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Chapter 1: The Room Upstairs

Her name is Emily Hart. Eighteen, fresh out of high school, her heart still tethered to the slow rhythm
of a small farming town where people wave at each other even if they don’t know each other’s
names. The farthest she'd ever been from home was the next county over for a softball tournament.
But the world had always called to her in whispers—skyscrapers, neon lights, people who dressed
like they had somewhere important to be. So when her mother mentioned that her brother, Uncle
Cal, lived in the city and had a spare room, Emily didn’t hesitate.

Uncle Cal was a mystery in the family. He rarely visited, sent a card at Christmas, and once mailed
Emily a paperback book out of the blue titled The Stranger. He never explained why. Her mom
described him as “odd, but kind,” and that was enough.

The city hit her like a thunderclap. Her bus arrived late in the evening, and Cal met her at the
terminal, his tall frame leaned against the wall like he had nowhere better to be. He wore jeans, a
faded concert tee, and a look of easy amusement.

“Emily,” he said, giving her a one-armed hug. “You’ve grown.”
“You haven’t,” she replied, then blushed at her own awkwardness.
He laughed and took her bag. “Let’s get you settled.”

Cal’s house was a narrow three-story tucked between taller buildings, with ivy creeping up the bricks
and the smell of old books lingering in the air. It was quiet, save for the occasional rumble of traffic or
the meow of the orange tabby that darted past her ankles.

Her room was small but cozy, with a view of the street and a shelf filled with paperbacks she’d never
heard of. Cal showed her where the towels were, pointed out the coffee maker (“It’s the most
important appliance here”), and let her know she could come and go as she pleased.

“There’s just one thing,” he said, pausing at the bottom of the staircase to the top floor.
His tone shifted just slightly, like a chord slipping out of tune.

“That room upstairs—last one on the left—it’s off-limits.”

Emily blinked. “Okay. Why?”

He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Just house rules. Everyone needs a little mystery,
right?”

She laughed, but her curiosity flickered to life like a struck match.

The first few days were a blur of subway rides, museum visits, and people-watching at the park.
Emily explored the city with wide-eyed wonder, texting pictures back home and jotting down



impressions in a journal she didn’t let anyone see. Cal was laid-back, almost absent at times, and let
her wander as she pleased. At night, they’d sometimes eat dinner together, and he’d ask her
thoughtful questions—about books, music, what she believed about the world. He never offered
much about himself.

But always, when she passed the staircase and glanced up at that third floor, her mind buzzed with
qguestions. Why was it off-limits? What was up there?

And why did it feel like sometimes she heard something behind the door—soft sounds, like
whispering or the shuffle of footsteps, even though Cal never went up there?

Chapter 2: The Key

The problem with being told not to do something is that it tends to become the only thing you can
think about. Especially when you’re eighteen, bored, and living in a house with more secrets than
explanations.

For a week, Emily respected the boundary. She’d walk past the stairs and feel a tug in her chest, the
itch of curiosity nesting beneath her ribs. She’d glance upward and then snap her gaze away, telling
herself it was none of her business. But it was always there—the mystery perched like a shadow on
the top floor.

The door itself was unremarkable. A plain wooden thing, painted the same off-white as the rest of
the house, with an old-fashioned keyhole just below the brass knob. No glowing cracks under the
frame, no ominous symbols. Just a door that shouldn’t be opened.

So of course, she had to open it. But it was firmly locked.

She started casually—not searching, just noticing. Cal’s bedroom was off the main hall on the second
floor. He rarely locked it, and when he did, the lock was laughably simple. Emily wasn’t a thief, but
she was resourceful. A hairpin and a YouTube video later, and she was in.

She didn’t feel guilty. Not really. Not at first.

His room was a jumble of books, clothes, and curiosities. There were postcards tacked to the wall,
dusty film cameras on the dresser, and a set of shelves crammed with boxes. It was in one of those—
marked SPARE KEYS in sloppy handwriting—that she found it: an antique-looking key, heavy and cold,
with teeth that looked like they belonged in a mystery novel.

She waited until Cal was out—said he was going to a reading at a bookstore downtown and wouldn’t
be back until late.

It was time.

The stairs creaked under her feet like they were warning someone. Emily moved slowly, her socked
feet silent, but the metal buckles on her denim overalls threatened to betray her with every shift. She
held them still with one hand, breathing as shallowly as she could.

At the top of the stairs, she hesitated. The key was clammy in her palm. Her pulse thundered in her
ears. What if it wasn’t anything at all? Just storage? A guest room full of junk?



But the lock turned smoothly. With a faint click, the latch gave way.
Emily opened the door.

The room was dark at first. Stale air. No lights. She took a tentative step forward, her fingers groping
along the inside wall for a switch. Found it.

The light flicked on.

She gasped—actually gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. Her eyes went wide as the room
bloomed into view.

What was this? Her mind scrambled to process the details, but nothing made sense. Nothing fit.
She didn’t have time to make sense of it.

A voice behind her made her spin around so fast she nearly lost her footing.

“What do you think you are doing?”

Uncle Cal stood in the doorway. His expression wasn’t angry. It wasn’t even surprised. But it was
something else—something unreadable and cold, like a door slowly swinging shut behind her.

Chapter 3: The Nursery
The room looked like it had been plucked from a memory—just not one that belonged to Emily.

The walls were a soft pastel pink, trimmed with delicate white molding. In one corner stood a crib,
but it wasn’t a normal crib—it was huge, built for someone far larger than a baby. Nearby, a
matching high chair stood tall, its tray polished, its buckles hanging loose. Shelves were lined with
plush animals, picture books, bottles, and jars of powders and lotions.

There were stacks of diapers—big ones—and rows of clothes on hangers: rompers, frilly dresses,
onesies with cartoon animals on them. Everything was pristine, cared for. Not dusty or forgotten.

A mobile turned slowly over the crib, tinkling a gentle tune.

Emily’s breath caught in her throat. The room didn’t feel menacing. But it didn’t feel normal either.
Not at all.

That’s when Uncle Cal’s voice came from behind her.
“What do you think you are doing?”

She turned, her face pale, her fingers still curled tightly around the key. “What is this?”

Cal stepped into the room slowly, his hands at his sides, palms open. He looked older in the light.
Sadder, too.

“I was going to explain eventually,” he said quietly. “Or maybe | wasn’t. Honestly, | didn’t expect you
to find the key.”

Emily shook her head. “Is this some kind of... fetish thing?”

He didn’t flinch. “Not in the way you’re thinking. It’s more like... therapy. Escape. Some people—
grown adults—come here because life out there is too heavy. Too much. And for a few hours, they



get to let go. Forget responsibility. Be cared for. Be safe. | help them do that. | act as their—
caretaker.”

“Caretaker?” she repeated, voice sharp.

He sighed. “Their ‘daddy, yes. But it’s not sexual. Not for them. Not for me. It’s roleplay. Regression.
Everything is consensual. Strictly private. It’s harmless, | promise you.”

Emily stared at the oversized crib again, bile rising in her throat. “This is so messed up.”

She brushed past him, heart pounding, and ran down the stairs. The door to her guestroom shut with
a thud, and she collapsed onto the bed, hugging her knees.

She’d thought she knew him. Her odd but kind uncle, with his books and his laid-back attitude. But
this? This was too much. Was it perverted? Was it dangerous? Was he hiding something worse?

Minutes passed. Maybe an hour.
Then came his voice again, from behind the door.

“I get it, Em. It’s a lot. You weren’t supposed to see it. | should’ve locked things up better. But it’s not
what it looks like to someone outside. No one gets hurt. It’s not abuse. It’s not creepy. It’s people
dealing with pain in their own way. | don’t expect you to understand it right away. But | hope you’ll
believe me when | say—I'd never do anything to hurt anyone. Least of all you.”

Silence followed.
Emily stared at the wall, her mind spinning.
She wasn’t sure how long she stayed like that. The room was still and quiet. Her thoughts weren’t.

Eventually, they slowed. She thought about what he’d said. About pain. About pretending. About
safety.

It was weird. Definitely. But the more she thought about it, the less it seemed evil. Just... strange.
Strange and sad and complicated. And maybe—just maybe—harmless, like he said.

She didn’t open the door that night.

But by morning, she was starting to believe him.

Chapter 4: A Different Kind of Understanding

Emily didn’t sleep much that night. She lay awake listening to the quiet creaks of the old house, her
thoughts moving in circles like moths around a lamp.

What kind of person would choose to be babied? To wear diapers, sit in a high chair, be told when to
nap or eat? It seemed absurd... and yet, something in her softened when she thought about it.

