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Chapter One: The Road to Duberville

The sun shines brightly on Duberville.

Walking its streets, you see the pretty girls strolling along, giddy with their own femininity. They all wear dresses in Duberville. That’s how the men like it. And the girls are at a premium. They find one they like, and the guys of Duberville aren’t too willing to let her go.

Even if she needs a little work.

I’d like to say I put up a good fight. You know, I railed against their attempts to feminize me. But I guess that would be a lie. I did fight. But it wasn’t a good fight. That kind of thing isn’t in my nature. And I guess they knew that when they first set eyes on me.

I didn’t stand a chance. But, hey, the dresses are nice, and the sun shines brightly, and as long as you don’t step over the line, the guys are pretty good to you.

Guess I better start at the beginning. Or what passes for it.

You didn’t have to be a member of the brains trust to know that Zucho wasn’t going to make it across state.  Not the way he was breathing and talking about his gut and all.  Zucho was pretty much one of the biggest guys I’d ever seen, and not much of it was muscle. 

He moved pretty fast for a fat guy, but I guess, as we travelled across state, that lard was beginning to get its own back. Truth was, I thought I was the one that was going to get popped.  Zucho had done a few in his time and I didn’t really know why Eddie had asked me to go on this trip.  Maybe it was because I had a little bit of medical experience – a year that ended in failure back in England.  Maybe he was just sick of the sight of me.  Anyway, I was here.  You didn’t refuse Eddy Blackheart (and yes, that is his real name), you just went along with everything.

Zucho didn’t fit well behind the wheel of the Mustang, his belly pressed hard against the wheel and his fat legs like oversized balloons in the space below.  He’d insisted on driving, and 8 hours in and just crossing the state line into Virginia, he was still driving. 

I’d relaxed enough to doze a little, even managed to get the thought that he might sometime pull over and put a little bullet through my head – though with his weight I knew he wasn’t going to be moving too fast.   His breathing woke me in the end, dragging me from a nice dream about Ellen Peterson and her rather large breasts.  It sounded like someone was filing down jagged metal, and I turned to see Zucho’s face lit by traffic light, his mouth open and those pig eyes wide as saucers.

“Hell, Zucho, you okay.”

He just breathed. Rasping in and out.  His hands were gripped tightly around the wheel and there was a funny kind of smell.   I asked him if he was okay again.  The road we were on was straight, lined on either side by trees. 

“Don’t feel so good,” he said finally.

“No shit, pull over, will you?”

In 8 hours, it was about the longest conversation we’d had.  Zucho forced himself to concentrate, lifting his foot off the pedal and turning towards the side of the road.  A few cars passed us, but otherwise we were on one of those lonely country roads you see in horror movies.  Zucho braked suddenly, and I jolted forward.  I turned on the overhead light.  Jesus, he looked bad.  I told him we had to get to a hospital, and he forced a grin, and then I saw there was blood on his teeth.  My heart was beating nineteen to the dozen, and I was thinking a couple of things that maybe I shouldn’t.  First, that maybe Zucho was going to die; secondly, how the fuck was I going to get him out of the driver's seat if he did; and third, did I have the balls to take the car and the ton of coke that was in the back seat and royally piss off Eddie Blackheart.

Then Zucho fell forward and slammed his head against the steering wheel, pressing the horn so the night air filled with noise. What made matters worse, lights flashed behind, and a cop car drew up onto the gravel.

The patrol car sat behind us with its lights turning lazily in the darkness, washing the trees in red and blue. A tall, burly sheriff climbed out and headed towards the Mustang with the sort of steady walk that suggested he had seen the scene a thousand times before. He was broad through the shoulders, hat pulled low, one hand resting near the gun on his belt as he approached. I wondered if he had spaghetti western music roaming through his head at the time.

Zucho was still slumped against the steering wheel, the horn blaring. I took a breath, reached across and tried to pull him back, but the man must have weighed more than the car. His body barely shifted. I got an arm around his shoulder and tugged harder, but all I managed to do was make his head loll slightly to one side while the horn continued screaming.

The sheriff tapped sharply on the passenger window.

I lowered it. His hand stayed close to the holster as he stooped and looked in. “What’s up with him?”

“I think he died.”

He looked more closely at Zucho, then back at me. “Get out of the vehicle.”

There was no point arguing. I opened the door and stepped out onto the gravel, hands raised enough to show I wasn’t stupid. The sheriff spun me around, cuffed my wrists behind my back and patted me down before guiding me a few steps away from the car.

“You carrying anything? Needles?”

“No.”

“Stay there.”

He went round to the driver’s side, opened the door and somehow dragged Zucho back from the steering wheel as if the man weighed about twenty stone less than he actually did. The horn finally stopped, and the sudden silence was almost as violent as the noise had been. The sheriff leaned in, checked Zucho’s neck, then straightened.

“Yep. He’s dead.”

That was it. No drama. No ambulance yet. No chest compressions. Just he’s dead, like he was confirming a flat tyre. He turned towards me. “What are you doing out here?”

“Passing through.”

“Passing through where?” His eyes narrowed slightly. “You got anything in the car you shouldn’t?”

“No.”

It was a stupid answer, but what else was I supposed to say? Yes, officer, there’s a kilo of cocaine in the back, thanks for asking? He stared at me for a second longer, then walked back to the Mustang.

“Stay put.”

The sheriff searched the car slowly and methodically, starting in the front, moving through the glove compartment and console, then opening the back. He found the coke immediately. It was not exactly hidden with criminal-mastermind precision. Eddie had wanted it moved quickly and Zucho had never seemed particularly concerned about the possibility of being stopped. Maybe when you weigh the best part of half a ton and have a reputation for hurting people, you assume normal rules do not apply.

I knew from the sheriff’s face that the night had just become considerably worse.

He carried the package over, holding it in one hand. “What’s this?”

I gave him what I hoped was an innocent look. “I don’t know.”

“Of course you don’t.”

A minute later I was sitting in the back of the patrol car with the cuffs still on and the hard plastic seat digging into me. The sheriff returned to his radio before getting behind the wheel.

“John, we got a body in a car on Langley Road. Get up here and bring an ambulance.” There was a crackle of static. The sheriff looked back towards the Mustang. “You might need a forklift too. The fucker’s fifty stone and wedged in the seat.”

He got into the patrol car and started the engine. I watched the Mustang disappear behind us as we pulled away. Zucho was still in the driver’s seat, the car door hanging open.

We drove for maybe fifteen minutes before the first sign appeared.

WELCOME TO DUBERVILLE
POPULATION 2000

The town began almost immediately after that, and I remember staring out of the window because something about the place felt wrong before I could even say what it was.

It was just too nice.

Every house seemed to have a white picket fence. Every lawn looked freshly cut. Flower beds ran along porches in neat rows of colour, not a weed in sight, and the hedges looked as if somebody had trimmed them with a ruler. Even the streetlamps had an old-fashioned design, black metal with warm yellow light instead of the ugly glare you got in most towns.

It looked like America had gone backwards fifty years and nobody had thought to mention it.

We passed a woman walking a tiny white dog. She wore a pale blue polka-dot dress with a full skirt held out by petticoats, white gloves and high heels. Her blonde hair was curled perfectly around her shoulders. She looked like she had stepped out of an advert for washing powder from 1957. As the patrol car went by, she smiled and waved at the sheriff.

A little farther along, another woman stood outside a bakery arranging flowers in the window. She had on a pink dress with a narrow waist and a skirt so full it seemed to float around her legs. Across the road, a man in shirtsleeves was sweeping the pavement outside a hardware shop while another woman pushed an old-fashioned pram past him, her hair pinned up neatly and her heels clicking against the pavement.

It felt less like a real town than a film set somebody had forgotten to shut down. I leaned forward as far as the cuffs allowed. “What is this place?”

The sheriff looked at me in the rear-view mirror.

“Duberville.”

“Yeah, I got that from the sign.”

He said nothing else.

The main street was only a few blocks long, with a diner, a pharmacy, a barber’s, a grocery store and a little town hall with a white clock tower. No bars, as far as I could see. American flags hung from several buildings. Hanging baskets overflowed with flowers. People seemed to know one another, because nearly everyone waved at someone as we passed.

If I hadn’t been handcuffed in the back of a police car with a dead drug runner behind me and enough cocaine to destroy the next twenty years of my life sitting in evidence, I might have thought it was charming.

The jail stood at the far end of town beside the sheriff’s office, a squat brick building with white-painted trim and another impossibly neat flower bed along the front. The sheriff pulled into a side entrance, got me out of the car and marched me inside.

There was nobody waiting at reception. No noise from other prisoners. No shouting, no banging doors, none of the things I’d expected from every prison scene I’d ever watched on television. The sheriff took me down a short corridor and opened a cell.

It was small but clean. Metal bed, thin mattress, toilet in the corner, little barred window high on the wall. I stepped inside expecting him to remove the cuffs.

Instead, he told me to sit. I did. He fixed one cuff around the metal bedframe and left the other around my wrist. I looked at him.

“Is that necessary?”

“You can never be too careful.”

Then he stood, walked out and closed the cell door behind him. I heard his footsteps disappear along the corridor. And just like that, I was alone.

I settled back against the wall as far as the handcuff would let me and started trying to come to terms with the fact that I was probably going to prison for the next few years. I didn’t know enough about American drug laws to put an exact figure on it, but a kilo of cocaine, a dead man and a foreign passport did not feel like the ingredients for a sympathetic hearing.

I imagined Eddie Blackheart finding out what had happened and decided prison might actually be the safer option.

That comforting thought lasted all of five minutes because, when I really thought about it, I was twenty-two, slightly built, English and cursed with a mouth that tended to keep moving long after common sense should have kicked in.

Even I could see that prison was not going to be an environment in which those qualities flourished. Zucho had been the sort of bloke who could walk into a room and make people move aside. I was the sort who could walk into a room, annoy the largest person in it within thirty seconds and then wonder why my nose hurt.

About half an hour after the sheriff left, I heard footsteps approaching along the corridor. More than one person. I sat up as the sheriff appeared first, filling most of the passageway outside the bars. Behind him came an elderly man with silver hair, a perfectly pressed cream suit and an ornate walking stick that looked expensive. He must have been close to eighty, but there was nothing frail about him.

The third person was a woman, and the moment she stopped beside them and looked into the cell, Duberville managed once again to make me feel as though I had stepped into the wrong decade.

She was perhaps in her late forties or early fifties, though it was hard to be sure because she was so immaculately presented. Her dark hair had been arranged in smooth, glossy curls, her makeup was perfect, and she wore a pale yellow dress with a full skirt beneath a white pinafore. The sleeves were short and puffed, the waist narrow, and the skirt stood out over layers of petticoat. She looked as though she had been interrupted halfway through baking a pie for a husband who would arrive home at exactly six.

The elderly man stopped in front of the bars and leaned lightly on his walking stick. “This him?”

The sheriff glanced around the completely empty corridor. “I don’t see anyone else, Judge.”

The old man gave him a look suggesting the sheriff had made that joke before and it had not improved with repetition, then turned his attention to me. I didn’t like the way he looked. I had been found with a dead criminal and enough cocaine to stock a nightclub. He studied me with detached curiosity, his eyes moving over my face, shoulders, hands and even my legs as though I were something being evaluated at an auction.

The judge turned towards the woman. “What do you think, Magdeleine? Will he do?”

That was when things moved from strange to bizarre. Magdeleine stepped closer to the bars and examined me too. Her gaze moved slowly over me, pausing on my face, my hair and then the narrowness of my shoulders. She tilted her head slightly, and I had the distinctly uncomfortable impression that she was mentally changing things.

I gave her what I hoped was a hard look, but she seemed completely unimpressed. “He looks a good candidate.”

The judge tapped the tip of his walking stick once against the floor before looking directly at me. “Do you want to spend the next ten years in the state penitentiary, son?”

It seemed like a remarkably stupid question. “Oh, yeah. Always been a dream of mine.”

The sheriff’s expression barely changed, although I caught the slightest movement at the corner of his mouth. The judge, on the other hand, looked almost pleased. “Feisty one, aren’t you?”

Magdeleine smiled, but it was not a particularly reassuring smile. “We’ll soon cure him of that.”

I looked from her to the judge. “Cure me of what?”

“The attitude, mainly,” the judge said, resting both hands over the carved top of his walking stick.

Magdeleine’s smile widened. The whole thing was starting to irritate me more than frighten me, which in hindsight should probably tell you everything you need to know about my survival instincts.

The judge continued studying me before asking, “You’re not from around here.”

“That obvious?”

“Accent gives you away.”

“Any family over here?”

I hesitated before admitting, “No.”

“Girlfriend? Wife? Children?”

“No.” By then I was frowning at him.

The judge nodded slowly, apparently satisfied with whatever information he had been collecting. “Well, that’s settled then.”

I stared at him. “What’s settled?”

Again, nobody answered. Magdeleine simply adjusted the white pinafore at her waist and turned towards the sheriff as though the conversation had concluded in a perfectly normal way. Something had been decided, I didn’t know what.

“You can feed him,” she said, “and then bring him to mine.”


Chapter Two: The Doctor

I woke with my left wrist aching.

For a few seconds I couldn’t work out why, then I tried to roll over and the metal cuff around my wrist pulled sharply against the bed rail. That brought everything back quickly enough.

I lay still and looked around. The room was small, neat and strangely old-fashioned, with floral wallpaper, dark wooden furniture and a bedspread that looked handmade. There was nothing institutional about it. No bars on the window, no concrete walls, no stainless-steel toilet bolted into the corner. If it hadn’t been for the handcuff attaching me to the bed, I might have thought I’d woken up in somebody’s guest room.

On the opposite wall was a little wooden picture frame. I stared at it for a while before focusing better to see it contained needlework rather than a photograph. Pink flowers had been stitched around the edges, with a line of careful lettering in the middle.

HONOR THY MASTER

I tested the cuff again, more gently this time, then heard movement outside. The door opened and Magdeleine came in carrying a tray. She looked exactly as she had the night before, only the dress was different.

This one was pale green with tiny white flowers, full through the skirt and drawn in tightly at the waist, with another spotless white pinafore over the top. Her hair was perfectly arranged, her lipstick fresh, and she looked far too cheerful for someone visiting a suspected drug trafficker who was chained to a bed.

On the tray was a glass of water and a bowl of something that looked like soup.

“Did you sleep well?” she asked.

I stared at her. “What’s going on?”

She placed the tray on the bedside table. “You didn’t want to go to jail.”

“That doesn’t explain why I’m handcuffed to the bed.”

“No,” she said pleasantly. “I suppose it doesn’t.”

I looked towards the door, then back at her. “Where is this place?”

“Duberville.”

“I know the town is called Duberville. I meant where am I?”

“You’re in my home.”

That made me look around again. The floral wallpaper suddenly seemed more sinister. “Your home?”

“I know what you are thinking.” Magdeleine pulled a chair closer to the bed and sat down, smoothing her skirt beneath her with practised care. “You were given an alternative.”

“I don’t remember being given anything. I remember an old bloke asking whether I fancied ten years in prison and then the three of you having a conversation over my head.”

“We were discussing the alternative. I shouldn’t worry.”

I looked back at the framed needlework. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

Her eyes followed mine. “Oh, that.” She sounded as if I’d pointed out a landscape painting. “Just a little household reminder.”

I shifted against the pillows, trying to sit more comfortably without pulling on the cuff. “So what exactly is Duberville? Some kind of cult? Why does everything look so damn perfect?”

“Mind your language, please. Duberville is a model community. You may have noticed that we have a certain style.”

“Yeah. I noticed.”

“You won’t find mobile phones here. We don’t need them. There’s almost no crime, people know their neighbours, children are well behaved, homes are properly maintained and everyone understands what is expected of them.” I thought of the spotless streets, clipped hedges and the blonde woman walking her tiny dog in a polka-dot dress. “You’ll get used to it.”

That bothered me. I nodded towards her dress. “Why are you dressed like you’ve come out of a nineteen-fifties fashion catalogue?”

She looked down at herself as though she had genuinely never considered the question. “We all dress like this.”

“Everyone?”

“No, silly, the girls do.” Magdeleine folded her hands neatly in her lap. “Duberville is a patriarchy.”

I actually laughed. “You’re serious?”

“Completely. The husbands go to work and provide for their households. The women look after the home, prepare meals, maintain standards and support their husbands. Everyone knows their role, and the arrangement works perfectly.”

Something stirred in the back of my mind. I remembered a YouTube video I’d watched months earlier, probably at three in the morning while avoiding something useful. A blonde woman in a flowered dress had been talking about marriage, homemaking and how she enjoyed having dinner ready when her husband got home.

“You’re a tradwife.”

Magdeleine frowned. “A what?”

“A tradwife. Traditional wife. Internet thing.”

“I don’t know what that is.”

“Basically you. Dresses, cooking, cleaning, husband goes out to work while you stay home making pies and pretending feminism never happened.”

Her expression tightened slightly. “That sounds unnecessarily rude.”

She reached for the water and handed it to me. “So,” I said after drinking, “you’re not sending me to prison, so you want something else; otherwise I wouldn’t be handcuffed. I know, you want to set me up as a husband. Is that it?”

Magdeleine smiled. “Not exactly.”

It wasn’t long after Magdeleine left before I heard heavier footsteps coming through the house. Two deputies appeared in the doorway, both built from the same general blueprint as the sheriff: broad shoulders, thick arms, expressions suggesting conversation was optional.

They removed the cuff from the bed only to replace it with another around my other wrist, then marched me through the house and outside as though there was a serious possibility I might make a run for it.

They drove me through Duberville in the back of another patrol car. Daylight made the place even stranger. The houses really did all seem freshly painted, the gardens were impossibly tidy and nearly every woman we passed looked as though she had dressed for a garden party sometime around 1958.

One was hanging washing in a blue dress with a full white petticoat underneath. Another was pushing a pram while wearing heels and little white gloves. Nobody seemed hurried. Nobody seemed miserable either.

The medical centre was only a few streets from the main square. It was a small brick building with white trim, flower boxes beneath the windows and a brass plaque beside the door that simply said DUBERVILLE MEDICAL CENTRE. Inside, everything was spotless. There was no crowd in the waiting room, no screaming children, no receptionist trying to answer six phones at once. In fact, there didn’t seem to be anything happening at all.

One of the deputies sat me in a wheelchair. He gave me a look that suggested this was where I should stay.

The doctor appeared a few minutes later. He was somewhere in his fifties, slightly overweight with thinning grey hair, wire-framed glasses and the sort of affable face you instinctively trusted even when you probably shouldn’t.

“Well,” he said. “Let’s have a look at you.”

“For what?”

“General health assessment.”

He began with all the ordinary things. He shone a light into my eyes, checked my ears, listened to my chest, felt around my neck and then asked me to open my mouth while he inspected my teeth.

“Not bad,” he said.

The examination continued. Blood pressure, pulse, reflexes, questions about allergies and childhood illnesses. He asked whether I had ever had surgery, whether I smoked, how much I drank and whether I used drugs.

I looked at him.

Then the questions became more personal. “Any history of sexually transmitted disease?”

I stared at him. “Seriously?”

He looked over his glasses. “Are you sexually active?”

