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      But when the models they’ve booked fall ill just days before the event, someone has to step in and fill their shoes… and their outfits.
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Show Girl — Life and (the Little) Death — One

Yeah. I was screwed. And that meant the company was screwed. Terminally, maybe!

Mr Brewer, the email read, I am sorry to inform you that several of our staff have been taken ill, and we are thus unable to provide three models as contracted for your upcoming event. Only one, Emily Swan, is currently available. I await confirmation that her services are still required.

We will, naturally, invoice for a single model only. I would remind you that our models require regular breaks, and suggest that, if you decide to go ahead with the contract, you find her at least one other model as backup. A list of reputable firms is attached.

Regards, Frank Hammond.

I reread it three times, making absolutely sure it said what it appeared to say, swearing under my breath as I did so.

Only one girl for the Consumer Electronics Expo, and almost no chance of acquiring another: CEE was days away, and I’d found Hammond’s firm only that week, after contacting every pro modelling agency I could find. They were last on the list, with just three girls left. I hired them all instantly.

“Fuck,” I said to myself.

Hammond’s had been the sweet spot: the better firms were out of the price range I’d been given to work with; the cheaper ones had been booked up for weeks.

I shot off a few enquiries to the expensive firms, anyway, just in case, but it didn’t take long to get a brace of apologetic replies.

“Fuck!” I muttered to myself again. Redundant, considering all the other times I’d muttered it thus far, but then, so might I be, soon. Funny!

That’s it, then. Situation’s beyond my control. Time to tell Jess.

Jessica McCain was an old family friend, and she’d taken me on at her startup after no-one else would take a chance on me. My unemployability was understandable, really; I was a kid fresh out of school with no experience, no degree, and thoroughly average A-levels. She took a risk on me, mitigated by the implicit suggestion that, should she have to let me go, our close ties would prevent me from making too much of a fuss. She was older than me, twenty-three to my nineteen, and intimidated the hell out of me more or less all the time. When we first met again, when my mum floated the vague idea that perhaps Jess could maybe, possibly see her way to trying me out, I quickly had to face up to the fact that the quietly feminine girl I’d known — in the way boys know girls four years their senior; with awe and fear and not a little hesitation should I ever say anything stupid in front of her — had grown the hell up.

At the time, it felt a little unfair that this woman seemed to possess every admirable attribute I lacked; where she was tall and leanly fit, I was short and scrawny; where she was handsome, with a sharp jaw and close-cut hair, I was nondescript; where she commanded instant respect, I just sort of quietly impressed people once they’d had a chance to see me in action.

Then I got to know her, and learned that in addition to all that, she was a software engineering genius. She quickly became my role model.

And now I had to let her down.

The walk to her office was short enough that I didn’t have much time to worry. McCain Applied Computing still had few enough employees that we didn’t need a lot of office space, so we leased half a floor in a reasonably nice building in a reasonably nice part of the city, spending Jess’ father’s money on location rather than square footage. He approved, apparently preferring that the McCain name be kept out of ‘the poor parts’ of London.

Yes. Gross.

Still, it meant that the two of us were often the only ones there. One of the engineers once asked me why we both persisted in coming to the office every day, every week, even though Jess required only a computer with an array of screens to do her job and I, as her do-everything gopher — her ‘assistant’, had we been a formal enough company to have real job titles — could have made do with a laptop, a phone, and a bottle of maximum-strength ibuprofen; I remember neither of us had an answer. If I’d been honest, I probably would have answered the question with a question of my own: what else was I supposed to do with my time? My home was a tiny, lonely apartment, I didn’t have any hobbies to speak of, and my social and dating lives were uneven and unexciting enough that if I didn’t come by the office I’d probably end up going weeks at a time without seeing another human face except at the supermarket.

Her office door was open, as usual. I knocked, anyway.

“Alex?” she called from inside. I could picture her precisely: she’d be lounging on her enormous leather chair, one arm crooked behind her head, leg swinging lazily, with whatever low-heeled shoe she’d chosen today — and she loved heels, as long as they were blocky and black and no taller than an inch; she enjoyed being taller than most men — hanging from a toe. “Is that you?”

I poked my head around the door and discovered, to my surprise, that I’d caught her in a rare moment of extreme diligence. Normally, when we weren’t crunching together, the work she needed to get done just sort of happened — I hardly ever caught her at it — but today she was sitting forward at her desk, frowning at something on one of the screens in front of her.

And there it was: the usual stab of desire.

I suppressed it, same as always. Every day I had to get used to being around Jess, tall, handsome, toned and confident Jess, and every night I lost of a bit of my resistance and had to build it back up through exposure. Today she was wearing a loose shirt, buttoned to mid-chest, and I had to stop myself from staring.

It’s not done to fancy your boss quite this much. Especially when you know for a fact that she likes only women. And even more especially when she’s not supposed to be your type. But every girl I’d dated — and there’d been a few, though none of them for very long — had seemed insubstantial compared to Jess McCain.

This was the woman I was about to disappoint. The thought made me feel a little faint, and it took some concentration to make it to one of the chairs without slipping or tripping or otherwise making an idiot out of myself. I just couldn’t get the images out of my mind: my impending unemployment; the dissolution of the company; Jess returning to her father, chastened, horrifyingly expensive cap in hand. They were occupying the parts of my brain that apparently normally were used for standing upright.

Her face broke out into the smile she always reserved for me, and then soured. “What’s up?” she said. “You look— Shit, Alex, you look terrified.”

I found my voice. “I just heard from Frank Hammond.” Her right eye crinkled, the way it did when I’d assumed some knowledge of her that she, naturally, could not be expected to possess, so I preempted her: “Of Hammond’s, the booth babe people.” Jess’ slight sneer pre-empted my apologetic smile; neither she nor any of the modelling agencies liked it when you called trade show models ‘booth babes’, and I was sure the women in question felt the same, but in my short time in the tech industry I’d been required to hang out with a lot of men, a lot of blokes, and I’d picked some things up. “They’ve got some girls out sick. Reading between the lines, it’s impacted more clients than just us. The upshot: they can give us only one model for CEE.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“Jess?” I said, when she didn’t say anything. She was only ever ‘Ms McCain’ to me when we needed to look professional, which was practically never.

Okay, so she was also ‘Ms McCain’ when I wanted to be cheeky. Not today.

“I’m thinking,” she said, holding up a finger, watching me intently.

She didn’t sound angry or worried, which confused me. Booth babes were vitally important at trade shows for smaller companies — doubly so for startups like ours — because a large stage was both expensive and pointless when you didn’t have the people or products to fill it out, and acquiring the floor space in which to put it and all associated signage was another, sometimes even larger, chunk of change, but hiring a handful of pretty girls and getting some eye-catching dresses made in the company colours was comparatively cheap, and about as good when it came to attracting attention. I complained about it when Jess first suggested it, but she had the numbers to prove that it, unfortunately, worked. As Jess’ father, who made his insufferable presence known every so often when he wanted to remind Jess who provided the capital for the company in the first place, liked to say, “Technology is a sexist business, and the way to sell in a sexist business ist with sex!”

The expectant pause afterwards, for laughter we struggled to provide, was the worst part.

This week’s Consumer Electronics Expo was likely to be make-or-break for McCain Applied Computing. We had a revolutionary product — a software solution to the hardware problem of putting a good-quality camera behind a phone display, without resorting to punching unsightly holes through the screen or vastly degrading the quality of the resultant photograph — but the window we had to sell it in was unpredictable. All we knew was, if we couldn’t at least make a start on getting some contracts at CEE, then by the time the next trade show rolled around, someone else might have solved the same problem; software and hardware engineers on every continent had to be working on it. Already some prototypes had been seen, albeit with awful quality; a mid-two-thousands feature phone could do better. We had other miracles in the works — Jess, like I said, is a genius — but nothing ready to show.

It had only been a week since we got it working at all. Jess and I spent from dawn to dusk and beyond in the office for months at a time, existing on expensed food delivery and caffeine. We’d set up adjacent desks and pushed ourselves as hard as we dared. When the other coders made their occasional visits to the office — for milestone meetings and gossip — they usually commented on how exhausted we both looked, all the time. But I never minded; it’d been fun. When finally we cracked it, we had no time left to celebrate; Jess immediately threw herself into courting the big manufacturers, and I set to work on logistics, signage, booth babes and dress design. At least, for that last week, we got a little more sleep.

I was proud of our software solution. None of it was my idea, and I mostly followed Jess’ lead, but she’d been bought a top-notch education and I’d taught myself online and on the job; I was just glad I could keep up.

“Hammond says the girls need regular breaks,” I said, “so just one isn’t enough to cover a booth full time.”

She nodded. “Can I see the email, please?”

I rooted my phone out of my pocket, unlocked it, and handed it over. She scanned the email quickly.

“These are all the emails you’ve exchanged with this Hammond guy?” she asked, holding the phone out where we could both see it and scrolling through the message history.

“Yeah.”

“Okay,” she said. “Okay. I’ve got an idea. I’m going to forward myself these messages and reply to Hammond personally. We’ll use this Emily Swan he’s offering us, and I think I know where we can find another model. You think two will be enough?”

I shrugged. “We only had three booked, anyway. It means one of them will have to cover the booth while the other’s taking a break, but it should work, especially with you and me and some of the engineers around to help out and talk tech.”

She smiled and gave me back my phone. “Good. Go finish all the other preparations for Friday, and assume we’ll have two models. When are the dresses getting here?”

“They’re not finalised yet. We’ll have them Friday morning, if we pass on the measurements tonight.”

“Okay, good,” she said. “Now, go organise!” She shooed me out, picking up her phone with the other hand. The last thing I heard from her was, “Hey! It’s Jess. Yes, I know you knew that. Shut up and listen: I need a big favour…” before I rounded the corner, and the rest of her conversation was drowned out by noise from the street outside.







* * *







An hour or so later I started thinking about grabbing some lunch, so I headed to Jess’ office to ask if she wanted me to pick up something for her and her visitor. The guy had arrived a little while back, trailing luggage for some reason and offering no name nor any explanation as to why Jess had called him, but he smiled at me and then marched off around the corner to Jess’ office without asking for directions, so I assumed he’d been here before and just left them both to it.

I knocked on the closed office door, and Jess immediately called for me to come in.

“I was about to get some lunch—” I started, but she interrupted me.

“Alex!” she said cheerily. Ah, good; her mood suggested her friend had perhaps found a spare booth babe. Perhaps she was in the luggage he’d left leaning against the wall of Jess’ office. “This is Ben. I told you about Ben, didn’t I? Ben, Alex.”

“Delighted,” Ben said. I nodded, memories of Jess’ tales of university life coming back to me. This was that Ben, then. A legend, and Jess’ closest confidante.

“Hi,” I said. Next to both of them — Jess, with all her previously described attributes, and Ben, who was quite staggeringly handsome — I felt quite frumpy.

“Alex,” Jess said, adopting her serious voice, the one she liked to use to intimidate businessmen, “shut the door and come sit down. I have a proposal for you. A… business proposition.”

Confused but compliant, I did as she asked, settling into the chair next to Ben and putting on my attentive face, the one I used to consider business propositions.

“What kind of proposition?” I asked. I was starting to get uncomfortable with the attention from both of them. I welcomed it from Jess — she saved for me a smile that was barely a smile, just a curl in the corner of her mouth — but having a stranger regard me so intensely was unsettling.

She steepled her fingers. “I had a quick skim through your contacts for trade show models and couldn’t find anyone who still had availability. Even the high-end places are booked up. You were very thorough.”

“Thanks!” I said, perking up, resisting the urge to lean towards her. Praise from Jess was always welcome, however readily and often she offered it. And then I was hit by the implications behind what she said. “So… does that mean we don’t have a second model, then?”

“We do… hopefully,” Jess said. “We’re looking inside the company. For… talented amateurs.”

I boggled. “You don’t mean… you?”

She stared at me again, just for a moment, and then she laughed. She slammed her hand on the desk so hard that Ben jumped a little, and when she looked up again she had to rub her eyes.

“Oh, God, Alex!” she said, wheezing a little; I frowned, unaware I’d said anything all that funny. “I haven’t worn a damn dress since I was fifteen, and I’m not about to start now. Besides, can you imagine me in one of those… things we designed together?”

I tried.

The thing about Jess is that she was… well, the word I always fell upon was majestic. She was Jessica McCain. She stood tall and she stood proud and she was right: she hadn’t worn a single dress or skirt that I could remember.

She’d dressed down for our first meeting as adults, and again for our early days at McCain, and so that was how I was used to seeing her: in a variety of loose shirts, university t-shirts, and other casual clothes. And then we had our first official function together, which I attended in the same suit I wore to a distant relative’s wedding when I was sixteen — and which, shamefully, still more or less fit.

Jess McCain, however, had worn a tailored suit. Not a women’s suit, but not exactly a men’s cut, either; something made specifically for her. It was spun in grey with a crisp white shirt, which, as was her habit, was open to the third button, exposing her smooth, dark skin. I stopped still when I saw her, stopped right there in the doorway, and she came over to meet me, striding across the room like she owned it, which, on balance, she probably did.

She asked me how she looked and I said the word: majestic. And she’d laughed and put an arm around my shoulders and leaned down and for a second — a second that caused my heart to beat so fast it hurt — I’d thought she was going to kiss me. Instead she just whispered in my ear, and that was almost as bad; I felt her hot breath all the way down my spine.

“Thanks, Alex,” she said to me, and I’d known at that moment that she could ask me to do anything in that voice — to be clear: anything — and I would snap to it, instantly.

Of course I didn’t tell her that. Dangerous knowledge, and I knew she’d abuse it. Not in a cruel or inconsiderate way; she’d just… toy with me. She was that kind of woman.

What she was not was a woman I could picture in any kind of dress, let alone the tight, electric blue numbers we’d thrown together on the tailor’s website.

“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah. Okay. Not you. So who?” I started mentally sorting through the list of engineers and contractors we’d used, but I didn’t get far before Jess interrupted.

She said, “Ben here is an exceptional drag queen—”

“Performance artist in the medium of drag,” Ben interrupted. I could almost hear the extra e in ‘artist’, and I gained a further bit of context for the stories Jess told me about her time at university. I ached a bit as I thought about it; the community she talked about, the friends she made, always felt like she was describing a gaping hole in my chest. Then, once again processing important information multiple seconds after receiving it, I realised what she was getting at.

“You want to use a drag queen?” I said.

They were both silent for a moment. I used the time to look Ben over. He was attractive, no doubt about it, with a deep, melodic voice, a carefully trimmed beard and, now that I could see him in the good light of Jess’ office, the faintest suggestion of sparkling eyeshadow. I imagined he was wonderful on stage.

At the expo, though, he’d make a statement louder than our product.

“Not me, darling,” Ben said, smiling gently at me. I realised I’d been staring, and looked away. “Jess here wants to use you.”

My train of thought, already derailed, vanished into the scenery. I don’t know exactly what my face looked like at that moment, but I’m pretty sure my mouth dropped open like I was a dead fish.

“Sorry, Alex,” Jess said, and poked her friend. “I was trying to broach the subject with a little more grace than that.”

Ben slapped her finger away. “You were dawdling, is what you were doing.”

I remained silent.

“Look,” Jess said, turning her attention back to me, “the thing is, you’d be doing me — that is, the company — a tremendous favour, and you’d be paid the modelling fee, too, so this’d be extra, on top of your salary. And it’s not a bad sum, especially since you don’t have to give any of it to an agent or manager like poor—” she glanced at her screen for a reminder, “—Emily Swan does.”

I remained silent.

“Alex,” she said, “I’m not asking this as your boss. Not even as your friend. This is… Shit, I know this is a huge thing to ask, so I guess I’m asking this as both? The thing is, this trade show is everything to us, and it needs to go perfectly, and if we don’t have a way to bring people in, a way to stand out, we’ll vanish from view amid all the other startups in our tiny corner of the trade show. And, unfortunately, nothing gets attention like beautiful women showing off our product. Women plural, not just one. Not just Emily. You, Alex.”

I remained silent. Jess, later, would neither confirm nor deny that steam started coming out of my ears.

“And you’d be more than just some agency worker!” she continued, warming to her pitch. “You know the product better than anyone else. And you know about the other stuff we’re working on, too, or most of it; if a potential client talks to you, you can sell him on not just the product but the whole company! And, if it’s just random members of the public, you can just, you know…” She bit her lip at this point, which was such an uncharacteristic gesture for her that I was almost distracted from her ridiculous request. “You can turn on your inherent charm.”

I wanted to tell her that I didn’t have that kind of charm, that I was the sort of person who grows on you, like liquorice or an inadvisable haircut; I wanted to ask her if she’d completely lost her mind, if there’d been a gas leak in her office; I wanted to just start shrieking.

Instead I said, slowly and deliberately, “Jessica.” She winced; her full name was a weapon I seldom deployed. “I don’t understand why you’re asking this. Like, I don’t even begin to understand.” She opened her mouth to speak; I waved her into silence. Now I was behaving out of character, but I was thrown too far off my axis to be intimidated by her. “I don’t know why you think I’d make a good drag queen. I don’t know why you think I’d agree to do drag in the first place. And I really don’t know why you think potential clients, the sort of people who like booth babes—” I emphasised the words derisively, “—would relate the same way to a pretty girl as they would to a drag queen, no matter how knowledgeable he is!”

