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Chapter One: Caught Looking

Friday night at the Lakeview Sports Centre was usually Gary Mills’s favourite shift of the week.

The place emptied out earlier than it did on weekdays; the youth teams were normally gone by seven, and by the time he started checking the back corridors, most of the building had settled into that hollow, echoing quiet peculiar to sports complexes after dark.

The exception was the women’s hockey team.

The Lakeview Ravens trained every Tuesday and Friday evening, and Gary knew them well enough to recognise most by name. They swept through reception in packs, carrying sticks, helmets and hefty gear bags, talking over one another and making more noise than some of the junior teams combined.

A few stopped to joke with him. Megan asked whether he had missed her. Tasha complained whenever the vending machine ate her money. Erin had for some reason spent months trying to convince him that working behind a reception desk was no job for a real man.

Gary usually enjoyed the attention. Even if it did make him feel a little inadequate at times.

Lauren Foster was different.

She was the Ravens’ captain, six-foot-one before the skates went on, with long blonde hair and the sort of athletic build that made Gary, at five-six on a generous day, acutely aware of every inch between them.

She wasn’t unfriendly. In fact, she was often perfectly pleasant in a controlled, professional sort of way. That made her more intimidating. Overpowering in a way that made Gary feel strange inside. Lauren never seemed flustered or unsure of herself like many girls he knew. When she asked for something at reception, Gary invariably found himself sitting straighter before answering. He supposed that was why she was the captain. She had an aura that seemed to have been bestowed on her at birth.

He happened to think she was beautiful, which did nothing for his ability to behave normally around her.

That Friday, the Ravens had come in already talking about their night out. Gary heard enough at reception to understand that practice was only the first part of the evening. These girls were going out on the town. They'd brought in dresses in garment bags. Someone had arrived carrying a makeup case. Megan announced loudly that no one was allowed to wear sneakers, which had triggered a ten-minute argument about heels, blisters and whether looking glamorous was worth the effort.

By eight-fifteen, practice was finished.

He saw the women come off the ice, flushed from their exertions and laughing, hair damp around their faces, hockey bags slung over their shoulders. Lauren walked at the back carrying two sticks under one arm, still wearing black leggings and a grey Ravens training shirt. She caught Gary looking a bit too long and gave him a small smile.

Then she disappeared toward the women’s locker rooms with the others.

Gary went back to his closing tasks.

For the next half hour, he emptied trash cans near the offices, checked that the vending area was clean and carried a box of paper towels toward the corridor behind the locker rooms. He could hear the Ravens long before he reached them. Music was playing somewhere inside, punctuated by bursts of laughter and overlapping conversation.

The service corridor ran behind the main changing rooms and connected to a pair of storage spaces used by maintenance staff. One of the secondary access doors into the women’s outer changing area was supposed to close automatically.

Tonight it hadn’t. The door sat open about two inches. Gary slowed, his first mistake of the evening.

He could hear Megan complaining about somebody at work who was an ‘absolute’ misogynist. Another woman shouted that she knew him and he was an ‘absolute’ jerk. Absolute seemed to be a favourite word. Someone laughed and said guys didn’t really like girls to be sporty.

Gary stopped beside the door.

He knew exactly what he was doing, which meant he had no excuse later. He wasn’t checking a lock. He wasn’t looking for a leak. He wasn’t making sure the room was empty. He was curious. And that was the generous word for it.

He had wondered before what the Ravens were like away from the ice. He had seen them arrive in sweats and leave later in dresses, makeup and heels before, transformed from intimidating athletes into something altogether more glamorous. More than once he had lain awake at night, imagining Lauren dressed for a night on the town. Her hair loose, the dress hugging her figure, high heels making her even more imposing.

The gap in the door was small, so Gary moved closer. Just a second, he told himself. Then walk away. He felt his heartbeat rising.

Through the narrow opening, he could see part of the outer changing room. Benches. Open bags. A black dress hanging from a locker door. Cosmetics scattered across a counter beneath the mirrors. He caught a glimpse of Erin sitting in a robe while another player curled her hair, but little more.

Gary leaned slightly to one side. One of the girls, he thought her name was Shena, was standing there in just panties, hands on hips, legs parted. It brought a tightness to his throat, and he sighed.

A voice behind him said, “You lose something, Gary?”

He jumped and turned with a little shriek. Lauren Foster stood three feet away.

Few circumstances made Gary enjoy being reminded how tall Lauren was. This was definitely not one of them. She had apparently come out through the main locker-room entrance and circled back along the service corridor without him hearing her. Her blonde hair was still tied in a high ponytail, her training shirt clung slightly with the sweat from practice, and her expression was noticeably stern.

Gary stepped away from the door so quickly that his shoulder hit the wall. “Lauren. Hi.” She looked at the half-open door, then back at him. “I was just…” Lauren folded her arms. He tried again. “The door was open.”

“I can see that.”

“The latch. I was checking it.”

Lauren glanced at the handle. “With your face pressed against the gap?”

Gary felt heat rush into his face.

“That’s not what I was doing.”

“What were you doing?”

He knew he had lost the moment she asked it. Lauren wasn’t angry yet, which somehow made everything worse. She simply stood there waiting for him to decide how stupid he wanted to sound. Then she pushed past him and looked through the gap in the door. “You’ve got a good view of Shena’s titties there.”

Gary looked down the corridor. “Oh God, I’m sorry.” Lauren’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “It was stupid. I shouldn’t have stopped.”

“No, you shouldn’t have.”

“I barely saw anything, honestly.”

“Barely?”

“No. I mean…” Gary rubbed a hand across his face. “I’m not trying to make excuses. I’m sorry.”

Lauren watched him for another moment, then looked past him toward the changing room. “Come with me.”

Gary stared. “Where?”

“To explain this to everyone else, of course.”

His stomach dropped, and the sudden fear and embarrassment made his face turn bright red. She grabbed his arm, her grip like a vice and pulled open the door, then funnelled him through as if he was as light as a feather.

