warmer. 'Don't hide. Turn round. Properly.'

He turned. The air felt cold on his bare legs. Both women looked at him. Emily's eyes shone and her lower lip caught between her teeth. Margaret tilted her head as if she were assessing the fit and colour, and that maternal gaze stripped him more cleanly than nakedness would have.

'Soft,' Emily murmured. She ran two fingers along the lace at his hip, light and proprietary. Patrick flinched and felt himself stir traitorously against the pink cotton. Horror flooded him. Emily noticed, of course she noticed, and her smile deepened. 'He doesn't hate it as much as he says, Mum.'

'Of course he doesn't.' Margaret had already lifted her phone. 'Stay still, Patrick. For Emily's album of silly mornings. Smile. Or don't. Either will be sweet.'

'Don't...’ The protest came out thin. The shutter cut it off once, twice, three times. Emily had her phone up too. He stood in his own sitting room in lacy pink panties while his wife and her mother took pictures, and every objection arrived as a joke they gently refused to hear.

'Enough,' he managed. 'I've done it. Can I take them off?'

Emily stepped in close, rose on her toes, and kissed the corner of his mouth with startling tenderness. 'In a minute. Let me look. You were so good for me.' The praise landed in the raw place the clinic had opened and glowed there, unwanted and intoxicating. Her hand smoothed the satin bow flat. 'There. My soft boy.'

Margaret lowered her phone last, expression pleased, almost serene. 'Teasing is a kindness, Patrick. Remember how easily this began. Remember that you chose to step in.' She glanced at Emily. 'I'll leave you the rest of your morning. Text me later, darling.'

At the door Margaret paused and looked back at Patrick frozen in pink lace and shame-bright skin. 'You go bright red very easily,' she said, almost kindly. 'That'll make everything easier, in time.'

Then she was gone, and the latch clicked behind her. Emily remained in front of him with the phones face down on the table and the documentary still paused on padded hips, and her eyes moved over him with a new, slow ownership. Playfulness had not left her face, but underneath it something firmer had settled, the steel Margaret had named in the night. Patrick, hard against soft lace against his will, understood that the thirty seconds he had bargained for were already over, and that something quieter and much longer had just begun.


Chapter 6

He took the panties off the moment Emily left the room to shower. The lace clung for a second at his hips as if reluctant to let him go, then lay in a small pink heap on the bedroom carpet, impossibly light for the weight it had pressed into him. Patrick dressed in ordinary clothes with shaking hands, boxers, jeans, a shirt suitable for the office, and tried to rebuild the shape of a man who had not stood for photographs in his own sitting room. The ordinary fabric felt rough after the lace, and that detail alone made his stomach turn.

Emily emerged wrapped in a towel, her hair damp and her cheeks still flushed with something that was not only the heat of the water. She found her phone on the dresser, unlocked it, and turned the screen toward him without any preamble.

There he was on the screen.

Three images, sharp in the grey morning light from the window behind him; bare legs, pink lace, the satin bow, his face caught mid-protest and mid-flush. In the second shot his t-shirt had ridden up just enough to show the full stretch of the waistband. In the third Margaret must have stepped aside; Emily had taken it closer, and the camera had found the unmistakable lift of arousal against the cotton panel. Patrick's mouth went dry.

'Delete those.'

Emily tilted her head. Her smile was almost tender. 'You wouldn't want these getting out, would you, baby?'

The endearment landed like a hand at his throat, baby, soft, deliberate. He reached for the phone; she drew it back against her towel-clad chest and watched him over the top of it.

'Em, this isn't funny anymore. Delete them. Please.'

'I might,' she said thoughtfully, scrolling with her thumb as if admiring a private gallery. 'Or I might keep them somewhere safe. Insurance. For when you forget how good you were this morning. For when you try to pretend it never happened.' She glanced up. 'Mum's got copies too. She thought you looked sweet.'

The room seemed to tip. Patrick sat on the edge of the bed because his legs had gone unreliable. Trapped was too clean a word for the sensation, it was hotter than that, tighter, a band around his ribs that squeezed each time he pictured those images on Margaret's phone, in a cloud folder, anywhere beyond his reach. And underneath the panic, humiliating and vivid, the same traitorous warmth from the lace stirred again at the simple fact of being caught and held.

'What do you want?' His voice sounded scraped.

Emily sat beside him. The towel parted over her thigh. She smelled of his shampoo and her own skin. When she spoke it was gentle and almost practical, as if they were discussing a shared household chore.

'Small things. Doable things. You wear pretty panties under your work clothes today. All day. You send me a photo from the office loo at lunch so I know you haven't cheated. And you answer when I text you. Properly. No leaving me on read while you pretend you're a bloke who doesn't own pink lace.' She touched his wrist with two fingers. 'That's all. For now.'

'That's all,' he repeated, hollow.

'Unless you'd rather I sent these to… oh, I don't know. Your work group chat would be messy. Or your brother. Or we could stick one on Mum's fridge.' Her tone stayed light. The steel underneath did not. 'Don't look at me like that, Patrick. You put them on. You got hard in them. I'm only asking you to stay honest about what your body already admitted.'

He put the pink panties back on in the bathroom with the door locked and his forehead against the cool tile. They were still faintly warm from the morning, or he imagined they were. The lace settled into the crease of his thighs, and the bow sat secret beneath his shirt. Ordinary boxers over them would have been a mercy she had not offered. He pulled on jeans next, then his belt. Each layer sealed the soft secret tighter against him. When he walked, the fabric moved, a private, whispering reminder between his legs that made concentration feel like balancing on a wire.

The office was fluorescent and indifferent. Patrick sat at his desk and felt the lace every time he shifted in the chair. An email about quarterly figures blurred in front of him. A colleague asked if he wanted tea and he said yes without really hearing the question. At eleven his phone vibrated against the wood.

Emily; 'Still soft for me under those boring trousers?'

He stared at the message until the screen dimmed, then woke it again. Around him keyboards clacked. Someone laughed near the printer. He typed with one thumb, glancing up between letters.

'Yes.'

Emily; 'Yes what. Use your words, baby.'

Heat flooded his face. He angled the phone below the desk edge.

'Yes. Still wearing them.'

Emily; 'Good boy. Describe how they feel. Now.'

He hesitated long enough that a second message arrived before he could type.

Emily; 'The photos are still right here. Description. Don't make me ask Mum to invent a reason to ring your work number.'

Patrick's pulse hammered in his throat. He typed in short bursts, shame sweating at the small of his back, the lace suddenly more present than the chair, the desk, the whole open-plan room.

'They're tight. The lace itches a bit at the tops of my legs. I can feel the bow when I lean forward. Every time I move I remember you looking.'

A pause. Then; 'Mum's reading too. She says tell him the itch is character-building. And that she wants a lunch photo with the trousers down. Pretty panties only in frame. Face optional, but she prefers face. Proof of life, darling.'

He locked himself in a cubicle at twelve-forty with his heart trying to leave his body. The phone camera made a cheap plastic sound. He caught his reflection in the dark screen first, shirt-tails, pale stomach, pink lace stark against ordinary skin, and nearly deleted the draft. Instead he sent it. The upload circle spun, then showed Delivered.

Emily replied with a string of hearts and then, colder; 'Keep them on until you're home. No touching yourself. That's mine today. If you get hard on the train, you sit with it. Text me when you leave the office.'

The afternoon stretched like something boiled. Patrick answered spreadsheets and felt the secret between his legs with every breath. He was trapped, yes, by images he could not reclaim, and by two women who had discovered how easily his shame could be organised into tasks. And yet when a fresh instruction arrived at three, relayed from Margaret through Emily, ‘Have him buy moisturising lotion on the way home. The kind for sensitive skin. He'll understand later’, he obeyed with a heat low in his belly that no amount of self-disgust could quite extinguish.

On the packed evening train he stood with his forehead near the glass and watched the city smear past. The lace had warmed to the exact temperature of his body, and he could no longer tell where he ended and the humiliation began. His phone buzzed again.

Emily; 'Proud of you. Come straight home. Mum's bringing takeaway. We want to see our soft boy take his work clothes off properly. Leave the pretty panties for last.'

Patrick closed his eyes. In the dark behind his lids he saw the photographs again, his own face, the pink bow, the evidence of his body's betrayal, and understood with sick clarity that the blackmail was only the visible latch on a door he had already, somehow, stepped through. The attention wrapped him as snugly as the lace. He hated it, and he craved the next message before it arrived. When the train doors opened at his stop he walked toward the flat with the lotion bag swinging from his fingers and the secret whispering at every stride, already half hard, already listening for Emily's key in the lock, already smaller than the man who had left that morning pretending the pink heap on the carpet could be forgotten.


Chapter 7

The vitamins arrived in a brown glass bottle with no pharmacy label, only Margaret's neat handwriting on a strip of masking tape; Patrick, morning & night with food. She set them on the kitchen counter beside the kettle as if they were ordinary multivitamins, the sort a concerned mother-in-law might buy after a difficult week. The capsules were pale pink and slightly larger than paracetamol. They smelled faintly of nothing.

'Stress wipes everything out,' Margaret said, already pouring tea. 'These'll help with energy, mood, skin. I used something similar years ago. Emily, make sure he takes them. Men are useless at looking after themselves when they're in a state.'

Patrick turned the bottle once in his hand. The photos still lived on two phones. The lace still lived in his top drawer now, folded by Emily into a growing private stack. Refusal had become a currency he could no longer quite afford. He swallowed the first capsule with lukewarm tea and felt only the dry scrape of it down his throat, along with Emily's approving glance like a hand at the back of his neck.

For several days nothing seemed different. The small tasks continued, pretty panties under work trousers, lunchtime proofs, texts that arrived between meetings and left him flushed at his desk. At night Emily would check his mouth for the capsule's aftertaste with a kiss that was half inspection and half reward. He told himself the bottle was a placebo, just control dressed up as care. He told himself a great many things in those early days.

Then, after those first quiet days, his skin began to change.

It started as a subtle thing he noticed only in the shower; the roughness along his jaw seemed slower to return after shaving; the skin of his inner arms felt thinner, almost powdered, when he dragged a towel across it. The moisturising lotion Margaret had ordered him to buy became a nightly ritual under Emily's supervision. She sat on the closed toilet lid and watched him work the cream into his hands, his elbows, the tops of his thighs above the lace. 'Slower,' she would murmur. 'Get it properly in. Your skin is getting so soft, Patrick. Can you feel it?'

He could, and that was the trouble. Softness gathered like a secret under his palms. His nipples, which had never asked much of his attention, grew tender against shirt cotton by the end of the second week, a low, persistent awareness that flared when a breeze from an open window found him, or when Emily's fingers brushed his chest as if by accident while she straightened his collar. He flinched the first few times. She noticed. She always did.

Emotions arrived like weather, unannounced. A sharp email at work left his eyes stinging. A sentimental advert on the train home put a thickness in his throat he had to swallow around like guilt. One evening Emily criticised the way he had folded the laundry and he felt his face crumple before he could stop it, heat, wetness, a child's helpless rush of feeling, and she drew him against her, stroked his hair, and called him her sensitive boy while he shook with a shame that was also, horribly, relief.

'The vitamins are working,' she told Margaret on speakerphone while Patrick stood in the kitchen doorway in a pair of pale blue knickers and an old shirt, half hard and furious about it. 'He's so much more open. Soft all over.'

'Good,' Margaret said, her voice warm through the tinny speaker. 'Keep the dose steady. The body will begin to adapt. Call me if the tenderness becomes acute, that's usually a promising sign.'

The acute stage arrived in the third week like a held breath finally released.

Patrick woke before the alarm with a dull, sweet ache high on his chest. When he pressed his fingers experimentally beneath the soft fat there, he found small firmnesses that had not existed before, buds, tender as bruises, sitting under skin that had gone almost luminous in the half-light. He sat up too fast and the duvet fell away. He looked down at his own body as if it belonged to a stranger who had borrowed his name overnight.

Emily was already awake. She had been watching him, he realised, lying on her side with her cheek on her hand, eyes bright in the dim room. She reached out and, without asking, covered one budding breast with her warm palm.

Patrick made a sound that was not quite a protest. The pressure sent a thread of sensation straight down through his belly into the lace he still slept in by instruction, and his nipple peaked hard against her lifeline.

'Oh,' Emily breathed. 'Oh, look at you.'

She pushed him gently back into the pillows and straddled his thighs so she could see better. Morning light was beginning to thin the curtains, laying a pale stripe across his sternum. Emily used both hands now, cupping, lifting, testing the new slight weight with a thoroughness that left him trembling. Her thumbs circled the darkened areolae, had they always been that colour, or were they blushing wider?, and she described what she found in a low, luxuriant voice, as if she were narrating a private inventory.

'They're really starting. Little mounds under my hands. Soft on the surface and then that firmness underneath, like unripe fruit. Your left is a touch fuller already, can you feel how it sits differently when I let it go? It settles. It has a shape now. And the nipples, Patrick… they're proud. Darker.' When she pinched just there, precise and mild, his back arched despite himself. 'You go all over shivery. Your skin is like cream. No roughness left on your chest at all. Even the hair looks finer and sparser. Mum said this would happen. She said I'd get to watch you ripen.'

He turned his face into the pillow. Tears pricked without permission; the hormones had made a leaky thing of his composure. 'What have you done to me?'

'Helped you,' Emily said, and bent to kiss the upper slope of the right bud, her lips lingering and her breath hot. 'The clinic took one future away. We're growing you another body to live in, one that suits the pretty panties, and one that suits me.' Her tongue traced a slow circle. Patrick's hands fisted in the sheet. Arousal and horror braided so tightly he could not find the end of either. 'Every morning I get to check my work. Every night too. You're going to keep taking your vitamins like a good boy, and these...’ a soft squeeze wrung a broken noise from him 'are going to keep getting bigger for me. I'll measure with my hands. I'll tell you exactly how you're changing. You don't have to be brave about it. You just have to be soft.'

She spent a long time there. Long enough that the alarm clock became irrelevant. Her mouth and fingers mapped the new territory with possessive delight, describing the faint heat of the tissue, the way his breath hitched when she scraped teeth lightly over a peak, the pretty flush spreading down his throat and over the little mounds themselves. When she finally sat back, lips damp, eyes dark, Patrick lay wrecked and leaking tears into his hairline, chest rising in shallow pulls, the buds aching with a fullness that felt like both injury and invitation.

Emily reached for the brown bottle on the nightstand, shook a capsule into her palm, and placed it on his tongue as if giving communion. He swallowed. She stroked his throat to feel it go down.

'There,' she whispered. 'Growing already. I can hardly wait for next week.'

Outside, the city started its ordinary morning. Inside the flat, after she left for the shower, Patrick put a hand tentatively over his own chest and felt the alien tenderness answer him, small, irrevocable, and no longer entirely his. The vitamins waited in their brown bottle for evening, and the lace waited in the drawer. Somewhere across town Margaret would be smiling over her tea, counting days the way other women counted toward a birth, patient and exact, while under Emily's delighted hands a different kind of body continued, quietly and relentlessly, to bloom.


Chapter 8

The speakers arrived in a plain white box, small enough to sit on either side of the bed like polite guests. Margaret brought them herself on a Thursday evening, along with a thermos of chamomile and a USB drive no larger than a thumbnail. She arranged everything while Emily dimmed the lamps and Patrick stood uselessly by the wardrobe in soft pink knickers and one of Emily's old camisoles, the only top that no longer scraped his tender chest.

'Think of it as guided relaxation,' Margaret said, plugging in cables with neat efficiency. 'You've been carrying so much tension. Your head needs permission to put things down, same as your body's started to. Emily'll stay with you. I'll be in the sitting room for the first few sessions, in case either of you needs me. After that, the recordings should do it.'

Patrick wanted to refuse. The word gathered at the back of his tongue and dissolved there, thin as steam. Since the buds had risen under Emily's palms, refusal had become a muscle he could barely find. The vitamins went down twice daily and the lace went on every morning. Now speakers flanked the pillows like a second pair of ears waiting to be filled. He climbed into bed because Emily held the duvet open and looked at him with that bright, expectant patience that had replaced ordinary love.

The first track began with the sound of rain, not real weather, but the idea of weather, soft and endless. Under it Margaret's voice arrived low and even, close enough that Patrick could almost smell rosewater on the breath of the words.

'You're safe,' the recording said. 'You're warm. You're lying where you belong, between clean sheets, with someone who cares for you watching over. Let your hands rest. Let your thighs fall open a little. There is nothing you need to hold up tonight.'

Emily settled beside him with one palm spread over his sternum between the little mounds like a living paperweight. 'Listen to Mum,' she whispered into his hair. 'Just listen. I've got you.'

Margaret's recorded voice guided his breathing until the counts blurred; in for four, hold, out for six. The rain stitched the dark together. Patrick felt his jaw unhook, then his shoulders. The tenderness in his chest pulsed in time with Emily's hand. When the voice suggested his thoughts could float like leaves on slow water, he watched them go, the office, the diagnosis, the sharp animal panic of the photographs, drifting further each time Emily murmured agreement against his temple.

'Deeper now,' Margaret's voice crooned. 'Each breath makes you softer. Soft is safe. Soft is how you help Emily. Soft is what your new body wants. When you hear the word good, you will feel warm between your legs and quiet in your head. Good. That's right. Good boy.'

The phrase sank in. Warmth bloomed on cue, humiliating in its obedience, and Emily's fingers stroked once over a budding breast in reward. 'Good,' she echoed, live and intimate over the recording. 'So good for us.'

Suggestions arrived like beads on a string, spaced so carefully he almost mistook them for kindness. He would find pink fabric comforting. He would swallow his vitamins with gratitude. He would notice how heavy adult decisions had become, and how light it felt to let Emily choose. He would sleep deeply and wake pliable. He would remember, upon waking, that resistance was a tired old coat he no longer needed to wear.

'When Emily touches your chest,' the voice continued, mild as milk, 'you will feel proud of how you are changing. Proud and small. Small is not failure. Small is a shape that fits her hands. Repeat it with her now, quietly; I am getting softer for Emily.'

Emily's lips moved against his ear. Patrick heard his own voice, thin, drowsy, not entirely his, shape the sentence. The rain filled the gaps. Somewhere far away he knew he ought to be alarmed, but the alarm sat behind glass, and he watched it without reaching.

They ran the session every night that week, and then the next. Margaret refined the tracks between visits, layering new phrases over the old rain. Some nights she sat in the armchair at the foot of the bed, a silhouette with a cooling cup of tea, and spoke live when the recording paused. Her real voice wrapped the scripted one in a richer intimacy until Patrick could no longer tell which mothering cadence was steering him down.

'You're doing brilliantly,' she told him on the fifth night, while Emily rubbed lotion into the aching swells of his chest in slow circles. 'Look how easily he goes under now. Eyes glassy. Mouth soft. He's already melting.'

Patrick tried, dimly, to hold a hard edge of self inside the melt. It slipped. Suggestions rooted overnight like seeds under frost-free soil. He caught himself smoothing his camisole over his chest in the bathroom mirror with something like shy pleasure. At work he answered Emily's lunchtime texts with less delay and less shame, describing the lace, the tenderness, the way his shirt dragged on his nipples, because the voice in his sleep had told him that honesty made him good, and good made him warm. Colleagues asked if he was feeling all right; he smiled a vague smile and felt the answer dissolve before it reached his mouth.

Waking became the strangest part of all.

He would surface from the night as if through warm water, his limbs heavy and his thoughts rounded of their corners. Emily's face would be the first thing in focus, already watching. 'How do you feel?' she would ask, and the true answer arrived ready-made; soft, willing, a little empty in a way that wanted filling with instruction. Resistance, when it flickered, had the weak flutter of a candle in a closed room. She could pinch it out with a kiss and a single word, good, and the trained warmth would flood him on cue, his cock stirring against the lace, his chest aching sweetly, his mind going as quiet as a nursery after lights-out.

One morning he found he had dressed without being told; knickers first, then the camisole, then a cardigan of Emily's that smelled of her perfume. He stood in the kitchen waiting for the kettle and only realised what he had done when Margaret, visiting early with fresh capsules, touched his elbow and said, 'There. You see? He hardly needs steering when the night work has been thorough.'

Emily hugged him from behind, palms cupping the small breasts through silk. 'My soft boy. Mum's voice goes so deep in you now. I can feel it.'

Patrick leaned back into her because leaning was easier than standing alone. In his head the rain still whispered faintly, an after-echo. Margaret's phrases moved under his ordinary thoughts like fish under ice, visible if he looked, impossible to catch. He is getting softer for Emily. Small is a shape that fits her hands. Resistance is a coat he does not need.

That night the session ran longer. Margaret's live voice and the recording braided until the room itself seemed to breathe in rosewater and rain. Emily reinforced every descent with touch, a stroke at his hair when he exhaled on command, a slow roll of his nipple when the voice said deeper, a murmured good that turned his limbs to warm liquid against the sheets. Patrick felt himself pour down through the levels of his own mind as if someone had pulled a plug. At the bottom there was no panic left, only the pliant, glowing hush of a will that had been gently and expertly melted.

'When you wake,' Margaret said softly, near the end, close enough that her breath might have been the speaker's, 'you won't fight the small stuff. You'll take what you're given. You'll wear what you're handed. You'll open your mouth for your vitamins and your mind for our words. Each day it'll feel more natural to listen to Emily first and second-guess yourself last. Sleep now. Sleep soft. Sleep ours.'

He slept deeply and without dreams.

In the morning the man who opened his eyes was still named Patrick, still lived in the flat, and still remembered the clinic and the first pink bow and the brown bottle. But the hard seams of him had loosened overnight again, wax smoothed by practised heat, and when Emily held out the day's lace between two fingers he stepped into it without a word. His cheeks were warm, his chest tender, his cock already answering the praise she had not yet spoken. Resistance was a forgotten texture. Compliance was the only fabric that still fit.


Chapter 9

The clinic did not look like a clinic. It occupied the upper floor of a quiet Georgian terrace behind a discreet brass plate that bore only three initials and the word Consultations. There was no NHS blue and no stacked magazines about healthy living. The stair carpet was thick enough to swallow footsteps, and the air smelled of lemon polish and money.

Margaret had made the appointment. Emily had chosen Patrick's clothes that morning; a loose blouse that draped over the small soft swells of his chest, a long cardigan, soft trousers that hid the lace underneath, and a scarf at his throat as if the spring air required it. In the taxi he had sat between them with his hands folded, Margaret's recorded rain still faintly echoing under his thoughts, and tried not to ask the questions that dissolved every time he reached for them.

Dr Vivian Crowe received them in a room lined with medical texts and pale abstract prints. She was in her early fifties, sharp-featured, with her hair drawn back into a knot that admitted no disorder and a white coat worn open over a charcoal dress. Her handshake was brief and dry. When she looked at Patrick it was with the assessing interest of someone pricing a renovation.

'Margaret's filled me in,' Dr Crowe said, gesturing them into seats. Her smile did not reach her eyes; it did not need to. 'Hormones already started. Presentation getting more feminine. A husband who can't manage the ordinary baby route, and a household looking for… alternative arrangements. I specialise in discreet modifications for clients who don't want public attention. My fees reflect that. Shall we start with an examination?'

Patrick's mouth opened. Emily's hand found his knee and squeezed, not quite comfort, more a reminder of the photographs, the vitamins, the nightly voice. He closed his mouth again. Dr Crowe noticed the exchange and made a small note on a cream pad, the corner of her lips moving as if private amusement had been filed for later.

'Undress to the waist and remove the lower garments, please. Behind the screen if you're shy. Though shy is a luxury my patients generally surrender early.'

Behind the screen the lace felt suddenly loud. Patrick folded the blouse with clumsy hands, then the camisole after it, and stood for a moment staring at the small pale breasts that had no business on his chest, tender, definite, nipples already tightening in the cool air. When he stepped out, Emily's gaze went straight to them with open hunger. Margaret's was cooler and proprietary. Dr Crowe merely pointed to the examination couch.

'Lie back. Arms at your sides.'

Her gloves snapped on with a clinical punctuation. What followed was thorough in a way that left no corner of him untranslated into data. She palpated his chest with firm, rotating pressure, measuring the buds between gloved fingers and noting density and tenderness while Emily watched from the visitor's chair with colour high in her cheeks. Dr Crowe's voice remained flat, almost bored, as she dictated findings toward a recorder on the counter.

'Breast tissue development consistent with several weeks of cross-sex hormone exposure. Approximate Tanner two to early three. Nipple-areola complex sensitised. Patient exhibits autonomic response to palpation, elevated respiration, visible flushing, genital engorgement against undergarment. Note for file; high trainability markers.'

Patrick stared at the ceiling moulding and felt himself harden fully against the lace under her impersonal commentary. Humiliation rolled through him in slow, hot waves. Dr Crowe peeled the soft knickers down without asking him to assist, exposing him to the room's cool air and the three women's attention. She examined his genitals with the same detached efficiency, lifting them, noting size and testicular volume, and the way he flinched and leaked a bead of wetness when she pressed behind the shaft with two fingers.

'Intact male genitalia with reduced apparent turgor under sustained hormone load. Useful if further reduction or orchiotomy is desired later; not required for the initial package. Anal tone...’ A slick, sudden intrusion of a gloved finger punched the breath from him. '…reactive, untrained, viable for progressive dilation protocols should the household want that avenue. Overall health adequate. Anaesthetic risk low.'

Emily had leaned forward, lips parted. Margaret sat perfectly still, eyes bright. The surgeon's clinical detachment seemed to feed something in both of them; Patrick could hear Emily's slightly uneven breathing from across the short distance, could feel how the dry catalogue of his body was being received as erotica dressed in Latin and latex.

Dr Crowe stripped her gloves, dropped them in a bin, and washed her hands while Patrick was permitted to sit up, still half bare, cock damp against his thigh. She did not offer him a sheet. Privacy, like shyness, was apparently an early casualty.

'Given Margaret's brief and how compliant he is,' she said, returning to her desk and opening a leather folio, 'here's what I'd recommend. Phase one; partial glossectomy with controlled scarring, permanent mild lisp, less precise speech. Sounds younger, less authoritative. Partners often call it sweet. Feeding help becomes natural while he heals. Phase two, once that's settled; a urological adjustment, weaken the sphincter, change urethral sensitivity, so he leaks now and then, then more often. That means absorbent products, and it's a strong psychological lever. Optional extras; more breast work if the hormones plateau, simple orchiectomy, voice refinement. We can price it as a menu.'

Patrick heard the words as if through water. Tongue. Lisp. Incontinence. Nappies, unnamed but looming inside those absorbent products. His hands gripped the edge of the couch. 'I haven't, I didn't agree ...’

'You agreed when you swallowed the first capsule,' Margaret said gently. 'You agreed every night you went under for me. Dr Crowe's just turning what we want into theatre time.'

Emily rose and came to the couch. She took Patrick's face between her hands and kissed his forehead, then each soft breast as if sealing something. 'I want the lisp,' she said softly, to him and to the room. 'I want to hear you try to argue and fail. And the other thing, the leaking, I want that too. I want to change you. Properly.' Her eyes were wet and shining. 'Please, Mum. Book it.'

Dr Crowe named a figure that made the air leave Patrick's lungs. Margaret did not blink. She opened her handbag, produced a chequebook bound in dark leather, and wrote with a fountain pen while the surgeon itemised deposits, dates, fasting instructions, and the private recovery suite included in the fee. Money moved across the desk like a quiet verdict. Discretion, Dr Crowe repeated, was guaranteed; no shared wards, no curious registrars, paperwork angled to protect all parties.

'We'll start with the tongue,' Dr Crowe concluded, standing. 'Two weeks from now. Continence work four to six weeks after, depending how he heals. Bring him drowsy if he starts fraying before then, pre-med script's in the pack. Last look at the merchandise before you dress him?'

Emily looked. Margaret looked. Dr Crowe allowed herself a thin professional smile at their hunger and made another note. Patrick fumbled back into lace and layers with fingers that would not steady, the ghost of the glove still inside him and the future already cut into phases on cream paper.

On the pavement outside, the spring light seemed too sharp. Margaret linked Emily's arm. Emily held Patrick's hand as if they were any couple leaving any appointment. In his other hand he carried a stiff folder of consent forms he did not remember signing, though his name sat at the bottom of each page in a slightly wavering hand that must have been his.

'Good boy,' Emily whispered, and the warmth rose on cue, trained and terrible, even as his tongue lay whole in his mouth for what little time remained, counting down to the knife in the dark of his softened mind.


Chapter 10

They brought him in at dawn, drowsy on the pre-med that had turned the taxi ride into a smear of streetlights and Margaret's hand steady on his wrist. The private suite smelled of antiseptic trying to smell like linen. Patrick signed nothing new; the wavering signatures from two weeks ago already lived in Dr Crowe's folio. Emily kissed his mouth before the cannula went in, a lingering press, as if she were memorising the shape of his speech while he still had it whole.

'When you wake up you'll sound so pretty,' she whispered. 'Don't be afraid.'

He tried to say he was afraid, but the drug took the sentence apart and scattered it.

Anaesthesia was a white door closing. Somewhere on the far side of it instruments clicked, Dr Crowe's flat voice named measurements to a silent assistant, and a portion of his tongue was shortened and stitched into a new, delicate insufficiency. Patrick knew none of this as lived experience, only as a blank, and then as pain blooming wet and metallic through fog.

He woke to a mouth full of blood-taste and gauze and a swelling that made the whole cavity feel foreign. Drool slipped from the corner of his lip before he could think to swallow, and swallowing hurt. A hand, Emily's, wiped his chin with a soft cloth that was already damp.

'There he is,' she cooed, very close. 'There's our boy. Don't try to talk yet. Just look at me.'

The ceiling was not his ceiling. Monitors made patient noises. Margaret sat on his other side with a paperback and a thermos, elegant as ever, as if bedside vigils were a social call. Dr Crowe appeared long enough to check the stitches with a penlight, note adequate haemostasis, and remind them that his speech would be permanently altered once the swelling fell, a mild, sweet lisp by design, with reduced ability to form hard consonants cleanly. Reverse-engineered speech therapy, she said. Then she was gone, discretion trailing after her like perfume.

The first time Patrick tried to speak, the word *please* came out wrong.

'Pleathe...’

It shocked him into silence. Spittle followed the failed sibilant down his chin. Emily made a soft, delighted sound and cleaned him again, the cloth tender under his lip.

'Oh, Patrick. Oh, that's perfect. Say it again.'

He shook his head. Tears pricked, hormones and helplessness braided tight. Margaret leaned in, all rosewater and calm.

'Say Emily,' she instructed gently. 'Slowly. Let us hear.'

'Emilee.' The l blurred and the y dissolved into something younger. More drool followed. He lifted a hand to his mouth and Emily caught his wrist and kissed the knuckles.

'Don't hide it. I paid, Mum paid, for this sound. It's mine.' She beamed through a sheen of wet eyes. 'You're going to let us hear every little mistake.'

Recovery settled into a rhythm of ice chips, painkillers, and carefully staged feedings that had nothing to do with nutrition alone. His tongue was too sore, too shortened, and too stitched to manage ordinary food. Emily arrived the second afternoon with a plastic bowl and a soft silicone spoon; Margaret brought a bib she fastened around his neck with ceremonial neatness, pastel cotton with a faint print of clouds.

'Open,' Emily said.

He opened. Warm bland puree touched the ruined muscle of his tongue and he flinched, then held still while she scraped the spoon gently against his lower lip. A thread of food escaped at the corner and Margaret wiped it away. The gesture was brisk, fond, and absolute.

'Good girl. Again.'

Chewing was a clumsy negotiation, and swallowing took concentration that left him sweating. Between spoonfuls he tried to protest the bib, the mush, and the way both women watched his mouth as if it were a stage.

'I can, I can feed mythelf...’

The lisp caught on every s and th; myself became a wet shambles. Emily laughed under her breath, not cruelly, which was worse, but lovingly, and offered another spoonful as reward for the attempt.

'Of course you can't, darling. Not properly. Not for weeks. And even after, you'll sound like this. Forever. Dr Crowe was very clear.' She thumbed a smear of puree from his lower lip and licked her own thumb without breaking eye contact. 'Mum, did you hear how soft he went on the s? It's like a little kid trying so hard.'

'I heard.' Margaret took the next turn with the spoon, her technique neater and allowing less escape. 'He'll need practice sentences at home. Daily. We'll make a list of words he struggles with and have him repeat them while we dress him. Shame fixes memory better than praise alone, though we'll use both.'

Patrick drooled onto the bib and hated the warm tickle of it, and hated the quiet moan he made when Emily stroked his throat to help a swallow go down. His chest ached under the thin gown, the buds sensitive against hospital cotton, and lower, treacherously, his body answered the cooing as it had learned to answer *good* under the speakers at home. Being fed was humiliating. Being fed while they praised his ruined speech was a heat that crawled into his belly and stayed.

On the third day he was discharged with antibiotics, soft-food instructions, and a folded aftercare sheet. The taxi home felt longer. Every attempt to brief the driver or answer Emily came out sweetened and broken; he stopped trying and let Margaret speak for him, her hand on his knee, while saliva gathered faster than he could manage and Emily dabbed at him with tissues as if he were already something smaller than a man in a scarf.

At the flat they installed him on the sofa with pillows, the cloud bib, and a fresh bowl of puréed soup. The speakers by the bed would wait until his mouth hurt less; Margaret said the voice could return in a few nights, layered with new phrases about pretty speech and open mouths. For now the training was analogue, spoon, cloth, repetition.

'Say; I sound pretty when I speak,' Emily coached, eyes bright, spoon poised.

Patrick's face burned. The sentence was a minefield of sounds he could no longer land. He tried anyway, because her free hand was already drifting to his chest in promise and threat, and because the pre-med quiet in his head still mistook obedience for rest.

'I thound pretty when I thpeak.'

Drool slipped free on pretty. Emily wiped it, fed him, kissed the damp corner of his mouth.

'Again,' she whispered. 'Slower. Let me hear my money's worth.'

He said it again, and again. Each repetition came softer, wetter, and more resigned, while Margaret refilled the bowl in the kitchen and the afternoon light moved across the carpet. His tongue, stitched, shortened, permanently unfaithful to the man he had been, learned the narrow shape of the only voice they would let him keep.


Chapter 11

Five weeks after the tongue surgery, when the stitches had dissolved and the lisp had settled into its permanent delicate catch, they took him back to the Georgian terrace. Patrick walked in on Emily's arm in soft trousers over lace and a scarf that could not hide how his blouse filled differently now. His speech still drew a thin thread of spit when he was tired. Dr Crowe noted both facts with a check mark and no smile.

'Phase two,' she said. 'You know the outline. Sphincter weakening, urethral sensitivity adjustment, reduced warning time. He will leak. At first unpredictably; later, with training and habit, more predictably into whatever you put on him. Consent packet is already complete. Any last questions while he can still ask them without a wet patch?'

Patrick tried. 'Pleathe, wait, I don't ...’

Emily kissed the corner of his mouth, catching moisture. 'Shh. You thound so pretty when you worry. We've got you.'

The pre-med was stronger this time, and the white door closed faster.

He woke to a deep pelvic ache and a catheter he was too fogged to understand. He was in the private suite again. Rain sounds came from a portable speaker Margaret had brought, not the full hypnosis track, only weather, and Emily's face was above him, lit with a fierce tender triumph. Hours blurred. The catheter came out under Dr Crowe's impersonal hands before discharge. She warned them the first voids would be incomplete, urgent, or involuntary. Pads for the journey home, she said, then whatever long-term solution the household preferred.

In the taxi Patrick felt only soreness and the thick hospital pad bulky between his thighs under the soft trousers. He told himself he could still control this. He had always controlled this. Control was the last ordinary country left on the map.

They were halfway up the stairs to the flat when it happened without warning.

There was no clean warning, only a sudden low cramp and then warmth, shocking and spreading, a release he had not authorised. Wet heat flooded the pad and bloomed against his skin, soaking lace and cotton, running a little along the crease of his thigh before the pad caught the rest. The smell rose faint and ammoniac in the stairwell. Patrick stopped dead with his hand clamped to the banister, his face emptying of colour.

'No, no, I didn't, I can't ...’

The words broke on his lisp, wetter than usual. Emily, two steps above, turned. Her eyes dropped to the darkening fabric at his crotch and the way he stood pinched and shaking. For a heartbeat something like pure hunger moved through her expression. Then she was cooing, actually cooing, as she helped him the rest of the way inside.

'Oh, baby. Oh, you poor thing. You wet yourself. You're really wetting yourself for us.'