They both looked at me again, and I sat back, pleased I’d somehow managed not to shout at my boss, long-time friend and saviour. And her drag queen pal.

The drag queen pal burst out laughing.

“Hey!” I said, offended.

“I’m sorry,” Ben said, “but you have grasped the exact wrong end of the stick here!”

“I don’t want you to be a drag queen,” Jess said, quietly, carefully. “I want you to be a real trade show model.”

What?

“A booth babe,” Ben added.

“A woman,” Jess said. She didn’t even have the good grace to look embarrassed about saying it, instead keeping her steady gaze locked on mine.

I didn’t bother saying we already had a woman; we’d covered that, and while Jess was almost painfully attractive to me, personally, she didn’t seem to have that effect on most other straight men. I picked the other course of action, which was to give in and allow myself to shriek just a little.

“Are you out of your mind? Even if I agreed to do it, how would it even work? I mean, look at me!” I waved a hand towards my body, indicating the obvious — that there was absolutely no way someone like me could ever successfully masquerade as a woman — and glared at them in turn until one of them acknowledged it.

Ben’s eyes softened, and he smiled. “Alex,” he said quietly, gently, in the tone of voice you might use to get an injured kitten to drink its milk, “I’ve been looking at you since you walked in. You could do it.”

“He’s right,” Jess said, diving into the pause created by my sudden exasperated disbelief. “I mean — and I really don’t want to offend you, so I’m sorry in advance — you’re not exactly tall, you’re slim, you’re delicate, you’re— God, I’m really sorry about this, I know you’re sensitive about it, but you’re pretty, Alex.”

“I’m ‘pretty’…?” I echoed in a whisper. It was all I could manage. The concept was absurd, even if, out of Jess’ mouth, it was surprisingly flattering.

“You are,” Ben said.

“When you don’t cover your face with all that stubble,” Jess muttered.

‘Stubble’ was giving it airs it didn’t deserve; it was basically bumfluff. I was only nineteen, with plenty of time to grow a real beard, or so I kept telling myself. I covered my face with my hand, anyway, suddenly extremely self-conscious.

They were looking at me again, all analytical. I looked away, examined the wall instead, and wondered what they saw. I knew what I saw whenever I looked in the mirror: a mess.

“I just don’t see how this could work,” I said.

“Look,” Jess said, “how about we all go to my place, where it’s private. Ben can work his magic on you, and if it doesn’t work out—” she waved a noncommittal hand, as if there was no possible way it wouldn’t work out, “—we have the rest of the day to come up with another idea.”

“I don’t know…” I said.

Jess waited in silence until I looked back up at her. When I finally did so, she leaned across the desk, closing the distance between us until she was close enough that I could feel her breath.

“Please?” she said softly. “Just give it a try?”

Something took control of my mouth and said, “Okay.”







* * *







Jess’ apartment was smaller than I expected. Larger than mine, sure, but I’d seen cupboards larger than my apartment; nicer, too. It was well fitted out — I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen a dishwasher — and clearly in several price brackets up from the hovel I grudgingly called home.

She’d ushered me in through the front door first, as if to make sure I couldn’t run away without having to go through her, Ben, and Ben’s enormous suitcase; probably a wise move. Then, after giving me a moment to take in the splendour and the glamour of her couches, her enormous television, her open-plan kitchen and her pile of dirty dishes, she sat me down and poured me a colourful drink from one of the glitzier-looking bottles on her bar. It only didn’t look like a double because it looked like a triple.

“To relax you,” she explained, handing me the glass.

I needed relaxing, so I downed it in a couple of gulps, preemptively wincing against the burn and then, when the burn didn’t come, regaining the very stupid look on my face that had served me so well in Jess’ office. It tasted fruity.

“You were expecting whiskey?” she asked, smiling. I nodded, feeling a little too foolish to speak. She patted me on the knee. “Sorry, I didn’t want to scorch your throat.”

“Thanks,” I said weakly.

Ben clapped his hands. “Enough chatter!” he said. “Enough booze! Enough—” he gestured towards where Jess was crouched down next to me, “—whatever the hell that is! Let’s get on with things; I’ve got a show to get ready for tonight.”

As he wheeled his suitcase into what turned out to be Jess’ bathroom, I turned back to Jess and tried to ask, with a mixture of silent gestures, if Ben performed drag with his immaculate beard intact. Jess nodded.

“Get in here!” Ben commanded, his voice echoing in the bathroom.







* * *







Getting your legs waxed sucks.

Ben insisted I be completely naked, waving aside my protests by confirming to me in a matter-of-fact tone that I didn’t possess anything he hadn’t seen and dined on before, and assuring me he wasn’t into twinks, anyway. I kept up my objections for several valiant minutes before submitting to the inevitable.

It wasn’t so much that I didn’t want to be naked in front of Ben; I didn’t want to be naked in front of anybody. So I think I can be excused for keeping my eyes firmly shut for the whole process. Prey animal logic: if you can’t see them, they can’t see you.

He did my legs and moved onto my crotch. The first strip shocked me too much to scream — yes, it was that painful — and while he was preparing the second strip I felt around the sink, found a washcloth draped over the side and jammed it in my mouth, so the only noises I made as he depilated the rest of my groin were some strained whimpering and the squishy, liquid sounds of a used flannel being destroyed by teeth. It tasted awful.

“You can open your eyes now,” Ben said.

I compromised and opened one. Ben was holding out a mint; I spat out my washcloth and took it gratefully, and as I sucked away the aftertaste, he handed me a towel. “We’re done with waxing, then?” I asked, as he tied me closed.

“Yes. Now we sort out that horrible little teenage beard thing you’ve got going on.”

Before I could get too deeply into worrying about what arcane torture devices he might apply to my oh-so-manly chin fluff, he’d slathered me in paste. It was brown and smelled absolutely disgusting.

“Ugh,” I commented.

“Count yourself lucky,” Ben said. “This stuff will dissolve that fluff on your face without any trouble in just a few minutes. If you had a beard like mine, we could leave it on for half an hour and all it would do is give you a rash.” He looked annoyed when he said that, like he’d tried it on himself. I looked down at the tube and noticed it was half empty; obviously he had.

True to his word, when we washed it off it took most of my straggly hair with it. I took a razor to the rest. The end result wasn’t much more fresh-faced than I usually looked after a close shave — although Ben insisted it should last a bit longer — and illustrated why I almost never shaved if I could help it: without the assistance of my unimpressive bumfluff, I struggled to look my age.

We were both startled by a light knock on the bathroom door.

“Everything okay in there?” Jess called.

“Yes!” Ben hissed. “Now go away! You can’t rush perfection!”

“You need anything?”

“No!” Ben and I said at once. The prospect of walking out of the bathroom fully clothed (in a dress) was bad enough; I wasn’t ready for Jess, of all people, to see me with the process half finished.

Ben kicked the bathroom door, for emphasis, and smirked at me. I was starting to like him.

With Jess’ impatience and curiosity temporarily beaten, I relaxed again — for relative values of ‘relaxed’, anyway — and sat back on the edge of the bath, waving my legs in the air, entranced by the look of them. I had to admit, I looked better waxed. I’d never developed that thick coat of body hair you see on some men; my chest and arms were mostly downy, and my legs grew sad little patches of hair that stuck out at strange angles and served only to emphasise how scrawny I was. And my attempts to build muscle to compensate had gone poorly: I had a set of weights at home that I never used, because I was never at home to use them, and I was far too self-conscious to have used the little gym in our office basement more than once or twice, no matter how many times Jess invited me to join her. I got the bulk of my exercise walking from home to the office and back again, which had at least noticeably improved my stamina.

Ben handed me a tube of moisturiser and, in response to my confusion, rolled his eyes and mimed spreading it over my legs. Feeling playful, I stuck out my tongue at him and started massaging the stuff in, from ankle to crotch, rubbing my legs together when I was done and giggling at how frictionless they felt.

I think Jess’ fruity drink was settling in.

“Finally having fun, are we?” Ben said.

I would have done anything to avoid blushing. “I’ll never do this again,” I replied, “so I might as well try to enjoy it.” I wasn’t lying, I realised. Encouraged by the alcohol, I returned his smile.

“Good!” Ben said, holding out a pair of what looked for all the world like disembodied breasts. “Because now the fun part begins.”







* * *







They looked like breasts because they were, in a light colour that very nearly matched my pale skin. I bounced them up and down in my hands, entranced by the lifelike wobbling, and thus entirely missed Ben ambushing me from behind with a bra. I slotted the boobs into the cups as directed — cold! — and while they warmed from my body heat, I noted that they were smaller than I expected; Ben was tall, and I would have thought he’d wear something quite a bit larger.

“They’re not mine,” he said, struggling to control his smile.

“They’re not?” I asked, and just moments later felt like an idiot when he held his arm up to mine, dark brown against my sort of sour milk colour. He completed his point — not that he needed to — by pulling another breast out of the case to show me. It matched his complexion and was roughly the size of my head. “Yeah, okay,” I acknowledged, “I’m dumb.”

“It’s a good thing you’re pretty,” he said, and tapped my forehead.

“Hey,” I said, “I’m smart in… other ways.”

He laughed, helped me up, and had me struggle into a couple of what he called foundation garments: a pair of knickers made of stretchy fabric which hid my junk completely, and which took a lot of courage to put on after Ben’s eye-watering demonstration of their function; and a ridiculous contraption which clung to my butt and upper thighs and looked like someone had welded squishy raw chicken to my undercarriage.

Sitting on it felt odd, and I said so.

“Tough it out,” he told me, in a voice which brooked no disagreement. “You need a butt.” Meekly I let him sit me back down, and then he began to paint.

It had never occurred to me before that makeup would have a smell to it. I’d dated girls from time to time but never for very long, and I didn’t have a sister, so I’d only encountered makeup pre-applied, as it were. The foundation Ben was applying, in florid little circles around my chin and left cheek, had a subtle floral scent; rather nice, really.

He handed me the sponge.

“Um,” I said.

“Your turn,” he said, clamping his free hand on top of my head and twisting me until I was looking at myself in the mirror. He tapped the half of my face that didn’t yet have coverage.

“Why?”

“Because if you’re going to do this trade show thing—”

“—I’m not—”

“—but if you are — and I think you can agree we should proceed with the best of intentions — then you’re going to need to know how to touch up your makeup.” He tapped my cheek again. “And you don’t have a lot of time to become an expert online.”

I sighed. Jess must have told him how I learned to code. Or possibly how I learned to do a proper necktie. “What do I do?”

He clamped my fingers around the sponge he gave me and guided my hand — and the sponge — around my cheekbone. “Like this,” he said. “Gentle strokes. Gentle strokes…” He let go and nodded at me to continue.

I didn’t. Not yet. Applying makeup myself felt different to having Ben do it; like doing it myself made it something I’d actively chosen to participate in, not just something my lovable arsehole of a boss/friend and her university co-conspirator were doing to me.

Stupid, obviously. I’d chosen this. Jess asked and I accepted; denying that, at this point, seemed rather silly. No sense, after the bra, the boobs — which already felt disturbingly natural, now they’d warmed up — and the hairless body, in getting squeamish about a little makeup.

No sense at all.

Carefully, looking back at Ben to make sure I was doing it correctly, I stroked the sponge across my cheek.







* * *







We had to chase her off again. Jess hammered on the bathroom door just as we were nearing the end of our makeup routine. Ben told her that if she couldn’t make her own entertainment for one or two measly hours she should go for a walk and, after some light threats, she grumpily agreed. We listened carefully for the front door and her feet on the stairs before we carried on.

And carry on we did: earlier, Ben had brushed my messy hair into something approaching order and then shoved it all under a wig cap, and now he added a long wig in dark blonde. He made me watch while he styled it, so I could fix my hair at the trade show.

“But I’m not going to the trade show,” I insisted again.

“Nevertheless,” he insisted back. I couldn’t argue with that.

After the wig came the dress. I’ve left off describing it up to this point, even though it was hanging on the shower rail the whole time. There was just something too real about it. It was so blue and so short and so the capstone to this whole enterprise that I was becoming more and more dubious about it as the alcohol left my system.

It was even more real when I was wearing it.

It was tight. It hugged my fake curves like a second skin. It was short, reaching barely two-thirds of the way down my thighs; less when I sat down. And it was electric blue. I would have preferred a more muted colour, but Ben explained that he’d chosen my makeup to complement the dress, and he’d chosen the dress because it was the closest match he had to the colour of McCain Applied Computing’s company logo, which was also the colour of the dresses we were going to have at the trade show.

The simple black shoes with the low heel were almost anti-climactic. I perched on the edge of the bath again and held my feet against his, asking the question without asking it.

“I bought them,” Ben said. “Your reprobate boss owes me twenty-eight quid. And how does she know your shoe size?”

“Oh, right,” I said, laughing. I twisted my fingers around each other as I remembered. “It’s a silly story, really. There was a wedding — not hers, but one of her friends; an ex-girlfriend, I think? — and she wanted me as her plus one, because she wasn’t seeing anyone at the time. And she told me she’d strip me naked if I wore the suit she saw me in before and burn it in front of me, but I didn’t have anything else, so she was going to rent me a suit, and she needed to know all my sizes… I didn’t go, in the end. I always feel weird at weddings, and, well—” I hated this part of the memory; Jess had been quite disappointed, “—I chickened out. Stayed here. In London. She was nice about it. ‘Next time’, she said. She brought me back a piece of cake but it had gone stale, so we put it out for the pigeons.” I should have gone. She asked me. “So, uh, that’s how she knows my shoe size.”

The shoes, at least, fit perfectly. I stood, meaning to look at myself in the bathroom mirror, but Ben placed himself in the way.

“Do I look that bad?” I asked.

“Not at all!” Ben insisted.

“No, really. I look awful, right?”

“It’s just bad light. You shouldn’t see yourself for the first time in a bathroom mirror.”

I would have forced my way past him at that moment if I thought I could possibly manage it, but he was bigger than me, he wasn’t wearing heels, and he wasn’t feeling like he was about to throw up (I assumed). I let him guide me instead, my hand in his, out of the bathroom and into Jess’ bedroom. Ben let me go when we entered, and as I tottered unsteadily — alcohol; shoes; terror — towards the full-length mirror by the wardrobe, Ben turned on the overhead light.

I gasped.

I was fucking gorgeous.

There was no way I could tell there was, well, a me under that dress, and that was with the considerable advantage of being able to look down at my own body and check I was still in it.

“Girl,” Ben said, “you wear that better’n I do.” I think he phrased it that way on purpose, because I flinched, and he added, “And that’s something you have to get used to right now. If you do this—” he threw his arms in the air in an exaggerated impression of my reaction, “—when someone calls you a girl, or a woman, or beautiful, or darling, or whatever, then you’ll give the game away.”

Oh, God.

I looked at myself again: I couldn’t get away from the woman in the mirror; she held on to me, kept me there. I realised a second later I was hugging myself.

I stared.

“Ben—” I said, and then forgot what I was about to say because I was still looking at myself as I spoke and the most ridiculous thing about all of this had suddenly, finally occurred to me. “What the fuck, Ben?” I burst out. “I may look the part — and Jesus Christ, do I look the part — but the moment I open my mouth, everyone’s going to know!”

I was still hugging myself, only this time it was to keep the contents of my stomach in; my whole body had lurched when I saw the girl in the mirror talk like that, and I’d nearly covered Jess’ bedroom floor with whatever remained of my breakfast.

Ben took a step towards me and put calming hands on my shoulders.

“I know a trick for that,” he said.

“What?” I almost screeched. Making noises like that was becoming a bad habit.

“It wouldn’t work for every man — not quickly enough, anyway; not in time for your trade show thingy — but your natural voice is high enough that you can probably get away with it. Come and sit with me.”

He patted Jess’ bed and, after taking a moment to calm myself — very much avoiding the mirror for now, lest I get stuck in my reflection again — I sat next to him. I was nothing but doubts, but I wanted to hear how he could possibly cover up my man’s voice as easily as he covered up my man’s body.

“This is something trans women learn,” he said, “and impressionists, voice actors, and, yes, drag queens, sometimes, if they want to.” The expression on his face said that he, personally, either did not or could not. “But the difference between men’s and women’s voices isn’t just a matter of pitch. If you think about it, I’m sure you can come up with men with quite high voices and women with quite deep ones. There’s a huge overlap in the middle, and your voice is right inside that overlap.” He poked me to accentuate his last few words.

“Yes,” I said, still acutely aware of my own voice, “but men with high voices still sound like men. I don’t know why; they just do. Same with women, but the other way around.”

He grinned at me. “You might not know why, but I do. When your voice broke, your Adam’s apple — which I can’t for the life of me actually see on you, but which I assume is in there somewhere — expanded, and that’s why your voice got deeper and, if you’ll pardon the technical term, more manly. But, if you know the trick, you can bypass that.”

I sighed, still sceptical. “What’s the trick?”

“Put a hand on your chest,” he said, putting a hand on his own chest. “Right here.”

I copied him, feeling the tops of the breast forms under my hand. An unusual sensation.

“Now, say something,” he commanded.

Lost for words, I attempted, “Something.”

“Something longer,” he said, exasperated. “Twit.”

