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Chapter 1: The Locked Romper

The morning sunlight filtered through the pale curtains of Emily’s bedroom, casting long slats of gold
across her quilt. She stretched, yawned, and blinked her eyes open. Her petite frame shifted beneath
the covers, and as she sat up, something caught her eye—folded clothes at the foot of her bed.

"Mom," she muttered to herself with a tired grin. Her mother had a habit of laying out clothes for
her, despite Emily being twenty-three years old and—at least in theory—a full-fledged adult. The
gesture was usually benign, occasionally helpful, and sometimes, as she feared today, laced with
teasing intent.

She crawled to the end of the bed and pulled the outfit closer. It was a romper. Not a chic, minimalist
romper, but a playful, almost toddler-like piece: bubblegum pink with oversized buttons stitched for
decoration, white piping around the hems, shoulder straps, and a front zipper. The zipper was thick
and shiny, adorned with an exaggerated circular pull. It practically screamed, “Look at me!”

Emily grimaced.

She’d spent years trying to shed her baby-faced reputation and be taken seriously, especially at her
new job where she was the youngest on the team by far. With her 5’1” frame and round cheeks, the
last thing she needed was something to make her look like she belonged at daycare.

"Is this supposed to be funny?" she muttered, holding it up.

She looked around, expecting to see a note from her mom with a smiley face and a cheeky “Try this
on! :)”, but there was nothing. Still, she sighed and resigned herself to the obvious intention behind
this prank: a laugh.

“Fine,” she huffed, slipping out of her pajamas. “You want a laugh, I'll give you one.”

She stepped into the romper. The fabric was oddly comfortable—soft, even tailored to her figure. She
zipped it up, the large zipper gliding smoothly up to her chest.

“Great. Ridiculous,” she muttered to her reflection in the mirror.

But as she reached for the zipper pull again to take it off, it wouldn’t budge.
Emily furrowed her brow and yanked harder.

“Comeon...”

Nothing. Not even a tremble. She leaned closer to the mirror and examined the zipper pull. There,
barely noticeable, was a tiny keyhole set into the side.

“What the...”

She stepped back, half laughing in disbelief. This was a level of prank she hadn't anticipated. Then
something crinkled in the pocket.



Emily reached in and pulled out a folded note.

"If you want out of your new little outfit, you'll need the key. :)
Start in the attic—where secrets sleep.

—With love, Jules."

Her heart sank and fluttered all at once.

Jules.

Of course.

Jules was her closest friend and partner-in-chaos, known for elaborate pranks with bizarre twists and
poetic clues. The kind of person who once replaced all of Emily’s coffee with decaf for a week just to
“see if she noticed.”

Emily’s first impulse was to storm into Jules’s apartment and demand the key. But then... she
smirked. As irritating as it was, she had to admire the effort. And part of her, a very stubborn part,
didn’t want to give Jules the satisfaction of giving up early.

“This better not end with me in public dressed like a toddler,” she said aloud, grabbing a hoodie to at
least partially mask the ouftfit.

With one last glance at the keyhole in the mirror and a shake of her head, Emily trudged out of her
room toward the attic stairs—her adventure just beginning.

Chapter 2: Dust and Clues

The attic door groaned like a protesting ghost as Emily pulled it open. A musty gust of air met her
face, tinged with dust and old wood. She pulled her hoodie tighter around her, the thick zipper pull
of the romper knocking lightly against her chest as a mocking reminder of her current situation.

The wooden ladder creaked under her steps. As she entered the attic, dim light filtered in through a
narrow window, illuminating forgotten boxes, old furniture, and the kind of junk her mother always
said she’d "get around to organizing someday."

Emily sighed and rubbed her temples.

“Secrets sleep,” she repeated Jules’s words, scanning the dim room. “That better not be literal, Jules.
If a clown jumps out, | swear to god...”

There was a cardboard box labeled "Memories" near the window. It was old, the writing faded. Emily
lifted the lid, sending a puff of dust into the air. Inside were old photo albums, baby shoes, a
porcelain music box, and—tucked between two albums—a small envelope with a purple sticker
shaped like a key.

Emily raised an eyebrow.
She opened it carefully. Inside was a folded card and another note in Jules’s familiar scrawl.
"A fine start, but the key's still far.

To find the next, get in the car.



Not yours, not mine, but silver-gray—

The one that drove us far away.

(Trunk latch is loose. You're welcome.)"

Emily blinked. Then she laughed, once—dry and low.
“You’re enjoying this way too much,” she muttered.

The car in question was clear in her mind: her dad’s old silver-gray station wagon, now parked on the
far side of the garage like a sleeping relic. It hadn’t moved in years, but it was the one Jules and Emily
used to borrow for late-night snack runs and spontaneous road trips during college breaks.

She grabbed her phone from her room on the way and tiptoed through the house. Her mom was
downstairs, humming in the kitchen. Emily didn’t have the courage to explain the romper yet—not
until she had something resembling dignity back.

The garage was cool and dim. She squeezed past bikes and boxes until she reached the silver-gray
beast. Its paint was chipped, the antenna bent, but it was still somehow noble. She popped the
trunk—just as the clue had said, the latch was loose.

Inside was a dusty blanket, an old atlas, and
wedged between them, a bright red envelope.

Emily tugged it free and opened it.
"Almost clever, almost free.

The next key hides beneath a tree.
Where roots are old and bark is split,
The place we sat and used to sit.
(Bring a shovel. Just in case.)

_J“

“Oh come on,” Emily groaned. “You buried the
key?!”

But even as she complained, she felt a grin
forming. It was infuriating, absurd—and kind of
fun.

That tree could only mean one thing: the big old
oak in the park down the street, the one where
she and Jules used to escape during high school to
vent about teachers, crushes, and the general injustice of being underestimated.

Emily set down the envelope, placed her hands on her hips, and glanced down at the ridiculous
romper. The zipper pull caught the garage light and twinkled with taunting flair.

“Fine, Jules. I'll play.”



She found a small garden trowel on the garage wall, shoved it into her hoodie pocket, and marched
out the door.

Little did she know, the scavenger hunt had only just started to get weird.

Chapter 3: No Way Out

Emily stood just inside the front door, one hand gripping the knob, the other fidgeting nervously with
the hem of the pink romper. Through the frosted glass she could see the quiet suburban street
outside, sunlit and still.

She bit her lip.

The romper’s childish cut and cartoonishly oversized zipper pull made her feel like a walking joke. No
hoodie this time. Not in this heat. But the idea of stepping out in public dressed like this, no matter
how cute some might think it looked, twisted her stomach into anxious knots.

"Okay," she whispered to herself, pacing in small, agitated circles. "Just take it off. You don’t have to
play this game. Jules’ll get her laugh, you'll change, and this can all be forgotten."

She marched to her room, closed the door, and turned to the mirror. Her eyes locked with her
reflection—the pink straps snug over her shoulders, the romper fitting her form like it had been
custom-made.

She took a breath, reached for the zipper, and pulled.
Nothing.
She yanked harder. Still no movement.

Her fingers dug into the metal pull, trying to force it down, but it didn’t budge—not even a fraction.
She twisted it, pulled sideways, even tried pressing on the teeth of the zipper itself.

It was as if it had been welded shut.
Emily huffed, now red-faced with exertion. “This is not funny anymore.”

She tried wriggling her way out—pulling the straps down over her shoulders, pushing her arms
through, but the romper was too tight around her ribs. The fabric wouldn’t give enough.

She slumped into her desk chair, defeated, breathing heavily.
And then, slowly, she started to laugh. Just a low, disbelieving chuckle.
“Okay, Jules,” she muttered, “you win the first round.”

She pushed herself back up, straightened the romper as best she could, and grabbed her phone and
the small garden trowel. If she couldn’t get out of the outfit, she’d have to get through the game.

The walk to the park felt like a gauntlet. Every passing car, every flutter of curtains in a neighbor’s
window made her stomach drop. She kept her head down and moved quickly, trowel tucked under
one arm like she was off to plant flowers instead of dig up clues.

Finally, she reached the edge of the park. The big oak stood like a gnarled sentinel at the far end, its
bark split with age and weather, roots twisting into the ground like thick ropes.



She scanned the base and crouched low, brushing aside leaves and bits of mulch, searching for
anything unusual. After a few minutes of digging carefully near one of the larger roots, the trowel hit
something solid—metallic.

Emily’s heart skipped.

She dug faster, brushing away the soil to reveal a small tin box, no bigger than a jewelry case. It was
rusted at the corners but clearly intentional. There was another note taped to the lid.

"You’re doing well—but still no key.

To end the game, you'll have to see

The place you said you’d never go—
Where childhood things were long let go.
(Might want a flashlight.)"

—J

Emily closed her eyes and groaned.

She knew exactly where Jules meant: the crawlspace under her childhood bedroom. A place she’d
sealed off in her mind as too creepy, too dusty, and far too full of old dolls and forgotten fears.

She stood up, brushing dirt from her legs, and looked back toward home.

If she was going to finish this and get out of the romper, she’d have to face the next step—even if it
meant crawling through cobwebs, memories, and god knows what else.

Chapter 4: Compliments and Crawlspaces

Emily stepped back onto the sidewalk, the tin box tucked under her arm, her cheeks still flushed from
crouching in the dirt. She was halfway home before she realized she had stopped trying to hide. The
romper still clung tightly, and the zipper’s stubborn glint still reflected the sun like a badge of
humiliation—but she was beginning to accept that this bizarre day was simply... happening.

Still, she picked up her pace when she spotted someone walking up the street toward her.

“Emily?” came the familiar, warm voice of Mrs. Langford—her mother’s friend and longtime
neighbor, who had lived on the block since the beginning of time.

Emily froze, her stomach dropping.

Mrs. Langford, tan and elegant despite being well into her seventies, approached with her usual
bright smile, carrying a canvas tote full of groceries.

“Oh, there you are, sweetheart!” she said. “l was just over at your mom’s—she mentioned you were
off on some kind of ‘project’ today.”

Emily managed a strained smile. “Uh, yeah. Just, you know... scavenger hunt. Jules.”
Mrs. Langford peered at her, her gaze drifting over the romper. Emily braced herself.

But then, to her astonishment, the woman smiled.



“Oh, that romper is darling on you. You look like a little strawberry.” She chuckled, then added, “You
always were one of those lucky girls who could pull off fun clothes. Not everyone has the figure for
it”

Emily blinked. “Oh... um, thank you?”

“It’s refreshing, really. Most girls your age just wear black and scowl at their phones. That pink is
adorable. Youthful.”

Youthful. Emily grimaced internally. That was the last word she wanted attached to herself today.

Mrs. Langford tilted her head. “Is that vintage? | swear it reminds me of something | wore to a
summer fair in '62.”

Emily coughed. “Not... sure. It sort of found me.”

“Well,” Mrs. Langford said, adjusting her tote, “you look charming. Now don’t let me keep you. Say
hello to your mother—and tell Jules she still owes me a potted begonia!”

With a final wave, she walked off, humming.
Emily stood frozen a moment longer before she burst into incredulous laughter.
“Charming. Charming.” she muttered as she resumed her walk.

By the time she reached her house, she felt strangely lighter. Maybe this whole ordeal wasn’t entirely
humiliating. But she was still determined to get the romper off and reclaim her dignity.

She crept past the kitchen, avoiding her mother’s eyes, and headed straight for her childhood
bedroom. The crawlspace door was hidden behind a false panel in the closet—long sealed shut with
masking tape and memories.

She pulled away the tape and pried the panel open.

A puff of musty air escaped. Cobwebs clung to the corners. She grabbed a flashlight, clicked it on,
and took a breath.

“I swear, Jules,” she muttered, “if there’s a plastic clown in here, I’'m burning your car.”
She ducked down and crawled into the dark.

It was cramped and dusty. Her flashlight swept over bins of old toys, a forgotten beanbag, and—
finally—a small, plastic treasure chest tucked behind a stack of books.