Life had been hard lately.

She hadn’t really told anyone just how much of high school she’d spent feeling small—cornered by
expectations, always trying to be good enough, liked enough, pretty enough. There had been drama,
pressure, long nights where she stared at the ceiling wondering who she even was outside of other
people’s opinions. Even graduation had felt hollow.



And now here she was, thrust into a huge, pulsing city full of strangers. For the first time in her life,
no one was watching her. It was freeing. But also... lonely.

By morning, the sharp edge of her panic had dulled. Her uncle had already made coffee. He gave her
space, just like he always had.

She stood in the kitchen, holding a chipped mug, staring at the steam. “I’'m sorry,” she said finally.
Cal looked up from his chair, surprised. “You don’t need to be.”

“l do,” she insisted. “I broke your trust. | snooped. And... | judged you. | didn’t want to. But it freaked
me out.”

He nodded. “It freaks a lot of people out.”
“But you were honest,” she said. “You didn’t make excuses. And... | believe you.”
A silence passed, but it was easier this time. Cal reached over and gently patted her hand.

“You're still welcome here, Em. Nothing’s changed.”

They fell back into rhythm over the next few days. Emily explored the city again, met a girl in a
bookstore who invited her to an open mic night, ate greasy pizza at midnight and danced under
string lights in someone’s rooftop garden.

But even with all that life happening around her, the room upstairs never left her thoughts.

She never asked about it. Cal never brought it up again. The door remained closed—but not locked.
And that made all the difference.

One afternoon, when Cal was out and the sun was pouring through the windows just right, Emily
found herself at the top of the stairs again. The door was exactly as she’d left it.

She paused, then turned the handle and stepped inside.

The scent of baby powder lingered in the air. The mobile still spun lazily. Light filtered through sheer
curtains, casting warm patterns on the oversized furniture.

This time, there was no shock. Only curiosity.

She ran her fingers along the bars of the adult-sized crib. Opened a drawer and saw rows of folded
footie pajamas, soft and brightly colored. She picked one up—it felt oddly comforting in her hands.
She wandered to a low shelf filled with children’s books and sat down cross-legged on the rug,
leafing through The Very Hungry Caterpillar.

There were bottles, pacifiers, even a stack of coloring books. Everything was spotless, arranged with
care. Nothing shameful. Nothing dirty. Just... gentle.

Emily didn’t understand it fully. Maybe she never would.

But she could understand wanting to be cared for. Wanting someone else to be in charge for a little
while. Maybe this wasn’t about being weird. Maybe it was about being worn out.

She stayed a while longer, just breathing in the strange calm of the place, before quietly closing the
door behind her.



Chapter 5: Slowing Down

Emily had always been a drifter—at least in her head. Even back home, when her body was stuck in
the same routines, her mind was already racing ahead: the next exam, the next social mess, the next
big question about her future. But lately, even here in the city, where no one demanded anything
from her, she still felt a quiet tension riding her shoulders like a phantom backpack she’d forgotten to
take off.

Her time in the nursery had stuck with her in ways she couldn’t explain. There was something about
the softness of the space, the stillness, the absence of clocks or expectations. It didn’t ask anything
of her.

It just let her be.

So one warm afternoon, instead of heading to the park or looking up events downtown, she stayed
in. She brewed tea, pulled on a pair of soft leggings and an oversized hoodie, and wandered back
upstairs with a worn paperback in hand. The nursery door creaked open like it had been waiting for
her.

She sat for a while in the high-backed rocking chair, reading. Then she drifted over to the bookshelf,
ran her hands over the plush toys, the folded blankets, the stacked coloring books. She felt calmin a
way she hadn’t in weeks—maybe in years.

On one shelf sat a small plastic basket filled with pacifiers. Oversized, like everything else in the
room. Pink, blue, yellow. Most still in sealed wrappers, some clearly cleaned and placed back neatly.

She picked one up—the pale lavender one with a little bear on the button. It felt smooth in her hand,
soft but sturdy. It was absurd, she thought. Ridiculous.

And yet...
Almost without thinking, she popped it into her mouth.

The moment surprised her. Not because it was silly—it was—but because it didn’t feel wrong. It
felt... grounding. Like biting your lip or chewing on your sleeve. Something unconscious. Soothing.

She shrugged to herself, settling down again on the plush rug by the crib, the pacifier still between
her lips, and opened her book.

Minutes passed. Maybe more. She turned pages lazily, toes curled under her. The room felt like a
cocoon, and she was its sleepy guest.

She wasn’t thinking about her future. Or her past. Or how she looked. Or what anyone might think.
She just was.

And she didn’t even realize she was still sucking gently on the pacifier until she heard the front door
open downstairs.

Chapter 6: Caught Off Guard

Emily froze for half a second, the book slipping a little in her hands. She listened.



Footsteps. Muffled—definitely Cal’s. The front door closing. A pause. The rattle of keys in the bowl
near the hallway mirror. Then silence.

She blinked, suddenly aware of the weight in her mouth.
The pacifier.

She pulled it out with a soft pop, her heart skipping as she looked at it, startled more by her own
comfort than any real fear of being caught.

What had she been doing? Sitting on the floor like a toddler, reading The Secret Garden with a
pacifier in her mouth? She almost laughed at the absurdity of it—but the laughter didn’t come.

Instead, she just held it in her hand, feeling its strange warmth.

She didn’t want Cal to know. Not yet. Not because she thought he’d be upset—he’d probably just
nod that slow, understanding nod of his and say something like, “Sometimes it finds you.” But that
would make it real, and right now, she wasn’t ready for real.

She quickly stood up, tucked the pacifier back onto the shelf, and smoothed her hair. The room felt
more vivid now, like she’d crossed some invisible line inside it. Not just an observer anymore. A
participant, however small.

She left quietly and headed downstairs just as Cal was pulling a carton of milk from the fridge.
“Hey, kiddo,” he said without turning. “You didn’t go out today?”

“Nah,” she said, casually, dropping onto one of the stools at the counter. “Felt like a rest day.”
“Good call. You don’t always have to chase the city. Sometimes it comes to you.”

She smiled faintly. He poured her a glass without asking.

They didn’t talk about the room.

But in the days that followed, Emily found herself returning to it more and more. She started calling it
the “quiet room” in her mind, a secret little pocket outside of time. She’d go there after long walks,
after loud coffee shops and overstimulating bookstore readings, and just sit. Sometimes she read.
Sometimes she curled up on the oversized beanbag near the window and watched the shadows shift
on the wall.

And yes—sometimes, when the house was still, and she was too tired to care what it meant, she
took a pacifier with her. Just for a moment. Just to feel something soft and uncomplicated.

It didn’t feel weird anymore.

It just felt... peaceful.

Chapter 7: What If

Emily never talked about the quiet room. Not with Cal, not even with herself—not in words, anyway.
But it grew in her mind like ivy, wrapping gently around her thoughts, creeping into quiet moments
when she was alone and unguarded.



She still went out sometimes. She visited bookstores, walked through markets, people-watched from
benches with a pastry in hand. But her sense of awe at the city had cooled. The rush of discovery had
faded, replaced with a deeper craving: not for excitement, but for stillness. For softness.

And the quiet room... offered that.

One evening, as clouds thickened outside and the air turned sleepy with coming rain, Emily found
herself standing in the nursery again, arms folded loosely as her gaze moved across the room. It felt
less surreal now. More familiar. Like a dream she could almost understand.

She stepped over to the low wardrobe. Opened the doors.

Inside were neatly arranged sleepers—soft, thick one-piece pajamas in pastel colors, some with
patterns of moons and stars, some with feet, some with little hoods that made them look almost
cartoonish. She reached out and brushed her fingers over the fabric. It was impossibly soft, like worn
fleece. Thicker and heavier than anything she owned.

She pulled one out—a pale blue sleeper with a white zipper and tiny embroidered clouds near the
cuffs.

Just holding it gave her a strange warmth. A calm weight settled in her chest.

She didn’t put it on right away. Not yet. Instead, she set it aside on the edge of the crib and looked at
it, then at the crib itself.

It was massive, but inviting. The bars were sturdy and clean, the mattress plush and made up with a
soft quilt. There were a few stuffed animals inside—a worn bunny, a bear with lopsided ears. It didn’t
look childish so much as safe.

She imagined climbing in, curling up beneath the blanket, pacifier in her mouth, someone reading
softly beside her. She imagined what it would be like to let go of the edge she always kept—her inner
narrator, her filter, the part of her that was always trying to seem like she had everything under
control.

What would it be like... to not have to control anything?

She glanced at the door, listening.