“Sometimes.”

“Regular partner?”

“No.”

“Are you a virgin?”

I actually laughed. “What kind of medical centre is this?”

The deputies stood near the door throughout the whole thing, apparently fascinated by absolutely nothing. Eventually the doctor said, “Roll up your sleeve for me.”

I looked at him. “Why?”

“Inoculation.”

“For what?”

“The usual things. Covid, seasonal illnesses, anything we don’t particularly want circulating around town. Duberville takes preventative medicine seriously.”

I stared at the syringe he was preparing.

“You people are weird.”

“So I’ve been told.” If he had been more sinister, I might have refused immediately. Instead he wiped my upper arm with alcohol, chatted about the weather and made the whole thing seem so ordinary that objecting would have felt ridiculous.

“Just relax your arm.”

I did. The needle went in. There was a brief sting and then it was over.

“There,” he said, pressing a small cotton pad against the spot. “Nothing to it.”

“Can I go back to jail now?”

He smiled. “Not quite yet.”

A few minutes later I began to feel strange.

At first I thought it was just tiredness. My head felt light and there was a warm looseness spreading through my shoulders. I blinked several times and realised the room seemed slightly farther away than it had before.

“Doctor.”

He looked up from the folder. “Hmm?”

“I feel weird.”

“That’s all right.”

“No, I mean really weird.”

I tried to lift my hand and found that the movement required far more thought than it should have. My fingers responded eventually, but slowly, as though the signal had taken the scenic route from my brain.

“What did you give me?”

“Just relax.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

I tried to push myself upright in the wheelchair and discovered I couldn’t. My legs felt heavy, my arms heavier, and even turning my head seemed to happen a fraction after I decided to do it.

The doctor remained annoyingly cheerful. “You’re perfectly safe.”

That was exactly the sort of thing people said immediately before doing something terrible. I tried to swear at him but my tongue had become thick enough that it came out more like a complaint from someone waking after dental surgery.

The deputies wheeled me through another doorway into a small treatment room containing a narrow bed and several pieces of equipment I didn’t recognise. Between them they transferred me onto the bed without much difficulty. By then everything felt pleasantly distant. Someone attached a line to my arm and hung a clear bag above me.

I watched a droplet form in the chamber. Then another.

The doctor adjusted something beside the bed.

I tried to focus on his face, but it was becoming difficult. My body felt as if it belonged to somebody else. Not numb exactly, because I could still feel the bed beneath me and the cool air against my skin, but everything had acquired a soft separation from reality.

The doctor turned towards the deputies. “You can come back in a couple of hours.”

They left.

I wanted to be more concerned about that, but floating seemed easier. That is the only way I can describe the next stretch of time. I drifted in and out without properly sleeping, as though I were suspended in warm water somewhere just beneath consciousness. The ceiling appeared occasionally above me. The doctor came and went, checking my pulse, looking into my eyes or adjusting the drip. Once I thought I asked him how long I had been there, but I’m not sure the words ever made it out.

At some point I surfaced enough to hear voices near the foot of the bed. The doctor was there again, and this time Magdeleine stood beside him. She had changed out of the pinafore and was wearing another one of those immaculate dresses, this one cream with little pink flowers. They were speaking quietly, apparently under the impression that I was zonked out.

“She’ll need regular infusions for the first week,” the doctor said. “Then once a month once it’s properly embedded.”

Magdeleine nodded. “And the adjustment period?”

“A mild sedative will make her more compliant. She may seem confused on occasion, but that’s not a problem. It should settle.”

My brain caught on one word. She? I tried to open my eyes properly, but they felt impossibly heavy.

The doctor asked, “Are the ladies ready?”

“They’re waiting.”

There was a pause while he checked something beside me.

I wanted to ask who they were talking about. I wanted to point out that I was quite clearly not a she, and I definitely wanted somebody to explain what exactly was supposed to become embedded.

Instead, the warmth rolled over me again, and the room began slipping away.

The last thing I remember thinking before I drifted under was that I should have gone to prison.


Chapter Three: The Girls

When I surfaced again, it was into sunlight.

It came slanting through a window somewhere off to my right, warm and pale, and for a while that was all I could really make sense of. Light and dust moving lazily in it. That struck me as odd. I didn’t think Duberville would allow dust. At all.

I had the vague feeling of being awake without having any particular control over my body. It was like I was a foggy brain and that was all. I was not in the bed anymore, that much I could tell. I was lying on something firmer and narrower, some sort of table by the feel of it.

I tried to move a hand. Nothing. I had no sense where my hand was.

That dreamy warmth was still there, though thinner now, as if I were rising slowly towards the surface. I could feel things. The edge of the table beneath my back. Air against my skin. The slight drag of fabric over my legs, or perhaps a sheet. But actual movement remained out of reach, and the realisation should have set off alarm bells but somehow I remained detached. An observer.

There were four women standing in front of me.

They looked too precise to be real, like something staged for a surreal movie. They all wore those colourful fifties-style dresses Duberville seemed to favour, the skirts held out wide beneath full white pinafores. Rubber gloves covered their hands and neat white masks hid the lower halves of their faces, making their eyes seem oddly bright and impersonal above them. Their hair was pinned or curled into place with the same relentless neatness I had come to associate with the women in this town.

I recognised Magdeleine. The others were strangers.

One was dark-haired and broad-shouldered for a woman, with a calm, level stare that made her seem more serious. Another was fair and soft-looking. Her dress was brighter than the others and had a comic book feel. The third had reddish hair tucked beneath a scarf and a pair of eyes that hinted at something oriental.

I wanted to ask what the hell was happening. I couldn’t even feel my lips. I wanted to sit up, demand answers, pick a door and make a run for it even if I had no clear idea where I was going to go. I lay there staring at them, my heart knocking somewhere beneath the soft chemical fog, while Magdeleine glanced down at a tray beside her.

“Let’s begin with the body hair,” she said.

I could see past them to the trolley.

On it sat a metal bowl containing a brown, waxy-looking liquid that seemed to bubble occasionally. Next to it were several neatly folded cloth strips, what look like wooden choc ice sticks and a few little instruments I could not see properly. Everything had been arranged with the same prim efficiency as the breakfast tray she had carried into my room that morning.

There was something particularly chilling about that. If the tools of your undoing are laid out tidily enough, you know you’re in a whole heap of trouble.

As the women shifted into place, I noticed something else beyond them, near the window. At first, I couldn’t make sense of it as the sun was shining through it. It hung from a stand in an odd way and caught the sunlight in a way that made it look almost translucent, pale and softly gleaming. Then my dazed brain resolved it into a shape.

A female torso. It floated in the air like something Dali might have painted. Suspended in the air. Just the body, from shoulders to crotch, hanging there as though it were waiting to be filled.

The sight sent a fresh wave of unreality through me. It was one thing to be examined by a doctor, injected with God knew what and spoken about as though I were no longer entirely myself. It was another to wake in a bright room with four masked women and what looked like the shell of a woman hanging by the window.

Someone touched my cheek. I flinched inwardly, but the movement never reached my body.

The fair-haired woman had dipped something into the waxy mixture and was applying it to the side of my face with calm concentration. I could feel the warmth of it, then the press of a cloth strip. A moment later came the tug.

Not pain. Just a sharp pulling sensation, oddly distant.

Another strip. Another tug. Across my jaw. My upper lip. Down one side of my neck.

The others had started too. I became aware of them working at my arms, my chest, my stomach, other places not to be mentioned in polite company, methodical and unhurried.

The dreamy floating sensation remained, wrapping everything in a layer of softness that stopped the discomfort from becoming pain. I could feel what they were doing clearly enough to understand it. But I couldn’t stop them. That made the whole thing feel obscene.

They worked efficiently, the four of them moving around me with the ease of people who knew what they were doing. No wasted motion. Now and then one of them passed another a strip or set something back onto the trolley, but otherwise they spoke very little. The silence only added to the sense that I had somehow become an object in a process that didn’t end anywhere good.

At some point, one of the women, the red-haired one I thought, said, “Has she been given a name yet?”

Magdeleine did not look up from whatever she was doing near my shoulder. “Not yet.”

There was a brief pause while another strip was pressed to my chest. Then someone else asked, “Who’s going to train her?”

This time Magdeleine did look up, as though the question mattered. “Miss Tabitha.”

The broad-shouldered dark-haired woman gave the smallest nod from behind her mask. Another of them said, “That’s a good choice.” No one explained who Tabitha was. No one explained why I apparently needed training.

And no one, so far as I could tell, had the slightest doubt that all of this was going to happen whether I liked it or not.

When the waxing was complete, the women paused only long enough to clear the used strips and set the bowl aside. Two of the women moved to either side of me and, with practised ease, raised me into a sitting position. My head lolled forward for a moment before I finally managed to pull it up. That was new and maybe a sign of improvement. Then I realised someone was holding the back of my head. Across the room, I saw Magdeleine go to the strange translucent shape hanging by the window.

Now that she held it in her hands, it looked even odder. Flimsy was the word that came to mind. It had the outline of a woman’s torso with clearly defined breasts, but it was softer and more pliant than I would have expected, pale enough that the light showed through it at the edges. She carried it back as carefully as if it were something delicate and expensive.

One of the women glanced at it. “Is that the new model?”

Magdeleine gave the smallest nod. “It’s supposed to fuse completely, so you can’t see any difference between her own skin and the torso.”

Before I could linger on that, they began manoeuvring the thing into place. The lower part was opened and worked over one of my legs, then the other, the material sliding strangely against my skin. It seemed to make a slurping sound that was creepy. My head dropped again and I found myself staring in hazy fascination at the inside of it, where there was some sort of shaping or moulding in the crotch area. It made everything feel suddenly, horribly real.

Another pair of hands steadied the torso while Magdeleine crouched briefly in front of me. I could not properly see what she was doing, only quick, capable movements and a sensation of pressure low down, followed by a small, peculiar adjustment that made my breath catch despite the fog in my head.

“There,” Magdeleine said calmly. “It’s attached.”

One of the women gave a little giggle from behind me.

“Apparently it allows more sensitivity,” Magdeleine added, as if she were explaining some useful household improvement.

The same woman giggled again. “She’s going to need that.”

I wanted to ask what that meant, but speech still felt too slow and slippery. Before I could make the attempt, the two women supporting me lifted me higher and the torso contraption was drawn fully up over my body. It slid into place with a definite, enclosing warmth that felt disturbingly intimate. My arms were guided through the openings, one after the other, and then the whole thing was pulled around me and fastened at the back. I could feel Magdeleine moving around, adjusting the fit here and there, smoothing some part of it over my shoulders, pressing lightly at the waist, checking the line at the chest.

“There,” she said at last, with quiet satisfaction. “In a couple of days, you won’t know.”

Then Magdeleine stepped away and returned carrying clothes. Not ordinary clothes, not even the odd little dresses I had seen on the women in town, but soft, absurdly feminine things in pale blue.

The first was a pair of ruffled panties, which the women drew up over me with the same matter-of-fact efficiency they had shown throughout the entire procedure. Over those came a matching nightdress with frilled edges, light and smooth against my skin, falling to about my knees. Finally came a chiffon peignoir in the same pale blue, with puffed sleeves and a tie at the neck. Magdeleine fussed over it, arranging the collar, smoothing the sleeves and settling the tie so that it sat just so.

Only once I was fully dressed did the women begin stripping away their own extra layers. Gloves came off first, then aprons and masks, and the room abruptly became more human and less surgical, though not nearly enough to make me feel better.

Faces emerged. The broad-shouldered dark-haired woman looked as calm and self-possessed as before. The fair-haired one seemed the most cheerful. The redhead had full, sensual lips that seemed to be permanently on the brink of a smile.

They settled me back into the wheelchair.

The new body around me felt deeply strange. Warm, certainly, as though it had already begun adjusting itself to me or me to it. I was conscious in a vague, disbelieving way of the weight at my chest and the altered pressure below, both subtle and impossible to ignore.

They wheeled me out of the building and into the street.

Duberville greeted me again in all its polished unreality. The sun was bright, the air mild and every house, hedge and fence looked as if it was straight out of a magazine. Women moved along the pavements in immaculate dresses, high heels and curled hair, their skirts full, their makeup neat, every one of them composed and unmistakably feminine. There were no jeans, no trainers, no oversized jumpers, nothing baggy or careless anywhere.

I noticed, too, that there seemed to be no men about at all.

That thought lingered with me as they pushed me towards the high street and then on to a small salon tucked between a bakery and a dress shop. It looked exactly as you would imagine a Duberville salon to look: pastel paintwork, polished windows and a little swinging sign outside with elegant script across it. Through the glass I could see women inside, one beneath a dryer, another having her hair set while she read a magazine.

The bell above the door gave a cheerful little chime as I was wheeled in.

A couple of women looked up, curious but not alarmed, and from somewhere deeper in the salon a woman in a tight-fitting pink uniform came forward. She was blonde, beautifully made up and carried herself with the bright confidence of somebody who considered beauty both serious business and very good fun.

“Ah,” she said, smiling as she came to a stop in front of me. “Is this the new girl?”

She leaned closer, looking me over with open approval, and smiled.

“We’re going to make you so pretty.”


Chapter Four: The Salon

The woman in pink was called Jessie. Magdeleine greeted her like an old friend. She was perhaps thirty-five, with glossy blonde hair arranged in elaborate curls and a figure that seemed to have been designed by men who were used to having wet dreams.

Everything about her was immaculate, from her makeup to the little white shoes, and she had the sort of cheerful enthusiasm I normally associated with people trying to sell me something I didn't want.

She came closer and examined me, gently lifting my chin and turning my face towards the light. I was still floating somewhere in that peculiar chemical fog, although I seemed to be becoming more aware of my surroundings. Unfortunately, increased awareness hadn't brought any improvement in my ability to move. I could do little more than stare at Jessie while she studied me.

"Do we have a name yet?" she asked Magdeleine.

"Not yet. That hasn't been decided."

"Well, we can think about that later."

She moved behind the wheelchair and began running her fingers through my hair, lifting sections, examining the ends and apparently finding the whole business tremendously exciting. I had never paid much attention to my hair beyond washing it occasionally and having it cut whenever it began interfering with my eyesight.

"Oh, this is lovely. Really good condition, and we've got plenty of length to work with. I don't think we'll need to add anything." Jessie stepped around to face me again, studying my complexion before glancing towards the other women. "Platinum blonde, I think. Definitely. It will brighten her face beautifully, and with those features we can do something really pretty."

Platinum blonde? I tried to imagine myself looking like a member of Abba, but even that required more concentration than my brain could currently manage.

Jessie continued as if I wasn’t really there in spirit. "We'll start with the nails while the colour is developing. That'll save us some time. Then we'll shape the eyebrows properly and tidy everything up before we move on to the face."

She took one of my hands and inspected it, turning it gently beneath the light. My fingers seemed to have become an unexpected source of satisfaction, because she smiled and held them up for Magdeleine to examine.

"Look at these. Lovely slim fingers. We can give her quite elegant nails without making them too long. Something very feminine, obviously."

"Obviously," Magdeleine agreed.

I wasn't certain there was anything obvious about any of this. Jessie released my hand and leaned closer to examine my face again, her expression becoming more thoughtful as she considered my jaw, nose and cheeks.

"The eyebrows will make an enormous difference. A nice clean arch, not too thin. And I think a touch of filler for the cheeks and lips. Nothing exaggerated, just enough to soften everything and give her a prettier shape."

She glanced towards Magdeleine for approval, receiving a small nod before turning her attention back to my hair. She gathered it loosely at the sides, folding the lengths upwards and arranging them around my jaw to demonstrate what she had in mind.

"A soft bob," she announced. "Yes, definitely. With some lovely curls and plenty of volume. Very Marilyn Monroe. What do you think?"

She turned my head slightly, continuing to arrange my hair with one hand while she imagined the finished result. I caught a glimpse of myself in the enormous salon mirror and wondered whether the drugs were going to wear off and I could make a run for it. There I sat in a pale-blue frilly nightdress, surrounded by women in immaculate fifties fashions, while a complete stranger held my hair around my face and discussed turning me into Marilyn bloody Monroe.

Magdeleine looked pleased. "I think that would suit her beautifully."

One of the women having her hair done had apparently been following the entire conversation. She lowered her magazine, craned her neck slightly and smiled at me from beneath an impressive arrangement of rollers.

"Oooh, she's going to look such a doll!"

Jessie positively beamed, evidently delighted to have her professional judgement confirmed. "Oh, she certainly is."

Jessie seemed delighted to have settled on my new appearance, and within minutes I was transferred from the wheelchair to one of the enormous salon chairs.

It was upholstered in pink leather, naturally, with chrome fittings and a high back. A young woman appeared to help her, perhaps nineteen or twenty, with strawberry-blonde hair arranged in perfect curls and a pink uniform identical to Jessie's.

She introduced herself as Betty, although I wasn't particularly interested in introductions by then. I was more concerned about the fact that nobody appeared to be planning on asking whether I wanted any of this.

The chair was positioned away from the mirrors, which I thought rather odd until Jessie mentioned that she wanted the finished result to be a surprise. Apparently, she considered this a treat. I would have preferred to watch what was happening, if only to establish whether there was still some possibility of escaping before they turned me into Marilyn bloody Monroe.

Betty pulled up a little stool beside me and began arranging a collection of nail files, bottles and instruments on a tray. She took my left hand and examined it with professional concentration. Meanwhile, Jessie adjusted the chair until I was leaning backwards over a porcelain basin, then carefully gathered my hair and began running warm water through it.

I had to admit that the hair washing felt rather nice. The drugs were still doing their work, leaving my body heavy and my mind detached, but I could feel Jessie's fingers massaging shampoo through my scalp and the warm water running over my head.

She chatted continuously while she worked, explaining the benefits of the conditioner she was using and occasionally asking Betty how she was getting on. Nobody expected me to contribute, which was fortunate because I think I had started drooling slightly. Jessie wiped the corner of my mouth, anyway, tutting to herself as she did so.

I could feel Betty filing and shaping my. She seemed particularly interested in the shape of my hands and informed Jessie that she intended to give me a longer, more elegant manicure. By the time the first hand was finished, I could see the beginnings of a collection of glossy, pale-pink nails that looked completely out of place attached to my fingers.

Jessie eventually returned the chair to its upright position and wrapped a towel around my head. She then combed my hair out carefully before taking up her scissors and removing small amounts from different sections, occasionally stepping back to assess the shape.

"We'll keep most of the length and shape it around her face. Once it's curled, she'll have that beautiful soft look we discussed."

Betty looked up from my nails. "She's going to be gorgeous."

The colouring came next. Jessie divided my hair into sections and began working some sort of chemical mixture through it, wrapping the treated sections carefully as she went. She explained again to Magdeleine, who had taken a seat nearby, that platinum blonde would suit my complexion particularly well. There was some talk about avoiding an overly artificial colour and achieving the sort of creamy blonde associated with old Hollywood film stars.

Once the colour was developing, Jessie turned her attention to my eyebrows. She moved around to the front of the chair, inspected them closely and began plucking away with a pair of tweezers. I felt little individual tugs, although whatever Dr Harris had given me continued to take the unpleasantness out of everything. Jessie worked with extraordinary precision, occasionally brushing the hairs upwards and removing another before examining both brows together.

