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Epigraph

Conservative / Republican viewpoints 

Ron DeSantis

“We believe that it is wrong to subject minors to sex change procedures.”

Donald Trump

“The United States Government will not accept or allow transgender individuals to serve in any capacity in the U.S. Military.”

Kristi Noem

“Only girls should play girls’ sports.”

Marjorie Taylor Greene

“There are two genders: male and female.”''

Mike Pence
“We ought to protect our children from radical gender ideology.”
Liberal / Democratic viewpoints 

Joe Biden
“Transgender rights are human rights.”
Kamala Harris
“We see you. We stand with you.”
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez
“Trans rights are civil rights.”
Gavin New
“We’re not going to turn our backs on vulnerable communities.”
Read my story, and you decide

Prologue

The mirror never lied. That was the problem.

Charles stood there, staring at a face that belonged to him—but never felt like it did. Nothing was obviously wrong, nothing anyone else would question, and yet everything felt off. He had learned how to live with it, how to move through the world without drawing attention, without asking questions he wasn’t ready to answer. Smile when expected. Speak when necessary. Keep everything else buried. But alone—like this—there was no hiding.

His gaze dropped, then lifted again, searching. Not for perfection. Not for something new. Just something that felt real. It wasn’t there.

“Charles?” His mother’s voice came softly through the door. “You okay?”

He didn’t answer right away. “I’m fine,” he said finally. The word came easy. It always did. Fine meant quiet. Fine meant safe. Fine meant don’t look too closely.

Footsteps faded down the hall. Charles exhaled slowly and looked back at himself. Fine wasn’t the truth. The truth was—he was waiting. Waiting for something to shift, for something to make sense, for the moment he could finally stop pretending.

His hand lifted, fingers brushing the glass. For a second, he saw it—not someone else, just… him. Clear. Certain. Real. The image flickered, fragile, almost gone before it formed, but it was there.

And for the first time, it didn’t feel impossible.

Chapter 1

Becoming Charlotte

JL Schneider


Sometimes becoming yourself is the greatest love story of all 
It could only happen to me.

And the truth is… I’m not sorry it did.

Back then, I was a junior in college, living exactly the life people warn you about—and secretly envy. My calendar was full, my nights were louder than my mornings, and if there was a party, I was already there before the music started.

Wine, women, and whatever passed for song.

My grades took a hit now and then, but never enough to matter. Passing was good enough, and for the life I was living, it felt like a fair trade.

Then she walked into it.

It was June. One of those New Orleans days where the heat wraps around you like a second skin. I was cutting across campus, not really heading anywhere important, when I saw her.

She was sitting alone on a bench, just off the main path.

Long blonde hair. Legs crossed. A short skirt catching the sunlight. But it wasn’t just that—it was the stillness. Like she didn’t belong to the noise around her. Like everything else moved, and she didn’t.

I’d seen plenty of beautiful women. Been with more than a few.

But this was different.

Something in my chest tightened before my brain had time to catch up.

Next thing I knew, I was walking toward her.

I sat down beside her, giving just enough space not to seem like a creep. She stiffened slightly—subtle, but I noticed.

“Sorry to intrude,” I said. “I’m Rick. I don’t think I’ve seen you around before.”

She looked down before answering, her voice soft. “I don’t stay on campus much. I’m Charlotte. Nice to meet you.”

She started to stand.

Instinct took over—I reached out and touched her hand, gently. “Hey… no need to run. I promise I’m not dangerous.” I smiled, trying to take the edge off. “I just saw a beautiful woman sitting alone and figured I’d regret it if I didn’t at least say hello.”

She hesitated.

Then slowly sat back down.

“I’m a junior,” I added. “Pre-med. Hoping to survive long enough to make it to med school. What about you?”

“Pre-law,” she said. “Sophomore.”

A pause.

“I really should go.”

There was something there—nervousness, sure, but more than that. Like she was bracing for something I couldn’t see yet.

I leaned in just a little. “Or… you could let me buy you a coffee. Ten minutes. If I’m boring, you can walk away and never talk to me again.”

She studied me for a second longer than I expected.

Then she nodded. “Okay. Just coffee.”

We walked side by side toward the student café. That’s when I really noticed her—she was tall. Not just tall for a woman—tall, period. A little over six feet, easy. Long legs, confident stride, even if her shoulders held a bit of tension.

She was striking.

Not just pretty—memorable.

We got our coffees. She took hers black.

Same as me.

I smiled. “Well, we’ve got something in common already.”

She glanced at my cup, then back at me, a small grin forming. “I see that.”

We sat across from each other, and for the first time since I’d approached her, the silence felt… heavy.

Not awkward.

Important.

“Where you from?” I asked.

“New Orleans,” she said. “Uptown. Soniat Street. I live at home.”

I nodded. “Bywater for me. Got a place off Feret now with a roommate. Couldn’t do the parent thing anymore—too many rules.”

She gave a quiet laugh. It loosened something between us.

Then silence again.

I didn’t want it to end.

“Listen,” I said, leaning forward, lowering my voice just a touch. “How about dinner sometime? Nothing crazy. Just… more of this.”

Her expression changed.

Guarded.

“I don’t really date, Rick,” she said. “It’s… complicated.”

That word hung there.

Complicated.

I didn’t understand it yet—but I felt it.

I reached across the table, brushing my fingers lightly against hers. “Most things worth doing are,” I said. “Just dinner. No pressure. No expectations. I promise.”

She looked at our hands.

Then at me.

For a moment, I thought she was going to say no.

Instead, she exhaled slowly.

“Okay,” she said. “Dinner.”

And that was it.

A bench on Tulane’s campus. A cup of coffee. A yes that sounded small—but changed everything.

I had no idea what I was stepping into.

And if I’m being honest…

I don’t think I would’ve walked away even if I did.

Chapter 2
I met her the following Tuesday.

She was waiting outside the campus bookstore when I walked up, leaning lightly against the brick wall, one foot crossed over the other. For a second, I just stood there and watched her.

She was even more beautiful than I remembered.

Not just the obvious things—the long blonde hair, the legs, the way her skirt moved slightly in the breeze—but something quieter. A kind of stillness. Like she was always half a step removed from everything around her.

“Hi,” I said, stepping closer. “I’m really glad you came.”

She smiled—small, careful. “Me too.”

“I was thinking… there’s a place on Magazine Street I like. Nothing fancy, but the food’s great.”

“That sounds nice,” she said.

I reached for her hand without really thinking about it.

For just a moment, she tensed.

Then her fingers softened in mine.

We walked like that—hand in hand—down the sidewalk, and I couldn’t stop thinking how unreal it felt. Out of all the people on campus, all the women I’d met…

I was walking beside her.

The place was small, crowded, and loud—the kind of spot where nobody pays attention to anyone else. We slid into a booth near the back and ordered po-boys and root beers.

Nothing special.

But sitting across from her made it feel like something more.

I watched her as she looked around the room, taking everything in like she was cataloging it, measuring it somehow.

“You okay?” I asked.

She nodded quickly. “Yeah. I just… don’t go out much.”

That again.

A thread I couldn’t quite pull yet.

When the food came, I leaned back a little, trying to keep things light.

“So,” I said, “pre-law. That sounds like a lot of reading and not much sleep.”

She gave a small smile. “That’s pretty accurate.”

“Enjoying it?”

She hesitated—just a second, but I caught it.

“It’s… fine,” she said. “My dad’s a lawyer. I think this was always the plan for me, whether I agreed to it or not.”

“Ah,” I said. “Following in the family footsteps.”

“Something like that.” She looked down at her plate. “He wants me to join his firm eventually. I think it’s less about the business and more about keeping an eye on me.”

I laughed. “Yeah, parents have a way of doing that. My mom still expects me home every Sunday for dinner—non-negotiable. Rain, storm, end of the world… doesn’t matter.”

That got a real smile out of her.

“The food’s worth it,” I added. “And I’ve got a sister who would disown me if I stopped showing up. Within reason, anyway.”

“You’re close?” she asked.

“Close enough. We fight like hell, but yeah… I wouldn’t trade her.”

She nodded slowly, like she was weighing something.

“I have a twin,” she said.

That caught my attention. “Yeah?”

“A brother. Ryan.”

There was a shift in her tone—subtle, but heavier.

“We don’t talk much anymore.”

I leaned forward slightly. “I’m sorry. What happened?”

She shook her head, quickly. “It’s… complicated. Long story.”

There it was again.

Complicated.

I let it go—for now.

“Well,” I said, easing back, “for what it’s worth, my sister and I have tried to kill each other at least twice growing up. There’s still time to fix it.”

That did it.

She laughed.

Not polite. Not forced.

Real.

And for the first time since I’d met her, the tension in her shoulders eased completely.

I remember thinking, right then—

I’d do just about anything to hear that sound again.

Chapter 3
We didn’t kiss that night. Not because I didn’t want to. And not because she didn’t feel it too. It just… didn’t happen. Instead, we stood there for a long moment under that flickering streetlight, close enough to feel each other breathe, and then she stepped back first.

“I should go,” she said softly.

I nodded, even though I didn’t want the night to end. “Yeah… yeah, of course.” I walked her part of the way home. Not all the way—she wouldn’t let me. “Another time,” she said when I offered. Another time. That stuck with me.

After that, we started seeing each other more. Not every day. Not even on any kind of schedule. But often enough that I started to look for her, started to expect her. We met between classes, sat on the same bench where I’d first seen her, grabbed coffee, walked the quieter parts of campus, talked about things that didn’t seem important until they were. And somewhere along the way, it stopped feeling like I was chasing her. It felt like we were meeting in the middle.

One afternoon, we ended up by the river. The heat had broken just enough to make it bearable, and the breeze coming off the water carried that slow, steady rhythm that makes you forget about everything else. We sat side by side on the low wall, watching the ships move in the distance.

“You ever think about leaving?” she asked.

“Leaving New Orleans?” I said.

She nodded.

“Sometimes,” I admitted. “But I always end up talking myself out of it. Feels like this place gets into your blood whether you want it to or not.”

She smiled faintly. “Yeah. It does that.”

“What about you?”

She didn’t answer right away. “I think about it,” she said finally. “Starting over somewhere nobody knows me.” That caught my attention. “Nobody knows you?” I said. “You planning on disappearing or something?” She gave a soft laugh, but there was something behind it. “Something like that.”

I turned toward her. “You make it sound like you’re running from something.” She met my eyes. For a second—just a second—I thought she might tell me. Then she looked away. “Maybe I just want a place where I can be… myself,” she said quietly. There was something in the way she said it. Not dramatic. Not exaggerated. Just honest.

I didn’t push. “Fair enough,” I said. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing a pretty good job of that already.” She looked back at me, studying my face like she was trying to decide if I meant it. “You don’t even know me,” she said. “I know enough.” “Do you?” There was a challenge in it—but not a hostile one. More like… a test.

I leaned back on my hands, looking out at the water again. “I know you don’t like crowds. You drink your coffee black. You overthink everything before you say it. And you laugh like it surprises you every time it happens.” She blinked, caught off guard. “And,” I added, glancing back at her, “I know there’s something you’re not telling me.”

Silence. The kind that stretches. I held her gaze, but I didn’t push further. After a moment, she looked down at her hands. “You ever meet someone,” she said slowly, “and you know… if they really saw you, they wouldn’t stay?” That wasn’t what I expected. “Yeah,” I said after a beat. “I think everyone has that fear.” She shook her head. “No. I mean really saw you. Everything. No filters. No… editing.”

I studied her for a second. “Charlotte,” I said, my voice softer now, “you’re not that hard to look at.” She let out a small breath—half laugh, half something else. “You don’t understand.” “Then help me,” I said. She didn’t.

Instead, she leaned her shoulder lightly against mine. It was the first time she’d done that. No hesitation. No pulling back. Just… there. We sat like that for a while, neither of us speaking. The river moved. The world kept going. And for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t thinking about what came next. I was just… there with her.

When we finally stood to leave, she didn’t step away right away. She stayed close, close enough that I could feel the warmth of her, the steady rhythm of her breathing.

“Rick,” she said.

“Yeah?”

She looked up at me, something uncertain in her eyes. Then she made a decision. Slowly, carefully, she reached for my hand.

And this time—she held on.

Chapter 4
The first time we kissed, everything changed. It wasn’t rushed. It wasn’t desperate. It was slow… careful… like we both knew crossing that line meant something neither of us could take back. And the second it happened—I knew. I was in deeper than I’d ever been before.

When we finally pulled apart, she didn’t smile. She broke. Tears came fast, silent at first, then shaking her whole body.

“Hey—hey,” I said, stepping back just enough to see her face. “What’s wrong? Did I—did I do something?” My chest tightened. “Charlotte… I’ve fallen for you. I mean that. I love you. I don’t want to lose you over something I don’t even understand. Just… talk to me. Let me help.”

She looked at me like I’d just made everything worse. Not angry. Just… heartbroken.

“Remember when I asked you,” she said, her voice trembling, “if telling someone the truth could make them walk away?”

I nodded slowly.

“This is that moment, Rick.”

The words hit harder than anything she could’ve said.

“I love you too,” she whispered. “That’s the problem.”

She turned away, covering her face, her shoulders shaking. Instinct took over—I stepped in behind her, wrapping my arms around her, holding her as she cried.

“Then don’t push me away,” I said softly. “Whatever it is… there’s nothing you could say that would make me leave. Nothing.”

She shook her head against my chest. “You don’t know that.”

“Then tell me,” I said. “Trust me.”

For a long moment, she didn’t move. Then slowly, she turned in my arms to face me. Her eyes were red, her voice barely steady.

“I can’t give you what you think I can,” she said. “Not now. Maybe not ever.”

I took her hands, holding them firmly. “What I want is you. That hasn’t changed.”

“You say that now.”

“I mean it.”

We stood there like that, the world moving around us while everything between us narrowed down to this one moment. Finally, she pulled away just enough to breathe.

“I thought I could keep this from happening,” she said. “I thought if I just… kept my distance, it would be easier.”

“For who?” I asked.

“For you.”

We moved to a nearby bench, sitting close but not touching this time. She stared straight ahead, gathering herself.

“I have a twin,” she said quietly. “Ryan.”

“I remember,” I said.

“He’s seven minutes older than me. And we were identical. In every way. Except I was much smaller, two pounds, just as long as him, but slight frame.”

I felt something shift, but I didn’t interrupt.

“When we were kids, I didn’t understand it at first,” she continued. “I just knew something was wrong. Not outside… inside. I didn’t feel like who everyone said I was.”

Her voice steadied as she spoke, like she’d carried these words a long time.

“My parents didn’t know what to do. Doctors, therapists… all of it. Eventually they gave it a name. Said my mind and my body didn’t match.” She finally looked at me. “I started transitioning when I was fifteen. Hormones, everything. I’ve spent years becoming who I am now.”

I didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

“I’m twenty,” she said. “There are things I haven’t done yet. Things I can’t change yet.”

The silence between us stretched. Not empty. Heavy.

“I didn’t tell you,” she said, her voice breaking again, “because I knew what this might cost me. I never meant to hurt you.”

For a moment, I just sat there. Taking it in. Not the words themselves—but her. The fear in them. The weight she’d been carrying alone.

I exhaled slowly. “Charlotte…”

She braced herself. Like she was waiting for it. For me to pull away. To walk. To prove her right.

Instead, I reached for her hand again.

She looked up, confused.

“You think this changes how I feel?” I said quietly.

She blinked, tears still falling. “It should.”

“Maybe for someone else,” I said. “But not for me.”

“Rick—”

“No,” I said gently. “You trusted me enough to tell me. I’m not going anywhere because of it.”

She searched my face, like she didn’t believe what she was seeing.

“You don’t understand what you’re saying yet,” she whispered.

“Maybe not,” I admitted. “But I understand this—I care about you. That hasn’t changed in the last five minutes.”

Her grip tightened around my hand. Fear. Hope. Both at once.

“You might feel different later,” she said.

“Then later we’ll deal with it,” I replied. “Right now… I’m still here.”

She let out a shaky breath. And for the first time since she started talking—she didn’t pull away. 

Chapter 5
I didn’t walk her home that night. Not because I didn’t want to. Because I didn’t trust myself to say the right thing. We stood there for a while after everything was out in the open. Same bench. Same streetlight. Same two people… but nothing felt the same.

“Say something,” she whispered.

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. Not anger. Not rejection. Just… noise in my head I couldn’t sort through. “I’m trying,” I said finally. She nodded like she understood, even if it hurt. “I know. That’s why I should go.” This time, I didn’t stop her. I watched her walk away. And that might’ve been the hardest part.

