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Day 1 — The Pink Pact

Toby Carson had built a reputation in his seventh-grade class: equal parts class clown and royal pain.
He wasn’t cruel, exactly—but if you wore something different, something delicate, something “girly,”
Toby would notice. And point. And laugh.

“You’re going to trip on that bow,” he snorted one morning as Ellie walked in wearing a flowy
sundress. “Or is that a parachute?”

He delighted in mocking how complicated girls’ clothes looked. Buttons in strange places. Ruffles.
“Do they want to spend ten minutes getting dressed?”

It was Emma who finally snapped. “You wouldn’t last one day in a dress, Toby. Not one,” she said in
front of half the class.

Toby rolled his eyes. “Because | have sense.”
That evening, Emma showed up at the Carsons’ front door and explained everything to his mother.
Ms. Harper didn’t hesitate. “He needs to understand what he’s laughing at.”

Together, they devised a plan. A week. One week of only feminine clothing. With a twist: he wouldn’t
be able to change out without help.

Day 2 - Frills and Resistance

Toby awoke to his alarm blaring, but when he reached
for his usual jeans and T-shirt, they were gone.

His mother entered, holding a hanger. “Morning,
sweetheart. Time to get dressed.”

Toby blinked. Hanging in front of him was a pale pink
romper with puffed sleeves, white lace trimming, and
tiny embroidered hearts on the chest. Matching knee
socks dangled from her hand.

“You’re not serious.”

“I'm very serious,” she said. “You made fun of these
clothes. Now you’re going to see how they feel.”

The romper had a hidden zipper up the back—one Toby
couldn’t reach himself—and a snap button gusset at the
bottom. She zipped him in, and his protests fell flat. The




elastic cuffs pinched just enough to remind him of them constantly.

Trying to remove it after breakfast, he stretched, pulled, twisted. Nothing. The zipper sat frustratingly
between his shoulder blades, guarded by a tiny ribboned flap. He was trapped in a frilly fortress.

“I can’t believe this,” he muttered, cheeks burning.

By mid-afternoon, he sat with his knees together on the couch, having learned the hard way that
short legs on a romper demanded modesty. His sister giggled behind her book.

Day 3 — Buttoned In

The next morning greeted him with a pair of lavender shortalls—decorated with butterflies and
trimmed with scalloped lace—and a soft white blouse with puffed sleeves and a rounded Peter Pan
collar. The shortalls had back buttons that required a second set of hands, and the blouse fastened at
the neck with a pearlized button that dug into his throat.

“l look ridiculous,” he said.
“You look dressed,” his mom replied. “Like you asked the world to be for years.”

He tried everything to get out of the outfit while alone—wriggling out of the sleeves, yanking at the
straps—but the buttons were at such a twisted angle he couldn’t even see them properly, let alone
unfasten them.

Later, he sat in the living room, arms crossed. “I can’t go outside like this.”

“Good thing it’s a school holiday,” his mom said, matter-of-fact. “But tomorrow? You’re going to
Emma’s for board games.”




Day 4 — Lace and Lessons

Toby woke to find a onesie-style sleeper laid out for him—
cotton-candy pink, with footies, ruffles on the seat, and a
row of satin bows across the chest.

“This is baby clothes!” he cried.

“This is sleepwear,” his mom corrected. “Girls don’t get to
choose how practical things are. They wear what’s
expected. You did too, once.”

Toby sulked, zipped in again by the neck, the zipper
covered by a heart-shaped flap with a snap he couldn’t
budge. At night, he thrashed around trying to unzip it. No
luck. It was infuriating.

By now, the full inconvenience had sunk in—outfits
weren’t just clothes. They were postures, rules, limits.
How to sit, how to bend, how to move. How people
looked at him. Even at Emma’s house, though no one
mocked him, he could feel her eyes measuring his
reactions.

“Not so funny when you’re the one in ruffles, huh?” she said softly over a game of Uno.

He didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

Day 5 — Lemon Chiffon and Elastic Truths

The outfit on Day 5 was deceptively simple at first glance: a
sundress in lemon chiffon yellow, printed with tiny daisies
and edged with eyelet lace. It had a gathered, elastic bodice
that clung a little too snugly around his chest and crisscross
straps in the back that connected to a sash tied in a bow. The
skirt was full, light, and absurdly floaty—twirling slightly if he
so much as turned too fast.

Underneath, his mom insisted on bloomers. White, with
embroidered ruffles that peeked out whenever he sat down
or the wind lifted the skirt.

“You’ll want to be careful how you sit in this one,” she said,
tying the sash behind him.

“You don’t say,” Toby muttered, already pulling at the itchy
lace on his shoulders. But when he tried, once again, to
sneak a hand back and untie the sash—no luck. It had been
double-knotted and pinned through discreetly.




His sister grinned. “That dress has opinions, Toby.”

Day 6 — Powder Blue and Puffed Confidence

Saturday’s outfit was more structured: a romper in powder
blue with large, puffed shorts and a bib-style front with fake
white buttons down the chest. The sleeves were sheer
organza, puffed dramatically at the shoulders. A wide, white
belt cinched the waist, and a matching hairband completed
the look—not optional, his mother insisted.

The romper zipped up the back and buttoned at the back of
the collar. More back closures. More helplessness.

As Toby stood in front of the mirror, he felt the weight of
the belt and the way the fabric restricted his stride. It was
cute—deliberately cute—and it made him acutely aware of
how “being pretty” often came at the expense of comfort,
freedom, or control.

“Do girls really wear this stuff for fun?” he asked.

“Sometimes,” his mom said. “Sometimes because they
want to. Sometimes because they feel like they have to.”

Day 7 — The Final Sleeper

The final night brought back the most infantilizing outfit of
the week:

He was zipped in, mittens closed, and he stared at his
reflection, arms flopping uselessly at his sides.

“This is... completely overkill,” he mumbled through
gritted teeth.

“You thought that every day,” his mother replied, tucking
him into bed. “And every day, you learned something. Did
you think dressing like a girl would be fun and games?”

He shook his head, finally silent.

The Lesson Slips

By the time school resumed the next week, Toby had
returned to his regular clothes—and with them, a sense of
power and normalcy. He walked easier. Sat with his knees apart. No zippers he couldn’t reach. No
lace to itch. It felt freeing.



For a while, he remembered the lesson clearly. He didn’t tease the girls. He even complimented a
few when they wore something different or bold.

But old habits die hard.

Three weeks later, when Lily showed up in platform sandals and a pastel dress, and stumbled in the
hallway, Toby chuckled under his breath.

Emma was nearby. She didn’t say anything—not at first.

But the next morning, a parcel sat on Toby’s desk. Inside: a single ruffled sock and a photo of him in
the lavender romper.

No note. No signature.

He didn’t laugh at Lily again.

Continued Reminders

Whenever he began to slip—even a sarcastic glance, a muttered comment—someone seemed to
remind him. A passing whisper of “bloomers” from a friend who knew. A wink from Emma. A discreet
message slipped into his locker that read: “Should we pull out the shortalls again?”

Each time, the color drained from his face. Not because he was embarrassed by the clothes anymore,
but because he remembered how it felt—to be forced into something, judged, stared at. Controlled.

The week hadn’t erased who Toby was. But it had planted something stubborn and inconvenient
inside him: empathy.

He still joked. He still talked loud.

But when Ellie wore a velvet capelet to class and someone scoffed?
Toby turned and said, “Takes guts to wear something cool.”

Ellie blinked. Then she smiled.

And Emma, watching from her desk, gave a small, satisfied nod.

Subtle Shifts

In the weeks after the clothing “experiment,” Toby remained changed—maybe not completely, but
enough that his mom noticed. He didn’t mock. He didn’t roll his eyes at tights or skirts. Occasionally,
he even helped fold laundry without whining.

And so, one day, when organizing the hallway closet, Ms. Harper came across a few old pieces his
older sister Julia had outgrown—items still in good condition: a soft periwinkle hoodie with a
scalloped hem, some floral print leggings, a pair of pastel sneakers with sparkly laces.

Without comment, she hung the hoodie on a hanger in Toby’s closet.
He noticed, of course. But it wasn’t obviously “girly” —just softer, a little shorter in cut.

He wore it once. Then again.



Soon, a few more items quietly migrated over: looser fits, playful patterns. Nothing overt. Nothing
ruffled or puffed. But the line blurred.

He didn’t protest.

The Weekend Twist

Months later, Toby’s parents announced a weekend getaway. “Just two nights. Julia’s in charge,” their
dad said.

Julia, sixteen, grinned as she looked at her younger brother. “Oh, I have plans.”
Toby narrowed his eyes. “What kind of plans?”

“The kind where you finally try on that mint green skater dress you pretended not to notice hanging
in the back of your closet,” she said with a wink.

“l—what? That’s not even mine.”
“Doesn’t matter,” she said. “This weekend, you’re going to be my dress-up doll.”
He tried to refuse. But she had photos. Notes. A few of Emma’s messages.

She also had a friend staying over—Kendra, who was both creative and relentless. The two girls
teamed up.
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Friday night started “small”: a baby blue romper with ruffled sleeves and white ankle socks. But by
Saturday afternoon, they had Toby in a high-waisted pinafore, a puffed-sleeve blouse, and pastel
bows clipped to his hair. They painted his nails while he squirmed.

“I've been so patient,” Julia said sweetly. “But really, it’s not fair that you got out of this so soon.”

When Parents Return
The Harpers returned Sunday evening.

Ms. Harper found Toby on the couch in a pale pink sweater dress, patterned tights, and soft ballet
flats. He looked exhausted. Julia had made him do chores in the outfit all weekend.

“Hey, Mom,” he muttered, face pink.
Ms. Harper turned to Julia, expression unreadable. “How long has he been dressed like this?”
Julia shrugged. “All weekend. What? You dressed him for a week. | thought it was fair.”

Ms. Harper didn’t raise her voice. “There’s a difference between teaching someone empathy... and
using power to humiliate them.”