"A nice feminine arch," she told Magdeleine. "Not exaggerated. We want her to look naturally pretty."

Naturally pretty. That was becoming something of a theme.

When the colouring was finished, Jessie rinsed my hair thoroughly and applied another conditioner before carefully drying it with a towel. Betty had long since completed my nails and held my hands up for inspection, evidently pleased with the results. They had become elegant, with pale-pink polish that caught the light whenever she turned my fingers.

"Perfect," Jessie said approvingly. "Now for the finishing touches."

She disappeared briefly and returned with a small trolley containing several syringes, little bottles and other medical equipment. I recognised the general arrangement immediately, and what remained of my confidence evaporated. My previous experience with needles in Duberville had not been particularly encouraging.

Jessie examined my face again, studying it from several angles before selecting one of the syringes. She explained to Magdeleine that a little extra definition in my cheeks would soften the overall appearance of my face, while some additional fullness in my lips would complement the blonde hairstyle.

I wanted to tell her that my lips were perfectly adequate as they were, thank you very much, but my mouth still wasn't cooperating.

She worked carefully, administering a series of small injections around my cheeks before moving to my lips. I felt pressure and an occasional faint sting. Jessie would pause to examine her work, gently adjusting the position of my face and studying the developing effect with the concentration of an artist.

"There," she said eventually. "That should do it."

Magdeleine approached and inspected the results, nodding with obvious satisfaction. "She's already looking quite different."

Jessie smiled. "Wait until you see her with the hair and makeup."

With the colouring complete and the facial work apparently finished, Jessie began the elaborate business of setting my hair. She produced a collection of rollers and carefully wound sections around them, fixing each one into place before moving to the next. Her fingers worked quickly and confidently, lifting, smoothing and wrapping until my entire head seemed to have disappeared beneath an enormous collection of plastic cylinders.

Once she was satisfied, I was moved beneath one of the large overhead dryers. My chair was positioned beside the two women who had been having their hair done when I arrived, both of whom were still reading magazines and chatting as though spending an entire morning in the salon was the most natural thing in the world.

One of them looked over at me and smiled.

"First time, sweetheart?"

I stared at her.

She apparently took that as confirmation and returned to her magazine. "You'll love it when it's finished."

I sincerely doubted that.

The warm air from the dryer washed over me, adding another layer of pleasant drowsiness to the drugs already circulating through my system. The salon was filled with the low hum of machinery, occasional conversation and the unmistakable smell of hairspray. Magdeleine sat nearby drinking tea while Jessie moved between her other customers, returning periodically to inspect the rollers and check that everything was progressing according to plan.

I must have drifted off again because the next thing I remember was Jessie switching off the dryer and wheeling me back towards her workstation. My hair was apparently ready, although she insisted on leaving the rollers in place until she had finished my makeup.

This was another lengthy exercise.

Jessie began by cleansing my face and applying moisturiser, working carefully around the areas she had treated earlier. She studied my complexion before choosing a foundation, then applied it with a soft brush in light, even movements. Another product followed beneath my eyes, and something pale was brushed across parts of my face before she began working on my cheeks.

I could smell the cosmetics now, a combination of powder, cream and perfume that seemed to belong to another world entirely. Jessie explained what she was doing as she worked. The foundation evened out my complexion, the blusher added warmth to my cheeks and a little carefully placed colour emphasised the definition she had created earlier. She occasionally stepped back to inspect the overall effect before making some tiny adjustment that apparently improved things enormously.

My eyes received particularly careful attention. Jessie applied a pale shadow across my eyelids, followed by a darker shade along the outer corners, blending the colours until she was satisfied. A fine line of black eyeliner came next, extending delicately beyond the outer corners to create the unmistakable look associated with the film stars she seemed determined to imitate. She curled my lashes, coated them with mascara and then decided that additional false lashes would provide the finishing touch.

I felt her gently positioning them, making adjustments until both eyes apparently matched her expectations. Betty watched with interest, occasionally offering an admiring comment as the transformation progressed.

Jessie moved on to my lips, choosing a rich red lipstick that she carefully applied before refining the edges with a pencil. She seemed particularly pleased with how the colour complemented the extra fullness she had created, and after blotting the first application she added another light coat.

"There," she said. "Now we can finish the hair."

Removing the rollers took almost as long as putting them in. Jessie carefully released each section, allowing the blonde curls to fall before working through them with her fingers and a brush. She arranged the front into a sweeping wave, gave the sides plenty of volume and curled the ends inward to frame my face. Every few minutes she reached for another product, adding something for shine or a little hairspray to hold the shape.

Magdeleine came over to inspect the result, and I heard her give a small gasp of approval.

"Oh, Jessie. That's wonderful."

Jessie was beaming.

"Very Marilyn, isn't she?"

The two women from beneath the dryers abandoned their magazines and joined the inspection, which made me feel even more like a prize-winning vegetable at a village show. There was a considerable amount of discussion about my hair, complexion and the remarkable difference the makeup had made, all of which continued without anybody showing the slightest interest in what I thought.

Finally, Jessie adjusted the pale-blue peignoir around my shoulders and took hold of the chair. "Ready, sweetheart?"

Without waiting for an answer, she turned me towards the enormous illuminated mirror.

Jesus Christ.

For several seconds I genuinely failed to recognise the person looking back at me.

My dark hair had become a perfectly styled platinum-blonde bob, arranged in soft, glossy curls with a sweeping wave across the forehead. My eyebrows were beautifully shaped, arching delicately above eyes that seemed enormous beneath the carefully applied makeup and long lashes. My cheeks were softer and more defined, my lips noticeably fuller and painted a glamorous shade of red.

The overall effect was extraordinary.

It wasn't simply that I looked feminine. The face in the mirror was unmistakably that of a pretty young woman, with the polished, almost doll-like appearance of an old Hollywood starlet. The pale-blue peignoir framed the transformation perfectly, its frilled collar and puffed sleeves making the blonde curls and immaculate makeup seem even more deliberate.

Jessie stood behind the chair, positively glowing with satisfaction. "I told you she'd be beautiful."

Magdeleine smiled at my reflection. "You've done a wonderful job."

"Oh, we're not quite finished."

Jessie disappeared behind me again and returned with a small jewellery box and the equipment for piercing ears. She selected a pair of delicate pearl studs, holding them beside my face to demonstrate how nicely they complemented the hairstyle.

"Every girl needs pretty earrings."

I watched helplessly in the mirror as she completed the piercings. There was a brief sensation of pressure, followed shortly after by the unfamiliar weight of the little pearls.

Jessie stepped back and admired her handiwork one final time, gently arranging a blonde curl so that one of the earrings remained visible.

"There," she announced triumphantly. "Now she's perfect."


Chapter Five: Miss Tabitha

The four women wheeled me out of the salon into the bright afternoon, and for the first time I was properly exposed to Duberville looking like a real, 100% girl. There was no cape around my shoulders now, nothing hiding the pale-blue frills or the platinum curls arranged neatly around my face. The little pearl studs felt strange against my ears, and every bump in the pavement made me newly aware of the unfamiliar weight at my chest and the warm, close-fitting layer that had been attached to my body earlier.

Other women turned to look as we passed, their full skirts swaying around their legs as they went about whatever perfectly organised business filled their days in Duberville. None of them appeared shocked by the sight of four women pushing someone who used to be a guy through town in a wheelchair dressed in a frilled blue nightdress.

If anything, they seemed delighted.

A woman carrying a shopping basket slowed as we passed and broke into a sympathetic smile. “Ooh, don’t you look pretty.”

Her friend looked me over with considerably more enthusiasm. “She’s going to be a real heartbreaker, that one.”

I wanted to disappear.

Everything was suddenly too bright, too perfectly clean and too exposed. My new titties jiggled about and seemed to be growing in sensitivity. There was a warmth between my legs that seemed to grow with every ‘compliment ’, as if my new body had decided this was what I was going to be from now on.

White fences ran along immaculate pavements, roses spilt over garden walls in colours so perfect they barely seemed real, and women appeared at windows or on porches as we passed.

Every one of them smiled, their hair set, their waists cinched and their shoes somehow suitable for gardening despite having heels. Nobody looked as though they had got out of bed late and simply thrown on whatever happened to be on the chair. No one was playing music too loud or arguing or anything else that you associated with normal life.

We eventually turned away from the high street and into one of the quieter residential roads. The houses became larger, though no less uniform in their perfection, each one framed by clipped hedges, polished windows and gardens that looked as though insects would never dare enter.

They slowed in front of one particular house.

It was white with dark shutters and a broad porch, surrounded by the inevitable picket fence. More roses climbed around an arch beside the gate, red and cream blooms arranged so beautifully that I found myself staring at them. There were no dead petals beneath them, no brown leaves and apparently no weeds brave enough to establish themselves anywhere nearby.

Magdeleine opened the gate.

They pushed me along a narrow path towards the house, and before we even reached the porch, the front door opened.

A young woman stood there.

She was blonde, perhaps in her late twenties, with her hair arranged in soft curls. Her dress was pale peach with a fitted bodice and an enormous skirt supported by petticoats. A spotless white pinafore covered the front. She looked fresh, cheerful and completely at home in this bizarre little world.

The moment she saw me, her face brightened.

“Oh, there you are.” She stepped aside and opened the door wider. “Bring her in.”

The women wheeled me inside.

If the exterior had looked perfect, the inside was worse, at least from my drug-addled point of view. Everything had a place, and there was a place for everything; I think that’s how the saying goes.

The sitting room looked comfortable, but there was no clutter anywhere. Cushions were arranged symmetrically on the sofa, polished furniture gleamed beneath carefully positioned lamps, and framed photographs stood at exact angles on the side tables. Fresh flowers sat in a vase without a single fallen petal around them. Even the magazines had been stacked by size but looked as if they had never been opened.

The four women manoeuvred the wheelchair alongside the sofa. Two of them took me beneath the arms and lifted me carefully, my legs still far too unreliable to trust. They lowered me onto the cushions and adjusted me until I was sitting reasonably upright, arranging the pale-blue nightdress around my knees as though I was an enormous doll.

The young woman smiled at me. “Lovely.”

Nobody asked whether I found any of this lovely.

Almost as abruptly as they had brought me in, the women began leaving. Magdeleine went last, pausing long enough to exchange a few quiet words with the blonde woman near the door. I caught none of it. My head was still floating, and keeping my eyes focused on one thing at a time had become an achievement. I stared at a vase of flowers near a window and for a moment was lost in the scene, helplessly stuck like a doll displayed for others amusement.

The door closed.

The young woman crossed the room and sat in an armchair opposite me. She smoothed her skirt beneath her before folding her hands neatly in her lap, then studied me for several seconds with an expression that was friendly but serious.

“My name is Miss Tabitha.”

It took my drugged brain a moment to retrieve the earlier conversation.

Who’s going to train her?

Miss Tabitha.

My stomach tightened. She must have seen something change in my expression because her smile deepened.  “Yes,” she said. “I think you’ve already heard my name.”

I tried to speak but only managed a dry little sound. Miss Tabitha leaned forward slightly, still smiling as though she were about to tell me something perfectly ordinary.

“Your new name is Emily.”

Miss Tabitha watched me for a moment after announcing my new name, apparently waiting to see whether I understood. I did, unfortunately. Emily. The word sat in my head beside everything else that had happened that day, another decision somebody had made on my behalf while I lay there unable to do much more than blink at them.

She reached into the pocket of her pinafore and brought out a small glass bottle, a syringe and a wad of cotton wool. By then I had developed a perfectly reasonable distrust of needles, and whatever remained of my sluggish nervous system seemed to wake up at the sight of it. My fingers twitched against the sofa cushion, which was at least something, but nowhere near enough to stop her.

Miss Tabitha removed the cap from the bottle, drew a small amount of clear liquid into the syringe and came to sit beside me. “Don’t look so worried. This one is going to help.”

She pushed up the loose sleeve of the peignoir, swabbed my upper arm with cotton wool and gave me the injection with brisk efficiency. There was barely a sting. She pressed the cotton against the spot afterwards and smiled.

“This will give you your strength back. Not all of it, of course. You’re a girl now and, as you know, we are the weaker sex.” She laughed gently with the serene confidence of somebody repeating an obvious fact.

Miss Tabitha put the empty syringe, the bottle and the cotton wool back in her apron pocket and settled back into the armchair opposite me, crossing her ankles neatly beneath the enormous skirt of her dress. “I will be in charge of your training. You’re going to learn how to be the perfect, submissive housewife. You’ll learn to cook properly, clean properly, manage a home and conduct yourself like a young lady should. Eventually, you’ll learn how to look after your husband and make sure he comes home to everything exactly as it should be.”

My hand moved again. This time properly. I lifted it perhaps an inch from the sofa before it dropped back, but Miss Tabitha nodded approvingly. Whatever she had injected was working quickly. Pins and needles were beginning to spread through my arms and legs, not painful, more like circulation returning after lying awkwardly for too long. More worryingly, my nipples seemed to have hardened and were pressing against the soft material of the nightdress. This made the warmth between my legs spread, making something squirm in my stomach.

“You’ll find things much easier if you stop fighting what has already happened,” she continued. “It’s best that you forget who you were and accept who you are now. Emily. A pretty young girl and homemaker. That is the life being offered to you here.”

I tried to answer again.  My mouth moved, but the sound that came out was little more than a rough breath. Miss Tabitha did not seem concerned. “Speech is usually the last thing to return. Sometimes that takes a day or two. Don’t force it. You’ll only frustrate yourself.”

I tried again and managed something that might have been the beginning of a swear word. Her eyebrows rose. She said more severely. “I wouldn’t waste your first successful sentence on bad language if I were you. Duberville girls do not swear.”

My strength continued returning gradually. Within perhaps twenty minutes I could lift both hands, move my feet and hold my head upright without it drifting sideways. My legs remained weak, though, and when Miss Tabitha finally decided I was ready to stand, she took both my hands and helped pull me carefully from the sofa.

The sensation of being upright was astonishingly strange.

Not simply because my knees wanted to fold beneath me. My whole centre of gravity seemed wrong. There was weight across my chest that moved subtly when I shifted, while lower down the close, warm layer surrounding my body produced sensations I still could not properly interpret. Miss Tabitha kept a firm grip on my arm and waited until I found enough balance to take a step.

“There we are. Slowly.”

I shuffled beside her towards the stairs.

Every part of the house was as immaculate as the sitting room. Framed family photographs lined the hall, flowers stood on a polished table beneath the staircase and not so much as a stray envelope had been left lying around. Even the carpet looked as though nobody had ever dared walk across it in outdoor shoes.

The stairs were difficult. Miss Tabitha stayed beside me, one hand at my elbow while I climbed slowly, pausing every few steps until my legs remembered what they were supposed to do. By the time we reached the landing, I was exhausted, although she seemed pleased simply because I had managed it.

She led me to a bedroom at the front of the house.

If the room where I had woken that morning had seemed feminine, this one was almost aggressively so. The wallpaper was covered in tiny roses, the bedspread was pale cream with embroidered flowers, and there were little porcelain ornaments arranged across a white dressing table. A matching stool stood in front of an oval mirror, while lace curtains softened the sunlight pouring through the windows.

The wardrobe doors were open.

It was full of dresses.

Not ordinary dresses either. Full-skirted fifties things in pink, blue, yellow, floral prints and polka dots, all hanging in careful rows with their skirts taking up ridiculous amounts of space. Some had little belts or bows at the waist, others wide collars or puffed sleeves, and there seemed to be a matching handbag or pair of gloves for half of them.

Miss Tabitha noticed where I was looking. “Those are yours.”

On the bed lay another collection of clothing, although calling some of it clothing seemed generous. A white bullet bra sat beside matching panties and a heavy-looking girdle with garters attached. Fully fashioned stockings had been laid carefully beside them, complete with dark seams running down the back, and next to those was a frothy white petticoat that reached roughly knee-length. On the carpet below stood a pair of beige high heels.

“You’ll be dressing properly from now on,” Miss Tabitha explained. “Foundation garments first, then stockings, petticoats and dresses. You’ll learn the correct order quickly enough.”

She helped me out of the pale-blue peignoir and nightdress because my hands still lacked the coordination to manage even these simple tasks. I tried to assist where I could, though every movement seemed delayed and clumsy. When the last of the fabric had been removed, Miss Tabitha turned me gently towards the full-length mirror beside the wardrobe.

Platinum-blonde curls framed the doll-like features Jessie had created, the brows arched perfectly above large made-up eyes, and the fuller lips made the whole face look softer than anything I remembered seeing before.

But it was the body that held me.

Whatever they had fitted around me at the medical centre had transformed everything from the neck down. The torso looked feminine in a way no padding or costume could have managed. There was a narrow waist, smooth hips and perfectly formed breasts that sat with an entirely convincing weight against my chest. The skin itself looked almost natural, although if I concentrated I could still make out faint edges where the strange material met me.

Miss Tabitha moved closer and inspected one of those joins, running a fingertip carefully along it. “In a couple of days the seams will merge. After that, you won’t be able to see where it ends and you begin.”

I barely heard her. My eyes had moved lower. There was nothing between my legs. Nothing recognisably male, anyway.

That frightened me more than the breasts, more than the blonde hair, more even than the face that looked as though the old me had already been almost completely erased. I stared at the reflection, trying to understand how something so impossible could look so finished.

Miss Tabitha stood behind me, watching my expression in the mirror.

“Meet Emily,” she said.

Miss Tabitha allowed me another few seconds in front of the mirror before turning towards the clothes she had laid across the bed.

“We should get you properly dressed.”

She began with the underwear. My hands were working better now, but not well enough for anything involving hooks, fastenings or coordination, so I was forced to stand there while she guided me through each piece. The white panties came first, followed by the bullet bra, which fitted the artificial breasts with such precision that I wondered whether the whole wardrobe had been prepared before I ever arrived in Duberville. Miss Tabitha fastened it behind me, adjusted the straps and then stood back to inspect the result before moving on to the girdle.

That was an experience in itself. She worked it carefully into place around my waist and hips, tightening and smoothing until I felt held in from every direction. The attached short garters hung against my thighs while she gathered one of the fully fashioned stockings and rolled it down between her fingers.

“You’ll learn to do all of this yourself,” she said as though discussing something as basic as tying shoelaces. “Every morning. There is a correct order to getting dressed, and a Duberville girl should never look as though she has rushed.”

I sat and stared at her through the mirror while she eased the stocking over my foot and slowly drew it up my leg. The second followed, then I stood again and she attached each garter and straightened the dark seams until they ran perfectly up the backs of my legs. The sensations were bizarrely clear now that the drugs were wearing off. Stocking against smooth skin, the grip of the girdle around my altered hips, the bra supporting breasts. None of it felt like padding. None of it shifted independently from me. The more strength I recovered, the more disturbingly convincing everything became.

The white petticoat came next, frothy layers settling around my knees and immediately changing my outline again. Miss Tabitha went to the wardrobe and considered the rows of dresses before selecting a white one patterned so faintly with little flowers that I only noticed them when she brought it closer. It had short sleeves, a fitted waist and a full skirt designed to sit over all those layers beneath.