Gary stumbled inside with a pathetic squeak as he tried to say something but nothing rational came out.

The main women’s changing area was a wide outer room with lockers, benches, and a bank of mirrors, with the showers and private changing stalls farther inside. By the time Lauren pushed the door open, most of the Ravens had changed out of their hockey gear and were in various stages of getting ready.

Six women turned toward him.

Megan sat at the mirror in tight jeans and a lace bra beneath an open blouse, applying mascara to one eye. Erin had changed into a dark green dress and was fastening an earring. Tasha stood barefoot in leggings and a camisole while digging through a bag. Two others Gary knew as Nicole and Bree were arguing over a curling iron.

Conversation died almost immediately. Megan lowered the mascara wand.

“What’s going on?”

Lauren let go of Gary’s arm and he stepped away, hands held rigidly at his side as if he was suffering from some sort of seizure. “He was outside looking through the service door.”

There was a beat of silence.

Then every face in the room changed.

“Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” Erin said.

Megan turned fully on the stool. “You were spying on us? You little perv.”

“I wasn’t spying. I mean, I was checking the door…” He abandoned that sentence before it became fatal. “I looked. Okay. For about two seconds.”

Tasha stared at him. “That is voyeurism.”

“You work here,” Nicole added. “You know better.”

Gary did know better. Hearing it aloud made the situation feel less like a foolish impulse and more like something that could cost him his job. Now, he suddenly realised he was going to lose his job. Maybe even be tagged for the rest of his life as a peeping tom.

Bree was the first to say it. “We should tell Patterson.”

Gary went cold.

Mr Patterson managed the sports centre and had neither imagination nor much tolerance for staff embarrassment. Gary could already picture the conversation. There would be forms. Meetings. Suspension. Dismissal. Maybe even the police.

“Please don’t.”

Bree looked at him. “Seriously?”

“I know how this looks.”

Megan laughed without humour. “It looks like you were peeping into the women’s locker room. How else is it supposed to look?”

“I know.”

Lauren remained near the door, watching the whole exchange. Gary turned to her because, for reasons he couldn’t explain, she still seemed like his best chance of surviving the evening.

“I’ve never done anything like this before, and I swear I won’t again. If Patterson hears about it, I’m done.”

Lauren considered him.

The other women began talking over one another. Erin thought he deserved whatever happened. Megan wanted to know exactly what he had seen. Tasha pointed out that he was lucky nobody had been changing directly in front of the door. He didn’t mention anything about Shena, who seemed to have disappeared. It turned out she had a hot date and had quickly dressed and got out the door.

Gary stood in the middle of them, feeling smaller with every passing second.

He had always noticed how physically imposing the Ravens were as a group, not just Lauren. On the ice, they moved with speed and confidence, armoured in pads and helmets. Somehow they seemed even more formidable here. Lauren towered over him. So did Tasha. Megan was perhaps five-ten, Erin close to six feet. Even without skates, Gary was surrounded by women who looked as though they could simply pick him up and throw him at the wall with little or no effort.

Lauren finally lifted a hand. The room quieted.

“Okay.” Gary looked at her. She walked slowly past him and leaned against one of the benches. Her eyes moved around the changing room, taking in the cosmetics scattered beneath the mirrors, the dresses hanging from locker doors, the shoes lined up beside bags.

Then she looked at Gary again. Something changed in her expression. It was the first sign all evening that things might somehow become worse.

Megan saw it too. “What?”

Lauren smiled slightly.

“Gary says he only wanted a look.”

“I said I was sorry.”

“I heard you.” Lauren’s gaze moved over him slowly, taking in his slight frame, narrow shoulders and nervous expression. “But he was obviously curious about what happens when women get ready.”

Gary frowned. “Lauren…”

She ignored him. “So maybe telling Patterson isn’t the only option.”

Erin looked interested now. “What are you thinking?”

Gary didn’t like the sudden silence that followed. Lauren pushed away from the wall and walked over until she was standing directly in front of him. The height difference felt particularly ridiculous at that distance. Gary had to tilt his head slightly to meet her eyes.

“You wanted to see what goes on in here, right?”

“No. I mean, yes, obviously I did at the time, but I understand now that was a terrible idea.”

Lauren smiled. “Good. Then maybe you should experience it properly.”

Gary stared at her. Behind Lauren, Megan’s eyes widened. Then she looked toward the dresses and makeup covering the room. A grin spread across her face. “Oh.”

Tasha caught on next. “No way.”

Gary looked from one woman to another. “What are you talking about?”

Lauren turned toward her teammates, now openly amused.

“Girls,” she said, “I think Gary needs a makeover.”


Chapter Two: Meet Gabrielle

For the first few seconds after Lauren suggested a makeover, Gary did what any sensible person in his position would have done.

He laughed.

It came out thin and slightly hysterical, but it was still a laugh, the sort a man gives when he is absolutely convinced a joke has gone too far. Unfortunately, that only made the girls more certain of what they were about to do. Gary looked from Lauren to Megan, then to the others standing around the locker room, waiting for someone to roll her eyes and say they were messing with just him.

Nobody did.

Megan had put down her mascara wand and was already looking him over in a frankly appraising way. Tasha folded her arms and leaned against a locker with obvious interest. Erin tilted her head, studying Gary as though he had unexpectedly become a personal project.

Lauren remained calm. She stood directly in front of him, one hand resting lightly on the back of a bench, and the small smile on her face told him exactly how serious she was.

“This is insane.”

“So was peeping through the locker-room door.”

“I said I was sorry.”

“And I heard you.” Lauren’s tone remained measured, which was somehow more unsettling than anger. “What I haven’t heard yet is a better idea. Because right now, from where I’m standing, there are two obvious ways this evening can go. We can walk upstairs together and explain to Mr Patterson exactly why one of his employees was hanging around outside the women’s changing room, or you can accept a little embarrassment, learn your lesson, and save all of us the aggravation of telling everyone in town you like peeping at girls undressing.”