Julia blinked, taken aback. “But | didn’t—"

“You went too far. If you want to remind someone of what it’s like to be treated unfairly, you should
understand it yourself.”



Her father returned carrying Julia’s school laundry. He handed her a pile. “Good news. We found all
your old uniforms from when you danced competitively. You'll be wearing them this week.”

Julia’s eyes widened. “You’re not serious.”

“Oh, but we are,” Ms. Harper said. “And don’t worry—we’ll pin the zippers and sew the waistbands
so you'll need help getting them on and off”

Kendra laughed before catching herself. “Wait... am | staying for this?”

“You're welcome to observe,” said Mr. Harper. “But if you laugh too much, we’ve got a spare tutu in
the attic.”

New Balance

The next week, Julia wore fitted bodysuits, satin leotards, tights with runs, and frilly warm-up skirts—
clothing meant for performance, not comfort. And with every twisty zipper or high neckline she
couldn’t quite reach alone, she grumbled.

“Now you get it,” Toby said one morning, zipping up her back while grinning.
“Shut up,” she muttered. “This is different.”

“Not really,” he said, tying the bow at her lower back. “But thanks. For the weekend. It reminded me
why | stopped laughing.”

She turned to him, expression softening. “Yeah... maybe | deserved this.”

The Rivalry Rekindled

Once Julia had been handed a week of inconvenient outfits, you'd think things would settle. But
instead, it ignited a cold war of clothing between her and Toby. Each sibling now had both motive
and precedent to scheme against the other, always trying to stay just this side of “harmless fun.”

Toby didn’t forget how Julia paraded him around in a pinafore and braided his hair.

Julia didn’t forget being sent to school in a clingy leotard with a sheer ballet skirt peeking from under
her hoodie.

They were even—until they weren’t.

Toby’s Counterstrike

It happened one morning when Julia was running late. Her school wardrobe had “mysteriously”
vanished, and what remained was a set of Toby’s reshuffled handiwork: a peach-colored sweater
dress from her recital days and glittery tights.

She narrowed her eyes at him from across the kitchen. “You’re enjoying this.”
“I'm just helping you reconnect with your past,” Toby said innocently, sipping his orange juice.

She pulled the scratchy tights higher. “It’s not over.”



Mom's Growing Enthusiasm

Meanwhile, Ms. Harper took her own quiet satisfaction from how the experience had softened both
kids—if not into saints, then at least into people who thought twice. But somewhere along the way,
she began blurring the lines between nudging and meddling.

She started pulling more items from Julia’s “donation” bin: blouses with puffed sleeves, pastel
cardigans with heart-shaped buttons, a sailor-collar top Julia had worn in fifth grade.

“Some of these still fit,” she said, hanging a pair of lilac culottes next to Toby’s jeans. “And you're
getting taller, Toby. These aren’t that different from boy shorts.”

Toby groaned. “They're lavender. With scallops.”
“They’re practical,” she said firmly.

At first, Toby resisted. But sometimes—after laundry day, or when everything else was mysteriously
missing—he’d wear the “less bad” ones. Quietly. Just around the house.

It didn’t go unnoticed.

Kendra Gets Her Turn

Kendra, of course, loved every second of Julia’s brief “punishment.” She even posted a picture of Julia
tying her ballet slipper over a pair of school socks with the caption: "Justice, but make it tulle."

That didn’t sit well with Ms. Harper.

The next time Kendra stayed over, she found her overnight bag had been “helpfully” unpacked—and
replaced.

“Where are my clothes?” she asked Julia.

Julia held up a folded outfit with a grin. “Mom says we should all share the experience.”
Kendra blinked. “This is... a strawberry print romper.”

“With a built-in lace collar,” Julia added, not hiding her satisfaction.

Kendra got through the night, grumbling. The next morning, she was stuck in a bubble-hem skirt and
a shirt with glitter text that read “Cutie Power.” Toby got a picture. So did Julia.

“You two are insane,” Kendra muttered.

“Welcome to the club,” said Toby.

The Cold War of Closets
From that point on, the “clothing rivalry” became a recurring feature in the Harper house:

e Julia once sewed Toby’s pajama pants shut at the legs, replacing them with a floral
nightgown and pretending nothing was amiss.



e Toby retaliated by slipping a rhinestone belt into her gym bag. She didn’t realize until halfway
to school.

e Kendra, forever caught in the middle, sometimes helped Julia—but kept a low profile, fearing
another “Cutie Power” incident.

Ms. Harper’s stance? Mostly amused.

“As long as no one’s crying and everyone can still sit down comfortably, | don’t mind a little fashion
warfare,” she said one evening.

Mr. Harper raised an eyebrow. “You are aware you’ve turned our children into a tactical dress-up
brigade?”

“I'm raising adaptable kids,” she replied.

The Truce, Briefly

After a particularly embarrassing mutual sabotage (involving Toby in a sailor dress at the bus stop
and Julia in a sparkly purple crop hoodie meant for toddlers), they called a truce.

For a while.

They even helped each other once or twice. Toby zipped Julia into a party dress she hadn’t worn in
years for a school play. She helped him find pants after a mishap with a disappearing laundry basket.

But when spring came and the seasonal clothes were rotated again?
A brand-new set of “suspiciously curated” outfits showed up in both their drawers.

The war never ends. It just changes styles.

Chapter 11: New Eyes, New Parents

Word of what had happened in the Harper household didn’t spread like wildfire. It was quieter than
that—more of a breeze, carrying whispers from locker rooms, dinner tables, and private text threads
between concerned parents.

Emma, proud of the changes she’d seen in Toby, casually mentioned it during a weekend hangout at
Ellie’s house.

“I mean, yeah, he had to wear dresses and stuff for a whole week. It wasn’t a joke. It changed him.”
Ellie blinked. “Like... your actual friend Toby?”

“Yep.”

“And it worked?”

“He hasn’t teased me—or anyone—for what we wear since.”

That night, Ellie’s mom, who had overheard part of the conversation, asked her daughter more. Then
she called Ms. Harper.



It turned out Ms. Harper had already gotten a similar call from a neighbor. Then another. Quietly, one
by one, parents asked about what she’d done, how she managed it, what kind of clothes were used.
At first, Ms. Harper was hesitant—she wasn’t trying to start a trend. But she also knew how effective
it had been.

She never advocated punishment. What she described was an experience.

“Children don’t always understand the weight of mockery,” she told one mother over tea. “But they
feel it clearly when the mockery turns into reality. That’s when empathy sticks.”

And slowly, the idea took root.

In Marcus’s home, things came to a head when he laughed loudly at a girl’s skirt during recess. His
parents, after a quiet word from Ellie’s mom, decided to try it.

A week later, Marcus showed up after break dressed normally, but noticeably quieter. He no longer
threw comments across the hall. When a girl dropped her lunch tray, he was the first to help. He
didn’t talk about his week, but the classmates who noticed his posture change didn’t ask either.

Elsewhere, Ana—a confident, sharp-tongued girl who had spent months mocking her brother for
being “soft” and “too quiet”—was given a week in his oversized sports gear, baggy jeans, and stiff
basketball shoes. She hated every minute. Not because of how it looked, but because of how limiting
it felt to her. By the end, she apologized to her brother. They started playing video games together.

Then there was Jackson. Loud, popular, fearless. He once teased a girl in front of the class about her
sparkly shoes and said, “Only babies wear buckles.” His parents didn’t scold him—they just gave him
a neatly folded outfit the next day. A skirt with pleats, buckle shoes polished and waiting, and a soft
cardigan. For five days, he wore them at home. Not for punishment, but as “perspective.”

When the week ended, Jackson returned to his usual clothes. But at school, he noticed who was
struggling. He opened doors more. He offered his hoodie to someone in gym class who forgot theirs.

Some families did it for teasing. Others used it for building compassion in quieter ways. One boy,
Reuben, wore a week of dresses after his little sister sobbed about how he dismissed her clothes as
“just princess stuff.” He didn’t laugh when she played dress-up again. He joined her.

It wasn’t a movement, exactly. There were no hashtags. No online challenges. Just a series of private
lessons, taught in the only way that really stuck: lived experience.

The Harpers didn’t talk about it publicly. Ms. Harper didn’t boast. But she kept receiving small thank-
you notes. A text. A phone call. One neighbor left a tin of cookies with a card that simply read:

“I get it now. So does my son.”

In school, you could start to tell which kids had gone through it—not from what they wore, but how
they treated others. They hesitated before joking. They gave compliments more freely. They noticed
discomfort without needing to be reminded.

Toby noticed, too.

One afternoon, as he packed up his books, he caught Jackson holding the classroom door open for
two girls carrying project supplies.

“Nice shoes,” Toby said casually, pointing to Jackson’s sneakers.



Jackson smirked. “They beat buckles.”
The two boys nodded silently at each other.

The week in someone else’s shoes had become something more than a punishment—it had become
a quiet rite of passage. One that, in small but meaningful ways, was beginning to reshape their
school—and maybe beyond.

Chapter 12: Blame and Belonging
At first, Toby thought everything had returned to normal.

He still laughed—though more cautiously. He still joked—though more kindly. But as spring settled
into the school year, something shifted. The teasing hadn’t disappeared from school entirely—it had
just been redirected.

It started with small things. Marcus stopped sitting with him at lunch. Jackson didn’t pass him the
basketball during gym scrimmage. A few of the other boys gave him looks when someone brought up
“the Harper method,” as it had quietly become known among a few families.

“You started this,” one muttered under his breath.

“Yeah,” another said, “my mom made me wear stockings, bro.”

“I had to wear my sister’s sandals. Because of you.”

At first, Toby defended himself. “It wasn’t my idea! Emma talked to my mom, not me!”

But it didn’t matter. The damage was done. To them, Toby was the reason this weird wave of
empathy-through-embarrassment had taken hold. In their eyes, he was the original offender—and
now, he was the face of the fallout.

Toby began to eat lunch at the edge of the courtyard, earbuds in, pretending not to notice the shift.

It wasn’t until Thursday afternoon, while waiting out front for a ride, that Emma sat down beside him
without a word and handed him a chocolate milk from the vending machine.