Margaret closed the flat door and locked it. From a shopping bag by the sofa she lifted what she had purchased that morning while he was under, a thick adult nappy, white with pale yellow tabs, quilted and shameless, the sort sold for heavy incontinence. It rustled when she unfolded it, and the sound alone made Patrick's stomach drop.

'Trousers off,' Margaret said calmly. 'Everything off below the waist. On the towel, darling. Emily, help him. He's shaking.'

Patrick shook his head hard enough to dizzy himself. 'Not that, pleathe, I'll be careful, I'll go thtraight to the loo ...’

'You already weren't careful.' Emily's hands were gentle and implacable on his waistband. 'You're wet through. I can feel it. Smell it. This is what Mum paid for. This is what I asked for in Crowe's office. Lie down.'

They got him onto the towel on the sitting-room floor because his legs would not carry an argument. Cool air hit sodden skin as the ruined pad and lace peeled away. The wetness had gone lukewarm against him, a clinging, shameful film along his cock and balls and the soft insides of his thighs. Emily made a low sound of satisfaction and pressed two fingers through the mess as if confirming a miracle.

'Still warm,' she murmured. 'God, Patrick. You're soaked. It came out of you and you couldn't stop it. Say it.'

'I, I leaked.' The lisp mangled the consonants and spit followed. He turned his face away and felt a fresh involuntary dribble leave him onto the towel, a small betrayal that wrung a broken noise from his throat.

Margaret slid the open nappy under his hips with practised ease, too practised, as if she had rehearsed on the floor of her Victorian house with an empty product. The padding was enormous, cool and crinkling, a pillow of cellulose and polymer between him and the world. 'Legs up, sweetheart. Like that. Good.' She brought the front panel up between his thighs. The thickness forced his legs wider. Tabs stretched, fastened, and retightened. Each pull snugged the crotch bulk tighter against his spent, wet flesh until he was sealed inside a rustling white package that would rise visibly under any future clothing.

Emily knelt at his hip and laid both palms on the quilted front, pressing lightly to hear the soft compress of air and fluff. 'Listen to that. Feel how fat it is. You're wearing a nappy, Patrick. A real one. Because you wee yourself now.' Her voice went luxurious and slow, lingering on every sensation as her hands roamed the padding. 'It's already taking the last of the drip, I can feel a little warm spot blooming right over your cock. The lining's wicking it away but the heat stays. That thick crease between your legs when you try to close them. The way the tapes dig a tiny bit at your hips. The crinkle when you breathe. You're helpless in this. Soft chest, soft voice, soft wet little bladder emptying whenever it likes.'

He tried to sit up and the nappy crinkled loudly, a babyish announcement. Heat flooded his face and, traitorously, his groin, a stiffening trapped and rubbed by damp padding that made his breath stutter. Margaret watched the rise with serene approval.

'There. The body tells the truth even when the mouth lisps excuses.' She handed Emily a plastic bottle of powder. 'Dust him at the legs next change. For now let him sit in it. The first wet should be felt properly, not rushed away. Character-building, as I said about the lace.'

They got him to the sofa. Sitting swelled the padding up between his thighs until he could not ignore a single inch of it. Warmth spread as another small ungovernable trickle found the absorbent core and turned to heavy heat against his most private skin. Emily curled beside him with one hand permanently on the crotch of the nappy, describing each change in temperature and weight in a husky running commentary, how the front sagged a fraction as it loaded, how the smell was faint and intimate and hers, how his cock twitched when she patted the wet zone like praise.

'You're my wet baby now,' she whispered against his lisping mouth. 'Next time you start to go, you don't fight. You let it happen in the padding and you call for me. Or Mum. We'll change you. We'll powder you. We'll tape you up fresh and thick.'

Patrick closed his eyes. Under the rain from Margaret's little speaker and the solid crinkle of his first nappy, the last map of ordinary control soaked through until it was unreadable. He leaked again while they watched, warm and humiliating and minutely detailed by Emily's delighted voice, and the sound he made was small and wet and theirs.


Chapter 12

Going back to the office was Emily's idea dressed as necessity. Bills still existed, and so did the mortgage. The fiction of normality, she said, would protect them while he healed into his new shapes. Margaret packed his work bag with spare nappies in a discreet pouch and a spare blouse. Patrick stood in the hallway in loose trousers cut generously through the seat, a long cardigan over the soft swell of his chest, and a scarf pulled high, and tried to believe he still looked like someone who belonged under fluorescent lights.

He did not look like that at all.

The lisp announced him before his badge did. Good morning came out sweetened and wet. Colleagues' eyes snagged on his mouth, then on the smoother jaw, the way his cardigan filled, and the wide stance he took when the padding threatened to sound. He had double-nappied for confidence, but the bulk still whispered when he sat. By mid-morning the first rumour had walked around the printers as a question nobody asked him directly.

'You all right, mate? You sound… different. You look different.'

He smiled with his lips closed and nodded, and felt a warm bloom start in the crotch of the nappy from nerves alone, not a full accident, only the constant treacherous readiness Dr Crowe had stitched into him. In the loo he checked the tabs with shaking hands and mouthed practice sentences at the mirror that collapsed into spit and shame.

By the third day back, someone had heard him on a client call. By the fourth, a junior from accounts asked too brightly whether he was on medication. By the fifth, he caught two women from marketing falling silent when he crinkled past the kitchen, their gazes dropping to his hips and skittering away. Heat crawled up his throat. His chest ached against the binding top Emily had allowed him for work, not flat, never flat anymore, only compressed into a shape that still read wrong under cotton.

Emily texted at lunch; 'Photo proof you're still padded. Stall. Now.'

He sent it. She replied with hearts and; 'Proud. Don't let them smell it on you. Come straight home if it gets bad. Mum says soft boys don't need offices forever.'

It got properly bad on a Tuesday.

The afternoon meeting ran long. Coffee had been a mistake. Warning time, as promised, was a ghost of what it had been, a vague low pressure, then the sudden unstoppable heat flooding thick padding while he sat in a glass-walled room between his manager and a visiting consultant. Patrick froze mid-sentence. The lisp caught. A soft, catastrophic crinkle-and-hiss of absorbency doing its job filled a silence that should not have existed. He finished the sentence somehow, numbers, a timeline, nonsense in his own ears, while warmth spread heavy between his legs and the unmistakable intimate scent rose just far enough that he saw, with pure animal clarity, the consultant's nostrils flare.

His manager asked him to stay behind after the others left.

The conversation was careful, HR-flavoured, and cruel in its politeness. Concerns had been raised about his appearance, his speech, an odour on one occasion, conduct unbecoming, and the clients. They would support health conditions through proper channels if he wished to disclose, but in the absence of disclosure, and given the effect on the team, they were ending his contract with notice paid in lieu, effective immediately. Security would walk him to his desk for personal items only.

Patrick tried to argue. The argument came out as broken, lisping fragments and a shine of drool he had to wipe with the back of his hand while his manager looked at a point on the wall. He tried to stand with dignity, but the nappy, heavy and half-sodden, forced his thighs apart and sounded like a verdict. In the open office someone laughed softly and stopped. He put a plant, a mug, and a framed photo of Emily into a cardboard box with hands that would not steady, security a silent shape at his shoulder, and walked the long carpet to the lift with every step a rustle.

On the street the spring air felt sharp enough to cut. He sat on a low wall two corners away and shook until the shaking turned to tears, hormone-thick, childish, unstoppable. Wet heat was still spreading as nerves wrung the last from his ruined bladder into already-warm fluff. His phone buzzed.

Emily; 'How is my soft boy's day?'

He stared at the screen until the words blurred, then typed with clumsy thumbs; 'I lotht my job. They thmell me. They heard. Em I can't ...’

The reply was almost instant. Then another came, and then Margaret joined on a group thread.

Emily; 'Oh baby. Oh my baby. Come home right now. Door open. I've got you.'

Margaret; 'Expected, eventually. Dignity is a coat he doesn't need. Bring him straight in. We'll sort the practicalities later. Tonight he needs comfort, not courage.'

The journey home was a smear of bus windows and people who glanced once and looked away. Patrick held the cardboard box on his lap like a school project and leaked a little more every time the bus braked. By the time he reached the flat the front of his trousers had a dull map of shame and the nappy sagged between his legs with a weight that made walking a waddle he could no longer disguise.

Emily opened the door before he knocked. She took the box from him, set it down, and pulled him into the hallway by the front of his cardigan. Her eyes shone, not with pity alone, but with something brighter, possessive, almost relieved.

'There you are. There's my unemployed soft boy. All wet. All finished with that horrible place.' She kissed his lisping mouth, then dropped to her knees in the hall and pressed her cheek to the bulky crotch of his trousers, inhaling. 'Oh, you poor soaked thing. Let's get these off. Mum's on her way with ice cream and the thick night nappies.'

He cried while she undressed him. Ordinary work clothes peeled away until there was only the swollen white package, tapes strained, a heavy warm sack between his thighs. Emily cooed at each reveal, the pink flush of his chest as the binder came off and his small breasts hung free, the soft stomach, the way he had to stand with his feet apart because of the bulk. She laid him on the changing mat behind the sofa and unfastened the soaked nappy with slow ceremony. Cool air hit wet skin. He whimpered, a high thin sound, and she wiped him with soft cloths, describing the redness, the smell, and the way his cock shrank small and damp in her cleaning hand.

'No more office,' she murmured, powdering him in white clouds that made him sneeze. 'No more pretending. You're going to stay home and be looked after. Mum will help with money. I'll help with everything else. Lift your bottom. Good boy.'

The fresh nappy was thicker than the work one, overnight grade, absurdly quilted, decorated at the edges with a faint pattern of tiny stars. It closed with a series of firm tab-pulls that made him gasp. Emily taped it tighter than strictly necessary, then patted the front until the crinkle became a rhythm. Margaret arrived to find him still on his back on the mat, Emily straddling his thighs and feeding him ice cream from a teaspoon while he sniffled, mascara Emily had that morning applied 'just a little, for softness' tracking down his temples.

'There's a picture,' Margaret said, setting bags down. She stroked Patrick's hair as if he were feverish. 'All finished with grown-up work. Look at you, padded, sticky chin, breasts out, job in a box by the door. This is much more honest.'

Patrick tried to say he was sorry, that he would find something else, that he could still be useful. The sentences liquefied into lisp and drool and fresh tears. Emily spooned more ice cream between his lips and wiped the excess with her thumb.

'Shh. No plans tonight. No brave ideas. You lost your job because your body told the truth at last.' She settled his head in her lap on the sofa once Margaret had helped haul him up, the starry nappy crinkling as loud as the pillows. 'You're going to drink a bottle of warm milk Mum brought, and then you're going to nap while we talk about your future. Soft voices only. Soft boy only. My baby girl.'

The bottle's teat bumped his mouth. He resisted for half a breath, the last spark of the office still dying in him, and then the hypnosis-deep habit opened him. Silicone, warm milk, Margaret's approving hum, Emily's fingers carding his hair. Outside, other people were still at desks. Inside the flat Patrick sucked and leaked a little into fresh padding and let himself be rocked in a way no manager would ever recognise, broken open and, against every scrap of pride, soothed like the baby they had decided he would become.


Chapter 13

The estate agent called the flat 'a charming one-bed with period touches' and asked them not to be present for the second viewing. Emily agreed too quickly. Money had become a weather system over the household, Dr Crowe's invoices, lost salary, private hormone scripts, the quiet mountain of nappies and soft clothes Margaret ordered online. The mortgage did not care that Patrick lisped. The bills did not soften because his chest filled Emily's palms.

'We're selling,' Emily told him on a grey morning while she taped him into a fresh thick nappy on the sitting-room mat. 'Mum will bridge what the sale doesn't cover. We'll go to hers after. Don't argue with the arithmetic, baby. You can't earn. This place is just walls we can't afford.'

Patrick stared at the ceiling crack he had always meant to paint. 'Thith ith our home.'

'It was.' She smoothed the front panel flat and patted until the crinkle answered her. 'Now open your mouth for vitamins.'

The For Sale board went up on a Thursday. Strangers' shoes sounded in the hall while Patrick was kept in the bedroom with the door closed, Margaret's rain track low in his earbuds so he would not make a noise that required explaining. Between viewings Emily walked him through cupboards with a roll of bin bags and a brightness that did not reach her eyes except when it landed on him.

Packing day proper arrived with cardboard and black marker pens. Emily laid out his assignment on the bed like a game; his old clothes, the suits, the jeans, the plain boxers, the running kit, the shirts with collars stiff enough for a man who had once sat in glass meetings, all to be folded into boxes labelled Charity or Tip. She dressed him for the task herself.

First came the nappy, overnight-thick, its star pattern faded from washes. Then a pale yellow onesie she had ordered in an adult size, with poppers along the crotch straining over the padding, short puffed sleeves edged in cheap lace, and a little bow sewn crooked at the collar. Soft white ankle socks followed, then a plastic clip in his longer hair, mascara, and tinted balm on his mouth that made every lisped word shiny.

'There,' Emily said, stepping back. 'My packing fairy. Everything you used to be goes in the boxes. Everything you are stays on your body where I can see it.'

Patrick looked down at himself and felt the room tilt. The onesie was a cartoon of girlhood stretched over a ruined male shape, small breasts pushing the pink satin, nipples faint points, the monstrous soft shelf of the nappy forcing the poppers into a tight curved grin between his thighs. When he moved, plastic crinkled and lace scratched his upper arms. Shame came so hot his eyes watered.

'Em, pleathe, not like thith, the neighbourth ...’

'Curtains closed. Phone on silent. Work.' She put an empty box in his hands. 'Start with the wardrobe. Hold each thing up before you fold it. Tell me what it was for. I want to hear you remember.'

He held up the charcoal suit he had worn to their wedding paperwork. The wool still kept a ghost of dry-cleaning chemicals. 'Interviewth. Your couthin'th engagement. The day we got the mortgage.' His voice broke on mortgage; spit followed; he wiped his chin with the back of a wrist and left a smear of balm.

Emily sat on the bed with her phone out, recording or pretending to, legs crossed, watching. 'Fold it. Nice and neat. That man doesn't live here anymore. Look at you packing him away in frills. Your nappy's already warm, isn't it? I can see the way you're standing.'

It was warm. Stress had started a slow leak an hour ago, and heat sat heavy in the crotch while he bent and straightened, each bend a loud advertisement of plastic and paper fluff. He packed jeans stiff with old mud at the hems from walks they had taken when trying for a baby still meant hope instead of clinics. He packed boxers in a bundle and felt Emily's gaze on the contrast between those plain cotton ghosts and the padded bulk ballooning behind yellow poppers.

'Thith one,' he said, lifting a soft grey jumper she used to steal on cold evenings. Memory stabbed, her face in its collar, laughter, ordinary hunger. Tears arrived without dignity. 'You wore thith when we watched filmth on the floor.'

Emily's expression flickered, real grief, quickly braided with something hungrier. She rose and took the jumper from him, pressed it to her face, then to his chest over the onesie's bow. 'I'll keep this one. In Mum's wardrobe. You don't get jumpers now. You get bibs and frills and things that pop open when you're wet.' She kissed his wet cheek. 'Keep packing. The suit trousers next. Tell me how it feels to put your old waist size in a box while you're taped into a babyish sack.'

He told her because she waited, fingers idly pinching one of his nipples through yellow cotton until the words spilled. It felt like burying someone who was still breathing. It felt like the diagnosis all over again, only this time the empty cradle was every drawer. It felt, treacherously, like arousal grinding against hot wet padding every time she praised him for folding straighter, for lisping more clearly through the confession, for being her good packing boy in this public-private disgrace with the curtains drawn.

Margaret arrived mid-afternoon with more boxes and a cold bag of sandwiches he would not be allowed to hold for himself. She surveyed the half-stripped bedroom, the frilled figure sniffling over a box of belts, and nodded as if the scene matched a checklist.

'Estate agent rang. Offer in at asking if we complete in six weeks. I've told them yes pending paperwork.' She cupped Patrick's chin, thumb collecting drool. 'Say goodbye to the place properly while you work. Gratitude for what it held. Acceptance of where you're going. Emily, make him label the charity box himself. The writing will shake. That's fine.'

Patrick wrote CHARITY in wobbly capitals on the side of the box, onesie sleeve riding up his soft upper arm, the nappy so loaded now that sitting on his heels made warmth squirm against him. He packed the last of the ties. He packed the watch he no longer wore because Emily said babies didn't need to know the time. Each object left his hand heavier than its weight. Nostalgia and humiliation wound together until he could not tell which made him harder inside the wet bulk, which made him cry, or which made him lean into Emily's palm when she stopped him to adjust a popped snap at his crotch and 'accidentally' rubbed the sodden front until his hips stuttered.

'Almost empty,' she whispered. 'Our little nest, sold to pay for your pretty mouth and your leaky bladder and all the care you need. You're packing your own funeral clothes, baby. And you look adorable doing it.'

By evening the wardrobe stood open and hollow. Boxes sealed with brown tape lined the hall like a quiet procession. Patrick stood in the middle of the stripped bedroom in his yellow frills and heavy nappy, mascara tracked and balm smeared, a dark warmth sealed between his thighs, holding nothing. Emily photographed him there, once for herself, once for Margaret, against the bare window light where their bed had been.

'Goodbye, flat,' she said for him, prompting. 'Goodbye, old Patrick's clothes.'

'Goodbye,' he lisped, soft and ruined. 'Goodbye.'

Outside, the For Sale board caught the last of the sun. Inside, the future had already moved the furniture out of his name and left him dressed for the only life the arithmetic would allow.


Chapter 14

Completion fell on a wet Wednesday. The flat keys went into an envelope on a solicitor's desk while rain stitched the pavement outside Margaret's wrought-iron gate. The Victorian house received them the way it had always seemed to wait, ivy dark with water, sash windows glowing, the long-case clock in the hall marking the hour as if nothing about the family had changed except the shape of what it held.

Patrick crossed the threshold in a pale mint onesie over a fresh thick nappy, a cardigan of Emily's buttoned as far as it would go, and soft shoes with velcro straps because laces were, Margaret said, an unnecessary frustration. He carried nothing. Emily wheeled a suitcase. Margaret directed the men with the van toward the rooms that would take boxes and the rooms that would take none.

'Not upstairs with those,' she told a remover who lifted a crate of Patrick's remaining books. 'Charity stack stays in the hall. His things for keeping are already in place.'

His things for keeping, Patrick discovered, did not mean his own things at all.

They led him to the first-floor rear, the bedroom Margaret had once painted pale yellow when she still believed in a second child. The door stood open. The smell that met him was powder, new fabric, and beeswax, and underneath it the ghost of old hopes aired out and repurposed.

The walls were no longer bare yellow. Someone, Margaret, over weeks he had not been invited to witness, had papered two of them in a soft cloud print, white on duck-egg blue. The remaining walls were a warm blush pink. A white cot-crib stood against the long wall, adult-long, with fixed high sides and a drop rail on the room side that locked with a sliding catch. The mattress was fitted with a plastic-backed sheet and a quilt patterned in sleepy moons. At each corner of the crib, carved finials had been sanded smooth, nothing sharp, nothing a thrashing foot could find.

Along the adjacent wall ran a changing table built at a height for women's hands, with a padded top covered in washable lemon terry, high rails on three sides, and open shelves beneath stacked with nappies in three thicknesses, packs of wipes, powder, cream, folded cloths, and a discreet lidded pail. A mobile of felt stars hung from a ceiling hook above the crib, turning slowly in the draught from the door. Blackout curtains waited to be drawn. A low bookshelf held board books and empty space, and a toy chest at the foot of the crib was closed. On the dresser sat bottles, a steriliser unit, a hairbrush with soft bristles, a jar of cotton pads, and the brown vitamin bottle transplanted like a relic.

Patrick stopped in the doorway. The nappy crinkled once, as loud as a laugh track.

'Thith ith, thith ith a nurthery.'

'Yes,' Margaret said simply. 'Yours.'

Emily moved past him and sat on the closed toy chest, eyes shining as she took it all in, the crib's pale wood grain, the lemon terry waiting for his weight, the cloud wallpaper that made the ceiling feel higher and him smaller. She reached for his hand and pulled him fully inside. The carpet was thick under his soft shoes, a pale grey that would hide nothing if powder spilled.

'Say it properly,' Emily whispered. 'Say; this is my nursery.'

'Thith ith my nurthery.' Spit followed; her thumb caught it; he tasted her skin.

Margaret opened a wardrobe. Inside hung rows of onesies, bibs, two frilled dresses in soft satin, and cardigans without buttons he could manage, and on a high shelf a stack of plastic pants for over nappies. There were no trousers with zippers and no shirts with stiff collars. His old life had not been invited up the stairs.

'House rules,' Margaret said, and her voice took on the cadence he knew from the speakers, calm, maternal, final. 'From this door in, you're not a guest and you're not a husband in the ordinary sense. You're in care. Rule one; nappies all the time unless Emily or I take them off to clean you. No negotiating dry spells, your body doesn't do those reliably and we won't pretend. Rule two; this room is where you sleep. The crib. Nap when you're told. Bed when you're told. The drop rail stays up after lights-out unless one of us lowers it.'

Patrick's gaze snagged on the sliding catch, a small metal promise.

'Rule three; we help with meals until we say otherwise. Bottles when we choose bottles. Bibs for anything that drips. Rule four; you don't answer the front door. You don't take phone calls. Your phone lives in the kitchen drawer on charge for us, proofs, recordings, emergencies. Rule five; you wear what we lay out. Frills aren't costume; they're uniform. Rule six; when you're wet or dirty, you call. You don't hide in a corner and hope it dries. Rule seven; do as you're told first; questions never at full volume. Lisp softly if you have to answer back. We hear you better when you're sweet.'

Emily rose and crossed to the changing table, running her palm along the lemon terry as if blessing an altar. 'Come here. First official change in your new room. I want the table christened before supper.'

They laid him down. The padded top exhaled under his weight and the rails rose at the edges of his vision like blinkers. Above him the ceiling rose into pink and cloud. Emily unpopped the onesie with unhurried clicks, peeled the tapes of his nappy, and found him already warm-wet from the journey and the shock. She described it all in the lush inventory voice she had perfected, the heat map on the padding, the pinkness of his skin, the way his small breasts shifted when he squirmed, the soft defeated look of his cock against his thigh, while Margaret fitted a new thicker nappy from the shelf with tabs pulled snug enough to make him gasp.

'The crib next,' Margaret said. 'Trial nap before we eat. He needs to learn the mattress.'

They stripped the onesie off entirely so he felt the air on his chest, then lifted him, actually lifted him, hands under back and thighs, and settled him into the crib. The mattress was firmer than a bed and higher at the edges. The quilt came to his waist. Emily wound the mobile and plastic stars turned, casting slow shadows. Margaret raised the drop rail. The catch slid home with a neat, expensive snick.

Patrick put his hands on the bars without meaning to. The white wood was smooth and close enough that his knuckles whitened. Through them he saw the two women looking in, Emily soft-eyed and flushed, Margaret serene, the changing table already waiting for the next time, the cloud wallpaper holding the room like a held breath.

'Welcome home,' Emily said through the bars, and reached in to stroke his hair. 'Mum's house. Your nursery. Our rules. You're going to be so safe here you'll forget how to be anything else.'

Rain ticked against the sash glass. Somewhere below, the long-case clock struck the half hour. Inside the crib the nappy crinkled as Patrick shifted, his small breasts cool in the open air, his lisp caught behind his teeth with all the protests that rules had already answered. The mobile turned. The catch held. Pastel walls watched him learn the size of the rest of his life, measured not in square footage of a sold flat, but in the distance between lemon terry and moon-print quilt, and in the soft, relentless click of a rail that only opened from the outside.


Chapter 15

Days in the nursery acquired a timetable more binding than any office clock. Morning light through the cloud curtains meant the drop rail lowering, a full nappy change on lemon terry, vitamins on the tongue, and then the wardrobe doors opening on whatever girlhood Margaret and Emily had chosen while he slept. Training, they called it, as if he were learning piano, as if the keys were not his own face and voice and the soft betrayals of a body still drinking pink capsules twice a day.

Makeup came after the breakfast bottle, while he still sat strapped into a low plastic chair with a tray, not because he couldn't sit on a sofa, Emily said, but because the chair made his hands available and his posture honest. She worked with a light designed for bathrooms, soft rings that were unforgiving. Primer went first on skin that hormones had already refined to something poreless and easily marked. Then foundation was dabbed and blended until the faint shadow of jaw and the tired hollows under his eyes went porcelain.

'Hold still. Eyes closed.' A brush whispered along his lids. 'You're getting proper lashes now. Mum noticed. Softer. I want them dark.'

Mascara tugged. Liner flicked at the outer corners. Blush went on the apples of cheeks that seemed rounder week by week. Then balm, then a pink tint that made his lisping mouth look freshly kissed or freshly fed. When she held the mirror up, Patrick saw a stranger who might have been his own younger sister if he had one, pretty, unfinished, eyes too wide. Drool threatened the tint; Emily caught it with a tissue and laughed under her breath.

'Say pretty,' she coached.

'Pretty.' The s collapsed; spit shone on the tint. 'I'm pretty.'

'Again. Sweeter.'

‘P…pwetty.’

Voice training filled the gaps between outfit changes. Margaret kept a list on lavender card stock, words with s, th, and r clusters, anything that forced his shortened tongue to fail in ways she found musical. He stood before the long mirror in the nursery, or sat if the nappy was too freshly wet to stand with pride, and repeated while Emily adjusted frills around him.

'I need changing.'

'I need changing,' he echoed, wet and small.

'My mouth is soft.'

'My mouwf ith thoft.'

'Emily chooses.'

'Emilee chootheth.'

Each correct-enough failure earned a touch, a stroke along a breast, a pat on the padded crotch, a murmured good that still lit the trained warmth low in his belly. Wrong tone, too deep or too hard, earned the list again from the top, and Margaret's rain-voice from a speaker if his attention frayed, until the deeper register felt like a coat he had forgotten how to find in the dark.

Outfits were lessons in themselves. Monday might be a pale pink dress with a satin sash, white ankle socks, and plastic pants over the nappy so the bulk shone glossy and infantile when he moved. Tuesday might be a onesie so laden with ruffles at shoulder and hip that sitting produced a sound like wrapping paper. Wednesday meant frilled bloomers and a crop top that stopped above the soft shelf of his middle, leaving the nappy shamelessly on display while they did 'floor time' on a quilt. Emily photographed every ensemble against the cloud wallpaper. Margaret filed the pictures in an album labelled simply Progress.

And the body, under the vitamins, continued its quiet treason against him.

His breasts had passed the tentative bud stage. They sat on his chest now as small, definite mounds, soft weight that moved when he crawled to the toy chest on command, pale skin mapped with a faint tenderness of new stretch. Areolae had widened and gone a duskier rose. Nipples stayed half-peaked from the constant drag of lace and cotton, aching sweetly when Emily rolled them during inventory. She measured with her hands every evening on the changing table, narrating in that slow erotic catalogue that left him hard and shrinking all at once inside the open nappy.

'Heavier than Monday. Feel how they fill my palms, not handfuls yet, but they're trying. Look at this little undercurve when I lift. The left still leads. And here...’ her thumb swept a nipple until his back arched off the lemon terry '…so responsive. Soft boy tits for soft boy clothes. Mum, are we increasing the dose?'

'Already done,' Margaret said from the rocking chair, turning a page of her book. 'Give it another fortnight. He'll need proper little bras for shape soon. Training bras. The humiliation of the clasp will be useful.'

Below, the story ran the other direction. What had been ordinary male weight between his legs had dwindled under the same chemistry into something neater, softer, and less insistent in repose, a smaller cock that nested against his body in the padding like a secret losing confidence. Testicles sat tighter, reduced. When Emily cleaned him she lingered, describing the change with possessive precision that made him turn his face into the rail pillow.

'Remember how you used to push out against lace? Now you're a little thing in all that fluff. Cute. Tucked. When you get hard you don't make much of a tent anymore, just this sweet stiff stub rubbing the wet spot.' She kissed the tip once, chaste and devastating. 'I like you better this way. Less man to argue with. More baby to dress.'

Afternoons blended makeup repair after bottles, voice lists, and enforced play that was nothing like play, stacking rings with clumsy hands while they corrected his grip, being read to from board books in voices that invited him to lisp along, standing on a towel while Emily painted his toenails pearlescent pink and Margaret timed how long he could hold a curtsey without tipping the weight of his nappy. Resistance flared sometimes; a hard no, a turned shoulder, a deep sound forced from a throat trying to remember authority. It never lasted. The crib waited. The speaker waited. Emily's hand on his chest, finding a nipple through frills, waited. Softness rushed back in like the tide.

One evening near the end of the second week in the house, they dressed him for a full review in front of the wardrobe mirror, white frilled dress, plastic pants gleaming over bulky padding, ankle socks with lace cuffs, hair brushed into a soft fringe and clipped with two plastic bows, full face soft and pink-mouthed. Emily stood behind him and cupped his breasts through the bodice, lifting them so he had to look. Margaret stood to the side and had him recite the day's phrases until spit dotted his chin and his eyes shone.

'Who chooses your clothes?'

'Emilee chootheth.'

'What are these?' A squeeze to his chest.

'My thoft tittie, my bweathtth ...’

'And this?' A firm pat between his legs that squished warm wetness against shrinking flesh.

'My nappy. I'm wet. I need changing.'

'Good girl-boy,' Emily breathed into his ear, and the warmth ran through him as obedient as blood. In the mirror the figure who stared back was past argument, feminised, padded, painted, lisping, breasts lifted into display while what remained of his manhood hid small and damp in plastic and fluff. He was a daily routine's end product, still becoming, already unrecognisable as the man who had once held a flat key and believed the future had a different shape.


Chapter 16

Resistance, when it came, did not look like escape. It looked like a hard flinch from the vitamin bottle, a deep forced no when Emily held up the frilled dress, or a shoulder turned in the crib when Margaret lowered the rail for morning change. Small rebellions, brittle as old paint, flared from whatever coal of self still glowed under the lisp and the lace and the nightly rain-voice.

On a Thursday afternoon he slapped the spoon away.

Puree dotted the bib and Emily's wrist. The nursery went very quiet. Patrick's own breath sounded loud in his ears. His small breasts rose and fell under a pink onesie, and the nappy between his thighs was already warm from a morning leak he had tried, pointlessly, to hold. Emily looked at the mess on her skin, then at his face, and something in her expression settled into steel without losing its tenderness, a door closing softly on the last pretence of play.

'Mum,' she said.

Margaret set her book down. 'Over the table. Pants and onesie open at the back. Nappy stays on for the first part, he can feel the bulk while he learns. Emily, the strap.'

They moved him with the efficiency of practice. The changing table's lemon terry took his chest and cheek. Straps he had not noticed before, tucked under the padding rim, crossed his upper back and thighs, snug, not cruel, immovable. Emily unpopped the rear of the onesie and loosened the nappy's rear tapes just enough to bare his bottom while the thick front still cupped his shrivelled cock and held yesterday's psychology against his belly. Cool air touched him. He smelled powder and his own faint urine. His bare buttocks felt obscenely available above the white bulk.

'Count,' Margaret said.

Her hand landed open and sharp. The crack filled the pastel room. Pain flared bright across his right cheek; he jerked against the straps and the nappy crinkled with a loud helpless sound. Emily's fingers were in his hair, not soothing, just holding.

'I didn't hear a number, baby.'

'One...’ The lisp split it. Spit landed on the terry.

The second smack was harder, then a third. Margaret did not rush. She let each stroke ripen into heat before the next, alternating sides until his bottom burned, his breath came in wet hitches, and the front of the nappy grew hotter as his bladder surrendered under stress. By ten he was sobbing into the lemon cover. By fifteen the sobs had gone high and babyish, and his hips tried to work against the padding in a confusion of pain and unwanted spark.

'Twenty,' Margaret finished, and laid her palm on the scorched flesh, pressing the sting in. 'Emily?'

Emily took over with a soft-backed hairbrush from the dresser. The first blow startled a scream out of him that the nursery's thick carpet seemed to swallow. She gave him eight measured strokes that left a deeper, throbbing hurt layered over Margaret's handprints, describing each as she delivered it, the bloom of red, the way his little tits mashed into the table when he jolted, the dark wet spot spreading on the nappy beneath him like a confession.

'You do not throw food,' Emily said, voice tight with something that was not only anger. 'You do not get to be hard with us. Hard is gone. Soft is what you are. Say it.'

'Thoft, ith what I am, I'm thorry, pleathe ...’

Margaret's hand stroked his hair now, fond again. 'Good. But sorry isn't the lesson finished. He's clenched for weeks when we clean him. Time he learned to open properly. Fetch the kit.'

The kit lived on the high wardrobe shelf, gloves, a pump bottle of thick lube, towels, and a small plug they had used once or twice for 'medicine' that had made him squirm and flush. Today Margaret laid out more. Emily's eyes darkened when she saw. Patrick, still strapped, still bottom-bare and burning, felt the shift in the room like weather.

'Nappy stays under him,' Margaret instructed. 'Front bulk for him to grind on if he needs. We stretch him open while he's padded and marked. He'll associate the burn outside with the fill inside. Efficient.'

Gloved fingers came first, cool lube, pressure at his hole, the familiar shameful breach he always tried and failed to refuse. One finger, then two, scissoring while Emily murmured filthy gentle praise and wiped drool from his painted mouth. At three fingers the sting of the spanking seemed to fuse with the internal stretch until he could not tell protest from moan. His small cock stiffened weakly into wet fluff, and his breasts dragged on the terry with every shiver.

'Please, too much ...’

'You said no to a spoon,' Emily reminded him. 'This is what no buys.'

Margaret worked with clinical patience, adding lube until the sounds from behind him were lewd and wet and undeniable in the quiet house. Four fingers tucked tight. The stretch burned in a low, continuous arc that made his toes curl in their lace socks. When she folded her thumb and pressed steadily inward, Patrick's whole body tried to climb the table and the straps said no. Pain flared white, then beneath it came a shocking bloom of pressure-pleasure that wrenched a broken sound from his ruined tongue.

'Breathe,' Margaret said. 'Open. Good boy, good girl, whatever you are on this table. Push out gently. Let Mummy's hand home.'

Her hand sank, knuckles, then the widest impossible ache. Then a sudden give and she was inside him to the wrist, her fist a dense occupying heat that unmade the last geometry of privacy. Patrick sobbed and drooled and pushed back against the intrusion without deciding to, the nappy crinkling and squelching under his trapped cock, his bottom on fire from the brush, his insides stretched around Margaret's relentless calm. Emily had moved to kneel by his face. She kissed his temple, his ear, the wet corner of his mouth, and slid two fingers of her own between his lips for him to suck like a teat while he was fisted.

'Feel that,' Emily whispered. 'Mum's whole hand in your baby hole. You're so full you can't think. That's the point. Power isn't yours anymore. It lives in our hands, on your arse, in your arse, on your little tits when we pinch.' She pinched to demonstrate; sensation stacked; his body clenched around Margaret's fist and the clench only made the occupancy more absolute. 'You're going to take this when you're naughty. You're going to take it when you're good. You're going to wear a nappy over a stretched-open hole and thank us for the tape.'

Margaret began to move in small grinding motions that rubbed bone and glove over places that sent sparks up his spine. Not fast. Not kind. Thorough. Patrick came in a weak, ruined spurt into the already-wet nappy with a wail that had no adult shape left in it, pleasure and pain braided so tight they strangled each other. Margaret held still through the spasms, then slowly, carefully withdrew, leaving him gaping and pulsing and empty in a way that felt like a new kind of need.

They cleaned him with warm cloths, put cream on his burning buttocks, and fresh lube at his tender rim. A clean thick nappy was taped snug enough to press against his abused hole with every shift, a constant dumb reminder. The onesie was repopped and the straps released. He could not stand without Emily's arm. In the mirror, briefly, he glimpsed a red-bottomed, mascara-streaked, frilled creature with glazed eyes and no argument left in its shoulders.

Margaret washed her hands at the nursery basin, rings clicking against the porcelain. 'Next time he refuses, we start at the hairbrush and end with the fist. He'll learn the ladder. Eventually he'll skip the refusal.'

Emily cradled Patrick on the rocking chair, his padded weight in her lap, and rocked while he hiccupped into her neck. Her hand rested proprietarily on the bulky crotch, feeling the heat. 'He already is,' she murmured. 'Feel how quiet he is. Feel how he melts when I say good. Mum, the power's finished shifting. He isn't our husband who submits sometimes. He's ours.'