“This will do nicely for your first afternoon.”

She helped me into it, guiding my arms through the sleeves before fastening the back and arranging the skirt properly over the petticoat. A narrow belt was pulled around my waist and buckled, making the proportions of the body in the mirror even more pronounced. Finally, she led me towards the beige heels waiting on the carpet.

With one hand on her arm, I stepped into them. Even the relatively modest heels changed my balance immediately. Miss Tabitha waited until I had found some sort of stability, then brought me back in front of the mirror.

The result was absurdly complete. Platinum hair, pearl earrings, shaped brows, red lips, a cinched waist and a white dress floating outward over petticoats. My legs looked completely different beneath the stockings, and the heels forced me into a posture I would never normally have adopted.

Miss Tabitha nodded with satisfaction. “Walk.”

I stared at her.

“Up and down the room. Slowly.”

There didn’t seem much point in refusing, particularly as I still didn’t entirely trust my legs. I took a cautious step, then another, trying to compensate for both the shoes and the unfamiliar distribution of weight around my body. My breasts moved with me. Not dramatically, but enough that I was constantly conscious of them, their weight shifting inside the bra each time I changed direction. My hips were worse. The new width altered the way my legs naturally passed one another, and the girdle seemed to encourage a shorter, more controlled stride.

“Don’t fight it,” Miss Tabitha said. “Let your hips move naturally.”

There was nothing natural about any of this, but I tried again. After several circuits of the room, I stopped consciously placing each foot and allowed the new shape of my body to dictate more of the movement. The effect was immediate. My stride shortened, my hips shifted more obviously, and the full skirt moved in a soft sweep around my legs.

Miss Tabitha smiled. “Much prettier. And smile, Emily. Duberville girls are always smiling because they are so happy.”

By the sixth or seventh pass across the room, I could no longer deny what the mirror was showing me. I looked like a girl, and now, thanks to the heels, wider hips and relentless corrections from Miss Tabitha, I was beginning to walk like a Duberville girl. The image was so complete that there were moments when my brain struggled to connect it with the sensations inside my head.

Apparently satisfied for the moment, Miss Tabitha announced that we were going outside.

She did not appear remotely interested in my opinion. Five minutes later I was following her down the stairs, one hand gripping the bannister while I learned the additional complication of descending steps in heels and a full skirt. At the bottom, she adjusted my dress, checked my hair and then opened the front door.

Sunshine poured in. “Come along, Emily.”

Walking through Duberville dressed like this was entirely different from being pushed through it in a wheelchair. There was no medical haze protecting me now, and every click of my heels against the pavement seemed impossibly loud. I was aware of the skirt moving around my knees, the stockings against my legs and the weight of the breasts beneath the dress with every step.

The women we passed noticed me almost immediately.

One stopped beside her garden gate and smiled broadly. “Oh, don’t you look wonderful.”

Miss Tabitha proudly answered for me. “Jessie finished her this afternoon.”

“Well, she’s done a beautiful job.”

Another woman approaching with a shopping basket looked me over and positively beamed. “Emily, isn’t it? What a pretty name. You look lovely, dear.”

I managed the smile Miss Tabitha had demanded, though mine probably looked more like indigestion.

“See?” she said quietly once we had passed. “Everyone is pleased to meet you.”

We eventually reached the diner on the high street, a gleaming little place with chrome around the windows and curtains that matched the pastel booths inside. The moment we entered, several women looked up.

Miss Tabitha guided me into a booth and ordered for both of us. By then I was starving. I hadn’t eaten much since arriving in Duberville, and whatever the doctor had pumped into me had apparently done nothing to reduce my appetite. When the food arrived, I barely waited for the plate to settle before starting.

I ate the way I always ate when I was hungry. Fast. Miss Tabitha watched for perhaps twenty seconds before putting down her fork. “Oh dear.” I looked up. “We are definitely going to have to teach you some manners.”

Across the diner, one of the women had stopped halfway through lifting her coffee cup. Another was openly staring.

I took another enormous bite and chewed it with considerably less elegance than any Duberville girl was apparently supposed to possess.

For the first time all day, I felt as though I’d won something.


Chapter Six: Emily’s Escape

The house was quiet.

I lay in bed listening to it, trying to decide whether the silence meant Miss Tabitha was asleep or lurking somewhere, waiting for me to make my move. There was no clock beside the bed, so I had to guess the time from the darkness beyond the curtains and the length of time I had been lying there pretending to sleep.

One in the morning seemed about right.

I was wearing a pink silk nightdress that reached almost to my knees, trimmed with little bands of lace around the neckline and sleeves. Miss Tabitha had chosen it from one of the drawers after explaining that a lady should never go to bed in whatever happened to be nearest, because bedtime apparently required almost as much planning as breakfast, lunch and breathing in Duberville.

The fabric was cool and ridiculously soft against my skin, and every time I shifted I became conscious again of the shape underneath it. The strange new body had already started feeling less alien than it had that afternoon, which was not something I particularly wanted to examine too closely.

A floorboard somewhere creaked.

I held my breath.

Once we returned from the diner, I had decided there was no point fighting Miss Tabitha over every instruction when I still barely understood what had been done to me or how I was supposed to get out of town. So I played along. If she wanted Emily, she could have Emily for a few hours. I smiled when told to smile, kept my knees together when I sat and walked up and down the sitting room until she stopped correcting the way I carried myself.

Deportment, she called it.

For Duberville girls, there was a right way to stand, turn, sit, rise, carry a cup and even cross a room. Miss Tabitha corrected all of it with endless patience, never raising her voice and never seeming frustrated when I  got something wrong.

“Shoulders back, Emily.”

So I put my shoulders back.

“Shorter steps.”

I shortened them.

By late afternoon, I had become aware of another change outside. Cars began appearing along the street, polished sedans and sensible family cars pulling into driveways one after another.

Men emerged carrying briefcases, their hair cut short and neat, shirts still pressed after a full day at work. They looked almost as carefully presented as the women, only in a different uniform: suits, ties, polished shoes and that confident end-of-the-day stride of men returning to houses they clearly expected to find exactly as they had left them.

The women came out to greet them.

Front doors opened almost before the men reached them. Wives appeared smiling, some taking briefcases, others leaning up to kiss husbands on the cheek. One woman across the road hurried down her path in a pale-yellow dress and threw both arms around a man who barely seemed surprised by the reception.

It happened house after house. Everyone came home. Everyone except whoever belonged to Miss Tabitha.

I noticed that because I had started wondering about her. There were photographs around the house, but none showed her with a husband. She never mentioned one. No car pulled into the driveway, no man walked through the front door, and no jacket appeared over the back of a chair. For someone teaching me how to become the perfect wife, she seemed conspicuously short of a husband herself.

Dinner provided another lesson.

Miss Tabitha tied a white pinafore over my dress and took me into the kitchen, where everything was arranged neatly and almost obsessively. She placed potatoes, onions, carrots and meat on the counter and told me we were making a pie.

She handed me a peeler and set me to work on the potatoes while she explained what I should be doing, how thickly to cut them, how much waste was acceptable and why apparently even peeling vegetables could reveal defects in a woman’s character.

After peeling came chopping, mixing, seasoning and pastry. I had cooked before, if heating frozen food and occasionally making pasta counted, but this was different. Miss Tabitha expected me to understand what everything was for and remember the sequence. She corrected my grip on the knife, showed me how to crimp the edge of the pastry and made me wash up as I went rather than leaving everything in the sink until the end. Apparently, I would spend a lot of my time in the kitchen.

The maddening thing was that the pie looked good when it came out of the oven.

“There,” Miss Tabitha said. “You see? Homemaking can be very satisfying.”

We ate at the small kitchen table rather than in the dining room. Miss Tabitha insisted I slow down after the performance I had given at the diner, so every mouthful came with another reminder about posture, smaller bites and the apparently vital importance of not eating as though somebody intended to steal my plate.

By the time evening settled properly over Duberville, I was exhausted. Not physically so much as mentally. Every movement required thought. Everything had some rule attached to it. Sit like this. Walk like that. Smile. Don't slouch. Don't swear. Don’t shovel food into your mouth.

At bedtime, Miss Tabitha introduced another routine.

She showed me where the nightwear was kept and explained that daytime clothes were never simply dropped over a chair. The dress had to be hung properly, stockings removed carefully rather than pulled off, lingerie placed in the laundry basket and shoes returned to their place. Then came washing, brushing my teeth and combing out the platinum hair Jessie had spent so long arranging earlier.

I stood at the dressing table while Miss Tabitha demonstrated how to brush it without flattening the shape too much, then watched as she arranged bottles and jars in front of me.

“Tomorrow morning,” she said, “we’ll begin makeup.”

I looked at the collection. Foundation. Powder. Lipstick. Mascara. Things I couldn’t even identify.

Miss Tabitha smiled at my reflection.

“It’s an art, Emily. A proper lady should know how to present herself without needing a salon every morning.”

She helped me into the silk nightdress, checked the curtains and wished me goodnight before leaving the room and closing the door behind her.

I waited. And kept waiting.

Now, hours later, I was still awake, lying motionless beneath the covers while the house settled around me. Another faint creak came from somewhere downstairs. Then silence again.

I waited until I was as certain as I could be that the house had settled for the night. There was no sound from Miss Tabitha’s room, no soft tread on the landing, no movement downstairs beyond the occasional little creak every house seems to make when it is cooling into darkness. I lay still for another few minutes, counting silently and listening so hard that the blood moving in my ears began to sound like footsteps. At last I pushed back the bedclothes and sat up.

I moved carefully, easing my feet onto the floor and pausing again, but nothing in the house changed. The silk nightdress slipped from my shoulders as I pulled it off and laid it over the end of the bed. I considered, briefly, simply running in my underwear, but even in the dark that felt too desperate, and some ridiculous part of me could still hear Miss Tabitha explaining that a lady should never present herself carelessly.

So I put on the white panties and the white dress she had chosen for me earlier.

My hands were steadier now than they had been that afternoon, though I still felt clumsy fastening the dress in the dark. Every second seemed impossibly loud. Fabric whispered. A wardrobe door clicked softly when I opened it. The hangers brushed one another with a little shivering sound that made me freeze in place. Still nothing. No light beneath the bedroom door. No voice calling my new name.

I left the beige heels on the floor until last, then decided not to put them on yet. Walking downstairs in them would be suicide. I picked them up instead, one in each hand, and crept to the door.

The landing was silvered with moonlight. The whole house looked softer at night, less prim and less certain of itself. I could see the top of the staircase, the runner down the middle of the carpet and the faint outline of little framed pictures on the wall. My bare feet made almost no sound. I moved slowly, one hand trailing along the bannister, the white skirt gathered slightly in my other fist so it would not brush too loudly against my legs.

I kept waiting for a door to open and Miss Tabitha to appear in a nightdress of her own, calm as ever, asking me where I thought I was going. Instead, there was only silence. At the bottom of the stairs I stood for a moment in the darkened hallway, listening again. Then I crossed to the front door, turned the handle as gently as I could and eased it open.

I slipped outside, closed the door behind me without letting it click and stood on the porch with the shoes dangling from my fingers. Duberville looked different at night, but not by much. The white fences still glowed faintly beneath the moon, the gardens still looked suspiciously well behaved, and the whole street retained that unnerving tidiness as though even darkness knew better than to leave a mess.

I hurried down the path, opened the gate, and only then crouched behind the hedge long enough to put on the heels. The pavement felt icy beneath the soles at first, and the added height made me instantly more conspicuous, but there was no helping it. Running barefoot through some unknown stretch of rural Virginia had seemed slightly romantic in theory and absolutely idiotic in practice.

So I walked.

As quietly as I could, as quickly as the shoes and skirt allowed, I made my way along the street and out towards the edge of town. I had no real plan beyond getting away. I didn’t know how far the nearest normal place was, whether there even was a nearest normal place, or what I would say if I found one, dressed as I was in a white fifties dress with platinum-blonde curls and a pair of pearl studs in my ears. But the lack of a plan felt less important than the need to be anywhere except Duberville by morning.

The town gave way gradually. The last neat houses fell behind, their porches and trimmed hedges disappearing one by one, and then I was standing at the edge of it all. Ahead stretched a long, undulating road silvered by moonlight, with dark trees massed on either side like something waiting. It was not welcoming, exactly, but it was open, and for the first time since the sheriff pulled in behind Zucho’s car I had the unmistakable sensation of being close to free.

The moon was bright enough to see by. That felt like luck. I took another breath and stepped forward, crossing the boundary where Duberville ended and the country road began.

Pain shot through me.

It was so sudden and so violent that I almost cried out. One instant I was thinking about the trees and the road and how far I might get before dawn, and the next it was as though something inside my body had been hooked and yanked hard. White heat tore through me, starting low in my belly and racing upward until my vision blurred. I stumbled, catching myself only just before I fell, and stood there gasping in the middle of the road.

I took another step.

The pain worsened.

It bloomed through me with blinding force, deeper and sharper the farther I moved from town, until even drawing breath became difficult. My hands shook. My knees threatened to fold. Every instinct told me to keep going, but my body had other ideas. It felt as though something was tightening around my insides with every yard I put between myself and Duberville.

I turned back instinctively, and the pain eased by a fraction.

I stared at the neat little town behind me, the last white fences glowing under the moon, and realised with horror that whatever they had done to me did not stop at hair and dresses and fake breasts. It reached farther than that. It had its own invisible border.

Then headlights flared behind me.

Blue and red lights began to pulse across the road and the trees, and the sheriff’s car rolled up with dreadful, almost leisurely certainty. I shut my eyes for a second as the lights washed over me, already knowing who it would be before the driver’s door opened.

The sheriff stepped out. He looked exactly as he had on Langley Road, big and steady and utterly unsurprised.

“Where are you going, girl?”

He cuffed my hands behind my back, opened the rear door of the patrol car and guided me inside with a hand on my shoulder. I was still shaking from whatever had happened at the boundary, the pain only beginning to fade now that I was back in custody.

Instead of driving into Duberville, as I expected, he turned the car the other way.

For a while I thought perhaps he was taking me back to the medical centre by some longer route, but the houses disappeared completely and the road narrowed between dark fields and trees. The sheriff said nothing. I watched the moonlit countryside passing beyond the glass and felt my unease deepen with every mile.

He glanced at me through the mirror. “You wanted to leave Duberville.”

We drove for around half an hour before lights appeared ahead, too bright and too numerous to belong to another little town. High fencing emerged from the darkness, followed by walls, towers and a series of harsh security lamps illuminating an enormous compound.

My stomach dropped. A sign beside the entrance confirmed what I already knew.

STATE PENITENTIARY

The sheriff pulled up at the gate and finally looked back at me. “It’s time Emily learned the alternative.”

I stared at him. He gave me the same calm look he had worn the first night I arrived in Duberville. “You were offered a choice. You’ll understand it better after tonight.”

The gates opened. I suddenly wished they hadn’t. Inside, everything felt like the opposite of Duberville. The flower beds and white fences were gone, replaced by concrete, steel and hard white light. The sheriff parked in a secure yard, got me out of the car and led me through a series of locked doors into the reception area.

The guards knew him. More importantly, they seemed to know about me. One of them looked me up and down slowly, taking in the white dress, platinum hair and heels before grinning.

“This her?”

The sheriff nodded. Another guard gave a low whistle. I felt my face burn.

Nobody in Duberville had looked at me that way. The women there had complimented me, fussed over me, discussed me as though I were a doll. These men were different. Their attention felt rougher, less contained. The sheriff towards me.

“Take the dress off. You heard me.”

There was nowhere to argue. The guards stood nearby, amused and expectant, and the sheriff’s expression made it clear that refusal would achieve nothing except make the whole thing take longer. I stripped, feeling my face burn with humiliation. The men looked at me appreciatively.

I was then given a red dress.

Calling it a dress was generous. It was tight, stretchy Lycra with a hem so short that I immediately understood exactly why they had chosen it. A pair of red high heels sat beneath the bench.

The Lycra clung to the strange feminine body they had given me, making every curve obvious. Compared with the full skirts and petticoats of Duberville, it felt almost indecent. The heels were higher than the beige pair Miss Tabitha had made me practise in, and I had to steady myself against the wall before I could walk properly.

When I stepped into the corridor, one of the guards laughed quietly.

“Pretty.”

I hated how vulnerable the outfit made me feel. The sheriff took my arm and led me deeper into the prison. The noise began before we reached the first row of cells. Metal doors. Voices. Men shouting from somewhere above. The closer we got, the louder it became, until the sound filled the corridor from both sides.

Then they saw me. Whistles echoed through the block. Someone shouted something crude from an upper tier. Another inmate grabbed the bars and laughed. More voices joined in, calling out comments about the dress, the hair, the heels, each one louder because the last had drawn a reaction from somebody else.

I kept my eyes straight ahead.

The sheriff walked at the same steady pace, apparently indifferent to the noise. I concentrated on placing one heel in front of the other without stumbling, which was difficult enough with my hands cuffed and the whole prison apparently competing to see who could make me feel smallest.

By the time we reached the far end of the block, my face felt as though it was on fire.

The sheriff opened a cell.

“Inside.”

I stepped in. He removed the cuffs, shut the door and locked it. Then he walked away.

The shouting continued. For hours.

Sometimes it died down, then somebody would start again from another cell and the whole thing would rise up around me. I sat on the narrow bunk with my knees pulled together, staring at the concrete floor and wondering whether this was supposed to frighten me into submission.

By morning I had barely slept.

The sheriff returned just after breakfast. He opened the cell without comment and handed me the white dress I had been wearing the night before, along with the beige heels.

“Change.”

I had never been so pleased to see a dress in my life. Once I was dressed again, he cuffed me, led me back through the prison and returned me to the patrol car. Nobody needed to explain the point of the exercise. Duberville suddenly seemed very far from the worst place I could end up.

We drove back through the countryside in silence.

When the white fences and immaculate gardens finally appeared ahead, I felt something I would never have expected a day earlier.

Relief.


Chapter Seven: Duberville Girl Rules

Miss Tabitha was waiting for me when the sheriff brought me back, standing on the front porch in a pale-blue dress with a white pinafore tied neatly over it.

She took one look at my face and seemed to understand that the penitentiary had achieved whatever result the folk at Duberville intended. There was no lecture about running away. She simply thanked the sheriff, took me gently by the arm and led me inside as though I were a child who had wandered too far from home.

“You look exhausted, Emily,” she said once the door had closed behind us. “You need to rest.”

For once, I didn’t argue. I was exhausted. The previous night had left me with hardly any sleep, and the relief I had felt on seeing Duberville’s ridiculous white fences again bothered me almost as much as the prison itself. Less than twenty-four hours earlier I had been desperate to escape this place. Now the sight of Miss Tabitha’s spotless sitting room and the vase of fresh flowers on the hall table was reassuring.

The crude cries of the prison inmates stayed with me and the thought of spending any more time there dressed as a pretty little trollop filled me with fear. I had to make a choice. That was the point.

Miss Tabitha took me upstairs and helped me out of the white dress, petticoats and foundation garments before producing a fresh silk nightdress. I slipped my arms through the sleeves without resistance and let her pull it down around me as if I was an upset child. The fabric settled softly against my body, and seemed to settle me. I climbed into bed while Miss Tabitha drew the curtains.