He blinked. “What’s this for?”

“For being a little less awful,” she said, unsmiling. “And for not laughing when Lily tripped this
morning. | noticed.”

He cracked a tired smile. “Old me would’ve lost it.”
“I know.” She sipped her own drink. “But he’s gone.”

There was a long silence. Then, her eyes flicked down to the hem of his hoodie—a light mint color
with scalloped stitching and a side zip, clearly not made for boys.

“By the way...” she said, tilting her head, “That hoodie. It’s cute.”

Toby flushed. “It’s just... one of my sister’s old ones. My mom put it in my closet and, | don’t know—
it's comfy.”

“l didn’t say it wasn’t,” Emma replied. “Just saying, it works on you.”



He looked at her, unsure if she was teasing. But her gaze was steady, almost thoughtful.
“Do you mind that it’s... you know, girls’?”

She shrugged. “If you're wearing it because you have to, that’s one thing. But if you're wearing it
because you want to? Then | think that’s kind of brave.”

He stared into his chocolate milk, quietly stunned.

Over the next few weeks, Toby found himself spending more time with Emma. It wasn’t dramatic. It
was quiet. Peaceful. They shared lunch under the big elm tree near the art wing. They walked
together from class sometimes. She even invited him to help paint props for the school play—
something he never would’ve done before.

And every once in a while, she’d point out something else. A pair of soft lilac sneakers he wore that
had once been Julia’s. A hairband he’d used to push his hair back that had clearly come from the
bathroom drawer they all shared. A cardigan he wore on a cold morning with buttons shaped like
tiny stars.

She noticed. She always noticed.
But she never teased. She just smiled, a little longer each time.

And Toby? He stopped minding. The clothes had once been a lesson. Then a punishment. But slowly,
they were just clothes again—pieces of a self he hadn’t known was there, softening around the
edges.

Even if the other boys didn’t get it, Emma did.

And for now, that was enough.

Chapter 13: Just for Her

Their friendship deepened in the quiet places between classes and after school. Emma never
pushed, never teased. She asked questions, listened, and offered calm in a world that still hadn't
quite made space for Toby's shift. The boys hadn't fully let him back in, and the girls—while kinder—
still watched from a distance.

But Emma? Emma saw him.

One overcast afternoon, they sat on the steps of her porch, each with a can of soda, listening to the
rain begin to patter lightly against the wooden railings. She was sketching something in a worn
notebook—props for the spring play, probably. Toby leaned against the post beside her, watching the
street through the mist.

“I still can’t believe,” she said suddenly, “that | didn’t get to see any of the outfits you wore that
week.”

Toby blinked. “What?”

“That week. When your mom made you wear your sister’s clothes. | only heard about it. You never
showed me. Or anyone, really.”

“Well... | didn’t exactly take selfies.”



She chuckled. “I guess not. Still. I've always been curious. Not in a mean way,” she added quickly.
“Just... it sounded kind of transformative. I'd love to see what changed you so much.”

Toby’s heart thudded harder in his chest. He looked down, trying to hide the warmth spreading to his
ears.

Emma was the only person he trusted. The only one who hadn’t judged him or laughed. The only
person who made him feel like maybe, just maybe, none of it had been a punishment at all.

He swallowed. “You really want to see?”
Emma looked up from her sketchpad, surprised. “Yeah. But only if you want me to.”
There was a long pause.

Toby glanced toward the sidewalk, then back at her. “Come over tomorrow. No one’ll be home fill
late.”

She raised an eyebrow, a teasing glint in her eye. “Are you... inviting me to a fashion show?”
He groaned, covering his face with one hand. “Please don’t make this weird.”

She laughed. “I'm kidding. I'll be there.”

The Next Day

Toby’s hands trembled a little as he sifted through the box in the back of his closet. Most of the
clothes from that week were still there—carefully folded, untouched for months. A few items his
mom had claimed back for Julia or given away, but others remained.

He laid them out on his bed. He hesitated. He almost backed out.
But then the doorbell rang.

Emma stood at the door in jeans and a big hoodie, hair pulled back into a messy ponytail. She smiled
like this was nothing—like it was normal.

“Still want to?” he asked.
“Only if you're okay with it.”
Toby nodded. He disappeared upstairs for ten minutes.

When he came back down, his heart was pounding. He had chosen the outfit from day six—a simple,
soft romper in powder blue, with puffed sleeves and a little white ribbon tied at the waist. It wasn’t
loud or frilly. It was just... gentle.

Emma’s eyes widened slightly. She said nothing at first.

Then, softly, “You look... really nice.”

He shifted awkwardly, tugging at the hem. “It’s weird, right?”
“No,” she said. “It’s kind of sweet. And brave. And... | get it now.”

He looked at her, eyebrows raised. “Get what?”



“What it means to wear something like that. Not just the fabric, or the look, but what it asks of you.
How it changes how you move, how you feel... how people look at you.”

Toby looked away, embarrassed—but not ashamed.

Emma sat beside him on the couch. “You didn’t have to do this.”

“I wanted to,” he said. Then added, a little more quietly, “For you.”
Her voice dropped to a near-whisper. “I'm really glad you did.”
She reached out and gently touched his hand.

And in that quiet moment, where lace and cotton wrapped around awkwardness and honesty, Toby
realized something with sudden, terrifying clarity.

He was in love with her.

Not because she saw through the clothes. But because she saw him—the real, uncertain, reshaped
boy in borrowed softness.

And for once, he didn’t feel like laughing, hiding, or changing the subject.

He just sat there, with her hand in his, and let himself be.

Chapter 14: The Fashion Show

After that first outfit, the silence between them had settled into something comfortable. Toby had
never felt so exposed and so accepted at the same time. Emma didn’t giggle. She didn’t make a
single snide remark. She just watched, her eyes wide, her smile soft.

They were sitting on the carpet now, cross-legged across from each other, the open box between
them.

“You kept all of this?” she asked, picking up a pair of white lace-trimmed bloomers.

“I mean... yeah. My mom never told me to throw them out. | didn’t really think about it until you
brought it up.”

She thumbed the soft edge of a ruffle, then looked at him with a sly smile. “So... are you going to try
them all on for me?”

Toby flushed. “You’re enjoying this way too much.”

Emma leaned back on her hands, laughing. “I’'m not teasing! But if we’re doing a proper fashion
show, | feel like it should be a two-person event.”

Toby blinked. “You want to wear something too?”
“Why not?” she said. “If you’re being brave, | should match you.”

He hesitated, then stood and crossed to the bed, rummaging through the box again. He held up a
pale lilac short-sleeved dress with embroidered flowers and a stretchy waist.

“This one’s not too frilly,” he said. “It was one of the less horrible ones.”



She stood up, accepted it with mock ceremony, and said, “We’ll need help getting into these, won’t
we?”

He nodded, and a strange, breathless pause passed between them.

Dressing Up

Back in his room, they turned their backs to each other. The unspoken agreement felt like a kind of
ritual: safe, private, held together by trust.

“Can you zip me up?” Emma asked after slipping the dress over her head. The zipper stopped
awkwardly halfway up her back.

Toby walked over, hands trembling slightly as he reached for the tiny plastic zipper. He tugged slowly,
carefully, brushing her hair aside to finish.

“There,” he said, his voice a little hoarse.
She turned. “How do | look?”
He blinked. “Beautiful.”

She smiled, then nodded toward his next choice—a white pinafore dress with puffed straps and a
row of little pink buttons down the back. He stepped into it while she turned, then said quietly, “I...
might need a hand too.”

Emma approached him slowly, her fingers brushing lightly across his shoulder blades as she fastened
the buttons. The warmth of her breath lingered for a moment at the nape of his neck.

When they both turned to face each other in the mirror, it was hard to speak.
Emma laughed first, but it wasn’t mocking—it was breathy, surprised. “Okay, this is kind of surreal.”
“Yeah,” he said. “But not bad?”

“Not bad,” she agreed. “Kind of weirdly sweet.”

Trying More

Over the next half hour, they took turns trying on different outfits—one helping the other with
zippers, sleeves, bows. They laughed more freely now, but gently. They commented on the
ridiculousness of puffed sleeves, the stubbornness of tiny buttons, the challenge of sitting in pleated
skirts.

Emma tried on the sailor-collared blouse with a plaid jumper. Toby ended up in a frilly bubble romper
that made them both collapse in giggles.

“Okay, that one’s adorable,” she said, hand over her mouth.
“I'look like I'm about to be cast in a musical,” Toby groaned.
“You are so brave,” Emma replied, and this time, she leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.

He turned to her, startled.



She didn’t pull back.

“I'm really glad you let me in,” she said softly.

“l don’t think | could’ve done it with anyone else,” he replied.
Then, after a pause: “Do you want to try one more?”

Emma tilted her head. “Only if we do it together.”

He smiled.

Later

By the time they changed back into their regular clothes, the box lay open but somehow less
imposing. The outfits weren’t weapons, or punishments, or even lessons anymore. They were
memories. Shared ones.

And now, something more.

Toby walked her to the front door as the sun set outside.

“Same time next week?” she teased.

He laughed. “Only if you promise to wear the sailor collar again.”

“Deal”

As she left, Toby looked back at the open box, still scattered across the bed.
For the first time, it didn’t feel like baggage.

It felt like belonging.

Chapter 15: The Dare

They were walking home from the park one Saturday afternoon, the kind of lazy spring day where
everything felt just a bit softer—sunlight warming the pavement, birdsong weaving through casual
conversation. Emma swung her tote bag at her side, humming a tune from the school play.

Toby walked next to her in cargo shorts and a light hoodie—technically one of Julia’s old ones, pale
blue with stitched clouds near the hem. He hadn’t thought twice about wearing it. Neither had
Emma.

But the mood shifted when they passed a small thrift shop downtown, with a rack of clearance
clothes set up on the sidewalk. A few frilly blouses and pastel skirts fluttered in the breeze.

Emma stopped. Looked at the rack. Then at him.
“What?” Toby asked, reading her expression.
She grinned. “l have a dare.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Oh no.”