She pulled it toward her, heart quickening. On top was one more envelope.
"You've almost earned the freedom you seek.

One final riddle, one last peek.

Look where you see yourself the most—

A framed reflection, pale as ghost.

(You're gonna look great.)

_J"



Emily groaned aloud.

“The mirror,” she muttered. “Of course it’s the mirror.”

She backed out of the crawlspace, brushing off dust and lint, and sprinted to her bedroom.
What would she find in her mirror?

And—more importantly—would it come with the key?

Chapter 5: The Final Reflection

Emily stood in front of her bedroom mirror, panting slightly from the sprint upstairs. She ran a hand
through her red ponytail and aimed the flashlight at the frame.

The riddle had been clear:

"Look where you see yourself the most—
A framed reflection, pale as ghost."

The mirror.

She stepped closer, inspecting it from edge to edge. It was an old standing mirror with a carved
wooden frame, chipped at the corners. Her reflection stared back—pink romper, dust-smudged
knees, a flush of irritation blooming across her freckled cheeks.

Then she noticed something strange.
At the top of the mirror frame, just behind a curl of peeling wood, was a glint of metal.

Emily reached up and pried at the frame. A tiny compartment popped open, revealing a folded
paper. Her heart jumped—but there was no key. Just another clue, in Jules’s loopy handwriting:

"You’'ve come so far, you’re nearly free,

But one last thing: come talk to me.

Where sky meets swing, where secrets flew—

I'll be there waiting, dressed like you.

Bring courage. And maybe snacks.

_J"

Emily read it twice, mouth falling open.

“She’s outside?” she said aloud, incredulous. “And dressed like me?!”

She looked down at the romper and groaned. It wasn’t even remotely funny anymore. Except—
maybe it was, just a little. Emily grabbed a granola bar, shoved it in her pocket, and headed outside
again, barefoot this time, brushing bits of attic dust from her arms.



The park’s swing set sat at the far end, mostly empty except for a single figure waiting under the tree
where the ground dipped slightly. As Emily approached, her eyes adjusted—and she burst out
laughing.

Jules was sitting cross-legged in the grass wearing a romper nearly identical to Emily’s.
Except hers was sky-blue.

White piping, oversized buttons, same ridiculous zipper pull. She even had pigtails—fake ones
clipped into her short brown hair—and she was sipping juice from a bright orange box.

“Oh my God,” Emily gasped, hands on her knees. “What are you wearing?”
Jules grinned like a guilty cat. “We match. Isn’t it adorable?”

“You look like a children’s show escapee.”

“So do you. But look how far you’ve come!”

Emily threw a piece of grass at her. “You buried fake keys, sent me into the attic, crawlspace, park...
and you’re here the whole time?”

Jules pulled something from the front of her romper pocket: a tiny, gleaming silver key.
“Tada,” she said, holding it up. “You earned it.”

Emily hesitated. “Is this... going to unlock it? For real?”

“Yup. One turn, zip comes down. You’re free.”

She handed it over, then held up her hands. “But before you use it, you have to admit you kind of
had fun.”

Emily stared at the key, then at her friend, then down at her ridiculous outfit. The entire day had
been ridiculous. Embarrassing. Humbling. Kind of awesome.

“Maybe,” she said. “But if you ever do this again...”
“Oh, | will,” Jules said, already standing up. “You were so cute all flustered.”

Emily held the key in her fingers, the small, ornate silver glint catching the afternoon sun. She stared
at it, then down at the zipper—finally unlocked, mercifully responsive.

She glanced around the park. A kid zipped past on a scooter. A jogger nodded as he passed. Her
hands paused at the zipper.

“Oh, right,” she muttered. “Still outside.”
Jules raised an eyebrow. “What, afraid of giving the birds a show?”
“I'm not stripping in public, Jules. Even you must have limits.”

“I mean... fair,” Jules said, flopping back into the grass with a rustle. “Though I’'m honestly impressed
you made it this far without committing a wardrobe-based crime.”

Emily pocketed the key with a sharp little smirk. “Think I'll hold onto this for now.”

Jules sat up slowly. “Wait—what? You’re keeping the key?”



Emily tilted her head innocently. “Yup.”

“You're not even gonna see if mine is locked too?” Jules’s voice was half a laugh, half a nervous edge.
Emily crossed her arms. “Is yours locked?”

Jules hesitated, then muttered, “...Maybe.”

“Maybe?”

With a sigh, Jules stood, dusted off her romper, and turned slightly to show her zipper pull—identical
to Emily’s, with the same tiny keyhole embedded in its base.

“Mine locked the moment | zipped it up this morning,” she said. “And | gave you the only key.”
Emily grinned slowly, wickedly.

“Oh, this is rich,” she said, pacing a slow circle around Jules. “So you planned a whole humiliating
scavenger hunt to trap me in a romper... and now you’re stuck in one too?”

Jules put her hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay, look—before you go full villain, let me explain.”
Emily narrowed her eyes but said nothing.

“This whole thing—it wasn’t just my idea,” Jules said, growing suddenly more earnest. “Your mom
was in on it.”

Emily blinked. “My mom?”

“She’s the one who found the romper. Said it reminded her of something you wore as a kid. We
started talking about how serious you’ve been lately—how stressed and buttoned-up all the time.”

“Because | have a job, Jules. Responsibilities. | don’t have time to run around in toddler cosplay.”

“I know,” Jules said, stepping closer. “But you were burning yourself out. We just... wanted to remind
you that you don’t always have to be so grown-up. That it’s okay to look silly sometimes. To laugh at
yourself. To play.”

Emily looked away, jaw tightening. A part of her wanted to stay mad—but the other part
remembered laughing in the attic, running barefoot across the lawn, the kind words from Mrs.
Langford, the dusty thrill of adventure. It hadn’t just been a prank. It had been... freeing.

And now Jules stood before her, trapped in the same outfit, slightly nervous and entirely sincere.
“You really locked yourself in just to make a point?” Emily asked.

Jules grinned. “I figured if I’'m gonna dish it out, | should be willing to eat it too.”

Emily took the key from her pocket and rolled it between her fingers.

“Well...” she said slowly, “I was going to hold this ransom until you promised never to mess with my
clothes again...”

Jules made a face. “Fair”

“...But then again,” Emily continued, raising an eyebrow, “I could wait until we’re inside and make you
explain the whole thing to my mom dressed like that.”



Jules paled slightly. “You wouldn’t.”
Emily shrugged. “Try me.”
They stared at each other a beat longer before both broke into laughter.

Emily turned the key over in her palm again, feeling its weight—small, delicate, oddly symbolic now.
She glanced down at the unlocked zipper, just resting there on her chest. Then she looked out across
the empty swing set, the fading golden sun casting long shadows across the park.

Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing... being out here, ridiculous and all.

“You know what?” she said, slipping the key from the pull and turning it over once more.
Jules looked at her, confused. “What?”

Emily smiled, a little slower this time. “Maybe I’'m not quite done being unserious yet.”

And with that, she pressed the key back into the zipper pull and gave it a turn. Click. The satisfying
little sound locked the romper back in place.

Jules blinked. “You relocked it?”

Emily tossed her the key. “You keep it for now. | don’t trust myself not to chicken out in twenty
minutes.”

Jules caught the key, then slowly grinned. “Well, look who’s leaning into chaos.”
“I'm not climbing any more trees,” Emily warned, but her voice was light.

The two of them spent the next hour darting around the park like children set loose after school.
They played an impromptu game of tag, tried to swing as high as they could, and even dared each
other to slide down the narrow, squeaky plastic slide that was clearly not meant for adult hips.

For a while, neither of them thought about the zippers or the ridiculous clothes. It was just fun.
Laughter. Grass stains. Breezes in their hair.

Eventually, breathless and giggling, they collapsed onto the grass under the old oak.

“Okay,” Emily said between breaths. “Now... | think I’'m ready to go home and never wear this again.”
Jules reached into her pocket. Then froze.

“What?” Emily sat up.

Jules patted herself down, then again. Her eyes widened. “Oh no. Oh no no no no...”

Emily stiffened. “Don’t say it.”

“It’s gone. The key. |I—it must’ve fallen out somewhere in the park.”

Emily was already scrambling to her feet. “You lost the only key?!”

“I had it! | swear, it was just in my pocket!”



The two of them rushed around the
swings, the slide, the patch of clover
by the slide’s base. They even shook
the trash bin. Nothing. The key was
gone.

Defeated, sweaty, and panting, they
finally gave up and trudged back
home.

Emily rang the doorbell, arms crossed
over her chest as Jules stood beside
her, sheepish.

Her mother opened the door, blinking
in surprise at the sight of the two of
them—rumpled, grass-streaked, and
still very much romper-clad.

“Well,” her mother said, leaning
against the doorframe. “Looks like you
had a fun day.”

Emily huffed. “We need the spare key.”

Her mother arched a brow. “Oh? Lost the first one already?”

“It was Jules’s fault,” Emily said, gesturing like an annoyed sibling. “She had one job.”
Her mother looked at Jules, who raised a guilty hand.

“Please, Mom,” Emily said. “We’re ready to be grown-ups again.”

Her mother smiled, but didn’t move. “Are you sure?”

Emily hesitated. “What?”

Her mother leaned in a little. “You looked happier just now than I've seen in months. Are you sure
you’re ready to give that up?”

Emily opened her mouth. Closed it again.

“I'm not saying forever,” her mom continued. “But maybe a little more of that fun wouldn’t hurt once
in a while.”

Emily looked at Jules, who looked right back at her and shrugged.
Then Emily groaned. “You’re in on it again, aren’t you?”

Her mother only smiled wider. “Maybe. But | do have the spare.”

She reached into her cardigan pocket... then paused.

“Well, maybe I'll let you have it... after dinner. We're having spaghetti. No bibs allowed.”



Emily dropped her face into her hands.
Jules whispered, “We’re never getting out, are we?”

Emily muttered through her fingers, “I think | live here now.”



Emily’s Revenge: Operation Dress Code

Chapter 1: The Setup

A week had passed since the Great Romper Incident, and life had mostly returned to normal. Emily
was back in jeans and blazers, the zipper key now hanging on a keychain as a reminder—and,
perhaps, a warning. Jules had promised to behave. Emily had pretended to believe her.

But Emily wasn’t done.

It was Saturday morning when Jules received a very official-looking envelope in her mailbox. The
return address said “Midtown Fashion Collective: Local Influencer Experience” in fancy print.

Inside was a glossy invitation:
Congratulations!

You’ve been selected for a local fashion fusion program celebrating creative expression and
community collaboration!

Your personal styling session will begin at 10:00 AM sharp this Sunday.
Please wear the outfit provided in the sealed bag—no substitutions allowed.
As a bonus: your experience will be filmed for a local art exhibit. Smile big!
—MFC Outreach Team

Attached was a sealed garment bag labeled “LOOK 1 — Jules”, and a sticker on the front that read:
“Confidence is everything.”

Naturally, Jules was thrilled. “Emily!” she called as she marched into her friend’s apartment later that
day, bag in hand. “I got scouted. Scouted.”

Emily, lounging on her couch with her phone, barely looked up. “Hmm? That’s wild.”

“I didn’t even apply! They must’ve seen my dance video from the pool party. It’s finally happening.
This city is starting to understand me.”

“Oh definitely,” Emily said, biting back a smirk.

She didn’t mention the fact that she—and her mother—had printed the invitation on their home
printer at 2 AM the night before.

Chapter 2: The Look

Sunday morning came. Jules arrived at the designated location—a small, tucked-away studio
downtown—wearing the required outfit from the bag.

It was... a lot.
The ensemble included:

A pastel yellow frilly dress with puff sleeves, a bib collar, and giant novelty buttons



Striped white-and-yellow knee socks

Patent leather Mary Janes

And the crowning touch: a headband with bunny ears
The mirror in the studio revealed the full effect. Jules tilted her head.
“Huh,” she said aloud. “It’s giving... preschool Easter brunch.”

