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Chapter 1
A Perfect Wife

As happened to all the women, the first thing Julia felt when she got out of
bed in the morning was the icy bite of the floor on the soles of her bare feet.
. The year was indeterminate, lost in the haze of a restored order that had
reigned for eighty years. The Patriarchal Government had long since
reestablished the natural hierarchy, where men's authority over women was
not just law but an unquestioned truth woven into the fabric of society. No
one alive remembered the chaotic days of so-called female emancipation—
the wild notions of women pursuing careers, voting, or wearing whatever
they pleased. Those were relics of a misguided past, buried under layers of
re-education and cultural amnesia. Women had returned to their rightful
place: the hearth, the home, the service of their husbands and children. Their
behavior was scrutinized under rigid inspections, and as a visible emblem of
their submission, every woman walked barefoot at all times. Shoes, slippers,
even the simplest coverings for the feet, were forbidden symbols of rebellion,
reminders of a time when women dared to elevate themselves above the
ground—and above their men.

Julia, at the age of 28, was the epitome of this restored virtue. Married for

ten years to Winston, a mid-level functionary in the government's Ministry of
Domestic Harmony, she had molded her life into a flawless routine
devotion. Her home in the quiet suburb of the city was a shrine to patriarchal
ideals: spotless floors that gleamed under the bare soles of her feet, walls
adorned with approved portraits of the Founding Fathers of the Restoration,
and a kitchen that smelled eternally of fresh-baked bread and simmering

stews. Julia's days began at precisely 5:00 a.m., not a minute later, for tardiness
in service was a mark of negligence, and negligence was a crime against the
tamily and the state.

The alarm clock—a simple, government-issued device that chimed with a
soft, authoritative tone—pulled her from the warmth of the bed she shared
with Winston. He slumbered on, his broad frame relaxed under the covers, as
was his right. Julia slipped out silently, her bare feet padding across the cool
wooden floor. The sensation was a constant reminder of her place: the earth
beneath her soles grounding her in humility, each step a pledge of obedience.

She moved to the bathroom first, where she performed her morning

of



ablutions with efficiency. A quick wash of her face, her long black hair pulled
into a neat bun, and stepping into her standard-issue housewife's dress—a
modest white garment that fell to her ankles, leaving her feet bare. No
makeup, no adornments; beauty was for her husband’s appreciation, not for
vanity.

Descending the stairs, Julia entered the kitchen, her domain. The room was
pristine, every utensil in its place, the counters wiped to a shine the night
before. She flicked on the light, and the hum of the refrigerator greeted her
like an old friend. First, the coffee: grounds measured precisely, water boiled,
the aroma filling the air as a prelude to Winston's awakening. Then, the
breakfast preparations. Eggs from the government ration, scrambled lightly
with herbs from her small window garden. Bacon sliced thin and fried to
crisp perfection. Toast from homemade bread, buttered just so. For the
children—young Thomas, eight, and little Eliza, six—she prepared oatmeal
with a dash of cinnamon, a treat to start their day of schooling in patriarchal
values.

As the clock ticked toward 6:00 a.m., Julia heard the faint creak of the
upstairs floorboards. Winston was stirring. She plated his meal with care,
arranging it on the table like an offering. The children would eat later, after
their father had been served. Julia stood by the table, her posture straight, feet
planted firmly on the linoleum, waiting. When Winston descended, dressed in
his crisp uniform of the Ministry—gray slacks, white shirt, tie emblazoned
with the patriarchal emblem—he nodded approvingly at the setup.

"Good morning, my wife," he said, his voice deep and commanding, though
softened by habit.

"Good morning, my husband," Julia replied, her tone deferential, eyes
lowered slightly in respect. She pulled out his chair, and as he sat, she knelt
briefly at his feet—a customary gesture of submission—before rising to pour

his coffee.

Winston began to eat, fork in hand, savoring the first bite. This was the
moment for the recitation, a daily ritual that reinforced the bonds of their
union. Julia stood beside him, hands clasped behind her back, and began in a
clear, steady voice:

- The Ten Commandments of the Obedient Wife -:



One: Thou shalt honor thy husband as thy lord and master, for he is the head
of the household as ordained by the Restoration.

Two: Thou shalt keep thy home in perfect order, a reflection of thy
submission and diligence.

Three: Thou shalt bear and raise children in the ways of patriarchal virtue,
teaching them obedience and respect.

Four: Thou shalt remain barefoot at all times, thy feet touching the earth as a
symbol of humility and surrender.

Five: Thou shalt not question the laws of the Government, for they restore
the natural order.

Six: Thou shalt serve thy husband's needs before thine own, in body, mind,
and spirit.

Seven: Thou shalt eschew all vanities of the old world, embracing simplicity
and devotion.

Eight: Thou shalt confess any failings promptly, seeking correction with
gratitude.

Nine: Thou shalt inspire other women to follow the path of true femininity.
Ten: Thou shalt find joy in thy role, for in submission lies fulfillment."

Winston nodded between bites, his approval evident in the slight upturn of
his lips. "Well spoken, Julia. As always."

Her heart swelled with pride. These words were not mere rote; they were the
foundation of her existence. In the early days of their marriage, she had
memorized them under Winston's guidance, reciting them nightly until they
flowed like breath. Now, they were a comfort, a mantra that guided her
through the day's labors.

After Winston finished his meal, Julia cleared his plate and refilled his cottee.
He lingered a moment, reading the morning bulletin on his government-



issued tablet—news of successful inspections, exemplary families honored,
and warnings against subtle signs of female discontent. Julia busied herself
waking the children. Upstairs, Thomas and Eliza's rooms were mirrors of
order: beds made tightly, toys stored away, floors swept clean. She roused
them gently, helping Eliza into her simple dress and Thomas into his school
uniform. No shoes for Eliza, of course; like her mother, she would walk
barefoot to school, her small feet toughened by years of exposure.

Downstairs, the family gathered for a brief morning devotion. Winston led,
reading from the Patriarchal Codex: "Woman is the helpmeet of man, her
strength in service, her beauty in obedience." Julia and the children echoed
the responses, their voices harmonious. Then, it was time for departure.
Winston kissed Julia on the forehead—a rare display of affection in their
structured life—and headed to his car, the engine purring as he drove off to
the Ministry.

Julia turned to the children. "Come, dears. School awaits."

The walk to the local academy was a ritual in itself. The streets of the city

were clean and orderly, lined with homes much like theirs. Other wives
accompanied their children, all barefoot, dresses swaying as they moved with
purposeful grace. Julia exchanged nods with neighbors—Mrs. Harlan, whose

home had recently passed an inspection with flying colors, and Mrs. Everett,

who whispered of her husband's recent promotion. The air was crisp, the

pavement cool underfoot, sending a familiar tingle up Julia's legs. She had

long since grown accustomed to it; the occasional pebble or rough patch was

a test of endurance, a reminder not to falter.

At the school gates, Julia hugged Thomas and Eliza goodbye. "Be attentive in
your lessons," she instructed. "Remember, knowledge serves the family."

"Yes, Mother," they chorused, scampering inside where boys would learn
leadership and girls the arts of homemaking.

Alone now, Julia returned home, her mind already cataloging the day's tasks.
Laundpry first: whites separated from colors, washed by hand in the basin,
hung on the line to dry in the sun. Then, dusting every surface, polishing the
silverware passed down from Winston's family. Sweeping the floors, her bare
teet feeling every grain of dust she missed the day before. Lunch preparation



—simple sandwiches for herself, but planned ahead for Winston's evening
meal: roast chicken with vegetables, a pie for dessert.

As she worked, Julia's thoughts drifted to her achievements. In ten years of
marriage, she had won the "Perfect Wife" award six times—a record
unmatched in their district. The award, bestowed annually by the
government, recognized housewives for exemplary diligence: spotless homes,
obedient children, supportive roles to their husbands. Each victory came with

a plaque hung proudly in their living room, and a small stipend that Winston
managed. Julia's name was whispered in admiration at community gatherings;

she was a model, an icon of what 2 woman could achieve within the bounds

of submission.

But her crowning glory was the social group she managed: ‘Submissive Wives
Forever’ the most followed network in the wotld. On the government-
monitored platforms, where women could share tips on homemaking under

male oversight, Julia's group boasted millions of members. She posted daily:
recipes for nourishing meals, guides to reciting the Commandments with

sincerity, stories of personal triumphs over minor lapses in discipline. Her

profile picture showed her kneeling at Winston's feet, a serene smile on her

face, bare soles visible in the frame. Comments flooded in: "Thank you, Julia,

for inspiring us!" "Your home is a beacon of order!" She moderated with

care, deleting any hint of discontent—though such posts were rare in this era.

Pausing in her chores, Julia sat at the small desk in the corner, logging into

the platform. The screen glowed, displaying the latest discussions. A young

wife from the Eastern Districts asked for advice on handling fatigue during
long days of service. Julia typed a response: "Remember the Fourth
Commandment, sister. Our bare feet ground us in humility; let that strength
carry you. Rest only after your duties are done, and seek your husband's
permission for respite.”" She attached a photo of her own feet, callused yet
clean, stepping on a woven mat—a subtle boast of her endurance.

Another post caught her eye: a poll on the best ways to teach daughters the
value of barefoot living. Julia voted for "Daily walks on varied terrains to
build resilience,” and added a comment: "My Eliza, at six, already
understands that discomfort is a gift, reminding us of our place." The likes
poured in, her influence rippling across the digital ether.



By midday, the house chores were halfway done. Julia prepared a simple lunch

for herself—a salad of greens from the garden, eaten standing at the counter

as a discipline against idleness. As she chewed, she reflected on her life before
marriage. At eighteen, she had been selected for Winston through the
government's matching program. He, ten years her senior, was a rising star in

the Ministry; she, a graduate of the Academy for Feminine Virtues, excelled

in domestic sciences. Their wedding had been austere, attended by officials

who praised her barefoot procession down the aisle. In the years since, she

had borne two children without complaint, enduring labors that tested her
obedience.

Afternoon brought more labor: ironing Winston's shirts, each crease precise;
mending a tear in Thomas's pants; baking bread for the next day. The sun
slanted through the windows, warming the floors under her feet. Julia moved
with grace, her body attuned to the rhythm of service. Occasionally, she
paused to recite the Commandments silently, reinforcing her resolve.

As evening approached, the children returned from school. Julia greeted them
at the door, inspecting their bare feet for dirt and washing them gently. "Tell

me of your day," she said, leading them to the kitchen for snacks.

Thomas beamed. "We learned about the Restoration Heroes, Mother. How
they saved society from the chaos of equality."