“Nothing huge. Nothing weird.” She pulled her phone from her bag and wagged it. “Just... wear
something from the box. Out. Just once. Nothing wild. Just... something.”

Toby went quiet.
“I'm not trying to push you,” Emma added. “But you said you trusted me.”

“I'do.”

“Then trust me to be with you if it feels uncomfortable. We don’t have to go far. We can just walk a
block. Sit at the café. See how it feels.”

He looked down at his shoes. The idea made his chest tighten. But beneath that tension, something
curious stirred: not fear, exactly—just a sharp kind of exposure.

“What would | even wear?” he asked, half-laughing, half-dreading.

Emma gave a playful shrug. “I think the blue cardigan with the embroidered daisies is cute. The one
with the scalloped hem? Pair it with jeans. Most people wouldn’t even clock it.”

Toby chewed the inside of his cheek. “You’ve been thinking about this.”

“Only every time | see you tug at the sleeves of that hoodie like it’s hiding something.” She stepped
closer, her voice softening. “You liked how it felt to be seen. Even just by me.”

He didn’t answer.

“I'll wear something too,” she offered. “One of your flannels. Or a jacket. Something obviously
boyish.”

He looked at her then. Really looked.
“You'll stay with me the whole time?”
“Every second.”

He paused.

“Okay,” he said, his voice small but steady. “Tomorrow.”

The Next Day

Emma showed up in one of Toby’s old plaid button-ups, tucked into her shorts. She looked like a
slightly disheveled art student—and she owned it.

Toby met her on the porch wearing the soft blue cardigan, a white tee underneath, and his usual
jeans and sneakers. The cardigan was feminine—floral embroidery, delicate cuffs—but not theatrical.

It was subtle. Which made it more real.

He carried himself stiffly at first. Every step felt like he was shouting, Look at me! Look what I'm
wearing!

But no one looked.

The first five minutes were the hardest. Then ten. Then fifteen.



A couple passed them without blinking. A dog barked. A cyclist whizzed by.
“See?” Emma said. “No riots. No cameras. Just a boy and a girl walking.”
He exhaled slowly. “Yeah.”

They reached the little café and sat outside under a patio umbrella. The waitress called them
“sweethearts” and brought two lemonades.

Toby leaned back in his chair. For the first time in hours, he smiled like nothing was weighing him
down.

“You're still you,” Emma said, sipping her drink. “You just wear daisy cardigans sometimes.”
He looked at her. “You like this side of me?”
“I'like all the sides of you,” she said. “Even the nervous ones.”

And he knew she meant it.

Chapter 16: A Line of His Own
Toby didn’t consider himself a crossdresser.

He didn’t feel like a girl. Didn’t want to be one. He didn’t fantasize about switching teams or roles or
names.

But there was something about wearing certain clothes—some clothes—that struck a chord deep
inside him. It wasn’t about identity. It was about sensation. Rebellion. A weird, prickling thrill that
came not from how the fabric felt, but from where he wore it.

It was the cardigan with the daisy embroidery and how the hem danced at his hips.

It was the zippered hoodie with heart-shaped pulls he wore under a jacket, invisible unless someone
looked closely.

And it was the knowledge that no one—not the guys who used to laugh with him, not the teachers,
not even his sister—knew what he was getting away with.

Well. Almost no one.
Emma knew. And she understood.

“I'm not trying to be anything else,” he said to her one afternoon, when they sat under their tree
near the art wing.

“I know,” she said, not missing a beat. “You’re not trying to be anyone. You’re just letting yourself feel
something.”

He nodded. “It’s not about gender. It’s... the feeling of doing something | shouldn’t—but safely. Like
sneaking dessert. Or skinny-dipping.”

Emma laughed. “So frilly socks are your forbidden chocolate?”

He grinned. “Exactly.”



Julia Notices
But things didn’t stay hidden forever.

It started subtly. Julia noticed a few pieces from the old box going missing. Items she thought had
been packed away or donated: a cropped yellow sweater, a knit tank with ribbons on the straps, a
dusty pink windbreaker she remembered wearing on a school field trip.

At first, she assumed their mom had passed them down to someone else.
Until Tuesday afternoon.

She was walking home with her earbuds in when she spotted someone a block ahead of her—a boy
in jeans and a pale mauve hoodie with little embroidered stars on the elbows. The fit was snug,
familiar.

She narrowed her eyes.

Toby.

Her brother. Walking confidently, head up, completely unaware she was behind him.
And wearing her old hoodie.

He wasn’t trying to pass. He wasn’t making a joke. He wasn’t hiding. Not really.

He was just... out there.

Julia said nothing that night. She watched him a little more closely over dinner, noting the faint
scalloped edge peeking out under his flannel.

He didn’t notice.

Confrontation (Almost)

A few days later, she caught him again—this time from the upstairs window. He was outside by the
driveway, unlocking his bike, wearing a cream-colored V-neck with balloon sleeves. It wasn’t
obviously “girly,” but she remembered it. She had worn it in eighth grade.

She nearly stormed downstairs then and there.
But something stopped her.
Not judgment. Not anger. Just confusion.

Toby had hated this stuff. Had mocked her and her friends for years. Now, he was sneaking her old
outfits outside?

And he didn’t seem embarrassed. Not like before.

She turned away from the window.

Emma Knows



Later that week, Emma and Julia crossed paths in the kitchen. Julia was making tea. Emma was
waiting for Toby to come downstairs.

“Can | ask you something?” Julia said, casually.
Emma shrugged. “Sure.”

“Is Toby... like, dressing up again? From the box?”
Emma paused. Then said carefully, “Sometimes.”
Julia raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“He says it makes him feel something. Not girly. Not like pretending. Just... something that belongs to

”

him.
Julia leaned against the counter, quiet for a moment.

“I caught him in that mauve hoodie | used to wear.”

Emma smiled faintly. “He wears it well.”

Julia didn’t laugh. But she didn’t look angry either.

“Just tell him to be careful,” she said at last. “People notice.”
“I think he knows,” Emma replied.

And upstairs, Toby stood on the other side of the hallway, frozen mid-step, having heard enough to
know: things were changing again.

Chapter 17: Boundaries and Buttons

Julia didn’t bring it up again.

No accusations. No questions. Just subtle changes.
The kind that made Toby second-guess himself.

First, it was the soft pink V-neck that reappeared in his folded laundry. Then, a pair of shortalls—
denim, faded, with embroidered daisies near the hem—that turned up one morning hung beside his
jeans. Clearly hers. Clearly deliberate.

He stared at them for a long time before shutting the closet door without touching them.
But the next day?
They were still there.

And a part of him—equal parts resentful, curious, and tempted—couldn’t help wondering what Julia
was trying to say.

She wasn’t teasing anymore. This wasn’t payback. This felt... like an invitation.

Emma’s Sleepover Proposal



It was Emma who suggested it.

They had stayed up texting one night, long past midnight. The conversation had wandered from
movies to art to clothes to memories of that first week—his week. Emma confessed again how much
she’d wished she had been there to see it, even just once.

Toby, half-sleepy and unguarded, said:

“You know... it kind of sucked. But | also kind of miss it.”
She responded almost immediately:

“You could always wear something again. Just for the vibe.”
He didn’t answer right away.

Then came the next message:

“Stay over this weekend?”

Toby blinked. Stared at the screen.

Then typed:

“Would your parents be cool with that?”
“They know we’re friends. They trust us.”
“What would | even wear?”

There was a long pause.

Then came the answer.

“Something from the box.”

The Sleepover

They decided it would be most convenient to have the sleepover at Toby’s. When Emma arrived,
Toby sat on the edge of the bed, nervously rubbing the sleeve of his hoodie.

She picked his outfit—one of the sleepers from that week. He recognized it immediately.

Lavender fleece, hearts and clouds printed faintly across it. Zipped from ankle to chin. Fold-over
mitts. And worst of all, the locking tab at the top.

“You planned this,” he said quietly.

Emma just smiled.

“It’s not like I'm going to make fun of you,” she said. “We’ve both seen you in worse.”
He stared at the sleeper. “This was the one | hated the most.”

“Which means it left the biggest mark.”

Toby looked up. “You're sure this is okay? | don’t want this to... get weird.”



Emma sat beside him, her expression soft. “It won't. | just want to be close to you. No pressure. No
pretending. Just... you.”

That was what convinced him.

Zipping In

Toby went to the bathroom to change. When he came back, zipped to the middle and mitts folded
awkwardly at his sides, Emma was already in pajamas—just flannel pants and a tee—but she looked
at him with wide eyes and a warm smile.

He didn’t speak. Just shuffled across the floor in the soft padded feet, face flushed.

Emma knelt behind him and gently zipped him to the neck, and clipped the locking tab in place.
“You’re stuck now,” she whispered.

“Yeah,” he said, his voice barely audible. “I know.”

They curled up on opposite sides of the bed, not touching at first. But eventually, Emma reached out
and laced her fingers with his mittened hand.

“You look kind of adorable,” she said.

“Don’t say that.”

“It's true.”

He sighed, but he wasn’t upset. Not really. The sleeper was tight. Embarrassing. Awkward.
But also comforting.

Safe.

He closed his eyes, her hand still holding his mitten, and whispered, “Thanks. For being okay with...
all of this.”

“I more than okay with it,” she whispered back.

And they fell asleep like that—awkward and swaddled, but closer than ever.

Chapter 18: Julia’s Move
The next morning, Julia noticed everything.

She hadn’t meant to snoop. She’d just been getting a glass of water early—barefoot, hair a mess,
eyes still adjusting to the morning light—when she heard the front door click open.

Emma stepped in, hoodie zipped halfway, cheeks flushed. She looked tired but... content.
Toby followed a second later, still in the lavender sleeper.
Still zipped up. Still locked.

Still unmistakably from the box.



He didn’t see Julia, who had tucked herself just around the kitchen doorway, watching in silence.

He shuffled up the stairs behind Emma. They whispered. She laughed softly. Their voices faded into
Toby’s room.