The room had gone very still while she spoke. Gary could feel every eye on him.

“You can’t actually mean this,” he said again, though with less conviction.

Megan gave a short laugh. “Oh, she means it.”

Tasha nodded toward Lauren. “When Lauren speaks in that tone of voice, she’s already decided. Best give in now, young lady.” A couple of the girls giggled.

Gary looked helplessly around the room. “You’re all just going along with this?”

Erin raised an eyebrow. “Gary, you were spying on us. You are not in a strong negotiating position.”

It was difficult to argue with that. Gary knew it. They knew it. The whole humiliating balance of the situation sat there in plain view. If he refused, Lauren would march him to Patterson’s office and tell the truth. If he agreed, he would spend the next hour, or worse, the rest of the evening, being dressed up by six amused female hockey players.

Neither option was good. One of them, however, still came with a pay check.

Lauren seemed content to let him work that out for himself. “Well?”

Gary exhaled slowly. “If I say yes, this goes no further?”

“Assuming you cooperate and stop acting like the victim, yes.”

“What does that mean?”

Lauren’s smile sharpened slightly. “No griping. You embrace your transformation with…enthusiasm, let’s just say that.”

Gary looked at the floor, then back at her. There was no softness in her expression. She was giving him a way out, humiliating though it might be. He had done something stupid. That fact couldn't be undone now by pretending this was unfair.

“All right,” he said at last. “Fine.”

Megan clapped once. “Excellent. We’re doing this.”

Gary closed his eyes briefly. He had the distinct sense that he had just stepped onto a moving walkway that led all the way off a cliff edge.

The Ravens moved fast once they'd made a decision. Women who, seconds before, had been finishing their own hair and makeup now turned their attention to Gary with a degree of teamwork that probably explained why they won so many games. He quickly became a group project.

Megan was the first to properly circle him. She wore dark jeans and a fitted black top, one eye already done up in liner and mascara, the other still waiting. She paused in front of Gary and considered his arms.

“No chance,” she said decisively. Gary frowned. She looked down at his bare lower legs, visible beneath his work pants where they broke at the ankle, then at the light hair on his forearms. “Any of this working until we deal with the hair.”

Megan was already digging through a large floral toiletry bag. “I knew I still had it.”

Tasha laughed. “Of course you do.”

Megan produced a bottle triumphantly. “Epilation cream.”

Gary stared at it. “Why do you have that?”

“Because some of us plan ahead,” Megan replied. “Now be useful and go into the shower area.”

Erin took the bottle from Megan and read the label. “It’s not mystery chemicals. It’s perfectly standard. Legs, underarms, anywhere you need smooth skin in a hurry.”

Gary looked at Lauren, hoping for sanity. “Tell them this is ridiculous.”

Lauren stepped closer and glanced from the bottle to his arms and legs with cool practicality. “Megan’s right. If you’re going to be a girl, you need to be properly smooth.”

The word properly was starting to take on a uniquely sinister quality. The shower area was tiled, brightly lit and smelled faintly of soap and steam. Megan followed him only far enough to hand over the bottle and explain the process with brisk, unnerving efficiency.

“Arms, legs, chest if you want to look the part. Leave it on for the time it says, rinse it off, and don’t try to sneak out the door.”

Left alone, Gary did what he was told. By that stage, resistance felt increasingly pointless. The evening was already a disaster. A little epilation cream was hardly going to restore his dignity. A towelling robe, hideously short, was provided along with a towel.

When he returned fifteen minutes later wearing only the robe, the reaction in the locker room was immediate.

“Oh, wow,” Tasha said.

Erin let out a low whistle. “That’s made a huge difference.”

Megan looked openly satisfied. “See?”

Gary stopped just inside the room. His skin felt strange, overexposed, as if the air itself had become more noticeable. He folded his arms and blushed in a way that made him feel totally inadequate.

Lauren walked slowly around him once, taking in the changes. Her expression remained composed, but unmistakable approval showed.

“It’s a good thing your face is smooth,” she said. “Have you ever tried to grow a beard. No, I guess not. That’s for real men.” The words stung and he felt his eyes water.

“That’s so cruel,” giggled Erin.

“Probably,” Lauren replied, still examining him. “But true.”

From there, the real transformation began.

The women scavenged from their own clothes with the enthusiasm of people discovering new, unexpected pre-party entertainment. Tasha had a pair of sheer tights that would fit. Erin produced black lace panties and a plain but feminine bra from the spare items she had packed for a weekend trip after the game. Nicole unearthed a dark plum satin dress from a garment bag and held it up against Gary with a critical squint.

“That could work.”

“It’s a little short,” Bree said.

“She’s a little short,” Megan replied.

The room dissolved into laughter. Gary stood there while the pieces accumulated on the bench beside him: tights, lingerie, the satin dress, a small pair of earrings, a slim silver bracelet.

Tasha handed him the bra and panties.

He changed under supervision, though the women were tactful enough to turn their attention half elsewhere while he put on the lingerie. The black panties were soft and strangely comfortable. The bra fit more easily than he expected, helped by Erin stepping in to sort the clasp and straps before he made a complete mess of it. Then came the tights, which took patience, followed by the dress.

The satin slid over him and settled with surprising elegance. It was dark plum, almost black in some lights, sleeveless, fitted through the waist and falling to just above the knee. On Gary’s smaller frame it looked far better than it had any right to.

Megan moved behind him and zipped it. “There.”

Gary looked down at himself and felt something deeply unhelpful twist in his stomach. He could not deny that the dress changed him. Smooth skin, tights, the soft shaping of the bra beneath satin, the narrower waist created by the cut of the dress. He looked diminished in a way that was both humiliating and oddly pleasing, as though the women had uncovered some version of him that had been waiting, annoyingly, to be assembled.

The heels were next.

“I can’t possibly walk in those,” Gary said flatly.

“Yes, you can,” Lauren replied from across the room.