The house was still. Cal was likely reading downstairs or lost in a podcast with his headphones on.
Emily picked up the sleeper and, after a long pause, slipped into the attached bathroom.

Ten minutes later, she stood in front of the mirror.

The sleeper was warm, heavier than she expected, like wearing a hug. She looked strange, sure. But
not ridiculous. Just... soft. Innocent.

She walked slowly back into the nursery, hesitated a moment, then stepped toward the crib. She
lowered the side rail—smooth and well-maintained—and climbed in, unsure of herself but oddly
comforted by the act.

She lay down.

The mattress was deep and forgiving. She pulled the quilt over herself, adjusted one of the plush toys
into the crook of her arm, and stared up at the spinning mobile.



She breathed.
And for the first time in a long, long while... she felt okay.

Not better. Not healed. But held.

Chapter 8: Caught Without Knowing
The warmth of the sleeper lingered long after Emily had wriggled out of it.

She moved quickly, her cheeks burning with a strange cocktail of embarrassment and adrenaline. She
folded the sleeper carefully—almost reverently—and returned it to its hanger in the wardrobe. The
crib she straightened with surgical precision, smoothing out the quilt and adjusting the plush animals
to exactly where they’d been. She double-checked everything, then once more for good measure.

Then she turned off the light and shut the door softly behind her, like trying not to wake a sleeping
house.

Back in her own room, she threw her clothes on hastily, pulled her hoodie back over her head, and
sat down on the bed. Her heart was still thudding, her ears hot. What had she been doing?

It had felt right—calm, soothing—but now it felt foolish. Silly. Like she’d fallen under the spell of
something weird and gotten too close. She was a guest. That room wasn’t meant for her. That space
was private, sacred in its way. She had crossed a line.

City weirdness, she muttered to herself. You’re just tired. Just overwhelmed.

She promised, silently and with some desperation, that she wouldn’t go back. Not again.

Later, when she finally came downstairs, she wore a smile that felt stiff around the edges. She poured
herself some water she didn’t need. Fiddled with her phone. Tried not to make eye contact.

Cal was at the stove, sautéing something with mushrooms and thyme. The smell was grounding,
earthy and warm.

“Hey,” he said casually. “You hungry?”

“Starving,” Emily said too brightly. “Haven’t really eaten today. Busy. Thinking about maybe going to
the museum again tomorrow, or—"

Cal didn’t look at her as he stirred. “Cool. That place with the weird kinetic sculpture in the lobby?”
“Yeah,” she said. “Exactly.”

They sat down to eat a few minutes later. Emily overcompensated with conversation, commenting on
the sauce, asking about his work, laughing a little too hard at a lame pun he made. She was trying to
stuff silence with noise.

Cal was quiet, chewing thoughtfully. Then, halfway through dinner, he set his fork down and looked
at her across the table.

“You know,” he said gently, “if you want to try things out in the nursery, that’s okay.”

Emily froze. Her fork paused mid-air.



“I..."” Her throat went dry. “What?”

His voice was calm, nonjudgmental. “That room’s there for people who need it. And sometimes you
don’t realize you need it until you’ve already been drawn in. It’s not weird. It’s just a different way of
resting.”

Emily felt her face go cold, then hot. “l wasn't—"

He held up a hand, not to scold, but to reassure. “It’s fine. Really. But if you’re going to try something
like a pacifier or bottle or, | don’t know, a chew toy—don’t put it back with the clean ones, okay?
There’s a bin under the sink for used stuff. Just drop it there.”

She stared at him, a mix of confusion and embarrassment twisting inside her.
“How did you...?” she began, but didn’t finish.
Cal just gave a small, quiet smile. “Let’s just say—I’ll always know.”

Emily blinked. Her mouth opened, then closed again. She looked away, unsure of what to say, feeling
oddly like she’d been caught and comforted all at once.

Then Cal added, almost offhandedly, “Also... just so you’re aware—the crib can’t be opened from the
inside once the side rail is up. It’s a safety thing. You’d have to call for help, or wait until | noticed.”

That landed like a soft stone in her stomach. She nodded slowly.
“Okay,” she said.
No judgment. No mocking. Just gentle boundaries.

She finished her dinner quietly, her mind somewhere else—still upstairs, tucked beneath a quilt,
wrapped in fleece, wondering now not whether she could go back...

...but when.

Chapter 9: Letting Go
The next day, Emily didn’t go out.

She told herself she was tired. That the city could wait. But really, her thoughts kept circling around
her uncle’s quiet words the night before.

“I'll always know."

He hadn’t been angry. He hadn’t even seemed surprised. Just... gentle. And that, more than anything,
unsettled her. Not in a bad way—just in a way that made her feel strangely seen.

After lunch, she paced her room for a while. Picked up her book. Put it down again. She glanced at
the time, then wandered toward the stairs. Her steps were slow but certain.

At the top floor, she paused.
No creaks in the floorboards this time. No sneaking. No guilt.

She opened the door and slipped inside.



The nursery welcomed her like a warm bath. The air still held that faint scent of baby powder and
lavender detergent. Everything was clean, bright, and quiet. There was no judgment here. Only soft
edges.

She didn’t hesitate this time.

She walked straight to the wardrobe and pulled out the same pale blue sleeper. Her fingers
remembered the fabric, the way it had hugged her. She changed in the bathroom again, moving
more slowly now, more thoughtfully.

When she returned, she stood next to the crib and ran her fingers along the side rail.
The crib can’t be opened from the inside.
She hesitated, just a second longer than she had to.

Then she lowered the rail, climbed in, and carefully pulled it back up. The soft click of the latch was
surprisingly final. She tested it gently—he was right. It wouldn’t budge. Her pulse quickened, but not
from fear. There was a strange thrill in the act—giving up control, knowing she’d need help to get
out.

She pulled the quilt over herself and nestled against one of the plush animals. Her legs curled up
under her, encased in fleece. Her thumb hovered briefly near her lips, then dropped to the quilt. She
wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.

Instead, she let her eyes wander to the mobile above. It spun slowly, little clouds and stars dangling
and twirling to a melody she couldn’t quite place. She closed her eyes, then opened them again, her
senses soaking in the gentle textures around her.

It wasn’t just a costume.
It wasn’t pretend.
It was a feeling—soft, full, held.

Time passed. She didn’t know how much. Maybe minutes. Maybe more. Eventually, she shifted
slightly and whispered toward the door:

“...Uncle Cal?”
Silence.

Then the creak of footsteps on the stairs.

Chapter 10: Just a Little Help

The footsteps approached slowly, deliberately. Emily sat up slightly in the crib, her heart fluttering—
not from fear, exactly, but something close to it. Anticipation. Vulnerability.

Uncle Cal appeared in the doorway, paused a moment, then stepped inside. His expression was calm,
unreadable, but not cold.

“You okay?” he asked quietly.

Emily nodded, pulling the quilt up just a little more. “Yeah. | just... | couldn’t get out.”



“I told you,” he said, walking over. “The rail only opens from the outside. That’s for safety, especially
if someone falls asleep or starts panicking. | wouldn’t leave someone in here alone if | didn’t know
they were ready.”

He knelt beside the crib and gently lowered the rail. “But you called for help. That’s a good sign.”

Emily climbed out, wobbling slightly as her bare feet touched the soft rug. She stood in front of him,
hugging herself without realizing it.

“You were right,” she said softly. “It’s... comforting.”

He gave a quiet nod, then glanced at the crib. “If you’re planning to spend longer periods in there—
just so you know—it can get inconvenient. That’s what the diapers are for. Not mandatory, obviously.
Just practical.”

Emily blinked. “Oh. Right.”
She hadn’t thought that far ahead. Or hadn’t let herself.

Cal stood up, brushing his hands on his jeans. “No pressure. Just information.”
“Okay,” she said, cheeks warm but not humiliated.
Then, gently, he added, “You did well.”

And with that, he left her to change.

That night, Emily went to bed in her own room.

She didn’t think she’d fall asleep easily, but to her surprise, she did—deep and fast. She dreamt in
swirls and fog. At one point, something rose in her mind like a wave—shouting, thrashing, fear—but
then it melted, soothed by something cool and soft.

The next morning, she woke with the covers tangled around her legs and her hair in her face.
And something in her mouth.

She blinked, pulled it out slowly, staring at it.

The pacifier. The lavender one with the little bear.

Her eyes widened.

She didn’t remember getting up. Didn’t remember going into the nursery. But it had been in her
mouth, and... it felt like it belonged there. That was the strangest part. It hadn’t startled her awake. If
anything, it had comforted her.

She set it quietly on the nightstand and got dressed, her thoughts buzzing.