Patrick heard them over the thud of his pulse. He tried to find a hard edge inside and touched only ache, stretch, the smarting map of hand and brush, and the thick press of nappy against a hole that still remembered the shape of a wrist. When Emily said good boy against his hair, the warmth rose on cue, obedient as a kept thing, and he lisped something that might have been yes into her collar, soft, wet, and entirely owned.


Chapter 17

Richard came on Sundays first, as if the day itself had always belonged to him. Margaret mentioned it lightly over Friday breakfast while Patrick sucked a bottle in the low chair, his frilled bib damp and mascara already applied for the 'presentable hours.'

'An old friend,' she said, though the curve of her mouth suggested more. 'Richard Halswell. He's been abroad on business. He'll come for dinner. Emily, wear something that isn't covered in spit-up. Patrick stays in the nursery until I call, then he can come down and say a polite hello if he's dry enough to be decent.'

Emily's curiosity sharpened in the air like perfume. 'How old a friend are we talking, Mum?'

Margaret poured tea. 'Older than your dad would be now. Rich enough not to ask the wrong questions. Dominant enough not to flinch at the right answers. You'll like him. Or he'll like you. With Richard that distinction doesn't usually matter.'

Sunday arranged itself around the visit. Patrick was bathed, powdered, and taped into a thick afternoon nappy and plastic pants, then dressed in a pale blue romper with a sailor collar that made his small breasts push shamelessly at the cotton. His hair was bowed and his mouth pink. He was walked only as far as the nursery rug for quiet play with stacking rings while downstairs the doorbell rang, a confident, unhurried sound, and Margaret's laugh floated up the stairwell warmer than Patrick had heard it in months.

When Emily came to fetch him an hour later her cheeks were flushed and her lipstick refreshed. 'Come and meet Richard. Soft knees. Eyes down unless he speaks to you. Mum says he likes soft people to act soft without being asked.'

The sitting room smelled of Margaret's rosewater and a deeper note, cedar, whisky, expensive wool. Richard Halswell stood by the mantel as if he had always known where the light fell best. He was tall, broad without excess, with silver hair cut close at the sides and a dark suit worn with the ease of a man who had never once wondered whether he was welcome. Sixty-something, Emily would tell herself later, counting, the kind of face that had been handsome in youth and had decided to become imposing instead of fading. His gaze moved from Margaret to Emily with open appreciation, then dropped to Patrick in the doorway and paused, not shocked, not kind, only assessing, as Dr Crowe had assessed, as someone pricing use.

'So this is him,' Richard said. His voice was low, amused, perfectly controlled. 'Margaret wrote. She underplayed the frills. Come here, little one. Let me look at you.'

Patrick's feet moved because Emily's hand at his back moved him. Up close Richard smelled of scotch and clean skin. A finger lifted Patrick's chin. The man studied the tinted mouth, the wet shine at the corner where the lisp always gathered, the bows, and the plastic-gloss bulk between soft thighs. His thumb brushed Patrick's lower lip once, as casual as wiping a mark from china.

'Nice work,' Richard said to Margaret. 'Does he speak?'

'It lithpth,' Patrick managed, heat flooding his face, and both women laughed, Emily's laugh a fraction too bright.

Richard's mouth tilted. 'So it does. Go sit on your mat like a good display piece. Adults are talking.'

Patrick sat, and the nappy sounded. From the low play mat by the empty hearth he watched the three of them take the sofa and armchair as if composing a painting titled Ordinary Evening. Only nothing was ordinary. Margaret's hand rested on Richard's sleeve with old familiarity. Richard's attention returned to Emily again and again, her throat when she drank wine, her mouth when she smiled, the line of her leg where her dress rode slightly as she crossed her ankles. Emily glowed under it. Patrick knew that glow. He had been its object once, in a flatter stomach and a different life. Watching it aimed at another man while he sat padded on the floor put a cold stone in his gut that the warm wetness gathering in his nappy could not dissolve.

They spoke of Richard's property interests, a club in town, a charity board, Margaret's garden. Beneath the safe topics ran a current Patrick felt in his skin. Richard asked Emily what she did with her days now; she answered with a demure half-truth about caring for family, and his eyes flicked deliberately to the frilled heap on the mat.

'Hard work,' Richard said. 'You've got a knack. Shows in how quiet he is. How he watches you.' He smiled at her over his glass. 'Looking after someone suits you, Emily. Better than most wives I've known.'

Emily's fingers touched her own necklace. 'I had a good teacher.' She glanced at Margaret, then back at Richard through her lashes, not quite accidentally. 'And good reason.'

'Reasons interest me.' His knee angled toward hers, a slow degree. 'Maybe you'll tell me more when Margaret tops up the drinks. Private reasons. Or shared ones.'

Margaret rose with a knowing little hum and took Richard's glass. Alone for thirty seconds of adult theatre, Emily and Richard regarded each other across the low table while Patrick's stacking rings sat forgotten in his lap. Richard said something too quiet to catch. Emily laughed, colour high, and tucked hair behind her ear with a wrist that trembled almost invisibly. When Margaret returned the air had thickened, the seats seemed closer, and Emily's foot had somehow found a resting place near Richard's shoe.

After that, Sundays multiplied. Then came a Wednesday, then a Friday evening drink that became two. Richard's coat became a familiar dark shape on the hall stand. He brought wine. Once he brought a flat velvet box for Margaret and a smaller parcel that turned out to be adult-sized mittens with pink ribbons, 'for when the project fidgets,' he said, and Emily put them on Patrick at once, tying the bows with theatrical care while Richard watched from the armchair like a man at a private show.

Flirting stopped bothering to hide. Emily began dressing for Richard's arrivals in clothes that had nothing to do with spit-up, low necks, fitted waists, perfume at her pulse points. She laughed at his dry jokes with her whole throat. When he complimented her hands she flexed them and said they were stronger than they looked, good for discipline, good for care, and Richard's gaze went heavy with understanding. Once he stood behind her at the sideboard while she poured, close enough that his chest nearly touched her back, and murmured something that made her eyes half-close before Margaret cleared her throat with fond warning.

Patrick saw it all from decreasing heights, the mat, the low chair, Emily's lap when she wanted him quieted with a bottle during grown-up talk. His helplessness framed their spark. Richard would tip a finger under Patrick's bib and ask Emily whether the little wife was jealous of real conversation; Emily would stroke Patrick's breast through cotton and answer that the little wife was learning its place, and wasn't that more peaceful for everyone? Their eyes met over his bowed head, and something promised itself in the look.

On the fourth Sunday Richard found Emily alone in the kitchen while Margaret changed Patrick upstairs. Patrick heard them only as a murmur through the floorboards at first, then Emily's distinct soft laugh, then a silence that lasted too long to be innocent. When Margaret carried him down, fresh nappy, clean dress, dozy from the table, Emily's mouth was slightly swollen and Richard was adjusting his cuffs with unhurried satisfaction. Margaret took in the scene, raised one eyebrow, and smiled into her wine.

'Careful, you two,' she said mildly. 'He notices more than he can say.'

Richard glanced at Patrick, limp and frilled on Margaret's hip, and then at Emily with open hunger barely leashed. 'Let him notice. Anticipation's a gift. I don't take what's still half-wrapped, unless I'm invited to unwrap it properly.'

Emily met his eyes and did not look away. Her hand, when she took Patrick from Margaret, held too tight for a moment, not cruelty, overflow. She pressed her lips to Patrick's powdered hair and spoke to Richard over it, sweet and deliberate.

'Come round Thursday,' she said. 'Mum's got book club. I'll put him down at seven. We could… talk about reasons.'

Richard's smile was slow and certain. 'Thursday, then. I'll bring something better than mittens.'

That night in the crib, with the rail up and the stars turning, Patrick listened to Emily hum in the bathroom and smell of a perfume she had not worn for him in months. The house had a new gravity in it, male, moneyed, patient, and his wife was already leaning toward it while he lay sealed in plastic and fluff, lisping at the dark, increasingly helpless to be anything but the soft audience their flirting required.


Chapter 18

Thursday arranged itself like a held breath. Margaret left for book club at six with a silk scarf and a look that said she knew exactly what the house would contain in her absence. Emily bathed Patrick early, powdered him thick, taped him into the heaviest night nappy on the shelf, and added plastic pants that shone under the nursery lamp. She put mittens on him, then a soft sleep-sack zipped to the chin so his hands could not wander and his bulk could not be shed. She gave him a bottle, left the rain track low on the speaker, raised the rail, and snicked the catch home.

'Seven o'clock, baby,' she whispered through the bars, perfume already dark at her throat. 'You stay quiet. Try to sleep. Mummy's got a visitor.'

Patrick watched her change in the wedge of light from the landing, black dress, bare legs, mouth freshly red. The doorbell sounded downstairs. Male footsteps followed, then Emily's laugh, low and immediate. The nursery door eased almost shut, and the house divided into two countries; pastel bars and crinkle up here, and whatever was about to happen in Margaret's sitting room on the good sofa.

He heard glass, then music at a volume too intimate for company, then words he could not catch. A silence, then another. The creak of furniture taking weight. Emily's voice broke on a sound he had not pulled from her in months, raw, greedy, unperformed. Richard's answering growl travelled up the stairwell like heat. Patrick lay sealed in the sleep-sack with his thighs forced wide by padding and felt his small cock try and fail to make a shape against the wet-ready fluff. Helplessness was not a metaphor. It was zip and rail and mitt and the thick warm prison between his legs while his wife was taken, audibly, by a man who still owned the full grammar of his body.

Downstairs, Emily did not think of the crib at first. Richard kissed the way he did everything, without hurry, without doubt, backing her into the sitting-room door until the knob pressed her spine and his thigh slotted between hers. His hands were large and sure, mapping her waist and the undersides of her breasts through black fabric as if confirming a purchase.

'Book club until ten,' he said against her mouth. 'I intend to use the hours.'

'Then use them.' She sounded breathless already, younger. 'Don't be gentle because of the baby upstairs. Be what he can't.'

Richard’s smile was felt more than seen, a warm, knowing pressure against the side of her throat as his hands moved with clean, economical purpose. The dress came off in one smooth pull, the bra unhooked and discarded, the knickers kicked aside to land in a soft heap on Margaret’s rose-patterned rug. He laid her open on the sofa cushions, her hair spilling in a dark fan toward the floor, thighs parted, the soft inner skin of her already glistening.

When he entered her it was in one thick, claiming thrust that punched a sharp cry from her lungs. She felt every inch of him stretch and fill her, the blunt head driving deep until her body had no choice but to take him to the root. Her ankles locked at the small of his back and dragged him deeper still; nails bit into the expensive cloth of his still-half-on shirt, rucking it up so her palms could find the hard muscle of his back. He fucked with rhythm and weight, the solid, unhurried drive of a man who had never once doubted his right to a woman’s wet heat. Each stroke dragged the thick ridge of him along her front wall, the wet, frank sounds of it filling the quiet rosewater room, skin meeting skin, the soft obscene slick of her body opening around him again and again.

Emily met him stroke for stroke, hips lifting to take him harder, mouth open against the salt of his throat.

“Christ, Richard, there, ”

He pinned both her wrists above her head with one hand, the grip firm enough to make her arch, and worked the other between their bodies. His fingers found the swollen bud of her clit and rubbed in tight, deliberate circles timed to the heavy thrust of his cock. She clenched and shook apart around him, inner muscles fluttering and locking in hard rhythmic pulses that he rode through without slowing, grinding deep so she felt every throb of her own orgasm against the thick intrusion of him. When he finished it was with a low, broken sound into the side of her neck and a final, grinding push that left her twitching and sweaty beneath him, laughing in soft disbelief at the raw volume of the sounds she had made.

They did not stop.

On the rug the second time he took her from behind. She braced on her elbows, breasts swinging freely with every impact, nipples tight and flushed. He fisted a hand in her hair and pulled her head back just enough to make her spine bow, the other hand gripping her hip hard enough to leave faint marks. The angle let him drive deeper; she could feel the heavy slap of his body against her ass, the wet drag of him pulling almost free before slamming home again. He called her clever, hungry, wasted on a padded husband, voice rough against her ear, and she came again with a broken sob that might have been agreement, thighs trembling, cunt clenching greedily around the thick length still working her open.

Later still he had her against the sideboard, one of her legs hitched high over his hip. This time they went slower, looking into each other’s faces while the hall clock measured out the remaining minutes of book club. Every unhurried thrust was deliberate, deep enough that she felt the pressure low in her belly, the stretch of her rim around the base of him, the slow slide of his cock glossy with both of them. Emily’s skin shone with a fine sheen of sweat. Her mouth was swollen from kissing. She smelled of sex and his cologne and her own perfume, all of it wrecked into something hot and animal.

Upstairs Patrick heard enough. Not every word, the house's old bones muffled detail, but the rhythm of the sofa springs, the cries, the laughter afterward low and conspiratorial. He leaked steadily into the night nappy until the heat was a full miserable bloom and the sleep-sack held him in his own damp. Tears slid into his hair. When he tried to call for Emily the lisp and the mitt-muffled fists made a nothing-noise the rain track covered. He was a soft sealed bundle in a locked crib while real manhood, the kind that could still cover a woman and make her forget the empty cradle, worked his wife open two floors of meaning away.

Margaret's key in the latch came at ten-fifteen. Voices in the hall were civil and amused. Richard left with a promise Patrick did hear, Saturday, my flat, overnight if you can arrange the infant. Emily's yes was soft and immediate. The front door closed. Heels sounded on the stairs.

She came into the nursery still glowing from what she had done.

There was no other word for it. Colour high, eyes bright, mouth clean now but still fuller, a looseness in her shoulders as if someone had untied a knot between her shoulder blades. She lowered the rail and unzipped the sleep-sack on a wash of cooler air and the thick ammoniac announcement of his soaked nappy. Her nose wrinkled, then she smiled, fond and cruel together.

'Oh, baby. You made such a mess waiting. Did you hear Mummy being fucked properly?' She peeled plastic pants and tapes while he whimpered. The padding slapped into the pail, heavy and warm. 'Richard has a cock that doesn't hide in fluff. He fills me up. He makes me cum until I can't speak, and I can still speak to you, can't I, because you don't need long words.'

She wiped him with slow thorough strokes, describing his small shrunken sex as she cleaned it, cute, damp, useless, a little stub that had once pretended it could give her a child. Fresh powder followed, then a fresh thick nappy taped extra tight. She left the sleep-sack off and lifted him against her, and he smelled Richard on her skin under the soap she had half-heartedly used, musk and wool and the salt of her sweat.

'Real manhood,' Emily murmured into his hair, rocking. 'That's what was in Mum's sitting room. Not vitamins and lisps and nappies. A man who can still put a baby in a woman if he wants to. Maybe he will. Would you like that, baby? Watching my belly grow with someone else's kid while you sit there in your crib?'

Patrick shook his head and nodded and cried, his signals scrambled. She kissed his painted eyelids and laughed quietly.

'Saturday I go to his flat. Overnight. Mum will keep you. You'll be a good quiet baby for Grandma while Mummy gets ruined on clean sheets that don't smell of baby powder.' Her hand cupped his breast through the romper, thumb idly working the nipple until he squirmed in the fresh padding. 'And when I come back I'll tell you every filthy detail. I'll be wet telling it. You'll be wet hearing it. That's our new bedtime story.'

She put him back in the crib without a bottle, only a dummy pushed into his lisping mouth to stop the questions. The rail went up. Stars turned. From the landing she blew a kiss that felt like a door closing on the marriage that had entered the Georgian clinic what felt like a lifetime ago.

Patrick lay in the dark and sucked the dummy and felt the nappy's clean bulk already warming again with nerves. Downstairs a shower ran and Emily hummed. Somewhere across town Richard Halswell would be pouring a drink, unhurried, certain of Saturday. The affair had not so much begun as ignited, a clean bright burn, and the padded husband in the locked crib was only the soft furniture the fire lit by, helpless, listening, and already dreading the glow she would wear home next time like a medal he could never earn.


Chapter 19

The deliveries began the week after Emily's first overnight at Richard's flat. Boxes stacked in the nursery like pastel fortifications, tissue paper, ribbon, online order slips in Margaret's precise hand. Rails were screwed into the wardrobe alcove. Hangers bloomed overnight with froth; dresses with underskirts, onesies in mint and butter and blush, satin bloomers that caught the light like confectionery, petticoats stiff with net, bralettes no wider than a palm with straps like afterthoughts.

'Wardrobe expansion,' Margaret said, cutting plastic with kitchen scissors while Patrick watched from the crib, his morning nappy heavy and his chest bare and soft in the cool air. 'A project deserves proper costume. Emily, start with the skin layer. We dress slowly today. He will feel every stage.'

They lowered the rail and laid him on the lemon terry. Emily's hands still carried a ghost of Saturday night, a looser touch, a private smile when she met her own eyes in the dresser glass, but the work of dressing absorbed her with greedy focus. First she cleaned him and powdered him, and before the nappy went on she brought out a small pale pouch of soft leather and lockable steel, no larger than a jewellery case.

'Tuck,' she murmured. 'Then lock. Richard said a soft husband shouldn't be able to play with what's left. Mum agreed.'

Patrick whimpered as she coaxed his diminished cock and tight little sac into the pouch, the fit snug enough to flatten and hide. A click of a miniature padlock at the top ring sounded absurdly loud in the cloud-walled room. Cool metal kissed skin. The key hung on a ribbon around Emily's throat, resting where Richard's mouth had been. Over the locked tuck, the thick nappy closed with firm tapes. Plastic pants came next, glossy and tight, sealing the bulk into a shiny infant silhouette.

'Layer one and two,' Margaret narrated. 'Incontinence and denial. He leaks for us. He hardens for no one, not even himself. Feel how quiet the front is now, Emily. No little tent. Just fluff and lock.'

Emily pressed the plastic crotch and hummed agreement. Then came the bralette, white lace, cups barely more than decorations until she settled his hormone-plumped breasts into them. The soft mounds strained the lace at once, pale flesh pillowing over the upper edges, nipples already peaked and scraping the pattern. Straps were adjusted tight enough to lift and present. Patrick gasped; the restriction sent a sweet ache straight down into the locked pouch where arousal had nowhere to go but inward, a trapped helpless throb.

'Look at that,' Emily breathed, thumbs circling the lace over his nipples. 'They're really filling out. Lace marks already. Describe how it feels, baby.'

'Tight, itchy, my tittie, thensithive ...’ Spit followed; her tissue caught it; the key was warm between her breasts when she leaned close.

Petticoat next. Net and soft cotton tiers slid up his legs over the plastic pants, the waistband snug above the nappy's bulk, the skirt standing out in a bell that whispered and scratched when he was made to stand. Every step became a rustle, a secret announcement of layers. Emily smoothed the net down and then fluffed it out again, delighted with the sound.

'He can't walk quietly in this. I love that. Hear it? Like wrapping paper on a gift that wets itself.'

The dress of the day was butter-yellow cotton with a white lace collar and puffed sleeves, buttons impossibly small down the back, for women's fingers only. They guided his arms in as if dressing a doll. The bodice pulled across the bralette, the lace collar framed his tinted mouth, and the skirt fell over the petticoat in a second softer whisper. Satin bloomers went on last under the skirts for 'modesty' that fooled no one, pink, shiny, elastic biting soft thighs above the plastic pants, a slippery secret when his legs moved.

Margaret turned him toward the long mirror and stood behind, hands on his padded hips. 'Name the layers from skin out.'

Patrick stared at the confection in the glass, bowed hair, soft painted face from the morning's light makeup, yellow froth, the obvious shelf of nappy distorting the skirt's hang, small breasts straining white lace visible in the dress's thin bodice if he lifted his arms. His voice shook.

'Lock. Nappy. Plathitic pantth. Bralette. Petticoat. Dreth. Bloomerth.'

'Good. Again when you forget. Forgetting earns the brush.'

They spent the afternoon in slow rotations. A mint onesie with a snap crotch strained over the same locked-and-padded foundation, lace trim at the legs digging into pale thighs. A pale lilac dress with three petticoats made sitting a negotiation of net and bulk. Satin bloomers alone with a cropped frilled top for floor time left the plastic pants shining and the bralette straps cutting pink lines into his shoulders while he stacked rings with mittened hands. Each change was narrated against his skin, how the onesie's cotton clung to the undercurve of his breasts, how petticoat elastic left a temporary brand on his soft middle, how bloomers whispered when he squirmed on Margaret's lap for a bottle.

Emily lingered longest on the association she was building, as deliberate as hypnosis. When the rustle sounded, she touched his nipple through lace. When a tape was pulled tight, she kissed his mouth and called him pretty. When the lock clicked, she pressed his gloved hand to the silent front of the nappy and made him say, 'Pretty clothesth make me helpless. Helpless maketh me wet.' The rain track underlaid the lessons at naptime. By the third day the mere slide of a hanger along the new rail could tighten his breath and warm the padding.

Richard, visiting Sunday, was given a fashion show. Emily walked Patrick into the sitting room in the butter-yellow dress and full petticoats, plastic gleaming when she lifted the skirts for inspection without being asked. Richard circled him with his whisky, eyeing the lace-strained chest, the locked quiet crotch, the wet shine already darkening the yellow where Patrick had leaked under scrutiny.

'Expensive froth for a barren little cuck,' Richard said mildly, and Emily flushed with pleasure at the word as much as at his hand resting open at the small of her back. 'Does the lock stay on when you visit me?'

'Always,' Emily said. 'He's decoration at home. You're the one who gets the real thing.'

Patrick stood rustling and pink-faced, layers speaking for him. That night Emily dressed him for the crib in a pale onesie so laden with lace panels that sleep became a soft abrasion of pattern against his aching nipples, and the lock a dull steady reminder under quilted bulk. She wound the mobile, raised the rail, and held the ribboned key where he could see it catch the nightlight.

'All these layers,' she whispered. 'They're just more ways for us to wrap what's ours. Tomorrow Mum's bringing more hangers. More lace. You're going to rustle every time you breathe, baby. And every time you rustle, you're going to get hard in a cage you can't open, and wet in a nappy you can't take off, and grateful eventually that pretty things are all you're allowed to be.'

The catch snicked. In the dark the new wardrobe settled with tiny hanger sounds like distant applause. Patrick shifted, and net and plastic and lace answered in a chorus that went straight to the locked throb and the spreading heat, helpless arousal stitched now, thread by thread, to every frilled, restrictive, beautiful thing they hung upon his softening body.


Chapter 20

The vanity arrived on a Tuesday, white wood with an oval mirror and little drawers that smelled of new lacquer. Margaret had it placed opposite the crib so that whoever sat on the padded stool would always be visible between the bars, a second stage in the nursery's theatre. Brushes stood in a ceramic cup like a quiet threat. There were palettes, pencil pots, a tray of lip glosses in ranks of pink, and false lashes in a clear case, dark as spiders resting.

'Daily now,' Margaret said. 'Not the light morning dab. Full face. He will sit until we are finished, and he will watch every stroke. Emily, you'll learn the advanced work. I'll correct. Patrick, bottom on the stool, hands on your thighs, eyes on yourself. If you close them without permission, we start again.'

He sat. The thick morning nappy and plastic pants squeaked on the cushion. He wore a lace bralette under an open robe, the lock a dull weight under fluff. The oval mirror threw back a soft, unfinished face that still remembered, faintly, razors and plain soap. Margaret stood at his shoulder; Emily stood at the other, sleeves rolled, hungry to be taught.

Cleanser came first, cool milk wiped in slow circles until his skin felt stripped and baby-smooth. Toner on a pad left an astringent kiss along jaw and brow. Primer was smoothed on with Emily's fingertips, pressing into the soft planes hormones had made of his cheeks. Each product had a scent; cucumber, rose, something chemically sweet that would cling to him all day under the nursery powder.

'Foundation,' Margaret instructed. 'Build thin. He bruises easily around the eyes when he cries. We want porcelain, not mask, though mask is what it is.'

The sponge dabbed and dragged. Coverage erased the faint shadow of stubble that still tried to ghost back, erased tiredness, erased the last visual argument that a man lived here. Emily worked with her lip caught between her teeth, intent. When she blended along his jaw into his throat, Patrick shivered; the intimacy of being painted was worse than being stripped. He had to watch. The mirror insisted on it.

Concealer went under the eyes, then a dust of powder that made his face feel set, like something kiln-fired and fragile. Cream blush on the apples of his cheeks was blended upward until he looked permanently mildly feverish or permanently freshly slapped. Margaret guided Emily's hand for the contour under the cheekbone, soft, barely there, enough to suggest a doll's carved prettiness.

'Eyes open wide. No blinking until I say.'

Lid primer came next, then a wash of soft pink shimmer. Liner was drawn along the upper lash line with a patience that made his eyes water; when a tear threatened, Margaret caught it with a cotton bud before it could ruin the base. Mascara went on his natural lashes first, tug, coat, tug, then the false ones. Glue on the band, the wait for tack, the precise press along his lash line while he held still and breathed through his nose. The lashes weighed his lids. The world looked framed, heavier, girlish at the edges of vision.

'Blink. Slowly. Good. Again.'

Brow gel tamed what little brow he had left after Emily's tweezers the week before. Then came the mouth, the part he dreaded and, traitorous body, waited for. A lip liner went just outside his natural edge to plump the shape. The lipstick bullet was a glossy rose; Emily painted it on in careful sweeps while Margaret held his chin. The taste arrived at once; waxy sweetness, chemical cherry, a film that made his tongue, already shortened and clumsy, skid when he tried to keep spit in.

'Don't lick. You'll ruin it. Sit with the taste.'

He sat with the taste. Shame pooled hot under the porcelain face. Conditioned warmth stirred in the locked pouch because the rain-voice and the dressing lessons had taught his nerves that pretty meant helpless meant wet. A dark bloom began in the nappy while they worked. Neither woman mentioned it yet. They would, and the smell would.

Margaret set a card on the vanity ledge, lavender stock, phrases in her hand. 'Affirmations while the lipstick sets. Eyes on the doll in the glass. After each line, Emily touches a nipple through the lace. Correct softness only.'

Patrick's painted mouth shaped the words. The lisp turned them into something younger and wetter; gloss smeared faintly despite his care.

'I am a pretty doll.'

Emily's fingers pinched lace and peak. A spark. 'Again. Prettier.'

'I am a pretty doll. My face ith for Emilee and Mummy.'

Another pinch. 'I wear makeup becauthe I belong on dithplay.'

Pinch, twist, release. His breath hitched and plastic pants crinkled as his hips shifted on the stool. 'My mouth ith thoft and pink and utheleth for argument.'

'My eyeth are doll eyeth. I watch mythelf become what they paint.'

Spit threatened the gloss. Margaret wiped with a precision that was almost kind, then reapplied a final coat until his lips looked like wet candy. 'Last one. The important one.'

'I feel good when I look like thith. Shame and good are the thame thoft feeling.'

Emily's hand slid from his chest to the bulky plastic crotch and patted the warm spot. 'True already. You're soaked and the face isn't even finished with setting spray.'

Setting spray misted cold. He flinched; lashes fluttered heavily; the doll in the mirror held still in a cloud of chemicals and rose. Full transformation looked back, poreless skin, fever-blush, heavy-lashed emptyish eyes, mouth a shining pink bow above a lace-strained chest and the infantile gleam of plastic pants. Emily photographed him beside the card of affirmations. Margaret timed how long he could hold a smile without the gloss cracking.

The ritual repeated every morning after bottle and change, and again before Richard's visits, and again when Emily came home from the flat across town still smelling of him and wanted her husband prettier for the bedtime story of what real cock had done. Patrick learned the order of drawers by heart. He learned the tug of lashes and the taste of cherry wax so well that bare skin began to feel like unfinished homework. Refusal only meant starting over with a cleaner face and a hairbrush warning on the bare bottom beneath plastic. After two restarts he stopped refusing and only cried quietly while the sponge worked, tears caught before they fell, affirmations ready on his tongue like prayers.

One evening Margaret had him recite the full card with a ring-light on, lashes casting doll-shadows on his cheeks, while Emily slowly ground her palm against his locked, padded front in time with the phrases. By the final line the nappy was heavily warm and his painted face was streaked despite care, mascara haloed, gloss kissed off by his own teeth. They repaired him at once, laughing softly, making the face perfect again over the mess of his body.

'There,' Emily said to the finished mirror-image, key ribbon rising and falling on her breath. 'There's Mummy's painted doll. Tomorrow we do it all again. And the day after. Until you can't remember what your own bare skin was for.'

Patrick stared at the stranger who shared his eyes and lisped, because he was told to, 'I am a pretty doll,' while shame and conditioned pleasure braided under porcelain and pink, tight as foundation, sticky as gloss, and fixed, for now, by a mist of setting spray that smelled like the end of ordinary mornings.


Chapter 21

They chose a grey mild afternoon when the park would be half empty, school still in, dog-walkers sparse, the café at the far gate doing a quiet trade in pot tea and slice cake. Margaret called it a graded exposure. Emily called it a treat. Patrick, standing in the hall while they finished him, called it nothing, because his mouth was full of dummy until the last moment and then too dry for words.

Underneath was the truth. A thick day nappy, tapes wrenched snug over the lock. Clearish-white plastic pants pulled high and tight so the bulk became a single glossy package. A soft pink onesie with poppers through the crotch, lace at the collar hidden once the outer layer went on. Over that went loose dark trousers cut generously in the seat, a long jumper of Emily's that hung and blurred the chest, a coat, a scarf, and trainers with velcro because shaking hands could not manage laces. His face was toned down from full doll, still foundation, still a stain of tint on the mouth, lashes natural but mascaraed. From three metres he might have been a soft young man with a cold. From thirty centimetres the shape between his legs told another story.

'If anyone looks too long, you look at me,' Emily said, clipping a short strap from her wrist to a belt loop under his coat, not for show, for steering. 'If you leak, you keep walking. If you start to cry, you bite the inside of your cheek. Public is a privilege. Privilege can be revoked back to the crib.'

The front door opened, and the outside air felt huge after the closed flat.

The walk to the park was only two streets and an eternity. Every step compressed plastic and fluff; every step risked a crinkle too loud beside a pushchair's squeak or a cyclist's pass. Patrick's heart hammered so hard he felt it in the lock. A postman nodded and Patrick flinched as if caught mid-crime. Emily's fingers brushed the small of his back, a proprietary ghost. Margaret walked on his other side with shopping bags that clinked, spare nappy, wipes, a folded coat for emergency cover.

On the path under the bare plane trees she steered him to a bench facing the duck pond. Geese argued. A woman jogged past with earbuds and did not look. Patrick sat carefully; the bulk rose between his thighs and the plastic made a short frank noise against the wood. He froze. Emily sat close, thigh to thigh, and opened a packet of ducks' bread as if this were any ordinary family outing.

'Breathe,' she murmured, smiling for any witness. 'You're doing so well. Soft and quiet. Tell me secretly how the nappy feels.'

'Full,' he lisped against her shoulder, barely a sound. 'I'm thcared they'll thee ...’

'They won't. And if they do, they'll doubt themselves. That's the fun.' Her hand settled high on his coat over his thigh, thumb stroking in a rhythm that was not comfort. 'I want you to let go a little. Right here. Not a flood. A gift. For me.'

He shook his head at once. She pinched the inner thigh through cloth, sharply. Margaret, on his other side, spoke toward the pond as if discussing the weather.

'Obey your wife, darling. Public leaking is a skill. Early control of the panic is everything.'

Patrick stared at the dull water and tried to release the muscle that barely answered him anymore. For a moment nothing happened, then the familiar helpless bloom came, warm and spreading into fluff already slightly used from the walk. Heat mapped across his locked front and under his soft sac. He made a tiny sound. Emily's smile widened for the ducks.

'Good boy. Feel it soak while that man walks his spaniel right past us. He doesn't know you're wetting yourself on a park bench like a toddler. I do.' Her voice stayed social-sweet. 'The warmth's going down your thigh a little, plastic's holding. You're safe. You're filthy. Sit in it.'

They made him sit ten more minutes while the wet went from hot to thick-lukewarm and his pulse refused to calm. A near-exposure came when a football rolled to their feet and a boy of ten ran up. Patrick bent automatically to nudge it back and the coat rode up, the jumper lifted, a flash of pink onesie lace at his belly and the unmistakable padded shelf in dark trousers. The boy did not notice. The mother, calling from the grass, might have, her eyes snagged a half-second too long on Patrick's hips before Emily laughed lightly and tugged his coat down, waving.

'Home time soon,' Margaret said. 'Café first. He needs to practise chairs and thin walls.'

The café was warm glass and the smell of coffee. They took a corner table. Patrick lowered himself with excruciating care, but the seat still answered with a muffled crinkle he was certain the whole room heard. A waitress asked for orders. He opened his mouth; Emily ordered for him, mild tea and a plain scone he would be fed in small torn pieces if he behaved. When the waitress left, Emily leaned in.

'Dummy stays in the bag unless you fuss. If you fuss, dummy comes out here, in public, and you can explain the spit to strangers yourself. Legs together as much as the bulk allows. Whisper only.'

He whispered that he needed changing. The wet had grown heavy, and a dull chill edged the outer layers where soak reached plastic. Emily checked her phone as if uninterested.

'After. You can hold it in the padding. That's what it's for. Mum, shall we tell him about the toilet corridor?'

Margaret's eyes gleamed. 'If he asks again, we walk him to the customer loo and you go in with him. Door locked. Trousers down. Anyone hearing plastic and tape through the wall can invent their own story. Character-building.'

Patrick stopped asking. He sat in spreading warmth with a painted-down face and a racing heart while Emily tore scone and put bits on his tongue like a mother with a sticky child, her body angled to block the room's view. When he licked cream from his glossed lip she wiped him with a napkin and called him messy under her breath, fondly. Under the table her shoe pressed the bulky crotch of his trousers, rolling once, twice, until the lock hurt sweetly and terror and arousal braided so tight he thought he might cry after all.

A man at the next table glanced over, coat, bulk, the way Emily fed him, and looked away with a frown of half-formed suspicion. Emily met the space where the glance had been and lifted her tea with perfect calm. The nearness of being seen poured through Patrick colder than the wet; erotic terror, the thrill they wanted, the shame that made his nipples scrape the onesie under the jumper, the helpless dribble that answered fear as readily as command.

On the walk home Margaret praised his performance as if he had passed an exam. Emily kept him on the short strap and described, low and luxurious, every phase of the park wet and the café soak, temperature, weight, the smell she claimed she could catch when the wind lifted his coat. By the gate of the Victorian house his trousers hung heavier and his face burned under foundation.

Inside, before the outer clothes came off, she pinned him to the closed front door and slid a hand down the back of his trousers to snap the plastic once, loud in the hall.

'First public outing,' she whispered against his ear. 'You leaked on a bench and ate from my fingers in a café and nobody stopped us. Next time we go further. Or we stay longer. Or I send you ahead by accident to hold a table with that crinkle walking in front of you.' She kissed his trembling mouth. 'My brave wet baby outside the nursery. Mum's right. Privilege suits you, especially when it scares you hard enough to fill the padding without being told.'

Only then did the coat, the jumper, and the trousers come off, peeled to reveal pink onesie dark at the crotch, plastic mottled with use, the thick scandal of what he had worn among ordinary people. Patrick sobbed once, quietly, as they led him upstairs to the lemon terry, already dreading and craving the next grey afternoon when the park would be half empty again.


Chapter 22

The capsules had always been the polite fiction. What arrived next came in a cold bag from a courier who did not ask questions, amber vials nestled in foam, syringes sealed in plastic, alcohol wipes, a dosage card in Dr Crowe's spare clinical hand. Margaret laid everything on the changing-table shelf beside the powder as if it belonged among baby things.

'Adjusted protocol,' she told Emily while Patrick watched from the low chair, morning face already painted, pink onesie open at the chest for ease of access. 'Pills carry on. Injections twice a week into the thigh, under the skin, slow. Crowe reckons faster fat shift in four to six weeks. Fuller breasts. Wider hips. Thinner skin. Emotions… all over the place. We'll chart him.'

Emily's eyes shone. 'Hold still, baby. Mummy's going to make you properly soft.'

The first needle was a brief bright sting high on his outer thigh. Cold alcohol came first, then the pressure of fluid spreading under fat. Patrick hiccupped a sob that had less to do with pain than with the finality of glass and rubber on nursery lemon terry. Margaret depressed the plunger with a steady thumb and kissed the cotton ball she taped over the bead of blood.

'Good girl-boy. In two days we do the other leg. Growth doesn't ask permission.'

Within a fortnight the changes were undeniable.