Then she reached into the pocket of her pinafore. I recognised the small bottle and syringe immediately.

“No,” I managed voice still rough but at least functioning again. “Not another bloody injection.”

Miss Tabitha gave me a mildly disappointed look but smiled. “Language, Emily.”

“What is it?”

“Something to help you sleep.”

She sat beside me and rolled up the sleeve of the nightdress. I considered pulling away, but between exhaustion and the memory of the penitentiary I couldn’t find much enthusiasm for another battle.

Miss Tabitha swabbed my arm and administered the injection. “There. That wasn’t difficult, was it?” She smiled again. “Close your eyes.”

The effect came quickly. Warmth spread outwards from somewhere beneath my skin, loosening my limbs and blurring the world around. The pillow seemed to become softer beneath my head while the pink silk against my body grew pleasantly cool. My eyelids were suddenly too heavy to justify keeping them open as I heard Miss Tabitha moving around somewhere beside the bed.

Something settled over my ears.

I tried to lift my hands, but the sedative had already stolen most of the strength from them. Miss Tabitha carefully smoothed my hair away from my face.

“Just rest, Emily.”

Then there was a click. A woman’s voice filled the darkness. Soft. Calm. Unhurried. Beneath that was strange, melodic music.

You love being a girl.

I wanted to open my eyes, but they remained closed.

You want to be ultra-feminine.

The voice did not sound like Miss Tabitha. It was warmer somehow, almost musical, with pauses long enough for each sentence to settle before the next arrived.

You are the perfect girl.

I drifted lower.

Honour Thy Master.

You are a good girl.

You like being pretty.

Images began moving through the darkness behind my eyes. Platinum curls. Pearl earrings. A white dress swelling around my knees. Women smiling at me from behind spotless picket fences.

Your name is Emily.

The name seemed to echo after the voice had finished saying it. Emily.

You love being called Emily.

The darkness grew warmer.

You love being a girl.

I dreamed.

Time had become impossible to measure. Sometimes I seemed to be walking along Duberville’s high street in a flowered dress while women smiled from shop doorways. Sometimes I was back in Miss Tabitha’s bedroom, turning in front of the mirror while the skirt of some new dress floated around me. Once I dreamed I was standing behind a white picket fence with my hair perfectly curled and a basket of flowers over one arm, waiting for someone whose face I could never quite see.

The voice followed me everywhere.

Honour Thy Master.

Then it began again.

You love being a girl. You want to be ultra-feminine. You are the perfect girl.

I surfaced occasionally, though never fully. Once I became aware of daylight leaking around the curtains and the weight of the headphones against my head. My mouth was dry and my body felt heavy beneath the bedclothes, but before I could properly gather my thoughts the voice drew me down again.

You are a good girl. You like being pretty. Your name is Emily.

Another time I thought someone entered the room. A hand touched my forehead, then adjusted the blankets. Perhaps Miss Tabitha gave me water. Perhaps I only dreamed she did. The distinction had become increasingly difficult to make.

You love being called Emily.

Hours passed. The daylight faded. The room grew dark.

Still the voice continued, quietly repeating the same phrases until they no longer seemed like separate statements. They merged with the dreams, with the warmth of the bed and with the peculiar comfort of being too deeply asleep to worry about what tomorrow might bring.

You love being a girl. You want to be ultra-feminine. You are the perfect girl. Honour Thy Master. You are a good girl. You like being pretty. Your name is Emily. You love being called Emily. You love being a girl. Honour Thy Master.

Again. And again. Through the afternoon. Through the evening. And deep into the night.

I woke to the smell of toast and the gentle clink of China.

For a few moments I lay still beneath the covers, staring towards the window while my mind slowly returned. Pale morning light filtered around the curtains, and I could hear birds somewhere outside, accompanied by the faint sounds of Duberville beginning another impossibly orderly day. The headphones were gone. I had no memory of anyone removing them, though I could still almost hear the woman’s voice somewhere at the back of my mind, soft and patient, repeating the same phrases until they seemed less like words.

Your name is Emily.

The bedroom door opened, and Miss Tabitha appeared carrying a tray. She was already fully dressed in a pale lilac dress with a full skirt and white pinafore, her blonde hair arranged neatly and her makeup perfect enough to make me wonder whether she slept like that.

She crossed to the bed and placed the tray carefully over my lap as I sat up. The silk of the nightdress settled on my breasts, and I felt a tingle of pleasure that spread down into my stomach.

“Good morning, Emily.”

Something warmer stirred inside me when I heard my name. It was subtle, a little glow somewhere below, a thought that arrived the instant she said the name. For a moment, I wondered whether I had imagined it.

“Morning,” I said, my voice still slightly thick from sleep, but still lighter and more girlish than I expected.

Miss Tabitha looked amused. “Don’t expect this every day, young lady. Breakfast in bed is a special privilege, and you’ll normally be helping prepare it yourself.”

The tray held a cup of tea with a slice of lemon floating on the surface, two pieces of toast with marmalade cut neatly into triangles and a bowl of fruit salad containing strawberries, melon, blueberries and grapes. There was no bacon, no sausage, no mountain of fried food of the sort I could have demolished without thinking in a past life. Even breakfast in Duberville apparently had standards.

I picked up the tea. It tasted better than I expected.

Miss Tabitha drew back the curtains while I ate, letting the room fill with sunlight. Outside, I already knew everything looked exactly as it always did. Nothing changed in Duberville. White fences, clipped lawns, flowers standing obediently in their beds and the women walking, smiling, in their pretty dresses.

Yesterday morning, getting away had seemed like the most important thing in the world. I had spent half the night creeping through Miss Tabitha’s house, crossed town in the dark and walked straight into agony rather than accept what Duberville intended for me. After the penitentiary, I had told myself I would have to adapt. Figure it out.

I wasn’t suddenly delighted to have been renamed, feminised and placed under the care of a woman who intended to train me into somebody’s perfect little housewife. But the constant pressure to fight seemed to have faded considerably. The edges of everything felt softer. Duberville was still absurd, Miss Tabitha was still impossible, and I was still trapped, but some part of me had stopped resisting.

It would be easier to cooperate. That thought came with another quiet warmth, so faint I almost missed it. I put down the tea.

Miss Tabitha turned towards me. “Something wrong, Emily?”

There it was again. A little bloom of pleasure at the name.

I shook my head and took another sip of tea.  She smiled. “Good. We have a fun day ahead of us.”

I wasn’t entirely convinced her definition of fun and mine had ever occupied the same space, but I finished the fruit and toast without arguing. Miss Tabitha collected the tray afterwards and returned a few minutes later to help me get ready.

The pink silk nightdress slipped over my head, leaving me standing in front of the mirror while she opened the wardrobe and considered what I should wear. I caught sight of myself and paused.

The joins of the bodysuit at my shoulders had changed. Yesterday I could still make out the faint line where the strange artificial skin met my own, a subtle boundary that proved the feminine body wrapped around me was not really me. Now I had to lean towards the mirror to find it. The seam was still there, but only just, a pale line so faint that it disappeared whenever I changed angle.

Miss Tabitha noticed what I was examining.

“It’s progressing nicely, Emily.”

Warmth again. Stronger this time.

I looked at her through the mirror, unsettled less by what she had said than by my own reaction to hearing the name. She smiled as though she knew exactly what I was feeling, then reached towards the wardrobe.

“Come along, Emily. Let’s get you dressed.”

Miss Tabitha dressed me with particular care that morning, which should probably have warned me that whatever counted as a fun day in Duberville was about to become more formal. She chose a bright pink summer dress with a fitted bodice and a knee-length skirt with layered petticoats beneath it. Emily produced pink heels with straps to match, fastening them while I held onto the dressing table and tried not to think about how naturally I now allowed another person to decide what I wore.

My face was perfectly made up again. She worked more quickly than Jessie had in the salon, but with the same confidence, brushing on powder, touching colour into my cheeks and painting my lips until the blonde girl in the mirror looked polished enough to be wheeled into a shop window.

I hardly recognised her as myself anymore, though the sense of shock had dulled into something stranger and more complicated. Every time Miss Tabitha said my name while adjusting a curl or straightening the neckline of the dress, that warm glow stirred again inside me, soft and unsettling and impossible to ignore.

“Perfect,” she said at last. “Come along, Emily.”

I followed dutifully. When we stepped out onto the sunny street, we were immediately greeted by other women. The compliments flowed, but now my name was added. It had a profound effect, filling me with a sense of pride and belonging. I tried to push that away, but it was difficult.

Duberville Civic Centre turned out to be only a short walk away, a neat building of white-painted wood with flower boxes under the windows and a little flag hanging outside. It might have been a village hall in another life, except that everything in Duberville seemed designed to remove any trace of the ordinary. The path was swept, the windows shone and the little patch of lawn out front looked trimmed with nail scissors.

Inside, I discovered I was not the only new girl in town.

There were about ten others already seated in rows of folding chairs facing a low stage at the front of the room, and the sight of them stopped me in the doorway for a moment.

They were all dressed alike in the same vivid pink dresses, with the same generous skirts and carefully arranged petticoats, their hair curled or waved into glossy feminine styles, their faces made up so prettily that at first glance they looked almost interchangeable.

Doll-like was the word that came to mind, not because they were expressionless, but because there was something so finished about them, so completely and perfectly arranged.

Some were blonde, some brunette, one redhead, but all of them sat with their knees together, backs straight and hands folded neatly in their laps as though they had been posed by somebody who believed posture was a vital part of their personalities.

Miss Tabitha guided me to the end of the row and sat me down. “I’ll come back for you later,” she said quietly, smoothing my skirt once before leaving me there among the others.

I could feel eyes flicking briefly in my direction, curious but not unfriendly. Nobody whispered. Nobody smirked. If anything, they seemed faintly pleased to see another recruit added to whatever this was.

A moment later, Magdeleine appeared on the stage.

She wore a pale green dress that would have looked absurd anywhere else and perfectly correct here, and she carried herself with that same composed assurance she always had, as though the room, the girls and indeed the whole of Duberville were part of a system she understood down to its smallest moving piece. She smiled at us from the stage.

“Good morning, girls.”

The response came back immediately and in unison. “Good morning, Mrs Holt.”

I joined half a beat late.

Mrs Holt seemed not to mind. “As most of you know, you are all new to Duberville. Some of you have been here longer than others, but from today your training begins in earnest. In two weeks’ time, those of you who apply yourselves properly will be initiated officially as Duberville girls.”

She moved to one side of the stage and lifted a cloth from an old chalkboard. At the top, written in careful white letters, were the words:

10 RULES FOR DUBERVILLE GIRLS

Beneath them ran the list.

	Duberville girls honour their husbands. 
	Duberville girls obey their husbands. 
	Duberville girls do not argue with their husbands. 
	Duberville girls maintain the household for their husbands. 
	Duberville girls pay attention to detail. 
	Duberville girls love to be feminine. 
	Duberville girls always wear feminine clothes. 
	Duberville girls are always neatly turned out. 
	Duberville girls always look pretty for their husbands. 
	Duberville girls love to please their husbands. 


Mrs Holt read them slowly, giving each one the sort of emphasis usually reserved for Scripture or military instructions. I sat very still, hands folded in my lap because everyone else’s were, and sneaked a glance along the row.

The other girls were completely absorbed, smiling faintly, their faces lifted towards the stage with expressions ranging from eager to dreamy. None of them looked alarmed. None of them appeared to find the list faintly deranged. If anything, they seemed reassured by it.

Only once Mrs Holt had gone through all ten did I properly take in the rest of the room. Around the edges had been arranged several stations, each clearly prepared for a different part of our education.

One table was set out with mirrors, brushes, compacts, lipsticks and various other instruments of feminine warfare. Another held household cleaning equipment lined up with unnerving neatness: cloths, polish, sprays, brushes, even a feather duster. A third displayed kitchen utensils, measuring jugs, mixing bowls, wooden spoons and recipe cards. Near one wall sat a pair of stools facing one another, which looked innocent enough until I realised they were probably intended for some sort of practice in conversation or manners.

Another corner held a shop dummy dressed in a complete fifties outfit, with foundation garments, slips, gloves and other items laid out beside it as though for a demonstration in how a proper woman constructed herself layer by layer.

Another held what seemed to be feminine hygiene products and a small note with elegant letters saying: Cleanliness is next to Godliness.

We were told to stand and repeat the list of ‘rules’ for Duberville girls. Mrs Holt said that our day would begin with repeating them and that we were to learn them so that they became second nature. We repeated again, perhaps ten times in all, the air filling with the sing-song of perfectly pretty girls seemingly mentally signing their independence away.

The last one: Duberville girls love to please their husbands, worried me more than the other rules. I didn’t want to think what it meant, pushed that from my mind.

Mrs Holt began dividing us into groups after that, and the day took on the shape of a particularly unnerving finishing school.

We rotated from one lesson to another under the supervision of different women, each station approaching some aspect of Duberville girlhood as though it were a subject to be mastered at all costs.

At the housekeeping table we learned how to distinguish between daily cleaning, weekly cleaning and what one instructor called restorative cleaning, which sounded a little obsessive. They also talked about maintaining appearance during cleaning, how spots on an apron should be noticed immediately and a clean apron put on. It was stated as if it was the most normal thing in the world that a Duberville girl never greeted her husband with a dirty apron.

At the makeup station we were taught the difference between a daytime face and an evening face, how much colour was acceptable in each, and why a woman ought to appear effortlessly pretty while having clearly put in considerable effort. We practised and learned about a few different techniques.

At the clothing station, garments were discussed with solemn seriousness. We were shown what a Duberville girl wore at breakfast, in the garden, for shopping, for receiving guests, for church, for dinner and for bed, and I discovered there was apparently no part of the day so trivial that it did not deserve its own proper dress code.

The dummy was undressed and redressed in layers while we were taught the correct order of underwear, shaping garments, petticoats and dresses, with gloves, hats and handbags introduced as though they were points of theology.

Then there were the lessons on conduct. The pair of stools turned out to be for practising how to respond when spoken to by one’s husband. We were instructed in posture, eye contact, tone, attentiveness and what one woman called the little non-verbal signs that show you are properly engaged: the slight tilt of the head, the warm smile, the way to keep your hands composed rather than fidgeting, the careful stillness that suggested interest rather than defiance. Several examples were acted out for us, each one more unnervingly polished than the last.

By the end of the morning I had the peculiar sensation of being in a school where every subject led to the same conclusion: that a Duberville girl was a pretty creature that required control.


Chapter Eight: Honour Thy Husband

The days began to settle into a routine of sorts.

Every morning Miss Tabitha woke me early enough to shower, dress and make myself presentable before breakfast, and then we walked together to the civic centre with the other girls gradually joining us along the way.

By the end of the first week, the sight of all those bright dresses and bouncing petticoats moving through Duberville no longer struck me as out of the ordinary. I knew some of the girls by name now, knew who always chose the seat near the window and who took forever over her lipstick. I had even stopped thinking of the walk to the civic centre as some decent into further feminine madness.

Each morning began in exactly the same way. We stood in neat rows facing the old chalkboard, heels together and shoulders back, then raised our perfectly manicured right hands while Mrs Holt watched on from the stage.

“Duberville girls honour their husbands,” we said together. “Duberville girls obey their husbands. Duberville girls do not argue with their husbands…”

The first time I had joined in reluctantly, muttering the words just loudly enough to avoid attracting attention. A few days later I no longer needed to look at the board.

None of us did.

The ten rules came automatically, one after another, and there was something almost hypnotic about hearing twenty feminine voices reciting them in unison.

By the time we reached the final line, Duberville girls love to please their husbands, Mrs Holt would be smiling as though we had passed some little test simply by remembering who we were supposed to be.

After that, the day’s lessons began.

Some days focused almost entirely on appearance. We spent hours at the makeup tables learning how to apply foundation properly, how to choose lipstick to complement a dress and how to create what the instructor called a fresh daytime face without looking as though we had spent an hour creating it.

I became surprisingly competent with mascara after stabbing myself in the eye twice during the first lesson, and by the end of the week I could define my brows, apply blusher and line my lips without thinking too much.

Cleaning was treated with considerably more seriousness than I would ever have imagined possible.

Apparently, there was a correct way to dust a room, a correct direction to wipe glass and even a correct order in which to tackle a bathroom. We learned how to polish varnished wood till it gleamed, how to remove marks from upholstery and how to make a bed so perfectly that Mrs Holt could run one hand across the coverlet without finding a wrinkle.

One afternoon was devoted almost entirely to laundry, including the proper care of delicate garments and how to iron a man’s shirt without creating unwanted creases. By then I had stopped asking why any of this needed an entire lesson. In Duberville, everything had an entire lesson.

Cooking took up just as much time.

At first, I was hopeless, particularly with pastry despite preparing it with Miss Tabitha when I first arrived at her house.

The instructor, Mrs Dalrymple, had the patience of a saint and the standards of a military commander. She made me start again whenever I overworked the dough, measured ingredients by eye or tried to take shortcuts. By Friday afternoon, though, I produced a shortcrust pastry case that came out of the oven intact, crisp and evenly coloured.

Mrs Dalrymple inspected it, then gave me a little nod.

“Very good, Emily.” The warmth arrived immediately at the sound of my name. I thought I had won Bake-Off.

“Thank you, Mrs Dalrymple.” I smiled before I even thought about it.

That was happening more often.

By the end of the week, I could make a passable pie, prepare vegetables without hacking them to bits or boiling them until they turned to mush, and I could produce a decent gravy from scratch.

I even found myself enjoying parts of it, which was ridiculous, but there was something satisfying about watching ingredients turn into something that looked and smelled genuinely good.

Back at Miss Tabitha’s house, the lessons continued without formally being called lessons. I helped prepare dinner, washed dishes, polished surfaces and folded laundry while she moved around me, correcting small things less and less frequently.

I knew where everything belonged now. I knew which cloth she used on the dining table, where the flour was kept and how she liked the cushions arranged in the sitting room. Sometimes I realised I had completed an entire task without being told what to do. In between, I learned how to protect my hands, either by wearing gloves or by ensuring I moisturised them properly after a particular task.

Hands were always to be soft if you were a Duberville girl; nails always had to glimmer and look pristine.

Evenings became gentler after all the work of the day. After dinner and whatever household work remained, I would bathe, moisturise my skin and change into something feminine for bed.

Miss Tabitha had filled one drawer with sumptuous and feminine nightwear: soft cotton nightdresses, silky slips, little robes with lace around the cuffs. I had stopped protesting about those too. Some were actually comfortable, and after spending the day in foundation garments, stockings and petticoats, slipping into cool silk felt like a relief.

Miss Tabitha would give me magazines to read, mostly about fashion and how to be the perfect little housewife. They had that same innocent 50s feel, and they became my only source of entertainment. Apparently, there weren’t televisions in Duberville, at least none that worked. When I asked what husbands and wives did during the evenings to relax, Miss Tabitha raised an eyebrow and grinned. That suddenly made me blush.

Most nights the headphones followed me to bed.

Miss Tabitha would settle them over my ears after I climbed into bed, dim the light and wish me goodnight. The same voice would begin before she left the room, repeating the phrases I now knew so well.