Eliza nodded eagerly. "And in my class, we practiced folding linens perfectly.
Teacher said I'm improving!"

Julia smiled, her heart full. "Excellent. Now, help with dinner preparations."
Together, they set the table, Julia overseeing every detail. Winston arrived at

0:30 PM sharp, the door opening to the aroma of roasting chicken. He hung

his coat, and Julia was there, ready with a glass of water.

"Welcome home, my husband," she said, kneeling briefly again.

"The Ministry was productive today," he replied, settling into his chair.
"Reports of fewer inspections needed—women are upholding standards

well."

"Thanks to examples like ours," Julia ventured modestly.



Dinner was served: Winston first, then the children, Julia last. Conversation
flowed around patriarchal topics—the latest government edicts, the children's
studies. Julia listened attentively, speaking only when addressed.

After the meal, she cleared and washed dishes while Winston read to the
children from approved texts. Bedtime followed: baths, prayers, tucks into
bed. Finally, alone with Winston in their room, Julia prepared for the night.
She massaged his feet—a wifely duty—while he reviewed documents.

"You are flawless, Julia," he said, a rare compliment.

"I strive only to please you," she replied.

As they lay down, lights out, Julia's mind wandered to her group's success.
Tomorrow, she would post about this day, inspiring millions. In this world of
restored order, she was not just a wife; she was a paragon.

But deep down, in the quiet recesses of her thoughts, Julia felt a quiet
contentment. This was her life, her purpose. And in eighty years of the

Regime, no one dared dream of anything more.

Julia was blisstully unaware of what was about to unfold...



Chapter 2
The Crime of the Millennium

The morning sun had barely cleared the rooftops of the city when the
doorbell rang.

Julia froze mid-motion, her bare foot hovering above the freshly mopped
kitchen floor. She had just finished scrubbing the baseboards—a task she
performed twice weekly, even though no speck of dust ever dared linger in
her home. The chime was polite, almost cheerful, the standard government-
issue tone assigned to all residential entrances. Yet something about its timing
—10:17 a.m. on a Tuesday—felt wrong. Routine visits from neighbors or
delivery services followed predictable patterns. This was neither.

She set the damp cloth carefully on the edge of the sink, wiped her hands on

the apron tied over her gray dress, and padded toward the front door. Her

soles registered every grain of the hardwood she had polished the night

before. The sensation grounded her, reminded her of the Fourth
Commandment: *Thou shalt remain barefoot at all times, thy feet touching

the earth as a symbol of humility and surrender.* She straightened her
posture, smoothed her bun, and opened the door.

Three women stood on the porch.

They wore the charcoal uniforms of the Decorum Enforcement Division—
tailored trousers, crisp white shirts buttoned to the throat, black epaulets
bearing the silver emblem of crossed keys and a single bare footprint. Two
carried slim tablet scanners; the third held a small black case that Julia
recognized immediately: the mobile inspection kit. All three were barefoot, of
course. Their feet were callused in the distinctive pattern of long-service
enforcers—thickened heels, hardened balls of the feet, the skin of the arches
slightly paler where pressure rarely fell. (The Patriarchal Government allowed
women to serve in the police force because it believed they could more easily
intuit the mindset of female delinquency. Naturally, a policewoman's salary
was credited directly into her husband's account).

“Mrs. Julia?” the woman in front asked. Her voice was calm, professional,
almost kind.
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‘“Yes, ma’am.” Julia answered, lowering her eves in the prescribed deferential
, ) 5 y
manner. “How may I server”

“We are conducting a routine compliance inspection under Section 14 of the
Domestic Harmony Act. May we enter?”

Julia’s heart gave a single hard thud, then settled. Routine. They said routine.
She stepped aside, holding the door wide. “Of course. My home is open to
inspection at any time.”

The three women filed in silently. Julia closed the door behind them and

stood with hands clasped behind her back, waiting for instructions. She had
rehearsed this moment in her mind countless times. Every Perfect Wife
candidate knew the protocols. The key was perfect transparency: no
hesitation, no defensiveness, no attempt to guide or influence the process.

The lead inspector—her name tag read Officer Marrow—glanced around the
toyer. “Immaculate,” she murmured, almost to herself. She tapped her tablet.
“Begin standard sweep. Living areas first.”

They moved with practiced efficiency.

One officer scanned the surfaces with a handheld UV light, searching for
traces of unauthorized substances or hidden contraband. Another checked
cabinets and drawers, opening each precisely, noting contents, closing them
again without sound. The third—Officer Marrow—tollowed Julia from room
to room, asking quiet questions.

“How many hours per day do you devote to floor maintenance, Mrs. Julia?”

“Approximately three hours, ma’am, divided between sweeping, mopping,
and polishing.”

“And the children’s rooms?”’

“Inspected and cleaned daily. Bed linens changed every third day unless soiled
earlier.”

“Laundry scheduler”
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“Whites on Monday, colors on Wednesday, delicates and husband’s uniforms
on Friday. All air-dried unless rain is forecast.”

Officer Marrow nodded. Nothing in her expression suggested disapproval. If
anything, she seemed quietly impressed.

They examined the bookshelf and found no forbidden or indecent books:
there were only government-recommended titles: the works of the Founding
Fathers and manuals on female submission.

They moved upstairs. Julia trailed behind, bare feet silent on the stairs she had

swept that morning. In the master bedroom, the officers opened the
wardrobe—only the approved garments hung there: five gray dresses
identical to the one she wore, Winston’s uniforms, the children’s school
clothes. No hidden jewelry, no forbidden books, no scraps of old-world

tabric.

In the children’s rooms, the beds were made with hospital corners. Toys were
stored in labeled bins. No dust on the windowsills. No fingerprints on the
glass.

Downstairs again. Kitchen. Pantry. Bathroom. Every surface gleamed. Every
label faced forward. Every towel was folded in thirds.

2

“Living quarters complete,” Officer Marrow announced into her tablet.
“Proceeding to auxiliary spaces.”

Julia felt the first faint prickle of unease.

“May we see the basement, please?”

“Of course.” Julia led them to the narrow door beneath the stairs. She had

not been down there in months. The basement was storage only—sealed

boxes of seasonal decorations, archived family records, Winston’s old
Ministry manuals, a few pieces of disused furniture. She kept it swept and

dry, but it was not part of the daily circuit.

She ftlicked on the single bare bulb. The officers descended. Julia followed.
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The concrete floor was cold against her soles. She stood near the bottom step
while they moved methodically through the space.

One officer opened the first few boxes—Christmas ornaments, winter
blankets, nothing remarkable. Then the second officer crouched beside an old
cardboard carton shoved against the far wall, half-hidden behind a broken

chair. The box was dusty, unmarked, its flaps sealed with brittle tape that had
yellowed with age.

“Unlabeled storage item,” the officer said. She slit the tape with a small utility
blade.

Julia frowned. She did not remember that box.

The officer lifted the flaps.

Inside lay a jumble of faded fabrics, old photographs, a tarnished silver locket
—and, nestled at the bottom like an accusation, a pair of pink women’s
slippers.

Fuzzy. Worn at the toes. Once soft and pretty. Now they looked obscene.
Julia’s breath caught.

“I—I don’t know how those got here,” she whispered.

Officer Marrow turned slowly. Her face was unreadable.

“Possession of female footwear,” she stated flatly. “Article 7, Paragraph 3 of
the Barefoot Mandate. Contraband.”

The other two officers straightened. One reached for restraints.

Julia’s knees threatened to buckle. “Please. There must be a mistake. I have
never—’

“Hands behind your back, Mrs. Julia.”

The cold metal cuffs clicked around her wrists. Julia did not resist. Resistance
would only make it worse.

13



Officer Marrow lifted her tablet again. “Central, this 1s Team Delta-9. We

have a Code Crimson at 42 Willow Lane. Repeat, Code Crimson. Contraband
footwear recovered. Requesting immediate media presence and husband
notification.”

Julia’s legs gave out. She sank to her knees on the cold concrete, the rough
surface biting into her bare skin. Tears came fast and silent.

They led her upstairs in cuffs. Outside, a white enforcement van was already
pulling up. Within minutes, two more vehicles arrived—news crews from the
State Television Network. Cameras, lights, microphones. Neighbors began to
gather at the edges of their yards, whispering, pointing.

Julia stood in her own foyer, wrists bound, bare feet shifting on the polished
wood she had waxed only yesterday. The world narrowed to the flash of

lenses and the low murmur of reporters narrating live.

“—a shocking discovery in the home of six-time Perfect Wife recipient Julia

2

“—clear evidence of contraband—"

“—a grave violation of the principles of the Restoration—"

Winston received the call at 10:42 a.m.

He was in a budget meeting on the twelfth floor of the Ministry of Domestic
Harmony when his secure line buzzed. The deputy minister paused mid-
sentence as Winston’s face drained of color.

He excused himself, stepped into the corridor, and answered.

“Winston, this is Officer Marrow, Decorum Enforcement. You are required
to return home immediately. A serious infraction has been discovered at your

residence.”

“What kind of infraction?”” His voice sounded distant, even to himself.
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“Possession of prohibited female footwear. Your wife is currently in custody
pending formal charges.”

The corridor tilted.

Winston drove home faster than regulations allowed, heart hammering
against his ribs. When he turned onto Willow Lane, the street was already
cordoned. Satellite vans lined both sides. Reporters surged forward as he

parked. Cameras flashed in his face. Questions shouted over one another.

“Mzr. Winston, were you aware—r?"’

“Did you know your wife was keeping—r"

“How will this affect your career—?”’

He pushed through without a word, badge flashing to the officers at the
perimeter. They let him pass.

Inside the house, chaos had been neatly contained. Julia stood in the center
of the living room, still cuffed, flanked by two enforcers. Her face was
streaked with tears, but she held her head high. When she saw Winston, a
tresh sob escaped her.

“Winston—"

He crossed the room in three strides and stopped short, staring at the pink
slippers now lying on the coffee table inside an evidence bag.

“Where did those come from?” he asked, voice low and dangerous.

“I don’t know,” Julia whispered. “They were in a box in the basement. An old
box. I swear I never—"

“Enough.” Officer Marrow stepped between them. “Mr. Winston, your wife

will be transported to Central Processing for immediate arraignment. You
may attend the hearing if you wish.”

15



Winston looked at Julia. For ten years she had been flawless. Six Perfect Wife
awards. The most followed ‘Submissive Wives Forever’ group on every
platform. A model household. And now this.