Then the door opened—and in walked Emily and her mother, both dressed in sleek, coordinated
black jumpsuits, holding clipboards.

“Good morning,” Emily said brightly. “Welcome to your styling evaluation. On behalf of the Midtown
Fashion Collective—also known as Operation Dress Code—we’re here to assess your ability to take
what you dish out.”

Jules blinked. “Wait. You did this?”

Emily walked slowly around her like a fashion show judge. “You locked me in a pink romper. Sent me
digging in dirt. Made me confront my inner child. You didn’t think I'd respond in kind?”

Mrs. Parker gave a cheerful thumbs-up from behind her clipboard. “I made the socks!”
Jules groaned. “Et tu, Emily’s mom?”

“Oh please, sweetie,” she said. “You had this coming.”

Chapter 3: The Exhibition

The day only escalated from there.

Jules was required to complete a series of "fashion influencer tasks" in her outfit, including:
Filming a fake product review of imaginary cereal called SunnyBuns
Dancing in the park to children’s music (Emily played DJ)

Answering questions like, “What’s your favorite snack at nap time?” while maintaining “high-
fashion energy”

Every moment was caught on video.

To her credit, Jules committed hard—because if there was one thing she couldn’t stand, it was being
outdone.

By the end, she was posing dramatically in a sandbox with a plastic shovel, grinning like she owned
the world.

“You know,” she said, brushing sand off her puffy skirt, “I look good. People were totally into it.”
Emily rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible.”

“I'm an icon,” Jules replied. “And also, possibly, banned from three coffee shops now.”



Epilogue

Later that night, Emily handed Jules a folded card.

Inside was a picture of Jules in her bunny-ear outfit, labeled in neat handwriting:
"Retaliation Level: Complete. Expect escalation."

Jules looked up with a slow grin. “Oh, it’s on.”

Mrs. Parker, sipping tea on the couch, just laughed. “Oh dear. What have | started?”



Chapter 1: Romper Reboot

Two weeks had passed since Operation Dress Code, and Emily was back in the thick of real life—tight
deadlines, morning meetings, and coworkers who still somehow mistook her for an intern despite
two promotions.

She was sitting at her desk, staring at three open tabs and a blinking cursor that refused to
cooperate, when her phone buzzed.

Mom:

You’re sounding tense again, sweetheart. Want to stop by this evening?
Emily stared at the screen for a moment, then typed a tired response.
Emily:

I’'m fine. Just work stuff.

Might come by after dinner.

She didn’t. She went home instead and collapsed on her bed in business slacks and a wrinkled
blouse, utterly drained.

Chapter 2: Something Familiar

The next morning, Emily woke to something unsettlingly familiar.
At the foot of her bed sat two folded ouffits.

She blinked. No. No, no, no.

“Oh, come on,” she groaned, sitting up.

One was a pink romper—nearly identical to the one from before, but with a heart-shaped zipper pull.
The other was light blue and clearly meant for Jules. Each had a little paper tag safety-pinned to the
front with the girls’ names written in marker.

Beneath the rompers was a folded piece of paper, in her mother’s neat script:
“You’re both overdue for a perspective reset.

One day. Two rompers.

Assignment: rediscover joy. Report back by dinner.

P.S. There is no key this time. You’ll get that after dessert.”

Emily nearly laughed—nearly. Instead, she groaned into her pillow.

Chapter 3: The Recruitment

An hour later, Emily knocked on Jules’s door.



When Jules answered, she was wearing fuzzy socks, holding a slice of toast, and rubbing sleep from
her eyes. “Mmph?”

Emily held up the blue romper. “She’s doing it again.”
Jules blinked, then grinned. “Your mom is the best.”
“She’s conspiring with God, Jules. | swear, | am thirty seconds from shredding this thing with a fork.”

Jules snatched the romper. “Come on. You're fried. You look like a haunted barista. We could use a
reset.”

Emily sighed and admitted, under her breath, “I actually considered calling in sick.”

“Exactly,” Jules said, turning toward her room. “Let’s get dressed. Let’s give your mom a show. Then
let’s go find the stupidest joy we can find.”

Emily stared at her pink romper. It sat on the back of the couch like a pink dare.

“...Fine,” she muttered. “But this time, we stay far away from slides.”

Chapter 4: Joy Assignment

By noon, the two girls were in full uniform, locked in once again—though this time by choice. They
made stops at:

A roadside fruit stand where they bought the biggest watermelons they could carry and got into an
impromptu seed-spitting contest.

A dog park (despite not owning dogs), where they befriended a Great Dane named Tofu and ended
up in a tug-of-war with his leash.

A kids’ science museum, where they convinced the receptionist they were doing “field research”
and played with every exhibit—including the bubble wall and the earthquake simulator.

At one point, a little girl tugged on Emily’s romper and said, “I like your outfit. You look happy.”
Emily blinked. Then smiled. “Thanks.”
By midafternoon, Emily was still ridiculous-looking. Still zipper-trapped. Still slightly embarrassed.

But... she wasn’t tired. Not in the usual way.

Chapter 5: Dessert and the Key

That evening, the girls arrived at Emily’s house, sticky with popsicle stains, covered in grass, and
grinning like escaped summer camp counselors.

Her mom greeted them at the door with raised eyebrows and a smirk. “You did the assignment?”
Jules nodded proudly. “Mission Joy: complete.”
Emily rolled her eyes, but added, “Don’t push it, but... yeah.”

Her mom smiled and held up two tiny keys—one with a heart, one with a star.



“Dessert’s in the kitchen. Freedom’s after ice cream.”
Emily reached for the key, but her mom pulled it back just slightly.

“Or,” she said teasingly, “you can wait ‘til tomorrow and spend the night like that. | did get new
rompers in different colors...”

Emily gasped. “You didn’t.”

Her mom winked. “I'll let you decide.”

Chapter 6: The Overnight Challenge

“You’re not serious,” Emily said, halfway through her second bowl of strawberry ice cream.

Her mother, sipping tea with a suspicious glint in her eye, smiled over the rim of her cup. “I'm always
serious about character-building experiences.”

Jules, her legs dangling off the kitchen stool in the blue romper, leaned forward. “So what, we spend
the night locked in again? No keys ‘til morning?”

Her mother nodded. “Exactly. But don't worry—there will be bathroom breaks and face-washing.
Supervised. One at a time.”

Emily put down her spoon. “Supervised? Mom, we’re not five.”

“You act like five-year-olds when you're together,” she said cheerfully. “It only seems fair.”
Later That Night

The “bathroom rotation” began around 10:00 PM.

One at a time, the girls were let out of their rompers—under watchful eyes—for exactly five minutes.
They were given fresh T-shirts and cozy shorts to change into temporarily, along with a strict warning:

“You get five minutes. No plotting. No sabotage. No sneaking out the window.”
After their solo breaks, they were zipped back into their rompers. Click. Lock. Goodnight.

By 11:00 PM, the girls were curled up in sleeping bags on Emily’s bedroom floor—still wearing their
locked pink and blue uniforms.

“Tell me again how we got here,” Emily mumbled, staring at the ceiling.

“You got stressed,” Jules replied, “and your mom decided the solution was to infantilize us both.”
Emily turned on her side. “And you're enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Maybe,” Jules admitted. “A little.”

A pause.

“...You do realize she’s definitely planning something for tomorrow, right?” Emily said.

“Oh, 100%,” Jules whispered. “I saw her carrying something shiny and plastic into the laundry room
earlier”



They lay in silence for a moment.

Then, in perfect unison: “We’re doomed.”

Chapter 7: New Day, New Rompers

Morning came with the smell of pancakes and... vinyl?

Emily stretched groggily and blinked at the foot of her sleeping bag. Two new rompers lay neatly
folded on a chair—shiny, waterproof, and undeniably childish.

One was bright yellow, with a duck pattern and puffed sleeves. The other was mint green, decorated
with rainbows and clouds. Both had built-in elastic bloomers, bib-style chest panels, and oversized
ring zippers.

Jules groaned. “She went full preschool fashion designer.”
A note lay on top:
**“Rise and shine! New rompers, new rules:

Waterproof for today’s ‘splashy’ activity.

Same locks, same fun.

No swaps, no escape.

P.S. You'll want sunscreen. :)**

—Mom”

By the time the girls were zipped and clicked into their new uniforms, they had resigned themselves
to fate.

“You look like a cartoon duck,” Emily muttered.

“You look like a Lisa Frank swimsuit from 1993,” Jules shot back.

They stomped down to the kitchen, their squeaky new rompers slightly rustling as they walked.
Her mother beamed. “Aren’t you two just precious?”

“We're not talking to you,” Emily said.

“I made waffles.”

“...We're listening.”

Chapter 8: Splash Zone

It took less than five minutes after breakfast for the girls to realize what “splashy activity” meant.

Emily and Jules stood in the backyard, now transformed by Emily’s mother into a full-on obstacle
course made of inflatable kiddie pools, sprinklers, water balloons, and a hose snaking along the grass
like a lazy river.



“I’'m going to regret everything about today,” Emily muttered, shifting uncomfortably as the vinyl
romper squeaked with every step.

“I already am,” Jules said. “l can hear my thighs sticking together.”

Emily’s mother popped out from behind the patio door with a whistle. “Okay, girls! You’ve got 30
minutes to complete the course. Finish it dry, you win. Finish soaked, you lose!”

Jules looked down at her ducky romper and deadpanned, “Define ‘win.”
But Emily was already resigned. “Let's just get this over with.”
The Course

The first challenge was crawling through a
mesh tunnel lined with damp sponges.
Jules immediately slipped and came out
with her pigtails soaked.

Next came the balloon gauntlet—dozens
of water balloons suspended from strings.
Emily dodged right into one, which
exploded directly on her chest.

Splat.

“Right,” she said, blinking. “So that’s how
this day’s going.”

They stumbled through hula hoops, slid
down a makeshift tarp slide straight into a
baby pool, and by the time they reached
the final challenge—dodging sprays from
oscillating sprinklers—both were
drenched.

Jules was giggling. Emily had stopped
trying to maintain dignity around balloon
two.

As they collapsed onto the lawn, wet and
breathless, Emily’s mother held up her
phone and snapped a photo.

“Look at you two!” she said. “You haven’t laughed that hard in ages.”
“We’re going to turn into bath toys,” Emily said, wiping water off her forehead.

“Correction,” Jules added. “We already look like bath toys.”

Chapter 9: Still Locked

Later that afternoon, the girls towel-dried in the sun, stretched out on beach chairs with lemonades
in hand. But their rompers still clicked when they moved.



Emily tugged at her zipper. “How about that key now?”

Her mother stepped out onto the deck with a plate of cookies. “Didn’t | say after dinner?”
“Mom,” Emily groaned. “We’re dry now. We did your whole chaos course. We earned this.”
Her mother grinned. “Well... almost.”

She pulled a tiny item from her pocket—not the keys, but a note.

“Final challenge:

Help clean up the backyard.

Wearing exactly what you're wearing.

After that, and only then: freedom.

P.S. The hose stays on.”

Jules laughed so hard she nearly spilled her lemonade.

Emily slumped back in her chair. “I should’'ve moved out years ago.”

Chapter 10: The Final Challenge

The sun hung low as the backyard sparkled with water, glittering puddles reflecting the chaos left
behind. Inflatable pools sagged with exhaustion, water balloons lay in shredded halves across the
lawn, and the garden hose coiled like a mischievous snake by the flowerbeds.

Emily and Jules were handed a broom, a bucket, and a warning.

“Leave one balloon unaccounted for,” Emily’s mom said with mock sternness, “and | delay the keys
another hour”

The girls groaned in harmony but got to work.

It wasn’t as bad as they feared—though the hose did somehow “accidentally” spray them more than
once under suspicious circumstances.