His breasts, which had been small definite mounds, swelled into soft true handfuls, heavy enough to sway when he crawled, pale skin shining taut at the sides with a faint map of bluish veins under the surface. Areolae spread like spilled wine. Nipples thickened and stayed raw-sensitive, so that lace bralettes and onesie seams became continuous low torment. Emily could raise gooseflesh across his whole chest with a single fingernail circle. He leaked milk-thin tears when she did it for too long, hormones wringing him like a cloth.

Hips widened with a stealth that surprised him in the mirror, a rounder shelf above the nappy tapes, soft handles where Emily's fingers now hooked to steer him. Thighs thickened and smoothed, rubbing together above plastic pants with a whisper of silk-skin that made walking feel lewd. The soft middle under his bust rounded. Even his bottom, above and around the padding, took on a fuller heart-shape that turned spankings into a different kind of bounce and made satin bloomers strain at the seams.

Mood arrived like squalls. He could be drowsy-sweet on Margaret's lap one hour and broken open with grief the next over a dropped rattle, mascara threatened, lisp dissolving into wails that needed the bottle or the dummy or Emily's breast-scented shoulder. Spontaneous leaking worsened, not only from stress but from sudden warm floods when a nipple was brushed wrong, when Richard was merely mentioned, when the rain track hit a particular cadence. The lock held his shrunken cock in a permanent mild ache. Arousal had nowhere to stand, only to throb and wet the fluff in frustrated pulses.

They explored him like cartographers of a coast that kept adding shoreline with every week.

Evening inspections became longer than changes required. Stripped to nappy and bralette on the lemon terry, ring-light on, Emily's phone recorded for what she called the progress archive. Margaret's hands and Emily's hands moved in turns, narrating in the lush unhurried prose of ownership.

'Feel this undercurve,' Emily murmured, lifting the left breast and letting it drop with a soft weighty shiver. 'Heavier than Sunday. The way it sits in the lace now, overflowing the cup. Nipple's darker.' When she breathed on it he arched with a wet cry. 'He goes rigid all the way down into the cage. Poor locked stub. Hips next, Mum.'

Margaret's palms smoothed from waist to thigh, measuring the flare. 'Two fingers wider at the crest than last chart. Soft tissue, not bone, fat where a girlie baby should carry it. Thighs meeting in the middle when he stands with feet together. Look at the chafe mark from plastic already. Cream there twice daily. And here...’ a squeeze of the outer glute above a dry nappy tape '…proper padding of his own under the padding we buy. Richard will enjoy the visual when we dress him to serve.'

Patrick turned his face into the rail pillow and sobbed without story, only weather. Emily straddled his thighs carefully above the bulk and rubbed her cheek against one swollen breast, then the other, humming softly.

'You're our girlie adult baby,' she said against his skin, tasting salt and lotion. 'Not a man on hormones. Not a husband in frills. A baby with tits and wide soft hips who wets and cries and takes the needle because Mummy and Grandma say grow. Say it.'

'I'm, your girlie adult baby ...’ The sentence shattered on a gasp as she suckled lightly at a nipple, not milk, only nerve and power. Spit ran. The nappy went warm in a sudden helpless sheet of wetness that filled and sagged while they both laughed in soft delight and pressed the front to feel the heat bloom.

'Spontaneous,' Margaret noted, making a tick on the lavender chart. 'Nipple stimulus plus identity phrase. Excellent pairing. Again tomorrow. We'll add hip squeezes to the trigger list.'

Nights were worse and better. In the crib his breasts pulled sideways with their new weight when he curled; the bralette Emily now left on for sleep dug faint grooves; the lock sat mean under overnight bulk. He woke from thin dreams crying and could not name why until the feeling crested and passed like a wave, leaving him sniffling for the rail to lower and a body, either woman's, to hold the new curves and tell him what they meant.

Emily always told him. In the dark, smelling sometimes of Richard and sometimes only of powder, she whispered inventories until he floated, how his tits looked in moonlight through cloud curtains, how his thighs spilled over her lap when she rocked him, how his waist dipped above hips that had no business on the man who had signed a mortgage, how pretty he was when the tides made him leak without permission and cling with painted nails she now allowed to grow.

'Crowe says we can increase again next month,' she breathed, palm spanning a breast that overflowed it. 'I want them heavy enough to need a real little bra every hour. I want your hips to rustle the dresses without petticoats. I want you so emotionally thin that a cross word drops you to your knees in a puddle. My soft, wide, wet girlie baby. Mine and Mum's.'

Patrick nodded into her neck because nodding was all that was left, and because the needle sites on his thighs still ached in twin polite bruises, and because under her hand his treacherous body was already arranging itself toward the next tide, fuller, wider, softer, the chemistry rewriting the coast while he lay padded and locked and named, again and again, until the name fit as snug as tapes at midnight.


Chapter 23

Richard's coat claimed the hall stand on Mondays now, and Wednesdays, and the old Sundays too. His umbrella dripped in the porcelain stand like a resident. The long-case clock seemed to tick differently when his car was on the gravel, slower, as if the house itself deferred. Margaret called him a fixture with a fondness that was not only historical. Emily called him nothing in front of Patrick and everything with her body; perfume before his key turned, dress chosen for the line of her throat, laughter pitched to carry upstairs to the nursery bars.

His presence filled rooms without effort, broad shoulders in good wool, silver at the temples, a voice that never hurried and never asked twice. When he stood on the hearth rug with a whisky, the furniture seemed arranged around him; when he sat, Emily found reasons to cross the carpet in front of his knees. Open flirting had stopped pretending to be subtle. She perched on the sofa arm beside him and stole olives from his fingers. He tucked a loose hair behind her ear while Margaret watched over her reading glasses and did not object. Once he pulled Emily down onto his thigh for a whole story about a board meeting and her hand rested open on his chest as if it lived there.

Patrick saw it from the floor, from the low chair, and from the doorway with a tray shaking in his grip.

The outfit was Margaret's idea and Emily's delight, maid-like only in the way a nursery could parody service. A black satin onesie with a white lace apron pinned over the bulk of his nappy and plastic pants, the skirt of the apron absurdly short so the glossy padding and little pink bow on the plastic showed when he bent. White ankle socks, a frilled band in his hair, full doll face. A lace bralette strained under the satin where his heavier breasts pulled the fabric into twin peaks. Mittens were optional; tonight he had bare hands so he could grip glass without dropping, though Emily said a spill would only mean licking the floor while Richard watched.

'Service,' Richard said the first evening they presented him properly, circling the tray with a look that weighed and dismissed. 'How appropriate. The household's softest object carrying the drinks. Come here. Let me see the apron sit on that nappy.'

Patrick crossed the rug. Each step was a crinkle and a sway of chest. The lock held him quiet under wet-ready fluff, and nerves had already started a warm seam at the tapes. Richard hooked a finger under the apron bib, tugged, and let it snap back lightly against lace-strained satin.

'Ridiculous. Perfect. Pour, then.'

Pouring was an ordeal of proximity. Patrick had to stand between Richard's knees at the armchair to tip whisky into crystal, soft hips and padded crotch too close to the man's polished shoes, perfume and powder rising off him against Richard's cedar and wool. His lisp announced the measure, 'two fingerth, thir', because Emily had coached the line until spit shone on his gloss. Richard did not say thank you. He said good girl once, idly, and Emily shivered visibly across the room as if the praise had landed on her skin instead.

The contrast was the point; they arranged it like furniture. Richard's hand, large and dry and sure, accepted a glass. Patrick's hand, smaller now in effect if not bone, painted nails trembling. Richard's laugh was deep, unafraid of the ceiling. Patrick's breath was high and careful, afraid of crinkling too loud during adult talk. When Richard rose to fetch a book from the shelf, he was taller than memory, solid through the torso, the walking proof of a body that had never been asked to shrink. When Patrick knelt to wipe a drop from the side table as ordered, his wide soft hips and staring plastic seat made a silhouette that belonged in a different species of story.

Emily narrated the difference without mercy, smiling into Richard's eyes the whole time.

'Look at them together, Mum. One of them had me on my back last Saturday till I forgot my own name. The other can't keep a nappy dry through one round of drinks.' She crooked a finger and Patrick waddled over to have his apron straightened, cheeks burning. 'Richard smells like a man. Patrick smells like powder and accidents. Richard's voice fills the hall. Patrick lisps into his bib. I used to sleep next to that', a flick of her eyes at the padded crotch, 'and think it was enough. Isn't that funny?'

Richard's palm settled on Emily's waist, thumb stroking ribs through silk. 'You needed a proper education. I'm a thorough teacher. The baby makes a charming picture of the alternative.' His gaze slid to Patrick. 'Spin. Slowly. Show me how badly that apron covers what matters.'

Patrick spun on the rug, satin and plastic catching lamp light, breasts shifting heavily, nappy bulk impossible to ignore. Margaret applauded three dry times from her chair. Emily bit her lip and leaned into Richard's side as if the sight of her husband on display were foreplay aimed at the man who was not him.

Service continued through the evening, fresh ice, a napkin folded wrong and redone under Richard's mild stare, kneeling with the tray while the adults clinked glasses over his bowed head. Open flirtation braided through orders. Emily fed Richard a cherry from her own drink and licked her thumb. Richard told her the colour of her mouth was better smudged and demonstrated with a kiss that lasted long enough for Patrick's arms to shake holding the tray. When they parted, a thread of spit shone between them in the firelight for a fraction of a second, frank as a verdict.

'Upstairs later?' Emily asked against Richard's jaw, not bothering to lower her voice.

'If Margaret permits the noise.'

'Margaret encourages the noise,' Margaret said, turning a page. 'Take the guest room. Leave the nursery door ajar if you want him to benefit from the lesson. Patrick, you're dripping. I can smell it from here. Stand on the towel until we change you. Don't set the tray down on my oak without a coaster, useless and careful, both, if you please.'

He stood on the towel in the corner, apron damp at the front where soak had finally found the edge of plastic, listening to Richard's low murmur and Emily's answering laugh in the hall as they went up. The house held Richard's shadow even after his footsteps faded, whisky glass sweating on the sideboard, coat still on the stand for the morning, the shape of a man who could climb stairs two at a time and claim a woman without a rail or a tape or a key on a ribbon.

Emily came down at midnight alone, hair loose, mouth clean but eyes heavy-lidded, and changed Patrick on the sitting-room towel without taking him to the nursery first. She described Richard's weight, his hands, the way the guest bed sounded, not every detail, not yet the merciless bedtime-story inventory of later nights, only enough to keep the contrast razor-sharp while she wiped powder-scented skin and locked fluff.

'He carries me,' she whispered, taping fresh bulk snug. 'You get carried. He pours himself into me. You pour whisky and pee. That's the house now, baby. Richard's shadow on the wall, and you underneath it in an apron that doesn't cover your nappy. Say thank you for getting to serve.'

'Thank you for getting to therve.'

She kissed his painted forehead, left a smudge of her post-kiss balm, and led him crinkling up to the crib. In the dark the hall still seemed to hold a taller outline near the guest-room door. Patrick lay with full breasts aching against the bralette, apron removed but the feeling of it not, and understood that frequency had become climate; Richard was not visitor weather but the air itself, and he, feminised and padded and tray-trained, was only a soft moving part of the furniture that air displaced.


Chapter 24

The playpen had appeared in the sitting-room bay one Thursday morning while Patrick napped upstairs, white wooden rails, soft mat, a few soft toys he was not interested in, a gate latch he could not work with mittens on. Margaret called it practical. Emily called it front-row seating. From inside it he could see the sofa, the hearth, and the hall door where she came home glowing.

The affair no longer rationed itself to book-club Thursdays and guest-room midnights. Afternoons vanished into Richard's flat across town, and mornings sometimes too, if Margaret took the early nursery shift. Emily left in ordinary clothes and returned as if lit from under the skin, mouth fuller, gait loose, eyes dark-bright, a private weather clinging to her hair.

On a wet Friday she came in at four with her blouse buttoned wrong and a bruise already colouring at the base of her throat like a jewel. Margaret looked up from her tea and smiled. Patrick stood up in the playpen on padded feet, plastic pants shining under a short frilled dress, and made a small involuntary sound against the dummy.

'There's my girl,' Margaret said. 'Successful lesson?'

Emily dropped her bag, crossed straight to the playpen, and kissed the air above Patrick's bows as if he were scenery. Then she turned her back to him, faced her mother, and unbuttoned the blouse the rest of the way without shame. Under it her bra was gone, left, Patrick realised with a lurch, somewhere on Richard's floor. Her breasts bore the evidence; reddened patches in the shape of a large man's mouth, a thumbprint bloom on the left underswell, nipples dark and used, one faintly swollen as if bitten and suckled past gentleness.

'He kept me an hour past when I said I'd leave,' Emily said, voice husky with residual pleasure. 'Against his desk first. Then the bed. Then the shower, which didn't help the marks.' She cupped her own breast and angled so both Margaret and the playpen could see the fingerprint bruises on her hips when she pushed the waistband of her skirt down an inch. 'He holds hard. He likes me loud. I was loud.'

Margaret leaned forward, inspecting with maternal and unmaternal interest braided together. 'Beautiful work. You'll feel that sitting down. Tell me about the desk while I refresh the pot. Patrick, ears open. Dummy out. You're going to hear how a woman sounds when she's satisfied, since you never learned to make the sound yourself.'

The dummy left his mouth with a wet pop. Patrick gripped the playpen rail, nappy already warming, locked cock twitching uselessly against the pouch. Emily draped herself on the sofa, skirt hiked, and recounted with the luxurious detail she once reserved for his changing-table inventories, only now the body in the story was her own, and the hands were Richard's.

'He bends me over and puts his palm on the small of my back so I can't rise. When he pushes in I'm still sore from Wednesday and it makes everything sharper. Thick. Hot. He doesn't ask if I'm ready; he can feel I am.' Her fingers drifted over the bruise at her throat. 'He talks while he fucks, tells me I'm greedy, tells me my husband is listening at home in a wet nappy, tells me that makes him harder. It makes me harder too, wetter. God, Mum, I came so fast I laughed.'

Margaret set a fresh cup down and glanced at the playpen. 'Look at the baby. Soaked already and nobody's touched him. Go on.'

Emily went on, the second round on the bed with her wrists in one of Richard's hands; the way he made her say whose cock she preferred until the words stopped being performance and became simple truth; the shower's steam; soap and spend rinsed down her thighs; a parting kiss that bruised her lower lip against her teeth. She laughed low and opened her legs a fraction on the sofa so the inner mark of a love-bite high on her thigh showed, dark red, unmistakable, a signature.

'He said he'll put one higher next time. Where only you and I and he will know, and the baby, if we make the baby kiss it better through my knickers.' Her eyes cut to Patrick. 'Would you like that? Kissing Richard's claim on me while your little locked thing aches? Of course you would. You're dripping on Mum's playpen mat.'

Patrick shook his head and nodded, tears spoiling careful mascara. The women ignored the contradiction and sharpened the other blade, the one about sufficiency.

'He could never do this,' Emily told Margaret, as if Patrick were not three metres of carpet away. 'Even before the clinic. Even before the lace. He was sweet and careful and finished too soon and looked at me like I might break. Richard looks at me like he might. I leave his flat walking wrong. I never walked wrong for Patrick a day in my life.'

Margaret sipped tea. 'A barren soft husband is decorative. A lover who leaves marks is structural. Patrick, repeat after me; I cannot satisfy a woman.'

The phrase hung in the air. Emily's gaze pinned him. The playpen rails were smooth under his painted hands.

'I cannot thatithfy a woman.'

'Louder. Clear lisp. Again.'

'I cannot thatithfy a woman.'

'I never could,' Emily added, sweet as poison. 'Say that too.'

'I never could.'

'Richard can. Say thank you, Richard, for satisfying my wife.'

Spit and shame followed. 'Thank you, Richard, for thatithfying my wife.'

Emily rose, crossed to the playpen, and let him see her up close, the throat bruise, the bitten lip, the scent of foreign cologne under her own perfume, musk and skin and the metallic edge of spent sex soap had not fully erased. She took his hand through the rails and pressed his palm to the hip fingerprint until he felt the heat of damaged capillaries.

'That's manhood,' she whispered. 'Pressure that stays. While you sit in plastic and practise phrases. Mum and I are going to talk for another hour. You're going to stand there wet and listen. Every time I show her a mark, you say the cannot-satisfy line. Every time you hesitate, the brush comes out after supper on a bare red bottom. Understood?'

He understood. For the next hour the sitting room filled with women's low laughter and the intimate archaeology of Emily's body, a scrape of stubble-burn along her inner arm, a tender place at the apex of her thighs she only described, the pleasant ache when she shifted on the sofa cushion. Each reveal tugged the phrase from Patrick's ruined tongue. Each phrase tugged another dribble into the heavy nappy. The playpen mat darkened under him in a shameful map. Margaret once held up Emily's hair to show a red graze behind her ear where Richard's teeth had been, and Emily closed her eyes in remembered pleasure while Patrick lisped his insufficiency on cue, full breasts tight in the bralette, the apron of the morning long since discarded for this more honest enclosure of rails.

When the recounting finally softened into plans for the next meeting, lunch, then his car, then the flat again, Emily lifted Patrick out only long enough to change him on a towel on the floor at their feet. She left the love-bite on her thigh uncovered while she worked, close to his face, and made him thank it with a lipstick kiss on her skin that tasted of lotion and heat.

'Deepening nicely,' Margaret observed, washing her hands of powder. 'Flames need fuel. The baby's despair is excellent fuel. As is his little stiff misery in the lock when you walk past smelling like that.'

Emily zipped her blouse correctly at last, marks hidden for the outside world, and looked down at her freshly padded husband with fond cruelty. 'Saturday I'm seeing him again. I'll come home worse. You'll be in the pen. Front row. Get used to being thirsty, baby, stories are all you get now.'

Patrick sat among the soft toys he did not want, dummy returned to cork the sobs, and watched the two women clink teacups over the wreckage of his old role, flames stoked, marks catalogued, the playpen a cage of perfect acoustic privilege where every proof of Richard's passion arrived hot, detailed, and designed to brand him as the husband who listened, leaked, and could not.


Chapter 25

They told him in the afternoon so the fear would have hours to ripen and swell. Emily, still carrying the faint, intimate scent of Richard’s morning on her skin, cupped Patrick’s chin on the changing table and spoke in the soft, bright voice she used for praise and cruelty alike.

“Tonight you perform for all of us. Not trays. You. Richard’s going to take you in hand while Mum and I watch. If you’re good, the paddle stops when he says. If you’re not, I’ll ask him to continue.”

Margaret arranged the tools on the dresser with the same neat pleasure she once reserved for silverware; a polished wooden paddle the size of a hairbrush but denser, soft rope coiled like a sleeping snake, a folded towel for the rug, a packet of wipes. The nursery was too small for an audience. The sitting room, curtains drawn, lamps turned low, playpen shoved against the wall, became the stage.

At seven Richard arrived without whisky or small talk. He removed his jacket, rolled his sleeves to the elbow, and looked at Patrick with the calm of a man who already knew the work would be finished. Patrick stood in the frilled dress, plastic pants stretched tight over a fresh, thick nappy, full doll face carefully painted, bralette digging into the heavy, soft weight of his breasts.

“Over the sofa arm,” Richard said. “Skirt up. Plastic and nappy down to mid-thigh. Leave them there so he feels the bulk at his knees while his arse works.”

Emily and Margaret undressed him with efficient, almost fond hands, narrating quietly to each other. The nappy peeled away from skin still pink and slightly damp from the last change; the little lock at his front gleamed stupidly against the shrunken, useless stub; his bottom, fuller, softer from the enforced tides of his new life, trembled in the cool air. They bent him over the sofa arm until his painted cheek pressed into the leather and his heavy breasts spilled and flattened against the cushion. Rope found his wrists at the small of his back, firm, not cruel, completely immovable. The nappy and plastic hobbling his thighs forced his feet into tiny, mincing steps; any thought of escape became pure pantomime.

Richard tested the paddle against his own palm. The sound was a flat, authoritative crack that made Emily’s breath catch. Margaret settled into the armchair with a glass of wine as though she had come for a private recital.

“Count,” Richard said. “If the lisp eats a number, it does not count.”

The first stroke lit a white sheet of fire across both cheeks. Patrick jerked hard; the sofa leather squeaked under the weight of his tits; something hot and wet tried to leave him and dribbled helplessly down toward the lock because there was no padding left to catch it. Emily made a soft, delighted sound and clapped once, quietly.

“One,” he sobbed. “Two…”

The second stroke landed overlapping, harder. Heat stacked on heat. By five his bottom felt enormous, pulsing, skin already tight and swollen. By eight he was crying openly, mascara beginning its slow, elegant ruin down his cheeks. By twelve the flesh had turned a furious, mottled red; Richard paused, used the edge of the paddle to lift one burning cheek and display it to the women like a finished piece of work.

“Pretty,” Emily whispered, leaning close enough that Patrick could smell the sharp edge of her arousal under the perfume. “Look how he clenches. Look how his little locked cock drips anyway. Pain goes straight to the stub. Pathetic. Perfect. Again, please.”

Richard gave him twenty in total. Not rushed. Each stroke was a considered, heavy impact that drove the air from Patrick’s lungs and the thoughts from his head, leaving only the bright, animal fact of being beaten while his wife and her mother watched with shining, hungry eyes. When it ended he hung limp over the sofa arm, hiccupping, bottom blazing, thighs shaking inside the humiliating hobble of his own nappy. Cool air stung the scorched skin. The room smelled of polished wood, heated flesh, baby powder, and the sharp, acrid tang of his fear-sweat.

Richard’s hand, the same large, dry hand that had left fingerprints on Emily, smoothed once over the burning cheeks. Not soothing. Claiming.

“Up. On your knees on the towel. Mouth open. You will not use teeth. You will not pull off. If you gag, you breathe and continue. Ladies, pull up a seat.”

They did. Emily settled on the very sofa he had just been broken over; Margaret angled her chair for a clearer view. Front-row seats to his humiliation. Patrick knelt, wrists still bound, nappy still tangled at mid-thigh so that his locked, wet front and his blazing red arse were equally on display. Richard opened his trousers with unhurried fingers. What he drew out was thick, heavy, already swelling, the mature, veined fact of him, blunt-headed, smelling of clean skin, faint soap, and the undeniable animal heat of the man who still fucked Emily senseless on weekday afternoons.

Patrick’s ruined, lisp-shortened tongue felt smaller than it ever had.

“Please… I can’t…”

“You can,” Emily said brightly. “You will. That’s the cock that satisfies me. You’re going to learn its shape from the inside of your pretty, useless mouth while we watch. Open.”

Richard did not wait for courage. He took a fistful of the carefully curled hair, tilted Patrick’s head back, and pressed the blunt, hot head against the glossed lips until the painted mouth gave. Salt and heat and relentless stretch followed. The inadequate tongue flailed, then flattened helplessly as inches claimed the wet space, sliding over the stitched softness, filling cheek and throat until Patrick gagged hard and a thick slick of spit spilled down his chin onto the lace-strained curves of his chest.

Margaret hummed her quiet approval.

“Deeper, Richard. He doesn’t need air as much as he needs educating.”

Richard fucked his mouth with the same steady, proprietary rhythm he used on Emily, deep, measured strokes that treated the painted throat as simply another place that belonged to him. He was indifferent to the pretty choking sounds that spilled around his cock, the wet gags, the helpless flutter of the soft palate. Emily and Margaret offered commentary like judges at a private show.

Emily described, voice low and husky, how much larger he looked stretched between her husband’s glossy lips than he had ever felt in the flat of her own memory. Margaret noted the clean tracks tears cut through the foundation, and the way Patrick’s hips kept making tiny, aborted pushes forward as if the pain and the airlessness had somehow stoked the locked stub between his thighs. Unwanted hardness strained the little pouch of the cage; a clear bead of fluid welled at the tip and dropped onto the towel beneath him. His red, paddle-scorched bottom clenched hard with every thrust that punched the back of his throat.

Humiliation was total and granular; the thick, salty taste flooding his ruined tongue; the complete inability to form a single word; the wet, obscene sounds of a cock using a mouth that had never been meant for it; the knowledge of two beloved female gazes cataloguing every flinch, every tear, every involuntary twitch. The hobble of baby plastic still trapped at his knees kept him open and displayed while a real man used him as a warm, wet hole above it. When he tried to turn his face away, Richard’s fist in his carefully curled hair simply corrected him. When he gagged hard enough to panic, Richard held still, buried to the root, until Patrick’s throat fluttered and submitted around the thick intrusion, then resumed the same unhurried pace.

“That’s it,” Emily breathed. Her hand was between her own legs now, no shame at all, rubbing slowly over the fabric of her skirt. “Take what I take. Choke on what I love. You’re so small like this, baby. So red and wet and open.”

Richard finished with a low grunt and a hard, claiming press, flooding Patrick’s mouth faster than the short, ruined tongue could manage. Thick spend spilled from the corners of the painted lips, striped his chin, and dotted the upper slopes of his heavy breasts above the tight bralette.

“Hold it,” Richard ordered. “Show them. Then swallow.”

Patrick opened on command. White pooled on the soft pink tongue that was too short to be clever, while Emily moaned as if the sight itself were stroking her.

“Swallow, baby.”

He did, gagging, eyes streaming, throat working visibly. Richard wiped the glistening head of his cock across Patrick’s ruined cheek and tucked himself away, breathing only a little deeper, already composed.

They left him on his knees a while longer so the picture could settle; red paddle-burned arse, nappy tangled at half-mast, locked and still-dripping stub, face destroyed with mascara and spend, full tits heaving with every shaky breath. Margaret took a photograph for the progress album. Emily kissed Richard with an open mouth, tasting her husband on him, and laughed softly into the kiss.

“First group lesson,” she said. “Next time he holds a vibe on me while you use him. Or we put him back in the nappy between rounds so he soaks through the bruises.”

Richard only nodded, rolling his sleeves down. “Have him thank me.”

Emily crouched, forced eye contact, and spoke the sentence slowly.

“Thank you, Richard, for dominating me in front of my wife and her mother.”

It was a minefield of soft, sibilant sounds. Patrick hit every one of them wrong and wet and perfect.

“Thank you, Richard, for dominating me in front of my wife and her mother.”

They cleaned his face just enough to be presentable, then put him back into a thick, fresh nappy. The tapes pulled tight over the hot, sore cheeks and made him yelp; the sound made them both smile. A soft onesie followed, clinging to every throb and swollen curve. Then it was the crib and the raised rail.

In the dark his bottom pulsed like a second heart. His mouth still tasted of salt and metal and another man’s quiet victory. Through the ajar door he heard Emily thank Richard properly in the guest room, her cries familiar now, rising and breaking, while Patrick lay sealed in bulk and burn and the brand-new knowledge of being spectacle; not only padded, not only locked, but publicly taken apart for the delight of the women who had arranged the chairs.


Chapter 26

After the first witnessed night, the extraordinary became a line item on the nursery timetable. Margaret wrote it on the lavender card in the same ink as vitamins and voice lists; mornings, inspection; afternoons, correction as required; evenings, entertainment when Richard is in. Emily stuck a gold star beside the evening slot and kissed it. Patrick, watching from the crib, felt the star like a nail.

Normalisation did not arrive as a speech. It arrived as repetition, until the body stopped flinching at the shape of the day.

Mornings began as they always had, rail down, wet nappy, bottle, vitamins, paint, and then, if Richard had stayed the night or arrived early with coffee for the women, inspection acquired a third pair of hands. He would stand at the foot of the changing table in shirtsleeves while Emily unpopped a frilled onesie and peeled soaked bulk away. Richard's gaze travelled the map without heat at first; heavy soft breasts in lace, needle bruises on thighs, locked stub, the state of hole and bottom from whatever the night before had written. Sometimes he pressed a thumb into a lingering paddle mark until Patrick whimpered. Sometimes he hooked a finger into the lock-ring and jostled it idly while discussing toast with Margaret. The women called this accountability. Patrick learned to keep his painted eyes on the mobile and his mouth open for the dummy so he would not try to explain himself.

'Hips wider again,' Richard might say, clinical as Crowe. 'Good. Arse still striped from Wednesday. He'll take more tonight if he lisps at breakfast.'

Emily would laugh and powder the lock. 'Hear that, baby? Grammar and pain. Same lesson.'

Afternoons were for correction, which meant the paddle had a home now on a hook beside the wardrobe, as ordinary as a hairbrush. Spilled juice, a refused phrase, a sulk when Emily left for Richard's flat, any of it could put Patrick over the sofa arm or across Margaret's lap with plastic and nappy yanked to mid-thigh, full baby regalia otherwise intact; bows, gloss, lace socks, apron if it was a service day. Richard did not need to be present for corrections; the women swung the wood themselves and saved him photographs. When he was present, he took over without ceremony, counted in a bored voice, and stopped when the red matched his mood. Afterward came the thick fresh nappy taped snug over fire, the onesie snapped, the tear-tracks wiped, and a biscuit on the low chair as if pain were simply weather the household dressed for.

Patrick's body began to anticipate the hook's shadow. A raised voice in the hall could warm the padding. The sound of Richard's car on gravel could tighten his nipples against lace until they ached. Conditioning layered on conditioning until dread and wetness arrived as a single tide.

Evenings were entertainment, and entertainment had a programme of its own.

Tray service came first in the short apron while the adults drank. Then the towel on the rug. Then use, mouth most nights, because it left him able to be changed and cribbed without fuss; sometimes, when Richard was expansive and the women wanted a longer show, bent over the sofa with the lock clicking against leather and Richard's belt marking time beside the paddle. Full regalia stayed on wherever it could; skirts flipped up, buttons opened only where required, plastic gleaming at half-mast, bows trembling when his head was driven. Emily often sat close enough to hold his hand or feed him a finger to suck between thrusts. Margaret timed, commented, and refilled glasses. Spend was displayed on the tongue, on the tits, occasionally rubbed into the bralette so he would smell it in the crib. Thank-you phrases were recited on knees with the lisp carefully wrong.

What shocked him, when he still had enough self left to be shocked, was how quickly the household folded these acts into the tone of ordinary care. 'Has he had his evening use?' Margaret would ask while checking the steriliser, as if asking about a bottle. 'Richard's free at eight, bend him early so we can watch the news after,' Emily would text from the kitchen. They discussed his redness at breakfast the way other families discussed sleep. They put aloe on paddle-burns with the same humming attention they gave to cream at the edge of a nappy rash. The submissive plaything was not a weekend costume. It was the job description of the soft person who lived in the cloud room.

One Tuesday blurred into the shape of all the others. Morning inspection meant Richard's thumb in his mouth checking for grit on the teeth after a long suck the night before, and Emily noting a spontaneous leak when the thumb withdrew. Afternoon meant correction for clinging to Emily's leg when she put on her going-to-Richard coat, ten with the paddle over Margaret's knee, frilly dress around his waist, then an hour face-to-the-corner on the playpen mat with a wet nappy sagging. Evening meant Richard returned with Emily glowing; entertainment was mouth on the towel while Emily recounted, in real time, how she had cum on Richard's desk three hours earlier. Patrick gagged and dripped and came dry in the lock in a miserable pulse that made both women cheer as if he had taken a first step.

Afterward Emily rocked him on the sofa, his full padded weight in her lap, and spoke into his hair with genuine tenderness that no longer contradicted anything.

'You're doing so well at your job,' she murmured. 'Plaything. That's what you are. Not a failed husband, a successful toy. Toys get used on a schedule. Toys get put away wet. Toys don't get to be jealous when Mummy's full of someone else, toys hold still and taste it later on his fingers.' She slipped Richard's hand closer; Richard, half-listening to Margaret on property prices, idly pushed two fingers into Patrick's mouth so he could suck the ghost of Emily off the skin. 'Good toy. Soft toy. Our toy.'

Richard's fingers withdrew to pick up his whisky. There was no ceremony. The use had been as unremarkable as the pour.

By the third week Patrick no longer spent the day wondering if it would happen. He spent the day inside the knowledge that it would, inspection, correction, entertainment, the way he lived inside plastic and lace. His body kept its unwanted answers; hardness in the cage during the count; a full nappy at the sound of the belt; a throat that opened faster each night because opening hurt less than failing to. Shame remained, thick as ever, but it had nowhere to stand outside the routine; it simply became the flavour of being awake.

On a Sunday evening, after he had been paddled lightly 'for tone' and then put on his knees to finish Richard while Emily painted her toenails on the sofa, Margaret looked up from her book and said, almost fondly, 'We've house-trained him to more than the mat. Look how quiet he is between uses. Like a doll on standby.'

Emily blew on a wet nail. 'Standby is good. Richard, same time Wednesday?'

'Wednesday,' Richard said, zipping up. 'Have him in the apron. I like the way it sits on a red arse.'

Patrick, still on the towel with spend cooling on his chin and the paddle's heat singing under fresh tapes, whispered the thank-you without being asked. Nobody praised him for the initiative. Nobody needed to. Initiative toward obedience was simply what the timetable had grown, day after ordinary day, in the household's softest and most regularly claimed toy.


Chapter 27

The box was pink and white and ordinary, the sort sold behind the counter at the chemist's beside plasters and toothpaste. Emily did not hide it. She set it on the nursery dresser beside the powder and the paddle-hook's shadow while Patrick lay on the lemon terry half-changed, plastic pants around his knees, heavy breasts soft in the open bralette, the lock dull against his thigh.

'Late,' she said simply. 'And tender. And I keep needing a wee the way you do, only mine still means something.' Her hands shook once when she tore the plastic. Then they steadied. 'Mum! Come up. Bring your reading glasses.'

Margaret arrived with the glasses on her head and Richard's name already half on her tongue, as if she had been waiting for this particular weather. Emily went into the nursery bathroom. The three minutes on the instruction leaflet stretched into a held breath that filled the cloud-walled room. Patrick stared at the mobile and felt his bladder release a thin helpless warm seam into the open nappy beneath him from pure dread. Nobody wiped him. The moment was larger than mess.

Emily came back holding the test stick out like a candle.

Two lines showed on the window, dark and unarguable.

The sound Margaret made was almost a laugh and almost a sob. Emily's face crumpled into brilliance, tears bright, mouth wide, a noise of joy punched up from the empty place she had held since the clinic. She clutched her mother and they rocked in the middle of the nursery rug while the positive stick lay on the changing table an inch from Patrick's hip, ordinary plastic announcing the end of his last ghost of purpose.

'I'm pregnant,' Emily gasped into Margaret's shoulder. 'Mum. I'm pregnant. It's real. It's in me.'

'Richard's,' Margaret said, not a question, a crown. 'Oh, my darling girl. A baby. A proper baby. After everything.'

They remembered Patrick second, which was exactly the order of the world now. Emily turned, mascara starred, and showed him the stick as she had once shown him photographs of pink lace. Her free hand dropped to the still-flat plane of her stomach, the old gesture from the car outside the clinic, transformed.

'Look what he gave me. Look what you never could. Two lines, baby. Life. Yours would have been blank forever. His is loud enough to turn a stick black.'

Patrick's mouth opened. No words arrived that the lisp could survive. What came instead was a cracked sound, high and thin, as the diagnosis from another lifetime completed itself in reverse; not the absence of his child, but the presence of another man's. Despair poured through him so completely it left no dry corner. At the same instant, cruel, trained, undeniable, heat surged in the locked pouch and his nipples drew tight, arousal rising out of uselessness like a weed through cracked stone. He hardened against steel and wet himself more fully into the peeled nappy, a warm flood that smelled of fear.

Emily saw all of it, and her joy found a sharper edge.

'Oh my God. He's getting stiff. Mum, look, the barren little cuck is hard because I finally got pregnant without him.' She gripped Patrick's chin. 'Does it turn you on? That I'm full of Richard's baby while you lie there in a pissy nappy with a cage on your stub? Does your uselessness make you leak?'

He nodded, sobbing, because the body had already answered and lying took a shape he no longer owned. Margaret clasped her hands, eyes wet and pleased.

'Perfect response. We should ring Richard. And open something sparkling, for us, not for the soft one. Emily, sit. You're pregnant. You don't stand about when you can put your feet up. I'll bring water. Patrick stays on the table until we've celebrated properly in front of him.'

The celebration was domestic and total. Margaret returned with a tray; sparkling wine for herself and, carefully, a small glass for Emily after a shrugged calculation; juice in a sippy cup for Patrick that nobody pretended was an honour. Richard arrived within the hour, coat flung on the stand, and Emily met him at the nursery door with the stick and her bare stomach offered under a lifted jumper. He looked from the lines to her face and something rare moved through his expression, pride, possession, a softening that did not reduce his height.

'Good girl,' he said, and kissed her long enough that Patrick had to watch the whole claim. Richard's hand spread on her belly as if he could already feel the future. 'My child. In my woman. In this house.' A glance at the changing table. 'In front of the furniture that couldn't manage it.'