At breakfast, Cal was already sipping coffee at the table. The smell of toast drifted from the kitchen.
“Morning,” she said, cautious.

“Hey,” he replied. “You sleep okay?”



She nodded. Then hesitated. “Sort of. | think.”

He gave her a sidelong glance. “You had a bad dream. Around three. Called out a few times. Seemed
pretty upset.”

Emily blinked. “I did?”

He nodded. “I came in to check on you. You were thrashing a bit. | didn’t want to wake you
completely, but... | figured something comforting might help. So | offered you the pacifier.”

She went quiet, her eyes on her mug.

Cal added gently, “You seemed to calm down right away. Fell back into a deep sleep.”
She looked up slowly. “It was still there this morning.”

That seemed to surprise him. “Really? Huh.”

His expression was thoughtful, not judgmental. “Most people spit them out in their sleep unless
they’re really clinging to it.”

Emily said nothing.
Cal didn’t push.

She nibbled a corner of her toast and stared out the window, wondering what exactly her body—and
her mind—had been holding onto all this time.

And why it felt, somehow, like she was finally beginning to let go.

Chapter 11: Learning the Edges

Later that day, they sat on the back balcony with mugs of tea, watching the light fade behind the
rooftops. A breeze danced through the ivy-covered railing, and the city noise seemed far away—like
it belonged to someone else.

Emily felt steadier. Not normal, exactly, but no longer spinning in uncertainty.

Cal sipped his tea and glanced at her, then said, as casually as if they were discussing the weather,
“You know... everyone who visits the nursery uses it differently.”

She turned to him, curious.

“Some just want to lie down in the crib, cuddle a bear, suck on a bottle, and drift off,” he said.
“Others... need more. They want structure. Boundaries. To feel held, not just physically, but
mentally.”

Emily nodded slowly.

“And some,” Cal continued, “like the idea of not being in control. Not being able to leave the crib or
the high chair. Wearing things they can’t take off themselves. Having limits. For them, the rules make
the world smaller. Safer.”

She stared into her mug, pretending not to be deeply tuned in.



“And then there are a few who need something even stricter,” he added. “Not just rules, but
consequences. Spankings, time-outs, being spoken to firmly. Not in anger—just... as a way of
grounding.”

He said it all matter-of-factly, without judgment, like listing ingredients in a recipe. Just facts.

Emily didn’t respond right away. Her thoughts were stirring gently under the surface, slow and
steady. Something in what he said hit a strange, quiet chord inside her.

The crib... being locked in... not being able to get out without help. It hadn’t scared her. It had thrilled
her.

Not in the way she'd expected.

It had made her feel... smaller. Not humiliated, but contained. Like the edge of a warm blanket that
wouldn't slip off. Like someone else was in charge of making sure she stayed safe, even from herself.

She didn’t say that. Not yet. She wasn’t ready to offer those thoughts out loud, not even to someone
as patient as Cal.

But the idea settled into her mind like a seed in soft soil.
She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “Do you... decide what kind of treatment they get?”

Cal shook his head gently. “Never. They do. | just listen. Watch. Wait for them to show me what they
need. It only works if it comes from them. No assumptions. No pressure.”

Emily nodded, silently grateful.
They watched a pigeon land on the railing and hop curiously before flying off again.
After a moment, she said, “You're very calm about all this.”

He smiled faintly. “You kind of have to be. People don’t come to that room because their lives are
perfect. They come because the outside world’s too heavy. So | try to be the opposite of that.”

She swallowed a breath. “That must take a lot.”
“It’s not about effort,” he said. “It’s about trust. And time.”

She didn’t respond, but she leaned back in her chair and let the silence settle comfortably between
them.

She wasn’t ready to ask for anything yet. But the thought of trying—really trying—was no longer
frightening.

And Cal... would be there when she was ready.
Not pushing. Just present.

Exactly what she needed.

Chapter 12: Just Curious

A couple of quiet days passed. Emily kept mostly to herself, journaling, napping, watching old movies.
She wandered the city a bit, but nothing called to her the way that upstairs room did.



And so, on a warm afternoon when the air indoors felt slow and still, she found herself once again at
the top of the stairs, standing just outside the nursery door. This time, she knocked softly, even
though she knew no one was inside.

Then she entered.

The familiar scent of powder and clean fabric washed over her. She moved with ease now, like the
room was part of her rhythm. She sat on the rug for a few minutes, absentmindedly flipping through
a coloring book, but her mind wandered elsewhere.

Eventually, she stood and went to find Cal.

He was in his study, barefoot, tinkering with a small clock radio that had refused to stay fixed since
the '90s.

“Hey,” she said lightly, leaning in the doorway. “Got a minute?”

He glanced up, set the screwdriver down. “Of course.”

She shifted slightly. “Could you... show me some more of the things in the nursery?”

He raised an eyebrow—not in surprise, but with careful neutrality. “Sure. Anything in particular?”

She shrugged, trying to sound casual. “I mean... just curious. The stuff you mentioned before. Like
what people use for restrictions or punishments. Just want to understand the range, you know?”

He stood and motioned for her to follow.

Back in the nursery, Cal opened one of the lower cabinets. Inside were neatly arranged bins and
folded items. Emily knelt beside him, heart quietly thudding behind her polite expression.

“These,” he said, pulling out a bundle of soft, quilted straps, “are for gentle restraints. Some folks
want to be buckled into the high chair or crib. It helps them feel secure. Sometimes just knowing
they can’t get out gives them permission to relax.”

He handed one to her, and she examined it closely. It was thick, padded, with Velcro and buckles—
clearly designed for safety, not punishment. But even holding it made her fingers tingle.

“These are locking mitts,” he continued, pulling out a pair of large, soft gloves with internal padding
and snap closures. “They keep the hands from being used—good for people who want to fully
surrender control for a while.”

Emily swallowed and gave a small, forced chuckle. “Kind of intense.”

“Sometimes,” he agreed, but he watched her carefully. “It depends on what someone needs. There’s
no one-size-fits-all.”

He moved to the next bin. “Discipline items are rarer. And only ever used with clear consent. A few
paddles, a small wooden spoon. | never use these unless it’s requested, and even then, it’s more
symbolic than forceful. It’s not about pain. It’s about being reminded someone else is in charge.”

He laid out a small, flat paddle. It was smooth and polished, clearly handcrafted. Next to it, a firm but
flexible plastic spoon. Nothing brutal—nothing scary. Just tools, waiting.



Emily reached out to touch the paddle, brushing its surface lightly with her fingertips. She didn’t say
anything.

But Cal noticed the way her breath caught—barely—and the way her hand lingered just a moment
longer than it needed to.

“You don’t have to pretend it’s all just curiosity,” he said quietly.

Emily looked up quickly, startled. “I’'m not—"

He smiled gently. “You are curious. But also something more. And that’s okay.”
She flushed, lips pressing together.

He added, still calm, “No pressure. No expectations. But if something pulls at you, it’s worth listening
to. Even if you're not ready to speak it yet.”

She nodded slowly. The air between them was still, full of understanding.

She didn’t say what she was thinking—that the idea of being tucked into the crib and not being able
to get out, of being dressed by someone else, even... corrected if she misbehaved, gave her a quiet,
electrifying sense of safety.

Instead, she folded the quilted strap back into its bin and said, “Thanks for showing me.”
“Anytime,” Cal said, standing. “It’s all here when—or if—you want more.”

As he left the room, Emily stayed behind, sitting cross-legged on the rug, surrounded by folded
softness and unfamiliar longings.

She wasn’t ready to speak them aloud.

But they were no longer foreign.

Chapter 13: Trying Things On
It started with the mitts.

A few days after Cal showed her the nursery items, Emily found herself drawn back to the lower
cabinet. The house was quiet, Cal out for the afternoon—he’d left her a note on the fridge that just
said, "Take care of yourself today."

The mitts sat neatly in their bin, right where she remembered.

She took them out, holding them with a strange reverence, then sat down on the rug. They were
heavier than she expected, soft but structured, with smooth linings and firm closures. Her hands
trembled slightly as she slid the first one on, then the other.

It took some fiddling—figuring out how to fasten them one-handed—but she eventually managed to
tighten the cuffs and seal the Velcro. Her fingers were now encased in gentle padding, curled into
uselessness. She flexed them out of habit but could barely move.

And then... silence.

The usual distractions—phone, idle fidgeting, scrolling—were suddenly unavailable.



She just sat there.
Helpless in the mildest, strangest way.

The sensation startled her. Not frightening. Not overwhelming. Just... still. Her breathing slowed. Her
shoulders relaxed.