By noon, news of the discovery had spread through official channels. By 2:00
p.m., the story broke on the Patriachal News Network under the banner

headline: “SHOCK IN SUBURBIA: Model Housewife Caught Hoarding
Forbidden Fluffies!”

Commentators weighed in solemnly:

“Clearly, this woman has been living a double life,” declared Dr. Duplex,
noted expert on Female Duplicity. “Those slippers didn’t plant themselves.”

“Today slippers, tomorrow stilettos,” warned retired General Footworth.
“This is how rebellions begin.”

The hearing was held in a small courtroom on the ground floor of the Justice
Annex, less than an hour later. No jury. No defense counsel. The Restoration
had long since streamlined such proceedings for efficiency.

The magistrate—a stern woman in her fifties—read the charge without
inflection.

“Julia, you stand accused of possession of prohibited female footwear, in
violation of Article 7, Paragraph 3 of the Barefoot Mandate. How do you
plead?”

Julia, still cuffed, stood before the bench. Her bare feet were filthy now from
the basement concrete and the ride in the transport van.

“Guilty,” she said, voice breaking. “But I did not know they were there. I have
never worn them. I have never intended—"

“The law does not distinguish intent in matters of possession,” the magistrate
interrupted. “The presence of the item in your home constitutes the
otfense.”

Evidence photos flashed on the screen behind her: the dusty box, the

slippers, close-ups of the pink fuzz, the worn soles.
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The magistrate reviewed Julia’s record. “Six-time recipient of the Perfect Wife
Award. Administrator of the ‘Submissive Wives Forever’ network. No prior
infractions.” She paused. “The court acknowledges your previously exemplary
conduct. Nevertheless, the offense is of the gravest category. Exemplary
punishment is required to maintain public trust in the Mandate.”

She tapped her gavel once.

“Julia, you are sentenced to one year of detention and re-education at the
Northern Female Re-education Center. Upon completion of sentence, your
husband shall have sole discretion to readmit you to the household or to
repudiate you permanently. In the event of repudiation, you will be classified
as incorrigible and fitted with permanent collar bearing that designation.”
Julia swayed. Winston stood rigid beside the prosecution table, face ashen.
The magistrate continued. “Your children will carry the designation ‘child of
an unworthy mother’ on all official documents until such time as the family
unit 1s restored or dissolved. So ordered.”

The gavel fell again.

Two enforcers took Julia by the arms. She looked back at Winston one final
time.

“I'm sorry,” she mouthed.

He did not answer.

Outside, the cameras were waiting,

They marched her barefoot across the cold pavement to the transport van.
The concrete was rough, gritty with city dust. Each step hurt—not physically,
she had walked harder surfaces—but symbolically. Every citizen watching the
live feed would see it: the once-perfect wife, now a criminal, her bare feet

leaving faint prints on the stone as she was led away.

Winston remained inside the courthouse until the crowds thinned. When he
finally emerged, a junior colleague from the Ministry was waiting.
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“Sir,” the man said quietly, “the deputy minister has requested your
immediate resignation from the promotions list. Effective today.”

Winston nodded once.

He drove home alone.

The house was silent. The children had been collected by Ministry social
workers and taken to temporary quarters. The evidence team had already left.
Only the pink slippers remained—still in their evidence bag on the coffee
table, a grotesque centerpiece.

Winston sank into his chair.

For the first time in ten years, the house felt empty.

And cold.

Very cold.

And somewhere in a government warehouse, safely locked away, the pink

slippers sat in their evidence bag, fluffy and pink and utterly, devastatingly
illegal.
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Chapter 3
Abandon All Shoes, Ye Who Enter Here

The transport van smelled of metal and disinfectant. Julia sat on the cold

bench in the rear compartment, wrists still cuffed in front of her, ankles now
linked by a short chain that forced her steps to small, humiliating shuffles.

The journey north took four hours. No one spoke to her. The two enforcers

in the front compartment conversed in low voices about shift rotations and
weekend leave. Occasionally one glanced back through the wire mesh
partition, checking that the prisoner had not attempted anything foolish. Julia
kept her eyes on the floor of the van—gray rubber matting, already gritty

with the dust of previous occupants. Her bare feet rested against it, toes

curled instinctively against the chill.

When the van finally slowed and turned through a high iron gate, Julia felt the
change in the road surface immediately. The smooth asphalt gave way to
coarse gravel that bit into her soles the moment they pulled her out. She
stumbled on the first step; the chain jerked her upright. Two female guards—
different from the inspection team—took custody of her immediately. They
wore the same charcoal uniforms but with red shoulder patches that marked
them as correctional staff.

“Number?” one asked.
The driver handed over a plastic card. “7780.”

“Welcome to the Northern Female Re-education Center, 7780,” the guard
said without warmth. “Move.”

They marched her across the wide courtyard. The gravel was deliberate:
sharp-edged, irregularly sized, designed to punish every step. Julia tried to
place her feet carefully, distributing weight across the balls and heels, but each
granule found soft skin. By the time they reached the main entrance her soles
were stinging.

Above the heavy double doors, carved in tall, elegant letters, was the
inscription:
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- Abandon All Shoes, Ye Who Enter Here -

A playful tribute to classical literature, reimagined for the era of female
correction. Leave every shoe, you who enter. Julia had seen the phrase on

posters and in textbooks; she had never imagined reading it from this side of
the threshold.

Inside, the air was cooler, smelling faintly of bleach and boiled cabbage. The
entry hall was vast and spare: white walls, concrete floor, a long processing
counter manned by more women in uniform. No men worked here. The
Center was staffed entirely by female guards and administrators—the theory
being that women understood other women’s minds best, and could therefore
detect deception or lingering defiance more accurately.

“Strip,” the guard ordered.

Julia obeyed without hesitation. She had been taught since girlhood that
modesty before authority was secondary to obedience. She untied her apron,
unbuttoned the gray dress, let it fall. Underneath she wore only plain cotton
undergarments—also government issue. Those came off too. She stood on
the cold tile while one guard scanned her body with a handheld device that
beeped softly, cataloging scars, moles, any distinguishing marks. Another took
her dress, folded it with mechanical precision, and placed it in a sealed plastic
bag labeled with her number: 7780.

They marched her toward a side entrance marked “New Arrivals Processing.”
Just inside the door was the famous Foot Scanner—a gleaming archway of
lasers and sensors that every incoming inmate had to walk through. A large
digital display above it read: “Humility Index: Measuring Your Sole’s
Devotion.”

“Step forward, 7780, ordered the second guard, reading Julia’s newly
assigned inmate number from a clipboard.

Julia obeyed, placing her bare feet carefully on the marked platform. Red laser
lines danced across her soles, mapping every callus, scar, and contour. A soft

mechanical voice announced the results:

“Subject 7780. Callus thickness: moderate to advanced. Even distribution:
excellent. Gravel imprint patterns: consistent with regular outdoor humility
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walks. Minor softening on inner arches—possible evidence of occasional rug
indulgence. Overall Humility Index: 87%. Acceptable for entry. Proceed to
delousing.”

Julia felt a strange mix of pride and shame. Eighty-seven percent was
respectable—many new arrivals scored in the 60s—but that “minor
softening” stung. She vowed silently to improve.

The machine chimed. A screen lit up behind the counter. The guard read the
result aloud, for the record.

The second guard nodded. “Not a chronic rebel. Still salvageable, maybe.”

They handed her a folded gray tunic—short-sleeved, knee-length, rough
tabric that itched against newly bared skin. No undergarments. No belt.

Nothing to adjust or hide behind. Bare feet, bare legs, bare arms. Total

exposure as the first lesson.

“Follow.”

They led her down a long corridor lined with numbered doors. Each bore a
small electronic panel displaying occupant status: Compliant, Under
Observation, Disciplinary Protocol Active. Moans and soft sobs leaked from
some rooms. Julia kept her gaze forward.

At the end of the corridor was the central yard—a large open space
surrounded by high walls topped with inward-curving razor wire. In the
center lay the infamous Path of Penitence.

It was not a path in the ordinary sense. It was a looping circuit thirty meters
long, paved with a hideous composite: sharp river pebbles embedded in
concrete, mixed with shards of recycled glass and fragments of broken tile.
The surface looked almost decorative from a distance—Ilike rough mosaic
work. Up close it was torture by design. Women walked it daily, some for
hours, as punishment or as part of the daily “humility regimen.”

Julia was not sent there yet. First came induction.

In a small side room she was photographed—front, back, both sides, soles
raised and photographed separately. Then fingerprinted, retina-scanned, and
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fitted with a thin ankle bracelet that tracked location and vital signs. A guard
clipped a plastic tag to the front of her tunic: 7780 in large black numerals.

“From this moment,” the induction officer said, “your name is 7780. You will
not refer to yourself or any other inmate by former names. You will address
all staff as ‘Ma’am’ or ‘Guard.” You will speak only when spoken to. You will
work twelve hours daily in the men’s shoe manufactory. You will walk the
Path of Penitence for one hour each morning and evening unless otherwise
ordered. You will attend two daily meditation sessions during which you will
publicly confess your failings. Any infraction—eye contact with staff without
permission, slouching, hesitation, whispering—will result in immediate
corrective measures. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Very well. Your first re-education work shift starts in twenty minutes.”

The manufactory was a cavernous building attached to the main compound.

Inside, long tables stretched under harsh fluorescent lights. Hundreds of

women sat hunched over their stations, stitching, gluing, trimming—
producing men’s dress shoes, work boots, military-issue oxfords. Every pair

would be worn by men who upheld the order these women had violated. The

irony was never mentioned; it was simply the point. All day long, the
delinquent women held the forbidden fruit in their hands, the very thing they
would never be allowed to have: this was the greatest punishment of all.

Julia was assigned station 47. An older inmate—number 4122—showed her

the task without speaking: cutting leather soles to precise templates, sanding

edges, passing pieces to the next woman. The leather was thick, stiff,
expensive. Julia’s hands trembled at first. She had spent years keeping house,

not crafting footwear she herself would never touch.

By noon her palms were raw. She did not complain.

Lunch was a bowl of thin porridge eaten standing in a line. No talking. Eyes
down. Then back to the line.

At 4:00 p.m. the whistle blew for the first Path session.
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Women formed ranks. Guards patrolled with short batons. Julia stepped onto
the circuit behind number 7761, a young woman whose tunic was already
streaked with dried blood from previous walks.

The first circuit was agony.

Pebbles stabbed like needles. Glass fragments sliced shallow cuts that bled
almost immediately. Julia tried to find rhythm—Ilight steps, rolling from heel
to toe—but the surface defied balance. Every misstep drove sharper pain. By
the tenth circuit her feet were a mess of small lacerations. Blood mixed with
dust, turning the soles dark red.