You love being a girl.

You want to be ultra-feminine.

Your name is Emily.

You love being called Emily.

Honour Thy Master.

Sometimes I listened for a while. Sometimes I fell asleep almost immediately. Increasingly, I couldn’t remember which.

What bothered me more was what happened when I tried to remember things from before Duberville. At first I assumed it was simply the drugs, or exhaustion, or the amount of new information being pushed into my head every day.

Then I started noticing holes in my past.

They were small to begin with. I would remember England clearly enough, but struggle to picture the street where I had grown up. I knew there had been a house and a bedroom and parents somewhere inside it, yet when I tried to imagine the colour of the front door or the view from my window, the details slipped away.

Other memories behaved the same way. Eddie Blackheart.

I remembered the name. I remembered that I had been frightened of him.

But what did he look like? And what did he do?

I could almost see him, then the face blurred before it formed.

Zucho was easier because his death had been so recent, although even there things were beginning to blur around the edges. T

he Mustang. The road. His enormous body slumped over the steering wheel. I knew those things had happened, but they increasingly felt like scenes somebody had described to me rather than experiences that belonged to my own life.

Sometimes I would lie awake after Miss Tabitha left and test myself.

Where was home?

England.

Where in England?

I knew.

Of course I knew.

I would close my eyes and reach for the answer, but it seemed buried deeper than it should have been. A town name would hover just beyond reach, close enough to recognise and impossible to grasp.

Who had I been before Emily?

Jason.

That one still came.

But even the name sounded strange now.

Jason.

I could remember answering to it, yet it seemed increasingly disconnected from the blonde girl who spent her mornings reciting the Duberville rules and her afternoons learning how to make pastry.

One night, with the headphones already whispering softly into my ears, I tried to picture my old face.

Dark hair. That much I knew. After that, nothing came clearly. I opened my eyes and stared into the darkness, suddenly frightened.

Then the voice returned.

Your name is Emily.

Warmth spread quietly through me.

My breathing slowed.

And the memory I had been reaching for slipped away again.

Then, more alarmingly, new memories seemed to pop into my head. Skipping down a country lane in the Autumn. Feeling a skirt bounce against my thighs. I would look down and see pink wellies and wool tights. I was young, or so it seemed.

The last two days of training changed the emphasis completely. By then we could all cook a respectable meal, clean a house to Mrs Holt’s standards and dress ourselves without assistance, so the lessons shifted towards what she called keeping a husband happy in other ways.

Nobody explained exactly what that meant at first, although the knowing smiles from some of the older women providing instruction suggested we were supposed to understand.

The first part was dancing.

Not ballroom dancing exactly, though there was some of that. We were taught how to follow rather than lead, how to let a man guide us through a turn and how to move without looking stiff or uncertain.

The instructors corrected our posture, hand placement and the way we held eye contact, explaining that a Duberville girl should appear attentive without staring, interested without seeming demanding.

Even smiling had rules attached to it. Too broad looked silly, too little looked cold, and somewhere in between lay the warm, encouraging expression a husband was apparently supposed to come home to.

There were dozens of smaller mannerisms too, all of them designed to make us look softer and more feminine. How to tilt the head slightly while listening, how to touch a man lightly on the arm at the appropriate moment, how to laugh without throwing your head back, and how to stand close enough to show interest while still appearing demure.

I would have mocked the whole thing a week earlier, but by then my body moved so differently that much of it felt less awkward. The fuller hips changed the way I turned, the heels altered my posture, and the countless hours of correction had made certain gestures automatic.

And of course, the breasts played their role. Sometimes, especially when doing something like dancing, they would become overly sensitive. It was a mix between feeling utterly delicious and agonising torture that was difficult to explain. That would then set off the heat between my legs in a way that was almost unbearable.

On the final day, Miss Tabitha handed me a small bag before we left for the civic centre.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“Your lesson materials.”

That answer was deliberately unhelpful, so I opened the bag.

Inside was a red sheer babydoll, a pair of the skimpiest matching panties you ever saw, hold-up stockings and red high heels. They were very high heels.

I looked up at her.

Miss Tabitha merely smiled. “You’ll understand when you get there.” The trouble was, I already understood.

The civic hall had been rearranged again. A large mirror now covered most of one wall, extending almost from floor to ceiling, and several screens had been erected along the opposite side so we could change privately. The other girls arrived carrying similar bags, and judging by the expressions passing between us, I was not the only one wondering exactly what Mrs Holt had planned.

She stepped onto the stage once we were assembled.

“You have spent two weeks learning how to manage a home, how to conduct yourselves properly and how to present yourselves as Duberville girls,” she began. “Today we cover another side of being a good wife. A husband should not only come home to a clean house and a well-prepared meal. He should come home to a wife who makes him feel wanted.”

A few of the girls smiled. One blushed.

Mrs Holt noticed and smiled herself. “There is nothing improper about wanting to look attractive for your husband. In fact, it is part of the effort you make for him.”

We were sent behind the screens to change.

The babydoll was far more revealing than anything I had worn in Duberville, even my nightwear, although compared with the red dress from the penitentiary it somehow felt less threatening.

This had been chosen to make me look pretty rather than exposed. The fabric floated lightly around my body, the stockings clung smoothly to my legs, and the red heels completed the effect. When I stepped out and joined the others, the room seemed suddenly full of colour, lace and nervous laughter.

The mirror made avoiding ourselves impossible.

We stood in a long line while one of the instructors demonstrated how to move, turning slowly before the glass and showing us how to let the hips follow rather than forcing them, how to use the hands without looking awkward and how to hold a man’s attention with expression as much as movement. Then it was our turn.

I watched myself in the mirror and tried to follow the instructions, aware of every step, every turn and every movement of the sheer fabric around my legs.

But gradually something shifted. The same thing had happened during the earlier deportment lessons. The more I stopped thinking about each movement individually, the more naturally my body seemed to know what to do. Again, that feeling of electricity seemed to fill and taunt me as if someone was gently stroking my body and arousing it. I found myself gasping gently several times and little shocks of pleasure went through me.

I turned.

The hips followed smoothly.

I stepped back, pivoted and let one hand trail lightly over the skirt of the babydoll as I moved. The blonde girl in the mirror no longer looked as though she were copying somebody else. She looked comfortable in the body she had been given.

I felt a peculiar little thrill.

The instructor came past and gave me an approving nod. “Much better, Emily. Don’t think about it so much. Let yourself enjoy it.”

I looked at my reflection again.

Platinum hair, red lips, stockings, heels, a body that now seemed completely feminine, moving with a confidence Jason had never possessed. The thought of someday doing this in front of a real husband should have felt terrifying, but for the first time it didn’t.

It filled me with a strange excitement that I wasn’t ready to examine too closely. Behind us were several desks with clothes draped over some objects as if waiting for a magician to appear. When we had finished our dancing to suitable standards, Mrs Holt appeared and clapped her hands.

“Now,” she said with a smile. “We’re going to learn how to satisfy our husbands properly. Go and sit at the desks, ladies.” We moved to a desk each and sat in front of the cloths. She told us to remove them, and a gasp and then laughter filled the room.

“We’ll start with pleasuring your husband orally.”


Chapter Nine: Emily is Presented

Emily was dreaming.

She was young, no more than fourteen or fifteen perhaps, sitting at a vanity table covered with cosmetics.

Little bottles and jars were arranged around the mirror, alongside brushes, powders, lipsticks and a silver-backed hand mirror that caught the soft light from a lamp somewhere behind her.

The room felt familiar in the way places often do in dreams, not because she recognised any particular detail but because she seemed to know instinctively where everything belonged and she fit in with it.

Her mother sat beside her.

Emily could see her clearly. Blonde hair, carefully styled, a pretty floral dress and the same composed expression so many of the women in Duberville seemed to possess. There was warmth in her smile, though, and something reassuring in the way she leaned closer and took the lip pencil from Emily’s fingers.

“Not quite like that, sweetheart. Look.”

She demonstrated slowly, tracing the outline of her own lips in the mirror before handing the pencil back. Emily copied her, concentrating as she followed the shape of her mouth, then picked up the lipstick her mother had chosen.

“From the centre,” her mother explained. “Work outwards, and don’t rush. A girl must always look her best.”

Emily smiled at their reflections.

“If she’s pretty, it helps,” her mother added.

There was no cruelty in the remark and no sense that she was joking. It was simply advice, passed from mother to daughter as naturally as teaching her how to brush her hair or button a dress properly.

Emily finished applying the lipstick and pressed her lips together experimentally.

Her mother watched her with obvious approval.

“Very nice.”

Emily was pleased. She liked the way she looked more grown up and the way the eye makeup opened her face and made it more feminine.

Her mother reached across and adjusted a curl beside her cheek, then regarded her reflection for a moment longer. “Do you want to know the secret of being a good girl?”

Emily nodded.

Her mother leaned closer, her voice becoming softer.

“Honour thy husband.”

Emily’s eyes snapped open.

Her heart was hammering.

For several seconds she had no idea where she was. The vanity had gone, along with the cosmetics and the woman beside her, leaving only the familiar bedroom in Miss Tabitha’s house and pale morning light filtering through the curtains.

She lay motionless beneath the bedclothes, breathing too quickly and trying to hold onto the dream before it disappeared.

It had felt real.

Not dream-real, where impossible things were accepted without question, but real in a far more unsettling way. She could still remember the weight of the lipstick in her hand and the sound of her mother’s voice. She remembered sitting beside her, practising makeup together as though they had done it dozens of times before.

A memory. That was what it had felt like. Except it couldn’t have been.

Emily frowned at the ceiling. Why not?

Because...

She knew there was a reason. There had to be. Something about the dream was impossible, something that should have made her laugh the moment she woke, yet when she tried to reach for the explanation, it slipped away from her.

Her mother.

Had her mother looked like that? Emily squeezed her eyes shut and tried to think, to search the dark folds of her mind that seemed to have been closed off from her.

She tried to remember but found only fragments. A face somewhere far back in her mind, an accent, perhaps a kitchen, perhaps rain against a window. England. She knew England belonged somewhere in the story, although even that seemed increasingly like something she had seen in a film rather than somewhere she had lived.

But the dream could not have happened. She was certain of that much.

Almost certain. Not so certain anymore.

The bedroom door opened before she could chase the thought any further, and Miss Tabitha entered carrying a breakfast tray. She was dressed in pale blue that morning, her hair already arranged perfectly despite the early hour, and she smiled the moment she saw Emily awake.

“Good morning.”

Emily pushed herself upright against the pillows and eyed the tray. “What’s the occasion?”

Miss Tabitha placed it carefully across her lap. “Presentation day.”

Emily waited for an explanation but none came. She had become used to cryptic comments from Miss Tabitha. She seemed to delight in saying things that had another meaning altogether and when you asked her to explain she would just smile annoyingly.

She Tabitha adjusted the small vase holding a single flower beside the bed, then looked back at her with a smile that seemed even more unusually pleased.

“Today is your day, Emily.”

The warm sensation returned at the sound of her name, spreading quietly through her before she had time to question it.

“What does that mean?”

“You’ll see.”

Emily might have pressed her, but breakfast had already claimed most of her attention. She was hungry enough that whatever mysterious significance presentation day possessed could wait for at least ten minutes. It held the promise of being on display and that didn’t bare thinking about, not right now.

The tray held lemon tea, a glass of orange juice and freshly baked toast topped with avocado, seasoned lightly and arranged with the sort of care Duberville seemed to demand even from breakfast. Emily picked up one of the slices and took a bite while Miss Tabitha stood beside the bed, watching her with an expression that suggested the day ahead contained something she had been waiting for.

After breakfast, Emily showered and dressed without Miss Tabitha’s help. She had been doing that more often now, having learned a few lessons at the daily training sessions. She was almost confident, but not quite. That seemed enough for Miss Tabitha.

“A fledgling must spread her wings,” she had said.

That, more than anything, made her realise how much had changed over the previous two weeks.

What had once required instructions, corrections and somebody standing beside her had become routine.

She washed and moisturised, dried her hair carefully and sat at the vanity to do her makeup, working through the steps almost without thinking. Foundation first, then powder, a little colour in the cheeks, eyeshadow blended carefully across the lids and mascara to emphasise the lashes. She spent longer on her eyes than usual, experimenting with a slightly darker line at the outer corners before finishing with lipstick and sitting back to inspect the result.

The girl in the mirror looked pretty. The memory of the dream came back to her for one moment before dissipating into the darkness once more. It made her stomach squirm. She wondered what her mother would think if she saw her now. Would she even recognise her?

Emily smiled at her reflection before realising she had done it. Of course, mother would recognise pretty Emily.

The white dress Miss Tabitha had left out for her was unmistakably Duberville, with a fitted waist, short sleeves and a full skirt to be supported by layers of petticoats beneath. She fastened it herself, added stockings and heels, then gave the skirt a final little adjustment before heading downstairs.

Her hips moved smoothly as she took the steps, the swish of the skirt feeling quite delightful as she moved.

Miss Tabitha was waiting in the hall. She looked Emily over from head to toe, and her smile widened. “You look so pretty. I like what you’ve done with your eyes.”

The praise produced that familiar warmth inside Emily, stronger now than it had been a week earlier.

“Thank you.”

“Now, come on. We’ve got plenty to do.”

Their first stop was the medical centre.

Emily recognised the building immediately, although returning to it felt strangely different from the first time. There were no deputies beside her now, no wheelchair and no handcuffs. She simply walked through the front door beside Miss Tabitha, the heels clicking lightly against the polished floor, and gave her name to the receptionist when asked.

“Emily.”

The doctor saw her almost immediately. He was the same man who had examined her on that first day, still wearing the same mild expression that suggested nothing particularly unusual ever happened inside his consulting room.

“Well,” he said when Emily entered, “you certainly look different.”

Emily wasn’t sure what response to make, so she smiled.

Miss Tabitha remained seated near the wall while the doctor glanced through a file and then asked Emily to change for the examination. She was shown behind a screen and told to remove the dress and the rest of her clothing apart from her panties.

Standing there afterwards made her uncomfortable in a way she had not anticipated.

It was the first time since the transformation that she had stood almost undressed in front of a man, and although the doctor treated the situation with complete professional indifference, Emily suddenly found herself acutely conscious of the body she now possessed.

The breasts no longer felt like some strange attachment hanging from her chest. They looked completely natural, moved naturally and, perhaps most unsettlingly, felt increasingly as though they belonged there.

The doctor appeared not to notice her embarrassment.

He listened to her heart and lungs, checked her blood pressure and pulse, then examined her skin and the places where the bodysuit had originally joined her own body. At her shoulder he leaned closer, running a finger lightly along the area where Emily remembered seeing the seam only days earlier.

“Excellent.” He checked the other shoulder, then along her sides and lower back. “There’s virtually no visible boundary remaining. The integration has taken exactly as expected.”

Emily looked towards Miss Tabitha. She seemed pleased.

The doctor continued the examination with the same detached manner, checking movement in Emily’s arms and legs and asking whether she had experienced pain, numbness or unusual discomfort. Emily answered honestly. The pain at the town boundary seemed worth mentioning, although the doctor showed no surprise when she described it. Eventually he stepped back and made another note on the file.

“Everything looks very good. You’re in perfect health, Emily. No problems at all.”

There was something bizarre about being told she was in perfect health when virtually everything about her body had been altered, but the doctor seemed to regard the matter as settled.

“You can get dressed.”

Emily returned behind the screen and slipped back into the familiar layers of stockings, petticoats and white dress. By the time she emerged, Miss Tabitha was already standing.

“Ready?”

Emily nodded.

They left the medical centre and walked back towards the centre of Duberville. By lunchtime the day had become warm and bright, and Miss Tabitha suggested the diner. They took a booth by the window, though this time Emily ate slowly without needing to be reminded, cutting her food neatly and keeping her elbows away from the table.

Miss Tabitha noticed.

“You’ve come a long way.”

Emily looked up from her plate. “I suppose I have.”

It was difficult to deny. She remembered that first visit to the diner, wolfing down her meal while women stared and taking their disapproval as some tiny act of rebellion. Now she caught herself dabbing the corner of her mouth with a napkin before taking another sip of tea.

It was another memory, though, that seemed to be fading. She wondered how much of who she used to be would be left by tomorrow or the next day.

After lunch they walked through the park.

Duberville’s obsession with perfection extended there too. Flower beds curved around the paths in carefully planned colours, benches faced a little ornamental lake and enormous trees cast patches of shade across grass that looked freshly cut despite there being no groundsman in sight. There must have been someone to look after them, they couldn’t have just appeared by magic.

Mothers pushed prams along the paths while older women sat together talking, their dresses bright against the green. For a moment, the scene was so bright and colourful that Emily had to close her eyes. When she opened them, things seemed to have toned down.

Several people greeted Emily by name. She smiled back automatically.

Miss Tabitha walked beside her at an easy pace, apparently still in no hurry to explain what presentation day actually involved. Emily found herself enjoying the sunshine despite everything. For once there was no lesson, no chalkboard and nobody correcting her posture. There was simply the park, the rustle of her skirts as she walked and the quiet certainty that whatever Miss Tabitha had planned for later was going to happen whether she wanted it to or not.

The afternoon took Emily back to the salon.

Jessie reacted to her arrival as though they had been separated for months rather than a couple of weeks. She came around the reception desk with a delighted smile, took both of Emily’s hands and looked her over with obvious approval.

“Well, look at you. I hardly recognise the girl who came in here the first time.”

Emily smiled, and the compliment produced that increasingly familiar little glow inside her. “I’ve had a lot of practice.”

“I can see that.” Jessie turned her gently towards the salon. “Come on. We’ve got work to do.”

Miss Tabitha followed them inside but did not settle down. “I’ll leave her with you. I’ll be back later with the dress.”

Emily looked around. “What dress?”

Miss Tabitha smiled in that irritatingly knowing way she had perfected. “It’s a surprise.”

Before Emily could ask anything else, she was gone. Jessie laughed. “You might as well stop trying. Nobody gets anything out of Tabitha before she’s ready.”

The first step of the appointment was not at one of the mirrors but in a small room at the rear of the salon, where Jessie explained that Emily was having a tanning treatment. Again, she stripped and stood in a booth, though this time there was less embarrassment.

She was gently sprayed with a mist, keeping her eyes closed. The sensation was not unpleasant, as making her tingle in a way that again made her feel warm and sensual inside.

The end result of the tanning was subtle rather than dramatic, warming her complexion and leaving her skin looking healthy and softly sun-kissed rather than obviously coloured. When she put on a robe and returned to the main salon, Emily caught sight of her arms in the mirror and had to admit that Jessie had judged it perfectly.

From there the afternoon became a procession of small refinements. Her fingernails were shaped and given a fresh coat of glossy polish, while her feet received the same careful attention.

Jessie inspected every nail herself before declaring them acceptable, then moved on to Emily’s hair, washing the platinum curls thoroughly and conditioning them before setting about restoring the soft, glamorous shape that had become so much a part of Emily’s appearance.

By the time the rollers came out, the afternoon light beyond the windows had begun to soften. Jessie worked through the curls with her fingers and a brush, shaping them into smooth waves around Emily’s face, then turned her attention to makeup.