Tasha crouched and placed them on the floor in front of him. They were black pumps, not excessively high but high enough to alter the way he stood the moment he stepped into them. Gary wobbled, caught himself and heard a delighted little laugh from Megan.

“That’s adorable.”

The final major piece was hair.

Bree produced a wig from a hard case with the careful pride of someone unveiling a treasured possession. It was a glossy brunette style, shoulder-length with soft curls turned under at the ends. The dark colour, set against Gary’s now-smoothed skin and the plum satin dress, immediately softened him in a way none of the others had.

“Good thing it’s not blonde,” Megan said as Bree positioned it. “He’d look like he was doing a bad impression of Lauren’s sister.”

Lauren gave her a look. “Thank you for the horrifying image.”

Bree adjusted the wig cap, tucked away Gary’s own hair and settled the brunette wig into place. Once she started shaping it around his face, the locker room gradually grew quieter. Gary could sense the shift even before he looked up.

Then came makeup.

Nicole took charge of that with the grave concentration of a portrait artist. Foundation evened out Gary’s skin. Concealer softened the shadows under his eyes. His brows were shaped slightly, then darkened just enough to look clean and deliberate. Nicole added liner, mascara and a subtle shadow that made his eyes appear larger. A little blush brought colour to his cheeks. Finally, she applied a soft, glossy berry lipstick that matched the dress perfectly.

By then Lauren had stopped pretending indifference.

She had drifted closer in small stages during the makeover, as if curiosity had overruled whatever distance she initially meant to maintain. When Nicole finished the lipstick, Lauren stepped in almost automatically and smudged the tiniest excess at the corner of Gary’s mouth with her thumb.

“There,” she said, more quietly than before. Gary met her eyes for half a second and then looked away.

He had almost forgotten the mirror was there until Nicole turned the stool toward it and said, “All right. Look.”

For the first time since this madness began, the room went still.

Gary looked.

The person in the mirror was small, polished and unmistakably feminine. The brunette hair framed his face beautifully. The makeup had transformed him into a proper girl, softening features he had never considered especially soft. The plum satin dress fit his frame with humiliating precision, and the heels changed the line of his legs just enough to make the whole effect believable.

Convincing enough that Gary felt a real, involuntary jolt of shock. The quiet behind him told him the others felt it too.

Megan was the first to break it. “Well, damn.”

Erin let out a soft laugh. “The girl looks good.”

Lauren stepped up beside Gary and studied his reflection with open interest now, her earlier amusement replaced by something more focused. It was not desire exactly, nor simple triumph. It was fascination, the kind that comes from seeing an idea turn out far better than expected.

Erin said: “She’ll need a name.”

Without missing a beat, Lauren said: “Gabrielle.”

Gary dragged his eyes away from the mirror. “Gabrielle?”

Gary looked back at the reflection that apparently belonged to Gabrielle now and felt his face heat under the makeup. He was too startled by the result to object.

“All right,” he said after a moment, trying to gather whatever remained of his authority. “Fine. You made your point. This is humiliating. I’ve learned a valuable lesson. Can I go home now?” He swallowed heavily, suddenly realising that his male clothes were nowhere to be seen.

Megan laughed. Nicole shook her head. Erin covered her mouth, already knowing the answer.

Lauren did not even bother pretending to think about it.

“No.”

Gary turned to her. “No?”

He stared at her.

Tasha, meanwhile, had been rummaging through another bag. She straightened, smiling, and held out a small black handbag with a thin silver chain. Gary looked at it, then at her.

“What’s that for?”

“Yours,” she said brightly.

Gary’s stomach dropped. “Oh, no.”


Chapter Three: You’re Coming with Us

Gary stared at the handbag as if Tasha had just handed him a live grenade.

He had already surrendered his body hair, his clothes, his face and, apparently, his name. The makeover had been humiliating enough. Surely there had to be a point where even the Ravens accepted that the lesson had been learned and let him go.

Tasha only held the bag a little closer. “You’ll need somewhere for makeup.” She glanced down at the plum satin dress and smiled. “You really don’t think this is it and you’re free to go?”

Gary looked to Lauren, hoping that somewhere beneath the captain’s stern look there might still be a trace of mercy. Instead, she stood in front of one of the mirrors, finishing her own makeup, calm and completely untroubled by the fact that the man who had started the evening in a sports-centre uniform was now standing behind her in tights, heels, a brunette wig and a pretty dress.

Gary could feel the panic rising. “Come on. You’ve proved your point. I look ridiculous, everyone’s had their fun, and I’m obviously never going to do anything like this again.”

Lauren capped her lipstick and turned around. She had changed while Gary’s makeover was being finished, swapping her training clothes for a fitted black dress that made her seem even taller. In heels, she towered over him by what felt like half a foot, perhaps more, and the contrast between them was so obvious that Megan had already taken several opportunities to take a few photos with her mobile.

“The Ravens are going out,” Lauren said. “It’s why we were getting ready in the first place. You’ve just added a bit of fun to the evening.”

“I hope you all have a great time.”

“We intend to.” Lauren gave him a patient smile. “You’re missing the important part. Our new girl is coming with us.”

Around them, the other women had gone back to preparing themselves, though Gary noticed that every one of them was still listening intently. Megan was curling her hair at the mirror, Erin was fastening the strap of a silver heel, and Nicole had begun transferring cosmetics into the small evening bag. They were treating the question of whether Gabrielle would accompany them as if it was all decided.

Lauren tilted her head. “told you that you had two choices. We could talk to Patterson, or you could accept a little embarrassment and learn your lesson. Nobody said the embarrassment ended once the dress went on.”

Gary stared at her, trying to remember the exact wording she had used and hating the fact that she was right. “That is completely unfair. What if someone I know sees me…like this?”

“It’s called reading the fine print.”

Megan laughed from the mirror. “You really should stop arguing with her. You can see she’s enjoying this more than the rest of us.”