By the end, their vinyl rompers were dry-ish, their hair was frizzed, and their faces were flushed with
tired pride. The backyard looked like nothing had ever happened... unless you counted the faint
rainbow duck-shaped footprints on the patio.

The Key Moment

On the back steps, Emily’s mother held out her hands. Resting in each palm was a familiar silver key:
heart for Emily, star for Jules.

“You earned them,” she said. “Just in time for dinner.”
Emily stepped forward, taking hers cautiously. Jules followed suit.
Click. Click.

The zippers slid down smoothly, and for the first time in over 24 hours, they were free.



Emily exhaled a dramatic sigh of relief. “Finally. | feel like | just finished a marathon through a toy
aisle.”

Jules stretched. “I think the vinyl fused to my soul.”

As they changed back into dry, grown-up clothes, Emily’s mother watched with a small, satisfied
smile.

“Oh,” she said lightly as the girls passed her in the hallway, “this won’t be the last time you see those
rompers.”

Emily froze. “I'm sorry, what?”

Her mother winked. “I’'ve already ordered a fall collection. Waterproof and fleece-lined.”
Jules dropped her bag. “You're joking.”

“You’re not joking,” Emily said.

Her mother only smiled and walked off humming, keys jingling.

Epilogue: A Secret Smile

That night, after dinner and a long shower, Emily lay in bed, phone glowing softly in her hand. Jules
had texted:

Jules:
if she shows up with pumpkin-printed rompers I’'m leaving the country
Emily stared at the screen for a moment, then typed slowly:
Emily:
if it has hoods and pockets... might be kind of cute though
She stared at it.
Then deleted it.
Then retyped it.
Then hit send.
Her phone buzzed:
Jules:
don’t worry. I'll make sure we match again @
...See you next mission?
Emily turned off her phone, rolled over, and smiled to herself in the dark.
She wouldn’t admit it out loud. Not yet.

But yeah...



She was already looking forward to next time.

Chapter 11: The Fall Collection (Now With Surprise Guest)

The air was crisp, the leaves just beginning to turn, and Emily had foolishly allowed herself to believe
that maybe—just maybe—the Romper Era had come to a dignified close.

That illusion ended the moment she opened her closet and saw three brand-new rompers hanging
neatly on velvet hangers, autumn-themed and unmistakably intentional.

One was pumpkin-orange with quilted fabric and a soft fleece lining. Another was forest green with
acorn buttons and a tiny squirrel embroidered on the chest. The third was maroon and gold with leaf
patterns and a hood that looked suspiciously like it had ears.

A note hung from the rack:

Welcome to the Fall Collection Q

Styles by: Mom

Coordination by: Jules

Assignment #3: “Autumn Exploration”

Bonus twist: you’ll have company this time @

P.S. Don’t make a scene—she already agreed. Mostly.
Emily stared at the note, heart sinking.

"She? Who is she?"

The answer arrived fifteen minutes later in the form of a knock on the door.

Chapter 12: Enter the Cousin

Standing on the doorstep with an overnight bag and a deeply confused expression was Natalie,
Emily’s cousin from the city—sharp, fashion-forward, and unflappable in most scenarios.

“Hey,” Natalie said warily. “Auntie said you were having a ‘seasonal bonding experience’ and that |
should bring comfy shoes. She might have mentioned... matching outfits.”

Emily pinched the bridge of her nose. “You didn’t ask follow-up questions?”
“I was told there’d be cider and Instagram opportunities.”

Emily stepped aside. “You've been drafted.”

Chapter 13: Trial by Flannel

Within an hour, the three girls were dressed and zipped into their respective rompers:



Emily in burnt orange
with cable-knit detailing

Jules in a goldenrod
checkered pattern with
an oversized collar

Natalie in deep red
with leaf appliqués and a
hood shaped like a fox
face

Each zipper had the now-
familiar click of a locking
mechanism. Each girl had
a tiny, leaf-shaped tag on
her chest reading
"Property of Fall Squad."

Natalie tugged at her hood. “This is ridiculous. | look like a cartoon lumberjack.”
“You agreed,” Emily reminded her.
“I agreed under emotional duress. She had cider donuts.”

Jules clapped her hands together. “Alright, Team Leaf Pile. First challenge: leaf raking relay race. Loser
gets to rake the neighbor’s yard too.”

Chapter 14: Fall Mayhem

The day escalated with seasonal madness:
They bobbed for apples in oversized cauldrons.
Played a chaotic game of pumpkin bowling (small pumpkins, fragile nerves).

Took “serious” autumn fashion photos in the woods, trying to pose glamorously while dressed like
mascots of a fall craft fair.

Natalie tried to act annoyed—but by the time they were diving into a pile of leaves, she was laughing
just as hard as the others.

“I can’t believe I'm saying this,” she muttered through a mouthful of leaf bits, “but | might not sue
your mom.”

“She grows on you,” Emily said. “Like moss. Or glitter.”

Chapter 15: A Growing Problem

By the end of the day, the three girls trudged back inside, cheeks flushed, rompers dusty but intact.

Emily's mother met them at the door, arms folded.



“Well?” she said. “Did we bond?”

“No jury would convict me,” Emily mumbled.

Jules grinned. “We're a team. We're unstoppable. We are the Autumn Avengers.”
Natalie held up a finger. “You are aware we’re still locked into these, right?”
Emily's mother smiled. “Oh yes. That’s why | have three spare keys this time.”
She reached into her sweater pocket... and paused.

“..Somewhere,” she said, patting her sides. “Maybe.”

The girls stared at her.

“No.”

“Oh yes,” she said, heading back toward the kitchen. “Maybe after pie.”

By the time the girls had eaten pie, the sun had set and Emily’s mother was already fluffing up the
pillows in the living room.

“You’ll sleep out here tonight,” she announced cheerfully. “Camp-style.”

The girls exchanged looks.

“Why do | feel like she has something else planned?” Natalie asked, eyeing her aunt warily.
“She always does,” Emily replied darkly, peeling a leaf out of her hood.

“Don’t sound so suspicious,” her mom said. “It’s just a classic fall sleepover! Warm drinks, popcorn, a
wholesome movie—"

“And matching pajamas?” Jules asked.

Her mother’s smile widened.

Waiting on the couch were three folded fleece pajama sets. But of course, these weren’t ordinary
pajamas. Each set was a one-piece footed sleeper with a zipper and, yes, a locking mechanism.



The patterns:

Emily’s was dark blue with little
moons and stars, and glow-in-the-
dark constellations.

Jules’s had a pink cloud motif with
cartoon sheep and little sewn-on
mittens dangling from the sleeves.

Natalie’s was forest green with
foxes in scarves and a large fuzzy tail
sewn onto the back.

And just to complete the experience,
each outfit came with a soft fleece
night bonnet. A tiny note was pinned
to each one:

“No key until sunrise.
No omiaining.
And no sneaking snacks.”

“Okay,” Natalie said flatly, “this is absolutely blackmail.”

“You can’t blackmail someone if they’re already part of the cult,” Jules whispered, giggling as she
zipped herself in.

Emily gave her mother a death glare. “You know these look like toddler Halloween costumes.”
Her mom, sipping her tea, nodded proudly. “Adulthood is exhausting. Embrace the regression.”

Zipped in and locked for the night, the girls eventually collapsed into a pile of pillows and blankets.
They drank hot cider, watched old cartoons, and mocked each other mercilessly until they fell asleep
in their ridiculous fleece armor.

The next morning brought the unmistakable sound of rain—steady, relentless, and loud.
Emily woke up blinking into a fuzzy hood, still sealed in her footie pajamas.
Jules stretched beside her. “That tail on Natalie’s suit really wiggles when she turns.”

“Don’t talk about it,” Natalie groaned, flopping onto her back. “I had dreams about chasing
squirrels.”

Emily’s mom poked her head in. “Good morning, my seasonal darlings! Hope you're well-rested,
because we have outdoor plans today!”

Emily sat up. “It’s pouring.”

Her mother beamed. “Exactly. Which is why you’ll be wearing these...”



She stepped aside to reveal three new outfits laid out on the dining table.

They were waterproof overalls, each made of a slick, rainproof vinyl material in vibrant autumn
colors:

Emily’s were deep maroon with brass
buckles and a chest patch shaped like a
maple leaf.

Jules’s were bright orange with oversized
buttons and a hood shaped like a pumpkin
stem.

Natalie’s were mustard yellow with a faux
corduroy texture and little rain boots to
match.

But beneath them, folded neatly, were
matching waterproof jackets—fitted with
high collars and tight wrist cuffs, meant to be
worn underneath the overalls. They zipped
all the way up to the neck and, naturally,
included little zipper locks.

“Why jackets under overalls?” Emily asked warily.

“For insulation and splash protection,” her mother said as if it were obvious. “These puddles won’t
jump in themselves.”

“Are we going to a bog?” Natalie muttered.

“Sort of,” Jules said, already picking up her orange suit. “She’s taking us to the farm trail. | saw the
flyer. There's a ‘Pumpkin Puddle Path’ today.”

Emily narrowed her eyes at her mom. “You’re seriously sending us out into mud... dressed like this?”

“Oh,” her mom said with a twinkle in her eye, “you’ll thank me when you see the hay maze.”

Chapter 18: The Pumpkin Puddle Path

The trailhead sign read:
“Welcome to Maple Trail Farm’s Pumpkin Puddle Path!
Warning: Expect mud, water, and shrieking.”

Emily, Jules, and Natalie stood at the start of the trail in their newly issued waterproof rompers, now
unmistakably less like overalls and more like one-piece splash suits. The sides were higher, the
shoulder straps sleek and seamless, and each romper zipped up the front with a prominent round
zipper pull—each one featuring a tiny, unmistakable keyhole.

Emily stared at hers, groaning. “I thought we were past this phase.”



“I’'m more concerned,” Natalie said, pulling her hood over her head, “that your mom’s getting better
at designing these.”

Jules twisted at her waist. “These actually fit pretty well. Is that scary or... functional?”

Emily’s mother, from the car with an umbrella, cheerfully called out, “See you in two hours! Text if
someone gets stuck!”

And with that, the three girls were left standing in the drizzle, facing a mud-soaked path with no
option to turn back.

Chapter 19: Splash and Dash

The first stretch of the trail was innocent enough—just a little damp, scattered with hay bales and
decorative pumpkins. But then the ground began to sink.

Literally.

“I'think I just lost half a boot,” Jules said, yanking her leg from a deceptively deep puddle. “This mud
is sentient.”

The path sloped downhill, winding past makeshift scarecrows, haystack bridges, and finally—an
archway labeled “SQUASH SPLASH ZONE.”

A kid ran past them giggling and completely drenched.
Emily closed her eyes. “We’re going in, aren’t we?”
Natalie smirked. “Better us than the dry-cleaner.”

The three girls plunged ahead. Splashing. Slipping. At one point, Natalie managed to accidentally
launch a pumpkin half onto Jules's head like a slimy helmet. Jules retaliated by belly-flopping into a
puddle to cover her in mud.

“I' hate everything,” Emily said, wiping her face, “and I’'m starting to like it.”

Chapter 20: Dry Again... Kind Of

Two hours later, they reached the farm’s end pavilion. It was sheltered, warm, and smelled like
cinnamon doughnuts. But none of them could unzip.

Emily tugged at her zipper. “Still locked. She really did it again.”
Jules sighed. “We should’ve brought snacks to trade for the key.”
“I told you we should’ve stolen a pie from the stand,” Natalie said. “This is what loyalty gets us.”
Their phones buzzed at the same time. A text from Emily’s mom.
Hope you survived!
Keys are waiting at the finish line... inside the corn maze. @

They stared at the screen.



“Nope,” Emily said. “Not doing another step.”
A pause.
Then Jules looked toward the maze and smirked. “Race you?”

Emily blinked. “...Fine. But the loser gets to carry the hay-sogged romper laundry bag.’