“Um,” I said. A piece of doggerel popped into my brain: “The rain in Spain stays mainly on the plain.”

Ben laughed. “Interesting choice. You feel your chest vibrate as you said that?” I nodded. “Okay, now what you want to do is say that without your chest vibrating.” Before I could ask the obvious question, he continued, “Say aah.”

“Aah?”

“No, like you’re at the dentist and he wants to look at your back teeth.”

“Aaaaaaah.”

“Good. Keep going.” I kept going, and he kept talking. “Feel your chest. No vibrations?” I shook my head, which made my aah sound funny. “Now, without taking a breath, move your aah around in your mouth: first go from aah—” he said it like the vowel in bath, “—to ahh.” This one was like the vowel in bat. “And then go through all the other vowels. Move it all around your mouth.”

I did so, waiting for my chest to start vibrating the way it had when I spoke before. It didn’t.

“This is your ‘head voice’. This is what you’re going to talk in. It takes practice, and it’ll sound a little reedy until you’re good at it, but you can practise it and you will get good at it. And don’t worry; it only becomes permanent if you never use your ‘other’ voice. You’ll be able to switch back after the trade show.”

“Switch back?” I said, in my normal voice. Ben slapped me, lightly, on the leg.

“Head voice!” he commanded. “If it helps, try going aah again and then turning it into a humming sound without ever leaving your head voice.”

I did as he suggested. It took a couple of goes to get it right. With his encouragement, I kept at it until I could do it every time.

“Now try and say something. Come at it from humming if it helps.”

It did. “Mmmmmswitch back?” I said, managing to stay in head voice.

“Well done. And yes, you’ll be able to go back to your normal voice when this is all done with, but, for now, don’t. I want you to talk like this until the trade show. The more you do so, the better you’ll sound, and you need to get used to it, anyway.”

“It’s hard,” I said, my voice almost cracking on the second word.

“Then we practise!” Ben said. I glanced at the bedroom door; Ben noticed. “I texted Jess and made her promise not to come back home until I say it’s okay, so you don’t have to worry about her walking in on us.”

My relief must have been obvious, because he smiled at me.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s just have a normal conversation, and you stay in head voice the whole time. I’ll poke you if you drop out. Ready? What do you do at work?”

Work? I could talk about work until the cows came home. I loved working with Jess. That was, I briefly reflected as I looked down at myself again, a large part of my problem.







* * *







“Are you ready?” Ben asked.

“Absolutely not,” I whispered.

“Well, you’ve got ten seconds to get ready.”

I swallowed.

After an hour of talking, humming, aahing, and otherwise making a minor fool of myself, Ben pronounced me ‘better enough’. I was getting used to talking in head voice. It was, I explained to him, like riding a skateboard downhill: once you have the momentum, it’s easier to keep going than it is to stop. We made a few recordings on my phone so I could hear myself and, true to Ben’s word, I sounded like a woman. Kind of a tired woman with kind of a deep alto, for sure, but Ben promised me that, with time, I would get better at it, sound clearer, and my average pitch would also rise. He suggested I keep the recordings and use them as a reference to help me get back into the swing of things in the morning, and made me promise to use the voice for the rest of the day.

He’d been leaning on the assumption that I’d be doing this for more than just the next few hours, and I’d been studiously pretending not to notice. I fully intended, despite the voice work and despite my arresting reflection, to thank him very much for his time, make Jess pay him the £28 for the shoes, and glare hard at my contact list until it coughed up a viable alternative source for booth babes.

Ben texted Jess that it was time for her to come home, and dragged me into the living room to wait for her, in my shockingly light dress, heels, and wig. Real human hair, Ben swore.

I practised head voice. I checked for alternative exits. I snuck another double of the drink she poured me earlier. And I didn’t know what to do with my hands without pockets, so when I finished my drink I clasped one hand in the other in front of my waist.

Next to Ben, next to even my image of my usual self, in hoodie and jeans, I felt very small.

A key turned in the front door lock.

“Is it too late to run screaming into the night?” I asked quietly, maintaining my head voice.

“If you run,” Ben said, “after all the work I just put in, I’ll chase you down myself. Remember, I’ve had a lot more practice than you at running in heels.”

And then Jessica was back.

It must have been raining outside, because her short, curly hair was matted and her coat was drenched. I think she was muttering, but the dark expression on her face evaporated when she looked at us.

“A— Alex?”

Okay, it’s possible she was just looking at me. I gave her a little wave.

“Holy shit,” she said, and almost ran over to me, raising her arms as if to hug me, but Ben pushed her away.

“Absolutely not!” Ben scolded. “You’re soaking wet. Go dry your hair and put on fresh clothes. She’s been waiting hours for you; she can wait another few minutes.”

There was that blush again. Ben had been calling me a woman and a girl repeatedly for the whole hour we’d been talking, enough that their impact had been blunted, but the pronoun hit me deep in the chest.

“I’ll be quick,” Jess promised, and immediately made a liar of herself by backstepping slowly away from me, looking me up and down, shaking her head.

When eventually she closed the bedroom door I almost fainted.

“I’d call that a success,” Ben said.

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“She knows exactly who you are and she’s gayer than a sack of gay kittens and yet, if I know her, the rush of blood to her head just now was equalled only by the rush of—”

“If you’re going to say something disgusting,” I said, “please don’t. She’s my boss.”

“Yes,” Ben said, grinning horribly, “and she’s wet. And if you can do that to her, no straight man at the trade show is going to be able to resist your charms. They’re all going to be buying your… whatever it is you’re selling.” He took me by my upper arms and very nearly lifted me off the ground, like he was displaying me to the world. “You’ll be a smoking hot booth babe, Alex.”

The alcohol made me giggle. “Hey,” I said, when he put me down, “if you get to be a performance artiste in the medium of drag—” I inserted the e in ‘artist’ with the rudest grin I could muster, “—then I get to be a trade show model.”

“So, you’re going to do it, then?” he asked, suddenly serious.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. Seeing Jess respond the way she did had shaken my resolve; I’d had dreams about having her look at me the way she looked at other women. Extremely detailed dreams. “You really think my voice will be okay?”

“I think with practice your voice will be okay,” he said. “So don’t stop practising!”

I redid my aahs and my hums.







* * *







Jess took her bloody time. Ben and I were still comfortably chatting and helping ourselves to her home bar, and Jess was still in her room, when Ben’s phone chimed.

“Shit,” he said. “Sorry, Alex, but I can’t stay here forever; I have a show tonight.”

My heart nearly crashed out through my chest. “You’re going to leave me here? With her? Alone? Like this?” I gestured down at myself, encompassing with my frantic flapping the dress, the shoes, the hip pads, breasts #1 and #2; everything. Suddenly it wasn’t a fun game I was playing with a new friend, one who’d made it very clear he wasn’t into me no matter what clothes or makeup I might or might not choose to wear; suddenly I was going to be stranded, dressed up as a girl, with my boss, in her apartment. I thought back to Ben’s comments about Jess’ reaction, and I blushed. And panicked again. Panic-blushed.

“You’ll be fine!” Ben said.

“How do I even take all this off?” I said, taking a moment after to realise I hadn’t dropped out of head voice even under duress, and being mildly impressed at myself, despite everything.

Ben looked at me like I was an idiot. Again. He might have had a point. “Just undress and get in the shower,” he said.

Yeah. He had a point. The transformation he’d guided me through felt so total that it hadn’t even occurred to me that I could just remove the bum pads, the wig and the boobs, and shower off the makeup. It could all just… come off.

Strange feeling.

“Gotta go!” Ben said, and kissed me gently on the forehead. While I’d been having a moment of self-discovery re my own idiocy, he’d been gathering up his things: he had a couple of heavy duty plastic bags slung over his shoulder. “I’ll leave the trunk,” he added, nodding at the luggage, out of which he’d extracted all the torture devices he used on me, and which contained more clothes and makeup and other drag accessories. It looked emptier than before, and when one of the bags shifted as he moved I snorted in amusement: the outline of his large prosthetic breasts, pressed against the side of a Sainsbury’s bag, had become rather obvious. “Yes, yes,” he said, grinning at me. “They’ll make for an interesting conversation with the Uber driver. I do like to keep them on their toes. You’ve got everything you need?”

I nodded, and he was out of the front door in a whirl.

And I was alone. In Jess’ apartment. In a dress.

And it was getting dark outside.

I needed another drink.







* * *







I knocked back more of the unlabelled liquor — which, I decided, after much contemplation, was mostly cherry flavoured and entirely delicious — and succumbed to slightly drunken boredom. I hunted around the apartment for my phone, expecting to find it in a pile with what might charitably be called my work clothes, but instead I found it, my wallet and my keys on the table by the front door.

Jess was still a no-show.

“You okay?” I called through her bedroom door, managing to stay in head voice.

“Yes,” she replied. I thought I could detect a slight hesitation. I wondered what she was doing in there.

“Ben’s gone to his drag show,” I said, leaning against the door so I didn’t sway on the high heels, “so you need to come out and keep me company.”

“Two minutes,” she called back.

I shrugged and returned to the couch, listening to the sound of my heels on the wooden floor. The steady click-clack was something I’d always associated with women; novel to be responsible for it myself. I sat back down, leaned into the cushions, and experimentally tried crossing my legs. It was uncomfortable to cross them at the thighs — I could feel my cock getting crushed inside the stretchy knickers Ben made me wear, and felt perversely like the reminder of its presence wasn’t helping with the role I was trying to get into — so I settled for crossing them at the ankles, and relaxed.

I was midway through replying to my third work-related email when Jess’ door finally, finally opened.

She’d gotten changed; fair, since she’d been sopping wet when she came back. This wasn’t her usual casual office fare, though, nor was it one of the suits I occasionally had dreams about. Instead she’d picked a v-necked t-shirt and a pair of loose jeans. She looked nice. Comfortable.

I envied her, but I always envied her, so I was used to the feeling, and tidied it easily away.

“Hi,” I said, smiling. “What took you so long?”

“I just—” she started, then interrupted herself. “What happened to your voice?”

I frowned. “You only just noticed? I was yelling at you through your bedroom door.”

She looked nonplussed. “I, uh, didn’t put two and two together,” she admitted. “I was kind of preoccupied. Shit, Alex! Ben said he could do something about your voice, but you sound more feminine than I do! How do you do it?”

“With effort,” I said. “But it’s getting easier. Ben taught me.”

“But you can go back, right?”

So concerned. “So he promises me,” I said. I could tell she expected me to have dropped into my old voice to prove that I could, so I added, “I’m trying to keep it up. As practice. If I’m going to do the trade show, I need to get good.”

“You’re really going to do it?” she said, walking over to the sofa. I shuffled over a little so she could sit next to me without being uncomfortably close; she sat uncomfortably close anyway. Thighs touching. But she fidgeted: hands in her lap, tapping her nails together. Unusually and unexpectedly, of the two of us, she seemed the most nervous.

“Maybe,” I said. I’d been giving it serious thought while I wrote emails on autopilot. And I’d examined myself a few more times in the small mirror hung by the front door, just to remind myself what I looked like. “There’s no way we can get someone else. We were insanely lucky to get the three Hammond girls, and now we’re down to one, so either it’s her and me, or it’s just her.” I held up a finger to forestall her excitement. “I’m not saying I’m definitely going to do it. But I’m less terrified about the prospect than I was.”

“How much less terrified?” Jess asked.

I held up finger and thumb, millimetres apart. “I’ll see how it goes,” I said, “for the next couple of hours. If I don’t completely freak out, it’s a solid maybe.” I shook myself. “I need to lay off the alcohol; can’t rely on being tipsy at the expo.”

She frowned. “You’re drunk? Alex, I—”

I silenced her with a finger to her lips, and then wondered why I was touching her so casually. Alcohol, obviously. I put my finger away. She watched it, in case I did something else unexpected with it.

“Only enough to make my inner voice less screamy,” I said. A lie: my inner voice was having a bit of fun with how self-conscious Jess was being. She was normally so controlled, so together! In all our time together I’d never had the upper hand like this.

“Well, what do you want to do for the next couple of hours, while you sober up?”

Push her! my inner voice said. See just how uncomfortable you can make her!

“Why don’t we go out to dinner?” I said.
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Two

It hadn’t occurred to me before, when Ben was running me around Jess’ flat in my horrible new blue dress, but I’d spent considerable time in Jess’ room, in her most private place, and as Jess led me back in there and I looked around and really took it all in that time, I blushed so red it was visible through the foundation.

And I knew it was visible through the foundation, because Jess grinned at me.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said, as she hauled open Ben’s case and started throwing the contents onto her bed. “It’s just a room.”

a) She was my boss;

b) She was my friend;

c) I’d had a crush on her for more or less as long as I’d known her;

Therefore, no, this was not just a room!

“Just a room,” I said, nodding. I swallowed hard, and I didn’t care that Ben said he couldn’t see my Adam’s apple, I felt it at that moment, felt like it had swollen to the size of a tennis ball. I could barely breathe, I thought.

Until I next tried to take a breath, and it went fine.

“Seriously, Alex,” she said. “Chill. And choose!”

While I was struggling with my anatomy, she’d been laying out Ben’s dresses, so I made myself come look. She’d spread them out on her bed like a neon pride flag made of tacky clothes, and laid flat — unoccupied, as it were — I thought they were kind of ugly. I bet Ben made them work, though; he had the kind of charisma that could make a plain grey bedsheet work.

God, I wanted to see his act.

Still, the fact remained that his taste in dresses tended towards the technicolour, and I didn’t think either of us who remained in Jess’ flat could have pulled any of it off. Certainly not me; my womanhood might have been disposable and very recently acquired, but I was already forming some quite firm opinions on the sort of clothes the girl version of me — I decided to call her Girl Alex, for now — would not want to wear out of the house, and all of Ben’s dresses fell into that category. And Jess and I had already agreed there was no way I could go out in the electric blue dress I was already wearing; I looked like a colour-inverted traffic cone. (At least Ben’s preference for the gaudy meant he’d been able to find a close match for the company colour without leaving his wardrobe, with the only major effort required being to buy a pair of shoes in size 8. Which reminded me: I needed to tell Jess to pay Ben £28.)

I looked up from the kaleidoscope on top of the duvet and caught another glimpse of myself in Jess’ full-length mirror. A glimpse that turned into a gawk. Just when I thought I was getting used to all the new experiences this afternoon was bringing — speaking in this voice, wearing these clothes, being all shoved into unfamiliar and not entirely comfortable underwear — there’d be something that bowled me over again. When we were sitting down on the sofa together, warmly drunk, thighs touching, that something had been the view of my bare legs poking out of a dress that didn’t reach my knees.

Not just that, being honest. It had been the contrast: my legs, waxed and moisturised and looking and feeling like they never had before, next to Jess’ loose and fashionably frayed jeans. A clear visual signifier of the gender I’d (temporarily) left behind.

The feeling of Jess’ jeans brushing against my calves had been electric.

And now I was once again staring at myself, reflected in the mirror in Jess’ bedroom. I looked for all the world like a normal woman, albeit one with questionable taste in clothes. And, like every other time I’d looked at myself since I put the dress on, I struggled to tear my eyes away. I watched myself breathe, mesmerised. When we went out, I’d have to make sure to steer clear of reflective surfaces or we’d never reach our destination.

Also, Ben was right, and my Adam’s apple was nowhere to be seen. A relief, really since it still felt like it was trying to strangle me.

Jess said something, but I missed it. I was too bewitched by this apparition in the mirror, this beautiful woman who, I was suddenly perversely afraid, might vanish without warning.

“You know what’s weird?” I said, aware as I did so that I sounded slightly dazed. “I actually kinda look my age. I’ve never looked my age before. I’ve always looked younger than I am. People always tell me that.”

Jess said something else that I didn’t catch. I ran a finger along my cheekbone and down my jawline, frowning. Despite the horrible goop Ben had covered me in, my jaw still had a little of that strangely smooth feeling you found on men’s faces after they’d had a close shave. I’d have to remember not to let anyone who wasn’t in on the secret touch me there. You know, in case I did go mad and decide to go through with this, after all.

And then her hands closed over my bare shoulders, and I jumped, and I would have turned around except she was holding me in place. I turned my head instead and almost headbutted her; she was so close!

“Alex?” she said. “Are you okay?” That smile of hers again. Turned up at the corner.

“Yeah, I think so,” I said. Head voice, head voice, head voice, I recited to myself. I’d almost cracked on that first word.

“We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.” Her voice was insistent. “Don’t feel like you need to go through with it, just because it was your idea. I’d hate to—”

“Jess?” I interrupted. “Give me a minute.”

She nodded, still holding onto me, and I interrogated myself, trying to push aside the alcohol that was still warming me from the inside out. Trying to ignore the heat of her touch.

Had she ever touched me like that before? I mean, yes, but also no. Maybe I’d just never felt quite so vulnerable around her before.

Concentrate!