This was the kind of restriction she hadn’t realized she needed—not harsh, not dramatic. Just enough
to feel like something else was holding her, guiding her to be quiet and still for once.

She lay back on the rug, mitts resting on her chest, and stared at the ceiling.

The next day, she returned to the high chair.

It stood tall by the window, its tray already polished and waiting. She climbed up and sat down
carefully, surprised at how snug it felt. The harness straps hung beside the seat. She hesitated.

Then, slowly, she picked one up, looped it over her shoulder, then the other. The buckle clicked
between her legs and over her hips. She tugged it tight.

And sat.
Just sat.

There was something strangely dignified in the surrender—like putting on a uniform for a role she
didn’t fully understand but felt drawn to.

She imagined being fed something warm and simple—applesauce, maybe. A gentle voice saying,
“One more bite for me...” She flushed at the thought, then laughed at herself.

The tray was too far to lock in place alone. A limit. She liked that.

Still, she didn’t call Cal. Not yet.

Later that evening, when Cal returned, Emily was curled up on the couch, reading. She looked up and
smiled—natural, quiet.

“Good day?” he asked.
She nodded. “Yeah. | just... rested.”

He studied her face a moment. There was no need to press. He could see the difference. The way she
held herself—lighter somehow, uncoiled.

“I'm glad,” he said simply.

That night, before bed, she wandered once more into the nursery.

She picked out the same sleeper—blue with clouds—and laid it on the changing table. Then, beside
it, she placed one of the thicker cloth diapers from the lower shelf, unfolding it with careful,
uncertain hands.



She stared at the two items side by side.

She didn’t change—not yet. But she stood there for a long time, staring, breathing in the hush of the
nursery.

She was edging closer.

And she knew Cal would be there when she finally stepped all the way in.

Chapter 14: First Steps
It was a quiet evening.

The city outside hummed with distant traffic and the occasional bark of a dog, but inside, the nursery
held its usual hush—timeless and sealed away from the world’s edges.

Emily stood again before the changing table.

The sleeper waited patiently beside the folded diaper. The softness of the nursery calmed her, but
tonight, her restlessness had a shape. She wanted to try. To feel what it might be like to give in to
that part of herself she had been circling for days now.

She picked up the diaper.

Thicker than expected, with multiple flaps, snaps, and a waterproof cover folded underneath it. She
turned it around a few times, tried laying it out like she’d seen in photos online. She even sat down
on the padded mat, trying to line it up under her hips—but the folds were stiff, the layers confusing.
She got as far as pulling one side up before realizing it wasn’t going to happen smoothly.

Frustration flickered across her face, and after a pause, she took a breath and stood up.
She padded barefoot down the hallway and knocked softly on Cal’s study door.

“Come in,” he called.

She opened it just enough to peek inside. “Hey... um... could | ask you something?”

Cal looked up from his laptop, one eyebrow gently raised. “Of course.”

“It’s about the nursery stuff,” she said, trying to keep her tone even. “I wanted to try wearing one of
the... you know... diapers. Just to see what it’s like. But it’s a lot more complicated than | thought.”

Cal leaned back in his chair, listening carefully, not reacting beyond a thoughtful nod.

Emily shifted. “I don’t want to ask you to... like... actually do it. That’d be weird. You're my uncle. But
is there... an easier option?”

He smiled gently, appreciative of her honesty. “There is, actually. Come on.”

Back in the nursery, Cal opened one of the drawers in the dresser and pulled out a small, folded
package. He unwrapped it to reveal a thick, pastel pull-up with little stars and clouds on the front.

“These are easier,” he said. “You just step in and pull it up like underwear. Not quite as immersive as
the full ones, but it gives you the feeling. Some of my guests prefer them.”



Emily reached for it, nodding. “Thanks. That’s... better.”

He paused, then added, “Also, just so you know—some of the sleepers in the wardrobe have zippers
in the back. That’s part of what helps people feel safe... or contained. But those can’t really be done
alone. So if you choose one of those, you’ll need help getting in. And out.”

Emily flushed, nodding again. “Got it. I'll stick to the front-zip ones for now.”
“I think that’s a good idea,” Cal said, still calm. Still kind.

Then he stepped away. “I'll leave you to it. Let me know if you need anything.”

Alone again, Emily stepped out of her clothes and picked up the pull-up.

Sliding into it was surprisingly easy. It felt strange—thicker between her thighs, snug around her
hips—but not unpleasant. Just... different.

She chose her usual sleeper, the one with clouds and a front zip. As she pulled it up and zipped it
slowly to her neck, a wave of warmth passed through her. Not heat—comfort. Like her body was
exhaling.

She climbed into the crib, pulled the rail up, and lay down. The pacifier she’d left on the side table
was still there. She hesitated. Then took it gently, placed it in her mouth, and let it settle.

The room dimmed slowly as the last light faded beyond the curtains. She stared at the spinning
mobile above.

No pressure.
No expectations.
Just stillness.

And the soft, steady sense of having finally said yes to something she hadn’t known how to ask for.

Chapter 15: A Night Like No Other
Emily shifted once, then again, then stilled.

The pacifier in her mouth moved gently with her breath, and the soft pressure of the pull-up
between her thighs reminded her—quietly but constantly—of where she was and what she’d
chosen.

Not a costume.

Not pretend.

Not quite real, either.

But something in-between. Somewhere safe.

She curled onto her side under the thick quilt, hugging one of the plush animals from the crib. The
soft weight of the sleeper, the ambient warmth, and the faint melody from the mobile above her all
worked together to lull her toward sleep.



The feeling wasn’t childish, exactly. Not the way she had expected. It was more like being released
from her usual self. She wasn’t acting like a baby—she was letting go of being an adult.

And for once, she wasn’t trying to make sense of it. She was just being.

The crib rail stood between her and the world, and she didn’t want to move.

She dreamed, at first, of floating.

Then a hallway, long and strange. Whispers she couldn’t understand. Her breath coming faster, her
legs too heavy to run—

But then... something soft. A hand on her back. A warm voice—not words exactly, just a tone—
steady, soothing. She felt herself sink into it, the way you do into a familiar blanket. She hadn’t been
alone.

And warmth. Deep, slow warmth.

When she woke, sunlight filtered through the curtains, golden and lazy. The nursery glowed with it.

She blinked, groggy but not disoriented, the soft quilt pulled up to her chin. The pacifier was still in
her mouth, its familiar presence now strangely comforting. She reached up and tugged it free,
holding it in her hand, then looked around.

The crib rail was down.

That startled her—not the fact that she could leave, but the quiet realization that someone had
opened it for her.

She sat up, rubbing her eyes.

The mobile above her spun lazily, and the stuffed bunny she’d held all night was tucked into the
crook of her elbow like it had been guarding her dreams.

There was a soft knock at the doorframe.
“Em?” Cal’s voice, warm and quiet. “You're awake?”
She turned toward him, blinking. “Yeah.”

He stepped inside slowly, hands in his pockets, gaze gentle. “Heard you in the night. You were having
a nightmare.”

Emily nodded slowly. “I kind of remember. Something... big. Empty.”
“You settled down after a few minutes,” he said. “l came in, just to make sure you were okay.”
There was a pause. His eyes searched hers, not probing, just checking in.

“I put my hand on your back for a bit,” he continued. “Didn’t want to wake you, but you calmed
down almost right away.”

Emily felt her face warm. Not with embarrassment—something quieter. Gratitude.



“I figured I'd open the crib before | left,” Cal added. “Didn’t want you stuck when you woke up.”
“Thanks,” she said, voice soft. “That... means a lot.”

He nodded once, then stepped back toward the door. “Take your time getting up. Breakfast is on
when you’re ready.”

And then he left, no fuss, no questions. Just the quiet weight of care lingering behind him.

Emily sat in the crib a while longer, her knees drawn up, the pacifier still cradled in her hand.
She hadn’t expected to be seen.
She hadn’t expected to be tended to.

But now, sitting in the soft light of the nursery, she understood something she hadn’t before—not
just about the room, or Cal, but about herself:

It wasn’t just the clothes, or the crib, or the quiet.
It was the feeling of being safe enough to need something.

And knowing someone would notice... and come.

Chapter 16: Letting Someone Else Lead
Emily lingered in the nursery longer than she meant to.

Even after she'd changed out of the sleeper, folded it neatly, and dropped the pacifier into the “used”
bin under the sink like Cal had told her to, she didn’t want to leave. The crib stood open and quiet
behind her, and for a while she just stood beside it, hand on the rail, thinking.

It wasn’t about pretending anymore. She knew that now.