Natalie rolled her eyes. “As long as there’s cider at the end, I'm in.”

Chapter 21: The Corn Maze Conspiracy

The entrance to the corn maze was marked by a crooked wooden sign reading:
"The Maze of Mild Peril"
(Enter if ye dare. Exit if ye can find it.)

Emily, Jules, and Natalie stood shoulder to shoulder in their damp, mud-speckled rompers, steam
rising faintly from the vinyl in the cool air.

“I feel like we're being hunted,” Jules muttered.

“We are,” Natalie replied, pointing to the scarecrow by the entrance. Around its neck hung three keys
on ribbons. Below it, a laminated note:

“The keys are real.

But only one is yours.

Find the matching tag at the center of the maze.”

—Mom (a.k.a. the Corn Queen)

“She’s named herself the Corn Queen now?” Emily asked, deadpan.
“Honestly,” Jules said, “I kind of respect it.”

They split up immediately, weaving through the narrow dirt paths, corn stalks rising high on both
sides like golden walls. The mud clung to their shoes. Occasionally they’d hear someone squeal—
once Natalie shouted, “A CHICKEN!” but it was only a lawn ornament that had fallen over.

Emily, moving carefully, reached the center clearing first. A folding table sat in the middle under a
tarp, with a sign:

“If you’ve made it this far, congratulations.

Your tag is somewhere among the snacks.”

A small box labeled "Treats & Tricks" sat innocently on the table. Inside were—
“Candy corn,” Emily muttered. “She really committed to this.”

She pulled out a tiny felt tag with her name stitched in gold thread. “Found it!”

Just as Jules came skidding around the corner. “I got... lost in a scarecrow loop. | circled the same ear
of corn three times.”



Natalie arrived last, covered in corn silk and pride. “Found a worm. Named it Deborah. We're friends

”

now.
Each girl held up her personalized tag. They retrieved their keys from the scarecrow at the exit.
Click. Click. Click.

The zippers finally relented.

Their suits unzipped smoothly, freeing them from their cozy vinyl armor. Each let out a deep,
dramatic sigh—half relief, half laughter.

Chapter 22: Victory and Hot Chocolate

Back at Emily’s house, the girls lounged on the couch wrapped in fleece blankets, sipping homemade
hot cocoa. Their muddy rompers sat bundled in the laundry room, quietly steaming judgment.

Emily’s mom walked in, apron still on, holding a tray of pumpkin scones. “So. Did you survive my Fall
Trials?”

Jules, mouth full, gave a thumbs-up. “Traumatized. Enlightened. 10 out of 10.”

Natalie reached for another scone. “If you ever want to launch a themed escape room empire, | think
you’ve got it in you.”

Emily gave her mom a long look. “Just promise me... this is the end of the seasonal outfit saga?”
Her mom smiled sweetly. “Of course. Until winter.”

All three girls turned to stare at her.

“..No,” Emily said.

“Absolutely not,” Natalie added.

Jules just laughed.

But secretly—beneath the blankets, behind the cocoa, and beneath all the mock protest—none of
them could help but wonder:

What would the Winter Collection look like?

And would there be sledding?

Chapter 23: First Frost, First Clue

It was the first real snow of the season—thick flakes tumbling lazily from the sky, blanketing the
neighborhood in white. Emily had just sat down with her laptop, prepared to work from home in
peace, when a soft thump hit her front door.

She opened it to find a gift-wrapped box in the snow, topped with a glittery snowflake tag. No return
address.

Inside the box: a pair of soft mittens, a thermos of hot cocoa, and a folded note.



Winter is here &8
New adventures await.
Please report to base camp (Mom’s house) by sundown.
You will be fitted.
P.S. Tell Jules and Natalie they’re not off the hook.
Emily didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She texted the group chat:
Emily:
it’s happening again.
this time there are mittens. and instructions.
dress warm. emotionally too.
Jules:
i am ALREADY wearing snow boots
let’s goooooo
Natalie:
i swear if there’s a snowman romper
i am suing someone

but also i’'m 15 min away and bringing donuts

Chapter 24: The Winter Collection

At Emily’s mother’s house, the living room had been transformed again: fairy lights, wool blankets,
steaming mugs waiting on a tray—and three brand new winter suits hanging on the coat rack.

Not coats.
Not jackets.

But padded snowsuit-style rompers—plush, quilted, clearly insulated, and somehow... very secure-
looking.

Each was one solid piece, with built-in mittens and boots, hoods lined with fur, and high front zippers
with—you guessed it—large round zipper pulls with small keyholes.

The labels read:
Emily: Silver with soft lavender trim and a faint snowflake pattern
Jules: Ice blue with puffed shoulders and star decals
Natalie: Midnight purple with faux belt detail and a polar bear patch

Emily took one look and said, “These are... next level.”



Natalie tilted her head. “These are straight-up arctic infant survival suits.”

Jules just grinned and slipped into hers like it was a party dress. “I’'m thriving.”

One by one, they were zipped up—click—and immediately enveloped in warmth. And immobility.
“These are heavy,” Natalie said, taking a few waddling steps. “And why can’t | bend my elbows?”

“Insulated stiffness builds character,” Emily’s mom said sweetly. “Now: let’s go outside. I've prepared
the sleds.”

Chapter 25: Sled Trials and Snow Fort Wars

The girls were led out to the backyard, where a sledding ramp had been constructed from shovels,
tarps, and a suspicious amount of planning.

At first, the suits made everything awkward—they could barely sit down on the sleds, and had to
help each other up from the snow like stranded beetles.

But once they started sliding,
something shifted. They
whooshed down the icy hill,
squealing, rolling, and laughing
uncontrollably. Snow got
everywhere—inside the hoods,
under the mittens—but the suits
held firm.

,,,,,

Then came the snow fort
challenge.

Two teams. One backyard. All-out
winter war.

Emily and Natalie built a lopsided
castle fortress while Jules, left
alone, created a suspiciously well-
constructed snow cannon and
launched icy grenades from
behind a recycling bin shield. »

By the end, they were breathless, pink-cheeked, and exhausted.

And still very, very stuck in their suits.

Chapter 26: The Ice Key Riddle

Back inside, hot drinks in hand and noses thawing, Emily looked down at her zipper. “So. When do
we get out of these?”

Her mom smiled innocently and handed them each a small plastic cube.



Inside: a metal key, frozen in ice.

“Just leave them in a warm bowl,” she said cheerfully. “Or... earn the heat. The fireplace challenge
begins in ten minutes.”

All three girls stared at her.

“Define fireplace challenge,” Natalie said slowly.

“You'll see,” her mom replied, already walking away.

Jules raised her ice cube key. “Admit it: you’re having fun.”

Emily sighed through a smile. “Against my better judgment... | really am.”

Natalie smirked. “If she shows up with thermal rompers for Valentine’s Day, I'm burning her Pinterest
board.”

Chapter 27: The Fireplace Challenge

The three girls stood shoulder-to-shoulder in their bulky snowsuits, holding frozen keys still sealed in
cubes of ice. Snow clung to their boots, and their breath puffed in the warm air as they eyed the
crackling fireplace in Emily’s mom’s den.

On the mantle, a sign had been placed in front of three metal bowls:
"Challenge:

Melt your key—without breaking it.

But no fire, no microwaves, and no complaining.

You may use:

— One towel

— One cup of hot cocoa (non-consumable)

— One pair of oven mitts

Time limit: 20 minutes.

Winner gets the first pick of PJs for tonight."

Emily groaned. “She’s turned us into contestants on Survivor: Pajama Island.”

Jules was already stuffing her cocoa cup under her armpit, bouncing like a caffeinated penguin. “It's
about thermal dynamics, people. This is science.”

Natalie rolled her eyes, already wrapping her cube in the towel and kneading it with the mitts. “I'm
treating this like a hostage negotiation.”

Emily, less enthusiastic, stared at her key cube. “Mine looks thicker than yours. This is sabotage.”

20 Minutes Later...



Steam curled off the towel piles. Ice puddles dotted the floor. The girls were red-cheeked and mildly
exhausted.

Jules, triumphant, popped her key out of the cube first. “Boom. Glitter sleeper is mine.”

Natalie was second. Emily, with an exaggerated scowl, finally cracked hers and muttered, “l demand a
rematch. With flamethrowers.”

But when the keys clicked into their zipper pulls and the snowsuits were finally undone, they all let
out a unanimous sigh of relief.

“I feel ten pounds lighter,” Natalie said, stretching.

“And three inches taller,” Emily added. “I forgot | had knees.”

Chapter 28: Sleeper Season Returns

After warm showers, braided hair, and mugs of actual cocoa they were allowed to drink, the girls
returned to the den—now transformed for the evening.

The floor was layered in blankets and giant pillows. A stack of movies sat beside the TV. And waiting
neatly on the couch?

Three freshly-laundered footed sleepers.

They were clearly part of the Winter Collection—thicker than before, fleece-lined, with hoods and
built-in mittens. Each had a snowflake patch and zipper pulls that shimmered like icicles.

Jules’s was silvery white with
sparkles woven into the stitching.

Natalie’s was midnight blue with a
northern lights pattern across the
back.

Emily’s was deep cranberry red
with little stitched pine trees along
the cuffs.

Each had a tag reading:

"Zipped. Locked. Lights out at
midnight. Keys in the morning—

maybe. (9"

Natalie held hers up, then gave
Emily a flat look. “We are never
escaping this house.”

“We're not even trying anymore,”

Emily said, already stepping into hers.

Jules zipped hers up and threw herself onto the pillow pile. “I am so ready for hibernation mode.”



By the time the credits rolled on the third movie, the girls were a sleepy pile of quilted fleece and
tangled blankets.

Locked in, yes. Silly-looking, definitely.
But also warm, safe, and laughing even as they protested.
Emily’s mom peeked in once to dim the lights and whisper, “Sweet dreams, snowballs.”

And as the girls drifted off—suits gently swishing with every sleepy movement—none of them would
have admitted it aloud.

But deep down?
They were already wondering:

What would Spring bring?

Chapter 30: Spring Forward, Zip Back

It started with the birdsong. The snow had melted, crocuses poked up from the thawing dirt, and
Emily had dared to wear regular shoes again. For two weeks, the girls had lived blissfully romper-
free. Or so they thought.

Then, one sunny morning, three packages appeared on each of their doorsteps, tied in pastel ribbon.
Inside?
A folded note with a floral border
A small bag of jelly beans
And a bright, cheerful card that read:
“Spring has Sprung! m
And so has your next adventure.
You are cordially invited to:
The Great Bloom Challenge!
Location: Parker Garden Estate (a.k.a. Emily’s Mom'’s backyard)
Dress Code: Enclosed. Secure. Bloom-ready.
Zip assistance will be provided.
P.S. This time... the zippers are in the back.
You're welcome. ()"
Emily immediately called Jules.

“She moved the zippers.”



“I noticed,” Jules said. “I also noticed there’s no key. Or front access. Or dignity.”

Natalie joined the call, deadpan. “I think we’re being slowly trained for a toddler spy agency.”

Chapter 31: Bloom Suits Activated

Arriving at Emily’s mom’s house, the girls found three new outfits waiting on the patio bench, each
one more cheerful—and devious—than the last.

Emily’s suit was pastel pink with embroidered tulips and short puff sleeves, fully enclosed with a
hidden back zipper and a wide zipper pull that clicked shut with a quiet snap.

Jules’s was soft green with daisy appliqués and petal-frilled hems.

Natalie’s was buttercup yellow with tiny stitched bees and matching bloomers layered over the
snug bottom of the romper.

Each came with floral sunhats, matching sandals... and one important instruction on a laminated tag:
“You may not remove your suits until the final blossom is planted.

Zippers are in the back for a reason.

Good luck, Garden Girls!”

Their mission?