They toasted, Emily on the rocking chair with her feet in Margaret's lap, Richard on the toy chest like a throne, Patrick on the lemon terry in his own cooling wet, frills half on, face painted for a morning that had become historic, lock tenting weakly with the shameful stiff misery that would not die. Every laugh was a blade. Every tender touch Richard laid on Emily's stomach was a verdict. Margaret cried happy tears and already listed names, nurseries for the real baby, the way the cloud room might later share its duties or yield them.

'You'll be the older soft sibling,' Emily told Patrick, voice bright with wine and hormones that were not in vials. 'The baby who never grows up, watching the baby who will. I'll nurse downstairs. You'll take a bottle up here and listen. When my breasts get heavy with milk you'll still just have pretty empty tits for show. Say congratulations to the father.'

'Congratulationth, Richard.' Spit followed, then fresh tears, then a twitch in the cage.

'Say; thank you for giving my wife the baby I couldn't.'

The sentence unmade him as he spoke it. 'Thank you for giving my wife the baby I couldn't.'

Richard saluted him lazily with the glass. 'You're welcome, soft lad. You've been useful motivation. Keep wetting yourself when we talk about the bump. At least it's honest.'

They ordered takeaway. They put music on low. Emily changed into one of Richard's shirts that she had brought home from the flat and nothing else underneath except knickers, and let the shirt fall open when she walked so the idea of her body as a vessel stayed in the room. Between calls to a close friend and Margaret's sister, coded, rapturous, they returned to the changing table to pinch Patrick's nipples, slap his locked front lightly, and make him repeat the congratulations until the words were sludge and his nappy was a full cold sack.

Despair did not ebb when the sparkling wine did. It settled into his bones beside the arousal like a new organ. He was the empty cradle that had learned to walk and lisp and suck. She was finally full. The mathematics of the clinic had been solved by another man's body while he wore plastic and bows.

At lights-out they put him in the crib without a story, only Emily leaning over the rail with Richard's arm around her waist, both of them looking down.

'Sleep, baby,' she whispered. 'Dream about the pram. Dream about me getting round while you stay locked and little. Tomorrow we tell the day properly, appointments, vitamins that aren't yours, a future with a real child in it.' Her eyes shone, merciless and radiant. 'You never stood a chance. And you're hard about it. That's the funniest, saddest part. Goodnight, useless thing. Goodnight, Daddy,' this last to Richard, with a kiss.

The rail caught. The mobile turned. Patrick lay in thick overnight bulk, hands on his own soft swollen chest, mouth tasting of juice and salt, and felt the positive lines burn behind his lids like a second, truer diagnosis, despair and treacherous heat braided so tight that when he leaked again into the padding it felt like applause for the life that would grow in Emily, and never, not ever, in anything he could give.


Chapter 28

The pregnancy glow had settled over the house like new paint when Margaret introduced the next kindness. She did not call it what it was. She called it calming syrup, special vitamin drops, a little something Crowe's quieter contacts had recommended for high-strung projects who still thought too much in the corners of the day. The bottle was brown glass, unmarked except for a rubber dropper. It lived on the high nursery shelf behind the powder.

'Not every feed,' Margaret told Emily while Patrick sat in the low chair in a damp nappy, half-listening the way he half-listened to everything since the two lines. 'Measured. In the juice, in the bottle, sometimes in the porridge if he turns his head. First dose small. We watch. We chart. The mind opens when the body floats.'

Emily's hand rested on her still-flat stomach, a new constant. 'Will he still feel the paddle? Still get hard in the lock when I talk about the baby?'

'He'll feel what we tell him to feel. That's the point. Soften the edges. Keep the training. Lose the grit that scrapes.'

The first dose went into his afternoon bottle on a grey day when rain tracked the sash glass and Richard was at the office and the house was only women and the soft one between them. Emily cradled Patrick on the rocking chair, full breasts heavy against her arm through his onesie, and nudged the silicone teat past his glossed lips. The milk-warm formula tasted slightly bitter underneath the usual sweetness, a chemical ghost, medicinal, easy to miss if you were tired of fighting.

He drank because drinking was what the chair meant, because Emily's eyes were soft with early pregnancy and terrible love, and because the bitter note was small.

Twenty minutes later the world grew thick at the edges, as if someone had turned up the gravity.

It began as warmth in the pit of his stomach, not the wet warmth of a leak but something oilier, spreading up through his chest and out along his arms until his mittens felt far away. His head tipped against Emily's shoulder without his deciding. The nursery's colours smeared pleasantly, cloud wallpaper breathing, the mobile's stars leaving soft trails when they turned. His thoughts arrived late, as if walking through water to reach his mouth. Euphoria edged in sideways, wrong and golden; a sudden foolish gratitude for the bulk between his legs, for the lock's weight, for the sound of Margaret's fountain pen on the chart.

'There it is,' Margaret murmured, watching his pupils from her rocker. She lifted a small torch, checked, and nodded. 'Responsive. Floppy in the shoulders. Emily, ask him something he usually resists.'

Emily stroked his hair. 'Who put the baby in Mummy's tummy?'

On a clean day the question still cut. Now the cut arrived padded. Patrick heard himself lisp, slow and smiling a little, 'Richard. Thank you, Richard.' Spit rolled down his chin and he did not lift a hand. The shame was still there; it simply could not find its shoes.

'Good. Deeper.' Emily's voice came from a pleasant distance. 'Are you a barren soft baby who wets and sucks?'

'Yeth.' The word floated. Confusion braided the euphoria, he knew he should mind, but could not locate the lever that made minding work. His locked stub twitched. The nappy went warm in a slow easy flood he barely connected to his own body until Emily patted the front and the pat echoed like a drum through the haze.

Margaret started the speakers. Not only rain this time, rain, and her live voice layered over a slower track, phrases stretched like toffee. Emily kept the empty bottle at his lips for comfort sucking while the session wound down into him through the open door of the dose.

'You love the fog,' Margaret intoned. 'Fog is safe. Fog means Mummy and Grandma are steering. When you feel warm and slow you open wider. You say yes before you think. Thinking is heavy. Soft babies put thinking down.'

Patrick tried to hold a hard thought, the clinic, the stick, his name as a man, and watched it dissolve into gold-grey static. Yes arrived instead, easy as urine into fluff. Emily whispered along with the track, reinforcing, her pregnant body a hearth he was being taught to orbit without touching.

'Deeper, baby. The drops help you be good. You will ask for your special juice. You will drink it all. Each dose makes the rail feel like a hug. Each dose makes Richard's cock in your mouth feel like a lullaby. You are pliable. You are foggy. You are ours.'

He drooled and nodded and hard-ached in the cage, pleasure smeared across panic until neither wore its own face. The hypnosis sank further than the night-rain ever had alone; there was no grit left to catch on. When Margaret told him his hands were too heavy to lift, they stayed in his lap like mittens filled with sand. When she told him his mouth was a soft open toy, his jaw hung until Emily laughed and thumbed drool from his chin.

They kept him in the haze for the rest of the afternoon, monitoring with the small torch, with questions, with the lavender chart, time of dose, amount, pupil size, compliance score, wetness, whether he cried when the baby was mentioned (he smiled wetly instead, which Emily found exquisite and disturbing in equal measure). A second tiny top-up went into his sippy juice before supper 'to bridge to bedtime.' The room swam. His body felt long and short at once, breasts distant and oversensitive, plastic pants a shining joke he almost found funny.

Richard, arriving in the evening, found him on the playpen mat in full regalia, eyes glassy, rocking slightly without music. Emily explained the new protocol in a low excited rush, hand on her stomach. Richard studied Patrick the way he studied contracts, then snapped his fingers softly. Patrick blinked up, slowly.

'Mouth,' Richard said, curious whether the dose had ruined the entertainment.

Patrick crawled over on soft knees, nappy crinkling like applause, and opened before the belt was fully undone. The act felt underwater, warm, inevitable. He gagged less. He cried more quietly, tears sliding without storm. When it was over he thanked Richard in a slurry lisp and rested his cheek on Richard's shoe until Emily scooped him up, glowing with the success of chemistry.

'First dose works,' Margaret said, capping the brown bottle. 'Tomorrow half again if the morning is clear. We'll build to a maintenance fog. Thinking is the last adult organ. We're putting it down for naps from which it need not fully rise.'

In the crib the rain track ran and the mobile left comet-trails and Patrick tried to assemble a protest about the bitter taste in the bottle. The protest came apart into soft pieces; warm belly, heavy hands, Emily's voice saying fog is safe, the key on her ribbon catching nightlight like a star. Euphoria and confusion breathed together in his chest. He wet the overnight bulk without noticing the start of it, only the settled heat, and smiled at nothing with glossed lips, pliable as warm wax on a radiator, already half-hoping, treacherously, hazily, for the dropper's next kiss on his morning juice.


Chapter 29

Maintenance fog became the climate of his blood. By the second week the dropper no longer visited only afternoons; morning juice carried it, the post-nap bottle carried it, and a thin film of bitter sweetness rode the evening porridge Emily spooned into his mouth while his mittens rested useless in his lap. Margaret's chart filled with rising compliance scores and falling numbers under the column she had labelled grit. Pupils stayed a little wide even in nursery lamplight. Thoughts, when they came, arrived single file and easily lost their place.

Patrick noticed the slowing the way one notices a clock that has begun to tick through treacle. He would reach for a word, mortgage, office, Patrick-as-man, and find a soft blank where the word had been, then a simpler substitute offered up by the tracks on the speaker; baby, wet, Mummy, good. The substitutes felt comforting in a way that should have frightened him. Often he could not hold onto the should long enough to finish being frightened. The fear dissolved into a warm need to be told what happened next.

The women built the brainwashing into the dose the way they had once built lace into dressing.

Sessions ran longer now. Curtains were drawn at two o'clock. Patrick lay on his back on the lemon terry or slumped in the low chair, nappy thick, plastic gleaming, bralette digging into heavy breasts that rose and fell in a slow drug-deep rhythm. Speakers sat at both ears. Margaret's live voice braided with the recorded rain and a new loop of mantras cut to the pace of a resting heart.

'Obey is easy. Obey is warm. When you hear a woman's voice, your mind kneels. When you hear Richard's voice, your mouth opens. Fog is love. Fog is safety. Thinking hurts; stopping thinking feels like a bottle. You are a soft baby. You are a wet baby. You are a good baby when you do not choose.'

Emily sat close enough to reinforce with touch, a nipple rolled through lace on the word soft, a firm pat on bulk on the word wet, a finger on his tongue on the word mouth. Physical reinforcement turned language into reflex. After three days of the intensified loop he was hard in the lock by the second repetition of soft and leaking by the third wet, eyes glassy, chin shining. They praised the mess as proof the chemistry and the script had married.

Simple instructions began to feel like blankets being pulled over him.

'Sit,' Emily would say in the hallway, and his knees folded before the old impulse to ask why could stand up. 'Arms up.' Onesie off. 'Open.' Mouth open. Each command landed in the fog as relief; someone else was steering; he did not have to hold the map. When Margaret told him to crawl to the playpen he crawled, plastic pants whispering on the carpet, and the crawling felt like being small in a way that no longer only humiliated, it soothed. Childlike dependence sprouted in the cracks the drugs widened. He fretted when both women left the room. He calmed when a hand returned to his hair. He cried, sudden and stormless, if his dummy fell and he could not make his mittened hands find it quickly; Emily retrieving it became a salvation out of scale with rubber and spit.

Richard tested the obedience on a Thursday evening without announcing a test. He pointed at the floor and Patrick knelt. He pointed at his belt. Patrick's hands, slow and clumsy, fumbled to help until Richard slapped them lightly and Emily said, 'Mouth only, baby. Hands heavy.' The hands dropped into Patrick's lap like stones. He opened. The use proceeded while Margaret read aloud compliance notes from the afternoon session as if minutes from a parish meeting. Afterward Patrick did not need prompting for the thank-you. It slurred out of him on a trail of spend and gratitude that was half trained and half chemical smear.

'He's not performing as hard,' Richard observed, wiping Patrick's chin with a bib. 'Less theatre. More… automatic.'

'That's the hold,' Margaret said. 'Theatre takes adult watching-of-self. We're sanding that down. What's left kneels because kneeling is the shape of the fog.'

Emily, hand on her stomach, crouched and kissed Patrick's glazed brow. 'Do you like being automatic?'

He blinked. The question required a climb he only half managed. 'Like… warm. Like… you tell me. Don't… don't make me pick.' His lisp broke the consonants; the sentence frayed at the ends. Dependence shone through the gaps. Emily's eyes filled with a fierce tender hunger.

'We won't make you pick, baby. Picking is over. Mantras again before bed. Higher drop at lights-out. Mum's adding the new loop tonight, the one about Mummy's tummy and the real baby and the soft baby who only watches.'

The new loop wound through his skull in the dark crib while the dose peaked in a slow golden thick wave. You watch the bump grow. You do not touch. You stay little. Little is safe. Women decide. Richard decides. Your job is wet and open and quiet. The mobile's stars left long smears. His thoughts tried to form ranks and collapsed into the mantra's rhythm until the mantra was the thought. Somewhere under the fog a thin scrap of the man who had sat in a clinic still kicked; the kick reached the surface as a small whimper and then Emily's voice through the bars, 'Shh, good baby, drink the fog', and the scrap went under again.

Days blurred at the edges into a single soft corridor of bottle, change, mantra, kneel, paint, paddle-if-needed (pain now arrived distant and strange, a red noise that still made him leak but no longer organised into rebellion), tray, mouth, crib. He asked for special juice with a hopeful upward look. He fretted without the speaker's hush. He held his arms up for dressing with a patience that was not patience but the absence of elsewhere to put his will.

Margaret wrote on the chart in her neat hand; chemical obedience established; childlike dependence increasing; recommend steady dose, intensified mantra block on identity and choice; monitor speech for further simplification next phase.

Emily read the note over her mother's shoulder and then leaned into the playpen to wipe drool from her husband's chin. 'You're doing so well at getting smaller inside,' she whispered. 'The fog looks pretty on you. Almost as pretty as lace.'

Patrick leaned into the wipe because leaning was what you did when a woman touched you, and because alone the fog felt too big, and because her voice was the handrail in a building whose stairs had turned to sponge. Outside himself the pregnancy was a distant bright fact; inside himself there was mostly warm static and the next simple instruction waiting like a sweet. He opened his mouth for the dummy she offered and sucked, eyes half-lidded, mind kneeling, the drugs and the mantras and the hands of the women braided into one chemical obedience that no longer felt like a wound so much as a weather system he lived under, hazy, heavy, and, against every drowned scrap of the man he had been, a comfort he had begun, quietly, to need.


Chapter 30

The words went first in handfuls, then in quiet collapses. Fog made the gaps wider, and the women made sure nothing sturdy grew back in them.

Patrick would reach for a sentence in the old way, subject, careful verb, the dignity of a full idea, and find only loose beads in his palm. Wet. Want. Mummy. Sore. The beads would not string. When he forced them, the lisp shredded what little thread remained, and the effort made his eyes water and his nappy warm, as if language itself had become a bodily function he could no longer hold.

Inside, the monologue that had once been long and bitter and adult shortened like a shadow at midday.

Morning. Rail down. Hands? Heavy. Chest soft. Lock, ouch-sweet. She smiles. I, good? Juice bitter-nice. Warm spreads. Fog up. Thinking… slippery. Don't chase. Chase hurts. Bottle better.

Emily noticed the fracture the morning he tried to ask whether Richard was coming and produced, after a long wet struggle, only; 'Man? Big man? Mouth-time?'

She clapped, actually clapped, and dragged Margaret in from the landing. 'Say it again, baby. For Grandma.'

Patrick's brow crumpled with the labour of speech. Gloss shone. 'Big… man. Mouth. Wet. Me good?'

Margaret's face lit with scholarly delight. 'Vocabulary collapse ahead of schedule. No secondary clause. No temporal marker. He's living in nouns and need. Emily, reward schedule, every successful baby-utterance gets immediate contact comfort. Every attempt at a long sentence gets ignored until he fragments it properly.'

They posted a new lavender card above the vanity; SHORT WORDS ONLY. PRETTY SOUNDS. ASK WITH BABY MOUTH. Patrick could not read it easily anymore; the letters swam unless he tracked them with a finger, and even then meaning arrived late. Emily read it aloud each morning while mascara dried and made him repeat until spit dotted the bib.

'Nappy,' he learned to say when the bulk went cold and heavy, not I need a change, not please. 'Nappy. Pweathe. Wet.'

'Tittie hurt,' he said when lace scraped raw peaks, and Emily would croon and palm the breast and call him clever for using his soft words.

'Tummy-baby,' he said when he meant Emily's pregnancy, pointing with a mittened fist, eyes wide. He could not assemble Richard put a baby in you. The pointing and the two broken beads were all that survived of the two-line afternoon.

His internal weather simplified in step with his mouth.

Playpen bars. Cool. Want out? Out is big. Big is scary. Stay. Toy soft. Not for me. For show. She looks. I sit pretty. Plastic shiny. Crinkle when rock. Rock-rock. Nice. Don't think office. Office is… blank picture. Snow on picture. Gone. Milk soon? Hope milk. Her arms. Powder smell. Safe.

The women delighted in every dropped syllable. When he accidentally produced a longer scrap, 'I don't… want… the…', Emily turned her shoulder and spoke only to Margaret until his distress peaked and the sentence fell apart into 'No want! No! Dummy!' at which point she scooped him into her lap, suddenly all warmth, kissing his painted eyelids, calling him her clever broken boy. The lesson wrote itself in his reward circuits; whole thoughts equal loneliness; shards equal cuddles, fresh tapes, the bottle's blessed weight.

Margaret ran 'speech play' before supper. Flash cards showed simple pictures; bottle, nappy, paddle, cot, man, bump. Patrick had to name them in baby-lisp. Correct names earned a kiss on the mouth or a brief unlock-free stroke over plastic that made him squirm and drip. Incorrect answers, adult phrasing, hesitation, a frown of concentration too sharp, earned a blank wait, sometimes a single paddle tap on the bulk as punctuation, until he retreated into smaller sounds.

'Cock,' Richard said one evening, curious, presenting himself for entertainment.

Patrick blinked, fogged, searching the bead-bag. The old words were underwater. What rose was; 'Mouth-toy. For thir. Peathe?'

Richard laughed, startled and pleased. 'That'll do.' The use was easy; Patrick's mind did not narrate it in horror-paragraphs anymore. It ran in fragments between thrusts; Full. Salt. Can't breathe, wait, can. Good? Her eyes on me. Want good. Wet down there. Red bum yesterday still sings. Swallow. Show tongue. Yay they say yay. Empty head. Nice empty.

Afterward Emily cuddled him on the sofa without changing him first, letting the soaked bulk cool against her legs while she taught him a new two-word set. 'My name soft. Your name baby. Say; Emily Mummy.'

'Emilee Mummy.'

'Richard Daddy.'

'Richard Daddy.'

'Patrick…?' She waited, eyes bright, testing whether any adult self-label remained.

He fished. The name felt like a coat in a closed loft. What came out was; 'Baby. Soft baby. Wet baby.'

She squeezed him until his locked stub ached sweetly and his full breasts mashed against her. 'Yes. That's your name now. The rest is broken on purpose. Mum, did you hear? He renamed himself.'

'I heard.' Margaret made a note; self-identification shifted to role nouns; syntax minimal; recommend reinforce with sticky-note labels on crib, BABY, and removal of any remaining adult books from sightline. 'He's fragmenting beautifully. Don't help him find big words when he reaches. Let the reach fail. Failure is the teacher.'

Night monologue, with the rail up and the dose still high;

Stars go round. Round-round. Bars. Thumb in mouth, no mitten tonight, a treat. Taste skin. Bitter juice still in belly. Warm. Fog blanket. Think… try… who was… man in car? Rain on car? Flat tummy hand? Picture breaks. Snow. Only; Mummy tummy growing. Me small. Me watch. Me wet now, oh warm yes. Don't call. Morning call. Now suck quiet. Good baby no words. Words are sharp. Sleep is soft. Soft soft soft…

He slept mid-fragment, mouth open, thoughts scattered like spilt powder on lemon terry, and in the next room the women listened on the nursery monitor to the soft nonsense he sometimes muttered before going under, delighted at every broken edge, already planning tomorrow's cards, tomorrow's cuddles-for-shards rewards, tomorrow's careful refusal to ever again hand him a whole sentence he might try to live inside. Fragmentation was not an accident of the dose. It was the curriculum. And he was, at last, speaking its mother tongue.


Chapter 31

The black line on the dropper climbed the glass. Margaret didn't announce a new phase with speeches. She simply doubled the morning measure and added a noon dose whenever his eyes started to clear toward something like focus. Emily stirred the bitter liquid into every bottle without glancing over her shoulder. The whole house had agreed; grit was a stain, and stains got pretreated.

A near-constant fog settled over Patrick like weather that had forgotten how to break.

He woke already thick-headed. The rail, the mobile, and the weight of the overnight nappy arrived as bare sensations, without the old second layer of commentary. Comfort lived in narrow places now. There was the crinkle and heat of a nappy, fresh or full, both states soothing in different ways, one clean and soft, the other heavy and real. There was the bottle's teat sealing his mouth against the world's sharp edges. And there were the women's voices, which cut through the haze the way a lighthouse cuts through sea-mist, not giving him back to himself, only giving him a direction in which to drift.

His old life became a slide carousel with half the bulbs burnt out.

Emily tested it gently at first, then with real appetite. On the changing table, midway through a wipe, she asked, 'Where did we live before Mum's house?'

Patrick blinked up at the cloud-painted ceiling. Inside his mind there was only snow, a door-shaped blank, maybe the memory of rain on glass. His mouth offered, 'Before? Soft room. Always soft room?' The confusion hurt a little, so he turned his face into her wrist for the powder smell that made the hurt smaller.

'What was your job?'

A long pause followed. The words rolled around and would not catch. 'Job… tray? Mouth-job? Serve?' A flicker of something fluorescent and grey tried to stand up in his mind and then fell over. He wet a little in the open nappy from the strain of searching. Emily's smile was radiant and cruel.

'Good baby. No job. Only wet and drink and listen.' She taped him snug, and the tapes felt like answers settling into place.

Margaret held up an old photograph she had kept for this moment, Patrick in a suit at some forgotten party, his arm around Emily when her stomach was still flat for a different reason. 'Who is this?'

He stared until his eyes watered. The man in the picture had hard shoulders and a mouth that closed cleanly around words. Patrick touched his own glossed lip with a mitten and shook his head, distressed. 'Not me. Stranger-man. Me baby. Me here.'

They hugged him for getting it wrong in just the right way, and they kept holding him until he stopped fretting. The hug wrote over the photo's last scratch of recognition.

His resistance to minor commands thinned to a ghost and then to nothing that could be measured on the chart.

'Knees,' Emily said from across the sitting room while scrolling pregnancy forums, not even looking up, and his knees found the rug before the word had finished dying in the air. 'Dummy.' His mouth opened and his neck tipped back. 'Present your chest.' He arched over the sofa arm so she could adjust the lace over his aching, heavy breasts without rising fully from her cushion. Each act of obedience arrived with a wash of chemical ease, a softening behind the eyes, as if the fog itself were applauding.

When Richard snapped his fingers in the hall, Patrick crawled toward the sound, trailing a toy he had forgotten he was holding. When Margaret pointed at the corner, he faced it with his nose nearly to the plaster and emptied his mind, because empty was what corners were for. A single experimental spark of no still sometimes lit, usually around the paddle, or when Emily left for Richard's flat with her hand on her stomach, but the spark drowned in the dose and the mantras before it could become a step. He cried instead, open-mouthed, until a voice returned and the crying turned into sucking.

Comfort narrowed to a trinity he could still name in baby words; nappy, bottle, voice.

Without a fresh nappy, or even a heavy wet one, he became agitated. He rocked, tugged at the plastic with clumsy hands, and fretted until the lemon terry received him, the tapes pulled snug, and the world made sense again. Without a bottle on schedule his hands flapped and his chest hitched. The first pull of warm milk through silicone dropped his shoulders as if someone had cut the strings of his panic. Without the women's voices for too long, a closed door, or a phone call downstairs that did not include him, the fog turned from a blanket into drowning, and he wailed in the crib until the monitor brought footsteps, soft words, and the rail down.

Emily found this dependency erotic in a way that flushed the skin of her pregnant throat. She would leave him just long enough, then return and gather his shaking, padded body into her lap, crooning, 'Only us. Only bulk and milk and Mummy-noise. That's your whole map now. Say map gone.'

'Map gone.'

'Old life gone.'

'Old… gone.' He did not ask what the old life had contained. The question no longer had any furniture to sit on.

Deepening meant the hours lost their labels. Morning paint and evening use blurred into one warm corridor of being handled. Mantras ran under everything, sometimes from the speakers, sometimes from Emily's mouth against his hair while he fed, sometimes from Margaret's calm counting during a light paddling that he took with glassy eyes and an automatic thank-you drip of spit. Richard observed that entertainment required less staging now. The soft one arrived already open and quiet, finding the towel on the rug the way a trained animal finds its mark, except that animals remembered more of their names.

One late afternoon Margaret found him on the nursery floor in a pool of sun, his plastic pants glowing, trying to stack rings with an immense concentration that kept sliding off. She sat beside him and asked, soft as the dose itself, 'Do you remember the clinic? The doctor? The bad news about seed?'

Patrick's hands stilled. Something cold moved under the haze, a sterile smell, a woman's kind eyes, Emily's palm on a flat stomach in a car. The images did not connect to him. They were a story about some other soft toy. He looked at Margaret with wide, painted eyes and offered the only true thing left within reach.

'Don't like cold pictures. Like nappy. Like bottle. Like your voice. Stay?'

'I'll stay.' She fed him the teat of a bottle that was not yet due, because reinforcement mattered more than the schedule, and watched his pupils bloom as the bittersweet liquid hit the second measure of the day. 'That's it. Drink the deep. Remembering is a draught; we closed the window.'

He drank, and the cold pictures turned to snow, and the snow turned to a milk-warm blank, and the blank was comfort so total that his locked stub twitched and his nappy accepted a slow, easy flood without him tracking when it started. Emily came in and saw the scene, her mother-in-law bottle-feeding the vacant, frilled husband while the sun moved across the cloud wallpaper, and put both hands on her barely rounded belly as if she were pairing the two futures.

'He's almost always under now,' she whispered, not wanting to break the surface of him. 'Look at that face. Nobody home but us.'

Margaret nodded, wiping a drip from the corner of his mouth without disturbing the seal of the teat. 'Deepening haze achieved. Comfort objects locked in; padding, feed, voice. Memory of prior self non-functional under ordinary prompt. Resistance to minor command; nil on today's trials. We hold this plane a while before the next reduction. Let him live here until here is the only country he can draw.'

Patrick heard country and draw as sounds without maps. He heard hold and soft and good. He sucked. He floated. The women's voices braided above him into a single rope, and he clung to it in the thick gold-grey light, his nappy heavy and his mouth full. His old life was a closed wing of the house he no longer had keys to, if he had ever had keys, if keys were anything but a hard word the fog had filed down until nothing remained sharp enough to hurt.


Chapter 32

Dependence did not arrive as a decision. It arrived as the only shape left that did not hurt him.

Patrick no longer tried to meet his needs on his own, because the whole category of on his own had lost its furniture. Wet meant wail, which meant the women, which meant lemon terry and tapes and a relief that flooded him with a pleasure so total it edged into the erotic without needing the lock to stiffen first. Hunger meant his mouth opening toward whichever doorway had last held a silhouette. Loneliness meant the monitor light and the desperate animal sounds that brought footsteps, and footsteps meant a safety so fierce he shook in the arms that came.

Emily and Margaret became weather and god and bottle and key, all at once.

If Emily left the nursery to take a work call in the hall, Patrick crawled to the door and sat against it, plastic pants squeaking, palm flat on the wood, breathing in little hitches until her voice grew loud enough again to count as present. If Margaret's reading glasses disappeared toward the kitchen, he fretted through a whole stack of rings without stacking a single one, his eyes glassy, until she returned and let him mouth the cuff of her cardigan like a talisman. They stopped correcting the clinging. They logged it instead. Childlike dependence; solid, Margaret wrote. Seeks proximity as primary regulation. Adult self-soothing strategies; absent.

Brainwashing at this depth did not sound like speeches. It sounded like care timed to meet panic.

Every change was a sermon in powder and touch. Emily's hands rested on his heavy breasts while she wiped him lower; 'Mummy fixes. Baby can't fix. Baby only feels and waits.' Every bottle came with the same lesson; 'Drink what we give. Thinking doesn't feed you. We feed you.' Every retrieval from fretting carried its own refrain; 'Your scared is small. Our arms are big. Come into big.' The mantras on the speaker had shortened to match his words, Mummy safe. Grandma safe. Baby wet good. Need them. Need them. Need them., and his body learned the loop as appetite. Hearing it without a nappy on made him thrash until the padding returned. Hearing it during a feed made him empty the bottle with tears of relief standing on his lashes.

Adult concepts forgot themselves the way dreams forget the daylight.

Money was a sound adults made near the hall table; it had no weight in his hands. Time was bottle, then sun-stripe on the carpet, then dark, then bottle again. Privacy was a blank. He offered his crotch for inspection whenever a hand gestured, the way a dog offers a paw, without the old flinch of being seen. Marriage was Mummy's mouth on Richard-Daddy's mouth on the sofa while baby sat in the pen and felt safe because both grown-ups were in view. Future was a soft word for Mummy's tummy getting round, watch, don't touch, clap when told.

His emotional world shrank to something like a felt board covered in simple shapes.

Happy meant arms, a teat, fresh bulk crinkling, a praise-voice, and the key ribbon swinging where he could see it while knowing he would never hold it. Safe meant the door open to their voices, plastic pulled tight, and lace on aching breasts that meant he was dressed as theirs. Bad-scared meant silence, a closed door, cold wet left too long, or a hard picture trying to climb out of the snow in his head. Good-scared meant the sound of the paddle that ended in a cuddle, or Richard's finger-snap that ended in being used and then wiped and rocked. Want meant more milk, more lap, more of the fog's thick blanket whenever it thinned toward the edge of a dose. Love was a hot, confused smear across Mummy's perfume and Grandma's rosewater and the cedar smell of the man. Love equalled the people who cut the hurt off by touching him.

He could not have defined any of this. He only moved around inside it.

A full morning demonstrated the solidification better than any chart. Waking meant wailing until the rail came down. Then he clung to Emily's neck while she carried him, his legs locked around her carefully held waist as much as the bulk allowed, his face buried in her hair. Changing meant calm only when both women's hands were somewhere on him, one at the wipes, one at his hair, dual contact like a closed circuit. Dressing meant arms up automatically, and a soft sound of pleasure when the tapes pulled tight. The breakfast bottle in Grandma's rocker meant unbroken eye contact, tiny noises of contentment at each swallow, and a spike of panic whenever she shifted to adjust a cushion until he was settled against her chest again. Floor time meant that play was a fiction; the true activity was scooting on his padded bottom to stay within a metre of whichever skirt was nearer. Toilet training of the adult kind was not a concept anymore. The nappy was his body extending into their care, and dry felt wrong now, unfinished, like sleep without a rail.

When Richard visited at midday, Patrick did not perform the old tremble of humiliation first. He performed approach instead; he crawled, pressed his cheek to a shoe, and whimpered for notice until Richard's hand landed in his hair and the world stabilised. Use happened on the rug while Emily filed her nails and Margaret folded tiny hypothetical onesies for the real baby. Patrick took it with an open throat and open eyes fixed on Emily's face for the whole duration, checking that she was still there, still watching, still the north on his compass. Afterwards he would not settle on the towel alone. He had to be in a lap, any lap, smelling powder and skin, while the thank-you words fell out of his mouth in the wrong order and nobody minded.

'He's not even shamed properly anymore,' Emily said softly, almost wistful, her fingers in his bowed hair. 'He's just… attached. Like a baby who knows where milk lives.'

'That's dependence finished, not failed shame,' Margaret replied. 'Shame was a bridge. He's on the other side now. Care equals safety equals pleasure. Watch.' She stood and stepped toward the door. Patrick's whole body went rigid. A thin cry tore out of him. His hand shot toward her cardigan and missed. The second she turned back, he melted, nuzzling, his locked stub twitching, a warm fresh seam spreading in the nappy from relief alone. 'There. Separation distress. Reunion reward in the body. We are his nervous system now.'

Emily wiped her eyes, tender with pregnancy, and laughed underneath it. 'Hi, nervous system. Mummy's here. Grandma's here. Baby doesn't do alone. Alone is an all-gone concept. Say alone all-gone.'

'Alone… all-gone.' He said it into her breast through the blouse, muffled and happy.

That night the brainwashing track was barely words, heartbeats, rain, their recorded hums, and the occasional soft baby, need us. Patrick lay in the crib and felt the rail as a kind of hug. The dark was acceptable only because the monitor glowed and somewhere a woman turned a page. His fuzzy world had no attic for the man in the suit photo, no cellar for clinic chairs, and no corridor labelled husband. There was only lapward and away-from-lap; milk and not-yet-milk; dry-wrong and wet-fixed; voice and the terror of its absence.

He mouthed the bars once, idly, then sucked his own fingers until sleep took him mid-suck, dependent even in the drift. He was waiting, in the simple animal way of a kept small thing, for morning hands to lift him back into the only story his mind could still feel; that safety was a person with a dropper and a key and a stomach beginning to round, and that he, soft and padded and empty of adult ideas, existed to need her, and need her, and need her.


Chapter 33

The last short chains of speech broke without a ceremony he could have named.

Where he had still managed soft baby and mouth-time and alone all-gone, the dose and the rewards and the endless refusal of longer shapes left him with single words and the wet sounds between them. A day arrived, Margaret circled it later on the chart in gold ink, when every attempt at two words collapsed into one, and that one arrived lisped, thick, and often half-swallowed by a whimper.

'Nappy.'

'Milk.'

'Mum…', not even Mummy in full, just the warm hum of the start.

'Out.'

'Sore.'

'Man.', that one was for Richard, with a point and an open mouth.

Whimpers filled out the grammar; rising for want, falling for sorry, broken for the paddle's red noise, high and continuous for the terror of a closed door. Emily cried when she realised she understood him better now than when he had owned whole sentences. Then she laughed through the tears and called Margaret in to start the milestone games.

They named the afternoon Dumbing-Down Play on a card hung above the vanity, where he no longer tracked letters. The nursery became a studio of amused reduction. The ring light was on and the camera ready for the progress album. Patrick lay on the lemon terry in plastic pants and a lace bralette, his heavy breasts soft to the sides, the lock dull, his eyes already glassy from the noon bridge dose.

'Speech clinic for babies,' Emily announced, her voice bright. 'One word only, baby. If two sneak out, we wait until you drop one. Ready? What's this?' She held up the bottle.

His mouth worked. An old ghost of a phrase tried to form. Then, simple as a drip; 'Milk.'

Both women cheered as if he had taken a first step. Emily tipped the bottle to his lips for three swallows as a prize, her thumb stroking his throat. 'Again. What are you?'

He struggled, his brow softly wrinkled. 'Baby.'

'What kind?'

A whimper, then; 'Wet.'

Margaret dabbed pretend tears of pride. 'He's perfect. Show him the paddle.'

The wood entered his field of vision. He flinched, his locked stub twitching, and offered, 'Ow.' Then, hopeful; 'Good?'

'Not yet. But good trying.' Emily kissed his glossed mouth and left a smear. 'Change time. We play through the change. Every wipe he gets a question. Every right word gets powder kisses.'

They stripped the plastic and peeled the heavy nappy with theatrical noses wrinkling, delighted at his lack of shame-words, no please don't look, only a soft sound and a turn of his painted face into the rail pillow. A cool wipe ran along the locked pouch. 'What this?'

A long blank followed. Then a tiny answer; 'Hide.'

'Close enough. Locked hide. Good baby.' Powder puffed; he sneezed; they giggled like girls at a sleepover. A wipe lower, at the hole Richard used. 'What Richard want?'

Patrick's hips hitched. A whimper. 'Mouth. Or…' The or died away. 'Hole.' Spit. 'In.'

Emily pressed her thighs together on her stool, pregnant glow and cruelty mixed. 'Listen to him, Mum. Hole. In. That's a whole erotic education in two grunts.' She slipped a slick finger just inside to watch his face go slack. 'Word?'