Julia stood there, her glass untouched, thoughts spinning.

She’d put those clothes in his closet out of curiosity, maybe even a little mischief. She hadn’t
expected him to actually keep wearing them. Let alone invite Emma into it.

This was no longer about teasing. This was no longer about a lesson.
It was something else now.

Something real.

The Confrontation

It was late afternoon when she knocked on his door.

Toby was halfway through reorganizing a stack of schoolbooks. He tensed when he saw her.
“Hey,” she said simply.

“Hey.” He shifted, unsure whether to brace for a fight or a lecture.

She walked in without waiting for permission, eyeing the box still tucked neatly in the corner of his
closet—now half-open, clearly used.

She sat on the edge of his bed.

“So,” she said. “You and Emma.”

Toby swallowed. “Yeah?”

“You like her?”

He nodded.

“She knows about... all this?”

He hesitated. “She’s seen it. Yeah.”
“And last night? You wore the sleeper?”
“.Yeah”

Julia didn’t respond right away.

She just looked at him, her expression unreadable—somewhere between older sister skepticism and
something softer. Protective, maybe.

Finally, she said, “You know | don’t care if you like this stuff, right?”
Toby blinked. “Wait—what?”

“I mean, | used to care. | thought it was punishment. | thought you were mocking us when you liked
it. But now... | don’t think it’s that. | think you’re figuring yourself out.”



“I'm not trans,” he said quickly, a little too quickly. “l don’t want to be anything else. | just—"

“I know,” Julia cut in. “I'm not labeling you. You’re just... being weird in your own very Toby way.”
He exhaled, half-laughing.

Then she added, more gently, “It was kind of sweet. Seeing you like that.”

Toby blinked. “Seriously?”

She shrugged. “You looked like you meant it. Not pretending. Just... comfortable. Which is more than
| can say for you during most of middle school.”

He looked down, flushed but strangely relieved.

“Anyway,” she added, standing, “if you’re going to keep borrowing from my old stuff, just let me
know. | might have some things in storage that actually fit you better.”

He stared.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she said, smirking. “You're still my dorky little brother. You just happen
to look halfway decent in shortalls.”

And with that, she walked out.

Afterward

Toby sat on the edge of his bed, stunned.

Julia had not only seen him—but accepted him. Not just tolerated, not teased, not stayed silent.
Accepted.

He reached over, slowly sliding the box out into the open. The clothes inside no longer felt like ghosts
or props. They felt... lived in. His, in some strange, quiet way.

Not for performance. Not for punishment.
Just for him.

And now—finally—he wasn’t alone in that understanding.

Chapter 19: Just a Bit Further

It had been a few days since Julia’s quiet acceptance. Toby still wasn’t sure what surprised him more:
that she hadn’t made fun of him, or that she’d offered help.

But when she appeared in his doorway that Saturday afternoon, holding something behind her back
and wearing that signature “older sister up to something” grin, he knew the truce was about to
evolve.

“Hey, dork,” she said. “Got a minute?”

Toby looked up from his desk. “Do | need one?”



“Relax.” She walked in and revealed what she was holding.

It was a dusty rose camisole-style bodysuit, stretchy and soft, with a high scoop neckline trimmed
with scalloped lace. Clearly designed for layering—but feminine, unmistakably so. The bottom
fastened with three small snaps at the crotch.

Toby’s eyes widened.
“You can wear it under your hoodie,” Julia said quickly, before he could speak. “No one will see it.”
He didn’t move.

She added, more gently now, “It’s not about making fun. I just... want to see how far you're really
willing to go. You’ve been pushing your edge, right? Well, this is just over it. But barely.”

He looked at the bodysuit again.
“It’s a leotard.”

“It’s close to a leotard,” she corrected. “But it’s also really comfortable. And...” She paused, then
smirked. “It has a little trick.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“I snipped off the pull tabs from the crotch snaps,” she said sweetly. “They’re just tiny buttons now.
Ever try undoing those while wearing jeans? Not going to happen without help.”

Toby blinked. “You sabotaged it?”

“Improved it,” she said proudly. “Besides, you said it’s about the thrill, right? A little edge, a little
danger. You wear this, you’re committed until someone lets you out.”

He stared at the bodysuit again. It was soft. It didn’t scream “costume.” It was just... delicate. And
secretly, he loved that detail. The loss of control. The quiet boldness of something hidden in plain
sight.

“Okay,” he said. His voice came out steadier than he expected. “I'll try it.”
Julia blinked. “Wait, really?”

“I said | would.”

He stood and took it from her, holding it up to the light.

“It’ll fit,” she said. “It’s got stretch.”

Trying It On

Changing took longer than usual. He peeled off his shirt and undershirt, then stepped into the
bodysuit. It hugged his torso snugly, the fabric cool at first, then warm against his skin. He tugged the
lace-trimmed straps over his shoulders and heard the soft pop of the tiny snaps fastening below.

He tried reaching them again. Julia hadn’t been kidding—without the tabs, the buttons were
practically inaccessible.

He threw on a loose hoodie and jeans. Looked in the mirror. Nothing showed.



Nothing at all.

And yet... everything had changed.

The Reveal

He walked downstairs an hour later. Julia was in the kitchen, scrolling her phone.
“Still wearing it?” she asked without looking up.

“Yeah.”

“You okay?”

He paused. “I think so.”

Julia finally looked up and studied him—not just his outfit, but the way he stood.
“You’re nervous,” she said.

He nodded. “And kind of exhilarated.”

She smirked. “Good.”

Then she tossed him a juice box from the fridge.

“Welcome to the club.”

Chapter 20: Layers of Trust

Emma had a knack for noticing things—not the obvious, loud stuff, but the soft details. The way Toby
fiddled with his sleeves when he was nervous. How he avoided eye contact when he was excited but
didn’t want to show it. The twitch in his lip when he lied.

So, when they sat together in her backyard after lunch—legs stretched out on a blanket, his hoodie
zipped all the way up despite the mild spring breeze—she noticed.

“You’re warm,” she said casually, sipping her iced tea.

Toby shrugged. “A little.”

Emma raised an eyebrow. “You never keep your hoodie on this long.”
“I'just like the weight,” he muttered.

Her eyes sparkled, just slightly.

“You’re wearing something under it, aren’t you?”

He flushed. “No.”

“Liar”

She reached over, gently tugged at the corner of the zipper.

He caught her hand—but didn’t stop her.



She paused. “Can I?”
He hesitated, then nodded.

She slowly pulled the zipper down, inch by inch, until a soft pinkish fabric appeared beneath—
scalloped lace peeking at the neckline, the gentle stretch of fitted cotton.

Emma exhaled, half a smile forming. “That’s new.”

Toby swallowed. “Julia gave it to me.”

“Of course she did.”

“She, uh... modified it.”

Emma laughed. “I bet she did.”

She studied him for a moment longer—not mocking, not teasing—just... thinking.
“It’s kind of elegant,” she said softly. “Like it’s yours. Even though it’s not.”

Toby looked down. “I didn’t think I'd like it. But | kind of do. Mostly because | know it’s stuck on me
now. And that no one else knows.”

Emma leaned her head against his shoulder. “I know.”

He let her rest there for a while.

Later That Day

They were back in his room. The light outside was turning golden, casting long shadows through the
window. Emma had curled up at the foot of his bed, flipping through one of his sketchbooks.

“Hey,” she said suddenly, “what if we designed something?”
Toby blinked. “Like what?”

“Something for you. Something in-between. Not just from the box. Not just from my stuff or your
sister’s. Something new. Something... yours.”

He hesitated. “Like a... custom outfit?”
Emma grinned. “Exactly. Something soft, a little bold, maybe tricky to take off.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You like that part too much.”

“I love that part,” she admitted shamelessly. “It makes it more exciting. Like you’re saying, ‘I'm
committed.”

Toby laughed. “You’re kind of evil.”

“You love it.”

He paused. “Maybe | do.”

Emma slid off the bed and grabbed a pencil from his desk.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s sketch.”



Together, they began to scribble rough shapes and ideas: a longline hoodie with a hidden side zip,
built-in bodysuit straps, thumb holes on the sleeves. Things that could pass as neutral or boyish, but
still hugged the right places, concealed secrets, made you feel something different.

It wasn’t about fashion.
It was about expression.
About mischief, and intimacy, and quiet power.

And as Toby watched Emma draw, he realized he didn’t just want to wear these things for the thrill
anymore.

He wanted to wear them because they were pieces of him. And she was the only person who truly
saw it all—and never once looked away.

Chapter 21: Made for Him

It took a few days. Some sketching, some back-and-forth over fabrics and fit. Emma was more excited
than Toby had expected—digging through old clothes, browsing online for inspiration, even asking
her mom (without explaining too much) for help sewing certain parts.

They worked in secret. Mostly in Emma’s room after school, under the hum of her desk lamp and the
soft rustling of fabric and thread. Her cat occasionally tried to sleep on the patterns. Toby, awkward
at first, slowly got used to the vocabulary: interfacing, darts, hidden seams. He didn’t admit it out
loud, but he was kind of into it.

Finally, the finished piece was ready.

It looked simple enough at first glance: a slate-gray hoodie, slightly oversized, with a minimalist silver
zipper and wide cuffs. It had a relaxed streetwear vibe. Totally normal. Safe.

But inside was the magic.

Emma had built a soft bodysuit layer into the lining—stitched from jersey knit, sleek and form-fitting,
with hidden fasteners at the crotch (the same difficult little buttons Julia had used, because of course
Emma remembered). There were adjustable straps on the inside to keep it snug, and the zipper pull
had been shortened so it couldn't be fully undone without help—unless you really worked at it.

From the outside, it was just a cool hoodie.

On the inside, it was commitment.

The First Try

Emma handed it to him with both hands, almost reverently.
“All yours,” she said.

Toby stared at it. “It's... perfect.”

“ know.”



He stepped into the hallway to change. The moment the inner layer slipped over his shoulders, he
felt it—that same rush of being wrapped in something soft and secret. He tugged the outer hoodie
down, adjusted the sleeves, zipped it halfway.