What did I want? I wanted our software to find a buyer, to get either a single big contract or a bunch of little guys who could help get our name out there. I wanted our company to succeed. I wanted Jess to be proud of me. That last one was a bigger contributing factor than I might have thought, back before I started working for her, because, even with the contributions I’d made to the codebases of various projects, I’d never felt quite like I belonged among the engineering staff: they all, Jess included, had qualifications, degrees, experience. I was the kid hired straight out of school, who fell into a good job because my family knew the boss’ family, and it was just luck that I turned out to have a knack for coding. Whenever I worked with someone other than Jess, there was a part of me that felt like a fraud. I could almost see the judgements pass through their minds, and it made me self-conscious, which made me, in the moment, worse at my job. Maybe that’s why I threw myself into the organisational stuff so much; despite my shy nature, I was somehow still better at talking to people than our engineering staff, and that felt more like something I could do that was genuinely useful to the company, something I brought to the table that no-one else did — bar Jess, who was still, damn her, far more charismatic than I. (Also taller, more attractive, et cetera.)

So, that was what I wanted. What did I have to do to get it? Right now, what the company needed was to draw attention to ourselves at a crowded trade show and, in that environment, if a large, impressive stand wasn’t practical, pretty girls in eye-catching colours did the trick at least as well; at least, that’s what Jess said, and unlike me, she’d been to one of these things before. She’d probably admired the girls at various stands. Spoken to them. She certainly knew more about that side of the business than I’d been able to learn second-hand online. And since the number of girls available to us had just collapsed to one…

I snorted as I reached the end of the logic chain. I was going to have to be a booth babe. A trade show model. And, judging by the evidence in front of me, it was something I was inexplicably suited for, in a way no-one else we could get our hands on at such short notice was. Hell, with Ben’s makeup and Ben’s considerable padding rounding me out in all the right places, it was almost too easy for me to look in the mirror and forget that the girl looking back at me was me.

The only questions remaining were: was I good enough to fool everyone else? And could I go out in public like this without freaking out?

“Let’s go out,” I said. “Let’s go to dinner.” I patted one of her hands and shrugged to prompt her to remove them from my shoulders. “We need to know if I can handle this around other people, and we need to know if other people see a perfectly normal woman when they look at me. If it’s a negative in either column, we need to come up with a new idea, so the sooner we know, the better.”

“You’re really okay with this?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding emphatically. I tried to sound confident, and it helped a little; with every affirmation I was making myself a little bit more certain I could do this.

“Okay,” she said. “Should we come up with a safe word?”

“A safe word?”

“Pomegranate,” she decided. “If you get too uncomfortable and need to get somewhere safe, just say ‘pomegranate’.”

I laughed. “We’ll be out in public. If I say ‘pomegranate’ and then we both leave without a word, that’s going to look pretty weird. If I need to come home, I’ll just say so.”







* * *







In the Uber, I realised I was sobering up: the nice warm feeling cushioning my anxiety had all but dissipated, and now my belly was filling up with ice cubes. Worse, I needed a piss, and the suspension on the rideshare car was terrible. Have you ever combined a full bladder with tight, restricting underwear and poorly maintained London roads? I do not recommend it.

I’d managed to recalibrate Jess from her automatic assumption that ‘going out to dinner’ meant a posh restaurant for rich people and not, for example, a Pizza Express, and as soon as she got the message it was like a light bulb turned on over her head. She explained to me that she hated those posh places, anyway, that she’d been spending too much time around her father, and she started digging through her drawers.

She found a dark blue dress. At first I thought it was hers, but she corrected me. “No dresses since I was fifteen, remember? This was… Vanessa’s, I think?”

I didn’t ask who Vanessa was. Jess dated quite frequently, though mostly her relationships didn’t last any longer than mine. Married to her work, she always said. And it wasn’t difficult to find girls, she always said. Oh really, I always replied, and that was usually her cue to tell me I should put myself out there more. I do, I would occasionally retort, when I was feeling combative, and she would deflate any incipient tension with one of her little smiles, and I would feel embarrassed and want to stop talking forever.

Anyway, whoever Vanessa was, she had a friend named Millie, who left a handbag, and another called Yumna, who left a necklace. None of it suitable for a reservation at Le Fucke Maison, or wherever the hell (languages are not my strong point; adding an unnecessary extra e to unsuspecting English words apparently is) but probably fine for a meal for two at a classier-than-McDonald’s-but-don’t-go-nuts chain restaurant, and definitely appropriate to my very nascent ideas about what Girl Alex would wear out of the house.

Naturally, none of her ex-girlfriends left behind any trousers for me to wear.

So there I was in the Uber in a borrowed maxi dress (I’d had no prior notion of what a ‘maxi dress’ was, but I was together enough to read the label on the inside) and the heels Ben got me (which didn’t 100% work with the dress, but I was fine with that), worrying about how I was going to take a piss without giving the game away. I had visions of walking into the women’s loos at Pizza Express and being laid suddenly bare in the harsh lighting: stubble visible, body the wrong shape, wig obvious; generally suspicious as hell. I pictured myself held down by restaurant staff while a panicked customer called the police.

At least this dress covered my shoulders and my knees.

We were headed to another part of the city, away from our usual stomping grounds, on the theory that if it all went tits up (pun not intended), we could run like hell and never show our faces there again. I hoped it wouldn’t come to that, though; I’d never run in heels before, and didn’t want to ask Jess to carry me.

“You kids having a nice night out, yeah?” the driver said, shaking me out of my thoughts and distracting me from my bladder.

I looked over at Jess, who was lost in her own world, staring out of the window at the rain. I tried using my mind powers to jolt her out of her introspection and make her reply to him, but I was unfortunately no more psychic than I had been at age ten — when I got a little overexcited after an X-Men movie marathon and tried to catch crockery without touching it — and Jess remained unresponsive. It was up to me.

I swallowed a few times to lubricate my throat; I was going to have to go straight into girl voice, and the thought of fucking it up had turned my mouth into the Sahara and was causing my Adam’s apple to swell again.

“Yes,” I said.

It came out okay! Not my best work, sure — I sounded more like I had when I first started working on it, eight hundred million years ago this afternoon — but good enough. I followed up with a smile, hoping the man would be satisfied.

“On the pull?” he added, with his eyebrows as well as his mouth.

“Just dinner,” I said, affecting what I hoped was a believable degree of satisfaction with this. I didn’t want him to think I was available; I was horrified at the thought that he might try his luck.

He didn’t believe me. I could tell. “You two have a good time, yeah?” the driver said, and his eyes flickered over to Jess before he returned his attention to the road.

I sighed in relief and nudged Jess with my foot.

No response. Damn. When we got to the restaurant, was she just going to keep sitting there? Would I have to lamp her with my shoe to wake her up? I hooked my ankle around her foot — there, again, was the interesting sensation of her jeans on my bare leg — and yanked on her as subtly as I could. As if waking from a dream, she came alive. She blinked at me.

I indicated, using a complex system of frowns and glares, that she should pay some fucking attention. She frowned, realised what I was on about, and mouthed, Sorry.

I should think so too! I mouthed back at her. She wasn’t the one in the dress!

It wasn’t long after that we finally got to the restaurant. The driver parked over the road, told us we were lovely passengers and wished us a wonderful evening. I whipped my phone out of my handbag and gave him a five-star review. He hadn’t tried to hit on me, nor had he beaten the crap out of me for being a man in a dress; he hit all my gold standards for good service.

I hopped out of the car, landed awkwardly on my heels — you try getting used to them in just one afternoon! — and then had to dive for the shelter of an overhanging shopfront. Still raining! And me in just a dress! Jess’ inconsiderate exes hadn’t abandoned any jackets for me to borrow, and we were both too distracted to have picked up an umbrella, so my options were limited. I stood under the veranda and shivered, wrapped my arms around my belly for warmth, and wondered how I was going to make it across the road to Pizza Express without the rain plastering my dress to my body.

Jess announced her arrival with a bit of splashing and some loud swearing, which I thought was on point. She wasn’t wearing significantly more layers than I was, having declined to dress up when we decided on Pizza Express. But she still had a shirt on over her t-shirt. Except, I noticed, when I stopped glaring at the rain and switched to glaring at her, she wasn’t any more; she’d taken it off, and was holding it up in front of me, sheepishly waiting for me to notice.

“You’ll be soaked,” I said.

“I dry off quickly,” she replied, and pushed the shirt into my arms.

Now, I’d never thought of myself as all that small; it wasn’t like I was five foot three or anything, and when I looked it up I turned out to be, in defiance of my day-to-day observations, quite close to the national average. But I knew I was underdeveloped, largely because other men seemed to think it important to tell me. At length. And not just at school, where I’d grown to expect that kind of thing from boys, but in my adult life, too. The building we leased had a mini-gym in the basement, and Jess was always trying to get me to come with her, to get in a spot of exercise before work, and since my ability to resist her had never been spectacular — witness the dress! — she eventually succeeded. And at first it was okay. Kind of fun. But then she got a call from a client and had to run upstairs to talk to them, which left me alone with my ill-fitting gym clothes, my inferiority complex, and some guy from the office on the ground floor. She’d been gone for barely thirty seconds when the guy stopped the treadmill, looked me up and down with a patronising grin, said I had ‘potential’ that my ‘friend’ was clearly neglecting, and offered to be my personal trainer.

I didn’t even make my excuses; I just left. I legged it back up the stairs, dumped the borrowed tank top and joggers in Jess’ office, and spent the rest of the morning sulking and trying not to remember what the other boys used to say to me in the changing room after PE. Jess, bless her, brought me a Pepsi and an apology and a gentle kiss on the top of my head when she returned.

So the memory wasn’t all bad.

But, yeah, I knew I was scrawny and insufficiently masculine in basically all possible ways, but they sold my size in the men’s section of the department store, didn’t they? There were other men shaped like me, even if we had to flick to the back of the rack when we wanted to buy jeans. And Jess, yes, was taller than me, and worked out, but we were more or less the same shape, I’d thought; minus some breasts on my part.

I put on Jess’ shirt, and I realised that had never been true. And it wasn’t exactly huge — it wasn’t like crawling into a makeshift tent, the way it had felt when Mum brought home clothes from the charity shop for me to grow into that I never actually grew into — but it was clearly baggy at the shoulders, too long at the wrists, and generally hung on me like a Christmas present sent by a distant overseas relative who got the size conversion very wrong.

Jess snorted. “You look cute,” she said.

“First thing tomorrow,” I replied, “I’m getting a gym membership. You hear me, Jess?” I flapped an arm, loose inside the fabric. “I’m going to make myself massive.”

“Hard to imagine. Come on; I’m hungry.”

She reached for my arm and pulled on me, and we crossed the street as quickly as we could.







* * *







“Jess,” I hissed as we slipped gratefully inside the Pizza Express, “I need to piss.”

“So piss,” she whispered back.

“Like this?”

“Oh,” she said. “Right. Let’s go, then.”

“What do you mean—?”

I got the answer to my question when she took my hand, laced our fingers together, and struck out for the loos. I had to follow or I risked getting my arm ripped off, so I teetered along next to her, uncomfortable on my heels not so much from how they felt to wear but from the sound, from how audible they were, from how a whole restaurant full of non-crossdressers could hear them, could hear me, and—

“Excuse me, young man.”

Jess stopped quickly, enough that I almost banged into her. She’d been reaching for the door to the ladies’ lav at the same time as two older women were leaving, and one of them was looking at us much harder than I wanted anyone to look at me, ever. ‘Young man,’ she said.

I was convinced I was about to be murdered by Pizza Express waitstaff. Or possibly by a sour-faced old woman.

“Leave it, Peg,” the other woman said.

“No, I will not,” said the first woman. “Young man,” she continued, turning her attention, inexplicably, to Jess, “this is a family restaurant, and I will not have you—”

“Peg!”

“—banging your little trollop in the—”

“Ma’am,” Jess said sharply, pitching her voice higher than I’d ever heard it, “I am not a man, and she is not a trollop, and you will keep your nose out of our business.”

“No, you—”

“Would you like me to call for the manager?”

“No, I—”

“Come on, Peg,” the other woman said, tugging at the belligerent woman’s sleeve. “Let them alone.”

The first woman, aware that she’d lost the moment but refusing to be cowed, directed a final glare at Jess and me and then walked away with her head held high, muttering under her breath. Jess watched until she and her friend left the restaurant — either they’d already eaten, or they’d lost their appetite — and then looked down at me. She was still holding my hand, and she squeezed it gently before letting me go.

“Sorry about that,” she said, and held open the door for me.

I felt like I was going to die. From the moment of the first accusation I’d felt dizzy and nauseous, a sensation that only increased when I realised that it was Jess, and not me, who was the subject of the old bag’s ire. I hadn’t said anything! I hadn’t done anything! Wasn’t I supposed to be, I didn’t know, a man? The one who was supposed to step in and protect his friends when they needed it?

I was being stupid and irrational — no-one would ever look to me to protect them, for one thing, and Jess clearly didn’t need it, for another — but I couldn’t stop. Not even when Jess gave me a little push; I just walked forward, let her guide me into the bathroom.

“Alex?” she said.

I shook my head, trying to clear it. I needed to help her. She’d just been accused and misgendered and I needed to help my friend!

“Um,” I said. Not enough! “Uh, what— What the fuck was that?”

“It happens,” she said curtly.

I gaped at her. In my chest, my heart was still trying to break out through my ribs. “How?” I demanded. “Why? What—?”

“It doesn’t matter, Alex. Please, just pee? So we can eat?”

It bothered her. I could tell. But I didn’t know what to do about it, because it was just so ridiculous. It made no sense! Yes, okay, she was tall and she had short hair and I was still wearing her shirt, so her t-shirt exposed her relatively broad shoulders and her toned upper arms, but she was— she was—

She was the most beautiful, arresting woman I’d ever known. To think anyone would think her a man…!

“Sorry,” I said. Lamely, I took her shirt off. Handed it back.

“Thanks,” she said quietly.

I pissed. I had a bit of a moment when I pulled down the tucking knickers too quickly, and it hurt quite a lot, but honestly? I barely noticed. I wiped up and put myself back together and I took my time about it, but when I left the cubicle, Jess was still out of sorts. And I didn’t think the encounter had rocked her confidence the way it had mine; she’d just seemed angry. I was, too, but I was angry for her, and that’s an easier emotion to direct; she was angry for herself, in the way that summons energy to the limbs that requires an outlet, and I knew and she knew that she couldn’t have one. That she was in a Pizza Express bathroom, and no matter the insult, she had to let it go.

I didn’t know whether to give her space or give her a hug.

When I got done washing my hands, I was ready to look her in the eyes again, and she had her smile waiting for me, turned up at one corner. Back to normal. And then she reached for me, took my chin in her hand — my heart, once again, sped up — and frowned a little, pinching her eyebrows together.

“Your eye makeup’s a little much,” she said. “Ben went a bit overboard. May I?”

I didn’t know what she wanted to do, but I didn’t want her to stop holding me like that, I didn’t want her to back away from me, and I liked that she had something else to concentrate on, so I said, “Always.”

Always? I demanded of myself, as she wet a finger and started dabbing it above my left eye. I closed it for her, to make her job easier, and she nodded her appreciation. I, meanwhile, kept yelling at myself. Always?!

I’d always wondered if she knew about my little crush on her, hopelessly one-sided though it was and always would be, but that kind of thing? Gives the bloody game away.

Well done, Alex.

She brushed at me a little more with her fingers, and then leaned in even closer. “Close both eyes,” she whispered. I complied, and she gently blew across my face, then continued her work.

“How do you know this stuff?” I asked.

“Picked it up from other girls,” she murmured. “And from Mum. I didn’t stop wearing makeup until I went to uni, you know. Even without the dresses, I was quite the little feminine princess.”

“That’s so hard to imagine.”

“That,” she said, as she made her finishing touches and, tragically, leaned away from me, “is the idea.”







* * *







The waitress led us to a table at the rear of the restaurant, dropped off some menus and left us to it, and I was grateful for that, because I was still shaken from our encounter at the loos, and I’d spent the short walk from the podium near the entrance entirely convinced everyone had heard it.

It was a miracle I didn’t fall off my heels.

Jess, conversely, was as smooth as ever, with a professional smile for the waitress and a concerned one for me.

“Alex,” she whispered, as I manoeuvred myself into my chair, “smooth out your dress.” I looked at her, stuck hovering half in my chair, with no idea what she meant. “Smooth out the skirt,” she said, miming the action, “so it doesn’t bunch up underneath you.”

“Oh,” I said, finally getting it, and then finally understanding why the girls I’d been out with had also done it. I copied her movements and sat, and the dress sat with me, agreeably unwrinkled. “Thanks.”

“You okay?” she asked.

“Am I okay? What about you?”

“I told you,” she said, though with no trace of her earlier frustration, “it happens sometimes.”

“I still think it makes no sense,” I protested.

“Well, aren’t you the sweetest lil’ thing!” she replied, dropping briefly and confusingly into a Southern US accent. Trying to calm me down with inappropriate humour, I decided, like she did when I got annoyed at a coding problem I couldn’t solve. “Seriously, though, I’m more worried about you. You’re shaking, Alex.”

I looked at my hand, which I’d thought was just resting idly on the table. Sure enough, I was, with my fingers getting the worst of it. I covered them with my other hand, but for obvious reasons, it didn’t help. Not until Jess reached over and took both my hands in hers.

“What am I doing?” I asked her.

She kept hold of my hands. “You’re sitting here with me,” she said quietly. “You’re safe. And I know you’re scared, but I promise you, you don’t need to be.”