“You look totally different. If it comes to it, we can say Gabrielle is Gary’s sister.”

“I don’t have a sister.”

“Cousin, then.”

Gary looked around the room, searching for some ally among the six women, but their expressions ranged from openly enthusiastic to almost deranged excitement. The transformation had altered the mood. Earlier, they had been annoyed with him. Now he had become part entertainment and part curiosity. Even Erin, who had originally wanted to report him immediately, was looking at Gabrielle with a smile that suggested she no longer wanted the evening to end either.

Tasha pushed the handbag into his hands. “Hold this.”

Gary took it automatically and then realised what he had done. The bag was small, black and soft, hanging from a thin silver chain that matched the bracelet they had put on him. It looked completely natural against the dress.

Megan saw him looking at it. “See? Perfect.”

“I hate all of you.”

“Look at yourself,” said Lauren, a little more softly.

He did, reluctantly.

That remained the most unsettling part. Nothing about Gabrielle looked improvised or unnatural. The plum dress fitted. The tights made his legs look smooth and slender. The brunette hair sat naturally around his face, and the makeup had softened and corrected enough that he no longer looked like a man. He simply looked feminine. In fact, very feminine.

Smaller and slighter than the women around him, certainly, which would help.

Lauren stepped beside him and the difference was almost absurd in the mirror. She was statuesque, blonde and athletic, her black dress emphasizing long legs, shapely hips and broad, confident shoulders. Gabrielle, beside her, looked petite and almost delicate.

“Stop hunching. You should be proud of how you look.” She moved behind him and placed both hands lightly on his shoulders, drawing them back. “Stand up straight. You’re already the shortest one here. Making yourself smaller isn’t going to help.”

She adjusted the fall of the wig around his shoulders, then gave him a small nod in the mirror. “Better.”

The women finished getting ready around him, and for the first time Gary began to see Gabrielle not as a separate joke but as part of the group. Megan had changed into a red dress and black heels. Erin wore emerald green. Nicole had gone for a fitted navy jumpsuit, while Tasha wore a short silver dress beneath a black jacket. They were all tall, athletic women, built by years of skating and training, and Gary looked almost absurdly slight among them.

Yet the dress, makeup and wig stopped him looking out of place. That realization did something unpleasantly complicated to his nerves.

Megan was the one who decided his walk needed work before the night out on the town. She got him to walk back and forth in front of the mirror while the other girls watched.  “If you walk into a bar like that, everyone’s going to know something is wrong.”

Gary stopped halfway across the locker room. “I can’t walk in these.”

“Shorter steps. One foot in front of the other. Heel toe. Heel toe. That’s better.”

Megan made him walk again and again. This time, Gary concentrated on smaller steps, kept his weight forward, and resisted the urge to stare at his feet. The difference was immediate. His stride became shorter, smoother, and the dress moved more naturally around his thighs. It actually felt quite nice if he would only admit it.

“See?” Megan said. “Again.”

After several circuits of the locker room, Gary could cross from one end to the other without wobbling. He hated how pleased the women looked. Sitting came next.

When Gary dropped onto the bench with his knees apart out of habit, Tasha physically recoiled.

“What now?”

She tapped his knees. “Together.” Gary closed his legs. “Ankles too. Crossed. You’re wearing a dress and there is a correct way for a girl to sit.”

He adjusted himself, crossing one ankle lightly behind the other. Tasha nodded. “Much better.”

They took more photographs just before they left. Gary objected immediately when Megan pulled out her phone, but Lauren stepped in before he could get genuinely angry. “Nothing gets posted. Nobody sends anything outside this room unless you say so.”

Gary studied her face. “Promise?”

“Yes. We’re not going to send them to anyone.”

He reluctantly agreed to one group photo. That became three.

In the first, he stood stiffly while the Ravens crowded around him. Lauren took one look and told him to stop behaving like he was heading for the gallows. For the second, Megan pulled Gabrielle into the middle, and suddenly he was surrounded by women considerably taller than he was, their arms around his shoulders and waist while he held the little black handbag in front of him.

The third was the worst because Lauren stood directly beside him with one arm draped casually around his shoulders. Gary looked tiny next to her. Megan showed him the result. Just a very tall blonde with her arm around a petite brunette.

She smiled. “Amazing.”

The taxis arrived a few minutes later. They split into two groups, with Gary wedged between Lauren and Megan in the back of a black SUV while Tasha sat up front. The driver greeted them, asked where they were headed and showed no sign of noticing anything unusual.

The city lights grew brighter as they moved downtown, and with every block his nerves tightened. Being transformed inside a locker room was one thing. Walking into a public bar was something else entirely. Why was he even allowing it?

“What if someone recognises me?” He said again, voice low.

Lauren was beside him, one long leg crossed over the other. “From where?”

“The sports centre.”

“You work behind a desk in a polo shirt.”

“So?”

“So right now you’re wearing a brunette wig, makeup and a satin dress. I wouldn’t have recognised you if I hadn’t watched the whole thing happen.”

“That’s deeply disturbing.”

Megan leaned across from the other side. “You look good, Gabrielle. Stop expecting the world to erupt in indignation around you. Most people are too wrapped up in their own worlds to notice anyone else.”

Gary looked down at the handbag resting in his lap. Without thinking, he checked that the chain was sitting neatly rather than twisted.

Lauren didn’t say anything.

The first bar was busy but not packed, one of those polished downtown places with low lighting, music loud enough to create atmosphere without forcing everyone to shout, and a line forming near the entrance.

Gary’s courage nearly disappeared when they joined it. He could feel people behind them. Couples. Groups. Men in jackets, women dressed for the night. He became convinced that everyone was staring at him.

Lauren leaned down slightly. “You’re okay, sweetie.”

“This is a terrible idea.”

“You started it.”

They reached the door.

A broad-shouldered doorman recognised Lauren and the girls and cleared a path for them with a polite greeting and a more lascivious ogle at their legs, including Gabrielle's.