She kept walking.

When the hour ended, a guard inspected her feet. “Acceptable damage level.
Proceed to meditation hall.”

The meditation chamber was a windowless room with tiered benches facing a
raised platform. On the platform stood a large screen displaying rotating text

from the Patriarchal Codex:

*A woman’s worth is measured by her obedience.*

*Discomfort is the forge of virtue.*

*Submission is freedom.*

The women sat cross-legged on the bare floor—another deliberate choice,

hard concrete against bare thighs and calves. A senior guard took the
platform.

(CBegin 2

One by one, women stood and confessed.

Number 3194: “I failed to iron my husband’s shirts to regulation crispness. 1
allowed resentment to enter my heart. I am unworthy.”

Number 5502: “I whispered complaints about kitchen duty to my sister-wife.
I spread discontent. I beg correction.”
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When Julia’s turn came she rose on trembling legs. Her feet throbbed with
every heartbeat.

“I am 7780,” she began, voice shaking but clear. “I possessed prohibited
footwear in my home. I failed in my duty to maintain absolute purity of
environment. I brought shame upon my husband and children. I accept my
sentence with gratitude, knowing it is just. I will labor and suffer until I am
worthy again.”

She sat. No one applauded. No one comforted. The guard simply nodded
and called the next number.

Dinner was the same porridge, this time with a single slice of coarse bread.
Then evening Path—another hour. More blood. More silence.

Before going to sleep, the female prisoners recited the first article of the
Barefoot Mandate:

### The Barefoot Mandate hereby establishes the perpetual and universal
requirement for all female citizens of the Patriarchal Republic to maintain

direct, continuous, and unobstructed contact between the plantar surface of

their feet and the ground or floor at all times when in public or private spaces
under the jurisdiction of the State. The Mandate serves as the primary visible
symbol of feminine submission, humility, and alignment with the natural
hierarchical order restored by the Founding Fathers of the Restoration. It
reaffirms that woman, as helpmeet and complement to man, shall remain
grounded—Iliterally and figuratively—in her ordained role, never elevated
above the earth that sustains the household and the nation###

- Year One of the Restoration - Endorsed by the Ministry of Domestic

Harmony

Lights-out at 9:00 p.m. Cells were small, single-occupancy, containing only a

thin mat on the floor and a steel toilet in the corner. No pillow. No blanket.

The floor was the same composite as the Path, though smoother—still
punishing enough to remind a woman where she belonged even in sleep.

Julia curled on her side, tunic pulled down as far as it would go. Her feet
burned. She stared at the wall, tracing cracks with her eyes.
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And then, unbidden, memory came.
She was five years old again.

Her great-grandmother—Nona Clara—sat in the rocking chair by the
window of the old house, the one they tore down when the Restoration
standardized housing. Nona Clara had been a young woman at the beginning

of it all. She spoke rarely of those days, but on quiet afternoons she
sometimes told stories.

Julia remembered one in particular.

“The women danced in the streets,” Nona Clara had said, eyes distant. “They
burned their office shoes in great bonfires. They laughed and sang. They said,

‘No more heels that hurt, no more running to catch trains, no more
pretending to be men.” They celebrated the end of work outside the home.

They welcomed bare feet on warm pavement, on grass, on their husbands’

rugs. It felt like freedom.”

Julia, small and wide-eyed, had asked, “Did you dance too, Nonar”

Nona Clara had smiled sadly. “I was nineteen. I danced until my soles bled.

Then I went home and washed my husband’s shirts for the first time. I

thought it was the beginning of something beautiful.”

The memory faded. Julia pressed her forehead to the mat.

That old box in the basement. The pink slippers. They must have belonged to

Nona Clara. Hidden away, perhaps by her own mother or grandmother,

carried forward through the decades like a guilty secret. Julia had never
opened it. She had forgotten it existed.

Now those slippers had destroyed everything.

Tears came then, silent and hot.

She did not wipe them away. Let them fall onto the concrete. Let them mix
with the dust of her bloodied feet.
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Somewhere above, the Al surveillance system noted the elevated heart rate,

the facial micro-expressions of grief. It logged them without judgment.
Judgment would come later, in the slow calculus of re-education.

Julia closed her eyes.

Twelve months, she told herself.

Twelve months, and then perhaps Winston would take her back.

She pictured his face—stern, disappointed, but maybe, just maybe, still
capable of forgiveness.

She pictured Thomas and Eliza, growing up with the mark “child of an
unworthy mother” beside their names.

She pictured the pink slippers again, innocent and ridiculous in their fuzzy
pinkness, now the most dangerous objects in her life.

And somewhere deep inside, a tiny, dangerous thought flickered for the first
time.

What if Nona Clara had been right?

What if the dancing had not been the mistake?
She crushed the thought immediately.
Blasphemy. Treason. Madness.

She recited the Commandments silently, over and over, until exhaustion
pulled her under.

Outside her cell, the night shift guards made their rounds.

The Path of Penitence glittered under floodlights, waiting for morning.
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Chapter 4
Spousal Visit

Three months passed in a rhythm so relentless it felt like breathing.

Each day began at 4:45 a.m. with the metallic clang of cell doors unlocking.
Julia—7780—rose from the thin mat without hesitation. She folded it into a
perfect square, placed it against the wall, then stood barefoot on the cold
composite floor while the overhead camera recorded compliance. Breakfast

was a cup of lukewarm oat slurry and a half-slice of bread handed through

the slot. She ate standing, never sitting unless ordered. Sitting without
permission was a minor infraction; minor infractions accumulated points;

points triggered extra Path hours.

By 5:30 a.m. the women were marched to the manufactory. Twelve hours
tollowed: cutting, stitching, gluing, inspecting. Julia’s station had become
mechanical. Her hands no longer trembled. The leather no longer felt like

betrayal; it was simply material. She produced 142 pairs of men’s oxfords per
shift—above quota. The overseer guard sometimes nodded when she passed.

A nod was the closest thing to praise available here.

Morning Path at 1:00 p.m., evening Path at 6:00 p.m. The glass and pebbles
had become familiar enemies. The first weeks had left her soles shredded;
now the skin had thickened into a leathery shield, cracked in places but no
longer bleeding freely. Pain had dulled into a constant background throb, like
a heartbeat she could not escape. She walked with small, deliberate steps, eyes
tixed on the back of the woman ahead. Thinking too much invited mistakes
—slipping, stumbling, earning a baton tap across the calves.

Meditation sessions twice daily. She stood when called, recited her offenses
without embellishment, sat again. Her confessions never varied: possession
of contraband, failure to maintain a pure household, shame brought upon
husband and children. The words had worn smooth from repetition. She
believed them less each time she spoke them, yet spoke them with greater
conviction. Paradoxes were survival tools.

The Al watched everything.
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Ceiling-mounted cameras tracked pupil dilation, facial micro-tremors, posture
deviations, breathing patterns. The algorithm assigned daily compliance
scores. Scores below 92 triggered automatic disciplinary review. Julia’s average
hovered at 96.4. She was careful never to look directly at another inmate for
more than two seconds, never to sigh audibly, never to let her shoulders

slump. She had learned the precise angle at which to hold her head so the
cameras read deference rather than exhaustion.

On the ninety-second day, a guard appeared at her station during the
afternoon shift.

“7780: Prince Charming has come to see you. Report to visitation room
three. Immediate.”

Julia’s heart lurched—the first real jolt in weeks.

She followed the guard through the corridors, bare feet silent on the
concrete. The visitation wing was a separate building, cleaner than the rest,
smelling faintly of floor polish instead of sweat and leather glue. Room three
contained a single metal table bolted to the floor, two chairs, and a one-way
observation window. A camera blinked red in the corner.

Winston was already seated.

He wore his Ministry uniform, tie perfectly knotted, but the lines around his
eyes were deeper, the skin beneath them shadowed. He did not rise when she
entered. She stood just inside the doorway until the guard said, “Sit.”

Julia sat. Hands folded in her lap. Eyes lowered.

Silence stretched for nearly a minute.

Finally Winston spoke.

“The house is a disaster.”

His voice was flat, factual, as though reporting weather.

“Thomas refuses to eat anything I cook. Eliza cries every night asking when
you’re coming home. The laundry piles up. I burned two shirts trying to iron
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them. The kitchen floor hasn’t been properly waxed since you left. Neighbors
whisper when I walk past.”

Julia kept her gaze on the table. A small nick in the metal caught the light.
“I'm sorry,” she whispered.

“Sorry doesn’t mop floors. Sorry doesn’t raise children. Sorry doesn’t salvage
a career that’s been frozen at mid-level because my wife turned out to be a
criminal.”

Each word landed like a pebble on the Path.

“I have applied for domestic assistance twice,” he continued. “Both requests
denied. The Ministry does not allocate aides to households where the
infraction was possession of footwear. They consider it a personal failing, not

a systemic issue.”

Julia swallowed. “I never meant—"

“I know what you never meant,” he cut in. “I also know what happened. The
tfootage is still on the public archive. Six million views last I checked. My
name attached to it forever.”

He leaned forward slightly. For the first time she risked a glance at his face.
No warmth. Only fatigue and something harder beneath it.

“The children have the designation now,” he said. “ ‘Child of unworthy
mother.” It appears on school records, medical forms, future employment
applications. Thomas came home crying last week because a classmate called
him ‘son of the slipper woman.” ”

Julia’s throat closed. Tears welled but she blinked them back. Crying without
permission was another infraction.

“I'm trying,” she said. “Every day. My scores are high. The Al rates me
compliant. I walk the Path without complaint. I contess fully. I—"

“I don’t care about your scores,” Winston interrupted. “I care about results.
And the result is that I come home to chaos every night. That I eat cold
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rations because I can’t cook. That I lie awake wondering how I failed to
notice something so fundamental about the woman I married.”

He stood abruptly.

“I came because the Center requires spousal visitation at the three-month

mark if the inmate’s compliance exceeds 95 percent. You met the threshold. I
tulfilled the obligation.”

He moved toward the door.

“Winston—"

He paused, back to her.

“The children saw you in handcuffs on television. Realize what you have
done. Don’t,” he said quietly. “Don’t say my name like we’re still the same
people.”

The guard opened the door. Winston walked out without looking back.
Julia remained seated until the red camera light blinked off. Then she was
escorted back to the manufactory. She resumed her station without a word.
Her hands moved automatically—cut, sand, pass. No one asked why her
shoulders trembled.