“I feel like everyone knows. That’s what I thought, when the woman stopped us—”

“—I know—”

“—but then she was talking about you, and I’m being so selfish, because I can’t get it out of my mind—”

“—you’re not being selfish—”

“—that what if she was talking about me? What if anyone sees through me? It only takes one, Jess.”

“No-one’s going to see through you,” she said, tilting her head, smiling at me again. A different sort of smile than usual; wistful, maybe. “If they do, we’ll deal with it, just like before. But they won’t.”

I couldn’t let it go. “How do you know that?”

“Because you’re gorgeous, Alex.”

It was like being slapped.

She didn’t say it before. And I realised, thinking back, that maybe she was carefully not saying it, that she didn’t want to push me too far, too fast. That she was being accommodating to my masculine pride. It’d been me who suggested — like an idiot — that we went out, and Jess who went along with it. And though she’d been reassuring all the way, she hadn’t said anything about my appearance, not since her first, ambiguous, “Holy shit!” back in her apartment.

Ben said it a lot, but I didn’t know Ben, had no idea how much of what he said was well-intentioned encouragement and how much was genuine.

But I knew Jess. And Jess wouldn’t lie. Not about something so important.

“You really think so?” I whispered. Even whispers sounded different in head voice.

“Alex,” she said, “did you look at yourself in any of those mirrors?”

“Yes,” I said, “but you can only see yourself from the front in a mirror, right? And I’m—” I dropped my voice again, “—a man.” I ignored her raised eyebrow and ploughed ahead. “My shoulders won’t look right from behind, or I won’t walk right, or— or something. I keep expecting to have a problem.”

“‘A problem’?” she echoed.

“Yes,” I said, “a problem. Like, people kicking the shit out of me, for example?” I was fixated on the idea that people were going to hurt me.

She blinked at me. “Alex,” she said, “you have no worries on that front.” She looked around, and matched my whisper, “You look like a girl. I know this might be hard to hear…”

“It’s not,” I insisted. “Maybe I’ll have a freakout about that when we’re home safe again, but for now, I just want to hear no-one’s going to find me out. If it’s true, I mean.”

“It is. They won’t. You look right. You sound right. You even walk right. Did Ben train you on that, too?”

“It’s the shoes.” I squirmed in my seat, suddenly very aware of all the things I was wearing under my dress. “And all this padding. I couldn’t walk like I normally do, even if I wanted to.”

“Well,” she said, finally letting my hands go and sitting back, “it works.” She took a deep breath, looked searchingly at me. “It all really works.”

I stretched out my fingers. They weren’t shaking any more; she must have been getting through to me. I waited for my brain to catch up with them, and as I did, I finally took in where we were: we were in a restaurant together! And if Jess was right, if it really was true that no-one was going to look at me and see a crossdresser, then they’d see two women together at an intimate table in the quiet part of a Pizza Express. How many of them would assume we were on a date?

I thought about the women who occasionally came by the office, to pick her up for some romantic entanglement or other, and tried to decide if I should act more like them, or less.

“Are you ready to order?”

The lurking waitress startled us both. Just our luck to end up at the only Pizza Express where the waitstaff were trained for stealth combat operations. But unless she’d been lurking for more than about ten seconds, she couldn’t have heard anything incriminating, so I told myself not to worry about it.

We ordered. 

Figuring I’d better watch my waistline for the next few days, I picked something light. I didn’t think about my diet most of the time — I ate whatever found its way in front of me, generally once a day, sometimes twice — so it was possible a pasta bowl and salad was overkill (underkill?) for the weight-conscious woman I was pretending to be, but at least I wouldn’t be uncomfortably full by the end of the evening. Jess ordered a pizza, obviously — I resolved to steal a couple of pepperoni slices — and a bottle of white wine for the table.

Wine? Is that such a good idea? I asked her with my eyebrows. She understood, of course, and when the waitress returned to her stealth fortress, replied out loud, “I need a drink. Like, I really need a drink. It seems like it helped you out.”

“Oh?”

“I’m not as relaxed as I might seem.”

“I could probably do with another drink, too,” I said honestly, as I wondered what she meant by that. Was she still rattled from before? “I burned off all the alcohol I had earlier, and I’m running on pure inertia. I don’t know how long it’ll carry me before I just sort of—” I mimed dropping head-first onto the table, “—crash and burn.”

“Then the wine was a great choice. You’ll like it, I think; not a bad pick for a chain restaurant.”

Rich girls! “Snob,” I said, and wrinkled my nose at her.

“Peasant,” she said back. An old joke. I contained my snort of amusement — it would have been unladylike! — and blew her a kiss instead; it seemed more in the spirit of our respective roles.

Like the lead in a cheesy rom-com, she pretended to catch it.

We shared a laugh and, finally, I felt some of the tension dissipate. She felt it too, I was sure, since she rolled her shoulders and sat back even more, draping an arm over the back of her chair and looking at me with her head tilted. I felt a brief surge of desire — nothing out of the ordinary when I was around her — and wished, sincerely and desperately, if only for a moment, that I really could be one of those girls who came to visit her, that I was taking her out, or she was taking me out, that this evening could end in any way other than me stripping off the clothes and the wig and the padding Ben had given me, and going home alone, without her.







* * *







We polished off the first bottle in record time and ordered a second to arrive with our food. By halfway through — me, with my pile of pasta and greens; Jess, with her gargantuan pizza (minus a few pepperoni slices) — I was nicely relaxed and enjoying myself.

So many things about being out in public as a woman were interestingly different. The waitress smiled at me, but not in quite the way I was used to. The other women in the restaurant were sort of neutral-friendly towards me, rather than neutral-indifferent, and the men? They were—

They were unsettling. They stared when they thought I couldn’t see them, and a handful of them kept it up when I caught them at it.

I wondered if I’d ever done that. If I’d ever sat in a public place and made some poor woman uncomfortable with my unwanted attention. I didn’t think so. I’d never much been in the habit of noticing people, and preferred in public to keep my attention on my phone, on the horizon, or, in extremis, on an interesting paving slab. The few girls I’d somehow managed to date had been the ones to make the approach; more or less out of the blue, as far as I was concerned. Apparently, I looked ‘cute’ and ‘interesting’.

Unfortunately, I was also ‘distant’, ‘busy’ and, although this one was more subtext than outright stated, ‘sexually inadequate’, and so the subsequent relationships tended to be short.

I tucked my hair back — it had slipped a bit while I was looking around the room — and smiled to myself: playing with my hair like that was an unconscious behaviour, a bit of rediscovered muscle memory. I’d had long hair for most of my teen years, and dealing with it became second nature. It wasn’t a fashion choice; it wasn’t really my choice at all. I was never especially interested in how I looked, and Mum always said she thought I had lovely hair, which was all the justification I needed to let it grow as it wished, with just the occasional trim at home, to fix split ends. I had it cut short only twice: once to try and get the boys at school off my back (it didn’t work; they kept bullying me), and once before my interview with Jess, as part of an attempt to look professional (it didn’t work; I had the cut two days before and swiftly discovered I didn’t know how to care for short hair).

So I was used to having long hair, and the wig was almost comforting because of that. But it was also more styled and cared-for than my real hair had ever been. I ran the light waves of the wig through my fingers, amused that I’d paid more attention to my appearance in the last few hours than I had, cumulatively, over the last few years, and felt curiously ashamed of my past self. I resolved to do better in the future, and smiled at the idea that spending time as a woman would make me a better man.

At the very least, I could take better care of my hair. Maybe grow it out again, but on purpose this time.

“What are you thinking about?” Jess asked. I jumped; I hadn’t noticed her return to the table. I looked up from my near-empty plate to see her smiling curiously at me.

“Just about all this,” I said. “About how different it is. From, you know, usual.”

Her smile widened, and she leaned forward, shoving her empty plate to the side. “Tell me.”

I made a show of glancing around the restaurant. Business had picked up a lot since we arrived, and there was a family sitting directly behind her. The boy of the family had been looking at me a lot; I wouldn’t put it past the cheeky little shit to be listening, too.

“Ask me again later?” I said.

“I will.”

I didn’t say anything for a little while. I just looked at her, thinking hard, trying to decide if it was just the wine giving me this sudden confidence or if it was real. Because if it was real — and I did have to concede that since we’d sat down our meal had been entirely uneventful — then I had something to say.

“Alex?” she said softly.

The purpose of coming out to the restaurant had been to test for failure, and so far no-one had screamed or hit me or called the police or given any other indication they’d discovered I was not what I appeared to be; I, for my part, had pretty much gotten over my earlier nerves. People were just… treating me normally.

But I had to be sure.

“How do you think I’m doing?” I asked. “Do I still seem like—” I whispered again, “—a normal woman? Or do I come across as someone who doesn’t know what the fuck he— she’s doing?” The pronoun nearly got me. I’d have to watch out for that.

“Honestly?” she said. “You’re doing amazing. I wouldn’t know you were even thinking about it if we weren’t, you know, talking about it. You’re a natural, Alex. More than I ever was, I’ll tell you that.”

I giggled, mentally swapping our clothes over, putting myself in the shirt and t-shirt and jeans and Jess in my blue dress.

“But I want to check in,” she continued. “Put aside all the— all the passing anxiety. How do you feel? Knowing that people are looking at you and seeing—” her whisper dropped even lower, “—a woman?”

“As long as that’s what they’re seeing,” I said.

“It is. They see a woman. A beautiful woman.”

“Then I feel fine.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Because if it starts to get—”

“I’ll do it,” I said.

Jess blinked at me. “Do what?”

“The expo. I’ll do it. I can do it. I will do it.” I grinned, suddenly energised. Because it felt different between us. Not in any way I could ever hope to act on, not in any way with a future. But Jess called me beautiful. Jess called me gorgeous. And for a while — maybe for a long weekend — I could pretend that I was, that she was telling more than a temporary truth, that she was praising more than the makeup and the hair and the padding. That we had a future as more than friends. “I’ll do it!” I repeated.

Jess echoed my grin and grabbed my hand again, squeezing it. I got the feeling she would have leapt over the table and hugged me if we weren’t in relatively polite company.

“Thank you so much, Alex,” she said. “Your modelling fee is going to be insane.”

“I like the sound of that.”

“You know,” she added thoughtfully, “we don’t have to end the night here. We could go somewhere.”

“Like where?”

“I don’t know!” She seemed to have borrowed some of my energy, from what source or for what reason I couldn’t guess, but it was a side of her I didn’t see often. I felt sad, just a little, imagining that this was the woman her girlfriends saw, and then immensely privileged, for exactly the same reason. “I just want to go out! Show you off!”

My turn to blink at her, baffled. “‘Show me off’?” Yes, she’d said I was beautiful, but that implied—

It implied something.

She pulled her phone out of her pocket and unlocked it, presumably to search for somewhere nearby, some place to ‘show me off’, but then she said, “Fuck.”

“What is it?” I asked quickly. I couldn’t imagine what it could be, but anything that cut our evening short was on my shitlist.

“If you’re really doing this, we need to get your measurements to the tailoring company,” she said. “Tonight.”

“Fuck,” I agreed.

“You get us an Uber back to my place,” she said, and started looking around for the stealth waitress. “I’ll get the bill.”







* * *







It was the same Uber driver. I climbed into his back seat, draped once again in Jess’ shirt, and wondered how many embarrassing experiences it would take finally to kill me. He smiled and winked at me and I decided that, yes, that wink might well turn out to be enough to take me to the embarrassment LD50 threshold. Goodbye, cruel world, etc.

And then I pushed it all aside. Fuck it! He was just one guy! And I was riding too high to care. I’d shot off a quick email to the tailors, who came back instantly — workaholics surrounded me on all sides — and confirmed that they wouldn’t start work on the dresses until morning, so we had all night to get them the measurements. Crisis averted: all I had to do was measure myself, get Emily Swan’s measurements off her file, pass everything along to the tailors and then I could succumb joyfully to the pleasant alcoholic glow that suffused me from top to toe. In the face of such relief, a mere wink from a man who thought I was a woman, that I was on the pull couldn’t make much of a dent.

I sank into the seat cushions and felt very content.

“You having a good night, then?” the driver said.

Jess spoke up before I could. “Yes, thanks,” she said. “We had… something to discuss.”

“Oh-ho! So it was a date, then!”

“No, no,” I said hurriedly, “it was a business meeting.”

“Ah,” the driver said, his grin broadening.

“And a date,” Jess said, leaning towards me and taking my hand. The driver’s smile froze for a second. “We just started going out, and she works for me, so it’s awkward. And could get a bit legal.” Ah, the old ‘stuff a kernel of truth into your sack of lies’ trick.

“Oh?”

“She’s my secretary,” she said, smirking at me.

“I’m her personal assistant,” I corrected, refusing to accept the downgrade.

Jess stuck out her tongue at me. I almost reciprocated before I remembered about the driver, who was watching us in the rear-view with obvious amusement, so I bottled it. When the driver looked away again, I raised a fist and brandished it where only Jess could see, a dire warning of future terrible punishments.

Her answering grin was impossibly wide.







* * *







I locked myself in the bathroom and immediately disrobed, taking great pleasure in hanging the dress up on the shower rail and theatrically turning my back on it. It wasn’t that it was a bad dress, or that I disliked the idea of wearing dresses — over the last few hours, the stunning revelation that they were just tubes of fabric like everything else I’d worn my entire life, except with the holes in different places, had sunk in so gently that I barely noticed until I’d gotten naked — but while wearing it I felt strangely vulnerable. Especially when I was alone with Jess. I couldn’t stop thinking about what she said in the restaurant, about what she said in the Uber, about what came naturally for her in these situations, and I could have sworn, once or twice, that she looked at me like I wasn’t Alex any more. And that had been before she opened the door to her apartment for me, offered me another drink, and sat expectantly on the sofa with her arm draped along the top of the cushions.

At least she’d looked startled when I boggled at her and bolted for the bathroom.

“It’s not you!” I whispered to myself, unravelling the cloth tape measure. “She’s just drunk and running on autopilot!” What I didn’t say aloud: Don’t let yourself hope, Alex.

I might have made a more convincing argument, but shortly afterwards I fell in the bath while trying to get my inside leg measurement.

The next few minutes didn’t go much better. I almost dropped my phone in the toilet, I nearly brained myself on the sink, and I failed utterly to get a single useful number off the tape measure. Either I wasn’t bendy enough to do this on my own, or it was a two-person job.

Great.

Even with the bum pads and the alarmingly tight knickers covering up all my traditionally naked parts — and a couple of extra naked parts I’d borrowed from Ben — I still felt naked, and I very much did not want to be naked in front of Jess.

No choice, though. I threw the dress back on and unlocked the bathroom door. Jess, thankfully, had relocated to the kitchen table and was working away on her laptop. It didn’t seem like her heart was in it — she looked sleepy — but at least when she smiled at me it was as my friend Jess, not as whoever she’d briefly become. I joined her, pulling out a stool from the other end of the kitchen table and sitting cross-legged on it.

“All done?” she asked.

“Not yet,” I said hesitantly. “I, um, need to ask you for a favour.”

“Considering what you’re doing for me — for our company — I’ll grant you any favour you like.”

I blushed so hard I could feel it in my feet, and I knew she could see it; there was no way any amount of foundation could conceal that level of embarrassment. “I need you to measure me,” I whispered. “All over. I can’t do it on my own.”

She thought for a moment, looking hard at me. And then she smiled with the corner of her mouth and nodded to herself, as if one side of her had just won an argument against the other side.

“Okay,” she said.

I silently pushed my unlocked phone across the kitchen table, and she checked over the tailor’s web app. It guided you through the process from start to end and showed a woman’s silhouette with all the required measurements marked against her body.

Some of them were in very delicate areas. I’m pretty sure I watched her realise this.

“Do you mind if I rifle through your drawers again?” I asked. “This dress is long enough that it’ll get in the way of some of the…” I trailed off. Some of the dot dot dot indeed.

She nodded, still frowning at my phone, so I escaped to her bedroom and quietly died for a minute.

Once I was done with my crisis, I searched through more leavings of her various exes and found a crumpled-up nightie. It was a little bit cute and, when I tried it on, a little bit tight, and there was no way it belonged to Jess; it was tighter than the maxi dress! But it was either that or steal one of Jess’ tops, which I knew from borrowing her shirt would be far too loose on me. I considered, briefly, nipping back out and looking for my top, but I couldn’t remember where I’d left it, and I wanted to be done with this part; it had the potential to get seriously embarrassing.

I examined my reflection. It was tight, but not uncomfortably so. It was short enough that the thigh and leg measurements ought not to be a problem, and the material was thin enough that the measurements around my waist and chest ought to be doable without me having to disrobe. The very bottom of my padded butt stuck out below the hem, which made me grateful we’d approved knee-length dresses for the girls at the expo.

Even with the protruding pads, though, I still looked… good.

Far too good. I wondered if Ben could even recreate such a miracle, if this was a one-night-only deal, if all this would vanish come the morning, never to return.

Flattering, Alex, I told myself. You’re a pumpkin carriage. Possibly a mouse horse.

“Shit, though,” I whispered to myself. The girl in the mirror really was enchanting.

It felt strange, walking out of my Jess’ bedroom in just a nightie, and I could tell she had the exact same reaction as soon as she saw me, because her eyes widened and she made a little noise in her throat. How many other girls had she seen, dressed like this, walking out of this door?

Not a helpful thought, Alex.