I didn’t go home right away. I walked. No direction. No destination. Just moving. Everything she said kept replaying in my head—over and over, like I was trying to catch something I’d missed the first time. I love you. I started transitioning when I was fifteen. There are things I haven’t done yet. I stopped under a streetlight, ran a hand through my hair, and let out a breath that felt like it had been sitting in my chest all night. What the hell did that mean for me? For us? I’d been with women. Plenty of them. Easy, uncomplicated, predictable. This wasn’t any of those things. This was… Charlotte.

The way she laughed. The way she watched the world like she didn’t quite belong in it. The way she looked at me like I mattered. None of that had changed. So why did everything feel like it had? I ended up back at my apartment sometime after midnight. My roommate wasn’t home, which was probably for the best. I sat on the edge of my bed, elbows on my knees, staring at the floor, trying to make sense of something I didn’t have the language for. Was I still attracted to her? Yes. That answer came too fast. Did that make me… what? I didn’t even finish the thought. Because it didn’t feel like a label. It felt like a person.

I didn’t sleep much. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her face—right before she told me. The fear. The certainty that I would leave. She’d already lived this moment in her head a hundred times. I was just catching up.

The next day, I found her. Same bench. Same place we started. She looked up when she saw me, and I could tell immediately—she hadn’t slept either. “You didn’t have to come back,” she said. “I know,” I replied. I sat down beside her. Not too close. Not far either. We stayed quiet for a minute. Then I said the only honest thing I had. “I don’t know what I’m doing.” She gave a small, sad smile. “That makes two of us.”

“I’m not walking away,” I added quickly. “But I’m not going to pretend I’ve got this all figured out either.” “That’s fair,” she said softly. I nodded, then looked at her. “Help me understand.” She took a breath. This was harder than last night. Not the truth. The details.

“There are parts of my life I’ve had to fight for,” she said. “And parts I’m still waiting on.” I listened. “I’ve been on hormones for years,” she continued. “They changed a lot—how I look, how my body developed… how I feel. But they don’t change everything.” She paused, searching my face—checking if I was still there. I was. “There are still things about me that don’t match who I am,” she said carefully. “Physically.” Her voice dropped, quieter now. “My body isn’t finished becoming what it’s supposed to be.”

I didn’t interrupt. Didn’t need to. The meaning was clear enough without her having to spell it out. “I don’t expect you to just be okay with that,” she added quickly. “I don’t even know what ‘okay’ looks like yet.” I leaned back slightly, exhaling. “This isn’t something I’ve ever had to think about before,” I admitted. “I know.” “But I care about you,” I said. “That part isn’t confusing.”

She looked at me, something fragile in her eyes. “You might feel different later,” she said. “Yeah,” I said honestly. “I might.” That one stung. I saw it. But I didn’t take it back. “Or I might not,” I added. “I don’t know yet. And I’m not going to lie to you just to make this easier.” She nodded slowly. “I appreciate that.”

We sat there again, the space between us full of things neither of us could solve in a single conversation. After a moment, I reached out. Not grabbing her hand this time. Just… offering mine. She looked at it. Then at me. Then placed her hand in mine. Carefully. Like it mattered more now.

Chapter 6
I met Ryan by accident. Or maybe not. Looking back, it feels like one of those moments that was always going to happen, no matter what I did. I was leaving campus late afternoon, cutting across toward Feret, when I heard someone behind me.

“Rick.”

I turned. The guy walking toward me looked… familiar. Same height. Same eyes. Same blond hair. It hit me a second later. Charlotte. Or—no. Ryan.

“You know who I am,” he said, stopping a few feet away.

“Yeah,” I answered. “I figured.”

He studied me like I was something he wasn’t sure he liked. “You’ve been seeing her.” Not a question.

“Yeah.”

His jaw tightened. “I told her this would happen.”

“That what would happen?” I asked.

“You,” he said flatly. There was anger there—but something else too. Something deeper. Fear, maybe.

“I’m not here to fight you,” I said. “If that’s what you think.”

Ryan let out a short, humorless laugh. “Good. Because you wouldn’t win.”

I didn’t respond to that. “What do you want?” I asked.

“I want to know what you think you’re doing,” he said. “Because whatever it is, you’re going to hurt her.”

“That’s not my plan.”

“It never is,” he shot back.

We stood there for a second, the tension sitting heavy between us.

“You don’t get it,” he said, quieter now. “You get to walk away from this. She doesn’t.”

“I’m not planning on walking away.”

Ryan shook his head like he’d heard that before. “You already have,” he said.

That landed.

“I went back,” I said. “I’m still here.”

“For now.”

“For as long as she wants me to be.”

Ryan stepped closer. “Do you even know what that means?” he asked.

I didn’t answer right away. Because the truth was—not completely.

He saw it and nodded like it proved his point. “She’s been through hell trying to become who she is,” he said. “You coming into her life right now? You think that helps?”

“I care about her.”

“That’s not enough,” he snapped. “Not for this.”

His voice dropped again. “If you stay… you better be sure. Because if you break her, I swear to God—”

“I won’t,” I cut in.

Ryan held my gaze for a long moment. Then he stepped back. “Yeah,” he said. “We’ll see.”

He turned and walked off, leaving me standing there with a whole new weight on my shoulders.

Chapter 7

Things changed after that. Not all at once. But enough. Charlotte was quieter. More careful. Like she could feel something closing in around us. Or maybe it was just me—thinking more, questioning more, trying not to.

A few nights later, she came over. First time. My roommate was gone, which helped. The apartment felt different with her in it—smaller somehow, more real. She stood just inside the door, taking it in like it mattered.

“You live here?” she asked, a hint of a smile.

“Try not to judge,” I said.

“I’m not,” she said softly.

We sat on the couch. Talked. Laughed a little. It felt normal. Almost. At some point, the space between us disappeared. I don’t remember who moved first. Just that suddenly she was closer. Then closer than that. Her hand found mine. My arm moved around her without thinking. She didn’t pull away.

I turned toward her, brushing my fingers along her cheek. She closed her eyes. And when I kissed her—she kissed me back. This time it wasn’t hesitant. It was real. Full. Everything we’d been holding back.

My hand slid along her side, feeling the warmth of her through the thin fabric. She pressed into me, and for a second, everything else disappeared. No questions. No complications. Just her.

Then—she froze. Not subtle. Not like before. Her whole body went still.

I pulled back immediately. “Hey—what’s wrong?”

She shook her head, already moving away from me. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I can’t—I can’t do this.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I said. “We can slow down—”

“It’s not that,” she said, her voice breaking.

She stood up, wrapping her arms around herself like she was trying to hold something in place. “You deserve something I can’t give you,” she said.

“That’s not your decision,” I replied, standing too.

“It is,” she said firmly, even as her eyes filled with tears. “Because I know where this goes. And I know where it stops.”

Silence hit the room. Heavy.

I stepped closer, slower this time. “Then we figure it out,” I said.

She looked at me like she wanted to believe that. Like it hurt not to.

“You say that now,” she whispered. “But when it becomes real… when it’s not just talking and holding hands…”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to see the moment you realize you can’t do this.”

I reached for her. She let me. But this time, she didn’t lean in. Didn’t close the distance.

She just held on.

Like it might be the last time.

Chapter 8
We sat there, hands locked together, neither of us moving.

Her eyes were wet, like she already knew how this ended.

Like she’d seen it before.

But I wasn’t ready to let it end.

Not like that.

Not with her slipping away because she was afraid of what I might feel later.

I leaned in slowly, giving her time.

Time to stop me.

Time to pull away.

She didn’t.

Our lips met again—deeper this time, not hesitant like before. There was weight behind it now. Everything we hadn’t said, everything we were trying not to feel—it was all there.

At first, she resisted.

Just a little.

Then she gave in.

Her hands found me, gripping tighter, like she was holding onto something she wasn’t sure she was allowed to have.

I felt it hit me all at once—how much I wanted her, how real this had become.

And that scared me too.

I pulled back just enough to look at her.

“Charlotte…”

She shook her head, already stepping back.

“No, Rick,” she said softly. “You don’t understand. This is where it changes. This is where it becomes something you can’t ignore later.”

“I’m not ignoring anything,” I said. “I know this isn’t simple.”

“That’s not the same as knowing, you haven't come face to face with the problem.” she replied.

She was right.

And I knew it.

But I also knew something else.

“I don’t have all the answers,” I admitted. “I don’t know what this looks like in a week, or a month… or a year.”

Her eyes searched mine.

“But I know I don’t want to lose you because I was too scared to try,” I said.

That landed.

I saw it.

She exhaled slowly, her shoulders dropping just a little.

“I’m scared too,” she whispered.

“Good,” I said softly. “Then we’re even.”

That got the smallest hint of a smile.

We stood there in the quiet, the tension still there—but different now.

Not pushing.

Not forcing.

Just… real.

I reached for her again, slower this time.

She came with me.

Not to the bedroom.

Back to the couch.

We sat, close, her head resting lightly against my shoulder.

No rush.

No pressure.

Just being there.

My hand moved along her arm, gentle, learning her in a way that didn’t demand anything more.

She didn’t pull away.

Minutes passed.

Or maybe longer.

Time didn’t feel like it mattered.

At some point, she turned toward me again.

This time, when we kissed—

It wasn’t about proving anything.

It was about choosing it.

Choosing each other, even without knowing where it would lead.

She pulled back first, her forehead resting against mine.

“Not tonight,” she whispered.

I nodded.

“Not tonight.”

But she didn’t leave.

She stayed.

Curled up beside me, her hand still in mine like letting go would change everything.

And maybe it would have.

Chapter 9
She stayed that night.

Not in my bed.

But close enough that I could feel her there.

We didn’t talk much after that. Just quiet, shared space—something fragile neither of us wanted to break.

By morning, it felt different again.

Not worse.

Just… real.

We sat at the small kitchen table, two cups of coffee between us.

Black.

Still the same.

She held hers with both hands, like she needed the warmth.

I watched her for a minute before speaking.

“Can I ask you something?”

She glanced up, cautious but not closed off. “You can ask.”

I nodded. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

That got a small smile.

“Okay,” she said.

I hesitated—not because I didn’t want to ask, but because I didn’t want to ask it the wrong way.

“Why haven’t you… finished everything?” I said finally. “The transition.”

The word hung there.

Careful.

Respectful.

She didn’t answer right away.

Instead, she looked down into her coffee, like the answer might be sitting somewhere at the bottom of the cup.

“It’s not just one thing,” she said quietly.

I stayed silent.

Let her take it at her pace.

“There’s timing,” she said. “There are requirements. Doctors don’t just… let you do it overnight. There’s evaluations, waiting periods, approvals.”

I nodded slowly.

“I’m close,” she added. “Closer than I’ve ever been. But I’m not there yet.”

“Because of the rules?” I asked.

She shook her head slightly.

“That’s part of it.”

She took a breath.

“The rest is… harder to explain.”

I leaned forward a little, not pushing—just there.

“My family,” she said. “They’ve accepted some things. Not all. My dad… he tolerates it more than he supports it. As long as I stay close, stay under his roof, stay in his world—he can pretend it’s something temporary.”

“That sounds exhausting,” I said.

She let out a soft laugh. “It is.”

“And if you go through with everything?” I asked.

Her eyes met mine.

“That illusion disappears,” she said. “For him. For everyone.”

I sat back, letting that sink in.

“So you’re waiting for them?” I asked.

“No,” she said quickly. “Not waiting.”

“Then what?”

She hesitated again.

This time longer.

“Fear,” she said finally.

That surprised me.

“You?” I said. “You don’t seem like someone who scares easy.”

“I’m not scared of becoming who I am,” she said. “I’ve been fighting for that my whole life.”

“Then what scares you?”

She looked at me—really looked at me.

“Finality,” she said.

I didn’t interrupt.

“When it’s done… it’s done,” she continued. “There’s no going back. No more in-between. No more explaining it away or hiding pieces of it depending on who I’m with.”

She glanced down at her hands.

“It’s freedom,” she said. “But it’s also… everything at once.”

I nodded slowly.

“That’s a lot for anyone,” I said.

“Exactly.”

We sat in silence for a moment.

Then she added, softer now—

“And then there’s this.”

I looked at her.

“Us.”

The word hit differently.

“You think I’m part of the reason you’re waiting?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “Not waiting.”

“Then what?”

She exhaled slowly.

“You’re the first person who’s looked at me and… didn’t immediately make it about that,” she said. “About what I am or what I’m not.”

I didn’t say anything.

“You saw me,” she said. “Before you knew.”

Her voice broke just slightly.

“And now you do know… and you’re still here.”

I felt something shift in my chest.

“I told you,” I said quietly. “That hasn’t changed.”

“I know,” she said.

“But it complicates things,” I added.

She nodded.

“It does.”

We sat there, the truth of that settling between us.

Not breaking us.

But not letting us pretend, either.

After a moment, I reached across the table and took her hand.

She let me.

“You don’t have to figure everything out right now,” I said.

“Neither do you.”

That earned a small smile.

“Good,” she said. “Because I definitely don’t.”

Chapter 10
I should’ve known Ryan would find out.

In a place like this, things didn’t stay quiet for long.

Still—

I wasn’t ready when he showed up.

It was late afternoon. I was just getting back to my apartment when I saw him leaning against the hood of a car across the street.

Arms crossed.

Waiting.

The second he saw me, he pushed off and started walking over.

Slow.

Controlled.

That was worse than if he’d come in yelling.

“We need to talk,” he said.

Not a request.

I dropped my keys into my pocket. “I figured.”

He stopped a few feet away, studying me like he was deciding how far to take this.

“You stayed with her.”

Straight to it.

“Yeah,” I said.

His jaw tightened.

“Did you touch her?”

That one hit different.

I didn’t answer right away.

Not because I was ashamed.

Because it wasn’t his business.

But I could already tell—silence wasn’t going to help.

“We were together,” I said carefully.

That was enough.

He stepped forward, closing the space between us.

“You think this is a game?” he snapped. “You think this is just another girl you can figure out as you go?”

“No,” I said evenly. “I don’t.”

“Because that’s exactly what it looks like,” he shot back. “You don’t even understand what you’re dealing with, and you’re already in her bed—”

“Stop,” I cut in, my voice sharper now.

He didn’t.

“You’re going to break her,” he said. “I’ve seen it before. Guys like you—they think they’re open-minded, they think they can handle it… until it gets real.”

“It is real,” I said.

“You don’t know what real is,” he fired back. “Real is what she’s been through. Real is watching her get torn apart just for trying to exist the way she’s supposed to.”

“I know it’s not easy—”

“Not easy?” he barked. “That’s what you think this is? ‘Not easy’?”

He stepped even closer, his voice dropping but somehow hitting harder.

“She trusted you enough to tell you the truth,” he said. “And your answer was to push things further? You think that helps her?”

That one landed.

Hard.

“I didn’t force anything,” I said.

“I didn’t say you did,” he replied. “I’m saying you don’t understand what pressure looks like for her. You being there… wanting her… that is pressure.”

I clenched my jaw.

“I care about her,” I said.

Ryan shook his head slowly.

“That’s not enough,” he said again.

“It is for me.”

“For now,” he corrected.

Silence.

Tight.

Charged.

Then he said the thing I knew was coming.

“What happens when you realize you can’t do it?” he asked. “When it stops being an idea and starts being… physical?”

I held his gaze.

“I’m not walking away.”

“You don’t get to decide that alone,” he said. “Because when you do walk away—and you will—you don’t just leave. You take something with you.”

His voice cracked, just slightly.

“That’s what you don’t get.”

There it was.

Not just anger.

History.

Pain.

“Ryan,” I said, quieter now, “I’m not whoever hurt her before.”

“No,” he said. “You’re not.”

For a second, I thought he was backing off.

Then—

“That’s what makes this worse,” he added.

I frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means she believes you,” he said. “She didn’t believe the others. Not like this.”

That hit deeper than anything else he’d said.

I didn’t have an answer for it.

He saw that.

And nodded.

“Yeah,” he said. “Now you’re starting to understand.”

We stood there for a long moment.

Neither of us moving.

Neither of us backing down.

Finally, he stepped away.

“If you stay,” he said, “you better be ready for everything that comes with it.”

“I am,” I said.

He didn’t argue.

Just looked at me like he didn’t believe a word of it.

“Then prove me wrong,” he said.

And walked off.

I stood there alone for a while after that.

The street quiet around me.

His words still echoing.
You don’t understand what pressure looks like.

She believes you.

You’re going to break her.
I ran a hand over my face and let out a slow breath.

For the first time since all of this started—

I wasn’t just thinking about how much I wanted her.

I was thinking about what it might cost her if I was wrong.