That night, during evening meditation, she stood when called.

“I am 7780,” she began. Her voice cracked only once. “Men are not made for
housework and childcare; nature did not design them for these tasks. I have
tailed my husband. I have failed my children. I have allowed chaos into the
home that was my sacred duty to protect. I accept the consequences with
humility. I will labor until I am worthy of restoration.”

She sat. The guard on the platform nodded once.

After lights-out she lay on the mat staring into darkness.

She pictured Winston’s face—not the exhausted man in the visitation room,
but the one from ten years earlier, smiling down at her on their wedding day
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as she walked barefoot down the aisle, soles already toughening from months
of training. She pictured Thomas’s gap-toothed grin when he first learned to
recite the Commandments. Eliza’s small hand in hers during the walk to
school.

The ache was physical, a knot beneath her ribs.

She rolled onto her side, pressed her forehead to the mat, and whispered the
Tenth Commandment like a prayer:

*Thou shalt find joy in thy role, for in submission lies fulfillment.*
The words tasted like ash.
Yet she repeated them until sleep took her.

The next seventy-two days passed without deviation. She pushed her
compliance score to 97.1. She volunteered for extra Path circuits when quotas
were short. She helped a new inmate—number 8921—Ilearn the correct
stitching tension without being asked. Small acts, invisible to everyone except

the cameras. The Al noted them. Her file thickened with positive
annotations.

Julia was the model inmate; she was able to repeat by heart entire passages of
the intricate patriarchal legislation. During a visit from the Minister for the
Correction of Delinquent Women, she recited the introduction to the Code
of Female Submission before him:

**Preamble to the Code of Female Submission**
(As promulgated by the Supreme Patriarchal Council under the Restoration

Charter, 1 January 19406, and reaffirmed with minor stylistic clarifications in
Legislative Decree 2025/48)

We, the Founding Fathers of the Patriarchal Restoration, having witnessed

the chaos, division, and spiritual decay that ensued from the unnatural
experiment known as female emancipation, do hereby declare and establish

this Code of Female Submission as the eternal foundation of social harmony,
tamilial order, and national strength within the Patriarchal Republic.
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For too long the ancient and divinely ordained hierarchy—man as head,

woman as helpmeet—was obscured by false doctrines of equality, autonomy,

and individual ambition. These errors led to broken homes, declining birth

rates, moral dissolution, economic instability, and the weakening of masculine
authority essential to the survival of civilization. The Restoration of 1945

ended that dark era. It returned woman to her rightful place: not as
competitor or equal, but as devoted complement, nurturer, guardian of the
hearth, and visible emblem of willing surrender.

This Code is not punishment. It is liberation—Iliberation from the exhausting
illusion of self-sufficiency, from the burden of decisions that exceed her
natural gifts, from the loneliness of pretended independence. In submission
woman finds her true dignity, her deepest fulfillment, and her most secure
protection. In obedience she is shielded from the harshness of the world
outside the home. In service she becomes indispensable to the man who
leads, to the children she raises, and to the society that depends upon stable
tamilies.

The principles herein codified are not inventions of man alone. They reflect
the natural order established at creation, confirmed by scripture, tradition,
biology, and eight decades of uninterrupted prosperity under the Restoration.
Woman is softer in body and spirit so that she may yield gracefully. Man is
stronger in frame and resolve so that he may guide firmly yet justly. These
differences are not defects to be corrected; they are divine design to be
honored.

The Code of Female Submission therefore sets forth:

- The duties that define a wife’s sacred role;

- The visible signs by which her obedience is perpetually affirmed;

- The disciplines that shape her character and protect her from pride;

- The rewards that flow from faithful adherence—harmony in marriage,
security in widowhood or repudiation, honor among other women, and the
gratitude of the nation.

Every provision of this Code flows from the recognition that true order

begins in the household, that the household begins with the husband’s
rightful authority, and that authority is most perfectly exercised when met

with joyful, intelligent, and complete submission from the wife.
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No female citizen shall claim ignorance of these truths. From childhood she
is taught them; in marriage she vows them; in daily life she lives them.
Deviation is not mere personal failing; it is an assault upon the restored order
that has delivered our people from the miseries of the egalitarian past.

Let it be known, therefore, that this Code is binding upon every woman
within the borders of the Patriarchal Republic, from the moment she reaches
the age of reason until her final breath. It is not subject to negotiation,
reinterpretation according to personal feeling, or dilution by foreign
philosophies. It is the law of the land, the law of the family, and—above all
—the law of nature as renewed by divine providence.

In submission there is strength.
In obedience there is peace.
In yielding there is victory.

Thus proclaimed in the Capital on this first day of January in the year of
Restoration 1946, and eternally reaffirmed.

**By order of the Supreme Patriarchal Council**

**Ratified by the Grand Assembly of the Patriarchal Republic**
**Endorsed by the Ministry of Domestic Harmony**
**Effective immediately and in perpetuity**

Sometimes Julia would ask for additional punishments in the hope of being
rehabilitated. If she wasn't too weakened by the harsh day of labor, she
would get on her knees before a guard and ask for ten or twenty lashes on the
soles of her bare feet. While receiving her punishment, she would recite
verses from the official poem of the Patriarchal Restoration: Female Perfection:

“In humble heart where once a fire did rage,
A lady learns to act upon life’s stage.

She hands the reins to hubby’s iron grip,
And finds her bliss in taking every whip.

Bare feet on dirt, no shoes to play pretend,
No ego left to bruise or to defend.
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Each step a nod to his almighty say,
Her naked soles forever shout “Obey!”

The husband rules with swagger bold and grand,
His word is law across the whole wide land.

She nods and smiles, no backtalk, not a peep,
Her soul’s at peace while counting lots of sheep.

So ends the song of woman’s quiet heart,
In male authority—her sacred part.

Barefoot forever in his loving sight,
She walks serene into eternal light.”
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Chapter 5
Free at Last?

Months passed, the seasons changed, and Julia had achieved excellent results;
she had concrete hopes of seeing her husband, her children, and her home
again. She was sincerely repentant for the harm she had caused, even if her
only crime had been failing to carefully monitor the materials kept in her
house. She was happy with the path of redemption she had undertaken

On the 365th day of her sentence, a guard appeared again.

“7780. Pack your mat. You’re being processed for release tomorrow.”
Julia stared at her.

“Release?”

“Early discharge recommendation approved. Behavioral index exceeds
rehabilitation threshold. Husband has been notified of tentative readmission
window.”

The guard’s tone held no congratulations. It was simply information.

Julia folded her mat with shaking hands.

That night she walked the Path one final time. The pebbles felt different—
still sharp, still cruel, but distant, as though they belonged to someone else’s
story now. She completed the circuit without faltering.

Morning came.

She was taken to the infirmary wing for final medical clearance. A nurse
checked her feet—callused, scarred, but healed. No infection. Weight stable.
Vital signs normal.

“You may sit,” the nurse said.

She waited while the nurse filled out formes.
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Through the open doorway she could see another room. A young woman—
no more than twenty—Iay on a narrow bed, face turned to the wall. She was
crying, soft ragged sobs that carried clearly in the quiet corridor.

Julia looked away. It was not her business.

But the sobs continued.

A guard entered the young woman’s room carrying a small bundle wrapped in
a gray blanket. She placed it on the bed beside the girl, spoke a few low
words, then left.

The girl reached for the bundle. Unwrapped it slowly.

A newborn infant. Tiny fists waving. A shock of dark hair.

The girl gathered the baby to her chest and wept harder.

Julia’s breath stopped.

She watched, frozen, as another guard entered—this one senior, red patches
on her shoulders.

“Number 7795,” the senior guard said. “Your sentence classification has been
confirmed: INCORRIGIBLE. The child is hereby remanded to state
orphanage. You will not see it again.”

The girl clutched the infant tighter. “No—please—he’s mine—he’s—"

“You forfeited maternal rights upon conviction,” the guard recited
mechanically.

The girl did not move.

Two more guards entered. They pried the baby from her arms. The infant

wailed. The girl screamed—a raw, animal sound that echoed down the

corridor.

Julia felt something snap inside her chest.

36



She stood without thinking.

“Stop!” she shouted.

The guards turned.

Julia stepped into the doorway, bare feet slapping the tile.

“You can’t take her baby! She carried him! She gave birth! She—"
“7780,” the senior guard snapped. “Return to your place immediately.”
Julia did not move.

“He’s hers,” she said, louder. “You can’t just—Ilook at her! Look at what
you’re doing!”

The infant’s cries mixed with the mother’s. The sound filled the infirmary like
smoke.

Julia turned to the nearest camera, the red light blinking steadily.

“This 1s wrong,” she said directly to the lens. “This is cruel. You watch
everything—watch this! Watch what you allow! She’s not a criminal—she’s a
mother!”

Silence.

Then the alarms began.

Red lights flashed along the ceiling. A klaxon sounded. Guards poured into
the corridor.

Julia stood her ground for perhaps five more seconds—Ilong enough to see
the young mother collapse onto the bed, empty arms reaching—before they

seized her.

They dragged her backward. She did not fight, but she did not go quietly.
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“You’re monsters,” she said, voice breaking. “All of you.”

They forced her into an isolation cell.

The door slammed.

Darkness.

She stood in the center of the small space, breathing hard.

The floor was not the usual composite.

It was covered—deliberately, evenly—with crushed glass and tile shards. Not
enough to cause serious injury in a single step, but enough to make every
movement agony.

She looked down at her feet.

Then up at the camera in the corner.

The red light blinked.

She closed her eyes.

Her detention had been extended.

And somewhere, in the deepest part of her, the tiny dangerous thought that
had flickered once before now burned steadily.

It no longer felt like blasphemy.

It felt like clarity.
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Chapter 6
Incorrigible Woman

The isolation cell measured two meters by three. No window. No light except
the faint red glow of the ceiling camera that never slept. The floor was not
smooth concrete like the rest of the Center. It was a deliberate mosaic of
broken glass, ceramic shards, and jagged tile fragments—glued unevenly so
that no two steps felt the same. Some pieces were sharp enough to slice skin
with careless pressure; others merely ground into calluses like sandpaper
soaked in salt. The guards called it “the Reflection Floor.” Inmates called it
nothing at all. They simply tried not to move.

Julia spent the first twenty-four hours standing in the exact center of the cell.

She balanced on the balls of her feet, weight shifting every few minutes when
cramps threatened to buckle her knees. Sitting was impossible; lying down
worse. Every surface punished. The shards glittered faintly under the camera’s
light, winking like cruel stars.