I took another deep breath as I rounded the table and made my way to the middle of the room. She’d turned off the main light, I noticed, darkening the whole place. The only sources of illumination now were the spotlight above the stove, the work light on the kitchen table and the little lamp by the television on the other side of the room.

Too intimate. Nothing I could really do about that, though, unless I wanted to make things awkward — more awkward — by actually talking about it.

“I’m ready,” I said.

She took a few seconds to get moving, so I raised my arms into what seemed like a handy measure-me position. T-pose to assert dominance.

“Alex,” she said, “Tell me if I make you uncomfortable, yeah? At any point.”

I laughed, a little hysterical. “If that’s the criterion, back away now,” I said. “But, yeah, if I need a break, I’ll say. What was the word? Pomegranate. I’ll say pomegranate.” I’d doubtless make some kind of noise, anyway.

She dragged a stool over from the kitchen and placed her laptop carefully on top. She took another step towards me and unrolled the cloth tape with an apologetic look on her face.

“From the top?” she asked, and I nodded.

With a nervous but theatrical flourish, she held the tape up in front of me and let it unroll until the other end hit the floor. Then she stepped around behind me, and I could do nothing but guess at what was coming next, until I felt her toe against my ankle, holding the tape taut as she ran it the length of my body to the top of my head.

Safely out of her sight, I bit my lip, almost hard enough to break the skin. Her hand was on my back, smoothing out the tape, her fingers were running up my spine from my coccyx to my neck, and I had to do something to fight the impulse to shiver.

I couldn’t remember the last time anyone touched me like that.

“One-seventy centimetres,” she whispered, and left me on my own for a moment, almost quivering, while she recorded the number on her laptop.

“I don’t need to know every number,” I said, struggling to maintain both head voice and composure. Her fingers were so warm. I’d never been so aware of someone’s presence.

“Stay still,” she said, smiling and holding up a finger. I braced myself — I’ve never liked the feel of things pressing on my neck; fortunately for me, I went into software engineering, a field mostly allergic to neckties — and thus did not flinch when she pressed it against my throat. She wrapped the tape around my neck, captured her finger inside, and pulled it tight. “Small…” she muttered.

“I can’t be that small, can I?” I protested, trying to keep the mood light.

She smirked at me. “Don’t worry, Alex; size doesn’t matter.”

And then she reacted strangely, as if she’d uttered some terrible insult and not simply a crude joke, and I thought she might apologise, but instead she looked away from me — I wondered if she was blushing, if her cheeks would feel hot if I reached out and touched them — and took my arm and shoulder measurements from behind me.

After typing them into the laptop, she paused, tense, with her back to me. “I need to go around your chest,” she said. “Around your breasts.”

“It’s okay,” I said, resuming my T-pose when she turned around. “It’s not like they’re mine.” I repeated the phrase in my head a couple more times.

She nodded and stepped up to me. Still warm. She held the end of the tape against one of my nipples — well, against the fake nipple on the tip of the fake breast — and, apparently unable to control herself, pushed against it, compressing the soft, fleshy material against me.

“Do you mind if I—?”

I had no idea what she was asking, so I just nodded. She reached up with her other hand and cupped my breast in her palm, weighing it like a newborn kitten.

“Weird,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said, feeling a little faint. I didn’t like her frown. “‘Weird’ is my word of the day.” I could feel her hand against my chest, my real chest, and the way she was taking the weight of the breast, manipulating it, sending ripples through it, was having an interesting effect on my nipple, buried somewhere under there. I never thought nipples could be sensitive like that. At least, not the ones on me. I supposed I’d never really prodded at them before. 

“No,” she said, “I mean, it’s weird that it’s not weird.” She shook her head, and repeated, “It feels so real.”

I waved my arms slightly; they were getting tired. “Could you do the measurement so I can lower my arms?”

“Oh. Sure.”

She let go of my breast — the breast — and wrapped the tape around my torso, pulling it tight. As soon as she took a step backwards to record the result, I gratefully let my arms drop.

She nudged my wrist. “I still need your arms up a little,” she said. “I need to find the narrowest part of your waist.”

“It’ll be somewhere above the pads,” I said. Before today, before acquiring the uncomfortable new accessories Ben loaned me, I’d been more or less a straight line up and down, like a pencil that was good with people but didn’t get a lot of third dates. Now I went in and out in all the appropriate places.

Jess crouched down, which brought her head roughly level with my navel, and wrapped the cloth tape around my waist. She frowned, pinched the fabric of the nightie so it was as tight as it could get, and then pulled on the tape again. I stood there for what seemed like an hour while she fussed, apparently having some difficulty locating the exact narrowest part of my body. She had a palm flat on my belly, which was extremely distracting and probably had something to do with me losing track of time. When finally she let me go, I swayed a little, overcompensating for not having her steadying hand on my stomach any more.

“Sorry,” she said. “Should have warned you.”

I smiled, and felt my blush, which had been getting to know parts of my face it’d never visited before, deepen further. “Not your fault,” I replied in a near-whisper. “I kind of zoned out.”

She turned away to record whatever number she’d finally come up with on the computer, and I put a hand over the warm spot on my belly, crinkling the fabric of the nightgown in my fingers. If you’d asked me, right then, what I was feeling, I couldn’t have answered. I’d never felt it before.

Waist-to-neck and waist-to-floor were straightforward and didn’t induce any confusing sensations. I was grateful for the breather.

“You doing okay?” Jess asked, standing in front of me and stretching a leg. I felt bad for her, doing all the work, and then I remembered which one of us was in the nightie.

“I think so,” I said. I was feeling wrung out; I’d had a decent quantity of wine on top of the liquor from earlier, and the alcohol was starting to seep out through my pores, leaving behind tired and dehydrated flesh. I wanted nothing more than to steal a bottle from Jess’ mineral water stash, down it in one, and fall asleep in a dark, warm hole. And not only were we not yet done with the measurements, but I would also have to undress, shower, and get an Uber back to my personal dark, warm hole before I could sleep. Depressing.

“You sure?” She looked concerned, and reached out to me, grasping my upper arm in a gentle hand. I closed my other hand over hers and smiled.

“I’m sure. Just tired.”

She grinned and squeezed my arm. “Me too,” she said. “I feel like if I blink for too long right now, I might never open my eyes again. Long day, huh?”

“Long day,” I agreed. “Now stop stalling and do your job!”

I had a go at injecting some levity, but when she crouched down in front of me again, when she put her hand on my hip, it was like someone hit me with defib paddles. She wasn’t even touching me, had her hand instead on the pads I was wearing around my hip and butt, but that didn’t seem to matter. Just the pressure was enough.

Enough for what, I didn’t yet know. Sweat was sticking the nightgown to my back, and I hoped she wouldn’t notice.

She wound the tape around me, and I did my best to stay still.

“Two to go,” she whispered. Still crouching, she lifted the hem of my nightgown just a little and wound the tape around my thigh. Her fingers met, pinching the tape tight, and I could feel the pressure of both her hands between my thighs.

Warm.

I wanted to squeeze my thighs together to keep her there. I felt my cock tighten in anticipation. Trapped as it was inside those horrible knickers, it was an only slightly unpleasant mixture of pleasure and pain.

What exactly am I anticipating here? I thought, suddenly horrified at myself. Jess was a lesbian! Whatever fantasies I was entertaining were solely in my head and, for the good of our friendship, had to remain there!

She leaned away to use her computer and I squirmed as subtly as I could, unable to calm myself, caught in the throes of nascent arousal and desperate shame as the most sensitive part of my body started to push against the tight tucking underwear.

“Last one,” she said, turning back to me and crouching down by my feet. “Um, lower your feet, please?”

I hadn’t even realised I was standing on tiptoes. I forced myself to rest, and felt the end of the tape under my heel.

Even after the thigh, I wasn’t prepared for what came next. Jess ran the tape slowly up my leg, pressing it against the inside of my calf and then my knee, smoothing it as she went. She slowed as she approached my thigh. Her thumb glided over my bare, newly hairless skin, all the way up to my crotch, and I shivered. She held the tape there with one hand, and with the other she gently raised my foot so she could retrieve the other end. She pulled the tape taut, leaning in as she did so, her head resting on my hip, her breath warming the top of my thigh, the back of her hand pressing against my crotch.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “But I… I can’t get it any other way.”

I couldn’t say anything. It was just too much. My cock stiffened again and I suppressed a gasp. I had no idea if she felt it move under her hand, if a sensation that felt seismic to me was even perceptible to her. I tried to freeze, to lock my body into place, but hot waves were cresting all over my body and the tides were dragging me down at the knees. I put out a hand to steady myself, aiming for her shoulder but shaking so much I landed on her head instead, and pressed it harder into my hip.

“Shit,” I said, letting go of her and knotting my hands together behind my back. “Didn’t mean to. I’m getting a bit wobbly.”

“S’okay.”

She released me and wound up the tape, sitting back on her ankles and granting me relief from the sensations that were battering me. She still had one hand on my thigh, and she gave me a reassuring squeeze before she stood up. She took her laptop back over to the kitchen table, presumably to enter the last measurement and email the tailor. It was over.

Overwhelmed, I collapsed onto the nearest piece of furniture available and sank into the sofa cushions. My crotch throbbed, my jaw ached from clenching it and my blood was boiling all over, so I just lay there for a minute, too exhausted, too confused, too fucking hot to pretend to myself or to Jess that something hadn’t just happened to me.

I’d never been so aroused, not with anyone, and I knew with a certainty that shook me to my core that if, when her hand was on my crotch, she’d pulled my underwear aside and touched me more intimately, I would have let her. I would have begged her to keep touching me.

This wasn’t a crush. Not any more. This was something I had to get a handle on. Fast.

It was getting painful down there. Trapped in the tucking underwear and unable to become erect, my cock was rubbing against the fabric, and wriggling my hips to try to free it only made things worse. I had to clap a hand over my mouth to quiet the sound that tried to escape me.

Perhaps the only thing to do was to reach down with my other hand, and—

Jess came over. She looked down at me, a silhouette against the glow from the lamp by the television.

“Alex,” she said, “I’m really sorry.”

“Jess, it’s okay.”

“I didn’t want to—”

Don’t say it! “It’s okay,” I repeated.

“You okay?” she said.

I quickly redirected my hands, one to my belly and the other behind my head, and forced a smile onto my face. “You ask that a lot,” I said.

She returned my smile, crouching down next to me, joining me in the little circle of light. She reached out with her hand as if intending to take mine, but redirected at the last moment, acting like she meant to steady herself on the sofa all along.

“I think it a lot,” she said.

Just looking at her was helping calm me down. Her face was probably, after my mother’s, the face I knew best, having seen it every weekday and some weekends since I started working for her. She was Jess. And I was Alex. She was my friend and she was my boss, and that was where I belonged. At her beck and call, not by her side.

Butterflies in my belly, though. Still.

“I’ll survive,” I said. “Too much to drink, too much time all strapped up in this underwear, and too little sleep, I think.”

She tapped the cushion twice and stood. “Speaking of… I’m going to pour myself something. You want to join me?”

I almost agreed, but now that I was regaining control of myself, I knew the thing to do was to get out of her apartment, go home, and spend some quality time not thinking about things. Maybe screaming a little into a pillow.

“I can’t,” I said. “I need my bed. And I still have to take all this crap off, first.”

For a moment, a look of disappointment might have crossed her face, but it was likely my imagination. I wouldn’t have been surprised if I’d started seeing pixies in the corner of the room, I was so tired. Besides, standing, she was half in shadow again, and more difficult to read.

She nodded, walked over to her bar and poured herself something, setting the glass down on the coffee table.

“Before you sit down,” I said quickly, “can you help me up?”

“Sure!” she said, reaching out for me. I pulled against her arm, and together we manoeuvred me into a standing position. I almost fell into her, but she caught me, and for a second we stood together, my arm looped around her.

She steadied me with her other hand. A little spot of warmth in the small of my back. A little reminder.

“Thanks,” I said, and pushed her gently away. Again, the flash of an expression I couldn’t quite read, and she pulled me back into the impromptu hug, her hand chastely laid between my shoulder blades. “Really,” I said, “thank you for doing that. I nearly broke my brain against the sink trying to do it on my own. And thanks for dinner, too.” I butted my head affectionately against her shoulder and added, “And for not making this really, really weird thing I’m doing any weirder than it already has to be.”

She laughed and squeezed me again, and I luxuriated in the embrace. Jess was relatively touchy, but we still didn’t hug all that much. I tried to think of the last time we had, and almost came up blank before the memory of a drunken Christmas party returned to me. Jess had thrown it to thank us all for helping grow the business from a wild idea into something viable, and one of the engineers had the clever idea to ambush us both with mistletoe.

We’d hugged, and she’d kissed me on my forehead, and I thought about that kiss for months.

God, I hoped she hadn’t noticed anything tonight. It wasn’t just inappropriate to get turned on in front of my boss, it was downright gross that she was a lesbian and I was very much not. I didn’t have the right to think of her that way.

Go home, Alex, I told myself. I was too tired to think straight.

I tapped her on the back, a signal to release me, and stepped away with a smile when she did so. “Shower,” I said, pointing my thumb at the bathroom door. She nodded, sat down on the sofa, and retrieved her glass. The last thing I saw as I shut the bathroom door was her knocking back her drink in one.

I hitched up the nightie, pulled down the knickers and sat heavily on the toilet. I stared vacantly around the bathroom while I put a thumb up to where the wig met my head, and thus I discovered Ben had glued the damn thing on at the exact same moment I realised that I still didn’t know where my clothes were.







* * *







Ten minutes later, I was still in the bathroom, still on the toilet, thinking. I wasn’t convinced I could get the wig off without horribly damaging either it or my scalp, and I didn’t want to catch an Uber, looking like this.

I’d have to.

Suck it up, Alex. Be a man! Or your closest possible approximation.

I washed up, smoothed down the nightgown and left the bathroom. Jess was still sitting on the couch, staring straight ahead, her empty glass still in her hand. I briefly thought she’d fallen asleep sitting up, but then she looked at me, came to her senses, and put her glass down on the table.

“Alex,” she said, sounding as exhausted as I felt, “you’re still a girl.”

“I can’t get the wig off,” I said, tugging at a stray strand of hair. “And I can’t—”

“No, I agree,” she said quickly. “You can’t go home on your own like that. Remember the Uber driver? You’re not ready to deal with guys like that on your own.”

“It’s fine—” I tried.

“It’s not.” She shook her head, glaring at me with such unsteady intensity that I dropped the next thing I was going to say and just waited for her. “You’ll stay here,” she said eventually.

“No, Jess…”

She walked up to me, took my shoulders in her hands, and said, “Alex, I will not have you going home alone. Not like this.”

“We could get a hat, or something…”

She bowed her head. “Alex,” she muttered, “Alex, Alex, Alex.” She leaned forward, butting her forehead against the top of my head. “It’s late. We’ve both had a lot to drink. Stay over. You can take my bed, and—”

“Hey,” I said, “if I stay over, I’m not taking your bed, too.”

“Then take the couch.” She leaned away and tucked a finger under my chin, raising my head, making me look at her. “You’re dead on your feet. And if I let you go, I’ll worry. Stay.”

“You’re sure?”

She let my chin go and swatted me lightly on the cheek. “I’m sure.” She pointed at the couch. “You’re shaking again. Sit. I’ll get you a toothbrush.”

Yeah. Sitting down seemed like an incredible idea, so I followed her pointing finger and her stern expression to the couch, curling my legs up under me and resting my head on the cushion. Just for a minute, until she found me a toothbrush.

The next thing I knew, there were clinking sounds, and I opened my eyes to see her clearing up, putting away the bottle and the glasses. I didn’t let her know I could see her; I just watched her work.

So much more than a crush.

When she was done, she disappeared for a few minutes, and came back with blankets and an extra pillow. She carefully lifted my head from the cushion — I grumbled at her, more asleep than awake — and laid me down again, and as I settled into the pillow, she covered the rest of me, smoothing down the blankets to make sure they covered my legs completely.

“Goodnight, Alex,” she whispered, and I’d love to believe, as I drifted away completely, that the last thing I felt that night was a kiss, gentle and quick, on the top of my head, but it was almost definitely my imagination.





Three

I was back in the restaurant with Jess, but we were alone, our table in the centre of a pool of light, encompassing the entire universe in a handful of square metres. I was wearing the dark blue maxi dress again — I didn’t remember putting it back on — and Jess was wearing a suit. It was a fitted suit in textured charcoal, worn with an off-white shirt, and I’d seen her wear it before, usually when she wanted to impress or intimidate important people. Here, she was wearing it for me.

There was no food on the table, just wine, and she had her glass raised, waiting for me. She was looking at me, smiling, and I felt myself smile back, felt it in the warmth of my cheeks and the softness of my belly, and that was the instant she came alive. She reached across the table with her spare hand, and I gratefully took it in mine, encircling her wrist with my fingers.

“Are you having a good night?” she asked me.

I didn’t answer right away. I drained my glass first, maintaining eye contact with her. The alcohol spread through my body, numbing my limbs; weightless, I stretched out under the table to anchor myself. My ankle grazed hers, just like it had in the car — a shock of static where our skin made contact — and lazily I kicked off my heel.

Gently, I ran my foot the length of her shin, her skin connecting to mine over and over and over.