Chapter 11
But I wasn’t wrong. I knew it. Everything Ryan had said—every warning, every doubt—it didn’t change what I felt. Because it wasn’t about an idea of her. It was about her. The way she laughed when she forgot to hold it back. The way she watched the world like she was still deciding where she fit in it. The way she looked at me like I mattered more than I probably deserved. Physical… that wasn’t what had pulled me in. It was everything underneath it. And I’d been hooked long before I understood any of the rest.

I didn’t care what Ryan thought. I didn’t care what anyone thought. I needed her to know that. I found her just outside one of the classroom buildings, walking with her head down, books held tight against her chest. I stepped in front of her. She stopped short, surprised.

“Rick—”

“I need you to listen,” I said, not harsh, but steady. “Just… hear me out.”

She went quiet. Watching me. Waiting.

“I don’t care what your brother thinks,” I said. “I don’t care what anyone else thinks. And I don’t care about whatever this looks like to the outside world.” Her expression shifted—something cautious, something hopeful. “I care about you,” I continued. “Not pieces of you. Not conditions. You.” I took a breath. “I’m in this. As long as you want me here, I’m not going anywhere.”

Her eyes searched mine, like she was trying to find the part of me that would break.

“I love you,” I added, quieter now. “That’s not going to change because things are complicated.”

She didn’t say anything. Didn’t move. So I gave her the one thing she hadn’t had from me yet—space. I stepped back, giving her room to breathe, to think.

“You’ve got a class,” I said, forcing a small smile. “Go. Before you blame me when you fail something important.”

I turned before I could second-guess it. Before I could stay and push too hard. Because this—this had to be her choice.

I made it about twenty feet. Then I heard her.

“Rick.”

I stopped. Turned. She was still standing there—but something had changed. The tension was gone. Not all of it. But enough.

“I’m done for the day,” she said, a small smile forming. “Let’s get coffee.”

For a second, I just looked at her. Then I smiled back.

“Coffee, huh?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Coffee.”

I walked back toward her, slower this time. No rush. No pressure. Just… us. And for the first time since all of this started—it felt like we were choosing it together.

Chapter 12
We were sitting on our bench by the river that evening. The sun was dipping low, the water turning dark and slow. She sat close to me now—closer than she used to—like she trusted the space between us.

I hadn’t touched a drink in weeks. Hadn’t even noticed. Hadn’t looked at another woman either.

Everything in me had narrowed down to her.

I took her hand.

“Ryan came to see me,” I said. “He told me not to hurt you. Said you’d been hurt before.” I looked at her. “I won’t push… but I want to understand.”

She inhaled slowly.

I lifted my hand. “You don’t have to—”

She tightened her grip. “No. No secrets.”

Her eyes drifted out across the river.

“It was junior year. Prom.” A faint smile flickered and died. “I thought maybe… I could just be normal for one night.”

I stayed still, listening.

“He asked me out. I said yes before he could change his mind.” A small shake of her head. “Prom was perfect. Dancing, laughing… I felt like I finally belonged somewhere.”

Her voice thinned.

“After, we went to the lakefront. Sat in his car. We kissed.” She swallowed. “Then he started pushing. Hands everywhere. I told him to slow down… he didn’t.”

My fingers curled slightly around hers.

“He pulled my dress down. Put his hand…” She stopped, then forced herself forward. “Then he felt me.”

Silence.

“He froze. Like he touched something wrong.” Her voice hardened. “Then he looked at me like I wasn’t even human.”

I felt something cold settle in my chest.

“He hit me. Hard. Didn’t say a word after that. Just opened the door and shoved me out.”

The river moved, steady and uncaring.

“I stood there for a long time.” Her voice softened again. “A cop finally picked me up. Took me home like I was some lost kid.”

She let out a breath that sounded like it had been trapped for years.

“I didn’t press charges. I didn’t want anyone asking questions. Didn’t want to explain myself to anyone.” A bitter edge crept in. “Didn’t want to see that look again.”

I said nothing. If I opened my mouth, I wasn’t sure what would come out.

“Ryan found out,” she added. “He wanted to kill him. I stopped him… but he still put him in the hospital.” A faint shrug. “Didn’t fix anything. The story spread anyway.”

She finally turned to me.

“That was it. My one and only date.”

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

Then I leaned in and kissed her—soft, careful, like I was holding something fragile that deserved better than the world had given it.

“I’m sorry,” I said, but it didn’t feel like enough.

She gave a small, tired smile. “I blamed myself for a long time. Thought maybe I should’ve said something sooner… warned him.” She shook her head. “But I didn’t even know how to explain it back then.”

I studied her face.

There was strength there. And damage. And something else—something that had survived all of it.

“That wasn’t your fault,” I said quietly. “Not any of it.”

She didn’t argue. Just watched me, like she was trying to decide if I meant it.

I tightened my hold on her hand—not hard, just enough that she could feel it.

And that’s when it settled in me. Not loud. Not dramatic.

Just… certain.

No one was ever going to hurt her like that again.

Not while I was standing.

Not while I was breathing.

She leaned into me, resting her head against my shoulder.

This time, I wrapped my arm around her without hesitation.

And I didn’t let go.

Chapter 13
Ryan
Ryan was born seven minutes before Charles.

In many ways, they were identical—same sharp features, same light hair—but from the beginning there were differences. Ryan was the heavier infant, solid and strong, while Charles was nearly two pounds lighter, fragile by comparison.

They grew up in what looked like a normal household.

Their father, William, was a successful attorney with his own firm. Their mother, Linda, taught third grade at a Catholic school. From the outside, they were the picture of stability—structured, disciplined, respectable.

That illusion began to crack when the boys turned five.

Ryan grew into his body early—broad-shouldered, naturally athletic. He thrived on the playground, gravitated toward sports, and found his place easily among other boys.

Charles did not.

Where Ryan sought noise and competition, Charles preferred quiet. He found beauty in movement, in music. By seven, he was enrolled in ballet.

William, his father hated it. 

In his mind, boys played sports. Boys were tough. Boys didn’t dance.

At first, it was subtle—comments at dinner, disapproving looks, quiet corrections. But as Charles grew older, so did the tension.

By the age of ten, it was no longer subtle.

Charles began to show clear signs of femininity—soft gestures, a natural grace, an ease in a role that didn’t match the body he had been born into. William saw it as something to fix.

He decided Charles was gay.

And that, to him, was unacceptable.

He didn’t ask questions. He didn’t listen. He didn’t try to understand. In William’s world, problems were corrected with discipline, pressure, and control.

Charles was pulled from ballet and forced into sports he hated. Practices became punishment. Every failure became proof that something was wrong with him.

Nothing changed.

Frustrated and angry, William made an appointment with a psychologist—determined to “fix” his son.

But the truth wasn’t something that could be forced into silence.

The trained psychologist recognized it immediately.

Charles wasn’t confused. He wasn’t rebelling. He wasn’t broken.

He was transgender.

Charles hated his body. The disconnect ran so deep it manifested in dangerous thoughts—self-harm, desperation, a quiet but growing despair.

The diagnosis was clear.

William refused to accept it.

He cycled through doctors, one after another, searching for someone—anyone—who would tell him what he wanted to hear.

No one did.

Each time, the answer was the same.

Charles had been born in the wrong body.

And each time, William’s denial hardened into something colder.

Something crueler.

Ryan became collateral damage.

At school, the teasing started slowly, then grew relentless. It wasn’t just about Charles—it became about Ryan too. His brother’s differences followed him everywhere, turning whispers into laughter, laughter into ridicule.

Ryan didn’t understand it.

He only knew it made his life harder.

So he did what children sometimes do when they don’t have the tools to process pain—he redirected it.

Toward Charles.

Resentment grew where there had once been a bond. Ryan avoided him, distanced himself, and in his darker moments, wished the problem would simply disappear.

Wished his brother would disappear.

Their mother saw what was happening.

And she couldn’t ignore it any longer.

When Charles was fourteen, Linda made a decision—quiet, deliberate, and without William’s knowledge.

She took him to a specialist.

For the first time, Charles was truly seen.

Truly heard.

The diagnosis was confirmed, but more importantly, it was explained—with compassion, with clarity, with a path forward.

It was life-changing.

Charles began hormone therapy—estrogen that slowly started aligning his body with who he knew himself to be.

For the first time, there was hope.

But hope came at a cost.

William noticed.

And when he did, whatever remained of his acceptance shattered completely.

He had always insisted it was a phase—something that would pass, something he could outlast.

Now, faced with undeniable truth, he chose something else.

Rejection.

To him, it wasn’t just wrong.

It was embarrassing.

And that, more than anything, was something he could never tolerate.

So he did the only thing that made sense in his world.

He turned his back on his own child.

Chapter 14
Charles 
The first pill didn’t look like much.

Small. White. Forgettable.

Charles held it between his fingers longer than he should have, staring at it like it might disappear if he blinked. For years, everything inside him had felt wrong—like wearing someone else’s skin, like waking up in a body that didn’t belong to him.

And now…

This.

This tiny thing was supposed to change everything.

His hand trembled as he brought it to his mouth.

Not from fear.

From hope.

He swallowed.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Of course nothing happened.

But he still sat there on the edge of the bed, waiting. Listening. Feeling for something—anything—that might tell him it was real now.

That he had finally started.

The changes didn’t come all at once.

They crept in slowly, quietly—like something waking up after being buried too long.

The first thing he noticed was emotional.

Music hit harder. Sad scenes in movies didn’t just make him uncomfortable—they broke him. He cried once in his room over something small, something stupid… and instead of feeling ashamed, he just sat there, breathing through it.

It felt… right.

For the first time in his life, his emotions didn’t feel like something he had to fight.

They felt like his.

Then came the physical changes.

Subtle at first.

His skin softened. He noticed it one night in the shower—his hands lingering on his arms, confused by the difference. It wasn’t dramatic, but it was undeniable.

He stared at himself in the mirror afterward.

Same face.

Same body.

But not quite.

Something was shifting beneath the surface.

Something aligning.
There were moments of fear.

Late at night, lying in bed, staring at the ceiling.
What if this doesn’t work?
What if I’m still trapped like this?
What if he finds out?
“He.”

His father didn’t need to be named.

The thought alone tightened his chest.

Every small change felt like both a victory… and a risk.

His mother knocked softly before entering his room one evening.

She always knocked now.

Like she understood that this space—this fragile, growing version of him—needed to be protected.

“How are you feeling?” she asked gently.

Charles hesitated.

No one had ever really asked him that before. Not like this. Not expecting a real answer.

“I don’t know,” he said finally. “Different.”

Linda smiled—not big, not overwhelming. Just enough.

“Different can be good.”

He looked at her, searching her face.

“You’re not… disappointed?”

The question came out smaller than he meant it to.

Her expression changed instantly—hurt, but not at him.

“Oh, sweetheart… no. Never.”

She crossed the room and sat beside him, careful, like he might break.

“I just want you to be okay,” she said. “I want you to be you.”

The words hit harder than anything else had.

Not correction.

Not discipline.

Not judgment.

Just… acceptance.

Charles looked down at his hands, blinking quickly.

“I'm trying,” he whispered.

“I know,” she said.

But not everyone saw it that way.

Ryan barely looked at him anymore.

Where there had once been shared jokes, late-night conversations, something close to friendship—there was now distance. Cold, quiet distance.

Charles felt it every time they passed in the hallway.

Every time Ryan chose not to speak.

It hurt more than anything their father had said.

Because Ryan knew him.

Or at least… he used to.

One night, Charles stood in front of the mirror again.

Shirt off. Lights low.

Looking.

Searching.

There were changes now. Small, but real. The beginning of something he had dreamed about for years but never believed he’d actually see.

His body still didn’t match who he was.

But it was moving in the right direction.

Finally.

He placed a hand against his chest, closing his eyes.

For the first time…

The voice in his head—the constant, relentless voice telling him something was wrong—was quieter.

Not gone.

But quieter.

And in that silence, something new took its place.

A fragile, unfamiliar feeling.

Peace.

Chapter 15
Charlotte
When she finally made the leap—when she decided she was ready—it wasn’t dramatic. There was no announcement. No moment where the world stopped. Just a quiet decision… and a trip to a store where no one knew her.

She chose a dress first. Simple. Soft. Something that felt right the second her fingers touched the fabric. Then heels—awkward, unfamiliar, but necessary. She hesitated over them, then added them anyway. She didn’t need a bra. Not yet. She bought one anyway. And the panties—lace, delicate, nothing like the things she had been forced to wear her entire life. She held them a moment longer than she should have before adding them to the pile. It wasn’t about the clothes. It was about what they meant.

Back in her room, door locked, curtains drawn, she tried everything on. Slowly. Carefully. Like the moment might shatter if she rushed it. The dress slid over her body, settling against skin that already felt different—softer, more alive than it had ever been. The bra didn’t fit quite right yet, but it didn’t matter. None of it had to be perfect. Not yet.

She stood in front of the mirror, heart pounding. And for the first time… she smiled. Not the forced smiles she’d practiced. Not the ones meant to survive. A real one. Because the person staring back at her finally made sense.

Her body was changing. Slowly, but surely. Her breasts had begun to form, small but undeniable. Her waist pulled in tighter, her hips widening just enough to soften her shape. Her legs—once a source of discomfort—now felt smoother, lighter, more like they belonged to her. For the first time in her life, she didn’t hate what she saw. Almost.

Her eyes dropped. That part of her—the one thing she couldn’t ignore, couldn’t reshape, couldn’t will away—still filled her with quiet, burning contempt. It didn’t belong. It never had. And she knew… no matter how far she came, it wouldn’t just disappear. Not without something more.

The internet became her lifeline. Late nights, screen glowing in the dark, searching. Reading. Learning. Medical journals she barely understood. Personal stories from people who had walked this path before her. Procedures, timelines, possibilities. Hope. There was a way to finish this. To complete what she had started. She clung to that.

She started small in the outside world. “Call me Charlotte.” The first time she said it, her voice shook. The second time, less so. By the third… it felt real. Not everyone accepted it. Most didn’t. There was laughter. Whispering. Open ridicule that followed her down hallways and echoed behind her back. But something had changed inside her. She didn’t see herself as him anymore. Not really. She was her. Not completely. But she was getting there. And that mattered more than anything they could say.

That’s when she learned how cruel the world could be. It didn’t happen all at once. It came in moments. A date—her first real attempt to be seen as herself—turned into something darker. Words became anger. Anger became fear. She escaped, but something inside her didn’t come back with her. At school, she sat alone more often than not. Conversations stopped when she approached. Eyes followed her. Laughter trailed behind her like a shadow.

And then there were the bathrooms. A simple thing for everyone else. A nightmare for her. The girls’ restroom wasn’t safe. She was shoved out, yelled at, humiliated. The boys’ restroom was worse. Hostile. Threatening. A place where she didn’t belong in a way that felt dangerous. So she learned to hold it. To wait. To disappear. To survive.

Her mother tried. God, she tried. Meetings with the school turned into arguments. Arguments turned into dead ends. “It’s not our problem.” Those words stayed with Charlotte longer than anything the other students had said. Because they came from adults. From people who were supposed to protect her. The system had no place for her. No answers. No solutions.

So Linda made one. She quit her job. Just like that. Walked away from everything she had built and brought Charlotte home. To safety. To isolation. To survival. William was furious. Yelling, threats, accusations—everything Charlotte had come to expect. But this time, Linda didn’t bend. Didn’t compromise. Didn’t apologize. And when William realized he couldn’t control it… he walked away.

Charlotte graduated at home. No stage. No applause. No cap and gown. Just her mother. A quiet moment at the kitchen table. A certificate. A hug that lasted longer than anything else in her life. It should have felt like an ending. Instead, it felt like standing in the middle of nowhere.

Ryan didn’t come. Didn’t call. Didn’t acknowledge her at all. Her father had already made his choice. She was alone. Or she thought she was.

Until Rick.

He didn’t arrive with answers. He didn’t fix everything overnight. But he saw her. Not what she used to be. Not what others said she was. Her.

And that…

That changed everything. 

Chapter 16
Ryan
Ryan watched her. Not the way he used to—quick glances, avoidance, pretending she didn’t exist. Now he really watched her. He saw the way she carried herself, the quiet confidence that had grown where there had once been fear. He saw the softness in her, but also the strength beneath it—the kind of strength that didn’t shout, didn’t demand attention, but refused to break. And for the first time… he understood. This wasn’t something she had become. This was who she had always been.

The realization sat heavy in his chest. Regret came with it. For the distance. For the silence. For every moment he had chosen to walk away instead of stand beside her. He couldn’t change any of that. But he couldn’t ignore it anymore either.