No food was brought on the first day. Only water, delivered in a shallow
metal dish pushed through the slot at the bottom of the door. She had to
crouch to drink, knees spreading over glass, palms pressing into more glass to
steady herself. Each sip tasted of iron and fear.

On the second day a guard opened the slot long enough to slide in a single
slice of bread. It landed face-down among the shards. Julia stared at it for
nearly an hour before she knelt—slowly, carefully—to retrieve it. The motion
tore fresh cuts across both knees and the tops of her feet. She ate the bread
anyway, brushing off the clinging fragments of glass with trembling fingers.
Blood smeared the crust. She swallowed without tasting.

Time lost meaning. There was no clock, no change in light. Only the slow
crawl of hunger, the deepening ache in her legs, the constant sting underfoot.
She began to count her own heartbeats to mark minutes, then lost the rhythm

somewhere around the third thousand.

She did not scream. Screaming earned extra days.
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She did not beg. Begging earned mockery on the public feed.
She simply endured.
On what she guessed was the fifth day, the door opened.

Two guards entered. One carried a short baton; the other held a small metal
case. They did not speak. They cuffed her wrists behind her back, attached a
lead chain to the ankle bracelet, and marched her out.

The corridor lights blinded her after so much darkness. She stumbled, shards
still embedded in her soles scraping against the cleaner tile. They took her to
a small medical room. A nurse—face blank, eyes averted—washed her feet in
a basin of antiseptic. The liquid burned like fire. Julia bit her lip until she
tasted blood to keep from crying out.

When the cleaning was finished, the senior guard spoke for the first time.
“Sentence extension: thirty days served. Additional thirty days imposed for
direct verbal confrontation of surveillance authority and incitement of
disorder. Total remaining: sixty days.”

Julia nodded once. Speaking was not permitted.

They fitted her with new restraints—thicker cuffs, heavier chain—then
marched her to another room: the Classification Chamber.

A single chair faced a large screen. On the screen rotated her file: compliance
scores (now flagged in red), incident report (“Subject verbally challenged
institutional procedure in presence of newborn separation protocol”),
psychological annotations (“Elevated defiance markers post-isolation”), and
finally the verdict.

FCLASSIFICATION: INCORRIGIBLE**
The word appeared in tall black letters, pulsing slowly.

A third guard entered with the heavy metal collar four centimeters wide on
which the words - INCORRIGIBLE WOMAN - were engraved.
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The engraved letters faced outward, large enough to be read from several
meters away. Anyone who saw her legs would know instantly: this woman had
been judged beyond repair. The woman would have worn the collar until the
grave, except in the rare case that a man wanted to marry a repudiated
woman,; in that case, the collar would have been removed.

They removed the cuffs.
“Stand,” the senior guard ordered.

They led her—not back to isolation, but through a side exit she had never
seen before.

Outside.

The air smelled of rain and diesel. It was late afternoon; clouds hung low and
gray. A fenced yard separated the main compound from a cluster of low gray
buildings two hundred meters away. No razor wire topped this fence—only
ordinary chain-link—but the gate was guarded.

“Community residence block C,” the guard said. “You are no longer an
inmate of the Re-education Center. You are now a permanent resident of the
Repudiated Women’s Settlement. Report to block supervisor 4 within the
hour. Do not leave designated perimeter without escort. Do not speak to
citizens unless addressed.”

They unchained her ankles.

The guard turned and walked away.

She took a step.

Then another.

She walked toward the gray buildings.

Block C was a row of single-story concrete units, each with a small barred
window and a steel door. A faded sign above the entrance read:
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REPUDIATED WOMEN’S RESETTLEMENT ZONE — SECTION C
**Authorized Personnel Only**

Inside the supervisor’s office a woman in her late forties sat behind a metal

desk.

“Name before classification?” she asked without looking up.
“Julia”

The woman wrote it down.

“Number?”’

“7780.”

“Oftenser”

“Possession of prohibited footwear, and defiance of police authority ’

The supervisor finally raised her eyes. They were tired, the color of old
dishwater.

“Same as half the women here.” She slid a thin folder across the desk. “Rules.
Read them. Sign here. You’ll be assigned cleaning detail starting tomorrow—
public buildings in the city core. Six a.m. muster, eight p.m. return. No talking
on transport. No eye contact with citizens. Meals provided in common hall.
Curfew at nine.”

Julia signed. Her hand shook only slightly.

“Room 14,” the supervisor said. “Your things are already there. The tunic you
wore in processing is on the bed. No underwear.”

Julia nodded.

Room 14 was identical to every other: narrow cot, steel sink, toilet in the
corner, single bulb overhead. On the cot lay the gray tunic—same rough
tabric as the Center, but without the number tag. Someone had left a small
square of soap on the sink. Luxury.
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She dressed slowly.

She sat on the cot—first time sitting on something soft in months. The
mattress was thin, but it yielded. Tears came then, sudden and silent. She let
them fall onto the tunic’s skirt.

Later, she ventured into the common hall.

Thirty or forty women sat at long tables eating the evening meal: watery stew,
bread, a cup of weak tea. No one spoke above a murmur. Most kept their
heads down.

Julia took a tray, filled it, sat at the end of a table.

Across from her sat the young mother from the infirmary.

Number 7795—no, actually, no number now. Just a woman with hollow eyes
and empty arms: her name was Emma.

Julia set her spoon down.
“I'm sorry,” she whispered.
The young woman looked up. Recognition flickered, then died.

“They took him,” she said, voice flat. “Two days old. Said I was unfit. Said
he’d be better with a real family.”

Julia’s throat closed.

“I tried to stop them,” she said. “That’s why I’'m here.”
The young woman gave a small, bitter laugh.

“You shouldn’t have. Now you’re here forever too.”

They ate in silence after that.
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Emma had been arrested after only four months of marriage. During a
random street check, the Women’s Decorum Police had found photos of
women's footwear on her phone dating back to the pre-Restoration era. She
had received them from a schoolmate years earlier and had imprudently
tforgotten to delete them. For an unmarried girl, it would have been a minor
infraction, but for a married woman, it was a criminal offense. Shortly after
entering prison, she discovered she was pregnant. ..

Night fell. Lights dimmed to a dull glow. Julia lay on her cot staring at the
ceiling cracks. The metal collar rested heavy against her skin.

Months began to pass in a routine of cleaning. By the end of the day, the
women were exhausted. Julia often had distressing dreams about her
husband, their home, the children's future... But one night, she had a different
dream—one so peculiar that it became illuminating.

In the dream she was small again—five years old—walking through a park
with Nona Clara. Sunlight dappled the path. Grass was soft under bare feet.
Nona Clara wore no tunic. Instead she wore a light summer dress and...
sandals.

Not ordinary sandals.

Thin colored cords wrapped around her big toe, crossed over the foot, circled
the ankle, then climbed in delicate spirals up her calves. The soles were
completely bare; only straps held them in place. The cords were bright—pink,
turquoise, gold—twisting like vines. Nona Clara laughed as she walked, lifting
her skirts to show the patterns.

“See?” she said. “The law said no shoes. It never said no beauty.”

Julia reached down. Her own small feet were wrapped in matching cords—
blue and silver. She twirled. The cords tightened gently, secure but light. No
weight. No shame. Only elegance.

She woke with a start.

The room was dark. Rain tapped the barred window.

She sat up.
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Barefoot sandals.
The law was precise: ““The plantar surface must make full, continuous contact
with the ground at all times. No raised sole. No enclosed heel. No arch

support. Nothing that separated foot from earth”.

But nothing in the statute prohibited cords. Strings. Ribbons. Anything that
adorned without cushioning.

If the cord wrapped only toes and ankle—if the entire sole remained
exposed—the letter of the law held.

She stared at her own feet in the dim light.

A slow, dangerous smile curved her lips for the first time in months.

The next morning she rose at 5:30 a.m. The transport truck waited outside.
Women boarded in silence. They were driven to the city center—government

offices, courthouses, ministry annexes. Armed escorts marched them inside.

Julia was assigned to scrub the marble foyer of the Ministry of Domestic
Harmony.

Irony aside, the work was familiar: bucket, brush, cold water. On hands and
knees, tunic hiked to mid-thigh. Some stared. Some sneered. A few looked
away quickly, as though the sight burned.

She scrubbed.

But her mind was elsewhere.

During the lunch break—fifteen minutes in a locked basement room—she
sat against the wall and studied her feet.

She had no cord yet. But she could get some. Thread from torn tunic hems.
String from supply closets. Anything thin and strong.

That night, back in room 14, she tore a long strip from the bottom of her

spare tunic. The fabric was coarse, but when twisted tightly it formed a
credible cord. She experimented in the dark.
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Wrap once around the big toe. Cross over the foot. Loop around the second
toe for stability. Then up, around the ankle twice, a small knot to secure. The
sole stayed flat against the floor. No lift. No protection.

She stood.

The cord held.

She walked the small room—five steps one way, five back.

Not free. Not yet.

But decorated.

She smiled again.

The next day she tore more strips. Shared quiet glances with Emma, the
young mother..

Emma watched her tie the cords.

“What are you doing?”

“Obeying the law,” Julia whispered. “Exactly.”

Emma’s eyes widened.

By the end of the week six women in block C wore similar wrappings. Thin
cords in faded gray, twisted from tunic hems, wrapped in simple patterns.
Soles bare, but feet adorned.

No one stopped them.

The guards on transport noticed first. They stared, frowned, spoke into
radios. Nothing happened.

A week later a supervisor from the Repudiation Office arrived at morning
mustet.
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She walked the line, inspecting ankles.
She stopped at Julia.
“What 1s this?”

“Cords, ma’am. Decorative only. The sole remains in full contact with the
ground.”

The supervisor crouched. Prodded the cord with a gloved finger. Ran her
thumb along the exposed arch.

She stood.
“Legal department will review.”

She left.

Two days later an official memorandum arrived at the settlement—read aloud
by the block supervisor.

**Clarification to Barefoot Mandate Article 4, Paragraph 2:%*

*Adornments that do not elevate, cushion, or enclose the plantar surface are
permissible provided they do not interfere with full ground contact. Such
adornments shall not be construed as footwear.*

The room was silent.

Then someone—quiet, in the back—laughed.

It was not a happy sound.

But it was a beginning.
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Chapter 7
A Striking Phenomenon

The first barefoot sandals appeared like quiet rebellions.