It was about permission. To not have to lead. To not have to plan. To not be the version of herself
who always had to keep it together.

That night at dinner, after the dishes were cleared and the last cup of tea had cooled, she spoke up.
Ilcal?”
He glanced over, his chair slightly turned toward her, one arm resting loosely on the back. “Yeah?”

She hesitated. “I've been thinking about... the stuff you said. About how some people like rules. Or
boundaries.”

He stayed still, his expression open and unpressing. “Go on.”

“I'think... I might want to try it. Not everything. Just... what it’s like when someone else is in charge.
When | don’t have to decide every step.”

A pause.

She quickly added, “Not in a scary way. Just... not being the one leading. For a little while.”



Cal’s gaze didn’t change, but there was a faint softening around his eyes. A kind of calm
acknowledgment.

“Would you want that now?” he asked gently. “Tonight?”
Emily nodded, but it came out more like a breath. “Yeah. | think | do.”

“All right,” he said, rising from his chair. “Then here’s what we’ll do. You don’t have to make any more
decisions tonight. I'll handle things from here. If | say or do something you’re not okay with, you say
‘vellow’—just to pause—or ‘red,” and everything stops. That sound fair?”

Her heart beat faster, but not from fear.

“Yeah. That sounds... good.”

Back upstairs, Cal opened the nursery door and stepped inside first. Emily followed, feeling the shift
in air almost immediately. It wasn’t just the room. It was the mood—quieter, more intentional.

Cal turned to her. “Hands by your sides.”
She did it without thinking, a jolt of nerves and anticipation flickering through her belly.
I.”

“Good gir

The words startled her—but in a way that made something settle inside her chest. She didn’t smile.
She didn’t need to. The words wrapped around her like a soft ribbon.

He stepped past her, opened the wardrobe, and selected a sleeper—not her usual one, but a soft
lavender one with a subtle pattern of bunnies and stars. She noticed the zipper was in the back.

“I'llhelp you into this one,” he said simply.
He laid it on the changing table, then reached for a pull-up and held it out.
“You’ll change into this. Then I’ll help with the sleeper.”

Emily took it silently and stepped into the adjoining bathroom. When she returned, her cheeks were
flushed, but she gave a quiet nod. Ready.

Cal didn’t say anything. He simply took the sleeper and helped her into it gently, first the legs, then
guiding her arms through the sleeves. When it was fully on, he smoothed the fabric down her back,
then slowly zipped it up—all the way—and fastened the small snap at the top.

“There we go,” he said softly. “You're all zipped in now. You won’t be getting out without help.”
Emily’s breath caught.

But it didn’t feel scary.

It felt... safe.

Cal led her to the crib next. The rail was still lowered. She climbed in, and he tucked the quilt over
her without a word, placing the bunny in her arms as she curled up.

Then, without needing to ask, she opened her mouth just slightly.



He placed a fresh pacifier gently between her lips.

“You don’t have to think anymore tonight,” he said, voice low and certain. “I've got you.”
He raised the crib rail with a soft click.

And for the first time, Emily didn’t want to be the one in control.

She closed her eyes, and her world shrank to the rhythm of her breath, the weight of the sleeper, the
soft suck of the pacifier...

And the quiet presence of someone who knew exactly what she needed.

Chapter 17: Letting Go
That night, there were no nightmares.
Only stillness.

Only the rhythmic hush of breath, the quiet weight of the sleeper around her, and the soft presence
of the pacifier resting gently between her lips. The nursery held her like a dream—calm, wrapped in
lavender and flannel and trust.

For once, her mind did not race. She didn’t imagine what came next. She didn’t worry if she was
doing it right. She just was.

Safe. Small. Held.

It was still dark when she stirred.

Her eyes blinked open slowly, and it took a moment to remember where she was. The crib rail. The
sleeper. The warm fullness between her thighs. She shifted, blinking at the shadows on the ceiling.

And then the urge hit her.

A need to pee. Quiet but steady. Familiar.

She exhaled through her nose, keeping still for a moment, hoping it might fade.
But it didn’t.

She reached down, instinctively fumbling for a zipper—only to find none. The sleeper’s back zip held
fast, and she was wrapped in it completely.

She gave a soft, muffled groan around the pacifier.
There was no getting out. No way to unzip herself. No option but one.
Use the pull-up.

The thought made her heart flutter—not out of fear exactly, but hesitation. It wasn’t something she’d
planned. Not part of the comfort fantasy. It was real now. Raw.

She lay still, body tense. Willing herself to release.



But it wouldn’t come.
Letting go was hard. Too hard.
And then, from nowhere—rising up from memory like a whisper from childhood—came a song.

Her mother’s voice, gentle and melodic, from years ago, sitting on the edge of a plastic potty chair in
their old bathroom.

n “Tinkle time, don’t be shy
Let the potty say goodbye
Close your eyes, take it slow

Little rivers need to flow...” n

The words came unbidden, silly and soft. She hadn’t heard them in over a decade.

But now... she needed them.

Her voice, barely more than a whisper, hummed the tune against the pacifier.

Once. Twice.

And then—her body exhaled.

Warmth bloomed slowly. Awkward. Strange. But not terrifying.

Tears prickled in her eyes—not from shame, but something deeper. Something like relief.

When it was over, she stayed very still. The pull-up held everything. She didn’t feel gross. Just... done.

The song still echoed gently in her head as she drifted back to sleep.




She woke to soft daylight and the quiet creak of the house.

The quilt was still pulled up around her. The pacifier was gone—she must have spit it out during the
night—and the bunny rested by her arm.

She reached back, testing the zipper. Fumbled for the top.
It didn’t budge.

She twisted, trying to reach the snap. But her fingers couldn’t find the right grip. Her shoulders
strained.

After a moment, she sighed and flopped back against the pillow, exasperated.
Still stuck.

Still zipped in.

Still needing someone else to help.

The thought should’ve embarrassed her.

But instead, she let her hand rest on her chest, breathed in the nursery scent, and whispered to no
one at all:

“ ..Okay”

Chapter 18: Morning Light
Emily lay in the crib for a while, listening to the house stretch and breathe around her.

She could hear Cal downstairs—muffled footsteps, the soft clink of a mug being set down, the whirr
of the kettle. Her usual instinct would have been to get up, head to the kitchen, pretend things were
normal.

But she couldn’t get up. Not alone.

She was zipped into her sleeper, and the rail of the crib still stood firmly between her and the rest of
the world. She was, by every practical measure, stuck.

And yet, instead of panic, she felt... quiet.

Waiting.

A few minutes later, there was a soft knock at the nursery door.

Then Cal’s voice, gentle as always: “Good morning, Em. May | come in?”

“Yes,” she said, barely louder than a whisper.

The door opened slowly. Cal entered with no surprise, no questions—just calm presence.

He stepped beside the crib and looked down at her, meeting her eyes without judgment. “How are
you feeling?”



Emily hesitated. “Weird,” she admitted. “But not... bad.”
He nodded once, then gently lowered the crib rail with a quiet click.
“Let’s get you out of that sleeper first.”

She sat up and turned, letting him reach the zipper at the back. He unfastened the snap and slowly
drew the zipper down, loosening the fabric around her shoulders. His movements were careful, not
clinical—but not overly intimate, either. Just respectful. Caring.

Once the sleeper was unzipped, Emily shrugged out of it and stood on wobbly legs, left only in her
pull-up, which sagged slightly with its weight. She flushed, unsure of what to do or say.

Cal met her eyes again, voice low. “You did just fine.”
She swallowed. “I... needed to go. | couldn’t hold it. Couldn’t get out.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s part of what this space is for. Not just pretending. It’s for letting go—
completely, when you’re ready. You trusted the room. And me. That matters.”

She looked away, blinking quickly. “It helped that... | remembered this song. One my mom used to
sing to me. During potty training. | don’t know why it came back, but it did. And it made it okay.”

“That’s beautiful,” Cal said simply.

There was a pause.

Then, still looking at the floor, Emily said softly, “I think... | might want more.”
Cal tilted his head, listening.

“I don’t mean something huge. Not yet. But maybe... rules. Expectations. Not just the comfort stuff.”
She looked up at him now, more steady. “I don’t want to be the one deciding everything when I’'m in
it. That gets too heavy.”

He nodded slowly. “Would you want me to decide how far it goes? Or do you want to agree on
boundaries ahead of time?”

Emily considered this. “Maybe both. For now, I'd like to know there are some limits. But | don’t want
to always be the one steering. Once I'm in the space... | want to hand that over.”