'Full,' he breathed, and then only sounds, high and needy, while Margaret taped a fresh thick nappy over the wetness his body had spilled from the touch alone.

Feeding play was slower, and meaner in its sweetness. Emily held him in the rocker with the bottle but paused after every ounce. 'Word for Mummy.'

'Mum.'

'Word for tummy-baby.'

He stared at the small rise under her dress. His palm hovered without touching, the rule sat deep in the fog. 'Bump.' A whimper of want. 'Watch.'

'Word for you.'

'Baby.'

'More.'

A long liquid noise of frustration. Tears. Then, defeated and correct; 'Soft.'

Milk rewarded soft. Denial punished any accidental climb toward a sentence. Once he managed, thickly, 'Want more milk now,' and Emily calmly set the bottle on the dresser and folded her hands until he had sobbed himself down into 'Milk. Peathe. Milk.' Only then did she return the teat. He drank as if drowning in reverse, grateful in his body for the shrunken keyhole of language they still allowed.

Margaret ran whimper-translation as a parlour game when Richard arrived early. Patrick was on the rug in full frills, his apron crooked on the bulk. She elicited sounds with toys and touches while Richard sipped his drink and Emily kept score on her phone.

'This whimper?', a pinch to a lace-covered nipple.

Patrick gave a thin high cry, then; 'Tittie.'

'This?', a finger-snap.

He crawled, mouth open, no word at all, only a wet ah of readiness.

'This?', Emily's hand on her own stomach.

Patrick made a soft, broken sound, 'Bump… nice…', two words, almost illegal. He slapped his own mitten against his mouth in panic and corrected himself to 'Bump,' his eyes wide for approval.

They gave it lavishly, applause, a cuddle heap on the sofa, Richard's idle cock fed between his lips for half a minute as the jackpot while the women cooed about how little he needed to say to be useful. Spend landed on his tongue. He swallowed on a whimper. 'Good,' he managed, one word, shining.

By evening the household had a new rule posted in Emily's looping hand; BABY USES ONE WORD OR NOISE. GROWN-UPS TALK FOR HIM. Patrick could not read it. He could feel it in the way conversations rolled over his head while he was discussed like a successful renovation, barely verbal, milestone achieved, so cute when he tried and failed, so hot when he just whimpered for the nappy.

Night change meant single words only, even from him to himself inside his skull.

Rail. Hands. Up. Cold. Wipe. Ow-nice. Powder. Snow-smell. Tape. Tight. Good. Milk? No. Dummy. Dark. Stars. Mum-bump sleeping somewhere. Me soft. Me wet soon. Word for that? None needed. Whimper into the dummy. Sleep.

Emily lingered at the bars after the dummy went in, Richard's shirt around her shoulders, and whispered to Margaret in full adult sentences he could no longer chase. 'I understand him better like this. It's like he finally matches the packaging. One-word baby. Our one-word baby.'

Margaret wound the mobile. 'Tomorrow we do flash sounds only, no cards with letters. Pure noise training. He'll be nothing but pretty vowels by the time the real baby hears him through the wall.'

Patrick heard pretty and baby and wall as warm lumps of sound. He offered them a last word for the day, proud and emptied; 'Love.' Whether he meant them or the bulk or the fog, he could not have said. He no longer had the sentence that would hold the difference. They cooed, delighted, and left him in the humming dark, barely verbal, thoroughly celebrated, a milestone in frills who whimpered once more, softly, and found that the whimper was enough to carry him down.


Chapter 34

Days no longer began so much as they recirculated through him.

Patrick lived inside a warm, seamless loop of sensations that had worn grooves deep enough to hold him without edges. The fog did not lift; it only thinned and thickened according to the dropper’s quiet clock. His body no longer planned. It simply presented itself to hands. What remained of his mind was a vacant, soft-focus openness the women had come to adore; eyes half-lidded, mouth already parted for dummy or teat or whatever was pushed past the gloss, a little smile floating up whenever the bulk between his legs was patted, as if submission were simply weather he enjoyed standing in.

Morning always smelled the same. Night-nappy ammonia under the ghost of powder. Lemon terry exhaling when his weight settled onto the changing mat. The alcohol wipe was cold against the lock’s metal and the soft skin beside it; then came the richer, medicinal sweetness of barrier cream smoothed into the creases of thighs that rubbed glossy under plastic all day. Emily’s fingers worked the cream in slow circles while she talked over him to Margaret about midwife appointments and the way a particular bra strap was already cutting into the swelling of her chest. Patrick stared at the mobile and floated on the cream’s cool-slick comfort, vacant and eager, hips tipping toward the next wipe without being asked. A fresh nappy unfolded with its crisp commercial sound. The pad’s quilted face met his cleaned flesh, dry and cool. The tapes yanked snug and the world clicked into rightness. Powder followed in a soft white cloud that made him sneeze, that settled in the lace of the bralette and along the upper slopes of his heavy breasts, that tasted bitter if he nosed his own shoulder. Plastic pants dragged up with a squeak. Onesie poppers came next, one, two, three, four, five, six through the crotch, each a tiny percussion of belonging.

Scheduled feeding was a warm geometry; the creak of rocking-chair leather, the circle of arms, the bottle’s weight tilting. Milk heat met a shortened tongue; he had to work for the flow with soft, rhythmic pulls that matched the low pulse of the rain-track. Within minutes the bitter undertow of the dose bloomed behind the sweetness. Shoulders dropped. Pupils eased. Thoughts became steam on glass. He watched Emily’s mouth move in adult shapes about the bump and heard only the music of her voice, which was safety. When the teat popped free he whimpered once, milk, and was given a dummy, or a second bottle, or the crook of a finger to mouth until the schedule said floor.

Floor time was carpet nap under padded knees, dust motes turning in the light, and the distant thunder of the washing machine full of his wet things and her increasingly tight jeans. He scooted to stay inside the apron of sunlight where skirts moved. His vacant face tipped up whenever a woman passed, offering emptiness like a bowl. They delighted in that look. Emily would stop mid-sentence, crouch, and squeeze his cheeks until his lips pursed.

“Nobody home. Just soft. God, Mum, look at him, eager already and nobody’s even snapped.”

Margaret would offer a biscuit crumb on her open palm like a hostess coaxing a shy dog, and praise the way he took it without using his hands, only mouth, only need.

The afternoon change repeated morning’s sensory litany on warmer skin, the nappy heavier in the pail. Cream again in the tender places. Sometimes a dab more lube at the hole “for later ease,” massaged in while Emily chatted about nursery colours for the real child and Patrick made small open sounds into the terry, his vacant eyes wet with simple feeling. They read those sounds as contentment. Often they were.

Richard’s use had become part of the furniture, an afternoon shadow that simply belonged there.

He arrived with keys, a kiss for Emily’s mouth, a brief palm on her stomach, then a glance toward the soft heap on the rug. No staging. No raised voice. While Margaret poured tea and Emily scrolled a shopping list aloud, wipes, formula for him, folic something for her, Richard unzipped with one hand, crooked a finger with the other, and Patrick crawled into place between his shoes as if the finger were just another feeding cue. The women’s conversation never paused.

“…and the midwife said the nausea should ease off soon, yes, like that, good boy, deep, I want the pram with the decent wheels even if it costs, hold him still, Mum, he’s drifting, Richard, staying for dinner?, swallow, baby, don’t make a mess on the oak…”

Patrick's world during these casual takings was almost entirely sensory and almost entirely passive. The wool of Richard's trousers against his temple. Salt heat filling his soft mouth until the jaw ached sweetly. The wet click of spit. His own nappy warming from the stress-pleasure leak that still happened as automatically as breath. Powder smell rising from his chest when Richard's fingers twisted a lace-covered nipple without looking down, the way a man might adjust a radio dial while driving. Emily's laugh at something on her phone vibrating through the sofa into Patrick's bare hip where he braced. Margaret's teaspoon against china. The spend arriving in a thick pulse he no longer flinched from. The wipe of a bib under his chin after. The absent-minded good from Richard, already turning back to property talk. The women's delight when they caught the vacant post-use expression, glazed, lips shiny, eyes empty of anything but the next expected hand.

'He's like a warm appliance,' Emily said once, fondly, rubbing the front of his bulk with her foot while Richard zipped up. 'You switch him on, he runs, you wipe him, he waits. Look how eager he still is, little stub trying in the cage, nappy full, face stupid-soft. I love him like this. I love that he doesn't interrupt.'

Evening was a bottle, a paint touch-up if Richard stayed, sometimes a light paddle for tone that sounded farther away each week, then the thick overnight nappy with cream sealed under the tapes like a secret. Crib mattress firm under his spine. Quilt. Dummy. The monitor's red eye. Stars turning through the haze. His body catalogued the day not as events but as textures; powder-grain, cream-slick, milk-heat, salt-slick, plastic-squeak, wool-scratch, voice-hum, rail-cool. Submission sat in him eager and vacant, a kept animal's readiness without the old human noise of why.

On a Sunday the loop ran so smoothly that Margaret timed it for the chart. Change; seven minutes including cream and cooing. Feed; twenty including dose-bloom and doze. Use; four minutes from finger-snap to bib-wipe while Emily described a dream about the bump and Richard answered in monosyllables over Patrick's working throat. Floor cling; continuous. Second change; five minutes. Second feed; fifteen. Crib; asleep before the mobile wound down. Compliance; total. Expression; vacant-content. Notes; routine haze stable; sexual use fully despectacularised; sensory world primary; recommend maintain.

Emily stood over the sleeping padded shape in the dim light and whispered, not for him but for the pleasure of saying it into the room that held him, 'This feels like forever. Not a phase. Just powder and milk and cock and tapes until the real baby comes, and after that too. My vacant soft boy. My eager empty cup.'

Patrick stirred at her voice, a comfort-sound, and settled without waking, his mouth working the dummy, his nappy clean and thick, his mind a warm blank corridor of scheduled hands. The haze of routine closed over him like quilt and plastic and the smell of cream, perpetual as breath, gentle as surrender, complete as a door locked from the outside with the key warm between a pregnant woman's breasts.


Chapter 35

Joy had become the household's open weather. It was not the careful private glee of early lace and first photographs, but something franker, spoken aloud over tea and across his body as if he were both audience and proof.

Emily, her hand curved under the small firm rise of her stomach, stood at the foot of the changing table and looked at what they had made. Patrick lay vacant and smiling a little, plastic pants half-down, fresh cream shining on soft thighs, heavy breasts spilled sideways in the open bralette, dummy clipped to the bib so it would not be lost when his mouth went slack. The lock was a dull joke at his crotch. The fog in his eyes was total and sweet.

'I love him like this,' she said, not whispering. 'I love that there's nothing left to argue with. Mum, look at that face. That's not my husband. That's our other baby. The broken one. The one who stays little when this one', a stroke to her bump, 'grows up and leaves and has opinions. Soft baby stays. Soft baby stays wet and happy and stupid for us forever.'

Margaret smoothed powder across Patrick's chest with ceremonial pleasure, white dust catching in the lace. 'Comparison is fair. The real child will need us for years. This one needs us every hour until he dies in frills, God willing. Same powder shelf. Same cooing voice. Different holes for different uses.' She thumbed his lower lip until the dummy fell and his mouth stayed open on instinct. 'Say baby.'

'Baby,' he lisped, a single word, and the sound made both women shiver with open erotic delight.

They used him more freely because freedom no longer required the management of a person, only the handling of a beloved object that smiled when it was handled.

On the sitting-room rug, in daylight, curtains undrawn to the garden's polite hedge, Emily straddled his waist above the bulk and ground slowly while Margaret read a pregnancy magazine aloud, pausing to twist Patrick's nipples until he whimpered milk and good and nothing else. His vacant expression, lips wet, eyes unfocused, a little smile returning after each pinch, wound Emily tighter than Richard sometimes did. 'He's so simple,' she gasped, her palm on her own stomach and his locked front at once. 'He doesn't even know to be jealous of the bump. He just wants the next touch. Mum, I'm going to come from how stupid he looks.' She did, shuddering above him, while Patrick blinked up in happy confusion and leaked into the nappy from the pressure and the praise-sounds alone.

Richard, when he came, found permission already general. No finger-snap required; the soft thing presented on its knees at the sight of the coat on the stand. They took him on the coffee table with a towel under the plastic, Emily directing the angle so she could watch his empty face while she kissed Richard over his back. Commentary was fond and filthy and unhidden. 'Listen to that little noise, not even words. Our happy broken toy. Push deeper, he only goes softer. God, the real baby will never know Daddy used to finish in Mummy's first baby first.' Patrick heard baby and Daddy and soft as warm bells. He came dry in the cage with a whimper that made them laugh and pet him like a dog who had learned a trick.

Comparison became a game they returned to the way they returned to the bottle each day.

Emily laid him on the sofa with his ear against her bump and narrated the future in slow, delighted cruelty. 'This one will cry and I'll nurse him. You'll cry and get a bottle. This one will learn to walk away. You'll waddle after skirts until your knees give out. This one will say full sentences one day. You'll say milk and nappy until the words wear smooth as beads. Two babies. One grows. One stays our wet secret in the cloud room. Which baby are you?'

Patrick, his cheek to the warm curve that was Richard's child, offered the only answer left in the fog. 'Stay-baby. Wet. Love.'

Emily's eyes shone. She pulled his mouth to her breast through her blouse and let him mouth the fabric uselessly while she told Margaret, her voice thick, 'He's erased. Properly. There's no Patrick under there waiting. I checked. I used to be afraid he'd surface someday and look at me with those clinic eyes. He can't. We burned the path. There's only this happy broken adult baby who gets hard when I say bump and opens when Richard breathes. I am so fucking proud of us.'

Margaret poured tea with steady hands and a wet-eyed smile. 'Proud and aroused is the correct pair. Look at you, pregnant and grinding on a nappy. Look at me, grandmother to one child and keeper of another who wears plastic to supper. We've been honest about hunger. The reduction is the feast.'

That evening they dressed him for a private celebration of the milestone of nothing left; a butter-yellow dress, three petticoats, plastic gleaming when the skirts lifted, a full doll face, bows, mittens, and the key on Emily's ribbon resting on the bump like a brooch. No speech games. No tests. Only free use of simplicity, fingers in his mouth while they toasted with juice and sparkling water, a light paddle across the petticoats just to hear him make the ow-sound and then smile, Richard finishing on his painted breasts while the women applauded the vacant, grateful look that followed the wipe.

At crib-time Emily leaned on the rail with Margaret's arm around her waist and Richard behind them both, a family silhouette looking down at the padded shape already working the dummy toward sleep.

'Part three done,' Margaret said softly, as if closing a ledger. 'Descent complete. He's not descending anymore. He's arrived. Happy. Broken. Ours. The new family can build on a foundation that doesn't get up and leave the nursery.'

Emily reached through the bars and rested two fingers on Patrick's soft open palm. He closed on them without waking properly, a reflex of need, his mouth working, his nappy clean and thick, his breasts rising under the yellow frill.

'Our adult baby,' she whispered. 'The empty cradle we filled with you. The real cradle's coming. You'll hear it cry through the wall and you'll smile, because smiling is what your face does when our voices are near. Sleep, reduced thing. Sleep, delighted mistake. Sleep, perfect soft ending of a man.'

Patrick floated in the gold-grey on powder and milk and the echo of applause. Inside; no office, no flat key, no clinic folder, no name that was not baby. Outside; bars, stars, the bump-shadow of the future, women breathing pleasure over his stillness. He was, in the only language he had left, happy, a broken adult baby in permanent reduction, cherished like a successful sin, smiling around the dummy as his long descent levelled out into the flat, warm country of staying little while the house prepared, delighted, for the child who would grow and the one who never would again.


Chapter 36

The guest room was stripped on a bright morning while Patrick sat in the playpen with a bottle and watched shapes move past without assembling them into loss. Emily's remaining ordinary clothes left the narrow wardrobe there and walked upstairs into Margaret's wide Victorian bedroom at the front of the house, the room with the bay, the long curtains, and the bed that had been marriage and widowhood and was about to become something franker. Richard carried boxes as if he had always belonged in the hall's proportions. Margaret directed with calm pleasure. No one asked the soft thing in plastic for an opinion. Opinions lived in other mouths.

By evening the geography of the new family was fixed. Nursery; baby. Front bedroom; Mum, daughter, man. The guest room became storage for pram parts and the overflow of frills. Emily kissed Patrick's painted forehead after the lights-out ritual and did not go to a solitary sheets-and-phone exile. She went left at the landing toward the larger dark, where Richard's cedar already lived in the pillows and Margaret's rosewater braided with it.

'Listen if you like,' she whispered through the bars, her hand on her bump. 'Or sleep. Either way, Mummy sleeps in the big bed now. With Grandma. With Daddy. Three grown-ups. One soft baby down the hall. That's the house count.'

He offered, 'Mum,' and clutched the dummy, and the catch snicked shut.

The first night the three of them closed the front bedroom door only halfway, kindness or cruelty, it was the same hinge.

Patrick lay in thick overnight bulk under the moon quilt and heard the house rearrange its breathing. There were low voices, and a laugh from Margaret he had not heard in years, younger somehow, and Emily's soft gasp. The bedframe's old wood complained in a rhythm that was not sleep. He did not have the words for threesome. He had sounds instead; wet sounds, skin, Richard's low command that made two female answers braid together. The fog turned the noise into a weather system pressing against the nursery walls. His locked stub twitched. The nappy warmed with a slow, helpless seam. He whimpered once into the dummy and the monitor carried it, but footsteps did not come. They were busy becoming one knot of adults in the bay-room dark.

What happened in Margaret’s bed was unhidden by shame and paced like a feast that had been planned in daylight and found no objection left standing.

Richard took Emily first on her side to spare the growing bump, one large hand steadying her hip while he pushed slowly and deeply into her. Margaret spooned tightly behind her daughter, kissing the side of her neck with open, wet mouths, rolling a swollen nipple between practised fingers with pure maternal filth. She pinched just hard enough to make Emily’s back arch, then soothed the sting with the flat of her tongue.

Emily cried out toward the open hall, raw, uncoded, not careful at all. Margaret shushed her by sliding her own tongue deep into her daughter’s mouth and whispering against it, low and filthy, that the soft little thing down the hall in his thick nappy should hear exactly how Mummy sounded when she was properly filled and stretched. Richard’s hand reached over Emily’s waist, found Margaret’s hip, and pulled both women tighter into the tight, wet geometry of three bodies. Every slow thrust made Emily’s pregnant belly press into the mattress; every grind made Margaret’s fingers dig harder into her daughter’s breast.

When he withdrew it was only to let Margaret straddle Emily’s thigh and grind her cunt against the soft flesh there, smearing herself openly while Richard took the widow from behind. Margaret’s elegant body was still hungry, still sure of itself; she rocked between the thick cock filling her and the pregnant girl beneath her, cursing softly whenever Richard bottomed out. The bed spoke in rhythmic creaks. The bay curtains moved in a draft. Emily’s fingers laced tightly with her mother’s on the coverlet while Richard’s heavy rhythm marked time for both of them, the wet slap of skin on skin loud enough to travel down the hall.

They shifted through the hour like people who had already decided there was nothing left to forbid. Emily’s mouth found Margaret’s breast and suckled with a reverse of nursing that made the older woman curse and laugh and push her daughter’s head harder against her. Richard offered his cock to both of them in turns, slick and painted with both women’s cunt, until their mouths were shiny and shared the same taste. He finished across Emily’s rounded lower belly in thick, heavy ropes, and Margaret immediately spread the spend with two fingers as if blessing the bump, rubbing it into the taut skin in slow, proprietary circles while Emily watched with glazed, grateful eyes.

Afterward they lay tangled, sweaty, and completely unembarrassed, the sheets ruined, the air thick with sex. They talked in low, sated voices about school catchments, whether the soft one in the nursery had wet through his nappy yet, and how convenient it was that the monitor meant they never truly left him, even while they fucked themselves into a new marriage shape with three heads on two pillows and the ruined little husband still tasting Richard on his tongue from earlier. Margaret idly wiped a smear of spend from Emily’s nipple and fed it to her. Emily sucked it clean without comment. Down the hall the nursery monitor crackled once with a soft, sleepy whimper, and all three of them smiled.

Patrick heard enough. Not every word, walls and fog ate the detail, but the shape of pleasure without him, the braid of three, the way Emily's cry peaked and broke and peaked again. He rocked on his back in the crib, plastic crinkling, and felt the old useless heat and the newer, simpler comfort of knowing where Mummy was; not gone, only busy being grown-up in a bed he would never be invited to except as a story the next morning.

Morning made the new arrangement official in linen and ordinary light.

Emily came to the nursery in Richard's shirt and nothing else, her hair wrecked, her mouth soft, the bump bare when the shirt gaped. Margaret followed in a robe, marking Emily's neck with a look of shared conspiracy. Richard leaned on the doorframe with coffee, bare-chested, fully at home. They lowered the rail together. Change became a three-person task, Margaret wiping, Emily powdering, Richard holding ankles with idle ownership while discussing toast. Patrick beamed vacant gratitude at all three faces. The new family, assembled over his open nappy, cooed at his wetness as if it were a christening.

'We moved me in,' Emily told him slowly, in word-sized sentences for his word-sized world. 'Big bed. Mum. Daddy. Mummy. Three. You, nursery. Hear us last night?'

Patrick's brow worked. Sounds, bed, cry-nice. 'Hear. Mum… loud. Me… wet.'

They laughed, delighted. Richard's hand casually filled Patrick's mouth with two fingers smelling of Emily and Margaret both; Patrick sucked on instinct while Emily explained, one palm on her bump and the other on Patrick's full breast at once, 'Grown-ups share the front room now. You share nothing but what we bring down the hall. Last night Daddy fucked Mummy and Grandma. Tonight maybe again. You listen. You stay soft. You don't get the big bed. You get the bars and the story after.'

Margaret kissed her daughter's temple, then Patrick's powdered stomach. 'The threesome is the marriage. The marriage is the house. The baby in the bump and the baby in the crib are the dependents. Clean hierarchy. Beautiful, really.'

That night the door stayed more open. Patrick, dosed and changed and settled with his dummy, lay in the dark and became an ear with a nappy. The front bedroom performed again, slower, then rougher, Margaret's voice teaching Emily how to take Richard a certain way without straining the pregnancy, Emily's moan answering, Richard's praise split between the two women like fruit. At one peak Emily called toward the hall, half-laughing, half-ruined; 'Hear that, soft baby? That's your whole family making the real baby a sibling in noise only…' and then words dissolved into sounds that needed no translation even in the fog.

Patrick whimpered, leaked, and smiled around the dummy when Emily's pitch climbed, and waited for the morning hands that would smell like all three of them. The shared bed had finished what the guest room began; there was no spare adult pillow left in the house for a husband. Only a nursery down the hall, a broken listener behind bars, and the wet music of a threesome writing the new family's constitution into the old Victorian joists, night after open-doored night.


Chapter 37

With Emily sleeping in the front bay and Richard’s shoes under Margaret’s chair, the nursery stopped being one room among several and became Patrick’s entire country. He was lifted out only for changes, for rare supervised waddles to the playpen when the women wanted him on display downstairs, and for the short corridor crawl to the bathroom scales when Margaret charted his weight. The rest of the clock belonged to the crib, rail up, moon quilt, wooden verticals striping his vision whenever he turned his head. Captivity had a grain to it; smooth white paint under his palms, a faint lemon-cleaner smell in the grooves, and the fixed knowledge that the catch only sang open from the outside.

Padding went permanent in the hard sense. Not most hours. Not day-thick and night-thicker. Always. No bare minutes between peel and refit except the cool exposure of the change itself. No dry-spell experiments. No plastic-optional floor time. Emily announced it while rubbing cream into the chafed pink line where tapes had sat for weeks without true interruption.

“Forever bulk, baby. Mummy or Grandma only. Daddy doesn’t change nappies, Daddy only uses what’s under them. You don’t touch tapes. You don’t ask for knickers. Knickers are all-gone like alone.”

Patrick heard forever and bulk and offered, already happy, “Nappy,” pressing his hips up for the next one.

They bought in bulk from the same discreet supplier Crowe had once footnoted, overnight grade as the daytime minimum, a quilted core so dense it forced his thighs wide when he stood, standing tapes reinforced so his occasional rock-and-fuss could never work them loose. Plastic pants came in every colour of the nursery; clear, pale pink, butter yellow, and a white pair with tiny ducks that Margaret favoured for how childish the ducks looked stretched over a soaked sag. The crinkle became the room’s second clock. Every shift in the crib announced itself. Every rare waddle down the hall was a loud soft conversation of plastic on plastic, fluff compressing and releasing, the warm package between his legs rolling with its own weather.

The sensation of permanence lived in heat and mass and in the absence of an ending.

Fresh after a change the bulk was cool for a single breath, almost foreign, a fat white presence shoving his locked stub up against his belly and holding it there. Then his own temperature claimed the cellulose. Warmth bloomed first where soft skin met the inner lining, then deeper; a dull sweet pressure against the cage, against the hole Richard used, against the inner thighs that never again closed cleanly. Sitting made the pad flare up in front and behind until he rested on a throne of his own packing. Lying down let it rise between his legs like a third presence in the crib. Walking, waddling, turned every step into a reminder; knees out, feet finding a wider track, hands sometimes floating for balance when the weight shifted wetter on one side. The waddle was not a costume. It was gait. It was simply how his body moved through the Victorian house when the rail allowed it, plastic whispering duck-ducks and pink sheen along the runner carpet while Emily filmed for the album and cooed.

“Look at you go. Look at that thick seat. You can’t even hide it under a dress anymore, the dress just tents and advertises. Helpless walking. Helpless sitting. Helpless sleeping in a cloud of your own padding. Who changes you?”

“Mum. G’amma.”

“Only. Good baby.”

Changes became the day’s main liturgy, performed with open delight at his helplessness.

The rail came down. They lifted him, he had stopped trying to help with his legs in any useful way, and let his body be a soft, heavy parcel of breasts and bulk, then set him onto the lemon terry. Poppers raced open down the onesie. Plastic peeled with a suck of air. Tapes ripped and the sound made him twitch and smile. The used nappy fell into the pail with a weight that told its story; Emily or Margaret always narrated the warmth map, the yellow, the way the lock sat in its damp dimple. A cool wipe followed. Cream was worked into every crease while he stared vacant and floated. Then the new pad slid under his hips, the back gathering rising, the front panel brought up in a thick white wall that blocked his view of his own locked stub until the world was only quilted abstract and women’s hands.

Tapes; left snug, right snug, upper anchors pulled so tight he gasped, lower anchors sealing the leg gathers until nothing could leak onto Margaret’s carpets. They cooed through each pull.

“Poor baby, can’t do this himself. Listen to that stretch. Feel how stuck he is already, and he’s dry. Wait till he’s wet, Mum, the whole lot drops and he waddles like a duck full of stones.”

Plastic was wrestled over the finished bulk, waist elastic snapping into place under the soft of his belly, leg elastics biting pale rings into hormone-plumped thighs. Crinkle test; they pressed the seat, the front, and made him roll side to side on the table while the plastic roared softly and both women laughed with open affection.

“Helpless,” Emily crooned, her face close to his, the bump brushing the table rail. “Say thick.”

“Thick.”

“Say stuck.”

“Thuck.”

A kiss landed on the gloss. Then it was back into the crib with the bulk riding high, bars rising around a body that could not thin itself or free itself or walk like a person who had ever worn ordinary trousers. Most hours he remained there, bottle through the bars or rail half-down for a feed, toys on the mattress he mouthed without understanding, naps in a nest of his own loud warmth, while the monitor carried his crinkles to the front bedroom where the three adults made the new marriage between the sheets.

Brief movement was a privilege that taught the same lesson as the bars.

A waddle to the playpen meant plastic applause at every step, thighs forced wide, dress bouncing on the shelf of pad, lock a buried secret under mass. Standing at Margaret’s knee while she drank tea meant rocking from foot to foot, because standing still on thick wet-ready bulk itched his hips into motion. Then the waddle back, the rail, the catch. The warm bulky presence between his legs never clocked out. Even clean, it was a weight. Wet, it became a swinging heat that altered balance and mood and the pitch of his whimpers until change-hands arrived like weather systems he loved.

Richard observed from the doorway once, amused, as Patrick tried to pick up a dropped dummy and nearly toppled from the geometry of his own seat.

“You’ve packed him so he can’t even bend without a summit meeting of fluff. Efficient.”

Emily, tightening a tape on the table mid-change, did not look up.

“Permanent means he feels us between his legs even when we’re in the big bed. Every crinkle is a reminder who owns the middle of him. Waddle for Grandma, baby. Show Daddy your thick life.”

Patrick waddled a small circle on the nursery rug, vacant and proud of the noise, nappy heavy, plastic shining, bars waiting. The strict rhythm of the new household closed around the sound; change, crib, crinkle, waddle, crib, change, until permanent padding was not a rule he obeyed but the climate of his body, warm and bulky and endlessly retaped by the only two people allowed to peel him, while the wooden bars kept count of every hour he spent sealed inside their care.


Chapter 38

The crib stopped being furniture and became the shape of the whole day.

Margaret measured it once for the chart; long enough for his height if he curled, sides high enough that even a standing rock could not find a climb, drop-rail with the sliding catch he had never successfully worked. Pastel bedding layered the mattress like a nest built for no exit, a fitted cloud-print sheet, a thin waterproof under-pad that crinkled when he wet through, the moon quilt, and soft bumpers so thrashing thighs met velvet instead of wood. The mobile’s stars turned through sun-stripes that migrated slowly across the quilt. Outside the bars the nursery continued, lemon table, wardrobe of froth, rocking chair, but those were countries he visited only when carried. The crib was citizenship.

Feedings happened through the architecture of restriction. The rail was half-lowered or left up with the bottle angled between the verticals while Emily sat on the nursing stool and hummed. His mittened hands hooked the bars rather than the bottle, steadying the only world he was allowed to grip. The milk was warm. The dose ran bittersweet beneath it. His eyes stayed on her face, striped by white wood. When the bottle emptied she did not lift him out as the default; she wound the mobile, reset the dummy clip, and raised the rail again while his mouth still worked the aftertaste. Full belly, full nappy starting its heat, bars reasserted. Nap followed the feed the way night followed the drawing of curtains; same mattress, same bulk, same soft prison, only the light changed and the monitor’s glow strengthened as the room dimmed.

Playtime was a polite word for objects introduced between the bars. Soft blocks, a cloth book he gummed, rings on a cone that Margaret set on his stomach so the plastic pants squeaked when he failed to stack them. He did not play so much as mouth and drop and watch. The dropping was the true engine; an item falls outside, a whimper rises, and a woman retrieves it or does not. Retrieval meant her face close, perfume, sometimes a kiss through the gap. Non-retrieval meant learning that the world beyond the wood was not his to command. Emily preferred the second lesson two times out of three, then flooded him with affection on the third so dependence stayed warm rather than cold.

They built elaborate rituals around the rectangle of his life.

Story time came mid-morning and again after the afternoon return from the changing table. Emily or Margaret took the rocker beside the crib, close enough that their voices lived inside the bars with him, and read from thick baby boards, animals that said moo, a puppy looking for a home, a simple book about a baby who loved their nappy that Emily had ordered with a private smile. She read slowly, showing him pictures through the bars, making him point with a mitten when he could.

“Baby wet? Yes. Like you. Baby happy? Yes. Like you.”

When the story ended there was a gentle rocking of the whole crib on its locking wheels, a lullaby motion that made the bulk shift and the stars turn and his vacant smile float up. He accepted the stories as weather. He accepted the rock as proof he had not been forgotten in the box.

Teasing inspections were the ritual that left the women flushed and him leaking.

The rail came down only far enough for hands. Onesie poppers opened in a strip from throat to thick crotch while he stayed on his back between the bumpers. They inventoried him as if he were a garden; the weight of each breast lifted and dropped; the lace marks; the needle-bruise ghosts on his thighs; the heat of the nappy pressed and described; the lock clicked like a metronome; fingers sliding under leg gathers to check for redness. All of it was done while he remained crib-bound, head on the pastel pillow, staring up at faces framed by the near bar. He could not close his legs. He could not roll away without hitting bumper and wood. Helplessness had a specific geometry, rectangle, verticals, women’s hands in the open air above him, and they lingered in it, cooing, pinching, praising the way his hips tried to follow a touch and met only bulk and bar-shadow.

“Pretty little prisoner,” Margaret murmured during one inspection, two fingers in his mouth while Emily checked the tapes. “Doesn’t even ask for the floor anymore. Do you, baby?”

Patrick considered the sound floor and found mild anxiety attached, then the sound bars and found warmth.

“C’ib,” he offered. “Stay.”

Emily’s eyes went wet and bright. She kissed his stomach.

“That’s acceptance. Hear it, Mum? Stay. The bars used to be a fight. Now they’re a blanket he can see.”

The psychological weight of the bars was not constant pain. It was a pressure that became identity.

Vertical white lines stood between him and the wardrobe. Vertical lines stood between him and the door where adult footsteps passed toward the shared front bedroom. Through the bars the world was sliced into safe strips; without them, in the rare long carry to the changing table, the room felt too big and he clung until he was replaced inside the rectangle and the catch slid home. The sound of the catch had once meant defeat. Now it meant the end of fretting, decision made, baby contained, women free to be three doors away without him spilling into corridors. He listened for it the way he listened for the bottle’s preparation clinks. Soft pastel bedding held his smell; powder, cream, milk spit, the faint clean plastic of ducks. He nosed the quilt when alone and found himself there, and finding himself there did not hurt. That was the acceptance growing in the fog like moss; not joy exactly, not despair, but a settled animal knowledge that this box was the correct size of a life.

A full crib-bound day ran as a single soft sentence the women had written.

Wake behind bars, whimper, faces appear, bottle between the verticals, doze, story in the rocker-creak, inspection with the rail low, change on the table (brief exile) and immediate return to a mattress still cool from absence, more bottle, sun-stripe crawl across the quilt, mouthing toys, wet heat building, whimper-word nappy, another table exile and return, afternoon story about the puppy, gentle whole-crib rock until eyelids dropped, wake to dusk and the smell of adult supper floating from downstairs, evening dummy and the far music of the shared bed through the monitor and the open hall, night-thick nappy already warming, stars, catch locked since the last return, sleep.

Richard looked in sometimes, fingers hooked on the top rail, and shook his head with mild admiration.

“You’ve put a person in a drawer and the person thanked you for the wood.”

Emily, rocking the crib with one hand and her bump with the other, did not disagree.

“He’s not a person in a drawer. He’s a baby in a crib. The dependence isn’t growing anymore. It’s done. He lives here. We visit the kingdom and bring milk.”

Patrick watched their mouths through the bars and closed his mittened hand on a bumper. Pastel, wood, bulk, voice, the whole of total dependence fit inside those four, and when the rail was up and the catch set he floated in them without edges; crib-bound, story-fed, inspected, rocked, and, in the simple deep way of a kept soft thing, home.


Chapter 39

Mornings acquired a fourth ritual after the bottle, before the long stretch of bars-alone sun.

Richard woke early in the shared bay bed, as men who owned mornings often did. He kissed whichever woman's shoulder was nearest, Emily's, rounded with sleep and pregnancy; Margaret's, elegant even at rest, and took his coffee from the machine in a thick mug that said nothing cute. The nursery door stood open more often than not. He walked in with the mug, steam rising, and the soft thing in the crib stirred at the cedar-and-wool smell the way he stirred at milk.

The women followed with their own cups, hair loose, robes belted loosely over the new family's bare ease. They did not dress for this. Amusement did not require ceremony. It required a view and a free hand to stroke Emily's hair while the claim happened.

Immobilised was the point, and the rail stayed up to keep it that way.

Patrick lay on his back in permanent bulk, the moon quilt kicked to the foot, onesie already popped open down the front from Emily's pre-claim inspection. His mittens were on. Sometimes soft cuffs linked them to the side bars with ribbon, not rope's drama, just enough that his hands could not leave the wood. His legs were frogged wide by the nappy's thickness; plastic ducks stretched shiny over the sag of overnight wet if they had not changed him yet, or over fresh tight tapes if they had staged him clean for the taking. Heavy breasts rested softly to either side of his sternum, nipples peaked in the cool. Vacant eyes found Richard's silhouette between vertical white lines. His mouth was already slack.

Richard set the coffee on the dresser, unzipped, and took himself out with the unhurried confidence of a body that had never been locked or packed or lisped into smallness. He was hard in the morning light, thick, veined, the mature weight of him contrasting obscenely with the frilled helpless parcel in the wood rectangle. He did not lift Patrick out. Lifting would have been a mercy of movement. He reached through the bars.