Complete Emily’s mom’s backyard
spring planting gauntlet, including:

Wheelbarrowing sacks of soil without
spilling

Transplanting saplings while wearing
oven mitts (spring-themed, of course)

Competing in a daffodil scavenger
hunt that involved crawling through
bushes and answering botany riddles

“I cannot bend in this thing,” Emily
groaned, holding a watering can while
trying to kneel in the grass. “It’s like
gardening in a picnic blanket.”

Jules, kneeling with her zipper strap
peeking out of the back of her ruffled
suit, just grinned. “She’s finally
mastered the art of enforced cooperation. We can’t change unless we help each other.”

Natalie, carrying a tray of fragile sprouts, muttered, “It’s like a low-stakes cult now. But with snacks.”



Chapter 33: Back-Zip Bind and Bloom

By late afternoon, the last flower was in the ground. The girls, muddy, sun-warmed, and thoroughly
exercised, slumped under the old cherry tree, sipping lemonade from pastel straws.

“Can | be released now?” Emily asked, glancing over her shoulder at Jules. “Preferably before my
spine turns into a question mark.”

Jules nodded. “Turn around. | got you.”

One by one, they carefully unzipped each other—click, slide, sigh. The tension of the day slipped
away as the snug spring suits came off.

Natalie finally stretched free and exhaled. “Remind me to install mirrors on my back before next
year.”

They changed into soft sweats, lounging in the shade, the scent of fresh soil and blooms around
them.

Emily’s mom stepped outside, clapping lightly. “Well done, Garden Girls. You’ve survived Spring.”
Then, with a gleam in her eye:

“Hope you're ready for Summer Camp.”

Chapter 34: Camp Chaos Begins

The invitation arrived in early June, printed on pool-party-themed stationery, sealed with a
watermelon sticker.

£ SUMMER CAMP: Parker Edition £4

You are hereby summoned to:

{:} Splash Trials

Q Sun Patrol

@ Water-Resistant Bonding

Location: Backyard & Beyond

Uniforms provided.

Warning: You will get wet.

P.S. Pack nothing. It’s all been handled. @
Emily sighed as she read it aloud. Jules clapped.
Natalie just said, “I swear, if | see another zipper with a keyhole...”

But she still showed up on time—with sunscreen and zero resistance.



Chapter 35: The Summer Collection

Waiting on lawn chairs by the pool were three vivid romper-style swimsuits—made of water-
repellent neoprene, complete with:

Bright colors: tropical pink, seafoam green, and
sunburst orange

Built-in hoods for splash defense

Thigh-length shorts, elastic waists, and capped
sleeves

Back zippers, again, with large metal zipper pulls
and visible keyholes

Tiny embroidered patches: a sun, a wave, and a
citrus slice

On the table sat matching lanyards labeled
“Campers,” along with a laminated schedule:

Today’s Activities:

@ Slip ’n Slide Relay

Q Sponge Bucket Hunt
g'_:. Water Balloon Stratego

€2 Hose Gauntlet Finale

Challenge Rule: Zippers locked from 10 AM to 4 PM.

Breaks only allowed if you work as a team.

Good luck, Splash Cadets!

Emily looked at Jules. “You designed these, didn’t you?”

Jules shrugged, trying not to smile. “I may have offered feedback.”

Natalie held up her orange suit. “What kind of feedback includes hoods and no sleeves?”
“Fun,” Jules replied. “Also chaos.”

Once zipped, clicked, and officially suited up, the girls lined up for the first trial: the Slip ’'n Slide Relay,
now with added dish soap.

Within minutes, they were shrieking messes, sliding into mud, grass, and occasionally each other.
The suits kept everything dry underneath—but looked increasingly comical as they clung and
squelched with water.

Next came the Sponge Bucket Hunt, where they raced to find color-coded sponges hidden under
sprinklers and in inflatable pools. Emily nearly face-planted into a lawn gnome.

“Why is everything slippery,” she gasped, holding up a sponge like it was cursed.



“Because it’s summer,” Natalie answered, holding her fourth sponge and a wicked grin.

Chapter 37: Locked and Loaded

During lunch break, the girls lounged in camp chairs, eating popsicles and drying off —though still
zipped up.

Emily tugged at her back zipper’s ring. “Still locked. Even after the sponge miracle.”
Jules leaned over, tapping her own zipper. “Team release isn’t until we pass the gauntlet.”
“And what exactly is the hose gauntlet?” Natalie asked.

Cue their mom, stepping out onto the patio with two high-powered garden hoses, dual-wielding like
a cinematic villain.

“Oh no.”

“Oh yes.”

Chapter 38: Hose Gauntlet Mayhem

The final trial was a course across the yard, dodging rotating sprinklers, crawling through pool
noodles, and trying to carry a full bucket of water without spilling it—all while Emily’s mom sprayed
them with military-grade precision.

They screamed. They ran. Jules dropped her bucket halfway and slipped into a kiddie pool.
Natalie made it to the finish line soaked but victorious.

Emily collapsed onto the grass, breathless and dripping.

“Is this what growing up feels like?” she gasped.

“Nope,” Jules wheezed. “This is camp.”

Chapter 39: Freedom, Eventually

After they finished the course as a team, Emily’s mom ceremoniously produced three waterproof
fanny packs.

Inside: three keys.

The girls cheered as they unzipped each other at last—peeling themselves out of the damp suits with
a strange mix of relief and regret.

“Next time,” Natalie muttered, “I’'m writing the challenges.”
Emily raised an eyebrow. “You’re assuming there’s going to be a next time?”

Jules smiled. “Oh, there’s always a next time.”



Chapter 40: Convertible Comfort

After the final splash challenge and the triumphant unzipping of their soaked suits, the girls dried off
and changed into warm clothes. Or so they thought.

Emily’s mom, already setting up the fire pit, handed them each a compact drawstring bag with the
words “Campfire Cozy™” stitched on the front.

Emily gave her a side-eye. “Is this another sleeper?”

“Not just a sleeper,” her mom said proudly. “These are convertible sleep systems. Thank you.”
Jules opened hers and whistled. “Oh wow. It’s like a sleeping bag and a pajama party had a baby.”
The Sleeper Setup

The Summer Night Sleepers came in breathable quilted cotton with removable hoods, zip-off feet,
and optional mittens tucked in hidden pockets. More importantly, they had two settings:

Outdoor Mode: zipped all the way up with built-in mittens and footies attached

Indoor Mode: opened at the ankles and wrists, hood removed, ventilation flaps unbuttoned
They came in pastel tie-dye colors:

Emily’s: soft rose and lavender swirls

Jules’s: ocean blue and mint green

Natalie’s: sunny orange and blush

And yes, as expected... the zippers locked—
this time at the neck.

A small metal slider with a flower-shaped
keyhole clicked into place with a gentle
snap.

“Locked again?” Natalie said, already
resigned as she held up her hood. “This
woman is a visionary and a menace.”

Emily muttered, “It’s so soft | almost don’t
care.”

Chapter 41: Campfire and Stars

Outside, the girls sat wrapped in their fluffy suits around the firepit. Marshmallows toasted. Fireflies
blinked in the trees. The air was crisp enough to justify the built-in footies, and the laughter flowed
easy.

They played “Would You Rather: Camper Edition,” told mildly spooky stories, and watched as Jules
tried to use her zipper pull to open a soda can.



Around 10 PM, they quietly converted into Indoor Mode, unzipping cuffs and removing their hoods,
now lounging on sleeping bags laid out in the living room like a pastel slumber-party quilt.

“I' hate how much I like this,” Emily mumbled.
Natalie flopped onto her side. “I'm still filing a protest in the morning. But I’'m doing it in this.”

Jules had already passed out—hood still on, mittens half-tucked in—snoring softly like a contented
cocoon.

Chapter 42: The Next Morning

When the sun came up, the house smelled like cinnamon rolls and lilacs. The girls stirred under
quilts, blinking at the soft glow of early light through the window.

Emily’s mom padded in quietly and left three tiny flower-shaped keys on the coffee table beside a
note:

“You bloomed through spring, sizzled through summer,

and stayed cozy through the night.

Unlock, unwind... and start thinking about fall. Q”

Emily sat up and stretched, the zipper gently tugging at her collarbone.
Natalie looked at her. “You gonna unlock first?”

Emily smiled sleepily. “Not yet. Just... five more minutes.”

They didn’t say it out loud, but they all knew the truth:

They were already wondering what Autumn 2.0 would look like.

Chapter 43: Tables Turned... Briefly

It was a rainy Saturday afternoon in mid-August. The air was heavy with the scent of warm grass and
soaked sidewalks. The girls were hanging out at Emily’s house, lounging in oversized tees and shorts,
sipping lemonade, and trying to recover from what they were calling Camp Romper Reboot.

That’s when Jules emerged from the hallway, grinning like she'd just solved gravity.
She was holding a garment bag. A suspiciously sparkly, oversized garment bag.
“What’s that?” Emily asked cautiously.

Jules swung it up onto the dining table. “Oh, just a little surprise. For your mom.”
Natalie choked on her drink. “You made her one?”

Jules unzipped the bag with a flourish. Inside hung a full-length onesie made of plush velour—rich
burgundy with gold trim, a high padded collar, exaggerated sleeves, and a chest patch that read:

“Camp Director”



But the best part? The zipper ran up the back, and at the top was a comically large pull with a star-
shaped keyhole.

Emily blinked. “You designed her a... uniform.”

Jules beamed. “You bet | did. One-size-fits-all, deluxe comfort, dignity optional. And she’s wearing it.”

Chapter 44: The Presentation

Later that afternoon, with the rain still pattering outside, the girls gathered in the living room and
presented the garment to Emily’s mom with all the pomp of a knighting ceremony.

Emily's mom raised an eyebrow as Jules held it up.

“Oh no,” she said slowly, smiling. “Is this what happens when you give you girls too much creative
freedom?”

“It’s custom,” Jules said proudly. “We figured since you’ve spent four seasons dressing us, it was time
you got a taste.”

She took the outfit, inspected the fabric, and held up the oversized zipper pull. “You really leaned
into the drama.”

Natalie added, “Back zipper. Locks. Built-in gloves if you really want to commit.”
Emily crossed her arms, skeptical but amused. “So? You gonna try it?”

Her mom gave a mock sigh of resignation. “Fine. One evening. But only if | get popcorn and veto
power over movie choice.”

Chapter 45: The Director Suits Up

It took ten minutes and a lot of laughter, but Emily’s mom emerged from the hallway zipped up and
radiant in her Camp Director Deluxe Suit™. The gold trim shimmered under the ceiling light.

Jules handed her a badge that said “Queen of the Zippers”.

She posed dramatically on the couch. “Okay. | admit it. This is... ridiculously comfortable.”
“You look like a royal bedtime villain,” Natalie said.

Emily was smirking. “l almost feel better about all the locked zippers now.”

Her mom grinned. “Almost?”

Emily nodded. “Almost.”

Chapter 46: Not So Fast

The mood was light, the popcorn popped, and everyone had settled into the idea that—for once—
the power had shifted.



Until Emily’s mom raised a hand and snapped her fingers.

From the hallway, she summoned three folded ouftfits carried by hangers hooked onto the back of a
laundry cart.

And just like that, the balance of power returned.
“I figured,” she said, “if | was going to be properly suited... so should you.”
Each outfit was a new design:

Emily’s: a short-sleeved flannel romper with a corduroy bib front, stitched leaves along the hem,
and—yes—a rear zipper.

Jules’s: a harvest-orange fleece romper with quilted chest and collar, drawstring hood, and a
locking belt.

Natalie’s: deep wine red with velvet accents, a fox patch on the chest, and boot-style foot
coverings.

“I call it the Pre-Fall Warm-Up Collection,” her mom said sweetly. “You didn’t think I'd let you set the
rules, did you?”

The girls stared in disbelief.

“You let us prank you just to set up another round?” Emily asked.
“I didn’t let you. | inspired you,” her mom replied.

They zipped in. They clicked shut. They gave up.