Cal gave a faint smile. “We can absolutely do that. Slowly. Gently. At your pace.”
“Okay,” she said, exhaling like she’d been holding the words in for days.

“I'llhelp you clean up,” he added. “Then we’ll start fresh. A new day, a new rhythm.”
Emily nodded, and this time, her smile was genuine.

She had surrendered more than control last night.

She had surrendered fear.

And in its place was something stronger:

Trust.



Chapter 19: A Day to Be Guided

After they cleaned up from the morning, Cal gave Emily a quiet nod. “Let’s get you dressed for the
day.”

Emily followed him upstairs, still in her robe, her nerves fluttering—but not in a fearful way. She was
choosing this. Surrendering, slowly, to something she didn’t entirely understand but trusted.

In the nursery, Cal opened the wardrobe and slid hangers along one by one until he paused at a soft
pink romper. It was plush, with puffed sleeves, short legs, and a discreet zipper that ran up the
back—ending in a snap closure at the collar.

“This one,” he said.

Emily eyed it with a crooked smile. “So... definitely not getting out of that without help.”
“That’s the idea,” he replied gently.

She nodded, then added with a shy little glance, “Should | wear... another pull-up?”

Cal gave her a small smile. “If you think that would help you stay relaxed, then yes.”

She did.

So once again, she stepped into the adjoining bathroom to change, returning with the fresh pull-up
in place. Cal helped her step into the romper, guiding her arms and legs, then zipping it slowly up the
back. The snap at her neck sealed herin.

“How’s that?” he asked.
Emily did a slow turn in front of the mirror, brushing her hands over the soft fabric. “It’s... snug.”
“And you're not getting out of it alone,” he reminded her.

“Good,” she said quietly.

They had breakfast at the kitchen table like usual—toast, yogurt, and coffee for Cal, orange juice for
Emily. It felt normal and surreal at the same time, sitting there zipped into a toddler-style romper
under her hoodie, sipping juice from a big glass.

“I didn’t think I'd ever be able to do this,” she said at one point, her voice calm and reflective. “Let
someone else be in charge. Not in a scary way. Just... trust someone this much.”

Cal nodded. “It’s not about weakness. It’s about allowing yourself to rest. Most people spend their
whole lives carrying too much.”

She nodded, stirring her spoon around her yogurt. “I think I've been carrying way more than | ever
admitted. Even to myself.”

“Most of us do.”

After breakfast, Cal laid out her day for her, speaking with the same gentle authority she’d come to
find comforting.



“You’ll have some quiet time this morning—reading, coloring, maybe a walk if you want one. No
phone, no outside noise. Just time for you. I'll check in before lunch.”

Emily nodded. The thought of someone else planning her day made her chest loosen. She didn’t
have to perform. Just follow.

She spent the morning exactly as he’d suggested—curled in a blanket with a picture book, sipping
water, humming softly to herself without realizing it. The romper’s snugness, the knowledge she
couldn’t take it off, made everything feel safe and enclosed.

By lunchtime, she felt braver.

When Cal called her to the kitchen, the high chair was already set up.
He looked to her. “Are you ready to try it?”

Emily grinned. “I think | am.”

He helped her climb up, gently
guiding her legs into place, then
buckled the harness around her waist
and shoulders. The tray slid in with a
soft click, locking her inside.

She felt a shiver run through her. Not
fear. Just anticipation. A little thrill.

Cal placed a small bow! of pasta and
sauce in front of her, along with a bib
he gently tied around her neck.
“You’ll eat with your hands today.”

Emily raised an eyebrow, but didn’t
object.

About halfway through the bowl, she
dipped two fingers straight into the
sauce and flicked it playfully in his
direction.

It landed on his sleeve.

She grinned. “Oops.”

Cal paused, looked down at the red dot on his shirt, then raised his eyes slowly to hers.
“You sure you want to play that game?” he said, voice low and even.

Emily smirked behind her fingers. “Maybe.”

“Then finish your lunch,” he said. “After that, we’ll take care of this little mess.”

Her grin faltered slightly—but her pulse sped up.



She finished the pasta dutifully, licking her fingers clean like she was supposed to. Cal wiped her face
and hands afterward without a word, removed the tray, and lifted her down from the chair.

He looked at her calmly.

“Upstairs,” he said simply.

Emily obeyed, heart fluttering all the way up.

She didn’t know exactly what was coming. But she knew one thing:
She’d earned it.

And she was ready to be taught what it meant to have limits... gently.

Chapter 20: The Lesson

Emily climbed the stairs with a strange mix of energy and anticipation pulsing in her chest. She could
still feel the sauce on her hands, even though Cal had wiped them clean. It wasn’t about the mess,
not really. It was about the moment she’d decided to test him—to test this.

And he’d noticed. Of course he had.

In the nursery, Cal didn’t speak at first. He simply guided her to the soft bench beside the wardrobe
and helped her sit down. She felt the snugness of the romper again, the zipper up the back, the way
her legs moved differently in the padded pull-up beneath it.

“Why do you think we’re here right now?” Cal asked, kneeling to meet her eyes.
Emily looked down, her fingers twitching in her lap. “Because | flicked food at you.”
He raised one brow slightly. “Was that part of our agreement for today?”

“No,” she said quietly.

“What was your role today?”

She hesitated, then answered, “To follow. To let you lead.”

“That’s right.” His tone stayed calm, kind. “And part of that is learning that actions have
consequences, even small ones.”

Emily’s breath caught, just slightly. She didn’t know what form this correction would take, but she
trusted him not to go beyond what she could handle.

Cal reached for a firm but soft cushion nearby and placed it on the edge of the bench. Then he
patted it once. “Over my lap.”

Her cheeks warmed. But she obeyed.

She lay down across his lap, her upper body resting on the bench, her legs dangling softly. He rested
one hand on her lower back, steady, grounding. The other hovered gently over the seat of her
romper.

“I’'m going to give you five light smacks. Just enough to remind you who's guiding things. Nothing
painful. Just... a boundary.”



Emily nodded, her voice muffled in the quilted cushion. “Okay.”
And then he began.

Each swat was firm, but not harsh. The thick padding of the pull-up and romper softened the impact.
Still, she felt it—more in her heart than in her skin. With every gentle pat came a release, as though
some coiled tension in her chest was finally being acknowledged.

By the fourth, her eyes prickled.

The fifth was almost comforting.

Then he rested his hand again on her back and said simply, “All done.”
She didn’t move right away. Just breathed.

It wasn’t humiliation she felt. Or fear.

It was clarity.

Structure.

Love in a shape she hadn’t understood before now.

He helped her sit up and handed her a soft cloth. “You’re not in trouble. But you needed a reminder.
And now, it’s behind you.”

Emily nodded, wiping her eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered.
They didn’t talk about it after that. Not directly.

But for the rest of the afternoon, Emily followed his gentle instructions without question. Quiet time.
A warm bottle of milk. Nap on the couch with a soft lullaby playing from Cal’s old speakers.

She no longer felt silly.

She felt held.

Chapter 21: Safe Enough to Ask

That evening, after a long bath and a quiet dinner, Emily lingered near the nursery door in her robe.
Her hair was still damp, her body calm from the day’s gentle structure. Cal was tidying up a few
books in the hallway when she turned to him and said softly:

“Can | ask for something?”
He stopped, attentive but never pressing. “Of course.”

She looked at the crib, then back to him. “Last night was good. But tonight, I... | want to feel even
more held. Not just the sleeper. More than that.”

Cal paused, just to be sure he understood. “You’re asking for more containment?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Like... maybe straps? Something snug. | don’t want to get up. | want to be kept
there. All night.”

He looked at her gently. “You’re sure?”



“l wouldn’t ask if | wasn’t.”

That was all he needed.

That night, she chose the same lavender sleeper—with the back zipper—and Cal dressed her again,
zipping her in with quiet care. Then, after helping her into the crib, he added two soft, padded straps:
one across her middle and one across her thighs. Not tight. Not confining. Just present.

Each buckle clicked softly into place, and with each one, Emily breathed a little deeper.

Once she was fully tucked in, her arms folded gently under the quilt, she looked up at him and
whispered, “Thank you.”

Cal brushed a hand over her hair. “You'll sleep safe tonight.”

She did.

The next morning was warm and bright, sunlight pouring in through the kitchen windows. Cal
suggested they go out into the small back garden—a little patch of green between the row houses
where the ivy grew wild along the fences.

Emily wrinkled her nose at the idea, suddenly bashful. “I don’t feel like playing outside.”
Cal smiled knowingly. “You sure about that?”
“I'just... don’t want to,” she said, with a tone that even she knew sounded like a pout.