He looked in the mirror.
From the outside: chill, slightly oversized hoodie. Nothing to see here.

But beneath it, the fabric hugged him like a second skin. The strap across his stomach reminded him
with every breath: you’re in it now.

He re-entered the room, standing awkwardly near the door.
Emma looked up.

Her smile grew slow and wide. “Turn around.”

He obeyed.

“You look amazing.”

“It’s just a hoodie.”

“It’s your hoodie,” she said.

He stepped closer. “Wanna test the zipper?”

She arched a brow. “You're serious?”

He nodded.

She reached up and gently pulled. The zip moved partway—then caught. Exactly as planned.
“Stuck,” she whispered.

“I know,” he said, heart pounding.

She rested her hand against his chest. “Good.”

Something New

That evening, they went for a walk around the neighborhood. Nothing wild. Just the two of them,
hoodie and jeans, hand in hand.

No one looked twice.

But every step Toby took reminded him: this was his. Not from the box. Not from Julia. Not
borrowed. Not punishment.

His design.
His choice.
Emma’s gift.

And when he caught his reflection in a shop window, hoodie swaying slightly, sleeves covering his
hands, he smiled.



He didn’t look like a boy pretending to be something else.
He looked like himself.

Maybe for the first time.

Chapter 22: In the Real World

Toby didn’t tell Emma he was going to wear the hoodie to school.
He didn’t tell Julia either.
He just... did it.

He woke up early, checked himself in the mirror three times, adjusted the hem, zipped it just high
enough to hide the neckline of the inner layer, then pulled on his usual jeans and sneakers.

From the outside, it looked normal.
Unremarkable.

But beneath the fabric, the soft lining hugged his body with just enough tension to make him aware
of it with every breath, every step. The crotch buttons pressed gently in place. The elastic of the
inner straps reminded him: he wasn’t just dressed—he was wearing something private. Something
meant to be kept private.

The thrill had never felt sharper.

First Period Jitters
The morning went fine, at first.

He sat through homeroom, English, and bio without issue. Emma passed him a note during second
period that simply read:

You look good in it. | know.
He smiled to himself, folding the note into a tiny triangle and slipping it into his pocket.

But by third period, the seams of the bodysuit had begun to rub slightly at his sides. He shifted in his
seat, subtly trying to adjust. No one noticed.

Then lunch hit.
Halfway through his sandwich, he realized he needed to use the bathroom.

That was when things got complicated.

Bathroom Battle

The stall felt impossibly small. He unzipped his jeans and tried to find a way to maneuver the inner
layer.

He had done it at home—but at home, he’d had time. Privacy. Flexibility.



Here? Not so much.

The internal buttons were nearly impossible to reach from the seated position. And the strap didn’t
want to move. He bent forward. Shifted sideways. Cursed under his breath.

It took five minutes. And by the time he stepped out to wash his hands, he looked flushed and
disheveled.

Worse: Julia was waiting by the mirror.

She raised an eyebrow the moment their eyes met.

“Why do you look like you just fought your pants?”

He stiffened. “I don’t.”

“You kind of do.” She looked him over. “That hoodie’s new.”
Toby froze. “So?”

“So,” she said slowly, “it looks... different. Like someone put effort into it. But you hate new clothes
unless Mom buys them.”

He didn’t answer.

Julia stepped closer, arms folded. “Let me guess—Emma made it?”

Still silence.

“She did, didn’t she? What is it?” Her voice lowered. “One of your ‘layered’ secrets?”
Toby glanced around the empty bathroom.

“Yes,” he said finally. “It’s got a lining.”

Julia blinked. “Like... built in?”

He nodded.

She whistled low. “Wow. So this is, what? One of your ‘locked in’ experiments?”
Toby winced. “You say it like I’'m testing science fiction prototypes.”

“Well, you sort of are,” she said, amused. “You okay?”

“I'm fine. Just... maybe this wasn’t the best day for it.”

Julia’s tone softened. “Hey. I’'m not judging. Just don’t pass out in math trying to reach invisible
buttons, okay?”

He laughed despite himself.

She tilted her head. “It looks good, for what it’s worth. And it actually suits you more than anything |
ever shoved you in.”

“Thanks,” he mumbled.

“And next time,” she added, smirking, “try snaps.”



Later That Day

After school, Emma met him by the gate.

“You wore it.”

“I did.”

“And?”

“It’s amazing,” he said. “And awful. And amazing again.”
She laughed. “Tell me everything.”

And he did. The bathroom struggle. Julia’s interrogation. The thrill. The panic. The pressure and
pride.

By the end, Emma was already sketching an improved version in her head.
“Version 2.0,” she said. “We’ll make it easier. Smarter. Sneakier.”
Toby grinned. “You really are evil.”

She linked her arm through his. “Only for you.”

Chapter 23: Design 2.0

A few days after the hoodie experiment, Toby and Emma were back in her room—Emma on the floor
with her sketchpad, Toby stretched across her bed, arms tucked under his head. They were still riding
the high of having gotten away with it.

“Well,” Emma said, tapping her pencil against the page, “we learned a few things.”

Toby groaned. “Like how not to design a bodysuit that requires a full yoga routine to pee.”
Emma laughed. “Exactly. So, for version two—we keep the snug layer, lose the fussy buttons.”
“Snaps?”

“Hidden zip, maybe. Side release. Or velcro if we’re being daring.”

“Velcro sounds loud,” he pointed out.

“Then we make it really sneaky. A flap with magnetic closures, maybe?”

Toby blinked. “Are you designing espionage lingerie now?”

Emma smirked. “Maybe.”

They both burst out laughing. But there was a real energy behind it—creative and just a little
subversive. It wasn’t about the clothes anymore. It was about what they meant. Safety, rebellion,
intimacy, and a little performance.

Then Emma’s phone buzzed.
She glanced at the screen.

“Oh,” she said. “It’s your sister.”



Toby raised an eyebrow. “Julia?”

“Yup.” Emma opened the message.

JULIA: So... if you’re making him something else, | have an idea @

JULIA: How do you feel about high-waisted suspender shorts with hidden back buttons?
Emma’s eyes lit up.

EMMA: Dangerous. Go on.

JULIA: | have a pattern from a costume | wore freshman year. Could be resized.
EMMA: We need to talk. In-person.

Toby groaned from the bed. “What is she saying?”

“She’s pitching design ideas.”

He sat up. “Wait—she’s involved now?”

Emma showed him the screen.

“She says she’s just ‘consulting,” but | think she’s enjoying this way too much.”
“I'm going to regret this.”

“You already wore a sleeper with mittens for me. We passed ‘regret’ a while ago.”

Three Designers, One Victim

The next weekend, Julia joined them at Emma’s house. She came with a sketchbook, a bag of fabric
scraps, and the energy of a creative director who didn’t have to wear the final product.

“I call this one: retro boyish daydream,” she said, spreading out the fabric—gray corduroy, faded
navy cotton, brass buttons. “The look is classic. The catch is the hidden closures. He’ll need help
dressing and undressing, obviously.”

“Obviously,” Emma said.

Toby stared at both of them. “Do | get a vote?”

Julia patted his head. “You’re the muse, darling. The art speaks through you.”
“You’re both evil”

Emma winked. “Only a little.”

By the end of the session, they had agreed on the design: high-waisted suspender shorts with a fitted
bodice-like underlayer, and a hidden zipper that stopped just short of full freedom. The suspenders
buttoned in the back—out of reach. The sides were tailored to taper in slightly, giving the illusion of
structure without stiffness.

It was just risky enough.

Just Toby enough.



The Fitting

When the prototype was done, Toby tried it on behind Emma’s bedroom screen while both girls
waited, clearly enjoying themselves.

“You guys are way too into this,” he called out.
“Correction,” Julia said. “We are exactly as into this as it deserves.”
He stepped out.

The fit was perfect. Not tight, but snug. The shorts hit just above mid-thigh, the suspenders curved
gently over his shoulders and crossed in the back. The inner layer hugged him comfortably—but
more importantly, he couldn’t undo it alone.

Emma circled him, adjusting a strap. Julia straightened a seam.

“You’re a walking paradox,” Julia said. “Boyish in structure, secret underneath.”
Toby looked at himself in the mirror.

It was bold. It was absurd. It was... him.

Emma stood beside him, their reflections shoulder to shoulder.

“You want to wear it to the spring fair?” she asked.

He didn’t answer right away.

But he didn’t say no.

Chapter 24: The Spring Fair

The morning of the spring fair, Toby stood in front of his mirror for what felt like the tenth time,
turning slowly.

He wore the custom piece—Julia and Emma’s creation. From a distance, it looked ordinary: vintage-
inspired suspender shorts over a simple white tee, clean sneakers. A cool, retro-boyish look.

But he could feel every secret seam.

The smooth underlayer against his skin.

The tug of the suspenders that buttoned behind his back.

The discreet zipper nestled just far enough behind him to make removal... unlikely without help.

He hadn’t asked Emma to help him dress this time. He had let Julia do it, if only to cut through the
nerves with something vaguely annoying. She had fastened the buttons with clinical precision and
said, “There. Trapped in style.”

Now, he took a breath.

And stepped out the door.



The Fairgrounds

The school’s spring fair was loud with color and noise. Booths lined the field. Music thumped through
a too-tiny speaker setup. Kids ran wild between snack stands and pop-up games.

Toby kept his head high, eyes forward. His heart hammered like it might burst out of his chest. Not
because anyone could see what he was wearing—but because he knew.

And that made every step feel like a dare.

He met Emma by the ring toss booth. She wore overalls over a striped crop top, her hair up in a high
bun with paint on her fingers.

“You look amazing,” she said immediately, eyes flicking down and then back up.
He tried to smile. “You can’t tell?”
Emma shook her head. “Nope. But you know. And that’s the point.”

They walked the field together, playing a few games, sharing a funnel cake, keeping close without
being obvious. Every so often, she’d gently tug on one of his suspenders just to watch him flinch.