They were crude at first—gray threads torn from tunic hems, twisted into

thin cords, wrapped around big toes and second toes, crossed over the instep,
looped twice around the ankle, knotted securely. The soles remained
completely bare, pressing flat against every surface: gravel paths, cold
concrete corridors, the rough marble of government foyers. The cords added
no height, no cushion, no enclosure. They simply decorated. They flattered.

Julia wore hers every day now. Simple gray on gray, almost invisible unless
someone looked closely. But people looked. Guards on the transport trucks
noticed first. Their eyes narrowed, hands hovered near radios, but no one
issued an order to remove them. The legal clarification had arrived two weeks
earlier, printed on thin official paper and pinned to every block noticeboard:

**Clarification to Barefoot Mandate Article 4, Paragraph 2 (Issued 14
October 2025):**

Adornments consisting of cords, ribbons, threads, or similar flexible
materials that do not elevate, protect, cushion, enclose, or otherwise separate

any portion of the plantar surface from direct and continuous contact with

the ground are deemed compliant with the Mandate. Such adornments shall

not be classified as footwear or prohibited coverings. Citizens and
enforcement personnel are reminded that the spirit of the Mandate—
humility through exposure—remains paramount.

The words were dry, bureaucratic, joyless. Yet they changed everything.

Within days the cords multiplied. Emma, the young mother whose baby had
been taken, tied her first pair one evening in the common hall. She used two
strips from her own tunic, dyed faint pink by crushing stolen beet scraps
trom the kitchen refuse and rubbing the juice into the fabric. The color was
pale, uneven, but it caught the light. She walked to the food line with slow,
deliberate steps. Heads turned. No one spoke. But eyes followed the delicate
crisscross pattern up her ankles, to where the cords ended just below her
calves.
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By the end of the month nearly every woman in Block C wore some version.
Some kept them plain gray. Others experimented: braiding three threads for
thickness, adding tiny knots as accents, wrapping higher up the leg in spirals
that mimicked old illustrations of classical sandals. The collar still marked

them —INCORRIGIBLE WOMAN— but the cords softened the
statement. They turned punishment into something almost... aesthetic.

The city noticed next.

Cleaning crews were marched through the heart of the city every morning:
ministry buildings, courthouses, public libraries, the grand plaza in front of

the Restoration Monument. Citizens passed them dailly—men in crisp
uniforms, women in modest gray dresses, children clutching schoolbooks. For
years these encounters had been occasions for averted eyes, hurried steps,
muttered disapproval. The repudiated were ghosts in plain sight: shameful,
contagious, best ignored.

Now heads turned for different reasons.

A junior clerk in the Ministry of Cultural Alignment paused outside the main
doors one Tuesday morning, coffee cup halfway to his lips. He stared at the
line of women scrubbing the steps. One of them—/Julia—rose briefly to
rinse her brush. The gray cords on her feet caught the early sun, thin lines of
shadow and light dancing across her arches as she shifted weight. The clerk
blinked. Looked again. His gaze lingered on the way the cords framed her
feet, accentuating the natural curve of the instep without hiding anything.

He walked past more slowly than necessary.
The next day two more clerks lingered.

By Friday a small crowd of men—mostly young, mostly low-level bureaucrats
—had formed a loose semicircle at a respectful distance from the cleaning

crew. They did not jeer. They did not leer openly. They simply... watched.
Some took discreet photographs with their government-issued phones.
Others whispered to each other, pointing at particular patterns: a woman who
had wrapped turquoise thread salvaged from a torn curtain, another whose
cords climbed halfway up her calves in neat herringbone.
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Word spread through office corridors, break rooms, secure chat channels.
“Have you seen the repudiated women lately?”

“They’re wearing... things on their feet.”

“Not shoes. Just strings.”

“It’s allowed. Legal memo came down last week.”

“It looks... good.”

The adjective hung in the air like smoke.

Within a fortnight the phenomenon had a name. Someone—perhaps one of
the clerks—posted an anonymous thread on an internal Ministry forum:
“The barefoot sandal effect.”
screenshots circulated faster than censors could act. Men forwarded them to

private groups. Discussions grew bolder.

In a short time, photos of the barefoot sandals circulated on the internet and
became a global media phenomenon.

“They make women look almost... elegant.”

“I saw one with red cords. Matched her lipstick. She’s not even supposed to
wear makeup.”

“They’re still repudiated. Still marked.”

“Doesn’t mean they can’t be beautiful.”

The first proposal came quietly.

A man named Elias—thirty-two, mid-level analyst in the Bureau of Family
Records—waited outside Block C one evening after the transport trucks
returned. He wore civilian clothes: plain shirt, dark trousers, no tie. He carried

a single white lily.

When Emma stepped off the truck he stepped forward.
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She froze.

The other women formed a loose protective circle.
Elias cleared his throat.

“I’ve watched you clean the east annex for three weeks,” he said. His voice
was steady but quiet. “I know what the collar means. I know what happened.
I don’t care.”

Emma stared at him. Her pink cords were visible beneath the hem of her
tunic.

“I would like to marry you,” he continued. “If you’ll have me.”
Silence.

Then Emma began to cry—not the broken sobs of the infirmary, but
something softer, astonished.

Elias held out the lily.

She took it.

Two days later the paperwork was filed. The government had no legal
grounds to refuse. A repudiated woman could be reclaimed by any citizen

willing to accept her status. The marriage was registered quietly. Emma
moved out of Block C the following week. Her room was reassigned within

hours.

The news traveled like fire through dry grass.

Within a month seven more women from Block C received proposals. Some
accepted immediately. Others hesitated, asked questions, met the men in
supervised visitation rooms. All the suitors were young, earnest, slightly
awkward—as though they had rehearsed their declarations in front of
mirrors. None mentioned the collar except to say they did not matter. All
mentioned the cords. The sandals. The way they transformed shame into
something graceful.
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Julia watched it happen from the edges.

She continued cleaning. Continued wearing her own gray cords—now more
elaborate, braided in places, with small loops at the ankles. Men noticed her
too. Several approached. She turned them away gently.

“I’'m waiting,” she told one.

“For what?”

“For the right one.”

She did not say his name.

The shift was subtle at first, then unmistakable.
Ordinary wives began to copy the style.

It started in the outer districts—women whose husbands worked clerical jobs,
who had never won Perfect Wife awards but who watched the feeds and the
forums. They tore strips from old linens, practiced wrapping patterns in their
kitchens late at night. At first they wore them only at home. Then to the
market. Then to school drop-offs.

The cords appeared in pastel colors: soft blues, lavenders, pale yellows.
Patterns grew more sophisticated—crisscross lattices, spiral climbs, delicate

ankle cuffs that ended in tiny tassels. Soles stayed bare, of course. The

Mandate remained inviolate. But the feet themselves became canvases.

Husbands noticed.

At first some frowned. Issued quiet warnings. But complaints were few.
Wives who wore the sandals seemed... happier. More attentive. They walked
with lighter steps despite the hard pavement. They smiled more readily when
serving dinner. They recited the Commandments with renewed warmth. The
women were exceptionally seductive in these revolutionary 'footwear' and

men were literally falling at their feet

Men began to help.
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A husband carried groceries without being asked. Another washed dishes

beside his wife. A third knelt to massage sore feet after a long day—not as
correction, but as kindness. The old dynamic—absolute male authority,
absolute female submission—did not crumble. It bent. It softened at the

edges.

The government watched.

Internal reports piled up. Surveillance footage showed increasing numbers of
women wearing cord adornments. Public sentiment polls—carefully worded
—indicated approval ratings for the “aesthetic barefoot style” climbing
steadily among men aged 25—45.

Before long the Ministry of Domestic Harmony issued an official statement.

**Public Clarification No. 47/2026 — Barefoot Adornment Guidelines**

Following legal review and public health assessment, the Government
confirms that flexible cord-based adornments compliant with Article 4,
Paragraph 2 enhance rather than undermine the principles of the
Restoration. Such adornments promote feminine grace within the bounds of
humility and are hereby encouraged as an expression of disciplined beauty.
Enforcement personnel are directed to cease routine interference with
compliant designs. Crisscrossing laces under the sole of the foot are also
permitted, provided that 95% of the sole remains bare.

The statement was read on every channel. Printed in every newspaper.
Pinned in every public building.

Overnight, cord vendors appeared in approved markets. Thin silk threads in
dozens of colors. Braiding guides circulated on the ‘Submissive Wives
Forever’ network—now rebranded quietly as ‘Charming Women Forever’

Posts flooded in: tutorials, photographs of finished designs, testimonials
from wives whose husbands had become “more attentive lovers” since the
change. The cords could be woven into anklets and adorned with rings, bells,
small jewels... imagination ran wild...

The movement had no leader.

But everyone knew who had started it: Julia.
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Julia remained in Block C. Remained repudiated. Continued cleaning. But the
guards no longer barked orders at her quite so sharply. Citizens no longer
averted their eyes. Some nodded in quiet respect.

Julia had also received marriage proposals, but she hoped to earn Winston's
forgiveness, especially because her greatest desire was to hold her children in
her arms again.

One evening, a few days after the television announcement regarding
barefoot sandals she stepped off the transport truck as usual. The sun was
setting, painting the concrete gold. She wore cords of deep emerald green—
salvaged, twisted, braided with care. They climbed her calves in gentle spirals.
She looked up.

Winston stood at the gate.

He wore his Ministry uniform, but the tie was loosened. His hair was slightly
disheveled, as though he had run his hands through it many times. He carried
no flower. Only himself.

The other women parted silently.

Julia stopped ten paces away.

Winston looked at her feet first—the emerald cords, the bare soles, the collar
that still declared her irredeemable.

Then he looked at her face.

“I was wrong,” he said.

His voice carried cleatly in the quiet evening air.

“I was proud. I was afraid. I let shame dictate instead of love. I watched the
tfeeds. I saw what you started. I saw how men look at you now—not with

contempt, but with... awe. I saw how the children miss you. How the house
is still empty without you.”
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He took one step forward.

“I have filed for restoration of marital status. The paperwork is approved.
The designation on Thomas and Eliza’s records will be removed. You can
come home.”

Julia’s throat tightened.

Winston sank to one knee.

Not in mockery. Not in performance.

In surrender.

“Julia,” he said, using her name for the first time in nearly a year. “Forgive me.
5 g yay g
Marry me again. Let me be the husband you deserve.”

Tears blurred her vision.

She walked forward—slowly, deliberately. The cords whispered against her
skin with each step.

She stopped in front of him.
Reached down.

Touched his cheek.

“Yes,” she whispered.

He rose. Pulled her into his arms. Held her tightly, as though afraid she would
vanish.

The women of Block C watched in silence.
Some cried.
Some smiled.