The look was more sophisticated than Emily’s usual daytime face. Jessie deepened the eyes with carefully blended shadow, sharpened the liner and added enough definition to make them seem larger without becoming theatrical. The cheeks were softly sculpted and warmed, while the lips were given a polished rose shade that suited the tan and platinum hair.

It took time, with Jessie continually stepping back to inspect the whole effect before returning to make some tiny adjustment Emily would never have noticed herself.

Outside, daylight had almost faded when the salon door finally opened again.

Miss Tabitha appeared carrying a long dress bag over one arm and a smaller bag in the other. Jessie glanced over her shoulder. “Perfect timing.”

Emily turned slightly in the chair. “What exactly am I being presented for?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

Emily rolled her eyes, although the gesture was considerably less effective now that Jessie had spent the best part of an hour perfecting them.

Miss Tabitha led her into one of the salon’s private back rooms, where a full-length mirror stood against one wall and a padded chair had been positioned beneath a row of hooks.

She placed the smaller bag on the chair and unzipped it first, revealing lingerie chosen to disappear beneath the evening dress, along with stockings and a pair of elegant high heels. Everything had clearly been selected as part of the same outfit.

Emily changed with Miss Tabitha’s help, although by now she needed very little assistance. Once the soft, silky lingerie was in place, Miss Tabitha turned to the long dress bag hanging from the door.

“Ready?”

“I suppose.”

The gown was nothing like the dresses she had been wearing around Duberville. Those were pretty, deliberately old-fashioned and almost girlish in their layers of petticoats and bright colours. This was something else entirely.

Miss Tabitha removed it carefully from the hanger.

The gown was a soft blush pink, almost nude in colour, and cut close to the body rather than flaring away from it. Narrow straps sat over the shoulders, supporting a fitted bodice with a deep V-shaped neckline, while elaborate silver and crystal beading flowed down the fabric in long, delicate patterns. The embellishment seemed almost organic, like fine branches or trailing vines, becoming denser around the bodice before spreading down the length of the skirt.

Lower down, the material became lighter, with fine illusion mesh beneath the intricate beadwork creating the impression that the decoration itself was floating across Emily’s legs.

The gown narrowed through the waist and hips before falling all the way to the floor, where the fabric extended behind into a small, elegant train. Every movement caught the light differently, sending tiny flashes across the beads and crystals.

Emily reached out and touched the fabric.

“For tonight,” Miss Tabitha said.

Emily looked at her through the mirror. “You still haven’t told me where I’m going.”

Miss Tabitha’s smile widened. “Arms up.”

The gown slid down over Emily’s body with surprising weight from the beadwork. Miss Tabitha eased it carefully into position, adjusted the narrow straps and smoothed the fabric over her waist and hips before fastening the back. The transformation was immediate. The familiar fifties silhouette disappeared completely, replaced by something much more grown-up and elegant.

Emily stared at herself.

The dress followed every line of the feminine body the doctor had pronounced fully merged only hours earlier. Her shoulders looked delicate beneath the narrow straps, the fitted waist emphasised her figure and the long skirt made her seem taller. The bust held an impressive cleavage, now lightly tanned from the salon. When Emily stepped into the shoes she felt her stomach squirm again. She looked stunning.

Jessie appeared in the doorway a moment later and stopped.

“Oh, my.” Emily looked towards her. Jessie smiled slowly. “Now that is a presentation dress.”

Miss Tabitha stood behind Emily and made one last adjustment to the gown before meeting her eyes in the mirror. “Tonight,” she said, “you’re don’t look like a girl learning how to belong in Duberville.” Miss Tabitha rested her hands lightly on Emily’s shoulders. “You’re look like you already do.”

Jessie clasped her hands together and came closer, circling Emily once with open delight. One of the younger assistants glanced over from the reception desk outside and gave an appreciative little gasp, while another woman waiting beneath a dryer leaned sideways for a better look.

“You look beautiful,” Jessie gushed. “Absolutely beautiful.”

Emily felt the warmth rise inside her again, though this time it mixed with nerves. The dress changed everything. In the ordinary Duberville outfits she could still occasionally think of herself as somebody playing a part, however convincingly. In this gown there was no trace of costume. She looked elegant, polished and unmistakably feminine, like a young woman dressed for a formal evening rather than someone being trained into a new life.

Miss Tabitha seemed pleased. “Come along. We don’t want to keep them waiting.”

Emily opened her mouth to ask what them meant, but Miss Tabitha was already leading her towards the salon door.

Outside, a limousine waited at the kerb.

It was long and black, impossibly glossy beneath the streetlights, and looked wildly out of place against Duberville’s pastel storefronts and neat little flowerbeds. A male chauffeur sat behind the wheel in a dark uniform, his face half hidden by shadow.

Emily slowed.

“I’m scared.”

Miss Tabitha opened the rear door.

“Don’t be. This is presentation day. And you’re perfect”

Emily climbed in and Miss Tabitha closed the door. “Aren’t you coming with me?”

Miss Tabitha smiled. “No.”

The interior smelled faintly of leather and the driver’s aftershave. There was enough space around her that the hem of the gown could be arranged without crushing the beadwork. Miss Tabitha leaned through the open window long enough to smooth the train across the seat, then straightened.

“You’ll be fine, Emily.”

There was that name again, warming her even as anxiety tightened her stomach. Miss Tabitha smiled and closed the door.

The limousine pulled away.

Emily twisted in the seat to look back, but Miss Tabitha was already disappearing into the glow of the salon windows. The chauffeur did not speak. He drove steadily through town while Emily sat alone in the rear, trying to guess what waited at the other end of the journey.

Duberville passed beyond the windows in familiar fragments. The diner, the park, rows of white fences and immaculate gardens, porches glowing beneath evening lights. Then the streets began to thin out and the houses gave way to darker stretches of road.

The limousine climbed.

Ahead, beyond the town and half hidden by trees, a mansion appeared against the darkening sky.

Lights blazed from dozens of windows, warm and golden against the night. The building was enormous, far grander than anything Emily had seen since arriving in Duberville, with tall columns at the entrance and a broad flight of stone steps leading to double doors.

The limousine curved around a circular drive and came to a smooth stop. The chauffeur got out and walked around to open Emily’s door. She hesitated for only a second before stepping out.

The heels touched stone. The evening air felt cool against her shoulders, and the beads on the dress caught the light as she straightened. For the first time she became aware of how formal the whole thing was. The mansion, the limousine, the gown, even the silence of the chauffeur seemed arranged to make the moment feel significant.

A butler waited at the top of the steps.

“Miss Emily,” he said.

Hearing her name spoken by a man she had never met sent another small pulse of warmth through her.

“This way, please.”

Emily followed him inside.

The mansion was even more imposing within, with polished floors, tall ceilings and chandeliers hanging over wide corridors. The butler led her through several rooms before opening a door into what appeared to be a reception chamber.

The other girls were already there.

Emily recognised them immediately from the civic centre, although for a moment they looked like entirely different people. Gone were the matching pink training dresses and neat daytime outfits. Each girl wore something individual and far more elegant: evening gowns, cocktail dresses, fitted silhouettes, flowing skirts, satin, lace and beadwork in different colours and styles. Their hair had been dressed formally and their makeup was immaculate.

For the first time since training began, they did not look like a class. They looked like young women waiting to be presented. A few smiled when Emily entered.

“You look amazing.”

“So do you.”

There was nervous laughter, but nobody seemed to know much more than Emily did. They gathered together in small groups, comparing dresses and trying to guess what was about to happen.

They did not have long to wait. Another door opened. A second butler stood there.

“This way, ladies.”

Conversation stopped. The girls followed him.

Emily found herself near the middle of the group as they moved along a corridor towards a pair of tall double doors. She could hear voices beyond them, low and numerous, accompanied by the occasional clink of glass.

The doors opened.

The room beyond was enormous.

Men filled it.

Dozens of them stood beneath chandeliers in expensive tuxedos and dinner jackets, some holding drinks, others gathered in small groups. Conversation faltered as the girls entered, and then someone began to applaud. Within seconds, the whole hall joined in.

Emily felt the sound wash over her.

The girls hesitated, then continued forward as they had been instructed. At the far end of the room stood ten stools arranged in a line beneath the lights. Emily understood before anyone explained.

They were being displayed.

A man in formal dress gestured towards the stools.

“Ladies, if you would take your places.”

One by one, the girls were ushered towards them.

Emily sat when directed, carefully arranging the long gown so that the beaded skirt fell neatly around her legs. The other girls did the same until all ten of them were seated in a row facing the room.

The applause died away.

The men continued looking at them.

An older man stepped forward once the girls were seated, lifting a champagne glass and waiting until the room quietened.

“Gentlemen,” he began, smiling broadly, “our new Duberville girls are ready.”

A ripple of approval moved through the room.

The man turned towards the line of women as he continued. “You have all seen the work that goes into preparing a Duberville girl properly. They are taught to take pride in themselves, to maintain a home, to be attentive, feminine, obedient and, of course, beautiful.”

There were murmurs of agreement and more than a few approving smiles from the men nearest Emily. She kept her hands folded neatly in her lap and resisted the urge to look down. Somewhere in the back of her mind she could hear the instructors from the civic centre correcting her posture, reminding her to keep her shoulders relaxed and her expression open.

The older man lifted his glass a little higher. “I think you’ll agree that this year’s group has done us proud.”

The applause came again, louder this time. Emily felt heat rise into her cheeks.

“Girls,” the man said, “would you stand for us?”

All ten rose together.

There was no hesitation now. Two weeks of repetition had made the movement almost automatic, and Emily found herself straightening beside the others as though she had done this sort of thing all her life.

“Right hands.”

Ten hands lifted.

Emily barely needed to think about what came next.

“Duberville girls honour their husbands,” they began together. “Duberville girls obey their husbands. Duberville girls do not argue with their husbands. Duberville girls maintain the household for their husbands. Duberville girls pay attention to detail. Duberville girls love to be feminine. Duberville girls always wear feminine clothes. Duberville girls are always neatly turned out. Duberville girls always look pretty for their husbands. Duberville girls love to please their husbands.”

The final words settled across the hall.

Then the applause broke out again.

Emily lowered her hand and glanced along the line. The others were smiling, some more confidently than others, but none seemed embarrassed by the ritual anymore. Even Emily had to admit that the words came easily now. Too easily, perhaps.

They were told to sit once more while several other men made short speeches, praising the training programme, Duberville’s traditions and the importance of keeping the town’s standards intact. Emily listened only intermittently.

After a while the speeches began to blur together, and she became more aware of the room itself, of the men watching, of the soft scrape of chairs and the warmth of the champagne glass eventually placed in her hand.

Once the formal part of the evening ended, the atmosphere changed.

Music began somewhere near the far end of the hall and the neat groups of men broke apart. Conversation became easier, glasses were refilled and the girls were no longer expected to remain in a rigid line. Instead, the men began approaching them.

Emily barely had time to take a second sip of champagne before three men had gathered nearby. One was perhaps in his forties, silver beginning to show at his temples, while another looked younger and more casually confident. The third had the sort of broad smile that suggested he already knew everyone in the room.

“So you’re Emily,” the silver-haired man said.

The name sent its familiar warmth through her.

“Yes.”

“You’ve only been in Duberville a short while?”

“Two weeks.”

“And what do you think of it?”

“It’s... very different.”

The men laughed.

“Different is good.”

Another asked how she found her training, and this time Emily felt the lessons taking over almost before she consciously called on them. She turned slightly towards the speaker, gave him her full attention and kept her expression warm without overdoing it. She remembered to maintain eye contact, to tilt her head just a fraction when listening and to let her hands rest elegantly rather than fidgeting with the glass.

It came naturally.

She had spent hours practising these little behaviours with women who corrected every movement, but now there was no instructor beside her. Nobody was whispering reminders. The smile appeared when it should. The softer tone came automatically. When one of the men made a joke, she laughed lightly rather than too loudly. When another complimented her dress, she thanked him without looking away.

More men joined the group.

“What did you enjoy most about the training?”

Emily thought about it. “The cooking, I think.”

Emily felt herself blush.

Another man asked about the salon, another about the civic centre, and soon the questions became a kind of game.

She answered, listened and smiled while the champagne softened the edges of the evening. Every so often she caught sight of one of the other girls doing exactly the same thing nearby, surrounded by men and using the same attentive expressions they had practised in training.

For the first time, Emily understood what those lessons had been preparing them for.

They were not simply learning how to look feminine. They were learning how to make men feel that being around them was easy.

And standing there in the glittering hall, smiling naturally while another man leaned closer to ask her something, Emily realised with a small jolt that she was becoming very good at it.

The reception continued for another hour or so, although Emily gradually lost any sense of time. The champagne kept circulating, the conversations became more relaxed and the men drifted from one group to another, introducing themselves, asking questions and offering compliments.

By then she had stopped consciously thinking about how she was standing or where to place her hands. The lessons from the civic centre had become instinctive enough that she could smile, listen and respond without hearing an instructor’s voice in her head correcting every movement.

Eventually the butlers returned and began gathering the girls together.

“Ladies, if you would come with us.”

The room quietened slightly as the ten girls were separated and led away in different directions through the mansion. Emily looked back once, expecting perhaps to catch sight of one of the others, but the corridors quickly swallowed them up. Her chaperone guided her upstairs, along a wide landing and through another set of doors before stopping outside a large room.

“For you, Miss Emily.”

He opened the door and stood aside.

The suite beyond was easily larger than the entire ground floor of Miss Tabitha’s house. A sitting area occupied one end, furnished with pale sofas and polished tables, while farther back stood a vast bed beneath an ornate headboard. Lamps cast pools of warm light across thick carpets and tall windows stretched almost from floor to ceiling.

The butler left without explanation.

Emily stood alone for a moment, listening to the door close behind her, then crossed towards the windows. The view looked down across the mansion gardens.

Below, beneath strings of lights and carefully arranged flowers, an area had been prepared for some sort of ceremony. Rows of chairs faced a decorated arch, while white ribbons had been tied along the aisle and lanterns glowed around its edges. From this height Emily could see servants moving between the chairs, making small adjustments and checking the arrangement as though the whole thing were due to begin very soon.

She stared down at it, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. Then something at the side of the room caught her eye.

A dress hung from the wall.

Emily turned slowly.

It was a wedding dress.

Not merely white, but elaborate and unmistakable, with a fitted bodice, layers of fabric falling into a full skirt and delicate detailing that shimmered softly beneath the lamplight. A veil hung beside it, arranged carefully so that it did not crease, and below stood a pair of white heels.

Emily looked from the dress to the ceremony being prepared in the gardens.

Tomorrow, it appeared, she would become someone’s wife.


Chapter Ten: The Perfect Tradwife

Emily woke slowly beneath cool sheets, with morning light already finding its way through the tall curtains.

For several seconds she remained still, trying to remember where she was, and then the events of the previous evening returned in fragments: the limousine, the mansion, the men applauding as the new Duberville girls entered the hall, the champagne and questions, and finally the enormous suite where she had discovered a wedding dress waiting for her.

She sat up.

The beaded evening gown was draped over an ornate chair. She was wearing an expensive silk nightdress in ivory, soft enough that it seemed almost weightless against her skin. Fine lace edged the neckline and straps, while the fabric fell loosely over the now completely feminine shape of her body. It felt luxurious and fitted her perfectly. She gently touched her breasts and felt a sudden electric thrill, closing her eyes briefly.

The wedding dress was still hanging exactly where she had seen it the night before, pale and elaborate in the morning light, with the veil arranged beside it and the white heels positioned neatly below. She had stared at it in awe, not wanting to touch. Wondering how it would feel when she put it on.

Emily slipped out of bed and crossed to the window.

Preparations were underway in the gardens below. Several people moved between the rows of chairs, adjusting ribbons and checking flowers, while another pair worked around the arch at the end of the aisle.

Tables had appeared overnight beneath white awnings, all of them dressed with linen and floral arrangements, and a small group of musicians seemed to be setting up to one side. It was unmistakably the scene of a wedding.

Emily rested her hands against the windowsill and stared. Her wedding? The thought produced something unexpected.

Excitement.

It was faint at first, little more than a nervous flutter beneath her ribs, but the longer she looked down at the garden, the stronger it became. She imagined herself wearing the dress behind her, walking between the rows of chairs while everybody turned to look, and rather than panic, the image sent another warm shiver through her. Was she really happy being who she had been? Wasn’t she happier now?

There was a knock at the door before she could follow the thought any further.

“Come in.”

A pretty young maid entered, dressed in a traditional black uniform with a crisp white apron and cap, pushing a trolley covered with silver dishes and an ornate cup and saucer.

“Breakfast, Madam.”

Madam. Emily turned from the window and smiled.

The maid wheeled the trolley towards a small table near the window and began arranging breakfast without waiting for further instruction. There was tea, freshly squeezed juice, toast, fruit and eggs, all laid out with the same absurd attention to presentation Emily had come to expect from Duberville.

“Thank you.”

“My pleasure, Madam.”

The maid gave a little smile before withdrawing, leaving Emily alone again.

She sat at the table and poured herself some tea, although her attention kept returning to the wedding dress across the room. Every few moments she glanced towards it and felt that same peculiar rush of anticipation. She again wondered what it would feel like once she was wearing it, how the skirt would move and whether the veil would feel magical.

Then another thought surfaced.

Who was she marrying?

Emily stopped with the teacup halfway to her mouth.

She hadn’t even thought to ask.

That should have been the first question. Instead, she found herself staring at the dress again.

By the time breakfast was finished, her nerves had developed into an almost pleasant restlessness. She was carrying the tray back towards the trolley when the door opened without a knock and three women swept into the suite.

Miss Tabitha came first, followed by Magdeleine and Jessie.

All three were transformed from their usual Duberville appearance. They wore elegant bridesmaid dresses in complementary pastel shades, sophisticated rather than girlish, with their hair formally styled and their makeup immaculate. Magdeleine looked particularly pleased with herself as if she had finally got the chance to play dress-up. Jessie had the expression of someone who was eager to start working her magic.

“There she is,” Jessie said.

Miss Tabitha smiled broadly. “Our bride-to-be.”

Emily looked from one woman to the next.

“I don’t even know who I’m marrying.” The three women exchanged glances. Emily narrowed her eyes. “You know, don’t you?”

“Of course we know,” Miss Tabitha said.

“And you’re still not going to tell me.”

“Not yet.”

Emily should have been furious. Somewhere in the fading corners of her memory she knew that the person she had once been would have demanded answers, probably loudly and with considerably more swearing. Instead, she found herself glancing towards the wedding dress once more.

“You like it,” said Jesse.

Emily hesitated before admitting, “It’s beautiful.” Her eyes teared slightly, another first.

“It was chosen especially for you.”

Magdeleine crossed the room and looked Emily over with obvious satisfaction. “Today is your big day. Everything you have learned over the past two weeks has been leading towards this.”

Miss Tabitha came to stand beside her. “You’ve done wonderfully.”

Emily smiled before she could stop herself.

Jessie clapped her hands together. “Right, then. We have a bride to prepare.”