He had been watching Rick too. At first, Ryan didn’t like him. Didn’t trust him. He told himself it was instinct—protectiveness, maybe. But deep down, he knew the truth. He wanted Rick to go away. Wanted him to see this as complicated… as wrong… as something not worth the effort. But Rick didn’t leave. He stayed. Day after day, week after week, he stayed. And he didn’t just tolerate Charlotte—he saw her. The same way Ryan was only just beginning to. Maybe even better. Rick wasn’t confused. Wasn’t experimenting. Wasn’t hiding. He knew exactly what he was stepping into. And he chose it anyway.

That’s when Ryan realized… this was real.

One evening, Ryan found himself standing outside Rick’s apartment. He hadn’t planned it. Didn’t rehearse anything. He just knocked. The door opened, and Rick froze for half a second—surprise written all over his face. Ryan raised a hand. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not here to kick your ass. I just want to talk. Can we do that?” Rick studied him for a moment, then stepped aside. “Yeah,” he said. “Come in.”

The apartment was quiet. Rick’s roommate was gone, and Charlotte was in class. Just the two of them. Rick grabbed a couple beers and set them on the kitchen table. They sat across from each other, the air between them thick with everything neither of them had said before.

Ryan took a sip, then set the bottle down. “I think I owe you an apology.” Rick didn’t interrupt. Ryan let out a breath. “I thought you were just messing around with her. Thought this was some phase for you… something you’d walk away from when it got hard.” He looked up, meeting Rick’s eyes. “But that’s not it, is it?”

Rick shook his head slowly. “No.”

Ryan gave a small, humorless laugh. “Yeah… I figured.” He leaned back slightly. “You’re serious about her. You see something in her… something most people are too damn blind to see. You’re not scared of it either.”

A pause. Then, more directly: “You want to marry her, don’t you?”

Rick didn’t hesitate. “I love her,” he said. “More than I’ve ever loved anyone.” His voice wasn’t defensive. It wasn’t uncertain. It was steady. “I used to chase whatever came easy,” he continued. “Didn’t matter who, didn’t matter why. If it felt good for a night, that was enough.” He shook his head slightly. “With her… it’s different. It’s not about that. It’s just being around her. Talking. Watching her smile. Holding her hand.” He smiled, almost to himself. “I’ve never felt anything like it. When she’s not around, it feels like something’s missing. Like I’m not… whole.”

He looked back at Ryan. “I know exactly who she is. And I’ve never met anyone like her. I don’t think I ever will again. I want to spend my life with her. If she’ll have me.”

Ryan stared at him for a long moment. Then he shook his head and let out a quiet laugh. “You know… I came here looking for a reason to hate you.” Rick didn’t respond. Ryan’s expression shifted—something more honest now.

“Years ago, I hated her,” he admitted. “Before I understood. Before I even tried to.” He rubbed a hand across his face. “That’s on me.” Silence hung between them, heavy but not hostile. “She’s one of a kind,” Ryan said finally. “You’re right about that.”

Then his tone changed—more serious now. “But you need to understand something.” Rick leaned forward slightly. Ryan met his eyes. “She’s strong. Stronger than most people will ever realize. But she’s also… fragile in places most people will never see.” He paused, choosing his words carefully. “There’s still a part of her she hates. Always has. Back then… the doctors were worried. Thought she might try to… fix it herself.”

Rick’s expression tightened. Ryan nodded once. “Yeah. It got that close.” A long silence followed.

“I love her,” Ryan said quietly. “She’s my sister. And I should’ve been there for her. I wasn’t.” He leaned forward now, resting his arms on the table. “But I am now.”

Another pause. “So let me ask you something, Rick…” His voice firmed. “Are you going to protect her?”

Rick didn’t answer right away. He stood. Walked around the table. And held out his hand.

“Not alone,” he said. “With you.”

Ryan looked at his hand for a moment. Then stood and took it. Rick’s grip was solid. Certain.

“Forever,” Rick said.

Ryan nodded once. “Forever.” 

Chapter 17
Ryan & Charlotte
Ryan almost turned around twice before he reached her door.

The house was quiet. Too quiet. The kind of silence that made every step feel louder than it should. He stood there for a second, staring at the wood, hand hovering just short of knocking.

He’d faced worse.

Men bigger than him. Situations that could get him killed.

And somehow…

This was harder.

He knocked.

“Come in.”

Her voice.

Soft. Familiar. Different.

Ryan pushed the door open slowly.

Charlotte sat on the edge of her bed, a book open in her lap. She looked up, surprised—but not startled. Just… cautious.

Like she didn’t know what version of him had walked in.

That hit him harder than anything else.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” she answered.

A pause.

He stepped inside, closing the door behind him. For a moment, neither of them spoke. Years of distance sat between them, thick and heavy.

Ryan cleared his throat.

“Can we talk?”

Charlotte studied him for a second, then nodded.

“Yeah.”

She set the book aside.

He didn’t sit right away.

Didn’t trust himself to.

“I’ve been… meaning to do this,” he started, then stopped.

The words didn’t come easy. They never had with her. Not when it mattered.

Charlotte waited.

Didn’t push.

Didn’t fill the silence.

Just watched him.

Ryan finally exhaled.

“I screwed up.”

Simple.

Blunt.

True.

Her expression didn’t change, but something behind her eyes shifted—just slightly.

“I should’ve been there,” he continued. “When all of it started. When things got bad.”

He shook his head, frustrated with himself.

“I wasn’t. I made it worse.”

Charlotte looked down at her hands.

“I remember,” she said quietly.

The words weren’t angry.

That somehow made them heavier.

Ryan took a step closer.

“I didn’t understand,” he said. “That’s not an excuse—it’s just the truth. I didn’t get it, and instead of trying to… I pulled away.”

He swallowed.

“I let everyone else’s crap get to me. The teasing, the looks… I took it out on you.”

Charlotte’s jaw tightened slightly.

“I know.”

Another pause.

Ryan forced himself to keep going.

“There were times…” he said, voice lower now, “I wished you’d just… disappear.”

The words hung in the air.

He didn’t look away.

“I’m ashamed of that.”

Silence.

Longer this time.

Charlotte didn’t move.

Didn’t speak.

Ryan felt it—the weight of everything he’d just said pressing down between them.

Finally, she looked up.

“Do you know what that felt like?” she asked.

Her voice wasn’t loud.

It didn’t need to be.

Ryan nodded once.

“I can guess.”

She shook her head.

“No. You can’t.”

Another pause.

“I already felt like I didn’t belong anywhere,” she said. “Not at school. Not in my own body. Not… anywhere.”

Her voice wavered slightly, but she kept going.

“And then you…”

She stopped, swallowing.

“You were the one person I thought might still see me. Even if no one else did.”

Ryan closed his eyes briefly.

“That’s what hurt the most,” she said.

“I know,” he said quietly.

He stepped closer, but not too close. Gave her space.

“I can’t fix that,” he added. “I can’t go back and change any of it.”

He met her eyes.

“But I’m here now.”

No grand speech.

No promises he couldn’t keep.

Just that.

“I see you,” he said.

The words were simple.

But they landed.

Charlotte stared at him.

Really stared.

Searching.

Testing.

For a long moment, she didn’t respond.

Then, slowly:

“You mean that?”

Ryan didn’t hesitate.

“Yeah.”

A beat.

“I see my sister.”

Her eyes filled before she could stop it.

Not dramatic.

Just quiet tears she didn’t bother wiping away right away.

“I used to hate looking in the mirror,” she said softly. “Because I didn’t see anything real.”

She let out a shaky breath.

“Now I do. Most days, anyway.”

Ryan nodded.

“I’ve been watching,” he admitted.

She gave him a look.

“That sounds creepy.”

He huffed a quiet laugh.

“Yeah, probably came out wrong. I just mean… I see you now. The way you carry yourself. The way you don’t let people break you.”

He shook his head slightly.

“You’re stronger than I ever gave you credit for.”

Charlotte wiped at her cheek.

“I didn’t feel strong.”

“You were,” he said. “Even when you didn’t know it.”

Another silence.

But this one was different.

Lighter.

Not empty—just… shifting.

Charlotte stood.

Ryan tensed slightly, unsure what she was going to do.

She stepped closer.

Close enough now that there was no distance left between them.

“You really here?” she asked.

Ryan nodded.

“Yeah.”

“Not going anywhere?”

“No.”

A small pause.

“Okay,” she said.

And then she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him.

Ryan froze for half a second.

Then his arms came up around her.

Tight.

Careful.

Like he was afraid she might disappear if he let go too soon.

Charlotte buried her face against his shoulder, and for the first time in years… she let herself lean on him.

Not as the brother who abandoned her.

But as the one who had come back.

“I missed you,” she whispered.

Ryan swallowed hard.

“Me too.”

He tightened his grip just a little.

“I’m sorry,” he said again.

This time, it didn’t feel like words.

It felt like truth.

They stood there longer than either of them expected.

Neither in a hurry to let go.

Because for the first time in a long time…

They weren’t broken.

They were healing.

Chapter 18
The Bench
The bench sat just above the slow-moving river, tucked beneath a leaning oak that offered shade in the late afternoon. It had become theirs. Not by design. Not by agreement. They just kept ending up there. Again and again.

Charlotte leaned back, her shoulder brushing Rick’s as the water drifted quietly in front of them. “Ryan came to see me today,” she said. Rick turned slightly, listening. “He apologized,” she continued. “For everything. For not being there… for walking away.” She let out a soft breath, still almost surprised by it. “He cried, Rick. I’ve never seen him cry before. Not like that.” Rick nodded slowly.

“He meant it,” she added. “I could feel it.” A small smile touched her lips. “He hugged me and told me he’d been watching me… making sure I was okay.” Rick raised an eyebrow. “Sounds a little creepy.” She laughed. “That’s exactly what I told him.” They both laughed, the tension easing into something warm.

“I’m glad he came back,” Rick said after a moment. “I talked to him too. We’re… good.” Charlotte looked at him. “You are?” “Yeah.” That seemed to settle something inside her.

But then Rick shifted slightly, his tone changing just enough for her to notice. “But… I do have something I want to talk about.” She turned toward him, studying his face. “Okay…” Then, with a half-smile that didn’t quite hide the fear underneath: “This is where you tell me it’s over, right? You loved me for a while, but now you’ve finally come to your senses?”

Rick blinked at her. “What the hell are you talking about?” She shrugged slightly, but her eyes gave her away. “I don’t know… people change. Reality sets in.” Rick shook his head, almost laughing—but there was frustration in it too. “Charlotte… I love you. I’ve told you that more times than I can count.” He leaned forward, searching her face. “What do I have to do to convince you that I’m not going anywhere?”

She didn’t answer. Didn’t know how.

Rick exhaled, then stood up. “Alright,” he said. “I guess I do know what I have to do.” Charlotte frowned slightly. “What are you—”

Before she could finish, Rick dropped to one knee in front of her. Her breath caught. Everything else—the river, the breeze, the world around them—faded. All she could see was him. And the small box in his hand. He opened it.

“Charlotte,” he said, voice steady but full of everything he felt, “will you make me the happiest man in the world… and marry me?”

She just stared at him. Mouth slightly open. Eyes wide. Frozen. Rick waited. A second. Two. Then he shifted a little, wincing. “I’m not getting any younger down here,” he added. “You might want to answer before my knee gives out.”

That broke her. She laughed through the shock, through the emotion—then she launched herself at him. They hit the grass together in a tangle of limbs and laughter. Charlotte clung to him, tears already spilling over. “Oh my God… I love you,” she said, her voice breaking. “Of course I’ll marry you. Of course I will.” Rick wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight, laughing into her hair. “Good,” he said. “Because that would’ve been a really awkward walk home.”

She pulled back just enough to look at him. Really look at him. Her expression softened… then shifted. Serious now. “But you do realize,” she said, “Ryan’s going to be your brother-in-law.” Rick grinned. “I think I can handle that.” “Oh, you think so?” “If I can handle you,” he said, brushing a strand of hair from her face, “your brother’s going to be a walk in the park.”

She laughed softly. “He already knows, doesn’t he?” Rick shrugged. “I might’ve mentioned I was planning something.” Her eyes filled again, but this time it was different. Deeper. Quieter.

“Rick… I love you,” she said. Then, softer: “But you still understand… we have one major obstacle left.” The words lingered. Unspoken, but clear.

Rick didn’t look away. Didn’t hesitate. He took her hand and stood, pulling her gently up with him. “One day at a time,” he said. Then, softer, more certain: “We’ll get there. Together.”

Charlotte leaned into him, resting her head against his chest as the river moved quietly behind them. The future wasn’t simple. It wasn’t easy. But for the first time… it felt possible.

Chapter 19

The Living Room
Rick knew this day was coming. He just didn’t know how bad it might be. He had never met her parents. Everything he knew about them came from Charlotte—and most of that came with pain attached. Still… the house on Soniat was ornate, two stories, large columns, perfect garden. It screamed wealth the moment you looked at it. Obviously the showpiece for a wealthy family. If he was going to marry her, this mattered.

The house felt heavy the moment they stepped inside. Charlotte’s hand found his, squeezing once. Not for comfort. For strength. “I’m right here,” he murmured. She nodded, then led him into the living room. The furniture was expensive with many beautiful antiques. Pictures on the mantel of her father with famous men, from Governors to Presidents.

Ryan was already there, sitting in a chair off to the side, watching them with a quiet, knowing smile. On the couch sat her parents. Linda looked up first, softening immediately when she saw Charlotte. William barely glanced at them. Rick felt Charlotte’s grip tighten.

Then she stepped forward. “Family,” she said, her voice steady despite everything, “this is Richard Oliver.” William shifted, starting to stand—clearly ready to walk out. Ryan leaned forward. “Sit down, Pop,” he said, voice firm. “You need to hear this.” William hesitated… then slowly sat back down, irritation written all over his face.

Charlotte took a breath. “Rick and I have been seeing each other for about a year now. He just graduated with a degree in biology and has been accepted into medical school.” She glanced at Rick, then back at her family. “And… he asked me to marry him.” A small pause. “I said yes.”

The words hung in the room. “I just wanted you to know,” she added, softer now, “I’m finally happy.”

Linda didn’t hesitate. She stood, crossed the room, and wrapped Charlotte in a tight embrace. “I’m so proud of you,” she whispered. Charlotte held onto her, eyes closing for just a second. Rick felt something loosen in his chest. At least one of them saw her.

William didn’t move. He stared at Rick, cold, measuring. Then finally spoke. “So,” he said slowly, “you’ve decided to marry her.” Not congratulations. Not welcome. Just that. Rick straightened slightly. “Yes, sir.”

William leaned back, a faint, humorless smile forming. “Interesting.” A pause. “Let me guess. Your family’s struggling. You see her as an opportunity… a way in.” The words landed like a slap. “What other reason could you possibly have?”

Rick felt it instantly—anger rising fast and sharp. But he didn’t let it take over. Not here. Not now. He kept his voice controlled. “With all due respect, sir… you don’t know anything about me.” William said nothing. Rick continued. “My father is a cardiac surgeon. He runs an entire hospital. My mother is a gynecologist—she heads her department.” He took a small step forward. “I don’t need anything from you.” A beat. “I choose her because I love her. I was hoping to get your blessing, but I see that won't happen.”

His voice hardened just slightly. “I love her. I see her for exactly who she is—a smart, strong, beautiful woman who deserves more than what she’s been given in this house.” The silence that followed was thick. Rick nodded once. “Thank you for letting me into your home.” Then, quieter: “I won’t stay where she isn’t respected.”

He turned.

“Hold up.”

Ryan was on his feet now. The room shifted. Ryan stepped forward, eyes locked on their father. “What the hell is wrong with you?” he snapped. William stiffened. Ryan didn’t back down. “Do you even hear yourself? Do you have any idea what we’ve all put her through?” He pointed toward Charlotte. “Look at her.” William didn’t.

Ryan’s voice dropped, but it hit harder. “She’s happy. For the first time in her life… she’s actually happy.” He shook his head. “Mom was the only one who stood by her. The rest of us? We failed her.” His jaw tightened. “I failed her.” He took a breath, then looked at Charlotte. “I hate myself for that.”

The room went still. Ryan’s voice softened. “But I’m not doing it anymore.” He turned to Rick. “You’re good for her,” he said simply. Then, to Charlotte: “I’m glad you found him.” A small pause. “Invite me to the wedding.”

Rick stopped. Turned back. Met Ryan’s eyes. A slow smile broke through. “Not just invited,” Rick said. “The best man has to be there.” Ryan blinked—just for a second—then nodded. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “I’d like that.”

He stepped forward, shaking Rick’s hand—firm, real. Then he pulled Charlotte into a hug. A different one this time. Protective. Present. Linda joined them, her hand resting on Charlotte’s back. For a moment… it almost felt like a family.