He considered her for a moment. “Well then, if you're going to be a little reluctant, | think we need a
compromise.”

Emily blinked. “What kind of compromise?”

“A special kind,” he said, stepping into the hall closet and pulling out something she hadn’t seen
before: a soft harness, padded and simple, with adjustable buckles and a loop at the back.

Her breath caught.

“You can go outside,” Cal said calmly, “but you’ll wear this. And I’ll clip it to the ground post near the
bench. That way, you’ve got a little freedom—but not too much. Fair?”

Emily flushed—but nodded.
It was exactly the kind of thing she hadn’t known how to ask for... but deeply wanted.

He helped her into it—over her short-sleeved romper, already snug from the morning dressing. The
harness was soft, comforting in its own way, wrapping around her chest and waist with firm security.
She heard the click of the buckle behind her back, then followed Cal out into the garden barefoot.

Near the ivy-covered bench, a small metal ring was set into the flagstone. Cal clipped the leash to her
harness, then gave it a gentle tug to test.

“You've got about six feet of room,” he said. “Enough to sit on the grass, play with the toy bin, or
pout a little if you like.”



She smirked. “l don’t pout.”
“You do,” he replied with a chuckle, and went to sit nearby with a book.

And she did pout—just a little—but mostly, she sat on the grass, picked at clover blossoms, and
tugged idly at the strap, just to feel it resist her.

That little tug reminded her: she wasn’t in charge today.

And that was exactly how she wanted it.

Chapter 22: Testing the Leash
The garden was quiet.

The sun filtered down through swaying branches and the faint buzz of a neighbor’s lawn mower
hummed in the distance. Emily sat on a folded blanket near the base of the birdbath, barefoot, her
knees pulled up under her romper. The harness was snug around her chest and waist, anchored by
the leash clipped to the ground post behind her.

Cal sat on the patio bench with a book, not watching her directly—but not far, either.
At first, Emily had been content.

But after a while, something restless began to stir. Not boredom. Not discomfort. Just a little hum of
mischief beneath her skin. That childlike curiosity, sharpened by a sliver of challenge.

How far does this go?
She gave the leash a subtle tug.
Then another.

Nothing gave. The clip was solid, the cord short but flexible. Still... she shifted on her knees, trying to
twist her torso just enough to reach the buckle at her side. The harness moved slightly—but it was
well-fitted. Too well.

She reached behind her back, trying to find the clip or anchor point.
No luck. The angle was impossible.

She lay back on the grass for a moment, then rolled forward again, checking the ground post. It was
sunk deep into the flagstone, smooth and flush with the surface. No edge to pry at. No slack to twist
free.

She tried again—twisting, wriggling, angling her body this way and that. She even tried slipping one
arm under the harness.

Nothing.
She wasn’t the first to try, clearly.

“Hmm,” Cal’s voice broke the silence, calm and unreadable. “Getting a bit wiggly over there, aren’t
we?”

Emily froze. Her face flushed. Then, slowly, she turned to glance at him.



“I was just... checking it,” she muttered.

“Of course,” he said mildly, setting his book down. “It’s good to be curious. But just so you know—
every single person who’s ever worn that harness has tried exactly what you’re trying now.”

Emily chewed the inside of her cheek, trying not to smile.
“And none of them got out,” Cal added. “Including you.”
“I figured,” she said, folding her arms in a show of mock defiance.

“Good. Then you can relax now,” he said, returning to his book. “That strap’s not going anywhere.
And neither are you.”

Emily leaned back on her palms, feeling the leash tug gently against the harness.
She exhaled—half in surrender, half in amusement.

There was something deeply reassuring in it. Not being able to escape. Not because she was trapped,
but because someone had thought ahead. Someone had anticipated this moment, had built in the
boundary, had expected her to push—and still cared enough to hold the line.

She lay back on the grass, the leash gently taut behind her, the sun warm on her face.
She didn’t try again.

She didn’t need to.

Chapter 23: Held in Place
Emily didn’t try again.

She lay in the garden with the grass cool beneath her arms, the leash pulling gently against her
harness every time she shifted. It wasn’t tight—not uncomfortable—but firm. Present. Just enough
to remind her that her world had a boundary.

And someone else had drawn that line.

She picked lazily at blades of grass for a while, watching ants climb over her toes. From the corner of
her eye, she saw Cal glance up every so often, but he never said anything. Just turned a page. Sipped
from his cup. Let her be.

Eventually, she sat up and turned toward him, legs crossed awkwardly in the harness.
“Can | ask something?”
Cal set his book on his lap, his attention shifting fully to her. “Always.”

“Why does it feel... good? This,” she said, tugging gently on the leash. “The not-getting-out part. It
should be frustrating. But it’s not.”

He smiled softly. “Because for the first time in a long time, someone else is holding the edge for you.
That feeling—that tug—it’s a way of saying: you don’t have to be in charge right now.”

Emily looked down at her hands, fidgeting in her lap. “I think I’'ve spent my whole life waiting for
someone to say that.”



Cal nodded once. “Most of the people who come to this space have.”

She looked back up at him, eyes serious now. “l wasn't really trying to break out earlier. Not deep
down. I think | just... wanted to know if the world would catch me if | pushed.”

“You wanted to feel the walls,” Cal said gently. “It’s not defiance. It’s reassurance. Boundaries aren’t
punishment. They’re care in disguise.”

Emily let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

“l don’t think | ever had boundaries like this before. Not ones that held firm. Not ones that said I'm
not letting go of you even if you squirm.”

Cal stood slowly and walked over to her, crouching so they were eye to eye. He reached forward and
placed a hand lightly on her shoulder, grounding.

“Well,” he said, voice low and steady, “you do now.”

She blinked quickly, looking away, then leaned into his hand.

“Do | have to come in yet?” she asked, almost shy.

“Not yet,” he said. “You can have twenty more minutes of sun and grass.”

“And then?”

“Then I'll bring you in, give you a snack, and we’ll see if you're ready for a quiet story before nap.”
Emily grinned, her heart unexpectedly full.

She leaned back on her palms again, let the leash tug gently against her shoulder blades, and
whispered to the sky:

IIO kay.ll

Final Chapter: Held, Then Free
The days that followed fell into an easy rhythm.

Mornings began with soft wakeups in the crib, zipped into her sleeper and slowly helped out by Cal.
There were warm breakfasts and quiet affirmations, then structured playtime or gentle chores that
never felt like work.

Some days, she wore rompers with hidden snaps or soft pull-ups under cozy skirts. Others, she
stayed in full regression—harnessed during quiet garden play, or strapped gently into the high chair
with mashed fruit and spoon-fed giggles. There were nap times with lullabies, and moments of mild
misbehavior—each met not with punishment, but with boundaries that were somehow more
reassuring than any apology.

At night, she returned to the crib, often asking to be strapped in, her back zipped snug and her arms
curled around a bunny she'd long since named. The pacifier was no longer strange. It was... normal.
Natural. Soothing. A signal that the day’s burdens had been lifted.



Through it all, Cal remained steady. Present. Never indulgent, never withdrawn. He knew when to
lead, when to step back, when to let her test her limits—and when to gently bring her back from the
edge.

He never asked for thanks.

But she gave them anyway, often in quiet smiles and content sighs, in the way she let herself lean on
him without hesitation.

It was the morning of her last day when it hit her.

She was sitting on the floor in her play corner, wearing a short-sleeved, footed onesie covered in
sunflowers, lazily coloring a picture of a cartoon rabbit, when she stopped and looked around.

The nursery. The light. The hush.
It had changed her.

Not because it had turned her into someone else—but because it had let her be who she had always
needed to be. For a little while.

Safe. Small. Soft. Loved.

When she told Cal she was leaving the next morning, he only nodded, not surprised.
“Home’s waiting,” he said. “That’s good.”

She looked at him, almost afraid to ask. “Will it be... weird? Going back?”

“Maybe a little,” he said honestly. “But this part of you doesn’t vanish just because the room does.
It’s still yours. You can carry it with you.”

“And...” she hesitated, “l could come back, right? Sometime?”

Cal smiled, and for the first time, it wasn’t just calm. It was warm. Deep.
“Em, this door will always be open for you.”

She threw her arms around him before she could talk herself out of it.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

The next day, she boarded her bus with a duffel full of clothes, a journal full of thoughts, and one
lavender pacifier tucked deep inside her suitcase—not because she needed it out there...

...but because it reminded her that no matter how strong, or grown, or put-together she looked on
the outside—

—there was still a place, and a person, where she could always be held.
And she knew, with quiet certainty, as the city faded behind her:
This was not the last visit.

Not even close.



The End.