“Still can’t reach them?” she teased.
He groaned. “I feel like a marionette.”
“You are a marionette,” she whispered in his ear. “But you like it.”

He didn’t deny it.

Julia’s Presence

Julia was volunteering at the bake sale booth. When she saw them, she gave Toby a long, knowing
look—but said nothing.

She slid a cupcake across the table toward him. “Compliments of the committee.”
Emma leaned in. “He’s surviving.”

Julia smirked. “He’s thriving.”

They left the booth, and Toby turned to Emma. “She’s enjoying this way too much.”
“She helped make it, remember?”

“Yeah. And she’s going to make me pay for it for years.”

Emma bumped her shoulder into his. “She’s proud of you.”

He paused. “You think so?”

“l know so.”

The Moment



They found a quieter spot near the edge of the field—under a tree behind the dunk tank. Emma lay
back on the grass, looking up at the sky. Toby sat beside her, legs stretched, his suspender straps
softly pulling with every movement.

For the first time all day, he stopped fidgeting.
He just sat there, breathing.
Being.

“I thought I'd hate this,” he said. “Wearing it out here. Where people could—if they looked hard
enough—figure it out.”

Emma looked over. “And now?”
“l kind of don’t want to take it off.”
She smiled.

“Then don’t.”

Back at Home
Julia helped him undo the buttons when he got back.

She didn’t say anything at first—just carefully unfastened each strap, unzipped the back, and gave
him a quiet pat on the shoulder.

Then, as he changed out of it, she called through the door:

“You know, | might have an old romper from last summer. Still in good shape. Needs adjusting, but |
bet Emma could make it work.”

Toby opened the door.
He didn’t roll his eyes.
He just smiled.

“Bring it by.”

Chapter 25: The Closet Challenge
It started as a joke over smoothies in Emma’s kitchen.

Julia had dropped by, still in her post-fair glow, and found Emma flipping through a lookbook of
quirky streetwear meets cosplay hybrids.

“You know,” Julia said, peering over her shoulder, “we should make a game out of this.”
Emma’s eyes sparkled. “Go on.”

“Closet challenge. One weekend. We each pick an outfit for Toby. He has to wear them both—one
each day. But the twist is: they’re not from the box. They’re all-new. Weird. Creative. Us.”



Emma grinned. “We make the rules. He does the modeling.”

“And maybe...” Julia leaned back, smug. “He scores us afterward. Judge and model.”

Emma laughed. “You realize you just invented the world’s most chaotic boutique reality show?”
“Exactly.”

They looked at each other.

Then both pulled out their phones.

Text to Toby

JULIA: You're invited to the First Annual Sister-Friend Styling Gauntlet. This weekend. Pack nothing.
Wear everything. Judging is mandatory.

EMMA: Don't worry, we’re nice. Mostly.

TOBY: Should | be scared?

JULIA: Absolutely.

EMMA: But also flattered.

Saturday: Julia’s Turn

Toby arrived at Emma’s house to find a garment bag hanging on her bedroom door labeled: “The
Julia Experience.”

“What is this?” he asked warily.
Julia appeared with a dramatic bow. “Today’s theme is: kawaii menace.”
The outfit consisted of:

e A pastel yellow oversized sweatshirt with cartoon kittens on the front and faux suspenders
sewn into the sides

e Lavender bike shorts with ruffled hems

e Glitter socks

e Asnapback hat that said “TRY ME” in bubble font
Toby blinked. “This is...”
“An energy,” Emma finished. “And | love it.”

He changed in the bathroom. When he emerged, Julia clapped. “You look like a fashion-forward
sleep-deprived anime side character.”

Toby tried to act annoyed. “I feel like | should be fighting crime with a bubble wand.”
“But do you hate it?” Emma asked.
He looked in the mirror.

“No,” he admitted. “I kind of feel like | could beat someone at Mario Kart and then steal their fries.”



Julia gasped. “Exactly!”

They spent the day making TikTok dances (never posted), doing sidewalk chalk art, and eating
popsicles in the backyard. Toby never once asked to change back.

Sunday: Emma’s Turn
The next morning, a neatly folded outfit waited on his bed at Emma’s place. A note sat on top:

Theme: Dreamworld Street Kid
Trust me.

The pieces were stranger, more layered:
e A soft mint-green romper with rolled cuffs
e Asheer mesh tank top to go underneath
e A cropped hoodie in white with tiny embroidered moons
e Over-the-knee socks (black, sporty stripes)

e And finally, a choker made from repurposed hoodie string with a tiny silver button at the
center

Julia peeked in as he finished dressing. “She went full goblin-glam,” she muttered. “Respect.”

Toby stepped out, feeling like a background character from an art school manga. But not in a bad
way.

Emma studied him, then nodded slowly. “This is dangerously cute.”

“I feel like | should be dancing in a neon tunnel.”

“You could be,” she said, taking his hand. “Come on. We're going to the corner shop for slushies.”
“In this?”

“Exactly.”

The Walk

To Toby’s surprise, no one batted an eye.

One kid glanced at him and smiled.

Someone else complimented Emma’s hoodie.

He sipped his slushie through the oversized straw and muttered, “This might be my weirdest
weekend ever”

“And?” Emma said.

“And maybe my favorite.”



Back at Home
That night, he sat down with a notebook and scored the two looks.

JULIA: 9/10 — loses a point for glitter sock itch
EMMA: 9.5/10 — loses half a point for the choker being too on-the-nose

He texted them both:

You two are monsters. Beautiful, stylish monsters.
| love you both. Don’t ever stop.

Julia’s reply came first:
MONSTERS WHO DRESS YOU BETTER THAN YOU DRESS YOURSELF '
Emma’s came next:

New game next month?
Your turn to pick the theme.
We'll still pick the clothes. @

Toby smiled at the screen and tucked the notebook under his pillow.
Maybe it wasn’t about clothes at all.

Maybe it was about being known—down to the last snap, seam, and sock—and still being loved for
it.

Chapter 26: Toby’s Turn
By midweek, the group chat was already alive with speculation.

JULIA: Have you picked a theme yet or are you stalling?
EMMA: We're ready. Fabrics are prepped. Mood boards await.
TOBY: I’'m thinking. Let me cook.

He had been thinking.
For days.

About how every outfit so far had felt like a test—something he was being asked to survive or enjoy
or analyze. But now, the rules were in his hands. He could steer it somewhere new.

He stared at the ceiling in bed, heart thumping a little harder with the idea forming in his head.
He opened the chat.

TOBY: Theme: “Out of Orbit”

TOBY: Retro-futurism. Neon meets soft spacecore. Stuff we’d wear if we were crash-landed aliens
trying to blend in.

TOBY: Also... let’s go somewhere no one knows us.

There was a pause.

Then Julia replied:



S

I'min.
Emma followed:

Already sketching.
Can we go full weird? Like iridescent socks and moons-on-everything weird?

TOBY: Full weird. One rule: we have to wear it out. No exceptions.

Planning the Escape

They chose a weekend day and made a plan: a visit to the outdoor boardwalk and beach area two
towns over—still close enough to drive, but far enough to avoid running into anyone from school.

Julia borrowed her mom'’s car.
Emma packed snacks, safety pins, and glitter sunscreen.
Toby brought a backpack with backup clothes—just in case.

But he hoped he wouldn’t need them.

The Transformation

They changed at a rest stop bathroom halfway there, turning one empty family restroom into a
makeshift dressing room.

Emma had made Toby’s outfit by hand.
It was wild.
e Asilvery lavender mesh overshirt with tiny stars embroidered across the chest

e A soft black bodysuit underneath, high-cut on the sides but paired with flowy, layered shorts
that shifted from pale green to blue in the light

e Over-the-knee socks with neon trim

e And on his head: a beanie with wire antennae tipped with pompoms that bounced slightly
when he moved

“You’re kidding,” he said when he saw it all together.
Emma grinned. “You said full weird.”

Julia wore a metallic fanny pack, silver windbreaker, and wide-leg pants with glowing lines down the
sides. Emma had gone celestial: sheer sleeves, space buns, and face gems like star maps.

Toby looked at his reflection in the tiny mirror and couldn’t stop smiling.

He looked like the version of himself that used to live only in late-night thoughts.



At the Boardwalk
No one knew them.
No one stared too long.

One girl with a septum ring gave them a thumbs-up. A little kid asked if they were from a show. A
shopkeeper asked if they were part of an art festival.

They rode bumper cars.
Took silly photos in a strip booth.
Shared a giant slushy with three straws.

At one point, as the sun dipped low over the ocean and Toby sat cross-legged in his outfit on the
edge of the dock, he looked up at the two girls beside him—his sister, grinning into the wind, and
Emma, leaning gently against his side.

“Thanks,” he said.

“For what?” Emma asked.

“For letting me be weird. And turning it into something fun. Something that’s mine.”
Emma smiled. “You weren’t weird today.”

“You were just... out of orbit,” Julia said.

He laughed. “Exactly.”

Chapter 27: Locked In (Again)
The boardwalk weekend stayed with Toby.

He found himself replaying moments as he lay in bed days later—how freeing it had felt, how seen
he had been, how normal it all had become. But he also missed something he couldn’t quite explain.

Control.
Or rather: the lack of it.

Not just the thrill of wearing something playful or expressive, but the unmistakable edge of knowing
he couldn’t take it off. The locked zippers. The hidden snaps. The way Emma or Julia had to help him
in or out of an outfit.

He hadn’t felt that in weeks.
Now, he wanted it back.

Only... longer.

The Request



He told Emma during one of their usual late afternoons together, lying side-by-side on her floor, legs
stretched out, music humming in the background.

“I've been thinking,” he said quietly.
Emma looked up. “Uh-oh.”

“Not like that,” he said, smiling. “More like... | want to try it again. Being stuck. Not just for a walk or
a fair. But for a day. Or longer.”

Her expression shifted—first surprised, then curious. Then something warmer. “You sure?”
“I trust you,” he said. “And Julia too, weirdly.”

Emma laughed. “Wow. Growth.”

“l want to try something | can’t undo. Not without help. Maybe for a weekend.”