The three women immediately began moving around the room, opening bags, arranging cosmetics across the vanity and discussing Emily’s hair as though she were no longer required to take part in any decisions. Their excitement filled the suite, bright and infectious, and Emily found herself caught up in it despite the unanswered questions.

What followed felt less like getting dressed and more like being assembled for some sacred occasion.

Jessie took charge of Emily’s hair immediately, guiding her to the vanity while Miss Tabitha and Mrs Holt laid out the garments in careful order across the bed. Brushes, pins and cosmetics appeared one by one, and the room that had seemed so calm only minutes earlier took on a bright, purposeful energy.

All three women were excited in their different ways. Jessie was all delighted concentration, Miss Tabitha her usual quietly pleased, and Magdeleine carried herself with the serene satisfaction of a woman watching a plan she had all but started reach its proper conclusion.

Emily sat very still while Jessie worked. Her hair was brushed until it shone, then shaped into soft, elegant waves that framed her face while allowing the rest to fall in controlled curls down the back. Jessie kept stepping away and returning, adjusting the balance around Emily’s forehead and temples, pinning a section here, loosening another there, until the style looked both formal and hopelessly romantic.

“There,” she said at last, meeting Emily’s eyes in the mirror. “Pretty, but not too severe. The veil has to sit on it perfectly.”

The makeup came next, and again it was more elaborate than anything Emily wore from day to day. Jessie wanted softness, but also polish.

She worked patiently over Emily’s face, perfecting the complexion first so that the skin looked luminous beneath the light, then deepening the eyes just enough to make them arresting without losing their innocence. Her lashes were darkened and lengthened, colour was breathed carefully into her cheeks, and the lips were shaped into a fuller, more delicate rose than the bolder shades she had worn in the evenings.

Every so often Jessie tilted Emily’s face towards the light, narrowing her eyes as she judged the balance of it. Emily watched herself emerge little by little in the mirror. There was something almost dreamlike in the process, as if the girl gazing back were being coaxed out rather than painted on.

When Jessie finally stepped back, Miss Tabitha moved forward with a smile. “Beautiful. Come away from the mirror now. We need to dress you.”

Emily rose, and the three women turned their attention to the bed.

The white lingerie was set out first, delicate and unmistakably bridal. There was a white bra, finely made and soft to the touch, with matching panties that looked far too pretty to be hidden beneath layers of silk and lace.

Emily stood while Miss Tabitha helped her into them, and although she was used to this sort of intimate assistance by now, the knowledge that these were her wedding things lent the moment a different weight. It no longer felt like training, or correction, or even presentation.

Magdeleine lifted the garter belt next, white and elegant, with the little clips hanging ready for the stockings.

“Every bride needs proper foundations,” she said.

Emily felt Miss Tabitha fasten it around her waist and hips. Then came the white stockings, each one drawn slowly and smoothly up her legs, the fabric clinging coolly to her skin before being attached with calm precision. Jessie, kneeling briefly to straighten the seams and smooth the line of the stockings, looked up with an approving smile. Next came the lace underskirt, a sheer creation that seem to float magically around her.

“There’s one more thing.”

From a little box beside the mirror, Miss Tabitha produced an additional garter in pale blue, small and delicate, with the tiniest touch of ribbon at the centre.

“For luck,” she said.

The words, familiar from a hundred wedding traditions, gave Emily an odd flutter deep inside. Miss Tabitha lifted one of her underskirt and fastened the blue garter high on her thigh. The colour was almost hidden once it was in place, just a secret touch of softness against all the bridal white.

Emily looked down, then back at the mirror. “It’s lovely.”

Miss Tabitha’s expression softened. “I thought you’d like it.”

Next came a second petticoat. It was all soft white layers and gathered volume, and when it settled into place around her, it transformed her silhouette at once, creating that unmistakable bridal shape beneath whatever would come next.

Then, finally, Magdeleine and Miss Tabitha lifted the gown together.

It was even more beautiful up close than it had appeared hanging on the wall. The bodice was structured and elegant, the fabric fine and luminous, and the skirt opened out over the petticoat in graceful folds that caught the light with every movement. There was lace, and delicate detailing, and the unmistakable richness of a dress made for a very special occasion. Emily felt her breath catch as they brought it towards her.

She stepped into the dress with a feeling of delicious completion, smoothing through the petticoats while the girls drew the bodice up and she put her arms through the sleeves. Miss Tabitha and Mrs Holt worked together to settle it properly, easing the bodice into place, drawing it smooth over her waist and fastening it at the back with great care.

Then came the slower, fussier stage, the one Emily had come to recognise from every important outfit in Duberville, where tiny adjustments mattered just as much as the larger act of dressing. A fold here, a strap there, the fall of the skirt corrected, the line of the bodice checked again from every angle.

When it was done, Emily could feel the difference immediately. The dress was not merely beautiful. It made her stand differently. It asked something of her posture, her carriage, even her breathing.

Jessie sighed with satisfaction. “Now the shoes.”

The white heels were brought over and placed at her feet. Emily stepped into them one at a time, then steadied herself while Miss Tabitha adjusted the hem of the gown around them. The added height completed the picture. Emily hardly dared look in the mirror yet.

Magdeleine seemed to sense that the transformation had entered its final stage. Her hands came together lightly in front of her. “The veil.”

Jessie fetched it, lifting it with surprising reverence. It was finer than Emily had realised, a soft cloud of tulle and light embroidery that seemed to float rather than hang. She brought it to Miss Tabitha, who took it carefully, and for a moment the three women simply looked at Emily.

No one spoke.

Emily stood motionless before the mirror, her heart beating harder than it had all morning. Somehow the lingerie, the stockings, even the dress itself had still allowed a small part of her to think in terms of practicalities. A bride might wear those things, yes, but putting them on had not fully crossed whatever invisible threshold lay before her.

The veil did.

Miss Tabitha stepped behind her, and Emily saw her in the mirror, holding the veil in both hands with a seriousness that stripped the room of its chatter and excitement. Jessie moved to one side to help guide the placement. Magdeleine stood watching, smiling with unmistakable pride.

“Hold still, darling,” Miss Tabitha murmured.

She felt Miss Tabitha secure the comb into her hair, nestling it into the carefully arranged waves Jessie had made, and then the veil fell.

It drifted down behind her shoulders in a whisper, light as breath, framing her from above and changing everything at once. One moment Emily had been a beautifully dressed young woman. The next she was a bride.

The difference was immediate and undeniable.

Jessie let out the softest little gasp. Magdeleine actually put a hand to her chest. Miss Tabitha rested her fingers for a moment against Emily’s shoulders, meeting her eyes in the mirror.

Emily stared at herself.

The veil softened her face and made the rest of her seem almost luminous. The polished makeup, the pale gown, the swell of the skirt, the white stockings hidden beneath it, the tiny secret touch of blue against her thigh, all of it gathered into one perfect image. She looked as though she had been moving towards this moment all her life.

For several seconds she could not speak.

Miss Tabitha smiled at her reflection. “Don’t you cry now, we don’t want to start your makeup all over.”

Jessie came to stand beside her, beaming openly now. “Turn for us.”

Emily turned slowly, the skirt shifting in a soft, graceful sweep around her, the veil floating behind. The women admired every angle, every line, every detail, but Emily barely heard them. She was still looking at the girl in the mirror, still trying to understand how natural the sight felt, and how much she wanted to go downstairs and be seen exactly like this.

The bridesmaids gathered around Emily once the final adjustments had been made, again checking the veil, smoothing the skirt and making sure not a single fold was out of place. Miss Tabitha took one hand, Jessie the other, and together they led her from the suite and into the corridor. The mansion seemed unusually quiet now, as though everyone else had already gone outside and left the rooms waiting for the ceremony to begin.

At the top of the staircase, Emily paused.

Through the tall windows, she could see the garden below, and every chair appeared to be filled. Men in dark suits sat in neat rows beneath the evening light, their attention already turned towards the long aisle that led to the flower-covered arch. Beyond them stood the priest, and beside him a man Emily had never seen before.

He was tall, broad-shouldered and ruggedly handsome, with dark hair, a strong jaw and an expensive charcoal suit that seemed tailored precisely to him. Even from a distance, there was something assured about the way he stood, calm and completely at ease beneath the attention of the crowd.

Emily’s stomach squirmed. The reaction was immediate enough to make her grip Miss Tabitha’s hand a little tighter. “That’s him?” she whispered.

Miss Tabitha looked towards the man at the end of the aisle and smiled. “That’s Peter.”

Emily kept looking.

Something about him made the whole thing suddenly real. The dress, the veil, the flowers and the ceremony had all felt dreamlike until that moment, but Peter was not part of the scenery. He was waiting for her. He was waiting for Emily.

Music began below. Jessie gave Emily an encouraging smile. “Ready?”

Emily drew a breath and nodded.

The three women led her outside.

The garden seemed impossibly bright, filled with flowers, ribbons and soft music, while the men rose as Emily appeared at the top of the aisle. For one nervous second she forgot everything she had learned about posture and movement, but then the training returned automatically. She lifted her head, relaxed her shoulders and allowed herself to smile as she began to walk.

Peter watched her every step.

The closer she came, the stronger the strange flutter inside her became. She could see his expression now, the faint smile, the confidence, the unmistakable approval as he took in the bride approaching him. It should have intimidated her, and perhaps part of it did, but beneath the nerves there was something much warmer.

By the time she reached him, she was smiling for real.

The priest began the ceremony, speaking about commitment, loyalty and the responsibilities of marriage, but Emily heard only pieces of it. She was too aware of Peter beside her, of the warmth of his hand when he took hers and of the weight of the veil against her hair. When the vows came, she repeated them clearly, surprised by how steady her voice sounded.

Peter said his own with the same calm certainty he seemed to bring to everything.

Then the priest smiled. “You may lift the veil.”

Peter turned towards her and raised his hands carefully, taking the edge of the veil and drawing it back over her head. For a moment they simply looked at one another.

Emily’s heart seemed to stop.

Then Peter leaned in and kissed her.

The feeling overwhelmed her.

It was gentle, but the moment seemed to carry the entire day with it. The dress, the lessons, the name Emily, the strange warmth that had grown stronger every time somebody used it, all of it seemed to gather into that single instant. She felt herself melt against him, hands rising instinctively to his chest as he drew her closer.

Applause broke out around them.

Emily barely noticed. When they finally separated, Peter smiled down at her and she found herself grinning back, breathless and almost dizzy with happiness.

She was married. The thought filled her with a deep, shimmering sense of fulfilment that seemed to push everything else away.

The reception that followed was short but elegant. Champagne appeared, music resumed and the guests gathered around to congratulate them. Emily moved through it all at Peter’s side, receiving compliments, smiling, thanking people and leaning instinctively towards him whenever he spoke.

All the small lessons from the civic centre came naturally now, but they no longer felt like rules. They felt like part of her.

When the time came for the first dance, Peter held out his hand. Emily placed hers in it without hesitation.

He led her onto the floor.

The first steps were slow, and she followed exactly as she had been taught, letting him guide the movement while she stayed close. His hand rested securely at her waist, her own settled against his shoulder, and the closeness of his body stirred something in her that was both new and strangely familiar.

She relaxed into him.

The music seemed to fade around the edges.

Peter moved confidently, and Emily followed, the wedding dress brushing softly around her legs as they turned. She could feel the warmth of him through the fabric, the strength in the arm that held her, and every small movement made her more aware of how natural it felt to be there.

She looked up at him and smiled.

He smiled back.

By the time evening deepened around the gardens, Emily had stopped wondering what she should be doing. She simply did it. She stayed close to Peter, listened when he spoke, laughed when something amused her and touched his arm lightly without thinking whenever they stood together. She was attentive, affectionate and loving because that was what she had been taught a wife should be, but more than that, because she wanted to be.

Later, when the music had softened, and the last of the congratulations were beginning to blur together, Peter took Emily gently by the hand.

“Come with me.”

There was no need to ask where they were going. The look in his eyes, the way his fingers closed around hers and the quiet certainty with which he led her back towards the mansion told her enough.

They crossed the terrace and entered through the tall doors, leaving the reception behind them. The sound of music and laughter faded with every step, becoming distant as they reached the main staircase. Emily gathered the front of her dress slightly with one hand as they climbed, the long skirt whispering over the steps while Peter stayed close beside her.

At the top, he led her along a softly lit corridor to a pair of double doors.

The bridal suite waited beyond.

It was larger than the room she had dressed in that morning, elegant without being ostentatious, with high windows, pale furnishings and a vast bed beneath a carved headboard. Flowers had been placed around the room, their scent mixing with the perfume Emily had worn all day, and somewhere a lamp cast everything in a warm golden glow.

Peter turned towards her.

Emily could hear her own breathing, could feel the weight of the gown around her and the soft tug of the veil still pinned into her hair. The entire day seemed to narrow down to the two of them standing together in that room.

Then Peter smiled.

Before Emily could react, he slipped one arm behind her knees and the other around her back and lifted her.

She gave a startled laugh, instinctively wrapping an arm around his shoulders.

“Peter!”

He carried her across the threshold as though she weighed nothing.

The gesture should have seemed absurdly traditional, the sort of thing she might once have mocked, but instead it filled her with a rush of happiness so complete that she stopped questioning it. She rested her head briefly against him as he carried her into the room, feeling safe in a way she had not expected.

He set her down gently on the edge of the bed.

Emily looked up at him.

Peter leaned closer and kissed her.

This time there was no audience, no applause and no priest waiting beside them. The kiss was deeper and more certain than the one in the garden, and Emily responded without hesitation. She reached for him, drawing him closer as every last trace of awkwardness seemed to disappear.

The world outside the room ceased to matter.

For one fleeting instant something stirred at the very edge of her mind.

A road.

A Mustang.

A name.

Jason.

It seemed impossibly distant, like something overheard in another life.

Emily tried to hold onto it.

Something about England.

Something about escape.

Something about who she had been before Duberville.

But Peter kissed her again, and the thoughts loosened.

She could no longer picture who she had been a lifetime ago. She could barely remember the sound of his voice. The memories that remained had become fragments without weight, disconnected scenes that no longer felt as though they belonged to her.

Emily closed her eyes and let them go.

The fear went with them.

So did the resistance.

When she opened her eyes again, Peter was looking down at her, and there was no confusion left in her at all.

She knew who she was. Emily smiled and reached for her husband.


Epilogue

From above, Duberville looks perfect.

The sun shines from a cloudless blue sky onto rows of immaculate houses, every lawn clipped to exactly the right height and every white picket fence freshly painted. Flowers spill from window boxes and borders in carefully arranged bursts of colour, while polished cars move slowly along quiet streets beneath trees heavy with summer leaves.

Somewhere a sprinkler turns steadily across a lawn, sending tiny rainbows into the morning light, while women in bright dresses move between houses and shops as though the whole town has dressed itself for the day.

Everything is perfect in Duberville.

The grocery store is no exception. Its windows gleam beneath a striped awning, and inside the aisles are wide, spotless and carefully stocked.

Fruit sits in neat pyramids, tins face forwards with their labels aligned, and baskets of fresh bread fill the air with the warm scent of baking. Soft music plays somewhere overhead while women push trolleys between the displays, their full skirts brushing against polished floors and their heels making a gentle rhythm as they move.

They greet one another as they pass, exchanging compliments on dresses, hairstyles and plans for dinner. Every greeting comes with a smile, and every smile is returned.

Among them is Emily.

She pushes her trolley slowly along the fresh produce aisle, a pale pink handbag resting in the child seat and a handwritten shopping list tucked neatly beside it.

Her platinum hair has been set into soft curls that morning, her makeup is fresh and precise, and she wears a pale-blue summer dress with a fitted waist and a full skirt supported by white petticoats. A small string of pearls rests at her throat, chosen because Peter once told her how pretty they looked against her skin.

Emily is excited.

Today is Peter’s birthday, and she has been planning dinner for most of the week. Nothing enormous, nothing that needs to impress anybody except him, but she wants it to be perfect.

She has already baked the cake that morning and left it cooling in the kitchen, ready to decorate when she gets home. Now she is choosing the ingredients for his favourite meal, checking each item against her list.

She picks up two tomatoes, examines them carefully, then puts one back and chooses another.

Peter deserves the best.

A woman passing with a basket pauses beside her. “Good morning, Emily.”

Emily looks up and smiles. “Good morning, Janice.”

“That’s a lovely dress.”

“Thank you. Peter likes blue.”

Janice smiles knowingly. “Special occasion?”

“It’s his birthday.”

“Oh, how lovely. You’ll spoil him.”

Emily laughs softly. “That’s the idea.”

They say goodbye and continue in opposite directions, Emily turning towards the baking aisle to collect the last few things she needs.

She moves easily now, one hand resting lightly on the trolley while the other checks off the items on her list. There is no hesitation in the heels, no awkwardness in the way the skirt moves around her legs and no thought required to maintain the graceful little gestures that once had to be taught.

This is simply how Emily moves.

Near the refrigerated section, she pauses to choose cream for the cake. The glass door catches her reflection for a moment.

Emily stops.

The young woman looking back at her is pretty and perfectly turned out, with softly curled blonde hair, bright eyes and a gentle smile. The pale-blue dress suits her, and the pearls really do look lovely against her skin.

She smiles a little more.

She is happy.

Peter will be home at six. She will have the table laid before then, the candles ready and dinner almost finished. She can already imagine him walking through the front door, loosening his tie while she goes to greet him. She will kiss him, wish him happy birthday and tell him there is something special waiting in the dining room.

The thought fills her with warmth.

Emily takes the cream from the refrigerator, places it carefully in her trolley and moves on.

Outside, the sun continues to shine over Duberville. White fences gleam, gardens bloom, and the streets remain peaceful beneath the clear blue sky.

Everything is exactly as it should be.


More From Emma LaVerne

If you enjoyed The Perfect Sissy Tradwife, there are plenty more feminine transformation stories waiting for you from Emma LaVerne.

Emma’s stories explore feminisation, transformation, female-led relationships, maids, romance, submission, glamorous makeovers and the strange situations that can turn an ordinary man’s life upside down. Some are playful, some romantic, some darker, but they all share the same fascination with transformation and the moment when a new feminine identity starts to feel real.

Look out for more books in the Feminine Transformations series, including stories such as:

Caught in Her Lingerie
A private secret is discovered, and Steve Lawson’s life begins to change as his girlfriend Rebecca introduces him to Lisa, the feminine identity he has tried to keep hidden.

My Sister’s Sissy Maid
What begins as humiliation quickly becomes a complete transformation when a group of determined young women decide Jamie would make a much prettier maid.

The Landlord’s Sissy Bride
A feminine transformation story in which a new role, a new appearance and an unexpected relationship begin to blur the line between pretence and reality.

You can also discover Emma LaVerne’s Feminine Transformation Short Reads, designed for readers who want a faster transformation story packed into a shorter format. Expect strange bargains, unexpected makeovers, dominant women, supernatural twists and plenty of reluctant new girls discovering that life in a dress can become surprisingly difficult to give up.

For even more stories, exclusive fiction, audio transformations and ongoing serials including Training Maid Sophie, visit Emma Loves a Dress, where new material is added regularly.

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. Reviews make a real difference to independent authors and help other readers discover Emma LaVerne’s stories.

And remember...Sometimes the dress is only the beginning.
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