“Have a good night, ladies.” The last word sent a knot of emotion through his stomach. The skirt swished across his thighs, and he suddenly became aware of the underwear he was wearing.

Lauren leaned down until her mouth was close to his ear, keeping her voice low enough that only he could hear. “Congratulations, Gabrielle.” Lauren’s smile widened. “You passed. I knew you were.”

She straightened and followed the others inside.

Gary dawdled for half a second, handbag in one hand, heart thudding beneath the satin dress. For the first time all evening, the humiliation was no longer the only thing he could feel.

He followed her in.


Chapter Four: One Of the Girls

Gary stayed close to the Ravens, convinced that somebody would recognise him the moment he stepped into brighter light. Every time a stranger looked in his direction, his stomach tightened. He imagined someone from the sports centre calling his name, or one of the regular hockey parents staring long enough to realise that the petite brunette in the plum satin dress was actually the young man who usually sat behind reception in a polo shirt.

None of that happened.

People looked, certainly, but not in the way Gary expected. A woman at the bar glanced at his dress and then at his shoes. A group of men moved aside to let the Ravens pass. Someone smiled at Lauren. Nobody really stared twice. The more Gary watched the people around them, the more he understood he was the only person in the room treating Gabrielle as something extraordinary.

To everyone else, she was simply one of a group of women out for the evening.

Lauren led them toward a large booth near the back where Megan immediately began organising drinks. The Ravens were not subtle about anything, including cocktails. Within minutes, the table was crowded with tall glasses in impossible colours, bowls of pretzels and several phones that appeared whenever somebody wanted another photograph.

Gary remained standing at the edge of the booth until Lauren noticed.

“You can sit, Gabrielle.” He gave her a wary look. “If you were actually planning to escape, you’d have tried before we got through the door. Now, be a lady and sit demurely. And for God’s sake enjoy yourself. You’re one of the girls now.”

He sat carefully, remembering Tasha’s lesson from the locker room and keeping his knees together beneath the satin skirt. Lauren slid into the seat beside him while Megan and Erin took the opposite side. With Lauren so close, Gary was once again reminded how small he looked among them. Her shoulder sat noticeably higher than his, and even seated, she seemed to occupy more space without trying.

Megan passed him a bright pink cocktail.

Gary looked at it suspiciously. “What is this?”

“Something you’re going to like. It has vodka, cranberry, lime and something else I can’t remember.”

Gary took a cautious sip. Unfortunately, it was good. A girly drink but one that suited the way he was dressed.

Megan grinned. “See? You’re settling in already.”

“Yes,” Lauren said, perfectly comfortable next to him. “Especially now that the punishment is starting to suit you.”

Gary could no longer deny that some parts of it did suit him.

The first drink helped. So did the second. The initial panic softened enough for him to pay attention to what was actually happening rather than what he feared might happen. He joined the conversation, laughed when Megan described a disastrous first date from the week before and found himself answering when Erin asked whether he had a girlfriend.

The women kept calling him Gabrielle. It was easier that way, he told himself. Less confusing. Less likely to draw attention. Megan produced a small bottle of perfume from her purse at one point and sprayed some onto her wrists before looking across the table at Gary.

“You need some.”

Before he could object properly, she leaned across and misted a little perfume near his neck and wrists. It was light and expensive, something with citrus beneath the floral scent rather than anything overpowering.

Gary looked at Lauren for support.

She simply lifted her glass. “A girl needs perfume.”

“You have an answer for everything.”

The Ravens’ teasing began to change as the evening went on. In the locker room, almost every comment had been designed to remind Gary of what had been done to him. At the bar, the jokes became less direct and the comments directed at Gabrielle as if she was a real girl.

Tasha told him the brunette hair made his eyes look bigger. Megan decided the plum dress had been a much better choice than the black one they had nearly decided on. Erin complained that Gary’s legs were far too nice.

At some point, Lauren noticed that the wig had shifted slightly. She reached over without asking and tucked a loose section back into place, then smoothed the hair down along his shoulder.

“Hold still.” Gary did. Lauren adjusted the side parting with surprisingly gentle fingers. “There. You were starting to look windswept.”

Her hand lingered briefly near his cheek before she sat back again. Gary pretended not to notice. Later, Nicole leaned across the table and pointed at his mouth.

“Lipstick.”

Gary touched his lips. “What about it?”

“It’s fading. You need to come with us.”

He frowned. “Where?”

Nicole was already standing with Megan and Tasha. “Restroom.”

Gary went still. The women looked at him expectantly.

“I...I can’t.”

Megan laughed. “You’ve been in a women’s locker room tonight. You’re suddenly worried about a restroom?”

Lauren leaned toward him. “You don’t have to go if you genuinely don’t want to.”

That small allowance surprised him. Gary looked toward the other three women, then around the crowded bar. Nobody was paying attention. He could either stay beside Lauren and feel relieved, or follow them and find out what happened. Curiosity had already caused enough trouble that evening.

“I’ll go.”

Megan smiled as if she had known he would.

The restroom was busy, but no one reacted when Gary entered with the others. That alone was enough to make him feel oddly lightheaded. He moved automatically toward the mirrors where three women were already checking hair and makeup beneath the bright lights.

Nicole handed him the lipstick used earlier.

“Just follow the shape that’s already there.”

Gary stared at the tube.

“I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing.”

Tasha leaned against the counter beside him. “Then learn.”

The whole situation was absurd, yet after the first awkward attempt, Gary began to concentrate. Nicole corrected the angle once, then let him continue. He watched his reflection as the faded berry colour came back to life. Beside him, Megan was applying powder to her nose while Tasha fixed her eyeliner.

For perhaps thirty seconds, nothing felt remarkable about any of it. Four women stood in front of a mirror getting ready.

He looked at Gabrielle in the mirror and felt something warmer than embarrassment. When they returned to the booth, Lauren took one look at him and smiled.

“You did that yourself? Very nice.”