Sometimes mouth came first; fingers hooking Patrick's jaw through a gap, cock pushed between the verticals until the painted lips stretched around him and the bars framed the wet slide like a confession booth. Patrick whimpered high, lisping around the girth, 'Mmph, pweathe…', and the sound dissolved into gag-clicks and drool stringing onto the lace of the open onesie. The crib held him for it. He could not pull back more than an inch of pillow. He could not turn far without bumper and bar. Richard's fist in his bowed hair used the rail as leverage, hips feeding a steady morning rhythm into a throat still thick with sleep and dose.

Emily sipped and smiled, her free hand combing her own sleep-tangled hair, then Margaret's. 'Listen to those little noises. He can't even say mouth properly with it full. Stuck in his box. Daddy's morning vitamin.'

Margaret's laugh was low over porcelain. 'Remember when he had an office to get to? Now he is the office. Look at his eyes, nobody home. Look at the nappy twitch. Padded sissy can't run. Can't close his legs. Can only take it.'

When Richard wanted more than mouth he lowered the rail just enough to fold Patrick’s plastic-slick knees hard toward his chest. The thick overnight bulk was forced high and loud between them, the quilted core compressing with a wet, heavy sound as it was shoved up against the locked stub. Lube and months of routine had left the hole soft and open for him; Richard pushed in with one long, unhurried stroke that seated him to the root. The crib frame creaked under the sudden weight. Patrick’s whimper broke into a raw, open vowel that bounced off the cloud wallpaper and came back smaller.

Immobilisation remained absolute. Shoulders pinned by position and the short mitten-ribbons tied to the lower bars, spine flat to the mattress, the three remaining sides of the crib still a cage even with the drop-rail down a handspan. Richard’s powerful body covered the open top like a lid, chest broad, stomach firm, arms braced on the side rails so the whole structure took his weight as he began to thrust. Each stroke drove the dense, warm nappy hard against Patrick’s own locked and useless stub; each retreat let the plastic pants crinkle and suck wetly around the packed seat. The contrast was the erotic engine the women drank with their coffee; the man standing free and claiming, fully dressed except for the open fly; the sissy supine and packed, feminised breasts shuddering with every impact, drug-soft face wet with tears and spit and vacant pleasure-panic.

Emily stood at the rail with her mug, one hand absently stroking the swell of her bump, eyes half-lidded as she watched her husband’s hole stretch around another man’s cock.

“Harder,” she murmured once, not because Richard needed direction, but because saying it while touching herself through her nightdress made her clench. “He doesn’t get gentle mornings. He gets used. That’s the imbalance. We get coffee. He gets cock through the bars like a pet in a pen.”

Richard obliged with a deeper, sharper angle that wrenched a lisping sob from Patrick, “Ow…full…bahy…”, the short tongue struggling around the sounds while the thick shaft pistoned in and out of the soft, trained opening. The crib rocked faintly on its locking wheels. Plastic roared. The wet slap of Richard’s hips against the padded underside of Patrick’s thighs filled the nursery. Patrick’s locked stub leaked helplessly into the already-warm crotch of the nappy; his heavy breasts jolted with every thrust; tears tracked clean paths through the light morning powder on his cheeks. He could not close his legs. He could not push back. He could only take it, open and folded and loud with crinkle, while the man above him used the hole that no longer belonged to him.

Richard finished either down the working throat, pulling out only long enough to shove the wet, glistening cock past the painted lips and hold Patrick’s head still while he pulsed, or spent across the open onesie and the upper slopes of the soft breasts, thick white stripes against powder-pale skin. He wiped himself on the bib clipped to Patrick’s collar, tucked away, and zipped with the same unhurried motion he used for his morning coffee. The whole claim often lasted less time than the coffee took to cool.

That was the power; not marathon performance, but casual right. A few minutes of absolute use, the crib still smelling of sex and plastic and powder, Patrick left folded and dripping and still locked inside the bars while Richard retrieved his mug and Emily leaned in to kiss the spend into her husband’s open, ruined mouth.

Afterwards the women did not rush to clean the soft thing as if disaster had struck. They lingered in amusement. Emily leaned on the rail and smeared Richard's spend into Patrick's breastbone with two fingers while cooing. Margaret checked the tapes, patted the loud bulk, and offered the dummy only when the whimpers thinned toward fretting. Sometimes they left him a few minutes marked and open-onesied, rail up again, so he could float in the after without hands, coffee talk floating too, about the day, the midwife, whether to paint the real nursery next door a quieter green.

'Same time tomorrow,' Richard said from the doorway, not a question.

'Every morning you're in the house,' Emily answered, kissing him with the mouth that had just praised his use of her first baby. 'I like starting the day watching you own him while I drink something warm. Sets the hierarchy before breakfast.'

Patrick, still striped by bar-shadow, tasted salt and dummy latex and the ghost of cedar. His whimpers settled into the small wet sounds of a body claimed on schedule. Immobilised, padded, lisping nothing that could rewrite the morning, he watched steam rise from the women's cups through the white verticals and understood, in the only way fog allowed, that the day had begun correctly; Daddy first through the wood, Mummy and Grandma laughing into coffee, and the helpless soft sissy in the crib already used before the sun finished climbing the quilt, power so unbalanced it had become as ordinary as the catch sliding home for the long crib-bound hours still ahead.


Chapter 40

If mornings were coffee and casual right, evenings were theatre with the lights left intentionally honest.

After the shared bed's early wine and the real talk of prams and names, Richard would glance at the nursery monitor and say, mild as weather, 'Bring him down for entertainment.' Or, if they were already upstairs; 'Rail. Table. I want him out of the box where I can hear the plastic properly.' Emily's face always lit up. Margaret poured a last inch of wine and followed with the aloe and the towel like a stage manager who also owned the show.

Lifting him from the crib was part of the dominance display. Two women worked him free, sometimes three pairs of hands if Richard steadied the rail; under back and thick thighs, permanent bulk swinging, breasts shifting, a soft startled whimper as the bars fell away and the room became huge. He clung. They did not let him cling long. He went onto the lemon changing table for the nights Margaret wanted height and straps, or down onto the padded mat on the nursery rug for the nights Emily wanted to kneel close and direct with her mouth against his ear. The onesie was stripped or shoved to the armpits. Plastic peeled. The nappy opened like a gift they had wrapped themselves hours before. The lock gleamed. A cream-slick hole was presented with a pillow under the hips. Mittens stayed on. The dose was still thick in his blood from the supper bottle. Feminised, drug-softened, vacant, he was entertainment ready.

Emily directed. That was her favourite portion of ownership.

“Mouth first. Slow. I want to watch him struggle with the size while he can still see my bump.” Or; “Straight into him. He’s been empty since your morning go and he’s been clenching on nothing all afternoon, haven’t you, baby?”

Patrick answered with broken words and whimpers, “Full… peathe… ow… good…”, while Richard’s powerful body took the ordered route without negotiation. When he pushed in raw-and-ready the stretch was a long, bright burn that dragged Patrick’s spine into a helpless bow. The women watched the tight ring of muscle yield and thin around thick heat, the rim going shiny and pale as it was forced wide, and they made soft, appreciative noises like judges at a private tasting.

Rhythm built from grinding shallows, just the heavy head stretching him open again and again, to deep, claiming strokes that rocked the changing table on its joints or wrinkled the mat in waves beneath his back. Each thrust drove the air from Patrick’s lungs in lisping, punched sounds. Each withdrawal left him fluttering open, hole slow to close, the dark pink inside briefly visible before Richard shoved back in to the root. Drug-soft face was wet with tears that did not mean stop so much as overflow; spit ran from the corner of his open mouth onto the lemon terry.

Helplessness was total and tactile.

On table nights the straps pinned his chest and soft thighs so the heavy breasts pushed up between the webbing, bouncing and spreading with every impact; Emily slapped them lightly in time with Richard’s hips, watching the pale flesh ripple and pink. On the mat, Margaret simply pinned his mittened hands above his head with one elegant fist while Emily spread him wider with two fingers beside Richard’s cock, pulling the rim taut to show how little fight the body had left. Plastic pants and the soaked nappy stayed tangled at his ankles like hobbles. Every time his feet jerked the ducks crinkled and the women laughed.

“God, the noise,” Emily gasped, one free hand shoved between her own legs over maternity knickers, the other stroking the flexing muscle of Richard’s back as he fucked. “Table’s going to walk across the floor. Look at his tits bounce. Look at that empty face, he’s not even ashamed, he’s just… taking it. Our broken soft toy. Harder. Make the pad under him squeak.”

Richard’s rhythm went brutal-smooth. Sweat darkened his temple. His stomach flexed hard with every drive. The mature male weight of him covered the frilled wreck completely on the downstroke, crushing the bulk of the nappy between them so that Patrick’s locked stub was mashed uselessly against his own soft belly. The stretch burned into a thick, continuous ache-pleasure that the dose smeared across every nerve until the whimpering turned rhythmic, almost grateful. Wet, filthy sounds filled the nursery, skin on skin, the soft suck of a well-used hole, the crinkle of plastic with every jolt.

Margaret leaned in with wine on her breath and described him to himself in a low, aroused voice; the way his hole clung and dragged on the thick shaft; the locked stub leaking clear, useless fluid onto the soft curve of his own belly; the mascara tracks cutting through powder; the complete absence of any adult resistance in the hips that only tried to open further. Her laughter was soft and filthy when he clenched in a helpless spasm that pulled a low grunt from Richard.

“He just tried to come from being split,” Margaret said. “Little locked nothing twitching. Adorable. Slap his thigh, Emily. Give him that for the spasm.”

Emily slapped the soft hormone-fat hard enough to leave a bright red bloom, then kissed it, her swollen bump pressing into Patrick’s side.

“Again when you finish in him. I want to feel it on my fingers after, hot from inside him.”

Richard drove deeper, faster, the wet slap turning sharp. Patrick’s hole was a shiny, stretched ring around the thick base of him, fluttering and gripping with every helpless spasm. When Richard finally buried himself to the hilt and came, the pulse was visible in the way Patrick’s soft belly jumped. He held still, grinding, flooding the open heat while Emily’s fingers slid in beside him, feeling the thick spurts from the inside, scooping some of the hot spend out to show Margaret on her glistening fingertips before feeding it past Patrick’s ruined, lisping mouth.

Finishing was never private. Richard buried deep and spent with a low sound while both women watched the pulse of his hips and Patrick's fluttering open mouth. He held still through the last jerks, then pulled out slowly so they could see the spend well and drip. Emily was first to press fingers in and scoop, showing Patrick the shine before wiping it on his tongue. 'Swallow the show. Good entertainment. Thank Daddy for the evening.'

'Thank… Daddy…' The words came out wet and broken. His spent body lay limp in the straps or on the mat, hole twitching, nappy half-off, plastic at his ankles, breasts heaving, eyes empty-happy in the way that made Emily grind against the table leg and come with a bitten cry into Margaret's shoulder.

Cleanup was fond and unhurried and still part of the display; a wipe, a fresh thick nappy forced under a body too slack to lift its own hips, tapes yanked until he yelped, plastic wrestled on, onesie half-buttoned wrong for cuteness. Then they lifted him back to the crib, raised the rail, and set the catch. Sometimes Richard came to the bars and pushed two dirty fingers through for a last suck while the women straightened their robes and finished their wine in the rocker, legs still loose with afterglow.

'Same bill tomorrow night?' Richard asked, amused, already thinking of the shared bed's second act.

Emily looked at the padded shape already working the dummy toward fog-sleep, his hole surely still soft and full of him under overnight bulk, and nodded with flushed satisfaction. 'Every evening you're home. Mornings for the coffee thing. Evenings for a proper show, out of the box, on the table, we tell you what we want, thorough. I want him aching when the real baby kicks. I want it regular enough he dreams in crinkles and stretch.'

Margaret touched her daughter's hair, then the crib rail. 'Laughing and turned on in the same breath. That's this house. He gives us both without understanding either. Perfect little engine.'

Patrick floated in the gold-grey, his body a map of stretch and slap and fresh tight tapes, the evening's raw physicality already smearing into texture rather than story. Through the open door the three adults moved toward the bay room for their own quieter, equal pleasures. He listened, hole sore-sweet and nappy warm, and offered the dark a single word that might have been good, entertainment complete, dominance displayed, the feminised drug-soft body put back in its wood rectangle until the next time Richard wanted amusement and the women wanted to watch, and laugh, and get wet from how completely the soft thing could be used.


Chapter 41

The bump stopped being a secret under loose shirts and became the house's public monument.

Emily's belly rose week by week into a firm, proud curve that stretched knits and made waistbands surrender. The skin shone taut and faintly lined at the sides. The navel began its slow outward journey. When she stood in the nursery light the shape was unmistakable, fertility made flesh, Richard's child riding high and certain. She had taken to resting one hand under the swell whenever she thought, a madonna gesture that was also a taunt. Margaret watched with wet-eyed greed. Richard passed a palm over it each morning after claiming the crib, as if checking a signature. Patrick watched from between the bars and felt the fog rearrange around the symbol until the rounded curve was as basic as bottle and tape.

They named it in his one-word world; Bump. Then Big-bump. Then, when Emily wanted the praise sharpened, Baby-in-Mummy. The words were offerings he had to make on schedule.

Daily ritual grew around the swell the way ivy grew around the Victorian gate.

After the morning claim and change, before the long crib stretch, Emily sat in the rocker with her dress pulled up under her breasts and her belly bare to the room. Margaret dressed Patrick for the audience in full baby regalia that made the contrast vicious and exact; a pale pink frilly dress with petticoats that rang loud over permanent overnight-thick bulk; plastic pants stretched glossy and strained; white ankle socks; mittens; and a bonnet tied under his chin with satin ribbon, framing the doll face in a circle of lace that erased the last suggestion of a man from across the room. Heavy breasts sat softly under the bodice. The lock stayed buried. His waddle from table to rocker was a duck-noise procession of crinkle and froth.

'Kneel,' Emily said, and his knees found the rug cushion they had placed for the purpose. Bonnet bows trembled. Petticoats pooled around the plastic. The growing symbol filled his striped vision, warm, veined faintly blue under thin skin, smelling of lotion and Emily's early milk-sweat. 'Go on. Worship. Kisses. Soft words. Tell Bump what Daddy made and you couldn't.'

Patrick leaned in until the bonnet's lace brushed her underside. His painted mouth pressed to the firm heat of her. Once. Again. The skin tasted salt-sweet. Under his lips something living seemed to hold still and listen. He whimpered, then offered words as trained; 'Bump. Nice. Daddy-baby. Me… not. Soft baby. Thorry.' Spit on the gloss left a little shine on her curve; Margaret wiped it with a tissue and made him redo the kiss clean.

The contrast was the ritual's engine, and they never tired of naming it.

Emily's body was round, productive, claimed by a real man's seed, growing heavier with future footsteps and opinions and a name that would not be Baby forever. Patrick's body was frilled, bonneted, sterile, locked, packed in fluff that only held waste, kneeling because standing in that much padding and petticoat was a negotiation with gravity. Her belly advanced into the room; his whole self retreated into bars and bulk. When she inhaled, the symbol rose toward his bowed face like a planet; when he exhaled, bonnet ribbons fluttered against the proof of what he could never be.

Margaret stood behind him during the first rituals and guided his mittened hands to either side of the swell, not cupping as an equal would, only framing, presenting the monument to his own mouth. 'Kiss left. Kiss right. Kiss under the button. Good. Now the praise list. One word each. Fertile.'

'Fe'tile.'

'Barren.'

'Ba'en.' His voice cracked; the bonnet hid the tears until they reached his chin.

'Real man made this.'

'Real man… made.'

'Soft sissy only watches.'

'Watch.' He kissed again, longer this time, vacant and aching in the cage, his nappy warming from the humiliation-heat that still lived under the fog like a coal.

Emily's free hand stroked his bonneted head the way she might stroke a pet during prayers. Her other hand rested on top of her own belly, feeling for kicks that had started as butterfly rolls and were becoming proper nudges. 'When the baby moves, you say hello. When the baby is still, you say thank you Daddy. Every day. After change. Before crib. The growing is the altar now. You're the little priest in plastic who never gets communion, only the smell of it.'

Richard, watching once from the doorway with cooling coffee, added nothing and needed to add nothing. His child under Emily's skin and his spend occasionally still drying on Patrick's chin from the morning claim wrote the theology without scripture. He only said, mildly, 'Pretty picture. Bonnet and bump. Keep it,' and left them to the liturgy.

By the third week of visible prominence the ritual had slots as fixed as feeds. There was a mid-morning kneel. After the afternoon change came a shorter standing lean with his cheek to the curve while Emily scrolled her phone above him. In the evening, before the entertainment lift-out, there was a full praise cycle in the bonnet even if the dress changed colour, butter yellow, mint, white eyelet, always frill, always a thick pad forcing the kneel wide, always the same firming planet of flesh he could not enter, only adore with a ruined mouth.

Patrick's inner weather around the symbol was simple and total; warm-skin, big, not-me, Daddy-yes, kiss-nice, cage-hurt, wet, love-bump. The old clinic memory did not rise; it had nowhere to stand beside this living proof. He was happy in the broken way, happy to be pointed at the altar, happy when kisses earned a bottle, happy when Emily's fingers in his bonnet ribbon meant he had performed the contrast correctly; fertile goddess above, sterile infantile heap below, lisping praises into the stretch marks' first silver whispers.

On a Sunday Margaret photographed the tableau for the album; Emily enthroned in the rocker, belly bare and proud; Patrick kneeling in pink frills and bonnet, mouth to the underside of the swell, plastic ducks gleaming, petticoats like a fallen cake around his taped hips. The caption, in Margaret's hand, read; The growing symbol and the soft witness. He could never give her this. He can only kiss it.

Emily closed the album on her thumb and looked down at the still-kneeling shape. 'Up. Crib. You've worshipped enough for morning. Bump says bye.'

'Bye, Bump,' Patrick lisped, one last kiss pressed to the warm firm proof of everything he wasn't, bonnet askew, nappy heavy, sterile and frilled and small beneath the erotic monument of a pregnancy that swelled larger every week, the house's favourite symbol, and his daily, padded, lisping job to adore.


Chapter 42

The short kneel was no longer enough. The altar demanded duration, heat, and the long press of a mouth that would never be enough.

Margaret lengthened the mid-morning slot on the lavender card until it ate the old story-time; forty minutes minimum, longer if the baby was active. Emily stopped scrolling through sessions. Phones stayed on the dresser. What happened between her skin and Patrick's mouth was ceremony, and ceremony wanted hands guiding, voices low, and the soft thing dressed to maximise the humiliation of the pose.

The outfit for full worship was a careful cruelty. A white eyelet dress so short the plastic pants and thick overnight bulk were the true skirt. Petticoats starched to ring like bells when he was pushed to his knees. Satin bloomers over plastic for a second shiny loud layer. A bonnet with the widest lace brim, tied in a fat bow under his chin that forced his face slightly up. Bib. Mittens linked by a short ribbon so his hands moved as a pair. Full doll paint. The lock was a buried secret under mass. When they stood him before the rocker he looked like a parody christening cake, and then they lowered him until cheek and mouth and bonnet-lace met the firm warm continent of Emily's bare belly and held him there.

Positioned was the word Margaret used. Not kneeling only, arranged.

Sometimes his cheek lay flat to the left of the navel for ten slow minutes while Emily breathed and the firmness rose and fell under his skin. Sometimes both mittened hands were pinned gently under the swell's underside, lifting nothing, only framing heat. Sometimes he was on his back on a floor cushion with Emily straddling his chest carefully above the bulk, her belly hanging as a soft heavy moon onto his face until he had to turn to breathe and turn back to kiss on command. The baby kicked during the third week of lengthened rites, a definite shove against Patrick's painted mouth that made him startle and whimper and then, when guided, press closer as if apology could be made in pressure.

'Hello,' Emily coached, fingers in his bonnet bow. 'Word.'

'H'lo… Bump…' Awe leaked through the lisp. Inside his fogged skull the kick was a star going off; alive-not-me-Daddy-did-strong-little-soft-only-mouth.

Margaret guided like a priestess with sore knees from devotion practice. She stood behind Patrick and moved his linked mittens along the equator of the bump, left flank, crest, right flank, pressing his palms until the firmness answered with a roll. She tipped his chin when kisses wandered lazily. She wiped drool before it cooled on sacred skin. She held the wine-dark ribbon of the bonnet like a lead when Emily wanted his mouth lower, at the tight band of skin above the pubic bone where the pregnancy seemed to root, warm as fever and smelling of lotion and the metallic ghost of new life.

'Ceremony voice,' Margaret reminded Emily when giggles threatened. 'We can laugh after. During, we make him believe the belly is church.'

Emily's laughter became low and shaken instead, arousal braided through reverence. The warmth of her own skin under his useless mouth turned her on; the firmness, no longer a soft early pouch but a hard sweet drum, turned her on; the sight of the bonnet and the bulk and the vacant eyes turned her on until she sometimes had to stop and breathe through a clench with his lips still glued to her. 'Stay. Don't you dare stop kissing while I, Mum, he's so inadequate and so perfect, he's going to make me…' and she would come standing, holding his head to the bump, while Patrick floated in heat and lace and the thump of a sibling-stranger against his teeth.

His fragmented thoughts during the long presses were a rosary of awe and inadequacy with no priest but the dose.

Warm. So warm. Skin-milk smell. Hard-soft drum. Kick, oh, hello, big little. Not mine. Never mine. Cage aches. Nappy hot. Bonnet itch-sweet. Hands not mine; Grandma moves the hands. Mouth's job is kiss only. Can't put baby. Can only taste baby-house. Small. Smaller than the kick. Good small? They say good. Love bump. Fear bump. Same feeling, gold-grey. Stay pressed. Don't think office-man. No picture. Only firm under the nose. Only their voices counting minutes. Only inadequacy like a blanket that matches the bulk between his legs.

Sessions ended when the timer chimed or when Emily's back needed the rocker fully. Unsticking his face left a red oval of pressure on his cheek and a shine of spit on her belly that Margaret photographed before cleaning. They made him thank the kick if there had been one, thank Daddy if not, thank Mummy's skin for being warm enough to worship. Then came the bottle as a communion substitute, then the crib, rail up, the taste of her still on his shortened tongue like a brand.

Richard sat in on a Saturday session with his coffee and did not interrupt the ceremony. When a strong kick landed square on Patrick's lips and the soft thing sobbed a single awed word, 'Live…', Richard's mouth tilted.

'He felt my kid through my woman and said the only true word he's got left. Keep making it longer. I want him on that belly an hour at a time before the birth. I want his dreams full of feet he can't own.'

Emily, flushed, guiding Patrick's mouth back to the fading kick-spot, nodded. 'Ceremony every day. Long. We guide him. In the worst prettiest clothes we've got. He's not visiting the symbol anymore. He's doing time against it.'

Patrick served, drug-addled and bonnet-bound, mouth working slowly over firm warm skin while the baby turned inside like a secret planet and the women held his hands and his head and his rhythm. Erotic submission was measured in minutes pressed to flesh he could never fill, only feel, kiss, fear, adore, and wet himself quietly beneath the eyelet and the ducks while awe and inadequacy braided into the only kind of prayer his broken mouth still knew.


Chapter 43

By the seventh month the belly had become the house's erotic centre of gravity. Conversations drifted toward it. Hands, Richard's, Margaret's, Emily's own, found it without thinking. Lamplight loved its curve. The shared bed arranged itself around the need to support it, with pillow forts and careful angles, and still the nursery rites grew hungrier, as if the soft thing in frills existed primarily to underline, with every kiss, what a real man had written in flesh.

Emily's changing body was a landscape of weight and sheen. The swell rode high and heavy now, a taut drum that pulled her lower back into a sweet ache and made her breasts fuller, veined, and sensitive under cotton. Stretch marks silvered the flanks like private calligraphy. When she walked, the mass shifted with a sensual authority that made Margaret's mouth soften and Richard's gaze go proprietary. When she sat in the rocker bare from ribs to pubic line for worship, the belly's shadow fell across Patrick's bonneted face like a blessing he had not earned.

Devotion lengthened into lotion, kiss, and broken adoration on a loop.

They brought him from the crib already dressed for maximum girlie-baby ruin; a butter-yellow dress, loud petticoats, plastic ducks over permanent thick bulk, mittens, bib, the wide-brim bonnet, and sometimes a light shawl pinned at the shoulders so he looked gift-wrapped for humiliation. On the cushion at Emily's feet Margaret placed the bottle of belly oil, almond-sweet, expensive, warmed between her palms first. Patrick's linked mittens were freed only enough for palms and fingers to work under guidance.

'Rub,' Emily ordered, low. 'Slow circles. Feel how heavy I am. Feel what you aren't.'

Oil slicked his hands. The skin under them was hot, stretched, living. He moved as Margaret moved his wrists; broad strokes up from the underside where the weight pulled hardest, over the dome where kicks answered like knocks from a sealed room, around the navel that had become a soft outward button. The sensual fact of her filled his fogged nerves, slip, heat, firmness giving a millimetre under pressure then pushing back, the smell of almond and milk and Emily's arousal when the soft thing's useless hands worshipped properly. His cage ached. His nappy went warm. He murmured words without being asked; 'Heavy. Nice heavy. Mummy big. Baby in. Soft baby rub. Love. Thorry. Daddy-made.'

Margaret's satisfaction was profound and openly spoken. She watched the broken sissy baby oil the monument to another man's seed and felt a deep pelvic yes that had nothing to do with gentleness. 'Look at that picture, Emily. Our padded little failure polishing the proof. Homage. That's what this is. Homage from the emptied to the full.'

Emily's fingers stayed in his bonnet ribbons, steering his mouth when rubbing pauses became kissing rounds. Lips went to oiled skin. Tongue when told. The taste of almond and salt. A kick against his teeth made him whimper adoration, 'H'lo strong baby, not mine, watch…', until spit and oil mixed on the taut surface and Margaret photographed before wiping him into another circuit of circles.

The household eroticism organised itself around these extended sessions. Richard sometimes timed his arrival home to the end of a rite, standing in the doorway while Emily came from the combination of belly-pressure and the sight of Patrick's vacant oiled face, Margaret's hand between her own legs under her skirt, unashamed. Afterward Richard might take Emily carefully on the bed while Patrick was left kneeling, forehead to the rocker seat still warm from her, murmuring nonsense love to a ghost of bump-heat. Or Richard might wipe his hand across Emily's oiled stomach and push the fingers into Patrick's mouth. 'Taste the family. That's my child. That's your job's flavour.'

Mental erasure deepened with every slick repetition of the ritual.

Names that were not baby and Mummy and Daddy and Bump fell further out of reach. The suit-photo man was not even snow now; he was absence without outline. Clinic was a white feeling without story. Patrick's inner monologue during the lotion-circles had become almost pure sensation tagged with inadequacy; slip-hot, big-drum, hands small, hole empty forever, mouth for kiss not seed. Good when they sigh. Wet when they call me failure-sweet. Bonnet itch. Pad heavy. Stay rubbing. If stop, cold. Cold bad. Their voices equal sun. Bump equals sun's body. Me equals shadow that polishes sun.

Emily, huge and luminous, looked down through her lashes at the shadow and felt love twisted into ownership so complete it hurt her throat. 'You're disappearing so beautifully,' she whispered while his oiled palms worked the lowest curve where the baby rested hardest on her bladder. 'Every week I get heavier with Richard's child and there's less of you. Almost no husband left to shame. Only this girlie baby paying rent on our floor with his mouth and his hands and his broken yes.'

Margaret capped the lotion after a long Sunday session that had left Emily trembling and Patrick glassy, face shiny, dress hem soaked at the front where he had leaked through gathers from pure ceremonial overload. 'Swelling devotion achieved,' she said, half joke, half chart-note. 'The belly is the bed's third lover and the nursery's only god. He'll go to the birth still trying to kiss the air where it was.'

They lifted him, oiled handprints faintly on yellow frill, and put him in the crib without a full clean of his face, so he would smell almond and Emily on himself through the nap. Rail. Catch. Dummy. He sucked and tasted her and the child and the real man's claim, and his emptied mind offered the dark a last soft string of words that was the whole of his devotion and his erasure braided; 'Bump. Love. Rub. Kiss. Not me. Daddy. Soft. Stay. Stay. Stay.'

Outside the bars the house orbited the swelling centre, three adults, one coming child, one broken sissy baby forever brought in full girlie attire to oil and adore what he could never make, and the devotion, like the belly, only grew heavier, shinier, more certain of its right to take up all the light.


Chapter 44

Labour began in the grey before dawn with a sound from the shared bay room that was not pleasure.

Patrick heard it through the monitor and the open hall, Emily’s breath catching, Margaret’s calm command, Richard’s low steadying words, and fretted against the bars until the dose-thick dummy and the heavy overnight bulk lulled him into a confused half-sleep. When full morning came the nursery filled with hurried perfume and the wrong kind of bustle. Margaret changed him fast, hands sure but eyes already down the road toward the hospital bag. Emily appeared in the doorway, huge and focused, one hand under the drum of her belly, and did not ask for lotion or kisses. She only said, thin and bright, “Be good for the sitter, baby. Mummy’s going to get the real one out,” and was gone in Richard’s coat and Richard’s car before Patrick could offer Bump as a word.

He spent the birth day in the background of a house that had forgotten to be a stage for him.

A trusted agency nurse, paid well, told little beyond special-needs adult dependent, non-verbal, full incontinence care, do not remove the lock, kept the rhythm of bottle and change while the three adults occupied a delivery suite across town. The nurse did not coo in the household’s erotic key. She was brisk, kind enough, uninterested in bonnets. Patrick fretted without Emily’s voice. He wet through once from pure separation and was changed without narration. The rain track looped. The crib held. Hours smeared. Somewhere, in a bright room smelling of antiseptic and blood and triumph, Emily pushed Richard’s child into the world while Margaret held her hands and Richard watched his heir crown. The perfect family assembled itself in real time without the frilled witness.

Evening brought them home in a wash of exhausted, glowing triumph.

Patrick heard the car, the front door, and new sounds; a thin indignant newborn cry that sliced the Victorian hall like a reed. His body answered with a full-nappy flinch and a whimper. Footsteps on the stairs went not to him first, but to the small freshly painted room beside the nursery that had waited with a proper cot. Only later, smelling of hospital soap and milk-beginning and victory, did Emily appear at his rail with Margaret and Richard framing her. In her arms was a bundled shape no larger than a loaf, face red-pink, fist curled.

The perfect family filled the nursery doorway like a painting.

Emily stood with hair damp, eyes ruined with happy tears, body still thick with aftermath, holding the baby she had craved since the clinic. Richard looked taller with pride, hand at the small of her back. Margaret, grandmothered at last in the flesh, adjusted the blanket with reverence. And in the crib, striped by bars, was the fried-minded adult baby in a sagging wet nappy and a plain onesie the nurse had chosen, bonnetless, gloss worn off, staring vacant at the mobile as if the stars might explain the cry.

“Look, baby,” Emily whispered, angling the newborn so the light caught a crumpled perfect ear. “This is Oliver. Daddy’s boy. Mummy’s boy. The one you kissed for months from the outside. He’s here. He’s real. And you’re still you, background, padding, quiet.”

Patrick’s mouth worked. Words tangled.

“Bump… gone? Baby… out? Live?”

A thread of drool. His eyes did not know where to rest, on the tiny face, on Emily’s softer emptied-out middle under the loose dress, on Richard’s hand that had made both the child and the morning claims. Awe without understanding. Inadequacy without the old sharp story. He clapped mittened hands once, softly, the way he had been taught to greet kicks, and the adults laughed gently, fondly, as if a dog had bowed to a prince.

He was not offered a hold. He was not brought close enough to kiss the crown. Background meant the crib stayed the crib while the perfect family migrated downstairs to the sofa that had once hosted paddle and playpen. Oliver’s cry and hush and wet rooting sounds floated up the monitor, mixed with Emily’s stunned exhausted love-talk and Richard’s quiet counting of fingers and toes. Margaret brought Patrick a bottle eventually, fed him through the bars, and spoke half to him and half to herself.

“You got to watch. That’s your bit. The family you could never give us is breathing under our roof. You stay soft and wet and out of the way while we learn his face. Good baby. Quiet baby. Background baby.”

Patrick sucked and listened to the new cry pattern through the wall and felt his nappy heat with a slow emotional leak. Inside the fry of his mind; sound-small-sharp; Mummy-voice happy-hurt; Daddy-low; new-smell milk-blood; me-here bars; not-holding; kiss-air where bump was; empty-middle Mummy still Mummy; me still soft; perfect them; background me. Stay. Stay. Stay.

Night settled into a new music. Oliver was in the next room in a proper cot with a proper breathing monitor. Emily dozed mid-feed in the bay bed between Margaret and Richard. And Patrick stayed in his wood rectangle, permanently padded, fried-minded, occasionally whimpering when the newborn wailed as if his body thought all cries were his job, then settling when no one came, because the perfect family had the only cry that summoned running feet.

Toward midnight Emily appeared once more at the rail, empty-armed, shirt open on heavy leaking breasts that were not for him. She smelled of infant and salt. She pushed two fingers through the bars for him to mouth and watched him with a love so twisted and complete it left no room for guilt.

“He’s perfect,” she breathed. “Ten fingers. Loud lungs. Richard’s chin. I’ve got everything. You’ve got your thick nappy and your bars and the privilege of hearing us happy. That was always where your road ended, baby. Watch. Don’t provide. Never provide.”

Patrick mouthed her fingers, tasted milk meant for Oliver, and smiled the vacant smile around her knuckles. Down the hall the perfect family shifted and breathed and began the long work of raising a child who would grow. In the crib the adult baby who would not drifted in dose and dummy, background as architecture, witnessing in the only way his broken mind could; as sound, as smell, as the absence of arms, the life he could never have given, delivered at last into the house that had already replaced him.


Chapter 45

Weeks after Oliver's arrival the household stopped adjusting and simply was, three adults, one growing child, one finished soft thing in bars. The real baby learned the difference between day and night in fits and starts. The soft one in the next room no longer learned anything that could be called a lesson. What remained was consolidation; the last loose wires of a mind snipped, soldered, sealed under powder and dose and the endless white noise of a life without edges.

Patrick's brain, by any ordinary adult measure, was thoroughly broken.

Commands still reached motor paths, open, kneel, mouth, lift bottom, but nothing behind the eyes assembled them into story. Oliver's cry did not mean sibling or theft or clinic; it meant sound-sharp, sometimes fretting, sometimes a vacant head-tilt, then dummy. Emily's face meant bottle and bump-gone-soft-middle and fingers to suck. Richard's smell meant open throat and the automatic wet bloom in permanent bulk. Margaret's rosewater meant tapes and chart and the catch sliding home. Between these poles stretched a warm blank where a man had once kept accounts and keys and a name that could fill a signature line.

He smiled vacantly in the crib for hours if the mobile turned and the nappy was not too cold. The smile did not attach to jokes or relief or memory. It was the face's default weather under fog; lips parted around the dummy ring, eyes soft-focus on stars or bar-shadows, a little lift of the cheeks when a voice entered the room as if light had a flavour. Emily stood at the rail one afternoon with Oliver asleep on her chest and watched that smile until her own mouth trembled.

'There it is,' she whispered to Margaret. 'Final. He's not pretending. There's no one left underneath to hate us. Just vacant happy. Just available.'

Speech had unspooled into incoherence that still pleased them.

Asked his name, he might offer baby or soft or a string of wet syllables that began as milk and dissolved into mmm. Asked where Daddy's cock went, he might open his mouth and say hole-nice or nothing at all, only a hopeful whimper. Praise drew lisping fragments; g'mm, yeth, lub, thuck, sometimes a bright nonsense run, ba-ba-dee-mum, that made Oliver startle in the next room and the women laugh into their hands. They recorded a minute of it for the album. Caption; Consolidation complete. Language optional. Softness mandatory.

Permanently diapered was no longer a rule on a card; it was anatomy as far as he could feel. Thick pad at all hours. Plastic. The waddle on rare floor minutes. The lift to the table without his legs inventing help. Changes happened around Oliver's feeds when convenient, Richard's hands sometimes steadying a bottle for the newborn while Emily ripped tapes on the adult baby two metres away, hierarchy so clear it needed no speech. Patrick smiled through the cool wipe and the cream and the yank of fresh tapes, vacant, already floating toward the next blank.

Being available for use was the other half of that seal.