William hadn’t moved. Then slowly… he stood. Everyone looked at him. He glanced at Rick. Then at Charlotte. Something unreadable passed across his face. He shook his head once, turned, and walked out of the room. The door closed somewhere down the hall.

Silence followed.

Rick stepped back beside Charlotte, his hand finding hers again. She squeezed it. Tighter this time. Not out of fear. Out of certainty. 

Chapter 20

Alone
They sat close together on Rick’s old, worn sofa. The room was quiet now. The tension from earlier still lingered, but softer… fading into something more personal. Charlotte shook her head, staring down at her hands. “God… I’m so sorry you had to hear that,” she said quietly. “I had no idea he could be that cruel.” She looked up at him, guilt written all over her face. “I’m sorry, Rick.”

Rick leaned back, studying her for a moment. “Hey,” he said gently. “Not your fault.” She started to speak, but he shook his head. “He’ll come around… or he won’t,” Rick added. “That’s on him.”

A small pause. Then, lighter: “So… let’s talk about the wedding.”

She blinked at him, caught off guard. “The wedding?”

“Yeah,” he said with a small grin. “Seems like something we should probably figure out.”

She held his gaze for a second… then something shifted behind her eyes. “Actually,” she said slowly, “I think we should talk about the honeymoon.”

Rick frowned slightly. “The honeymoon?”

She reached for his hand, her fingers lacing with his. “Think about it,” she said softly. “Wedding night… everything leading up to that moment.” Her voice wavered just a little. “Bride in something soft… something beautiful. You standing there, ready… expecting something more.” She swallowed. “Then what, Rick?” Her eyes searched his. “What do we do?”

Rick didn’t answer right away. He turned toward her fully, his expression steady. “I hold you,” he said. Simple. “I kiss you… and I stay right there with you.” Her breath caught. “Whatever makes you feel safe… whatever makes you feel good… that’s what matters.” He brushed his thumb lightly across her hand. “Sex isn’t just one thing, Charlotte. It’s not just… that.” He shook his head slightly. “It’s closeness. It’s trust. It’s learning each other.” His voice softened. “I’m already happy just being with you.” A beat. “Will you be?”

Tears filled her eyes before she could stop them. “I would,” she whispered. “I do… I just…” She looked away, voice breaking. “I wish I could give you more. All of me.”

Rick shifted closer, gently turning her face back toward him. “Hey,” he said quietly. She met his eyes again. “I’m here because I love you,” he said. “Not because of what you think you’re missing.” He held her gaze, not letting her look away. “And one day… we’ll take the next steps together. On your time. When you’re ready.”

She blinked, tears slipping free now. “I’ve got plans too,” he added, almost with a faint smile. “Med school can wait if it has to. We’ll figure it out.” Her eyes widened slightly. “Rick…” “I mean it,” he said. “We build this life together. That’s the deal.”

She stared at him for a long moment. Then slowly stood, still holding his hand. There was something different in her now. Not doubt. Not fear. Something stronger.

“Come here,” she said softly.

He stood with her. She stepped closer, her hand sliding up to his chest, feeling his heartbeat beneath her palm. “I want you,” she whispered. Not uncertain. Not hesitant. Clear. Real. “And I want to feel close to you… all of it. The way you described.”

Rick nodded, searching her face. “You sure?”

She answered by leaning in and kissing him. Slow. Intentional. Certain.

They moved together toward the bedroom, hands still linked, the space between them gone now. No pressure. No expectations beyond what they had already promised each other.

Just trust. Just closeness. Just them.

Chapter 21

Charlotte
She had imagined this moment a hundred different ways. Most of them ended in fear. In hesitation. In apology. In that familiar, sinking feeling that something would go wrong… that she would be seen the way she used to see herself. Wrong. Incomplete. But this… this wasn’t that.

Rick’s hand in hers felt steady as they stepped into the bedroom. No rush. No pressure. Just presence. He didn’t pull her forward. Didn’t take control of the moment. He waited. For her. That alone changed everything.

Charlotte stood there for a second, her heart pounding hard enough she could feel it in her throat. This was the part that had always terrified her. Being seen. Really seen. No layers. No distance. No illusion to hide behind. Just her. She almost stepped back. Almost made a joke, deflected, found a way out. Old instincts. Old fear.

But then she looked at him. Rick wasn’t studying her. Wasn’t judging. He was just… there. Waiting. Her breath slowed. Just a little.

She moved first. Closing the distance. Her hands found his chest, fingers resting there as if grounding herself. She could feel his heartbeat—steady, strong. Real. She leaned in, kissing him again, softer this time. Not testing. Choosing.

For a moment, everything outside that room disappeared. No past. No voices. No mirrors. Just feeling. His hands came to her carefully, giving her time to react, to guide, to decide what was okay. That mattered. More than he probably knew.

Because for so long, her body had never felt like something she owned. It had been something she endured. Something she fought. Something she wished she could escape. But now… as his touch followed her lead, as every movement asked instead of took… something shifted.

She wasn’t bracing. She wasn’t shrinking. She wasn’t disappearing. She was there.

Her breath caught—not from fear this time, but from the unfamiliar warmth spreading through her chest. Her hands moved with more confidence now, less hesitation. Each second that passed, the noise in her head—the doubt, the shame, the years of self-hate—faded just a little more.

He wasn’t seeing what she feared. He was seeing her. That realization hit deeper than anything else. Tears welled in her eyes before she even realized it. Not from sadness. From release.

Rick pulled back slightly, concern flickering across his face. “Hey… you okay?”

She nodded quickly, a soft, almost breathless laugh escaping her. “Yeah,” she whispered. “I just…” She searched for the words, but they didn’t come easy. “I’ve never felt like this before.”

He brushed his thumb gently along her cheek, catching one of the tears. “Like what?”

She met his eyes. “Like I’m not fighting myself.”

Silence followed. But it wasn’t empty. It was full.

She leaned into him again, resting her forehead against his. “I’m here,” she said quietly. Not for him. For herself.

And for the first time in her life… it felt true.

They moved together again after that, slower, more connected—every moment guided by trust, by care, by something deeper than anything she had imagined before. No fear. No shame. No hiding.

Just her.

Chapter 22

After
The room was quiet again. Not empty—just… still. The kind of stillness that comes after something important, something that settles deeper than words. Charlotte lay beside him, her head resting against his chest, listening to the slow, steady rhythm of his heartbeat.

For once, her mind wasn’t racing. But the thoughts were still there. They always were. Rick’s hand moved gently along her arm, absent-minded, soft. Like he didn’t want to disturb the moment. Like he wanted it to last.

“You okay?” he asked quietly.

She nodded against him. “Yeah,” she said. And she meant it. Mostly.

A small pause. Then, softer: “I kept waiting for it.”

Rick shifted slightly. “For what?”

She hesitated. The words felt heavier now, harder to say after everything they had just shared. “For the moment it would… change,” she said. “Where you’d see something and it would… ruin it.” Her voice dropped. “Where you’d see me the way I still do sometimes.”

Rick didn’t answer right away. His hand stilled. Then he gently tilted her chin up so she had to look at him. “That didn’t happen,” he said. Not defensive. Not dismissive. Just certain.

She searched his face. “You didn’t… notice?” she asked quietly.

Rick smiled—soft, almost confused by the question. “Charlotte… I noticed everything.” Her breath caught. “I noticed how nervous you were,” he continued. “How brave you were for staying anyway.” His thumb brushed lightly across her cheek again. “I noticed how you looked at me… like you were waiting for me to walk away.” He shook his head slightly. “I noticed how wrong that was.”

Her eyes filled again, but she didn’t look away this time.

“And yeah,” he added, more gently now, “I saw the part you hate.”

The words could have cut. Instead… they didn’t. Because of the way he said them. She tensed slightly anyway. A reflex. Years of it. Rick felt it. And didn’t pull back.

“Hey,” he said softly. “Look at me.”

She did. Slowly.

“That doesn’t change anything for me,” he said. A beat. “Not the way you think.”

She swallowed. “You don’t…?”

“No,” he said simply.

He shifted closer, his forehead resting lightly against hers. “That’s part of your story,” he continued. “Not something that takes away from you.” His voice softened even more. “It doesn’t make you less. It doesn’t make you wrong.”

Her breath trembled.

“I see you,” he said. “Not pieces. Not parts you think you have to hide.” A pause. “I see all of you.”

Tears slipped down her temples into her hair. Silent. Unstoppable.

“And you’re beautiful,” he added. Not said like a compliment. Said like a fact.

She let out a shaky breath. “You really believe that?”

Rick smiled slightly. “I don’t just believe it,” he said. “I don’t even understand how you don’t see it.”

She let out a small, broken laugh. “Because I’ve been fighting myself my whole life.”

He nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “I figured.” His hand rested over hers, steady. “You don’t have to fight anymore,” he said. “Not with me.”

She closed her eyes, leaning into him again. This time without hesitation. Without holding anything back.

For the first time… the part of herself she hated didn’t feel like something she had to hide. Not because it was gone. But because someone saw it—

And didn’t turn away.

Chapter 23

Six Months Later
The calendar on the wall had been flipped so many times it barely felt real anymore. Six months. Six months of appointments. Evaluations. Long drives, waiting rooms, quiet conversations afterward that meant more than anything said inside those offices. Six months of becoming.

Charlotte stood by the window, arms folded loosely, watching the late afternoon light settle over the street. She felt different. Not just physically. Grounded. Stronger. But also… standing at the edge of something.

“Hey.”

Rick’s voice behind her. Familiar. Steady. She smiled without turning. “Hey.”

He walked up beside her, slipping an arm around her waist, resting his chin lightly on her shoulder. No pressure. Just presence. “You’ve got that look again,” he said.

She let out a soft breath. “What look?”

“The one where you’re ten steps ahead of me and trying to figure everything out at once.”

She huffed a quiet laugh. “Yeah… that sounds about right.”

A pause. “I had another consult today.”

Rick nodded. “How’d it go?”

She turned then, leaning back against the window, facing him. “They approved me.” The words landed softly. But they carried weight. “A few more steps… but basically, I can schedule it. Whenever I’m ready.”

Rick didn’t react right away. Not because he didn’t care. Because he did. Enough to let her lead this moment. Charlotte watched him, searching his face. “Well?” she asked.

He smiled gently. “I think that’s a big step.”

“That’s it?” she said, a small edge in her voice. “Just… a step?”

Rick tilted his head slightly. “What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Something. Anything. This is… huge, Rick.”

“I know it is.” He stepped closer. “But it’s huge for you.”

She blinked. Rick took her hands. “This isn’t my decision,” he said. “It never was.” A beat. “And it never will be.”

Her throat tightened slightly. “I know that, but… it affects you too.”

“Of course it does,” he said. “Because it affects you.”

She shook her head. “No, I mean us. Our life. Our marriage. Everything.” Her voice softened. “You deserve to have a say.”

Rick smiled, but there was something deeper behind it. “I already had my say,” he said.

She frowned. “When?”

“When I asked you to marry me.” The words stopped her. “I chose you,” he continued. “All of you. Exactly as you are.” A pause. “That hasn’t changed.”

Her eyes filled, but she held his gaze. “If you decide to have the surgery,” he said, “I’ll be there. Every appointment, every day of recovery, every step after.” His grip on her hands tightened just slightly. “And if you decide not to…” He lifted her hands, pressing a soft kiss against her knuckles. “I’m still here.”

She swallowed hard. “You mean that?”

Rick looked at her like the question didn’t make sense. “Charlotte… I love you.” A beat. “Not a version of you. Not some end result.” His voice softened. “You.”

Tears slipped free now. “I don’t need anything to change for me to stay,” he added. “I don’t need you to prove anything.” A small smile. “You’ve already done that.”

She let out a shaky breath, stepping closer, resting her forehead against his chest. “I’ve spent so long thinking this was the finish line,” she whispered.

Rick rested his chin lightly on her head. “Maybe it is,” he said. A pause. “Or maybe it’s just another step.”

She closed her eyes. “For the first time,” she said quietly, “I don’t feel like I have to do it.”

Rick smiled softly. “Good.”

She pulled back just enough to look at him. “That doesn’t mean I don’t want to.”

“I know,” he said.

Silence settled between them. But it wasn’t heavy. It wasn’t uncertain. It was calm.

“I think…” she began, then stopped. Rick waited. “I think I want to do it,” she said finally. “Not because I feel broken.” A breath. “But because I want to feel complete.”

Rick nodded. “Then that’s your answer.”

She studied him one more time. Just to be sure. “You’re really okay either way?”

He smiled. “Charlotte… I already have everything I want.”

She leaned into him, wrapping her arms around him tightly. Six months ago, this decision had felt like pressure. Like a weight she had to carry alone. Now… it felt like something she could choose.

And that changed everything.

Chapter 24
Sunday Dinner
Rick knew it was time. After everything that had happened at Charlotte’s house, he needed something different—something steady. His parents would be that. They always had been. Just after noon on a rainy Sunday, he pulled up in front of the small shotgun house in Bywater, just off Franklin Avenue. By any standard, his parents lived modestly. Both were successful doctors, but they’d never chased bigger or better. They’d stayed right here, in the same two-bedroom home they’d bought when they were first married. 

Rick glanced over at Charlotte. “You ready?” She gave a small nod, though her fingers tightened around his. “As I’ll ever be.” He smiled, squeezed her hand, and led her to the door.

Rick knocked. A moment later, it swung open. His mother stood there, then paused—taking in Charlotte from head to toe. Her expression softened almost instantly. “Well,” she said, stepping back with a warm smile, “my son comes home and surprises me with a beautiful guest. Please, come in.” Charlotte let out a quiet breath and stepped inside.

The house was exactly as Rick remembered—simple, lived-in, warm. His father, Warren, stood from his chair in the living room, setting aside a book. “Rick,” he said, crossing the room. He pulled his son into a quick, firm hug, then stepped back, eyes shifting to Charlotte with quiet curiosity. Rick took her hand. “Mom, Dad… this is Charlotte.” He hesitated just a beat—then committed. “My future wife.”

Silence. Both of his parents blinked, clearly caught off guard. Then, almost at the same time, their surprise melted into something softer. His mother stepped forward first, wrapping Charlotte in a gentle hug. “It’s so nice to meet you, Charlotte.” Warren followed, offering his hand, then pulling her into a brief, respectful embrace. “Welcome,” he said. “Any woman who can put up with him is already impressive.” Rick exhaled, tension easing just a little.

“Come on,” his mother said. “Let’s sit. I’ll get some tea.” They settled into the living room. Rain tapped softly against the windows as his mother returned with glasses of iced tea, setting them down one by one. Warren leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees.

“Well,” he said, a hint of a smile tugging at his lips, “this is certainly a surprise. How long have you two been seeing each other?”

“About a year,” Rick said. “Charlotte’s finishing pre-law—senior year. I graduate in May. We’ve been talking about… what comes next.” His mother smiled, glancing between them. “That sounds serious,” she said. “I like serious. So—should I be expecting grandchildren anytime soon, or is that conversation still on hold?”

Charlotte felt Rick’s hand tighten around hers. This was it. She drew in a slow breath. “There’s something you should know,” Rick began, his voice steady but careful. “Charlotte’s had a… complicated past.” He hesitated, searching for the right words. Charlotte squeezed his hand gently. “I’ve got it.”

She looked at both of them—really looked this time. No judgment. No suspicion. Just curiosity… and kindness. “I was born transgender,” she said quietly. “I lived as Charlie until I was fifteen. I’ve been transitioning ever since.” The room went still. “I’m almost through the process,” she continued, her voice steady but soft. “Just… one step left.” Her eyes flicked down for a moment, then back up. “Rick has been incredible through all of it. More than I ever expected.” A small, nervous breath escaped her. “But… I can’t have children. So… I understand if that changes things.”

For a moment, no one spoke. Then Gloria stood. She crossed the room without hesitation and sat beside Charlotte, wrapping her in a firm, reassuring hug. “Oh, sweetheart,” she said softly. “That doesn’t change anything.” Charlotte blinked, caught off guard. Gloria pulled back just enough to look at her. “You’ve been through more than most people ever will,” she said. “That takes strength. And if you’re standing here today, living your truth… then you already have my respect.” Charlotte swallowed hard, her eyes stinging. “You have our support,” Gloria continued. “All of it. Whatever you need.”

Warren nodded, leaning forward. “She’s right,” he said. “You’re welcome here. Always.” He studied Charlotte for a moment—not clinically, but thoughtfully. “I’m a surgeon,” he added gently. “I understand some of what this process involves. If you ever need a recommendation, I have a colleague in Boston. One of the best in the field.” He gave a small shrug. “No pressure. Just… an option.” Charlotte nodded, her voice catching. “Thank you.”