Emma sat up slowly, her eyes narrowing thoughtfully. “Do you mean something from the box? Or
something new?”

“New,” he said. “If I'm going to do this again, | want it to feel like a choice.”

Emma pulled her sketchbook closer.

“And we’re talking... what? Sleepwear? Daywear? Layers? Velcro traps? Built-in mittens?”
Toby gave her a look.

“You're terrifying.”

“I'm creative.”

Julia Joins In

When Julia heard, she was delighted.

“Finally!” she said. “You’re admitting the thrill isn’t just aesthetic. It’s experiential.”
“I never said it wasn’t,” Toby muttered.

They met at Emma’s house Friday evening, where she unveiled her contribution: a custom-tailored
jumpsuit made from soft, heather-gray knit with contrast stitching and a high collar. The zipper ran
from the back of the neck to the lower spine and disappeared under a covered flap—completely
inaccessible without someone else’s help. The wrists had discreet thumb loops. The ankles were
tapered and snug. The fit was just tight enough to be noticeable, but soft enough to sleep in.

“It’s sleep-and-lounge certified,” Julia said proudly. “But you’re locked in.”
Toby ran a hand over the fabric.

“What about... bathroom breaks?”

“Plan ahead,” Emma said.

“We’ll be around,” Julia added. “If you’re desperate.”



“Gee, thanks.”

Day One
Emma zipped him in Friday evening.

It took effort to get everything aligned—the flap, the collar, the hidden snap at the top—but when it
was done, he stood there in front of the mirror, arms at his sides, feeling oddly serene.

“Move around,” Emma instructed.

He did. The suit flexed easily. The thumb loops kept the sleeves in place. He could sit, stretch, lie
down.

He just... couldn’t get out.

He tried. For five minutes, he twisted and squirmed in front of the mirror.

Nothing.

The zipper was flat against his back. The flap made it impossible to even see the pull.
He was well and truly sealed in.

“Okay,” he said finally. “This is a little scary.”

Emma smiled. “And?”

He met her eyes.

“And | love it.”

The Weekend

Saturday passed in a strange blend of comfort and heightened awareness. Every moment was tinged

with the quiet reality of his situation: he was entirely at someone else’s mercy. Julia came by to check
on him. Emma stayed for most of the afternoon, helping him with meals, laughing when he struggled
to pick things up with his thumb loops still in place.

“Are you regretting it yet?” she asked once, watching him try to adjust a blanket with his trapped
fingers.

He looked over at her and shook his head.

“Not even a little”

The Second Night

Sleeping in the jumpsuit was oddly soothing. The gentle pressure, the subtle cling of the fabric, the
faint whisper of the zipper behind him—it all made him feel like he was being held, even when no
one was near.

By Sunday, he wasn’t sure he wanted to take it off.



But Julia had a plan.
“You don’t get to choose when it comes off,” she said. “We do. After all, this was your idea.”
Toby blinked. “Wait, what?”

Emma grinned. “You said longer. We decided you meant the whole weekend. You can come out
tomorrow morning.”

Toby gaped.
But then... he smiled.
He sat down on the couch, tugged the blanket back over his lap, and sank into it.

“Okay,” he said. “Deal.”

Chapter 28: The Edge of Control
After the success of the weekend jumpsuit, the group chat didn’t go quiet for long.

EMMA: Soo0... new idea.

JULIA: I’'m listening.

EMMA: What if we test something slightly more restrictive?
TOBY: Define slightly.

JULIA: You’re doomed.

Toby was nervous. But he didn’t say no.

The jumpsuit had left him feeling safe, seen, held—not just physically, but emotionally. And even in
the most helpless moments, he’d had Emma’s voice and Julia’s watchful eye to fall back on.

So when Emma unveiled her new design the next Friday evening, he tried to keep his hands from
shaking.

The Outfit
It looked beautiful, and intimidating.

A one-piece structured romper, midnight blue, made of soft fleece-lined jersey with a built-in inner
vest layer that zipped separately under the main body. The legs stopped mid-thigh, and the sleeves
reached just past the elbows—decorative ties and ribbon loops subtly limited range of motion
without looking like it.

There were two zippers: one for the vest, one for the outer shell. Both pulled from behind and
secured with tiny button-loop tabs at the collar, once again out of Toby’s reach.

Worse, the back of the romper had a built-in cinch cord that could be snugged at the waist and
knotted under a flap.

Julia tied it off herself.

“This one isn’t tight,” she said, pulling the flap flat. “But you’ll feel every movement. Can’t slouch.
Can’t flop around.”



Toby stared at himself in the mirror.
He looked... incredible.

And trapped.

The Afternoon

At first, it was thrilling. Emma snapped photos, Julia made a joke about him looking like the world’s
most fashion-forward escape artist. They watched a movie, ate popcorn, sprawled on beanbags in
Emma’s room.

But as the hours passed, Toby began to notice the little things.

How hard it was to bend forward.

How the inner vest squeezed around his ribs when he tried to sit sideways.
How the waist cinch prevented him from twisting.

Every movement became calculated.

Eventually, he stood up, tense.

“I need to move.”

Julia looked up from her phone. “You’re moving.”

“No, | mean out. | need to—" He pulled at the collar, trying to reach the buttons. His hands
scrambled at the loops. Nothing gave.

“I—" He stopped, breath catching. His heart thudded too loudly in his ears.

Emma stood, calm. “Hey. Look at me.”

Toby didn’t.

“Toby,” she said gently, stepping closer. “You’re okay. You’re not stuck. You're safe.”
His hands trembled at his sides.

“You want to be let out,” she said. “You just have to say the word.”

He looked up at her finally. His eyes were wet, not with tears—just overwhelmed.

Emma’s voice softened. “There’s no prize for pushing past your comfort zone. This isn’t about being
brave. It's about being honest.”

Julia stood now too, but she stayed back, letting Emma lead.
“You can say it,” Emma said. “I'll untie you. Right now.”
There was a long pause.

Toby’s fingers curled at his sides.

Then he took a slow, deep breath.



“No,” he whispered. “I want to finish.”

Emma raised an eyebrow. “You’re sure?”

He nodded, more confidently this time. “Just... sit with me.”

“Always.”

She sat beside him on the floor. Julia brought a blanket and laid it over his legs without comment.

They didn’t talk for a while. Toby leaned into Emma’s side, her hand resting on his thigh, calm and
steady.

And for the first time since pulling the romper on, Toby didn’t feel confined.

He felt held.

Later That Night

When they finally undressed him—slowly, gently, with no teasing—Emma looked him in the eye and
said:

“You never have to earn your comfort with us. But I’'m proud of you.”
Toby smiled weakly. “That was intense.”
Julia nodded. “But you did it your way. That matters.”

He looked down at the romper pooled on the floor and thought:
It hadn’t beaten him.

He had chosen it. Stayed with it.
And in that decision, he’d found something deeper than thrill.

He’d found trust.

Chapter 29: The Outfit That Chose Him

Toby didn’t know what he was expecting when he stepped into Emma’s room that afternoon. The
mood had changed in recent weeks—less about dares and designs that trapped him, more about the
guiet magic of finding his place in the clothes he wore.

He’'d grown. Not just taller, but inwardly too. Where once he blushed at every button and avoided
every mirror, now he caught his reflection with something close to pride.

He saw someone who had chosen every stitch.
Emma stood by the window, holding a garment bag.
“No traps this time,” she said with a smile. “Promise.”
Toby raised an eyebrow. “Then what’s in there?”

She unzipped it slowly.



Inside was something entirely new.

A tailored two-piece ensemble: a soft, cream-colored blouse
with gathered sleeves and gold-threaded cuffs, and a set of
high-waisted slate trousers that flared gently and ended just
above his ankles, exposing polished brown boots. Over it all: a
lightweight, midnight-blue vest with a diagonal clasp and
embroidered detailing—constellations, stitched in silver.

Not a costume.

Not a joke.

Just... elegance.

Toby ran his fingers along the fabric. “You made this?”

Emma nodded. “It’s your look. Not mine. Not Julia’s. Yours. The
version of you that walks into a room and doesn’t apologize for
it”

He changed carefully.
No hidden zippers. No fastenings out of reach.

When he stepped in front of the mirror, his breath caught. He looked like a storybook character. Like
someone from a fantasy novel who’d left his small village and never looked back.

And this time, it wasn’t thrilling because he couldn’t escape.

It was thrilling because he wouldn’t want to.

Final Chapter: Stepping Forward
The last day of spring break came quietly.

Toby stood in front of his bedroom mirror in the outfit Emma had made—the final one, the one with
no tricks, no traps, no secret challenges. The fabric moved with him. The gold-threaded cuffs caught
the light. The constellation embroidery shimmered as he breathed.

He looked like himself.

Not a version others had dressed. Not a dare. Not a punishment.
Just Toby—a little braver than he used to be.

Downstairs, Julia was already packing her bag for school.

She looked up when he came into the kitchen and gave him a long once-over.
“No zippers you can’t reach?” she asked, teasing but gentle.

“Nope.”

“No lace, no bows, no pastel nightmare?”



He smirked. “Not today.”

She nodded. “You look... pretty great.”

He poured himself cereal and glanced her way. “You know,” he said, “you were a pain at first.”
Julia grinned. “I still am.”

“But also,” he added, “you kind of helped me get here.”

She shrugged like it was no big deal. But her smile softened.

“Anytime, little bro.”

At school that Monday, Toby walked the halls without shrinking. His outfit—simple, bold, quietly
beautiful—turned a few heads, but no one laughed. No one pointed.

And when someone from his class whispered something behind his back, it was Emma who reached
out and took his hand in the middle of the corridor.

He didn’t pull away.
They walked together. Like it was normal.

Because now, it was.

Later that week, he opened his closet. Mixed among his usual clothes were pieces from Emma, from
Julia, even from himself. Soft things. Strong things. Things he’d chosen to keep.

Not because they were daring.
But because they were his.
He smiled.

And picked something that made him feel like he could take another step forward.

THE END