Morning claim came through the bars or on folded knees in the crib. Evening entertainment happened on mat or table when Oliver's schedule allowed, or quick and quiet while the infant slept, Patrick's drug-soft body taking stretch and rhythm with limp readiness and the same vacant smile when spend painted his tongue or his breasts. He did not need direction beyond a finger-snap. He did not need aftercare beyond dummy and rail. He was a socket. Plugged in, he ran. Unplugged, he hummed in pastel bedding, permanently padded, lisping to the mobile.

Margaret ran a final battery of prompts for the chart and found nothing adult left to tick. Photo of suit-man; no recognition, only a reach for her cuff. Word husband; vacant smile. Word Patrick; head tilt, then baby. Mirror; he kissed the glass when bonneted, as if greeting another soft thing. Separation from voices; fretting, then self-quiet with bulk-pat and dummy if the wait was not long, even panic had simplified. She wrote, in ink that did not shake; Final consolidation achieved. Subject permanently regressed. Brain broken to specification. Retains; smile (vacant), lisp (incoherent), diaper dependence (total), sexual availability (automatic), attachment to caregivers (infantile). Does not retain; adult identity, narrative memory, resistance, generative purpose. Status; complete.

Richard read the note over her shoulder while bouncing Oliver with a competence that still startled Emily into desire. 'Efficient job. He's furniture that sucks and wets and opens. Family's clean.'

Emily laid Oliver in the proper cot and came to Patrick's rail with milk on her shirt and love twisted into ownership in her eyes. She reached through the bars and stroked the soft hair, the full breast under the onesie, the loud front of the nappy. Patrick smiled vacantly, lisped something like mum-lub-baa, and mouthed her thumb when it crossed his lips.

'This is it for you,' she told him, soft as a lullaby. 'No more phases. No more chart arrows up or down. You're done. Broken. Ours. Nappies forever. Always available. Smiling in your box while we raise a real child next door. I'm keeping you like this until the day you die in frills, and you'll smile through it, because smiling is all your face has left.'

He smiled, vacant, as if on cue. A string of incoherent wet sound followed. A little kick of padded feet under the moon quilt. The catch was already home. The dose was already high. The lock was already closed under fluff that would be changed forever by women's hands and never by his own.

Outside, the long-case clock marked an ordinary evening in a house that had finished its darkest work. Inside the crib the thoroughly broken adult baby drifted in gold-grey, permanently diapered, available, lisping nonsense at the turning stars, the vacant smile holding steady like a painted moon, the last solid nail through everything he had been, into everything he would only, ever, still be.


Chapter 46

Late spring laid itself along the sitting-room bay like a blessing the house had decided to accept. Sun stacked gold on the rug where the playpen had once stood; dust turned slowly in the light; the long-case clock kept a civil tick beneath the softer sounds of a family that finally fit its own furniture. Emily sat on the sofa with her feet tucked under her, still thick with the aftermath of birth and beautiful with it. Margaret was in the armchair with a muslin on her shoulder. Richard sat at the window-end of the sofa, one arm along the backrest behind Emily, the other free to steady a bottle or a spine. And Oliver, pink, frowning, impossibly small, moved between their arms as if the three adults were a single continuous parent.

They doted without performance. Genuine maternal joy had a texture different from the nursery's trained cooing; rougher at the edges with fatigue, brighter in the centre with disbelief that still visited Emily when Oliver's fist closed on her finger. She fed him when her milk let down, shirt open without shame in her own house, Margaret passing water and praise. When Emily's arms trembled, Margaret took the warm weight and rocked with the old competence of a woman who had wanted this for decades and would not waste a minute of it. Richard watched over them with a protective stillness that completed the unit, not hovering, simply present, a wall against which the softer two could lean. His gaze tracked the infant's breathing. His hand found Emily's nape. His low voice offered ordinary miracles; wind him on your knee; he's got your mouth when he sleeps; I'll take the night stretch if the other one stays quiet upstairs.

Laughter came easily in the sun. Oliver hiccupped milk and they laughed. Margaret told a story of Emily as a colicky infant and Emily groaned and laughed. Richard admitted he had practised nappies on a stuffed toy before the birth and both women howled until Oliver startled and had to be shushed with kisses to his ridiculous perfect ear. The room smelled of coffee, milk, clean cotton, and the garden's cut grass through the cracked sash. It smelled like a life that had won.

Upstairs, the contrast held a weather of its own.

Patrick remained locked in the nursery crib, rail up, catch set since the morning change. Sun reached him only in bars and stripes across the moon quilt. He wore a frilly pale onesie that strained over full soft breasts and gaped slightly at the poppers where thick padding forced the fabric wide; the nappy beneath was overnight-grade and already sagging with a warm heavy wetness he had not called for and would not name. Plastic pants dulled the worst of the smell for anyone who was not close. No one was close. The mobile turned because Margaret had wound it before going down. Stars chased their own tails above a face that stared vacantly through them, dummy rising and falling with shallow breath, vacant smile hovering as if the ceiling had told a mild joke.

Silent broken surrender filled the pastel rectangle the way laughter filled the bay downstairs. He did not call. The fretting that once summoned feet had thinned to occasional soft sounds that the monitor carried into the happy room and that Emily, feeding Oliver, answered with a glance at the speaker and a murmur, 'He's fine, just floating', before returning to the infant's rooting mouth. Available for use still lived in his body as automatic readiness, but the house did not need the socket every hour now; the perfect family had a louder centre. So he surrendered in quiet; mindless, padded, striped by light, a finished project shelved above the joy it had made room for.

The lush split of the house could be felt in the joists. Downstairs there was skin on skin, the wet pull of nursing, Margaret's satisfied hum, Richard's thumb tracing Emily's shoulder, Oliver's milky sigh, sun on polished wood, the future opening like a clean page. Upstairs there was powder ghost, ammonia soft under plastic, the crinkle when a vacant foot kicked, the dummy's latex squeak, bar-shadow crawling as the sun moved, the long not-thinking of a brain that had been broken on purpose and left to smile about it. Between the floors sat the monitor's red eye, a thin nerve connecting paradise to its cost.

Emily, full of the good ache of milk and love, looked toward the ceiling once while Oliver dozed on her chest and let herself know the cost without flinching. Somewhere above her, her vacant soft ex-husband stared at plastic stars in a sagging nappy, the once-proud young man who had driven her to a clinic in heavy silence, now a mindless adult baby sealed in wood. The thought did not sour the sun. It seasoned it. She kissed Oliver's head and then Richard's knuckles and then accepted a biscuit from Margaret like a girl again, safe inside a perfect family that included, as architecture rather than member, the broken quiet upstairs.

Margaret felt it too, rocking empty-armed for a moment while Richard took a turn with the baby at the window, spring light crowning both man and child. She thought of the ledger closed, the chart's final line, the crib's catch. Contentment sat in her chest, heavy and earned. Two infants under her roof, only one of whom would grow. The other would turn with the mobile until the end, frilly and thick and staring, while this room went on filling with first steps and words and school shoes. She smiled, genuinely, and asked if anyone wanted more tea.

Richard, Oliver's head in the crook of his arm, glanced at the monitor when a soft crinkle-patter suggested the upstairs nappy had been shifted by a random kick. He did not rise. Protective presence was for the unit in the sun. The other would keep. He had used him that morning through the bars before the household came down; the vacant smile had been in place before and after. Completing the family did not mean neglecting the furniture. It meant knowing which cries mattered most in which room.

Afternoon deepened. Golden light thickened on the rug. Oliver slept in the moses basket at Emily's feet. The three adults spoke in low happy fragments, GP visit, a cousin who wanted photos, whether the garden needed a gate. Laughter flared and faded. Upstairs the mobile ran down and hung still. Patrick stared at the stopped stars with the same vacant attention, smiled at nothing, lisped a wet nonsense string into the dummy, and surrendered again to the long padded silence of a life reduced to waiting without knowing what waiting was.

The perfect family below did not hear the nonsense. They heard only the clock, the baby's soft breath, and their own contented voices braided into a single home, while above them, locked and frilled and mindlessly, gently smiling, the cost of that perfection turned his wet bulk against the mattress and stared upward, broken past story, past name, past any road that led back down into the sun.


Chapter 47

Fulfilment had a weekday shape now, ordinary as toast and twice as warm.

Mornings opened in the kitchen with Margaret's satisfied smile over the pan, eggs and soldiers for the adults, bottles lined like polite soldiers of their own, formula top-up if Emily's supply lagged, the bittersweet special for upstairs measured without comment into the soft one's sippy. Sun lay on the scrubbed table. The radio played low. Oliver sat in his bouncer tasting air with a wrinkled face while Emily, robe open, brought him to the breast at the first rooting fuss. Milk let down with a sting she had learned to love. Richard stood behind her chair and cupped the heavy swelling breast not in use, thumb brushing the wet nipple as Oliver pulled, and Emily leaned her head back against his stomach with a sound that was half mother and half kept woman, entirely content. Margaret plated food and watched them over the steam, fulfilled in the triple role of grandmother, accomplice, and lover who still shared the bay bed when the infant allowed.

Garden walks braided into the afternoon when the weather behaved. The pushchair rolled on gravel. Ivy stood dark along the wall. Emily laughed when Oliver squinted at the sky. Margaret pointed out the bay tree as if introducing a relative. Richard carried the changing bag that held both infant wipes and, in a side pocket, a spare adult thick pad 'just in case the other needs a lift outside for sun', though the other rarely left the bars. Shared laughter came easily over small things; a bee's interest in the pushchair wheel; Emily's confession that she had cried happy tears into the washing machine; Richard's dry note that he had become a man who knew the price of muslins. Birds. Cut grass. The squeak of the gate. Life, thick and edible.

Broken echoes answered from above whenever the monitor caught a crinkle or a wet syllable. No one mistook them for the centre of the day. They were punctuation.

Upstairs, between bliss's chapters, Richard took the casual stairs two at a time with coffee or without. Change was often Emily's or Margaret's job, but use remained his open right. He found Patrick in the crib already smiling vacantly at the door-sound, frilly onesie damp at the front, permanent bulk sagging. Rail down. Plastic peeled. Tapes. The padded body lifted or folded with helpless instinctive submission, knees falling open, mouth slack, no flinch left that meant person. Richard pushed into heat that always yielded, braced on the mattress edge, and finished with the same economy he brought to winding Oliver; efficient, proprietary, mildly pleased. Patrick's body answered in automatic twitches and a useless locked spurt against cellulose, lisping ba-ba-yeth into the sheet. A wipe. A fresh pad if needed. Dummy. Rail. Catch. Downstairs again before the kettle finished boiling for Margaret's tea. Helpless submission upstairs; domestic perfume downstairs; the house held both without apology.

On a Thursday, while Oliver napped chest-to-chest with Richard on the sofa, the women took coffee to the garden bench and let reminiscence unfurl like linen.

Emily started it, eyes on the nursery window's blank shine. 'Do you ever think about the flat? The bloke who came home from that clinic with me? He held the steering wheel like it might save him. Now he can't hold a bottle steady unless the mittens are off and someone's aiming it for him.'

Margaret sipped, satisfied to her bones. 'I think about the first pink lace. How he shook. How hard he got anyway. We pulled one thread and the whole jumper came apart. Independent man. Name on the mortgage. Jaw that clenched when he said no. And now', a tip of her chin toward the upper sash, 'stuck in a crib, smiling when you rip the tapes. Marvel isn't a strong enough word. It's like watching a building turn into a garden. Same plot of land. None of the steel left.'

Emily's hand found her own breast, still heavy, and squeezed gently until milk wet her palm; she laughed under her breath at the waste and wiped it on the grass. 'I should feel like a monster. Some days I poke at the feeling to see if it's still there. It isn't. I feel full. Oliver on this side.' A touch to her heart. 'Broken soft husband on that side, thick and quiet and mine to lend to Richard when the baby sleeps. From blackmail photos to this, God, Mum, remember his face when he still had full sentences? Now he says lub and hole and mum and the rest is spit and smiling. Completely gone. Completely ours.'

Margaret covered Emily's hand. 'We marvel because it worked. Diagnosis to dummy. Surgery lisp still wet on every word he manages. Hormones made the tits he drools on when he tries to look down. The paddle and the fist and the drops and the bars, all of it stacked until the independent man was just a story we tell on garden benches while the plaything upstairs wets himself on schedule. Being fulfilled isn't only Oliver. It's the quiet where Patrick's opinions used to be.'

Inside, as if cued by his old name, the monitor offered a broken echo; soft fretting, a crinkle, then self-settling into vacant hum. Both women listened, smiled the same sharp tender smile, and did not rise.

Evening returned the family to lamp-light and the smell of Margaret's roast. Emily breastfed at the table with a muslin thrown like a cape; Richard's fingers idly rolled the free nipple until she kicked him under the wood, laughing, milk-drunk and wanton in the same breath. Upstairs after dessert Richard took five minutes in the nursery, casual as washing hands, and used Patrick's mouth through the bars while Emily and Margaret stacked the dishwasher and debated whether Oliver's rash needed a different cream. Patrick gagged softly, submitted wholly, and smiled vacantly when the spend was wiped on his bib. By the time the adults poured a last thimble of wine, the catch was home and the broken echo on the monitor was only the dummy's rhythm.

Bliss settled into the joists. Echoes marked the cost without collecting it. The women moved through their fulfilled hours, breast and pan and garden gravel and shared bed, marvelling, when they paused, at the distance between a proud young husband and the crib-bound plaything who now existed as instinct and padding and open mouth, while Richard's strong presence stitched the downstairs whole and, when he pleased, reminded the upstairs furniture exactly how helpless submission felt under a working man's hand.


Chapter 48

They called it a special visit, as if the nursery were a gallery and Oliver the visiting masterpiece.

Emily carried him up after his afternoon feed, cheek still milky, body slack with sleep in a white sleepsuit that made him look like a clean comma. Margaret followed with a folded blanket. Richard brought up the rear with two mugs and the calm of a man entering a room he already owned. The catch on Patrick’s rail stayed home. Immobilised, he lay in thick sagging bulk and a frilled mint onesie, dummy working, vacant eyes tracking motion the way a goldfish tracks fingers on glass.

They arranged themselves between the cot-that-was-crib and the lemon table. Emily settled in the rocker with Oliver on her chest, glowing with the particular light of motherhood that exhaustion could not dim. Margaret perched on the toy chest, grandmothered and radiant in her renewed family role, adjusting the blanket under Oliver’s tiny feet with reverent fingers. Richard stood at the drop-rail’s top bar, one hand hooked there, dominant satisfaction plain in the easy set of his shoulders as he looked from real infant to padded adult baby and found the geometry correct.

Cooing filled the pastel air, genuine, layered, aimed primarily at Oliver and only by ricochet at the bars.

‘Look at his mouth, Mum. Richard’s. That little chin. Perfect.’ Emily kissed the sleeping comma and breathed him in, eyes half-closed. ‘I still can’t believe he’s real some hours. Then he cries and I’m nothing but milk and love.’

Margaret leaned in, stroked Oliver’s fist open with one careful finger, and cooed nonsense that needed no training manual. ‘My girl’s baby. Under my roof. I walk past this door and hear two sets of small sounds and I get dizzy with how full the house is. One set grows.’ Her eyes flicked to Patrick’s vacant smile. ‘One set stays our sweet secret furniture.’

Richard’s thumb brushed Emily’s hair, then rested briefly on Oliver’s back, counting breaths out of habit. ‘Family looks like this. Open. Clean lines. Everyone in their place.’ His gaze pinned the crib without heat. ‘Especially him.’

Patrick lay through it in total erasure, a warm object that occasionally crinkled when he shifted. Inside there was no gallery, no special visit, no names that held, only soft-noise, milk-smell-other, Mummy-glow, hands-not-for-me, bars, pad-heavy, dummy-sweet. Smile because faces. Faces mean maybe bottle later. Between sensations, nothing sharp enough to be called memory, only weather.

But the women remembered for him. They stroked his hair through the bars while Oliver snuffled on Emily’s breastbone, and the reflections unspooled like a second, darker cooing.

Emily’s free hand found the soft hair at Patrick’s crown, petting in slow time with Oliver’s breath. Her voice went low, loving, and terrible.

‘You started in a clinic chair. Do you remember? No, of course you don’t. I do. Bad news like a stone. My hand on an empty stomach in the car. You ashamed. Me cracked open with wanting. That was the door. Then Mum’s house. The programme on the telly. Pink lace and photos and you hard in spite of yourself. Blackmail was just a latch. You walked through wearing the key.’

Margaret took a turn at his hair, nails gentle against the scalp the way she scratched Oliver’s when he fussed.

‘Vitamins. Then the needle. Tits he can feel bounce when we roll him. Tongue cut sweet so every word drools. Bladder ruined on purpose so the thick nappy became honest. Job gone. Flat sold. This room painted for a child I never had, and then we put a different kind of child in it. Hypnosis. Dropper. Paddle. Richard’s mornings and evenings. Belly kisses on a bump that was never his. Descent like a staircase we built under his feet while he thought he was still on flat ground. Now look.’ She tapped the rail with one polished nail. ‘Fried. Childlike. Dependent past the possibility of un-depending. Perfect.’

Emily’s eyes shone. She shifted Oliver higher against her leaking breasts and kept petting Patrick, two babies under her attention, only one of them destined for school shoes.

‘From an independent man who said my name clean to a crib toy who says mum-lub-baa if the wind’s right. Total wipe-out. I used to poke at guilt like a loose tooth. It’s gone. This...’ Oliver’s warm weight, Richard’s hand on her shoulder, Margaret’s soft smile, the vacant soft face smiling under her palm ‘, is perfect. Everything where it should be. Real baby here on my heart. Soft baby there in his box. You over us both. Mum holding the house. He knows his place the only way he can now, in his body, in the wet bulk, in how he goes still when we talk over him like furniture that likes being dusted.’

Richard finished his mug, set it on the dresser, and reached through the bars to thumb Patrick’s lower lip down from the dummy, checking the wet pink emptiness of the mouth as if inspecting a well-used tool. Patrick lisped a nonsense vowel and smiled vacantly around the thick thumb. Richard grunted approval.

‘The right place is the one that doesn’t argue. He’s there. Oliver will argue someday, teens, slammed doors. This one won’t. That’s the luxury we bought with every tape and every drop.’

They stayed a long while in the contented domestic tableau; glowing mother, renewed grandmother, satisfied dominant man, perfect infant, erased adult baby immobilised beside them in permanent padding. Sun moved across the cloud wallpaper. Oliver woke, latched, fed with soft gulping sounds, then dozed again against Emily’s chest. Midway through, Patrick wet himself without drama. They changed him on the lemon table in the middle of conversation, plastic peeled, soaked bulk dropped into the pail with a heavy sound, cool wipes, cream worked into every crease, a fresh dense pad slid under his hips, tapes yanked snug while he smiled vacant and unresisting, then returned him to the crib like a vase put back on a shelf. The women stroked his hair between sentences. Richard wound the mobile so the stars turned above the two very different babies. Cooing braided with reflection until the past was only a story that made the present sweeter.

At the end of the visit Emily leaned into the bars and spoke against Patrick’s temple, Oliver’s tiny fist still tangled in her open shirt.

‘Right place, baby. You found it. Or we built it and stuck you in it until you forgot there were other rooms. Either way, perfect. Sleep when we go down. Next door’s breathing will keep you company. Our little finished job. Our favourite proper ending.’

Patrick smiled vacantly into her voice, lisped something shapeless and fond, and watched through the white verticals as the perfect family filed out with the masterpiece. He was left immobilised in the gallery of his own erasure, hair still warm from their hands, mind empty of every step of the descent they had lovingly recounted, body holding only the truth that remained; bars, bulk, smile, and the true place that needed no map because he would never leave it again.


Chapter 49

Oliver went down hard after the late feed, milk-drunk in the proper cot with the door half-closed and the infant monitor glowing green. The house exhaled. What remained awake was appetite with nowhere polite left to put it.

Emily said it first, flushed and reckless in the bay-room lamplight, still open at the shirt from nursing. ‘I want a show. Not quick. Not through the bars. I want him out and properly used while Mum and I stay tangled up and laugh till we cry. Richard, make it loud enough we feel it in our teeth.’

Margaret’s smile was pure permission. Richard only rolled up his sleeves.

They brought Patrick down to the sitting-room rug on a doubled towel, permanent bulk swinging, frilly onesie shoved to his armpits so full breasts and locked stub and thick white pad were all on offer under the lamp. Mittens on. Dummy clipped then pulled free. The vacant smile was already in place at the sound of Richard’s belt. The women did not sit apart like judges tonight. They piled on the sofa in a nest of limbs, Emily half in Margaret’s lap, Margaret’s mouth at Emily’s throat, hands already under each other’s clothes, and made the soft thing’s use the fire they cuddled beside.

Richard stripped the plastic and ripped the tapes in one brutal, efficient gesture. The heavy wet nappy fell away with a solid thud. Cool air hit the exposed, cream-slick crease and the soft locked stub. Patrick whimpered a shapeless word and kept smiling. Richard shoved his knees high and wide until the hole, trained soft, slightly puffy from earlier use, winked under the light. A thick string of spit, a swipe of lube, then he buried himself to the hilt in a single claiming thrust that punched a raw, open sound out of the vacant throat. Both women gasped and then laughed, bright, startled, filthy laughter that braided with Emily’s moan as Margaret’s fingers found her still-tender nursing nipple and pinched hard enough to make milk bead.

‘Oh my God, his face,’ Emily laughed, breathless, grinding down on Margaret’s thigh while she watched the thick cock disappear. ‘He looks like someone’s reading him a bedtime story. Harder, Richard, yes, Mum, look at the tits bounce, look at that stupid happy mouth…’

Margaret laughed into Emily’s mouth, kissing her through the next wave of giggles as Richard set a punishing rhythm that rocked Patrick’s whole body on the towel. There was the sharp slap of hips against soft hormone-fat thighs, the faint crinkle of the discarded nappy near his ear, the wet explicit drag of a thick cock splitting a hole that only knew how to open and cling. Each thrust forced the locked stub to bob uselessly against Patrick’s own soft belly; clear fluid leaked from the cage in steady, involuntary beads. Patrick’s lisping cries came out broken and sweet, ow-yeth-mum-baa-full, and every broken sound fed the sofa nest. Emily came first from fingers and friction and the spectacle, laughing through it as if joy and climax were the same muscle. Milk leaked in thin streams onto Margaret’s robe; Margaret licked it up and laughed lower, darker, grinding her own cunt against Emily’s heel.

Richard pulled out only long enough to slap his wet, shining cock against Patrick’s soft belly and locked cage, leaving a glossy smear, then fed it into the vacant mouth while the women cheered as if at a wedding. He pushed deep. Gagging. Thick ropes of spit spilled from the corners of the painted lips and ran down the chin onto the upper slopes of the heavy breasts. The vacant eyes watered without storm. He fucked the throat until Patrick’s face was a mess of gloss and tears and drool, then flipped him effortlessly onto hands and thick knees, middle still striped with old cream, and mounted him again from behind. One fist twisted in the frilly onesie fabric between the shoulder blades, pinning him. He drove deep, the wet slap louder now, the hole stretched shiny and pink around the thick base of him.

They did touch.

Emily’s bare foot stroked Patrick’s swinging heavy breast in time with the thrusts, toes brushing and catching the stiff nipple so that the soft flesh jiggled and bounced with every impact. Margaret’s fingers spread one plush cheek wide, pulling the soft hormone-fat taut to give them both a perfect view of Richard’s thick cock disappearing and reappearing. The rim was stretched thin and shiny around the veined shaft, the dark pink inner flesh dragged outward on every slow withdrawal before being forced back in. She described it clinically and lovingly, voice low and thick with arousal.

‘Look how it drags… see the way it clings and tries to keep him inside… the little hole is shiny and ruined already…’

Emily howled with laughter and clapped a hand over her own mouth for the sleeping infant upstairs.

‘We’re horrible,’ she gasped, delighted, eyes wet. ‘We’re perfect. Use him up. He’s just a wet toy on our rug while Mum fingers me and I kiss her and we laugh at how completely he’s gone…’

Richard’s stamina made the scene long enough to feel like weather. He switched holes and angles without hurry. First he pulled free with a wet, obscene sound, the open ring left gaping and fluttering for a second before he shoved the glistening cock into Patrick’s vacant mouth. He fucked the throat deep and slow until Patrick choked, thick ropes of spit spilling from the corners of the painted lips and running down his chin onto the upper slopes of his heavy breasts. The short ruined tongue was flattened uselessly beneath the shaft. Then Richard pulled out again, strings of drool connecting cock to lips, and pushed back into the abused hole in one long, relentless glide. The rim stretched wide around the blunt head, then slid down the thick shaft inch by inch until Richard’s hips were flush against the soft cheeks and the locked stub was mashed helplessly into the towel.

He set a deep, grinding rhythm, pulling almost all the way out so they could watch the stretched ring cling and drag, then slamming back in to the root. Every thrust forced a wet, filthy squelch from the well-used hole. Patrick’s lisping cries broke into broken, rhythmic sounds with each impact. The cocklet inside the lock twitched and leaked a steady clear stream onto the towel, pure overload with nowhere to go.

Richard spent the first time across Patrick’s painted cheeks and the upper curves of his breasts, thick white ropes that striped the soft skin and caught in the lace of the shoved-up onesie. The women immediately smeared it with their fingers while kissing each other open-mouthed over the wreck, pushing spend past each other’s lips and laughing into the kiss. Patrick remained in helpless, instinctive submission through all of it, presenting, opening, smiling vacantly whenever a face entered his striped blur, cocklet still twitching uselessly inside the lock, a second clear, nappy-worthy leak of fluid spreading on the towel beneath him.

When Richard pushed back into his hole for the second finish he did it without warning, one long brutal thrust that seated him fully and made Patrick’s soft belly jump. Both women had their hands buried between each other’s legs, fingers slick and working, laughing and moaning in a tangled braid while they urged the rhythm.

‘Soft furniture, broken husband, best joke, sweetest little socket, fill him up...’

The second climax hit Richard with a low growl. He ground deep, hips flush, and flooded the open heat in long, heavy pulses. Patrick’s hole clenched and fluttered around the thick shaft as it was filled; hot spend immediately began to leak out around the base and run in thick white rivulets down the soft inner thighs, dripping onto the towel in slow, heavy drops. Emily shook apart again on Margaret’s hand, thighs clamping, while Margaret bit Emily’s shoulder hard enough to leave marks, trying to stay quiet enough for Oliver’s green monitor light.

Laughter came after like champagne, helpless, affectionate, cruel, free. They sprawled in a sweaty cuddle pile on the sofa, robes open, breasts marked with teeth and milk, mouths wet and shiny. Emily’s heavy nursing breasts still leaked thin white trails that Margaret lazily licked away between kisses. They looked down at the used shape on the towel; hole slack and shining, the stretched rim puffy and dark pink, a slow thick trickle of Richard’s spend still leaking from the open centre and running in a glossy line down over the soft, cream-smeared perineum and onto the towel. Face filthy with drying spit, tears and streaks of spend. Onesie ruined and shoved up under his arms. Mittens still on. Vacant smile struggling back into place through the daze, eyes soft and unfocused.

‘Again with his mouth,’ Emily said, lazy and glowing, fingers still idly stroking Margaret’s wet cunt. ‘While we cuddle. I want to taste Mum while he cleans you.’

Richard sat back on his heels, cock still half-hard and glistening with a mix of spend and the slick from Patrick’s hole. He fisted a hand in the soft hair and guided the vacant face forward. Patrick’s short ruined tongue worked obediently over the thick head, lapping at the slit, then down the shaft, gathering the mixed salty-bitter taste of Richard’s cum and his own used hole. Spit and residual spend smeared across his painted cheeks and chin as he licked with slow, mindless thoroughness. Above him the women made out slowly and deeply, tongues sliding, hands gentle now on each other’s breasts and between open thighs, laughter turning to low fond hums. They glanced down between kisses to enjoy the picture of the mindless adult baby on his knees, mittens planted on the towel, heavy breasts hanging, worshipping the spent cock that had just finished inside him. When Richard was clean enough he pushed Patrick’s face away with the sole of his foot, mild and proprietary. The soft thing stayed where he fell, cheek to the damp towel, smiling vaguely at the carpet pattern, hole still slowly leaking a thick white bead that welled and dripped.

Cleanup was almost tender and still part of the joke. They rolled the limp body onto his back. Emily held the heavy thighs open while Margaret wiped the worst of the mess from the slack, shining hole with a warm cloth, pressing a little inside to catch the spend that kept seeping out. A fresh thick overnight nappy was wrestled under the soft hips. The dense pad settled against the still-open, tender rim. Tapes yanked snug, left, right, upper anchors pulled tight enough to make him yelp, and both women giggled into each other’s necks at the sound. Plastic pants dragged up with a loud crinkle, waist elastic snapping under the soft belly, leg elastics biting into the hormone-plumped thighs. A cleanish onesie from the hall basket was popped closed over the bulk. Lift, he was pure parcel, head lolling, smile still fixed, and they carried him back up the stairs between three adults who paused at Oliver’s door to confirm the green glow and the sweet newborn snore. Then the crib. Rail raised. Catch slid home with its soft final click.

Emily leaned in, milk and sex on her breath, and kissed Patrick’s filthy-clean forehead. ‘Best show,’ she whispered. ‘We laughed so hard. We cuddled through all of it. You’re our favourite filthy secret under the perfect family. Sleep wet and used and smiling, yeah?’

Margaret stroked his hair once, nails gentle. Richard wound the mobile so the stars began their slow turn. They left for the bay bed still tangled in hands and low leftover laughter, the intense group heat cooling into ordinary threesome sleepiness next door.

Patrick floated in the gold-grey afterglow. His hole was sore-sweet and still seeping; every small shift sent a warm trickle of Richard’s spend deeper into the thick pad that now sealed it in. The nappy felt tight and heavy over the mess left inside him. Face faintly sticky at the hairline where spend had dried. Vacant smile steady under the turning stars. Downstairs the towel would be washed. Upstairs the green light watched the real baby. In the wood rectangle the soft toy of the evening drifted, thoroughly used, thoroughly laughed over, thoroughly incidental to the cuddles that had mattered as much as the thrusts, and in his broken head there was only; full, loud, soft-voices-happy, pad-warm, good, stay.


Epilogue

Night in the nursery did not fall so much as settle, layer on layer, like powder on lemon terry.

The mobile had run down hours ago; plastic stars hung above the crib in a frozen constellation, catching the nightlight’s amber in dull points. Cloud wallpaper receded into soft dark. The moon quilt lay kicked to Patrick’s hips, baring the frilled onesie and the thick proud shelf of the overnight nappy, plastic pants gleaming faintly where a stripe of hall light slipped under the door. Rail up. Catch home. The wood verticals threw long still shadows across a body that did not argue with stillness. The dummy rose and fell in slow, wet pulls. His vacant mouth was shiny at the corners. The eternal cradle held.

Outside the bars the Victorian house breathed its finished life. Through the wall came Oliver’s newborn snore, tiny, wet, unburdened. Through the open hall and the bay room’s ajar door came the happy family’s softer weather; Margaret’s low laugh at something Richard murmured; the creak of the big bed as three adults found their tangle; Emily’s contented sigh, milk-heavy, love-heavy, free of the empty-hand grief that had once lived in a clinic car. A glass set down. A kiss’s quiet wet. Footsteps to the infant’s door, a pause, a return. No footsteps yet to the soft one’s rail. He did not fret for them. Need, when it came, was a warm tide without sharp edges.

Inside the crib, atmosphere was everything and thought was almost nothing.

The mattress held his spine in a shallow familiar dent worn by months of the same weight. Bumper velvet brushed one bare calf where the onesie had ridden up. Between his legs the permanent bulk was a climate; heat from his own earlier wetness sealed under fresh tapes from the post-show change, a dull sweet pressure against the lock, the faint clean-chemical ghost of powder rising whenever he shifted and the plastic whispered. Air tasted of lavender from the drawer sachets and the far metallic note of the steriliser in the corner. His full breasts spread softly under cotton, nipples catching occasionally on the lace sewn into the onesie’s lining, a tiny spark that dissolved into the general gold-grey rather than becoming story. Submissive need lived low in his belly like a banked coal; not hunger for freedom, only the animal wish for a hand, a teat, a voice saying good. Contentment, babyish and fuzzy, filled the rest like warm milk. No clinic. No flat key. No name that required a jaw. Only; pad, bars, dark-nice, voices-far-happy, stay.

Time loosened. The long-case clock downstairs marked hours he did not count. Somewhere a radiator ticked and cooled. Rain began, real rain this time, not the speaker’s loop, tapping the sash with a tenderness that matched the dummy’s pull. Patrick’s vacant smile hovered and faded and hovered again as dreamless dozes took him and released him. In one half-wake he mouthed the air for a bottle that was not there and settled when the suck on latex returned enough illusion. In another he wet into the already-warm bulk; the spreading heat bloomed slow and heavy, soaking deeper into the quilted core until the whole package felt like being held from the inside. Fuzzy babyish contentment. Submissive need without object. The eternal cradle asked nothing but that he remain soft inside it.

Near midnight the bay-room sounds thickened, not the sharp theatre of the rug show, only the married threesome’s slow private rhythm. A headboard’s discreet complaint. Emily’s muffled cry of pleasure braided with Margaret’s soft shhh and Richard’s low praise. The wet, rhythmic sounds of bodies moving together drifted down the hall like scent. Patrick’s locked stub twitched once inside its cage. His smile went looser. In the broken chapel of his mind the sounds meant only; family-safe, grown-ups-busy, soft-baby-quiet, good. He crinkled once, loud in the hush, and the monitor carried the soft plastic announcement into the bay room as a footnote to their bliss.

Afterward it was quieter. Feeding sounds came from Oliver’s room, Emily’s low milk-talk, the infant’s eager wet pull, the small satisfied sighs that followed. Then her footsteps, heavier with residual heat and motherhood, paused at the soft one’s door.

The women peeked in quietly from the doorway.

Emily came first, shirt half-buttoned, hair wrecked from Richard’s hands, eyes soft with sex and nursing and ownership. A thin shine of milk still marked the curve of one breast. Margaret stood behind her shoulder, robe loose, expression serene as a closed ledger. They did not turn on the main light. Nightlight amber painted the bars, the thick proud bulk, the vacant peaceful face. For a long moment they only looked, satisfied deeply and without remainder with their creation.

Emily whispered, not needing him to understand the words, only the tone. ‘There he is. Our forever baby. Thick and quiet and smiling in his box while the real one grows next door. Look at that face, Mum. Empty. Happy. Ours.’

Margaret’s hand found Emily’s waist, thumb stroking slow. ‘From the first lace to this. No loose ends. He’s content the way furniture is content, used, put where it belongs, looked after by routine. Listen to the house. Everyone where they should be. Peek in whenever you doubt it. He’ll still be here. Forever in that crib. Forever saying yes the soft way.’

They slipped into the room on bare feet. Emily reached through the bars and stroked his hair; Patrick leaned into the touch with a wet hum and the vacant smile blooming fuller, dummy clicking softly against his tongue. Margaret patted the loud front of the nappy, checking heat with practised fingers, and hummed approval at the sealed heavy warmth. No change yet. Morning would come with its claim and its tapes. Night was for holding the picture.

‘Good boy,’ Emily breathed, and the phrase sank into him like the old rain-track, pure comfort, pure chain. ‘Sleep. Stay little. Stay wet. Stay ours until the stars wear off the mobile.’

He lisped something shapeless around the dummy, lub, or mum, or only milk-sound, and his mittened hand opened and closed on nothing. Submissive need eased under her fingers. Fuzzy contentment rose like warm milk. The women lingered one more breath, silhouette-mothers at the rail, satisfied down to the bone, then backed out. The door stayed ajar. Hall light narrowed to a gold bar on the carpet.

Alone again, and not alone, the house full of breathing, Patrick drifted deeper. Rain on glass. Oliver’s sigh through the wall. A final low laugh from the bay room, fond, spent, free. Inside the eternal cradle the broken adult baby lay permanently padded beneath turning dark, mind emptied to soft weather, smile vacant and true, need simple as warmth, contentment endless as the catch that would not open from within.

The mobile did not need to wind. The night held him. The family held the house. And the cradle, white-wood and moon-quilted and absolute, held what they had made; soft, used, smiling, forever little in the dark, while outside the rain stitched the garden and the long-case clock counted toward another morning of bottles and bars and the quiet perfect cruelty of a life that would not change again.

In the crib, Patrick slept on.

In the rest of the house, the happy family slept around him.

And the eternal cradle, at last, was only peace of a kind; thick, locked, listening, and endlessly, babyishly, complete.

THE END
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