Before anyone could say more, the front door opened. “Hey, I’m—” Rick’s sister, Cheryl, stepped inside, shaking rain from her jacket. She looked up, saw the group gathered—and then her eyes landed on Charlotte. A grin spread across her face. “Well, well. Don’t tell me—little brother finally knocked up another co-ed?”

The room froze. Cheryl blinked, the silence hitting her like a wall. “…Okay,” she said slowly. “That didn’t land.” Rick stood. “Bad timing, sis.” Her expression shifted immediately, concern replacing the humor. “Oh. Damn. I’m sorry.” He stepped aside slightly. “Cheryl, this is Charlotte. My fiancée.” Cheryl’s eyes widened. “Oh—wow. Okay. Yeah, I really stepped in it this time.”

Charlotte stood, offering a small smile. “It’s okay,” she said. Gloria stepped in, quietly explaining. Cheryl listened, her expression softening more with each word. When Gloria finished, Cheryl shook her head, stepping forward. “I’m really sorry,” she said sincerely. “That was… yeah. Bad joke.”

Charlotte surprised her—stepping in and hugging her. “It’s alright,” she said softly. Cheryl let out a breath, hugging her back. “And for what it’s worth,” she added, pulling away with a small smile, “if you’re marrying him, you’re already family. No escape now.”

A quiet laugh moved through the room. Rick looked around—at Charlotte, at his parents, at his sister. The tension that had followed them there… was gone. For the first time since stepping out of that car, Charlotte looked completely at ease.

And Rick knew, without a doubt—

They were going to be okay.

Chapter 25
The Wedding
It was a small wedding. Intentionally so. Charlotte didn’t have many friends, and Rick—somewhere along the way—had stopped caring about anyone who wasn’t her. The late nights, the long talks, the quiet way their world had narrowed until it felt complete… it had cost him a few connections. Neither of them minded. They didn’t need a crowd. They just needed each other.

Cheryl had taken Charlotte dress shopping weeks before, turning what could have been overwhelming into something light… even fun. Charlotte had asked her to be Maid of Honor. Cheryl hadn’t even tried to hide how much that meant to her.

Ryan stood beside Rick as Best Man, steady as ever. But when Charlotte asked him to walk her down the aisle, he had gone quiet for a moment—then gave a single nod. “I’d be honored.”

Rick’s parents were there. Charlotte’s mother sat quietly in the second row. Her father’s seat… was empty. Charlotte had expected it. That didn’t make it hurt any less. He had left months ago—walked out of the house and into another life in the French Quarter with his secretary. Everyone knew the truth, even if no one said it out loud. Charlotte pushed the thought aside. Not today.

The chapel was small, tucked into a quiet street where the noise of the city faded into something softer. The rain had passed earlier, leaving the air clean, the light gentle as it filtered through stained glass. Rick stood at the front, hands clasped, trying to steady himself.

Then the music began. He turned. And everything else disappeared. Charlotte stepped into the aisle, her hand resting lightly on Ryan’s arm. She was breathtaking. Not just beautiful—but present. Whole. Like every step she took was one she had fought for, earned, chosen. Rick felt his chest tighten. This wasn’t just a wedding. This was her becoming.

Ryan reached the front and paused, meeting Rick’s eyes. For a brief moment, something passed between them—respect, trust, understanding. Then he placed Charlotte’s hand in Rick’s. “Take care of her,” Ryan said quietly. Rick nodded. “Always.”

The ceremony was simple. No excess. No drawn-out speeches. Just words that mattered. The minister spoke of commitment—not just to love, but to truth. To standing beside one another in the hard moments as much as the easy ones. Rick never took his eyes off Charlotte.

When it was her turn, her voice trembled just slightly—but she didn’t look away. “I spent a long time trying to be someone I wasn’t,” she said. “Afraid of what I might lose if I told the truth.” Her fingers tightened gently around his. “But you never made me feel like I had to hide. You saw me… before I was ready to be seen.” Rick swallowed hard. “And you stayed,” she continued softly. “Even when everything changed.” She took a breath. “I don’t promise easy. But I promise you this—no more hiding. Not from you. Not from myself.”

Rick’s voice was rough when he spoke. “You were never something I had to figure out,” he said. “You were someone I loved.” Charlotte’s eyes filled. “That never changed. It never will.”

“Then by the authority vested in me…” the minister said with a gentle smile, “I now pronounce you husband and wife.” Rick didn’t hesitate. He pulled her close and kissed her—soft at first, then deeper, certain. When they broke apart, Charlotte was smiling through tears. For the first time in her life… she wasn’t afraid.

They celebrated quietly afterward at Antoine’s in the French Quarter. Just a small table, good food, and the kind of laughter that comes when the pressure finally lets go. At one point, Warren pulled Rick aside. “Where are you two planning to live?” he asked. “Not that apartment, I hope.” Rick grinned. “What’s wrong with it? Aside from the leaking roof and the mice?” Warren shook his head, reaching into his pocket. “That’s exactly what’s wrong with it.”

He placed a set of keys in Rick’s hand. “Our place on Erato is empty. The renters moved out last month. I had it painted, fixed up. It’s close to University Hospital—and not far from Tulane.” Rick looked at the keys, then back at his father. “Dad…” “A wedding gift,” Warren said simply. “Big enough for a future. And no mice.” Rick laughed, emotion catching in his chest. “Thank you.”

Across the table, Charlotte was talking with Gloria and Cheryl, her smile easy, her posture relaxed. Ryan hadn't missed that Cheryl, Rick's sister, was beautiful and from what he had heard, single. He wasted no time moving his chair next to her.

She looked… at home.

Rick watched her for a moment longer, then closed his hand around the keys. A new place. A new life. And the woman he loved beside him.

That was all he had ever wanted.

Chapter 26
The First Night
The house on Erato was quiet when they arrived. Not empty—just… waiting. Rick unlocked the door, stepping inside first, then holding it open for Charlotte. She paused at the threshold, her hand resting lightly against the frame. For a moment, she didn’t move. Rick noticed. “You okay?” he asked softly. Charlotte nodded, but her voice came out quieter than she expected. “Yeah… I just…” She stepped inside slowly, her eyes moving across the room—the fresh paint, the clean floors, the faint scent of something new layered over something older. It wasn’t fancy, not really, but it felt solid. Safe. Real. “This is ours?” she asked. Rick smiled. “Yeah. Ours.” She let that settle. Ours. 

They moved through the house together, not saying much. The living room opened into a small kitchen, the light over the sink casting a soft glow. Down the hall, two bedrooms—one clearly meant to be theirs, the other empty, waiting to become whatever life turned it into. Charlotte lingered in the doorway of the bedroom. There was a bed. Simple. Made up with clean sheets. Someone—his mother, probably—had left a folded blanket at the foot, along with a small vase of fresh flowers on the dresser. Charlotte stepped inside, running her fingers lightly across the edge of the blanket. “They didn’t have to do all this,” she said. “They wanted to,” Rick replied. She turned to look at him. “They like me.” It wasn’t a question. Rick leaned against the doorframe, watching her. “They love you,” he said. Charlotte swallowed, her eyes drifting away for a moment. “That’s still new,” she admitted.

They didn’t change right away. Didn’t rush into anything. Instead, they ended up back in the living room, sitting on the floor with their backs against the couch. Shoes off. The quiet of the house settling around them like something gentle. For a while, neither of them spoke. It wasn’t uncomfortable. Just… full. Charlotte drew her knees up slightly, wrapping her arms around them. “I kept waiting for something to go wrong today,” she said. Rick glanced over. “What do you mean?” She shrugged, a small, almost embarrassed motion. “I don’t know. Someone to say something. Or look at me different. Or…” She hesitated. “For you to hesitate.” Rick turned toward her fully now. “I didn’t.” “I know,” she said quickly. “That’s the thing. You didn’t. Not once.” She let out a slow breath. “I’m not used to that.” Rick reached over, taking her hand. “You don’t have to get used to it,” he said. “You can just… believe it.” Charlotte looked at him, her eyes searching his face. “That sounds easier than it is.” “I know,” he said. “But I’m not going anywhere. So you’ve got time.”

She shifted closer, resting her head lightly against his shoulder. For a while, they just sat like that. No pressure. No expectations. Just… together. After a few minutes, Charlotte spoke again, her voice softer now. “Today felt like… the end of something.” Rick smiled faintly. “Yeah?” She nodded against him. “Yeah. Like everything before it… all the fear, the hiding, the wondering if I’d ever actually get here…” She lifted her head, looking around the room. “I’m here.” Rick squeezed her hand. “You are.” She turned back to him, her expression thoughtful. “But it also feels like the beginning of something,” she added. Rick tilted his head slightly. “It is,” he said. Charlotte studied him for a moment. “Does that scare you?” she asked. Rick didn’t answer right away. He considered it. “Yeah,” he said finally. “A little.” She nodded. “Me too.” A small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Good,” he said. “That means we’re doing it right.”

They stood eventually, almost at the same time, like they’d both reached the same quiet conclusion. In the bedroom, the light was softer. Warmer. Charlotte paused again near the bed, her fingers brushing absently against the fabric of her dress. Rick stepped closer, not touching her yet—just close enough to be there. “You okay?” he asked again, more gently this time. She nodded. “I am.” A beat passed. Then, quietly—“Rick?” “Yeah?” She looked at him, something vulnerable in her eyes—but not fear. Not anymore. “Thank you,” she said. He shook his head slightly. “For what?” “For staying,” she answered. Rick stepped forward then, closing the small distance between them. He lifted his hand, brushing a strand of hair back from her face. “I never saw a reason to leave,” he said. Charlotte’s eyes filled slightly, but she smiled. “That still amazes me.” He leaned in, pressing a soft, lingering kiss to her forehead. “You’re going to have to get used to amazing things,” he said quietly.

They changed slowly, comfortably—no rush, no tension. Just two people unwinding at the end of a long, emotional day. When they finally slipped into bed, Charlotte hesitated for only a second before moving closer, fitting naturally against him. Rick wrapped an arm around her, pulling her in. The house creaked softly around them, settling. Charlotte exhaled, her body relaxing fully for the first time all day.

“Rick?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m not afraid right now,” she whispered.

He tightened his arm around her just slightly. “Good.”

She closed her eyes, her hand resting lightly against his chest. “I think… I could get used to this.”

Rick smiled into the quiet. “Yeah,” he said softly. “Me too.”

Outside, the city moved on as it always did. But inside that small house on Erato—for the first time in her life—Charlotte slept without fear. And beside her, Rick stayed. Exactly where he said he would be.

Chapter 27

Deep Discussion
The invitation had come casually—but it didn’t feel casual. Two weeks after the wedding, Rick and Charlotte found themselves back in his parents’ living room, sunlight filtering through the tall windows, tea steaming gently in delicate cups that suddenly felt far too formal for the weight in the air.

Warren sat across from them, relaxed but focused. His wife beside him, quiet, observant. He smiled first, easing them in. “You two look happy,” he said. “Really happy. I’d say life’s agreeing with you.” Charlotte smiled, fingers curled lightly around her cup. “It is. The house… that was too much, honestly. But I love it. Thank you.” Warren nodded. “It’s a good place. Solid bones. Built to last.”

A beat passed. Then his tone shifted—not harsh, not cold—just… serious. “But that’s not why I asked you here.” Rick felt it immediately and leaned forward slightly. Charlotte mirrored him without realizing it. Warren rested his hands together.

“I mentioned a surgeon I know in Boston. A good friend. One of the best in his field.” Charlotte’s breath caught—just slightly. “I didn’t go into personal details,” Warren continued calmly. “Kept everything hypothetical. But I wanted to know what options would look like… if the time came.” Rick glanced at Charlotte. She was listening—really listening.

“He’s based out of Brigham and Women’s Hospital,” Warren said. “He’s the chief surgeon there, and runs a full team. He teaches these procedures internationally. This isn’t just something he does—it’s something he leads.” Charlotte swallowed, her voice quiet but steady. “I’m scared,” she admitted. Then corrected herself, stronger now. “But I’m ready. I think I am.” She looked at Rick. Then back at Warren. “What would it actually involve… if we said yes?”

Warren gave a small, approving nod—not at the decision, but at her clarity. “First, everything happens here,” he explained. “Full workup—CT scans, MRIs, blood panels, imaging, psychological clearance. All of it. That gets sent to his team.” He spoke like a man used to breaking down complex things into simple steps. “They review everything. Build a surgical plan tailored specifically to you. Nothing generic.”

Charlotte listened without interrupting. “If you agree to that plan,” he continued, “you’d travel to Boston. Surgery itself… you’re looking at four to five days in the hospital.” Rick’s hand found Charlotte’s. She held on. “After discharge,” Warren said, “you’d stay nearby—a hotel, something comfortable—for a few more days. Follow-up checks, make sure everything’s stable.” Charlotte nodded slowly.

“Then you come home. We have a female surgeon here—someone I trust—who would handle your weekly follow-ups. Dilation, healing checks, all of it.” Charlotte’s grip tightened slightly at the word—but she didn’t pull away. “And then?” she asked. “Periodic trips back to Boston,” Warren said. “Every month or so, early on. Just for specialist evaluations. After that… less and less.”

Silence settled over the room. Not heavy. Just… real. Rick turned to her fully now, his voice soft but certain. “This is you, Charlotte. Nobody else. Not me, not them.” He nodded toward his parents. “You decide. I’m here either way.”

She looked at him. Really looked. And whatever fear was there… it didn’t disappear. But it shifted. Into something steadier. Something chosen.

Charlotte turned back to Warren, her voice clear.

“When can we start?”

Chapter 28

The Call
The call came the next morning. Charlotte had been awake for hours. She hadn’t slept much—too many thoughts, too many what-ifs—but by the time the phone finally rang, she was ready. Rick was beside her on the couch, one hand wrapped around hers, steady and warm. She looked at the screen. Unknown number. Boston. She answered.

“Hello?”

“Good morning, Charlotte. This is Dr. Charles Mitchner.”

His voice was calm, confident—older, but not distant. The kind of voice that carried both authority and reassurance. “Yes, doctor,” she said, sitting a little straighter. “Thank you for calling.”

“I’ve reviewed your entire file,” he began. “All imaging, lab work, and psychological evaluations. I’ll start with the most important part—medically, you are an excellent candidate.”

Charlotte closed her eyes briefly. Rick squeezed her hand.

Dr. Mitchner continued, measured and precise. “Your anatomy, tissue condition, and overall health give us very favorable conditions for a successful outcome. Your psychological evaluations are consistent, stable, and clear. There are no red flags.”

Charlotte let out a slow breath. “So…” she said softly, “what happens next?”

There was a brief pause—not hesitation, but intention. “Now we talk about reality,” he said. Rick leaned in slightly, listening closely.

“This is not a single procedure,” Mitchner continued. “It’s a staged surgical process with a demanding recovery. The primary operation will involve reconstruction of the external genitalia, creation of a vaginal canal, and preservation of nerve pathways to maintain sensation.”

Charlotte swallowed, her grip tightening on Rick’s hand.

“You will be under general anesthesia for several hours. Post-operative pain is manageable, but it is real. The first week is the most difficult—limited mobility, swelling, and close monitoring.” He didn’t soften it. He didn’t dramatize it either. Just facts.

“After discharge,” he continued, “you’ll have a structured recovery protocol. Dilation will be required daily—initially multiple times a day—to maintain depth and function. This is non-negotiable. Long-term success depends heavily on your commitment to that process.”

Charlotte nodded, even though he couldn’t see her. “I understand,” she said quietly.

“Good,” he replied. “Because I don’t want you going into this with hope alone. I want you going in with understanding.”

Rick spoke for the first time. “What about risks?” he asked.

“Fair question,” Mitchner said. “As with any major surgery—infection, bleeding, complications with healing. Specific to this procedure, there can be issues with depth, sensation, or aesthetic outcome. We minimize those risks with technique and preparation—but they are not zero.”

Charlotte listened carefully. Every word mattered. “And success?” she asked.

Another small pause. “Success,” Mitchner said, “is not just surgical. It’s physical, emotional, and psychological. From what I’ve read in your evaluations… you’re not chasing something impulsive. You’ve been moving toward this for a long time.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Then you’re approaching it the right way.”

There was a shift in his tone then—still professional, but more personal. “I’ve performed this procedure hundreds of times, Charlotte. I teach it internationally. But I’ll tell you something I tell every patient—this isn’t about me. It’s about you being ready to live with the result. Every day. For the rest of your life.”

Charlotte felt Rick’s hand tighten slightly. Grounding her.

“I am ready,” she said.

Rick glanced at her, searching her face. She met his eyes. Certain.

Dr. Mitchner continued. “If you choose to proceed, we’ll schedule you for pre-operative preparation in Boston. You’ll arrive several days before surgery. We’ll go over everything again in person, answer any final questions, and make sure you’re completely comfortable.”