The bar became more crowded as the evening progressed, and the Ravens eventually migrated closer to the dance floor. Gary stayed with them, partly because he no longer wanted to risk being separated and partly because something about standing in the middle of the team made him feel safe.

Lauren and Erin towered over him. Tasha was several inches taller even before her heels, and Megan was broad-shouldered from years of playing defence. Gabrielle stood among them like the smallest member of some glamorous, mildly threatening sisterhood.

Gary had spent the beginning of the night wishing he could make himself disappear.

Now, nobody in the bar saw the young man from the Lakeview Sports Centre. They saw Gabrielle, a petite brunette friend of six athletic women who appeared entirely comfortable having her there.

Lauren was talking to Megan a few feet away when a man took the empty space beside Gary. He looked to be around thirty, neatly dressed, friendly enough.

“Hey.”

Gary glanced over. “Hi.”

The man smiled. “You here with the hockey team?” Then the man nodded toward the Ravens. “They look like they could beat the hell out of me.”

Gary tried to keep his voice soft, almost a whisper. “Probably.”

“I’m Adam.”

Gary hesitated only a fraction too long. “Gabrielle.”

Saying it to a stranger felt different. Adam smiled. “Nice to meet you.”

Gary suddenly understood what was happening. Adam wasn’t suspicious. He was interested.

The realisation sent such a rush of panic through him that Gary nearly dropped his drink. He looked toward Lauren, who had already noticed and was watching with far too much amusement.

Adam continued talking, asking whether Gary played hockey too. Gary managed to answer no, but before the conversation could go any further, Lauren appeared  beside him. She slipped one arm around Gary’s shoulders and drew him lightly against her side.

“There you are,” she said. Adam looked from Lauren to Gary. Lauren smiled pleasantly. “I was wondering where my girl had disappeared to.”

Gary turned his head sharply. Adam immediately lifted both hands in surrender. “Got it. Sorry.”

“No problem.”

He disappeared back into the crowd. Gary waited until he was gone before turning on Lauren. “Your girl?”

She was still laughing. “God, you looked terrified.”

Gary looked toward the dance floor. “You enjoyed that.”

Lauren’s smile widened. “Absolutely.”

She kept her arm around him as they returned to the others. Gary should have pulled away. He didn’t. Her touch was comforting and something else – needed. He felt his throat tighten.

The dancing began soon afterwards.

At first he refused, but refusal had become rather ceremonial by then. The Ravens pulled him into the middle of the group, where there was nowhere to hide and no room for Gary to stand awkwardly at the edge.

Megan reminded him to stop looking at his feet. Tasha told him to relax his shoulders. Lauren stayed close, occasionally guiding him by the hand or waist whenever he became too self-conscious. The longer Gary danced, the easier it became.

The heels no longer felt quite so difficult. The satin skirt moved around his thighs with each step, and the brunette hair bounced against his shoulders. He found himself laughing when Erin spun him once beneath her arm, then protesting when the entire group applauded.

Lauren caught his hand afterwards and pulled him closer.

“You’re getting good at this.”

Gary looked up at her. Lauren was smiling down at him, blonde hair loose now, cheeks flushed slightly from dancing. She looked exactly as intimidatingly beautiful as she had when he first developed his unfortunate fascination with her months earlier. The difference was that she now had one arm around Gabrielle’s waist.

Gary shook his head. “This evening makes absolutely no sense.”

Lauren leaned closer so he could hear her over the music.  “You know something?”

“What?”

“You’re much prettier than you think.”

Gary stared at her for a moment, then laughed despite himself. “That may be the worst compliment I’ve ever received.”

By late evening, Gabrielle had suddenly become natural. When Megan called across the table, he looked up without thinking. When Tasha asked whether Gabrielle wanted another drink, he answered before remembering there was supposed to be something strange about it.

Lauren didn’t tease him anymore. She seemed to like to stay close.

And Gary was beginning to realise that he liked being there.


Chapter Five: Lauren’s New Girl

By the time the Ravens finally spilt out onto the sidewalk, slightly the worse for wear, the city had gone from busy to pleasantly quieter. The line outside the bar had disappeared, traffic had thinned, and the air had cooled enough for everyone to complain about having left jackets at home.

Gary stood among them with the little black handbag hanging from one wrist, plum satin catching the streetlights whenever he moved. His feet hurt, his lipstick was no longer quite as sharp as it had been two hours earlier, and the brunette wig had lost some of its careful shape around the sides. None of that changed the overall effect very much.

For most of the evening, he had been too busy surviving to think about what happened afterwards. There had always been another drink, another joke, another song, another woman dragging him onto the dance floor. Now people were ordering rides, checking phones and talking about breakfast plans, and Gary became abruptly aware that this whole ridiculous transformation had an ending.

Sooner or later, the dress had to come off. The makeup had to go. Gabrielle had to disappear. A few hours ago he would have been relieved, if still a little humiliated.

Now, the idea produced an unexpected hollow feeling he immediately tried to ignore. Megan was the first to notice him standing quietly. She came over, wrapped both arms around him and squeezed hard enough to make Gary stumble in his heels.

“Next month,” she announced.

Gary pulled back. “What next month?”

“Ravens night out.”

“I can’t.”

Tasha had heard and joined them, already laughing. “You say that now.”

Erin came up behind them, phone in one hand. “Don’t be a wuss; you’re one of the girls now. We might keep you like this forever.”

The women laughed, and Gary had no defence beyond a weary shake of his head. Nicole gave him a quick hug next. “You were fun tonight.”

“Thank you.”

Bree looked him over and smiled. “We should make her an honorary Raven.” She held up a bottle of beer and raised it drunkenly. “To Gabrielle.”

Megan snapped her fingers as another idea arrived. “Team jacket.”

Tasha immediately agreed. “Absolutely. One of the black ones with RAVENS across the back.”

“And Gabrielle underneath,” Erin added.

Gary felt his face heat in a way that had nothing to do with the cool night air. The women all looked at him.