By movie night, all three girls were curled up on the couch in their new autumn-soft suits, grumbling
and giggling in equal measure.

Jules whispered, “Next time, I’'m designing one for her cat.”

Natalie muttered, “We need an escape committee.”

Emily just shook her head. “We never learn. And somehow... | don’t think we want to.”




Chapter 48: Pre-Fall Puzzles and Pumpkin Plots

The next morning, the girls sat around the kitchen island, still zipped into their pre-fall suits. The
weather had cooled overnight, and while the short-legged outfits weren’t too hot, the snug backs
and secure zippers reminded them they weren’t quite in charge.

“I keep instinctively reaching for the front zipper,” Emily muttered, tapping the fox on Natalie’s chest.
“And then | remember we’re wearing backwards escape rooms again.”

“I tried to brush my hair this morning,” Jules added, tugging at her oversized hood. “The zipper pull
caught on the mirror. | nearly decapitated myself.”

Emily’s mom sipped tea and read from her “To Autumn” Pinterest board. “I’'ve planned something
lovely today—just some outdoor mindfulness and practical coordination skills.”

The girls groaned.

Chapter 49: The Scarecrow Circuit

The backyard had been transformed again—hay bales, wheelbarrows, and an elaborate course of
“fall readiness challenges.”

Each station had a theme:

Scarecrow Assembly — The girls had to build a scarecrow blindfolded, guided only by shouted
instructions from each other.

Corn Maze Mini-Course — Navigated while holding a pumpkin between their knees.

Sweater Folding Sprint — Self-explanatory but hilariously ineffective while wearing thick belted
rompers with locked back zippers.

And finally...
The Key Tree.

A gnarled apple tree stood at the center of the yard. Its branches were strung with dozens of small
pouches. Each pouch held a key. But only three keys matched their zippers.

To earn a pick, they had to complete every challenge as a team. No whining. No sabotage. No
escaping.

Jules stared up at the tree. “You’ve gamified zipper freedom.”

Emily’s mom smiled. “Isn’t that what fall is about?”

Chapter 50: One Last Laugh (For Now)

By late afternoon, after an incredible amount of hay-in-the-face, leaf-bag races, and scarecrow body-
part confusion, the girls stood in front of the tree, exhausted but victorious.

They each chose a pouch. Jules picked hers dramatically.



Click.

It worked.

Emily’s came next—click.

Natalie’s hesitated... but turned with a soft snap.

One by one, their zippers released. The suits relaxed. Their arms stretched overhead, free again. They
collapsed into the grass in triumph.

Jules flopped sideways. “Okay. That was evil, ridiculous, and kind of the best.”
Natalie nodded. “If we weren’t trapped half the time, | might start missing these.”
Emily looked at her mom. “Is this the last of it? Really?”

Her mom just smiled, leaning on a rake. “Until the Harvest Sleepover. Bring socks.”

Chapter 51: The Harvest Sleepover Begins

A few days after the zipper-key tree ordeal, the girls received matching invitations, slipped under
their doors on little pressed maple leaves:

@ Harvest Sleepover @h

Location: Emily’s House

Time: 6:00 PM

Dress code: Provided

Supplies: Cozy energy, flexible knees, cider tolerance

Note: Pajamas will be issued. You will not choose them. You will not escape them.
P.S. The tent isn’t just decorative. See you soon!

By 6:05 PM, Jules was already sprawled in Emily’s living room, surrounded by sleeping bags and
throw pillows in pumpkin and cranberry tones.

Natalie showed up next, holding a thermos of homemade chai and a wary look. “I brought peace
offerings. But if these pajamas have ears, I'm walking out.”

Emily entered last, finding her mom grinning and holding up a stack of folded flannel sleepwear.

“Welcome to the Harvest Sleepover Experience™,” her mom said brightly. “Featuring high-quality
stitching, attached mittens, and zipper innovation you’ll definitely complain about.”

Chapter 52: Pajama Reveal

The outfits were... fall-forward.

Each girl received a plush flannel sleeper with the following features:



Emily’s was dark red and tan plaid with a soft corduroy collar and a little embroidered squirrel near
the ankle.

Jules’s was orange-and-rust checkered with a tiny hood and mittens sewn directly to the sleeves.

Natalie’s was dusty gold with tiny embroidered apples and built-in booties shaped like little leaf
piles.

All zipped from the back of the neck to the lower back, ending in a firm locking pull with an acorn-
shaped keyhole. No keys were in sight.

Each one had a chest tag sewn in:

“Property of Harvest Camp. Removal after final leaf count only.”

Jules held hers up like a prize. “It’s giving lumberjack toddler and I’'m into it.”
Natalie groaned. “I take back every nice thing | said this week.”

Emily zipped into hers and flopped back onto the pile of cushions. “This is a hostage situation. And
I’'m too cozy to resist.”

Later that evening, after pumpkin cookies and a round of cider-fueled board games, Emily’s mom led
them into the living room again—where a massive indoor blanket tent had been erected.

It included:
Pillows everywhere

String lights shaped like pumpkins



A low wooden table for storytelling and crafts
And in the center, a clear jar full of paper leaves in different colors
The sign beside it read:
Final Leaf Count Challenge
To earn your keys, correctly guess the number of:
& Red leaves
@ Yellow leaves
\ Hidden green leaves
One guess per person. One key per correct answer.
Hint: You sat on one earlier.
The girls looked at each other.
Jules narrowed her eyes. “So she’s hiding clues under our butts now.”
Natalie raised an eyebrow. “That’s weirdly on brand.”

Emily just reached under her pillow and pulled out a tiny green paper leaf. “Found one.”

Chapter 54: Sleep and Secrets

After an hour of leaf-count logic, puzzle bickering, and a brief moment where Jules tried to shake the
jar to "feel the ratios," they each submitted a guess.

Emily: “17 red, 9 yellow, 4 green.”

Jules: “18 red, 7 yellow, 5 green.”

Natalie: “16 red, 10 yellow, 4 green.”

Her mom revealed the answers.

“Correct numbers: 17 red, 9 yellow, 4 green. And the only person who got them exactly right...”
Emily leaned forward.

“...is Emily.”

Jules screamed. Natalie collapsed backward.

Emily received a small key with a velvet ribbon.

“Freedom,” she whispered dramatically. “Sweet, zippered freedom.”

Her mom handed the others consolation cider. “You get yours in the morning. It’s tradition.”



Chapter 55: Morning After, Fall Ahead

The next morning, the girls unzipped and changed slowly, reluctantly. Their Harvest Camp pajamas
were now beloved battle gear.

Emily’s mom appeared with a tray of waffles and one final note:
You survived Spring, Summer, Pre-Fall, and Harvest.

Enjoy your break.

Until the Winter Bonfire Event. { §8

Dress code: to be announced.

Love you all.

The girls looked at one another.

“Nope,” Natalie said flatly.

“Yes,” Jules whispered with a grin.

Emily sighed, already smiling. “We’ll be there.”

Chapter 56: The Challenge Exchange

It began on a rainy Friday when Emily’s mom, sipping tea, casually remarked, “You girls have gotten
very good at complaining about my designs.”

Jules raised an eyebrow. “Are you suggesting we try doing it ourselves?”

“I'm suggesting,” her mom replied with a grin, “that if you think you can build better challenge suits,
maybe it’s time for a creative trade.”

Natalie looked up from her cocoa. “You mean... we design for each other?”
Her mom slid a small, glittery box onto the table. Inside were three folded slips of paper.
Each girl pulled one out. Written on the slips:
Emily would design Jules’s outfit
Jules would design Natalie’s
Natalie would design Emily’s
All three looked up with wicked delight.
Jules rubbed her hands together. “I’'m going to give Natalie ruching.”
Emily narrowed her eyes. “Jules, your idea of a challenge suit is medieval formalwear.”

Natalie smiled faintly. “Good. You'll both regret this.”



Chapter 57: The Big Reveal

One week later, the girls met at Emily’s for the grand exchange. Each costume was presented in its
own labeled garment bag.

1. Emily’s design for Jules:

A thick, quilted onesie in bubblegum pink, shaped like a cartoon bunny with a padded tail, floppy
hood ears, and extra-tight wrist cuffs. The zipper was, of course, in the back, with a giant zipper pull
shaped like a carrot, complete with a keyhole at the top.

Jules blinked. “You turned me into a locked marshmallow.”
Emily smirked. “You always say you like attention.”
2. Jules’s design for Natalie:

A sleek, stretchy bodysuit in metallic bronze with flared pant legs and sparkly trim. The hood zipped
over the head entirely like a medieval knight’s coif, and the keyhole was hidden under an elastic
chest panel labeled “SECRET CODE ENTRY.”

Natalie stared at it. “You gave me... a puzzle lock?”
Jules beamed. “Escape-room couture.”
3. Natalie’s design for Emily:

A two-piece looking set that turned out to be a single suit—a snug denim-style romper with overall
straps sewn directly to the body, fake buttons, and a side zipper that wrapped all the way around the
back.

“It’s like a fashion trap,” Emily muttered.

“And yet,” Natalie said sweetly, “you’ll look adorable stuck in it.”
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Chapter 58: Zipped and Unleashed

The girls helped each other zip in, cackling the entire time.
Jules was practically bouncing with each squeak of her oversized tail.
Natalie moved stiffly in her glittery, locked-down knight-princess armor.

Emily tried (and failed) to keep her balance as she bent forward in the denim romper that creaked
like old jeans.

Each zipper locked with a firm click, and the keys were placed on a single chain hung from the
highest branch of the backyard tree.

Their mom, observing from the porch with a glass of lemonade, called out:
“Don’t come back in until you’ve each completed three tasks... or surrendered.”
“What kind of tasks?” Natalie asked warily.

“I'll leave that to you,” her mom said. “Let’s see how good your designs really are.”

Chapter 59: Designer Disasters

What followed was an afternoon of challenge tasks created entirely by the girls... for the girls.
Emily’s Tasks for Jules (the bunny suit):
Hop a full lap around the house without using her hands
Balance a tray of teacups while reciting a tongue-twister
Dig up a “buried carrot” in the sandbox with mittens on
Jules’s Tasks for Natalie (the metallic knight):
Solve a logic puzzle under time pressure with her hood zipped up
Do jumping jacks without triggering the suit’s stretch seams
Crawl under the porch and retrieve a hidden riddle token
Natalie’s Tasks for Emily (the denim trap):
Climb the rope ladder to the treehouse
Untie a string of bells without bending her knees
Convince a neighbor to hand over the “release token” without explaining what she’s wearing

By the time the sun set, the girls were wheezing with laughter, covered in dirt, slightly bruised—but
victorious.

They retrieved their keys from the branch, unzipped each other, and collapsed in a heap of exhausted
joy.



Chapter 60: The Pact

Later, in soft PJs and with cocoa in hand, they made a new pact:
Once a year, they’d design for each other.
No suit would be safe.
No zipper too devious.
And no complaints allowed.
Jules raised her mug. “To fashion mischief and zippered chaos.”
Emily clinked hers. “To friendship that never unzips too far.”
Natalie nodded. “And to never underestimating each other again.”

They all looked at each other and said in unison:

“Until next time.”

Chapter 61: Reflections and Regrets (Sort of)

The day after the great costume swap and zippered chaos, the girls gathered again—this time in
ordinary clothes, sitting on Emily’s porch with mugs of tea and faint bruises from their own designs.
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Jules groaned, rubbing her shoulder. “That carrot zipper was heavy. | kept swinging like a pendulum!

Natalie sipped quietly. “My hood had the thermal insulation of a toaster oven. | almost cooked
myself.”

Emily looked at them both, then down at the denim trap she'd designed. “I’'m still sore from that
side-zip wedgie maneuver. | invented discomfort.”

Despite it all, they were grinning.
“You know what this means,” Jules said slowly. “Next round’s going to be worse.”
“Absolutely,” Emily replied.

“No remorse,” Natalie added.