Charlotte took a breath. “How long is recovery?” she asked.

“Initial recovery—six to eight weeks before you begin feeling like yourself again. Full recovery, including adaptation and normalization, several months. It’s a process, not an event.”

She nodded slowly. “I understand.”

Silence settled for a moment.

Then—

“Charlotte,” Mitchner said gently, “I’m going to ask you directly. Not as a surgeon—but as someone who has seen both good outcomes and regret.”

Her heart pounded.

“Are you doing this because you feel you must… or because you truly want to?”

Rick’s hand tightened again.

Charlotte didn’t hesitate. “I’ve needed this for as long as I can remember,” she said. “But now… I want it. I’m not running from something anymore. I’m choosing it.”

There was a pause.

Then—

“Good,” Mitchner said. “That’s the right answer.”

A breath of relief she didn’t know she was holding escaped her.

“So,” he continued, “do you want to move forward?”

Charlotte looked at Rick. He nodded once. She smiled—small, but real. “Yes,” she said. “We’re ready.”

“Then we’ll set a date,” Mitchner replied. “My office will contact you this afternoon with scheduling options and travel coordination. Between now and then, if you have questions—write them down. Bring them with you.”

“Thank you, doctor,” she said.

“You’re welcome, Charlotte. I’ll see you in Boston.”

The line clicked. Silence. Charlotte lowered the phone slowly. For a moment, neither of them spoke. Then Rick pulled her into him, holding her tight.

“This is real,” he murmured.

She pressed her face into his chest, smiling through the weight of it all. “This is real,” she echoed.

And for the first time—

It didn’t feel like a question anymore.

It felt like a beginning. 

Chapter 29
They sat together for nearly two hours. No words. No tears. Just holding on to each other—quiet, steady, certain. The decision had been made. By both of them.

Finally, Rick shifted slightly and sighed. “I don’t want to ruin the moment,” he said, “but I really have to pee.” For a second, Charlotte just stared at him—then they both burst out laughing. The tension cracked instantly. She stood, wiping at her eyes. “Me too. Race you to the bathroom.” They bumped shoulders like kids, laughing as they went.

Afterward, they sat at the kitchen table, picking at a light lunch neither of them was really hungry for. The house felt different now—like something had shifted, settled. They waited.

When the phone finally rang, both of them jumped. Charlotte grabbed it quickly. “Hello?”

A soft, warm female voice answered. “Is this Charlotte?”

Charlotte’s throat tightened. “Yes.”

“Charlotte, this is Wendy Adams. I’m one of Dr. Mitchner’s nurses. I’m calling to go over scheduling with you. Are you ready?”

Charlotte glanced at Rick, then straightened slightly. “I’m more than ready, Wendy.”

Wendy’s smile carried through the phone. “That’s wonderful to hear. I’ve reviewed everything with Dr. Mitchner, and he’s very impressed with you.” Charlotte felt her cheeks warm. “And if I’m not embarrassing you,” Wendy added gently, “you are an absolutely gorgeous woman. You’re going to be in very good hands—the best we have here.” Charlotte exhaled softly. “Thank you.”

“Now,” Wendy continued, “Dr. Mitchner will be leaving in about a month to teach overseas for several weeks. That means we have a choice—schedule very soon… or wait a few months.”

Charlotte didn’t hesitate. “I’m ready now,” she said. “How soon can I come?”

Wendy laughed lightly. “I like that answer. How does Monday next week sound?”

Charlotte blinked, surprised by how close that was—and how right it felt. “That… sounds perfect.”

“Great,” Wendy said. “We’ll arrange your flight for Sunday, transportation to your hotel, and a car to bring you to the hospital Monday morning. All you need to do is show up.”

“That’s fantastic,” Charlotte said. “Just send me the details—I’ll be there.”

Rick leaned closer, gesturing slightly. “Wendy,” he said, “this is Rick—Charlotte’s husband. Can I ask one question?”

“Of course, Rick.”

He hesitated a second. “How do we handle payment for all of this? Flights, hotel, surgery… I mean, it sounds like a lot.”

There was a brief pause. Then Wendy chuckled softly. “Don’t worry about any of that. It’s all been taken care of.”

Rick frowned slightly. “Taken care of?”

“It’s good to have friends in high places,” she said lightly. “Focus on Charlotte. We’ll handle the rest. And if you have any questions before Monday, just call me directly.”

“Thank you,” Rick said, still a little stunned.

“You’re very welcome. I’ll see you both soon.”

The line clicked. Silence filled the room again—but this time it felt different. Charlotte slowly lowered the phone. Rick looked at her.

“Friends in high places?” he said.

She smiled, a little dazed, a little amused. “What’s that saying?” she said softly. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

Rick shook his head, half laughing. “Yeah… but I’d still like to know who bought the horse.”

Charlotte leaned back in her chair, her heart racing—but steady. Monday.

It was happening.

Chapter 30

Boston
The flight was long. Neither of them spoke much. Nerves sat heavy between them—unspoken, shared. They had been surprised at the airport when they saw their seats. First class. A first for both of them. They exchanged a quick look, almost laughing at how surreal it felt—but once they were seated, reality settled back in. They declined the drinks. Just sat there, hands locked together. Rick could feel it—Charlotte’s fingers trembling slightly in his. Not enough for anyone else to notice. But he knew. And the truth was… he felt it too. There wasn’t anything he could say to calm her. Because he needed calming just as much. So they stayed quiet. Together.

They landed at Logan just after three in the afternoon. The moment the plane doors opened, everything felt more real. Closer. They grabbed their small bags and made their way through the terminal until they saw her—a woman holding a sign. Mr. and Mrs. Oliver. Charlotte stopped for half a second. Rick noticed. It still felt new. Still something they were growing into. He gave her hand a small squeeze and smiled. “We’re them,” he said softly. She smiled back, nervous but proud.

The woman greeted them warmly and led them outside to a waiting limo. A limo. Rick raised an eyebrow as they climbed in. “Okay… this just keeps getting better,” he muttered. Traffic into the city was slow, the kind that gave you too much time to think. Buildings rose around them, unfamiliar, impressive—but neither of them paid much attention. They were both somewhere else entirely. Inside their own heads.

It took nearly an hour before the car pulled up in front of the Boston Marriott Long Wharf. The driver handled everything. Bags, check-in—already arranged. They were guided up to a small suite. When the door opened, they both stopped. Then looked at each other. Then laughed. “Yeah… we definitely didn’t expect this,” Rick said.

Charlotte walked slowly into the room, taking it in—the view, the space, the quiet luxury. A note sat on the table. Rick picked it up and read aloud. “Car will pick you up at 8:00 AM Monday. All meals and incidentals are covered. If you need anything, contact the front desk.” He lowered the paper and looked at her. “All meals… incidentals… limo…” he shook his head. “We’re way out of our league here.”

Charlotte sat on the edge of the bed, still looking around. “Who the hell is paying for all this, Rick?” He shrugged, dropping the note back on the table. “I have no idea. But if they hand us a bill at the end… we run.” She laughed—a real laugh this time.

They lay back on the bed together, arms wrapping around each other naturally. Rick leaned in and kissed her gently. For the first time that day—he felt her relax. Not completely. But enough. He brushed her hair back, studying her face.

“Well, Mrs. Oliver,” he said softly, a small smile forming, “how do you want to spend your first evening in Boston?”

Charlotte held his gaze. There was a flicker of emotion there—love, nerves, something deeper. Then she smiled. “Naked with you,” she said quietly. “It might be a while before we can do that again.”

Rick didn’t joke. Didn’t deflect. He just nodded. “Then that’s exactly what we’ll do.”

And for a while—they forgot about tomorrow. Forgot about surgery. Forgot about everything except each other.

At seven, they finally made themselves get dressed and head downstairs for dinner. But the weight of what was coming… it waited for them. Quietly. Just beneath the surface.

Chapter 31
The Morning
Morning came faster than either of them expected. The car ride to the hospital was quiet—short, but long enough for the weight of the day to settle in.

When they stepped inside, a woman in green scrubs was already waiting. She smiled the moment she saw them and stepped forward, extending her hand. “I’d recognize you anywhere,” she said warmly. “Welcome, Charlotte—and you must be Rick. I’m Wendy. We spoke on the phone. I hope your trip wasn’t too tiring… and that your accommodations were satisfactory.”

Charlotte laughed softly, taking her hand. “First class all the way, Wendy,” she said. “I don’t even know what to say except… thank you.” Wendy pulled her into a quick, genuine hug. “You’re very welcome,” she said. “We take care of our own here.”

She led them toward the elevators. “You’ll meet Dr. Mitchner a little later,” Wendy continued. “Today’s going to be busy—some repeat tests, final prep, and instructions. You might be sick of me by the end of it.” Charlotte smiled. “I doubt that.”

As promised, the testing started immediately. CT scans. MRIs. Ultrasounds. Everything was repeated—careful, thorough, precise. Through it all, Wendy stayed close. Whenever she could, she held Charlotte’s hand, grounding her, keeping her present. Rick stayed nearby, quiet but steady.

They broke briefly for a light lunch, neither of them eating much. Then Wendy led them down a quiet hallway. “This is it,” she said gently. She knocked once.

“Come in,” a voice called.

They entered. Dr. Charles Mitchner stood from behind his desk, already smiling. He was composed, confident—trim, with a shaved head and a calm presence that filled the room without overwhelming it. “Charlotte. Rick,” he said, stepping forward and shaking their hands. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you both.”

They moved to a small conference table. Mitchner nodded toward Wendy. “You’ve already met the most important person here. Wendy’s my right hand. She’ll be with you through everything—surgery, recovery, follow-ups. You won’t find better.” Wendy gave a small, amused smile.

Mitchner leaned forward slightly. “I know we’ve repeated several tests today—sorry for the redundancy. Things can change quickly, and I like to have the most current data possible.” Charlotte nodded. “I understand.” “The good news,” he continued, “is that everything looks exactly as expected. You’re in excellent condition.” Charlotte exhaled slowly.

“There is one more step today,” he said. “A physical exam—final assessment before we proceed. Wendy will be present, of course. And Rick, you’re welcome to stay if Charlotte is comfortable with that.” Charlotte didn’t hesitate. “I’d like him there,” she said. “He’s been with me through all of this. I’m not hiding anything anymore.” Mitchner nodded, approving. “Good,” he said. “That matters more than you think.”

Wendy stood and guided them across the hall to an exam room. Charlotte changed into a gown and lay back on the table, the paper beneath her crinkling softly. She could feel the heat rising in her face—the vulnerability of the moment settling in. Wendy stepped beside her, gently taking her hand.

“Hey,” she said softly. “You’re doing great. And for what it’s worth—you’re a beautiful woman. This is just the last step in matching everything up.” Charlotte managed a small smile. Wendy leaned in slightly, lowering her voice. “I’ll tell you something I don’t share with everyone,” she said. “I’ve been exactly where you are.”

Charlotte blinked, surprised. Wendy smiled. “Born Winston,” she said lightly. “Not my favorite name. Been Wendy for fifteen years now. Married, happy, whole.” Charlotte let out a quiet breath—something easing inside her. “So trust me,” Wendy added, squeezing her hand. “You’re in the best hands possible.”

A knock sounded, and Mitchner entered. He conducted the exam professionally, efficiently—focused, respectful. There was no judgment, no discomfort in his manner. Just precision. When he finished, he adjusted her gown and stepped back.

“Everything looks excellent,” he said. “You’re healthy, well-prepared, and anatomically favorable. There’s been some expected change due to hormone therapy, but nothing that presents a problem. We can work with that.” Charlotte nodded, her heart steady but fast.

Mitchner glanced at her, then at Rick. “I had originally planned to schedule you within the next week,” he said. “But my calendar just opened.” He paused, letting it land. “I’m available tomorrow morning. My full team is here and ready. Seven a.m.”

The room went still. Charlotte took a deep breath. Looked at Rick. He nodded once. Steady. Certain. She turned back to Mitchner. Smiled. And nodded.

“Let’s do it.”

And just like that—it was set.

Wendy handed them pre-op instructions and escorted them out. “Car will pick you up at six thirty, and Rick, I know you have your laptop with you. The hospital has WiFi so you can keep up on your school work. Doc told me you were in med school—that’s great. I’ll get you a nice quiet place to work. With prep and recovery room time we’re probably looking at six hours, so you’ll be kept in the loop the whole way. Now go enjoy your evening—nothing to eat or drink past midnight… but if you two want to fool around, I won’t tell.”
Chapter 32

The Night Before
Boston felt different at night. Quieter. Colder. The city lights reflected off the harbor, soft and distant, like everything outside the room belonged to another world. Inside the suite, it was just them.

Charlotte stood by the window, arms wrapped lightly around herself, staring out at the water. She had been there a while. Rick watched her from across the room. He didn’t interrupt. Didn’t rush her. He knew this moment wasn’t something you filled with words.

Finally, she spoke. “Do you think I’ll still be me?” Her voice was soft. Not fragile—but searching. Rick walked over slowly, stopping just behind her.

“You will be,” he said quietly.

She shook her head slightly. “I mean… after. When it’s done. When I wake up and everything’s different.”

He stepped closer, his hands resting gently on her arms. “Charlotte… you’ve been you the whole time,” he said. “This doesn’t create you. It just… lets the rest of the world see what I already do.”

She let out a breath, her eyes still on the glass. “I’ve wanted this for so long,” she said. “But now that it’s here… it feels so big.”

“It is big,” he said honestly. “You’d be crazy if it didn’t feel that way.”

She turned then, looking at him. “No backing out,” she said quietly.

He met her gaze. “No backing out.”

There was a long silence. Then she asked the question she’d been holding. “Are you scared?”

Rick didn’t hesitate. “Yeah,” he said. “I am.”

She nodded slowly. “Me too.”

For a moment, they just stood there—two people standing at the edge of something life-changing, not pretending it wasn’t terrifying. Then Charlotte stepped closer and rested her head against his chest. Rick wrapped his arms around her, holding her tighter than usual. Not out of fear. Out of certainty.

“I keep thinking about tomorrow,” she said softly. “Going under… waking up… everything different.”

He kissed the top of her head. “And I’ll be right there,” he said. “Before you go in. When you wake up. Every step after that.”

She pulled back just enough to look at him. “You promise?”

“I promise.”

Her eyes searched his. Then she nodded. That was enough.

She took his hand and led him toward the bed. Not rushed. Not desperate. Just… intentional. They undressed slowly, quietly, neither of them speaking now. There was no need. This wasn’t about urgency. It was about closeness. About memorizing. About grounding themselves in each other before everything changed.

They lay together under the soft hotel sheets, skin warm against skin. Charlotte traced her fingers lightly along his chest. “Everything changes tomorrow,” she whispered.

Rick shook his head gently. “Not everything,” he said. “Not us.”

She smiled faintly. “That’s the part I was hoping you’d say.”

He brushed her hair back, studying her face like he wanted to remember every detail. “You ready?” he asked softly.

She took a breath. Not a quick one. A deep one. “I am,” she said.

And this time—there was no hesitation.

Outside, the city moved on. Cars passed. Lights flickered. Life continued. But inside that room—time slowed. And two people held onto each other… right before everything changed.

Chapter 33

Before
The hospital felt different that morning. Quieter. Focused. Everything moved with purpose. Charlotte was in a small pre-op room, the world reduced to white walls, soft beeping monitors, and the faint scent of antiseptic. A thin hospital gown. Warm blankets tucked around her. A bracelet around her wrist with her name on it. Charlotte Oliver. She stared at it for a long moment.

Rick sat beside her, close enough that their knees touched. He hadn’t let go of her hand since they’d arrived. Neither of them had much to say. Because there wasn’t much left to say.

Wendy stepped in quietly, her presence immediately calming the room. “How are we doing?” she asked gently. Charlotte managed a small smile. “Ready.” Wendy nodded, checking her chart, adjusting a line, making sure everything was in place. “You’re doing great,” she said. “Everything’s on schedule. Dr. Mitchner will be in shortly.” She paused, looking between them. “Not long now.” Charlotte swallowed, nodding.

After Wendy left, the silence returned—but this time it felt heavier. Closer. Rick shifted slightly, turning toward her. “Hey,” he said softly. She looked at him. “You okay?” She thought about it. Then nodded. “Yeah,” she said. “I’m scared… but I’m okay.” He smiled faintly. “Good,” he said. “Because I’m scared too.” She let out a small breath, almost laughing. “Of course you are.”

He leaned forward, pressing his forehead lightly against hers. “But I’ve never been more sure of anything,” he added. Her eyes closed for a moment. “Me neither.”