“I am,” I said.

My wine glass was gone, or just didn’t matter any more, but that was fine because hers was gone, too. I leaned forward on the table, close enough for her to reach out and touch my face, should she wish to. She made me wait for it, teasing me, testing me, and I wanted so much to pull on the hand I held, to force her to come to me, but then, finally, blessedly, she caressed my cheek.

I leaned into it. Rubbed myself against her.

And then her fingers were in my hair — my real hair, not that awful wig — and she ran them through the length of it, from the top of my head down past my shoulders. She played with the strands that danced around my breasts, and for a moment I closed my eyes, releasing the hand I held in an instant of complete contentment.

I felt a tension in my neck and realised she’d cupped my jaw in her hand and was guiding me forward, towards her. I let myself be led. She leaned forward, and the last thing she said before she kissed me was, “I’ve wanted this for so long.”

I kissed her back.

Her hand lowered from my neck to the small of my back, drawing me closer, and I arched my back to meet her, stretching up on tiptoes so we could keep kissing as we stood. She leaned down and the disparity between our heights was so great that she almost dipped me.

The table and the restaurant were gone, might never have existed; it was just us, in the light, kissing, holding each other, falling as if in slow-motion into her bed.

As we fell, I peeled her jacket from her shoulders and started to unbutton her shirt. She waited until I was done and then lifted my dress over my head and discarded it. She shrugged off her shirt; I unclasped her bra, and her breasts — slightly smaller than mine, but far more beautiful — fell free. I kissed one, gently, around the areola. She was underneath me now, haloed in silk sheets, kicking away her trousers and gently sliding my underwear down my legs. As she looked up at me, her hand returned to the small of my back and she pulled me down with her.

We kissed again, bodies pressed together, and she stroked my face while her other hand traced its path from my back, across my buttocks, around my hip. I was close to her, close enough to kiss her, close enough to see every detail in her deep brown eyes; close enough to revel in her.

Close enough that I couldn’t look away when her hand reached my crotch and she discovered my true self. The real, undeniable shape of me.

Her eyes widened in shock and I leaped away from her, trying to find the words to apologise, to explain, but I was unable to talk, unable to breathe, unable even to look at her any more, and I ran, slamming her bedroom door on my way out, tripping and falling and collapsing and crying and wishing I could rend myself into pieces and finally, finally waking.



* * *



It took me longer than I liked to work out where the hell I was, and when eventually I identified that I was in the narrow space between the couch and the coffee table it took me even longer to realise that it wasn’t, in actual fact, my couch I’d fallen out of; I didn’t even have a coffee table. And my couch was a sofa bed, and didn’t close all the way, enough that it was difficult to sit on under normal circumstances. And my carpeting wasn’t this nice. And—

And then the hangover hit.

Shit; I needed water. Or a hammer, whichever came more easily to hand.

I struggled out of the unfamiliar blankets and used the couch to lever myself into something approaching a standing position, and when I got a chance to properly look around, I groaned far too loud. Loud enough to wake the dead, or the sleeping; thankfully, I could hear the snores from here.

Because I was at her place. And I still had the bloody tits on — though they’d gone a bit wonky overnight — and I still had a wig glued to my head, and my dick was still crushed against my body by possibly the worst underwear invented by humanity. I reached down to check and realised a) yes, my dick was hurting quite a lot, thank you very much, and I ought to get it out of its cotton/spandex prison as soon as possible, and b) I’d wet myself overnight.

Double shit! I’d stayed the night at Jess’ place and I fucking wet myself? I was not housebroken, and clearly couldn’t be trusted around my boss after hours ever again. At least I’d probably ruined Ben’s awful fucking knickers. A bright side, at last!

And then, following an impulse of memory, I raised my damp fingers to my nose and sniffed.

Yeah, no. I hadn’t wet myself. Worse. Oh, so much worse. It was all starting to come back to me — the dress, the restaurant, the appallingly but thankfully unidirectionally erotic measuring, and all the wine and spirits I’d drunk — and I dropped back onto the couch as my brain pulled all the resources out of the rest of my body to concentrate as hard as it could on hating myself.

I’d had a wet dream. About Jess. About my boss. My friend!

Christ. A wet dream. Something about the dress and the intimate touching and the colossal amount of alcohol I’d imbibed had given my subconscious permission to entertain the fantasies I’d been doing my best to suppress, and that was—

Shit, Alex. That was a very bad thing.

More memories collided with my brain and I marinated in them for a while, until my worsening headache eventually found its way over the suffocating guilt in my priority list. I jerked up off the sofa, checked to make sure my damp knickers hadn’t left a mark — they hadn’t, though the hem of my nightgown was a little wet — and walked as softly as I could through the flat, hoping Jess kept her painkillers in the kitchen and not the bedroom.

Paracetamol and ibuprofen in a kitchen drawer; praise the fucking lord! I stole a cereal bar, too — my mother had impressed very seriously on me never to take ibuprofen on an empty stomach — and munched on it, still working on assembling a functioning consciousness from scraps of guilt and headache. A flashing 00:00 on the microwave prompted me to hunt for something that could tell me the time, and eventually I located my phone, which someone — me, presumably — had dumped on the coffee table, along with my wallet and keys.

It wasn’t even 4am. No wonder I felt like crap. And I still had this bloody wig glued on! And I was still in Jess’s apartment!

Well, I could at least solve one of those problems.

I took out the tits, took off the bra, bundled my borrowed and still slightly damp nightgown into a plastic bag — rule one of cleaning up after committing terrible psychological crimes against your lesbian best friend: hide the evidence! — and looked around for my clothes.

Ten minutes later, I had to admit that they were gone. I hadn’t been able to find them the night before, and the subsequent several hours of fitful sleep hadn’t conjured them back into existence. Which meant I wasn’t just walking home with Ben’s wig on; I was walking home in a dress.

At least it was four in the morning. No-one was going to see me.

Unfortunately, that introduced a new problem: the night before, when I’d been looking around for something form-fitting to wear so Jess could measure me, I got changed in her room. The bloody dress was still in there, probably still hanging over the back of the chair where I left it. So unless I wanted to walk home naked, or — worse — wait around for Jess to wake up and face her in a (damp) nightgown, I’d have to go in there and get it. While she was sleeping. Without waking her.

I briefly entertained the thought of rooting through her drawers and finding, perhaps, some of her nicely unisex exercise clothes, but I didn’t have the first idea where she kept them, and I wasn’t convinced I could find something before I woke her. The dress was my only option.

Still, I hesitated at her door for what felt like several minutes, in case another option magically presented itself.

It didn’t.

Man up, Alex.

Hah; stupid. First time I’d told myself that in my entire life. ‘Man up’ was more along the lines of what other people said to me, usually when I couldn’t lift something abominably heavy, or when I didn’t want to go talk to some girl who was looking at me.

Jess never said it, though. She’d always taken me as I’d come.

Yeah, and then I—

Shut up and woman up, idiot.

Gingerly, I opened the door to Jess’ room. It didn’t creak and it didn’t get stuck a quarter of the way open and require kicking, attributes it did not share with the doors at my flat; fortunate, since I still hadn’t come up with an excuse short enough to fit into my five or six seconds of remaining life, should she wake and find me sneaking into her room.

And. Shit. There she was.

I felt like I was seeing her for the first time. As if my eyes, finally, had been opened, and I cursed myself; I ought to staple them fucking closed. Because she was two people now, superimposed and intermixed: my beautiful, handsome friend, someone who always had a kind (or, at the very least, pleasantly sarcastic) word for me, the woman who hired me, the woman on whom I’d simmered a bit of a crush; but she was also Jess, the woman from my dreams, the woman of my dreams, a woman so impossibly, magnetically sexy that she was difficult to look away from.

She could be both those people at once in a dream, sure, but here she was, splayed out across the mattress, duvet half-thrown aside, snoring and snorting in her sleep, and still I couldn’t look away.

I’d irreparably altered the way I looked at her.

I had, in short, a fucking problem.

She wouldn’t thank me for this. This wasn’t my little crush, which I was almost certain she was aware of and amusedly tolerated; this was something mixed up with lust and love and admiration, something I wasn’t sure I could hide from her. She wouldn’t want this, not from her (male) friend.

And, God, she definitely wouldn’t want me staring at her arse as she slept.

As quickly and quietly as I could, I retrieved the dress from where I’d left it over the back of her chair, opportunistically borrowing the hoodie she’d left on the seat; at least I wouldn’t freeze. I crept out and then, after thinking for a second, I filled a glass with water, left it along with a tray of paracetamol on her dresser, and closed the door carefully behind me.

Two minutes to control my breathing. Two minutes to wait for my dick, still trapped in the tucking knickers, to calm the hell down. Two minutes to boil in self-hatred.

Yeah. Okay. Good. I was under something approaching control again.

I got dressed in the bathroom and checked myself in the mirror there. I honestly couldn’t tell if I looked like a woman or not, especially without makeup, but decided that getting the hell out of Jess’ flat was worth the risk of confusing any early risers I might run into on the way home. Besides, with the wig and the breasts, I was probably okay. No-one looked too closely at women rushing home in the early hours or the morning, right?

Yeah, right. Still, better to risk it than hang around and have to face Jess. At the very least, the next time I saw her, I wanted to be Alex again, not this confusing, lustful creature I’d briefly become.

I threw my phone and things into last night’s handbag, slipped on last night’s shoes, and left.



* * *



Alex: Ben, you horrible man! Why didn’t you TELL me you glued the bloody wig on? I didn’t know how to get it off without ripping it so I’m still wearing the damn thing and I have! to go!! to work!!!

I threw my phone down on my bed and glared at it. I wasn’t normally a three-exclamation-point guy, but it’d been that kind of morning. That kind of morning worsened by having experienced it while being glued into a wig. I’d entertained a naive hope that the wind might have loosened it, but the first thing I did when I closed my front door gratefully behind me was tug at it, and it stayed stubbornly in place. Yes, maybe there was some give, but I didn’t want to yank it off and damage either it or my head; I was going to need both this weekend.

My walk home hadn’t been fun. An hour spent tap-tap-tapping through London — and I was beginning to really hate that sound — with no-one for company and nothing to distract me had not been good for my equilibrium or my self-esteem. I couldn’t stop thinking about the dream. It crowded my thoughts, made it impossible to concentrate on anything else. Jess was my boss! She was my friend! And I was pushing myself on her like some kind of— some kind of—

And that was where my thoughts looped. There was something I was trying to grasp at that I couldn’t identify, and it was bound up in my feelings for Jess. I was unworthy of her, and it was severely gross for me even to think of her that way.

It was the dress. The dress and the wig and the borderline-masochistic dick compression. All of it. It had to be. I’d spent half a day dressed as a woman and a whole evening on a date (of sorts) with Jess; that’d mess with anyone’s head. And her behaviour hadn’t helped: she’d kissed me! She’d leaned down just as I was falling asleep and she’d kissed me! It must have planted something in my subconscious that then played out in my dreams. And, sure, it’d been nice to cling to it, to imagine as I drifted off that I was someone Jess could love, someone she could take to her bed the way she did other women, but maybe… Maybe that was all it was. Maybe I’d allowed myself to feel desired, and I’d mixed it up with my long-standing crush on Jess.

You’ve never had a dream like that before, Girl Alex pointed out, unhelpfully. You’ve never woken up dripping wet at the thought of any other woman. I ignored her. It was the kiss; it was the way she called me beautiful; it was the way I felt when she looked at me. And even though all of it was as fake as my tits, even though Jess was a lesbian and I was… me, the experience had been real enough for my lonely, touch-starved brain to latch onto.

I wasn’t into Jess that way. I couldn’t be. I wanted to be wanted. That was all. Just because, with enough padding, makeup and borrowed hair, I made a pretty enough girl for Jess occasionally to forget herself around — because that’s what those smiles were, right, in the restaurant? that she forgot who I was for a moment? — it wasn’t a reason to hope. Because even the hope felt dirty; even the hope felt like inserting myself where I didn’t belong.

My phone buzzed. Grateful for the distraction, I practically leapt on it.

Ben: Okay so thing one, WHY are you worrying about going to work, isn’t your boss literally JESS, wouldn’t she let YOU do more or less anything???? ESPECIALLY considering what you’re doing for HER!!!!

Ben: Thing two, Jess has told me over and over how smart you are but I don’t believe her because YOU’RE VERY DUMB. The wig glue is WATER BASED! Soap and water is all you need. Just get your fingers or a paper towel all soapy and rub gently under the lace until it comes off, didn’t you find the instructions in the case????

I couldn’t help but feel he was making fun of me with the multiple question marks.

Alex: Oh. Right. Water-based glue. I suppose that makes sense. I didn’t see any instructions, though!

Ben: I only used a little glue, a hot shower with a shower cap on should have done the trick if it wasn’t ready to just pull off, didn’t you FIND the shower cap I felt you in the bathroom????

I sighed at my own stupidity, and replied, Didn’t see that, either.

Ben: OH COME ON

Alex: It’s my first time crossdressing! Okay, so that, strictly speaking, was a lie, but what Ben didn’t know couldn’t be used to make fun of me. I added, to underline my point, I can’t be expected to just KNOW this stuff!

Ben: You didn’t think to, I don’t know, GOOGLE IT????

Alex: Is EVERYTHING you text a question????

Ben: Not with people who aren’t dumbasses, no, and that means you didn’t google it, did you????

Alex: No. I was still kind of drunk when we got back in.

Ben: …

Ben: YOU WENT OUT TOGETHER????

I decided, as a matter of urgency, to develop better habits when it came to just saying stuff.

Alex: Please forget I said that.

Ben’s reply was so fast I didn’t even see the ‘…’ typing indicator: Never.

Alex: Oh hey, while we’re at it, where are my clothes????

I really felt like that one had earned the four question marks.

Ben: Okay I’m actually sorry about that, I talked about it with Jess and we agreed I should take them, immersion therapy type thing. I’ll bring them when I swing by the office later. I’ve even washed them! You’re welcome.

Alex: Then you should BOTH know I had to walk home just now in THE SAME DRESS I WORE TO DINNER.

Alex: I was out there looking kinda sorta but not really like a woman!

Alex: I could have been super fucking murdered!

Ben: Now you’re just being dramatic. I’m sure you looked fine.

Alex: And the shoes! I walked for AN HOUR in them! My feet are ACHING!

Ben: Good! At least now you won’t have to suffer through the awful new girl new shoes concussed gazelle phase.

Alex: The what

Ben: I am so tired of that phase.

Alex: I don’t understand but I think you’re praising me?

Ben: I am.

Ben: Good girl.

Ben: Don’t get used to it.

I started work on the snarkiest and most unpleasant response I could generate without the assistance of coffee, but Ben replied before I could finish, and as his replies stacked up I realised I was, once again, screwed.

Ben: WAIT

Ben: ALEX

Ben: ALEX!!!!

Ben: You walked home JUST NOW????

Ben: Do you mean to tell me YOU STAYED THE NIGHT AT HER PLACE????????

Ben: Tell me EVERYTHING!!!!!!!!

I fell back into the pillows, hoping against hope that they might swallow me. My phone buzzed a couple more times, but I ignored it, resolving instead to find out where Jess’ rich family kept their inevitable survival bunker and go live in it for a few years, until all this blew over.



* * *



I examined myself in the mirror. It was becoming a habit. I’d taken off the bra, the nightie and the knickers, but hadn’t yet tried my luck with the wig. My legs and crotch were still smooth, as was my face, and the overall effect was sort of androgynous. For the hell of it, I posed like a model for a few seconds, but the lingering remnants of my hangover made me unsteady on my feet, and I got dizzy.

I turned away from the mirror and returned to the main room to deal with the next bit. Better to occupy myself than keep staring. I was having trouble with that sort of thing lately; I couldn’t stop looking at Jess; I couldn’t stop looking at myself. And both sights seemed grievously to injure me, in ways that were hard for me to pin down.

I wondered if Jess was still asleep. She tended to take alcohol pretty hard, especially in the quantities she generally imbibed, so I hoped she’d taken advantage of the water and painkillers I’d left for her and not, e.g. knocked the glass off her bedside table and started an electrical fire.

Thoughts of Jess asleep led inevitably to thoughts of her in bed, as I’d seen her that morning, face down, sheets discarded, her sleepshirt ridden up and her underwear visible, and I briefly considered hopping right into the shower, wig be damned, turning the water all the way to red, and trying to scald myself, because I hated that I’d started to see her this way. And I hated that I didn’t seem able to stop debasing myself like this.

Man up, Alex. Woman up. Something up. If I was going to get away from this, if I was going to stand even the slightest chance of returning myself — and thus my friendship with Jess — to normal, I needed to set some ground rules. I needed to be firm with myself.

No more of this.

No more fantasies, no more dreams, no more wistful thinking.

No more crush.

If I had to distance myself from her, so be it. I’d do the expo, fulfil the promise I made to her, and then… take some time off. Reboot myself. Reassess the situation. It was a horrible thought, that I might never be as close to her again as I was before, but if the alternative was risking forgetting myself, as I so nearly had the night before, it was something I would have to live with.

I would not be the unwelcome man, pressing himself onto his lesbian friend. I would not.