Chapter 62: Planning the Winter Bonfire

Before the next season hit, Emily’s mom appeared once again—this time with a whiteboard labeled
WINTER BONFIRE: Concepts & Cuddles.

She handed each girl a blank design form.
“This time, you’ll design as a team. But your challenge is... coordination.”
The assignment:

One shared theme



Three different outfits
All zipped and locked
And a task that requires synchronized effort in the snow
Jules tapped her pen on the paper. “What if we go full arctic expedition?”
Natalie: “l vote for something puffy. Impossibly puffy.”
Emily: “And maybe... connected.”
Her eyes lit up.

“Oh no,” Jules whispered. “She’s got the chaos look.”

Chapter 63: Enter: The Tri-Zip Snowbeast Suit

The final result was absurd and glorious.

Three suits, white and navy with silver
snowflake patches

Extra-padded for snowplay, with hoods that
snapped together at the back like a shared
cocoon

The kicker: each suit had a partial zipper that
could only be finished with help from the other
two

Each zipper had a locking clasp at the hip and a
shared key—hidden in a snowman somewhere
in the yard.

Emily’s mom was speechless when she saw
them step outside.

“You built a co-dependent snow-creature,” she
said.

“It’s a team-building exercise,” Natalie said.

“With mild entrapment,” Jules added.

The challenge: Build a full igloo from pre-packed snow bricks... without unlocking the suits.
It meant:

Coordinated crawling

Passing snow blocks back-to-back

And hilariously timed waddling turns



They slipped, fell, yelled directions over each other—and laughed until they cried. By the end, the
igloo was lopsided, leaning like a snow drunk, but somehow standing.

And embedded in its “chimney” was the shared key, dangling from a string like a prize medallion.
As they unlocked each other—slowly, clumsily—they grinned through red cheeks and frozen mittens.
Emily breathed out, steam curling. “That was the dumbest thing we’ve ever done.”

Jules nodded. “And the best.”

Chapter 65: The Igloo Sleepover

The igloo, built earlier during the snow suit challenge, stood surprisingly tall and only slightly slanted.
By the time dusk rolled in, the inside had been transformed with LED string lights, plush sleeping
bags, and a thermal-safe lantern glowing softly in the center.

Emily, Jules, and Natalie—now zipped into sleep mode configuration of their Tri-Zip Snowbeast
suits—crawled inside.

The suits had been converted at the waist: mittens and boots still attached, but hoods unzipped and
tucked down, making it easier to lie back and not sweat to death in fleece armor.

Each girl had their own thermal blanket and a hot drink flask with their name on it.
“We built an actual igloo,” Jules said, awed.

“In trap suits we designed ourselves,” Natalie added.

“And we’re still zipped into them,” Emily concluded. “By choice.”

“...mostly.”

Chapter 66: Campfire Without a Fire

Instead of a real fire, they used a ring of battery-operated flickering lights in the middle of the floor,
and took turns telling icebreaker stories, rehashing their favorite (and most humiliating) moments
from earlier seasons.

Jules recalled the bunny suit hop-around-the-house.

Emily admitted that the leaf count jar from the Harvest Sleepover still haunted her dreams.
Natalie confessed she hadn’t forgotten her glitter armor puzzle suit—she had actually kept it.
“What? It’s stylish,” she said.

Emily groaned. “We’ve created monsters.”

Jules just grinned. “And we are the monsters.”



Chapter 67: Snow Keys and Sweet Dreams

By midnight, the girls were tucked into their sleeping bags, suits still zipped, mittens flopped lazily at
their sides.
The rule still stood: no unzipping until morning.

Emily’s mom peeked in once to check the lantern and whisper, “Best challenge yet, girls. Sleep tight.

Outside, the key remained dangling from a frozen string in the snowman’s hat—out of reach until
sunrise.

Inside, the girls dozed off slowly, warm, worn out, and proud.

Chapter 68: Spring’s Whisper

As the snow fell gently over the igloo, one of them murmured sleepily, “You know what’s next,
right?”

Jules turned over. “Please don’t say spring suits again.”
Natalie yawned. “No. | mean... what if we bring someone else in next time?”
Emily cracked one eye open. “Like a guest challenger?”

Jules’s grin was audible in the dark. “Let’s make a list.”

Chapter 69: Spring, Reimagined

The first warm breeze of the season had barely swept through town when Emily received a text from
her mom:

SPRING COLLECTION 2.0
Theme: Garden Games
New twist: You’ll need to impress the judge to earn your keys.
P.S. You don’t know the judge.
Report to the backyard Saturday at 10 AM—sharp.
Dress code will be waiting.
Emily dropped her phone, looked at Jules and Natalie, and said what they were all thinking:

“Oh no. She’s added judging.”

Chapter 70: Suited and Staked

Saturday morning. Three garment bags hung neatly on the laundry line, each labeled with an
embroidered flower patch.



Emily’s suit: Light green with floral trim, a tulip patch on the chest, and a built-in sunhat hood
Jules’s suit: Yellow with sunflower petals flaring from the shoulders, and pollen-dust booties
Natalie’s suit: Lavender with trailing vine embroidery, and leafy mitt-style gloves

Each was a one-piece romper with a high back zipper, firm collar, and a daisy-shaped zipper pull with
a tiny, gold keyhole.

Attached tags read:

Garden Games Uniform

Zipped: 10:00 AM sharp

Locked: Until released by the judge

Rule: The judge will determine when and if you may unzip.

Good luck, blossoms ﬁ
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Chapter 71: Meet the Judge

They expected a family friend. Maybe a cousin.

What they didn’t expect was Mrs. Buckley, Emily’s mom'’s retired school principal.

Clad in gardening gloves and a clipboard, she stood in the center of the lawn, stoic as a scarecrow.
“I have been briefed on your behavior patterns,” she said flatly.

Jules whispered, “We’re doomed.”



Chapter 72: The Trials Begin

Mrs. Buckley’s rules were clear:
Each girl must complete three garden tasks.
Points would be awarded for precision, presentation, and maturity.
Missteps could delay your release.
No one zips out until judged worthy.

The tasks:
Transplant Delicate Seedlings — without squashing a single leaf.
Compost Sorting Race — identify what goes where, fast.

Garden Etiquette Challenge — a role-play task where they had to host an imaginary tea party... in
full suits, with grace.

Chapter 73: Sabotage & Style

Things started cordially.

Then Jules tried to “accidentally” swap Natalie’s compost labels.

Natalie retaliated by “repositioning” Jules’s tea saucers under a sprinkler.

Emily tried to stay above it all—until she tripped over a rake and face-planted into a flowerbed.
Mrs. Buckley observed it all silently.

“Young ladies,” she finally said, “I'm going to need more effort if any of you expect zipper privileges.”

Chapter 74: Final Score

By early afternoon, the girls stood lined up, dirt-smudged, flower-suited, and oddly proud.
Mrs. Buckley consulted her clipboard and made her announcement:

First release: Emily — for “composure under adversity.”

Second: Natalie — for “methodical precision.”

Last: Jules, who was held back an extra 20 minutes for “flamboyant sabotage.”
“Worth it,” Jules muttered as she finally unzipped.

Mrs. Buckley left with a polite nod—and a promise to return.



Chapter 75: A New Era

Back in their regular clothes, sipping iced tea and giggling over the day’s chaos, Emily looked at her
mom.

“That was... intense.”
Her mom smiled. “You said you wanted fairness.”
“Next time,” Natalie said, “let’s make Jules the judge.”

“Sure,” Jules said. “But you're all getting zippers that only unlock at sunrise.”

Final Chapter: A Tradition of Tension and Trust

Spring passed. So did summer. Then fall and winter again.

The seasons, once marked by predictable routines, had become layered with something else entirely:
a ritual of silliness, bonding, and challenge, stitched in flannel and neoprene, locked with zippers and
laughter.

What started as one woman'’s playful intervention had grown into something bigger. And slowly,
quietly, the girls began to take it over.

It began with Jules, who started sketching suit ideas on napkins during brunch.

Then Natalie, who quietly ordered sewing patterns and began experimenting with fabrics “just in
case.”

Eventually, Emily found herself organizing an itinerary not for work—but for the Spring 3.0 Event
(theme: "Botanical Boundaries").

A New Rhythm
The rules stayed more or less the same:
No one designed their own outfit.
Zippers always locked.
Release required effort—or cooperation.
And no complaints about the collar height. Ever.
But now it wasn't just Emily’s mom orchestrating things.

It was the three of them, taking turns surprising each other. Sometimes planning in secret.
Sometimes conspiring in pairs. Sometimes letting an outsider judge. (Mrs. Buckley came back.
Twice.)

There were new challenges:
The “No Thumbs” Winter Camp
“Hatchback Hike” Summer Trek in 3-person linked suits

The “Formalwear Frenzy” Tea Party, featuring stiff brocade and detachable mittens



Each season, the themes got more elaborate. The outfits more absurdly clever. The locks more
symbolic than necessary.

But no matter how odd the design or how frustrating the zipper placement, the intention stayed the
same:

To pause.
To reset.
To laugh at themselves and with each other.

To build something absurd and beautiful out of friendship.

The Last Campfire (for now)

One autumn night, years after that first pink romper, the girls gathered around a firepit behind
Emily’s place—now her house.

Each wore a suit they hadn’t made, hadn’t chosen, and wouldn’t leave without help.

They roasted marshmallows with zippered hands, stretched legs in stitched fleece, and watched
sparks dance into the dark.

“I used to think | needed control,” Emily said softly.

“l used to think | needed constant chaos,” Jules added.

Natalie smiled. “Turns out, we just needed structured chaos. And mittens.”
They laughed.

The wind carried away the sound, like it had done a dozen seasons before.

Epilogue: Perennials

Eventually, they wouldn’t need to keep doing it.

They’d move into different chapters—careers, partners, maybe kids of their own. But the habit would
never vanish.

Because once you’ve zipped yourself into something ridiculous and chosen to play through it—
you’ve learned something about trust. About letting go. About the strength in being vulnerable...
together.

And that doesn’t leave you.
Ever.

The End.

(...Until next season.) ?59



Bonus Epilogue: The Legacy Romper

Years later, in the quiet lull of a late summer afternoon, a small hand tugged open the heavy lid of an

old storage trunk.

It was tucked away in Emily’s attic, nestled between forgotten board games and a plastic Christmas
tree stand. Dust motes danced in the sunlight as Lena, Emily’s daughter—eight years old and

endlessly curious—peeked inside.

There, folded neatly, was a soft pink romper with worn straps, faded cartoonish stitching along the
cuffs, and a familiar round zipper pull with a little heart-shaped keyhole.

Lena held it up. “Mom? What is this?”

Downstairs Emily was sipping tea when the voice
echoed down the hallway.

She walked into the attic doorway and froze for a
second.

That romper. The original one.
She hadn’t seen it in years.

“That,” Emily said slowly, a smile tugging at her lips,
“is how everything started.”

Lena tilted her head. “It’s tiny. Were you a kid?”

“I was twenty-two,” Emily said with a laugh. “And |
thought | was too grown-up for fun.”

“Can | wear it?”

Emily blinked. She hadn’t expected that. “Maybe
someday. It locks, you know.”

Lena’s eyes lit up. “Like a puzzle?”

“Exactly like a puzzle.”

That Evening Emily sat on the porch, thumbing the old key she’d quietly pulled from her keepsake
box. The sun dipped low. The breeze smelled like the start of fall.

Across town, Jules and Natalie were texting.
Jules:

guess what lena found
Natalie:

no

no no

we’re being summoned again, aren’t we?



Emily:
just saying... | do still have the sewing machine.
Jules:
lord help us
Natalie:
I’ll bring cider
and the good fabric
Some Traditions
aren’t meant to fade.
They’re meant to evolve.
To be dusted off.
To be laughed through all over again.
And maybe, just maybe—

to be zipped shut one more time. %>