A nurse entered briefly, checking vitals, adjusting the IV. “Doctor will be ready for you soon,” she said kindly before stepping back out. Time felt strange now. Slower. Heavier.

Then the door opened again. Dr. Mitchner stepped in, already gloved, mask hanging loose around his neck. “Good morning,” he said calmly. “How are we feeling?” “Ready,” Charlotte said again. He nodded. “Everything is set. My team is in place. We’ll take good care of you.” He looked at Rick. “She’s in excellent hands.” Rick nodded. “I know.” Mitchner gave a small, approving smile. “I’ll see you in a few minutes,” he said, then stepped back out.

The room went quiet again. This time—it felt final.

A nurse returned with a small syringe. “Just something to help you relax,” she said gently. Charlotte looked at Rick. “Stay with me,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

The medication slipped into the IV. Warmth spread slowly through her arm. Then her chest. Then everything softened. Edges blurred just slightly. Rick’s face stayed clear. Always him.

“I love you,” she said quietly. “I love you too,” he answered, his voice steady but thick. She studied him like she was memorizing him. “Don’t let go,” she whispered. “Never,” he said.

The door opened again. This time, it was time. The bed rails clicked into place. Hands moved with practiced ease. “Okay, Charlotte,” Wendy said softly, stepping beside her again. “We’re going to take you in now.”

Rick walked alongside as they rolled her out into the hallway. Bright lights overhead. The sound of wheels. The steady rhythm of movement. Everything felt distant and sharp at the same time. They stopped at a set of double doors. This was as far as he could go.

Rick leaned in, pressing his lips to her forehead. “I’ll be right here when you wake up,” he said. She smiled, eyes heavy now. “You better be.” “Always.” Wendy touched his shoulder gently. “We’ve got her,” she said.

Rick stepped back. Just one step. But it felt like a mile.

Charlotte kept her eyes on him as long as she could. Then the doors opened. And she was wheeled inside.

The operating room was bright. Cold. Controlled. Machines. Voices. Movement. But Wendy was there. Right beside her. “You’re okay,” she said softly. Charlotte nodded faintly.

The anesthesiologist leaned over her. “Alright, Charlotte,” he said gently. “I’m going to ask you to count backwards from ten for me.”

She took a slow breath.

Ten. Rick’s face.

Nine. His voice.

Eight. His hands holding hers.

Seven. The promise.

Six. No backing out.

Five. Her name.

Four. Charlotte.

Three. Finally.

Two—

Darkness came softly.

And everything changed.

Chapter 34
Recovery
Charlotte became aware of something before she understood it. Not pain. Pressure. The last thing she remembered was Rick kissing her forehead… then everything had slipped away into nothing. Now something was returning. Faint at first. A distant beeping. Soft voices drifting somewhere beyond her reach. Cool air brushing gently through her nose. She knew the room was bright, even though her eyes refused to open.

Then she felt it—a touch. Light. Gentle. Grounding.

A calm, familiar voice followed. “Wake up, sleepy head… how are you feeling?”

Charlotte tried to speak, but nothing came. Her lips barely moved. She managed to crack her left eye open just enough to see a blurred figure leaning over her. Wendy. Smiling.

“Well, welcome back, beautiful,” Wendy said softly. “You’re in recovery. Been here about an hour. Surgery was three and a half hours… and it all went perfectly.”

Charlotte tried to focus, to hold onto the words. Perfectly.

“We’ll talk more later,” Wendy continued, brushing a stray strand of hair from Charlotte’s forehead. “Right now, you just rest. Let the medication work its way out. Then we’ll take you to your room… and you can see Rick. He knows you’re doing well.”

Charlotte drifted again—not fully asleep, but floating. Time passed in fragments.

When she opened her eyes again, both of them this time, the world had more shape. The ceiling above her. The steady rhythm of monitors. The quiet hum of machines surrounding her. Reality was coming back. So was the pressure.

Wendy appeared again, as if she had never left. “Hey,” she said gently. “You’re doing great. We’re just about ready to move you to your room. Any pain?”

Charlotte managed a small shake of her head.

“Good,” Wendy said with a nod. “I know you feel the pressure—that’s the dilation. You’ll get used to it… not fun, but it’s important. It’s what helps everything heal the way it should.”

Wendy leaned in a little closer, lowering her voice with a playful glint. “Can I tell you a secret?”

Charlotte’s lips twitched into the smallest smile. She gave the faintest nod.

“Just between us…” Wendy whispered. “Doc always does good work—but I’ve got to tell you, girl… you’ve got yourself a designer vagina now.” She winked. “It’s beautiful, Charlotte. Once everything heals… you’re going to be spending a lot of time in front of a mirror.”

Something shifted inside Charlotte—not physical, emotional. Relief.

Wendy straightened and moved to the foot of the bed. “Alright,” she said warmly, slipping back into routine. “Let’s get you to your room.”

As the bed began to move, Charlotte closed her eyes again—not from exhaustion this time, but from peace.

Chapter 35
Back in the World
Charlotte could feel the motion of the gurney and watch the lights move above. She was aware of an elevator ride and a brief stop to talk to someone. The ride continued and then they turned into a room. Immediately Rick was above her—he took her hand and smiled as he kissed her forehead before the gurney even stopped.

Wendy moved over next to Rick and began moving wires and tubes into more comfortable positions. Rick wouldn’t move. “The doc said it went great, how are you feeling?” Charlotte smiled and mumbled something he couldn’t understand. Wendy stepped into view. “She’s doing great, still feeling them drugs. It’s going to be that way for two days at least, Rick. That’s some heavy-duty stuff. But I know she’s glad to see you. Stay with her, but do give her time to rest. And you need to get some rest too.”

She made sure Charlotte was looking at them and she winked. “Oh—and Rick, no climbing on top just yet. Doctor’s orders.” She gave a playful smile and left the room.

Rick still wouldn’t move. He just held her hand and took deep breaths. “I’m so worried about you. Baby, I can’t live without you, so please listen to the doctors. Oh, I love you so much.”

She smiled and squeezed his hand.

And that was enough.

Later that evening Charlotte was waking up more. She looked and saw Rick dozing in a chair right next to her bed. He startled and stood up, grabbing her hand. “Hey, you’re back. Hi.” She smiled and squeezed his hand. “I’m back, kinda hurts some, but so worth it.” He leaned over and kissed her. “I talked to everyone, told them you were doing well. The surgery went perfectly. You’re gonna be fine, we just need to be together and give it time.”

She nodded. “Wendy told me, it was perfect.” She chuckled a little. “She told me doc gave me a designer vagina.” Rick laughed. “No kidding, I was happy with you before. Designer or not, I love you more than anything. I just want you back in my arms.”

He stayed as she drifted in and out of sleep. Later a nurse came and gave her some medication. Within minutes she was deep asleep.

When she woke, Rick was there again. “Hey, good night’s sleep I hope.” She looked startled. “What time is it?” He laughed. “Baby, it’s Wednesday already. You slept through the night and it’s almost eleven a.m. Doc was here and is coming back—nobody wanted to wake you. How do you feel?” She shrugged. “Hurts a little, more pressure though. I’m hungry though.”

He laughed. “Doc said you would be. Light lunch coming soon. He said you are very strong and your body will heal quickly. I think they’re gonna want you to walk later today. You think you’re up for that?” She laughed lightly. “If it gets me out of here sooner, I’ll get up and run for them.”

He laughed and kissed her again. “You are simply amazing. Oh—and I have news. You’ll never guess who Ryan is dating.” She looked at him. “Ryan, my brother? He’s got the girls lined up—who now?”

Rick chuckled. “Cheryl, my sister. Apparently they’ve been out a few times. They have something in common. He’s just off probation as a New Orleans cop and she’s been with the Department of Homeland Security for three years. They probably lay in bed and talk about guns and body armor.”

She laughed so hard he thought she would hurt herself. “Maybe he’s finally met his match. I hope so. Keep it in the family—and maybe give your mother that grandchild.”

Chapter 36

Charlotte was kept in the hospital for four days. She had walked the corridor several times with help, Rick as usual right behind her, never more than a step away.

The following morning, both Wendy and Dr. Mitchner came in. They went over her responsibilities—dilation, movement, and healing. He examined her, changed the dressing, and then gave her the words she had been waiting for. She could leave. Not all the way home yet—three more days at the hotel, one final checkup with him—but she was leaving the hospital.

It took hours to get the paperwork ready, but finally Rick helped her dress. Wendy returned with a wheelchair and guided her toward the entrance. Before they left, Wendy bent down beside her, her voice soft but firm. “Listen, I’m right here, close by. If you have any questions or concerns, you call me directly.”

Charlotte nodded, grateful. They thanked her, and their ride was already waiting. Back at the suite, Charlotte sank into the sofa and let out a long breath. She looked up at Rick. “It’s done, Rick. It’s really done. That part is gone… I can breathe.”

Rick sat beside her and kissed her gently. “That part never scared me. Losing you—that’s what scares me. You’ll be whole now, what you always deserved… to be yourself. I just hope I’m enough for the new you.”

She pulled him into her, holding him tightly. “Rick, if it wasn’t for you, there would be no new me. We’re in this together—always. There’s no losing me unless you want to, and I know you don’t. You believed in me when I didn’t even believe in myself. I’m in this for the long haul… with you.”

Three days later, they returned to the hospital for the final check before traveling home. Wendy met them again and led them into the exam room. Dr. Mitchner was already there and began immediately. When he finished, he stepped back and nodded. “Everything looks perfect.”

Charlotte let out a quiet breath.

“For the next month, you’ll follow your dilation schedule closely,” he continued. “Your father-in-law has arranged weekly follow-ups with a urologist he trusts. She’ll monitor your progress. I placed a small dilator during surgery—it’s time to remove it. This may be uncomfortable, but it’s necessary. When you get home, you begin your full routine. Are you ready?”

Charlotte smiled and leaned back. “I’m so happy, Doc. I’m ready for anything.”

An hour later, they were back at the hotel, their flight home scheduled for the next day. Rick sat beside her, watching her closely. “That was intense. It hurt, didn’t it?”

She nodded slightly. “A little. But I’m ready to heal, Rick. I can handle it.”

She leaned into him, resting her head against his shoulder.

“Let’s get some dinner,” she said softly. “Then bed. I need to be close to you tonight.”

Chapter 37
Home at Last
They arrived to the airport a little after two in the afternoon. Rick had a porter bring a wheelchair around while he pulled the car up to meet them. Charlotte climbed in slowly, thanking the porter with a generous tip.

The ride home was short, but Rick could tell it wasn’t easy on her. Once they arrived, he didn’t hesitate—he lifted her gently, carrying her up the stairs and into the living room before easing her down onto the sofa.

She smiled up at him. “Well… you finally carried me over the threshold. Now I feel completely married.”

He shook his head, half laughing. “Oh, I forgot that, didn’t I? Crap. Well… at least it’s official now.” He glanced toward his phone. “Let me call everyone and tell them we’re home. I’ve got a feeling we’re about to have company.”

He was right.

His parents arrived first, followed by her mother. They gathered in the living room, keeping things light, talking, laughing—careful not to overwhelm her. Then there was a knock at the door.

Rick opened it to find Ryan and Cheryl standing there.

“Welcome back, brother-in-law,” Ryan said with a grin. “You gonna invite us in or what?”

Rick stepped aside, smiling. They came in and both hugged Charlotte gently before finding their places with the rest of the group.

Charlotte smiled at everyone, but it was clear the trip and the surgery had taken their toll. The room eventually quieted, and Gloria stood, ready to give her some rest—but Ryan lifted a hand.

“Hold on a second, Mom. Cheryl and I have something to say.”

Cheryl stepped beside him, glancing at Gloria with a nervous smile. “Well… Mom… you’re going to have that grandchild in about eight months.”

For a moment, no one spoke.

Then Ryan broke the silence. “Okay, don’t panic. We’re heading to Vegas next week to get married. Nobody’s upset about this—we’re both happy. We were going to get married anyway… we just got a little early start on the honeymoon.”

The room erupted in laughter and congratulations.

Eventually, everyone said their goodbyes, leaving the house quiet again. Rick helped Charlotte to the bedroom, moving slowly, carefully. He helped her out of her clothes and settled her onto the bed.

It was time for her dilation routine.

Rick started to step out of the room.

“Hey,” she said, stopping him. “Wait a minute.”

He turned back.

“You need to watch this,” she said softly. “If I need help, Wendy isn’t here. You’re my support now. You okay with that?”

He smiled, stepping closer.

“I’m more than okay with that,” he said. “I plan on being right here… as long as you need me.”

She held his gaze for a moment—then nodded.

“Good,” she said quietly. “Then stay.”
Chapter 38
Living
Time waits for no one. Rick studied and attended school while Charlotte rested and healed. Once a week, she visited the urologist for a checkup, and everything continued to progress well. She stayed disciplined with her medical schedule, knowing how important it was.

Over the next three months, life settled into a routine. Days were busy, nights were spent together—never apart. Once a month, they traveled to Boston for follow-up appointments. The visits became routine. They stayed a couple of days, then returned home.

It had been just over four months since the surgery, and Charlotte was beginning to feel almost normal. She still saw her urologist and a psychologist, but her spirits were high.

One evening, Rick came home from school and found her sitting on the sofa. He sat beside her, kissed her, and asked about her day—the same way he always did.

She hesitated for a moment before answering. “I saw the urologist today… and spoke with Doc on the phone. Everything’s going well. But they told me something.”

Rick immediately leaned forward, taking her hands. “Whatever it is, don’t worry. We’ll work through it.”

She smiled and kissed him softly. “Rick, relax. They told me it’s time for us to officially become husband and wife.”

He looked at her, confused.

She laughed. “Okay… I guess I have to spell it out for you. Sex, Rick. Intercourse. We can do it now… if you want.”

For a second, he just stared at her—then emotion hit him all at once. He pulled her into his arms, laughing through it. “God… I’m an idiot. Of course. I’m sorry—I didn’t even think—”

She was laughing now. “So… do you want to, or are you going to give me a rain check?”

He stood, taking her hand and pulling her gently to her feet.

“I’m all out of rain checks,” he said. “Let’s go to bed.”
Epilogue
Seven Years Later
Time didn’t stop. It never does. It moved forward quietly and steadily, carrying them with it. seven years had passed since Boston, seven years since everything changed and then settled into something real. Rick stood in the doorway of his office, loosening his tie after a long day, the small brass plate reading Dr. Richard Oliver still making him smile.

Inside the house, things were anything but quiet. Charlotte sat at the dining table with papers spread out, a laptop open, notes scattered everywhere. At the top of one page: Adolescent Identity Development — Case Notes. She looked up as Rick walked in. “Long day, Doctor?” she asked with a soft smile. He dropped his bag. “Always. You?” She leaned back slightly. “Busy. Three sessions today. One of them… reminded me of me.” Rick stepped closer, resting a hand on her shoulder. “You’re helping them.” She nodded. “That’s what makes it worth it.”

Charlotte had gone back to school—slowly, carefully—and now she was doing exactly what she once needed: helping transgender teens find their way. Not guessing. Understanding. A burst of laughter echoed from the living room. Rick smiled. “She’s still up?” Charlotte laughed. “You try telling her bedtime means bedtime.” A second later, small footsteps ran in. “Daddy!” Rick crouched as the little girl launched into his arms. “I thought someone was supposed to be in bed.” “I’m not tired.” Charlotte raised an eyebrow. “…maybe a little,” the girl admitted. Rick grinned. “Honest. I like that.”

They hadn’t planned it—just conversations that turned into visits, paperwork, waiting… and then meeting her. And once they did, there was no question. She was theirs. Rick shifted her on his hip. “You give your mom a hard time?” “No.” Charlotte gave her a look. “…maybe a little.” Rick laughed. Charlotte leaned against the table, watching them quietly. There had been a time she never thought she’d have this—a home, a life, a family that felt like it belonged to her. Not borrowed. Not fragile. Real.

Rick caught her looking. “You okay?” She smiled, steady and sure. “I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.” He nodded like it was obvious. Because it was.

Later that night, after the house went quiet, Charlotte stood in front of the mirror again—not out of doubt, just for a moment. She saw herself clearly. Not a version. Not a question. Just herself. Rick stepped in behind her, his arms wrapping around her naturally. “She asleep?” “Finally.” A calm silence settled between them.

Seven years ago, she stood here searching. Now—she didn’t search anymore. She lived. Rick kissed her shoulder softly. “You ever think about how far you’ve come?” Charlotte met her own eyes in the mirror and shook her head. “I don’t think about getting here anymore. I just live here now.” Rick held her a little tighter. “Good.”

She leaned back into him—calm, certain, whole. And for the first time in her life, there was nothing left she needed to become. She already was.
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