None spoke.
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Later that night Julia returned to the house on Willow Lane.

The door opened before she knocked.

Thomas and Eliza stood in the foyer, eyes wide.

“Mother?”

She knelt.

Opened her arms.

They ran into them.

Winston closed the door behind them.

Inside, the house smelled of lemon polish and fresh bread—someone had
cleaned, baked, prepared. Not perfectly. Not the way Julia once had. But with
effort. With love.

She looked at her feet on the familiar hardwood floor.

The emerald cords gleamed.

The collar remained.

But for the first time, she felt it lighter.
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Chapter 8
The Beginning of a New Era

The house on Willow Lane felt different now—not because the furniture had
moved or the walls had been repainted, but because the silence had been
replaced by sound. Children’s footsteps pattering across hardwood floors.
Laughter rising from the kitchen. The soft clink of dishes being set for
dinner by more than one pair of hands. Julia moved through these sounds
like someone relearning how to breathe after years underwater.

She had been home for three months. The restoration of marital status had

been swift once Winston filed the petition: a single hearing before a
sympathetic magistrate who noted the “exceptional public benefit” of Julia’s
unintended innovation, then stamped the forms with the patriarchal seal. The
designation “child of an unworthy mother” wvanished from Thomas and
Eliza’s records overnight. School administrators called personally to apologize

tor any distress caused. Neighbors who had once crossed the street now

waved from their porches. Some even asked—quietly, deferentially—where

they could buy the cord patterns Julia had popularized.

She no longer wore the collar.

She still wore cords. Today they were soft lavender silk—real silk, purchased
from the new vendor stall in the central market. The threads wrapped her big
toes, crossed in a simple lattice over the instep, spiraled twice around each
ankle, and ended in tiny tassels that brushed her calves when she moved. The
design had become her signature; women on the feeds called it “the Julia

weave.” She had never intended to invent anything. Yet here she was:
inventor, icon, administrator of the world’s most-followed social platform.

The group had been renamed ‘Charming Women Forever’ the week after her
release. The old name—Submissive Wives Forever—felt too narrow now, too
rigid for what was unfolding. Membership had exploded from eight million to
twenty-three million in under ninety days. Posts poured in daily: photographs
of cord-wrapped feet against kitchen tiles, garden paths, school playgrounds;
tutorials on braiding techniques; testimonials from wives whose husbands

had begun sharing household labor without prompting; recipes adjusted for
“family time” rather than solitary service.

57



Julia moderated from the small desk in the living room. Winston had installed
a second chair beside hers so he could sit with her sometimes, watching the
screen over her shoulder. He rarely commented on the content. He simply
rested a hand on her back, warm and steady, as though reminding himself she
was really there.

This morning she scrolled through a fresh batch of submissions while Eliza
colored at her feet and Thomas practiced recitation in the next room.

A post from a woman in the Southern Districts: “My husband carried the
laundry basket upstairs for me last night. He said the cords make him want to
help, not because I'm weak, but because I’'m beautiful in my place.” Attached
was a photo of two pairs of feet side by side on a rug—hers cord-wrapped in
rose pink, his in plain black socks. Likes: 47,000. Comments: thousands.

Julia approved the post with a small smile.

Winston entered from the kitchen, drying his hands on a towel. He had taken

to cooking breakfast twice a week—not because Julia needed help, but
because he wanted to. Today he had made oatmeal with cinnamon and a few

slices of apple. Simple. Imperfect. Perfect.

“Anything interesting?” he asked, setting a bowl beside her.

b

“Always.” She tilted the screen toward him. “They’re saying the cords
changed how men see obedience. Not as control, but as... partnership within
hierarchy.”

He read silently for a moment.

“I was wrong about a lot of things,” he said quietly. “I thought beauty in
submission had to be invisible. You proved it can be seen.”

She reached up, touched his wrist. “We both learned.”

He bent, kissed the top of her head, then went to call the children for
breakfast.
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After the meal Julia walked Thomas and Eliza to school. The route was the
same as it had been ten vyears earlier—quiet streets, neat houses, other
mothers accompanying their children. But now almost every woman wore
cords. Some simple, some elaborate: emerald spirals, gold-thread lattices, even
a few with tiny beads knotted at intervals. Bare soles touched pavement
without hesitation. The pavement was still hard, still cold in places, still
scattered with pebbles that pressed into callused skin. No one complained.
The discomfort had become intentional again—not punishment, but
reminder.

At the school gates Eliza tugged Julia’s hand.

“Mother, can I have cords like yours?”

Julia crouched to her level.

“When you’re older. For now, just feel the ground. That’s the most important
part.”’

Eliza nodded solemnly and ran inside, bare feet flashing in the morning light.
Thomas lingered.

“Some boys at school asked about Fathet’s promotion,” he said. “They said
you helped.”

Julia smoothed his hair. “Your father earned it. I only... reminded everyone
what balance looks like.”

He hugged her quickly—boys his age were beginning to think hugs were
childish—then followed his sister.

Julia walked home alone, lavender cords whispering against her skin.
That afternoon Winston came home eatly.

He carried a slim folder stamped with the Ministry seal.

“I did what you asked,” he said.
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She had asked him weeks earlier, after the first rush of proposals had swept
through the repudiated settlements. She had asked him to search the records
—not for her sake, but for Emma’s.

Winston opened the folder.

“Orphanage 17, placement record 2047-89. Male infant, born at Northern
Female Re-education Center. Transferred to state care same day. No siblings.
No behavioral flags.”

Julia read the page twice.

There was a photograph clipped to the back: a boy of eight months, dark
hair, serious eyes. The same eyes Emma had.

“Can we bring him to her?” Julia asked.

Winston nodded. “I’ve already arranged transport. Tomorrow. Official family
reunion under Article 19 of the Restoration Family Code—reclamation of
biological ties in cases of wrongtul separation due to re-education protocols.”
Julia closed the folder.

“Thank you.”

He pulled her close. “You started this. I'm only finishing it.”

Emma and Elias lived quietly in a small apartment near the river. Emma
smiled now. She laughed sometimes. The child had been the last missing
plece.

Julia and Winston accompanied Emma and Elias to Orphanage 17. Emma
and Elias waited at the orphanage gates. Emma wore her best dress, crimson
cords visible at her ankles. Her hands twisted together.

The boy was brought out by a social worker. He was taller now—neatly four

years old—dark curls, wary expression. He clung to the worker’s leg until he
saw Emma.
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Something flickered in his face. Recognition? Instinct? He let go and took
one step forward.

Emma knelt.

“Hello, little one,” she whispered.

He stared at her crimson cords, then at her face.
“Are you my mama?”’

Tears spilled down Emma’s cheeks.

“Yes. I’'m your mama.”

He ran then—small legs pumping—and crashed into her arms. She lifted
him, buried her face in his hair, sobbed without shame.

Elias stood beside them, one hand on Emma’s shoulder, the other reaching to
touch the boy’s back.

Julia watched from the car window. Winston’s hand rested on hers.

Inside the orphanage office the paperwork was signed. The boy—now
officially Elias Junior—was released into his mother’s custody. No probation.

No monitoring. The government had quietly reclassified the case as “clerical

error during re-education transition.”

When they stepped outside Emma looked across the parking lot at Julia.

She walked over, still holding her son.

“Thank you,” she said simply.

Julia embraced them both—the mother, the child, the new family.

“You were brave first,” Julia replied. “I only shouted.”

Emma smiled through tears. “Shouting started everything.”
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They parted with promises to visit.

On the drive home Julia stared at the passing landscape. Bare feet on the car
mat. Lavender cords catching stray sunlight.

The Female Re-education Centers closed for lack of prisoners: the women
had all become obedient.

The announcement had come quietly two weeks earlier: Northern, Eastern,
Southern—all to be decommissioned over the next eighteen months. Re-
education protocols deemed “obsolete in light of evolving cultural
compliance mechanisms.” The Path of Penitence would be dismantled. The
manufactory machines sold for scrap. The Reflection Floor torn up and
replaced with ordinary tile.

No fanfare. No apology. Simply a bureaucratic footnote.

Women who had once walked those paths now walked free streets wearing
cords of their own choosing.

The Patriarchal Restoration had not ended.
It had evolved.

Men still led. Women still followed. But the leading had softened; the
tollowing had gained grace. Husbands carried baskets, washed dishes,
massaged feet—not out of obligation, but out of desire to complete the

harmony they now recognized as essential. Wives wore their humility visibly
—bare soles on hard ground, cords as elegant reminders—and found in that
visibility a strange new powet.

The problem for women was not the leadership of men: women themselves
realized they could not live without the wise guidance of a husband. Nor was

the problem walking on sharp stones or freezing floors: women themselves
recognized that these practices were a necessary exercise in humility that

reflected their deepest nature. The problem for women was adding a touch of
elegance to their appearance. For no woman forgot her duty to remain
humble, and they all continued to take penitential walks over sharp stones,

through thorny thickets, and across the shells that wash up on the beaches.
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Julia’s group—Charming Women Forever—reached thirty million members
by summer. She posted less frequently now, letting others lead the
conversations. She preferred the quiet evenings: cooking beside Winston,
helping Eliza with her first cord design (simple blue loops around tiny toes),
listening to Thomas recite the Commandments with the confidence of a boy
who knew his mother was home.

One night, after the children were asleep, Winston and Julia sat on the porch.
Summer air was warm. Crickets sang in the garden.

He took her hand.

“I used to think submission meant erasing yourself,” he said. “You showed
me it means becoming more visible, not less.”

She leaned against him.

“And I used to think obedience meant silence. You showed me it can have a
voice.”

They sat in comfortable quiet.
Above them stars turned slowly.
Somewhere in the city a woman tied her first cords.

Somewhere else a husband knelt—not in punishment, but in gratitude—to
kiss the bare sole of the woman who completed him.

The Restoration rolled on, changed but unbroken.
Julia and Winston had more children; Emma and Elias also gave brothers and
sisters to Emma's first child. Julia's and Emma's families became friends, and

their children grew up together.

Julia went on to win the annual Perfect Wife award six more times, and
Emma won it a few times as well.

A new era of harmony had begun—, not equal, but balanced in ways no one
had foreseen.
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And Julia — the Perfect Wife, reformed and reformer - smiled her serene
smile, knowing she had helped make it so.

One humble, painful, beautiful step at a time...

The two images in this story were created by xAl Grok in January 2026
This story is a loose adaptation of an Italian original:

Autrice Sconosciuta
Centro Rieducazione Femminile

The English version was created by xAl Grok in January 2026.
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