The embarrassing part was that Gary had already imagined it. The black team jacket. His new name embroidered beneath the Ravens logo. Walking into the sports centre with the women instead of sitting behind the front desk watching them pass.

He hated how appealing the image was.

Lauren stood a little apart from the others while they organised rides. She had been quieter during the last half hour, though Gary had caught her watching him several times.

When the first car arrived, Megan, Tasha and Erin piled in after another round of hugs and instructions that Gabrielle was absolutely required next time. A second rideshare took Nicole and Bree. They disappeared down the street, still arguing about whether the team jacket was a good idea.

The sidewalk became quiet. Gary looked around. Only Lauren remained.

She stood beside him in her black dress and heels, still impossibly tall, blonde hair falling over one shoulder now rather than perfectly arranged. Even after a night out, she looked composed in a way Gary suspected was magical in some way he could not comprehend.

He adjusted the handbag on his wrist. “Well. I assume I’ve served my sentence.”

Lauren gave him a small smile. “Have you?”

“I think being dressed as a woman, taken into town and publicly adopted by an entire hockey team probably counts as one of the strangest nights in my life.”

“That isn’t quite how I remember the night.”

“How do you remember it?”

“You having a very good time.”

Gary laughed. “I think you have a sadistic streak.”

Lauren stepped a little closer. “Did you hate it?”

Gary opened his mouth with the obvious answer ready. Then stopped. “I maybe hated the first hour.”

“You make quite the girly girl.”

Gary looked down at the pavement. There was something particularly annoying about Lauren and the way she was always so calm, even after a load of drinks. She didn’t need to argue. She simply waited until the truth came out.

“The makeover wasn’t entirely terrible.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “That sounds almost like an admission. And yet you spent nearly two hours dancing as a girl.”

“That may be an exaggeration.”

“It isn’t. You also checked your lipstick at least four times, went willingly into the women’s restroom to pee, let Megan spray perfume on you, and stopped hiding yourself.”

Gary stared at her.

Lauren smiled.

Gary looked away, though there was no point pretending anymore. The evening had changed somewhere between the doorman calling them ladies and the moment he stood in front of the restroom mirror, touching up lipstick beside three Ravens. The humiliation was still there, but it had mixed with curiosity, then acceptance, then something dangerously close to enjoyment.

He adjusted the skirt slightly where it had twisted around his thighs. Lauren noticed that too.

“You’re doing it again.”

“What?”

“Behaving like a girl.” Gary immediately dropped his hand. Lauren laughed softly. “Relax. I’m not grading you.”

A black SUV pulled up near the curb. Gary looked toward it. “Is that ours?”

“Mine.”

He glanced at Lauren. “You’re not leaving me here to find my own way home dressed like this.”

“I drove earlier and parked up nearby. Megan made me leave the car because she wanted everybody drinking together. I only had a few alcoholic drinks, and I’ve already sobered up.”

The black SUV stayed still for a moment and then moved off.

Gary followed Lauren toward the parking garage around the corner, moving more naturally in the heels than he would ever have believed possible at the start of the night. Lauren occasionally slowed without making a show of it so he could keep pace.

By the time they reached her car, Gary was tired enough to be grateful simply to sit down.

The ride was quiet at first. Lauren put on soft music and drove with one hand resting loosely on the wheel while Gary watched the city slide past the window. The dark glass occasionally reflected Gabrielle looking back at him.

At one stoplight, Lauren glanced across. “You okay?”

“Yeah.”

“That sounded convincing.”

Gary sighed. “I’m just thinking.” Lauren smiled and looked back at the road. A few minutes later, Gary frowned at the streets outside. They were heading north, away from his apartment.

“This isn’t the way to my place.”

“I know.”

He turned. “Lauren.”

“I’m taking you to mine.”

Gary sat a little straighter. “Why?”

“Because I have makeup remover and we need to get you back to looking normal.”

“That is actually the first sensible thing you’ve said all evening.”

“I’ve said lots of sensible things.”

“You turned me into Gabrielle.”

Lauren glanced over and smiled. “One of my better decisions.”

Gary looked back out of the window before she could see the effect that had on him. Lauren lived in a quiet residential neighbourhood about ten minutes from downtown. Her house was a modern two-story place set back from the road, neat without looking overly staged. She pulled into the driveway, switched off the engine and sat for a moment without moving.

Gary reached for the door handle.

Lauren didn’t.

When he looked across, she was studying him.

Not the way she had in the locker room, assessing whether the girly look worked. Gary became suddenly conscious of himself again. The plum dress was slightly creased where he had been sitting. One side of the wig had loosened around his cheek. The lipstick had softened after drinks, though there was still enough color to shape his mouth. He imagined he must look tired.

Lauren reached over and lightly adjusted one curl near his face.

“You still look good.” The compliment landed differently now that there was nobody else around to hear.

Gary looked down at the handbag in his lap. “Thanks.”

Lauren seemed amused by how quietly he said it.

“You’re welcome, Gabrielle.”

Gary didn’t correct her. Lauren got out of the car and walked around the front. Gary followed, carefully, though the heels no longer required much conscious thought. They reached the front door together. Lauren took out her keys.

“So this is where you remove all evidence and turn me back to a respectable employee?”

“That was the plan.”

Lauren stopped, the key halfway to the lock. She looked down at him again. Gary waited. Her expression softened into that same confident smile that had frightened him in the locker room hours earlier, except now there was something warmer beneath it.

“Although I’m not sure I’m ready to turn you back into Gary yet,” he said finally. Gary’s throat tightened.

“What does that mean?”

Lauren unlocked the door and pushed it open. Warm light spilled across the porch.

She looked back at him, then held out her hand.

“Come on, gorgeous.”

Gary stood there for perhaps two seconds.

He looked down at Lauren’s hand, then at the satin dress, the smooth tights and the little black handbag he had somehow become used to carrying. He took her hand.

Lauren smiled and led Gabrielle inside.
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