And part of that was shedding as much of this… disguise as I could. Right now. I’d left Ben’s case untouched, back at Jess’, so whatever special solvents he might have had were of no use to me. I checked his message again, traipsed back to the bathroom, took one last look at myself in the mirror — Don’t get used to this, Alex — and soaped up a cloth with a bit of handwash.

The wig was insultingly easy to remove.



* * *



“Off to the gym this morning?” the Uber driver asked, jolting me out of my early morning daze. I was never at my best before coffee even when I’d had a decent sleep, and thus far, I’d had neither; my night had hardly been what I’d call restful, and the supply of instant coffee I had at home was the worst and probably the least caffeinated — but also the cheapest — off all the coffee varieties usually available to me. I would have loved to have a proper coffee maker at home, but the cramped space my landlord laughably had designated a kitchen was equipped with only enough countertop space for a microwave, a kettle, and a small area in which to assemble my meals, so I made do with the granulated crap. I was quite proud of my brain for keeping my vital functions going and getting me to the rideshare car without tripping over my own feet, and tentatively forgave it some of its worst recent infractions.

I was feeling quite a lot better, actually. Stripping off all vestiges of ‘woman’ — and stashing the remains in a couple of carrier bags stuffed into my backpack, which felt a bit grisly — had been as easy as Ben promised but also curiously unpleasant, and it was a task I was pleased to be finished with. I’d inspected myself again in the bathroom mirror when it was all done, and aside from the lack of stubble — or, as Ben persisted in referring to it, ‘stubble’, with two sarcastic fingers raised on each hand — I was my old, reasonably masculine self again. There was no chance, I decided, that Jess could look at that and think, even for a moment, that she was looking at a potential partner, and thus less chance that I could similarly fool myself.

The thought made me a little dizzy whenever I encountered it, but I solved that problem by refusing to think about it any more, by placing it firmly at the back of my mind and deciding instead to concentrate on the task at hand, which at the time had been finding something to wear; I’d settled on jogging clothes, reliably clean due to never being worn. And then I’d concentrated on getting out of the flat and down to the Uber without running into the guy I’d run into on my way up that morning, since I’d ditched the dress for knockoff Adidas, and mysteriously lost over a foot of hair.

Right now, my task was to get to work and get the hell on with things. To be very, very busy all day.

“Oh, no,” I said, sounding rough to my ears. I’d downed a couple of glasses of water at home, the better to conquer my hangover, but my throat hadn’t yet gotten the message. “No gym. I just had nothing else clean.”

“Ah,” the driver said, strangely put out, as if mortified by his incorrect assumption. “Never mind then, lo— Ah, I mean…” He frowned at me in the rear-view, and shook his head. “Never mind.”

After that, he was probably the least talkative rideshare driver I’d ever had. I gave him a five-star review, figuring he probably had a lot on his mind. I know I did.



* * *



The office was blissfully free of Jess-shaped distractions. I’d tersely informed her via text, from my Uber, that I’d gone home, and that I was headed to the office. I even added the angry face emoji. And then my guilty conscience got the better of me, and I sent a much nicer follow-up text, telling her to drink the water I left out and to take the painkillers, and reminding her that if she decided to have an ibuprofen as well, she needed to eat something!

I looked at the phone for a long time after I put it down. I could just call her…

No.

The image of Jess asleep on her bed was hard to shake, but I had to do it. I had to be stronger than this, and not let my mind return to thoughts of her the second I had nothing else to do. I had to be responsible. And if I couldn’t be responsible then, damn it, I could distract myself. 

I dove into my work. There was still a lot of organisational detritus to deal with before the expo the next day, and meticulously and thoroughly dealing with every little bit of it served pretty well to divert my thoughts away from Jess and from the dream. I dotted a few dozen Is and their associated Ts and it was only when I stopped for a minute, to stand and stretch out the kinks in my legs and my strangely sore ankles, that I remembered why my ankles were sore.

The expo was the next day! I was less than twenty-four hours away from having to do the booth babe gig for real!

What had I been thinking, agreeing to this?

You weren’t thinking, Girl Alex reminded me. Little hearts were spontaneously manifesting around your head.

Ugh.

I finished my stretches, drained my water bottle, and worked out some of my feelings on the poor, defenceless computer keyboard. It was tough, though, and it could handle it: Jess was a mechanical keyboard nerd and had outfitted every PC in the office with these clacky things that were built like tanks. (“They’re like ASMR,” she insisted to me at one point, and when I asked what that was, she showed me a YouTube video that forced me to question her sanity.) Fortunately for me, they were all identical; on the off chance that my mood made it all the way through the keyboard and out the other side, I could just swap it out with one from another desk and it’d be six months before anyone noticed, which was long enough even for someone who felt as much like shit as I did to make an escape.

I felt, briefly, better again.

And then the phone rang, and I answered it with the tortured wail of an early adolescent whose voice was breaking.

Oh yeah. Head voice. I was supposed to be practising that.

I struggled through the call, wondering if this was why the Uber driver had suddenly gone quiet on me, because he asked a perfectly normal question and I replied to him in a voice that suggested I was skipping school. I was dismayed to have arrived at no real answer by the time the caller signed off with, “Thanks, er, mate.”

That confirmed it: two for two. I sounded weird. And while I might have preferred to slide gracefully from weird back to my normal voice, I had an expo coming up, so I slammed the phone back in its cradle, closed my eyes, and went through my warmup exercises. My vowels went okay, and my humming was fine, but when I tried to transition to a real, spoken sentence, the teenage squawking returned. Frustrated, I called up the voice recorder app on my phone and recorded myself, then listened to the recordings Ben and I made during our practice session. Then I listened to myself from just now again.

I sounded worse!

The phone rang again. I let it ring, glaring at it until it stopped; I’d pick up the voicemail when I was done freaking out.

Jess arrived about half an hour later, when I was finally getting back to something approaching the voice I’d had when Ben and I first started practising, though it was still hard going; much harder than I expected. I’d imagined I could develop the head voice enough that I could drop easily in and out of it, that once I had it down, I could speak normally until we got to the expo, but that looked impossible now; I couldn’t get through even a sentence of head voice without fucking up. I hoped like hell it hadn’t been the alcohol that had made it so relatively easy the night before, though it very well could have been.

“Good morning!” Jess said, smiling at me, obnoxiously cheerful.

“It absolutely is not,” I said, glaring at her and losing my voice on the last word. “Fuck!” I hit the desk with the flat of my hand.

“Alex, are you okay?” she said, walking over to me as I was massaging my hand; that had hurt.

I couldn’t take it any more. “No, I am not okay, and would you please stop fucking asking me that? I’m scared half to death! I’m going to have to be a fucking booth babe for three whole days, I’m going to have to wear those stupid fucking knickers Ben forced on me the whole damn time, and I’m going to have to do the voice the whole time, too, except right now I can’t even do that right!” I blinked, turning away. I didn’t want to cry in front of her, no matter how inevitable it felt. “I’m fucking useless!”

“Alex—” She put a gentle hand on me, but I flinched away from it.

“Sorry,” I said, too loud and too quick. “But just— Sorry.”

She raised both hands in the air and stepped back, and I deflated, feeling like an arsehole. Before she could one-up my crappy apologies with some much better ones of her own, I stood and put on my best approximation of a smile, to establish that even though I was about to walk back most of what I’d just said, we weren’t going to hug it out or anything. In fact, we were possibly about to stand even farther apart.

“Jess,” I said, “I’m okay. Kind of. I mean, I had a crappy night, and I am scared, and I’m definitely having trouble getting the voice back. I’m sure you can tell.” I sounded wrong. Even as I was talking to her I sounded awful, and the fear that I might be unable to fulfil my obligation because of my own incompetence made it all the more difficult to get it right. I was practically strangling myself with anxiety. And every time I dipped back into it, my natural voice sounded harsher, uglier, more grating. “It’s all a bit much—” an understatement! “—but it’s not your fault. I agreed to this. It’s just… There’s so much at stake! Your future; this company’s future; mine. It’s all on the line, and I’m supposed to sound like a girl and I just…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. Couldn’t put the thought out there between us. I just sagged. Jess had done so much for me, and I couldn’t even do this?

“Alex,” she said (she was saying my name a lot, lately), “nothing that’s at stake is as important as you. Your health; your safety.” She took a deep breath, as if considering the horrors that might befall me while I wore a dress, and I made a mental note to text Ben and ask him not to tell her I walked home dressed as a woman; it would only make her feel guilty. “We can still cancel. Or we can go ahead with just one model. Now that I say that, it doesn’t even sound that bad of an—”

“No,” I interrupted. “I’ll do it. We need this to work. I need this to work. No half-measures or compromises. I’m just— I’m going to need some space. Personal space, you know? We shouldn’t do the kind of thing we did last night again. The dinner, the stuff after. I know it seemed okay at the time, to me, anyway—”

“And to me.”

“—but it, uh…” I thought for a moment. “It kind of messed with my head. You know, being seen as a girl. As a woman.”

A sympathetic look shuffled onto Jess’ face. “Nightmares?”

“Yes.”

“You really don’t have to—”

“I know. Still doing it.”

“Okay,” she said, “then take my office. Go relax in there, get your voice sorted; chill. I’ll take your desk and deal with anything that’s still left to do.”

“Are you sure? There’s a lot.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“There’s a lot.”

She smiled. “You didn’t always work with me, you know. I had to get things done all on my own. It was horrible—” the smile turned into a teasing grin that I unwillingly returned, “—but I managed.”

Still, I couldn’t stop myself from being a little concerned. The details weren’t really her thing; she was a big picture kind of woman. “You’re really sure?”

“Go!” She made shooing gestures. “Go to my office, practise, play some games, stream some movies, do whatever. I’ve got this. And so do you.”



* * *



I finally got my voice back. Well, Girl Alex’s voice, and I was happy enough when it clicked that I figured she was happy, too.

I’d started to think of her as a semi-separate entity, someone with her own preferences and, yes, her own voice. She was someone I kept… slipping into; someone I would attempt deliberately to inhabit for a whole long weekend. And it made sense, didn’t it, if I were to imagine an alternate version of myself, a twin sister I’d never had, that she might be a little pervasive? She’d have opinions about the clothes I picked; she’d behave a certain way around people. She’d dream of kissing the woman she had a crush on, and indulge herself in the way that was natural to her, right? It didn’t make it creepy and it didn’t make it wrong, just… wrong for me. And the way she was responding to Jess, the way I was, it was just her afterglow spilling over into the rest of me.

Maybe that was all true; maybe it was a lie. But if it was a lie, it was one I could live with until the expo was over.

I imagined a room in my head for Girl Alex to live in when I didn’t need her, firmly shut the door, redrew the boundaries between Jess and me, and continued with my exercises; having regained my voice — her voice — I didn’t want to lose it again. I was pleased and a little surprised that I’d managed it without the relaxing influence of alcohol, because Girl Alex seemed to like a drink more than boring old regular Alex and I really didn’t want to encourage her.

I hadn’t had much else to do while I voice trained — aside from firmly suppressing Girl Alex — so I’d been mucking around online, at first just getting caught up with the news and then searching for instructional videos that might help me out. I had to click around a bit to find things that seemed both relevant and helpful, though: I watched videos on basic makeup techniques, and then on basic makeup techniques for drag queens, and then on basic makeup techniques for trans women, and then on proper cleaning and maintenance of your home defence arsenal, and then — after a quick search to check on the correct way to pronounce détente — on voice training for trans women, and it was those last ones that gave me the extra push I’d needed.

On the instruction of one video, I’d been singing in my head voice, and it wasn’t bad! My voice was getting stronger and clearer as I found my limits and stretched them. I’d always liked to sing, and I’d never had much of an issue singing along with the women’s parts, but I’d obviously always sounded like a guy when I did it. It was a little easier now to hit higher notes clearly, bouncing them off the top of my mouth instead of struggling to raise them out of my throat; it wasn’t so much that my range was expanding, just that my technique was vastly improved. My singing voice had always gone to shit if I went much above middle C unless I flipped into falsetto. Well, not any more! Recording myself and listening back, I wasn’t going to give Adele anything to worry about, but my voice sounded clear and pretty powerful, and much more androgynous than it used to. If it had been someone else on the recording, you could have told me they were a woman or a man and I would have believed either.

If nothing else, I was going to come out of this a better singer.

While I was having fun singing along with a YouTuber who was performing both the male and female parts of A Whole New World, Jess happened to walk by and looked in. I instinctively cringed a little, embarrassed to be caught singing, still kind of embarrassed to be seen by her at all after last night — Please, Alex, stop thinking about her like that — but she gave me a grin and a thumbs-up and I smiled back at her. I felt like I owed her another apology; she was doing her best to help me, and I’d been acting kind of weird around her. She’d never been anything but good to me, as long as we’d known each other.

She made swigging motions through the glass, and I nodded. She returned a minute or so later with a bottle of water.

“I got the voice back,” I told her, in the voice.

“I can tell!” she said, passing the water over. “You sound great! Exactly like you, um, should.” I opened the bottle and downed half in one go. “Actually,” she added, a little hesitantly, “you still look kind of like a—”

“I know,” I interrupted, grimacing and running a hand through my hair. Even though I’d only worn the bloody wig for a single night, it felt a minor novelty to have shorter hair again. Not that my hair was all that short; it fell in my eyes sometimes, especially in the shower, but it wasn’t actually messy, so I mostly ignored it. The natural wave helped, gave it body, made it look more like something intentional rather than something I neglected, though it wasn’t remotely fashionable: the haircut I’d gotten for the interview with Jess had been one of those generic short-back-and-sides cuts barbers give you when you sit in the chair and shrug, and those don’t grow out all that well.

I looked at myself in the semi-reflective surface of Jess’ computer screen, and snorted; yeah, I looked like a bloody fifteen-year-old again, and that was being generous. “This is why I don’t shave,” I said, stroking my jaw with the back of my hand. “I’d get carded buying cigarettes.”

“It’s not that bad!” Jess protested. “You don’t look like a kid, anyway, not really; you look more like…” She trailed off, frowning, so I prompted her by waggling my water bottle at her. “You don’t look like a kid,” she repeated.

“Thanks.” I decided to take some solace in that. Even being taken for a woman was better than being seen as a kid again.

“Oh, hey,” she said, “I cancelled the extra rooms at the hotel since we have two fewer models now. And I followed up with the tailors; one of us can pick up the dresses on the way out of town in the morning. There’ll be six; three each, one per day, right? They asked if I wanted spares, but I said we’d get the day one dresses dry-cleaned on day two, so that’ll be our backup. Good?” I nodded. She listed the other tasks, major and minor, that she’d taken off my hands that morning, and I confirmed she’d done the right thing for each of them, or close enough to the right thing that I could fix it on the day. I was almost proud.

“So,” she finished, “with all that done, we can both rest up for a bit.”

“You can,” I said, letting myself smirk, feeling genuinely good about things for the first time all morning. This was right. This was normal. This was how we always were. I’d been worrying for nothing. “I’ve been resting for the last two hours. Actually,” I added, remembering something I wanted to bug her about, “why did you and Ben conspire to steal my clothes last night?”

She looked sheepish. “Oh, sorry,” she said, but she didn’t sound apologetic at all; more like I’d caught her out. “We just thought it’d help to, you know, stay in character.”

I fixed her with a stern glare. “That’s your first and last warning for taking my agency away,” I said. And for making me walk through London in a bloody dress.

“I promise not to do anything like that again,” she said, managing to seem contrite this time. I nodded, somewhat mollified. “Say,” she added, looking thoughtful, “do you want to grab some lunch together?”

I was hungry. “Sure,” I said, but then realised: “I can’t. I’ve got to keep practising this voice, and I look like this right now.” I gestured with my nearly empty water bottle at this. “Like, you know, a man. Or a teenage boy, I guess. So I’d have to drop it and start all over again after lunch.”

“Well, actually, you—”

I held up a finger. “Whatever plan you’re hatching: no.” She looked like she was about to say something else, probably something deeply cheeky, but her desk phone started ringing and saved us both from her wit. Keeping my warning finger in place, I hit the speaker button with my elbow.

“McCain Applied Computing,” Jess said, leaning over the desk and pushing my finger aside. Then she grinned and hooked her finger around mine, holding it in place; it would have been weird to snatch my finger away, so I didn’t, and it helped that I really didn’t want to. “This is Jessica McCain.”

“Hi!” said an unfamiliar woman on the line. “This is Emily Swan, from Hammond’s? I’m supposed to come over this afternoon to go over the promotional details, and I wanted to confirm the address.”

Fuck, we both mouthed at each other.

“Absolutely, Miss Swan,” Jess said, putting on her friendly phone voice. She looked at me, narrowed one eye like she was assessing me, and continued, “I’ll pass you over to Alex Brewer, my assistant. She’ll be running our booth with you this weekend.” She mouthed, I’m sorry, and I was momentarily too stunned to do anything other than gape at her in return.

Only momentarily. I extricated my warning finger from her grip and raised a much ruder one. I swigged the last of my water, rolled it around in my mouth, swallowed, and hoped like hell I was about to call on Girl Alex’s voice and not the adolescent caterwaul from this morning; incipient terror was constricting my throat. “Hi,” I said, and sounded… basically fine. On the other side of the desk, Jess breathed an exaggerated sigh of relief, and I might have poked her with my foot if my legs were longer. “This is Alex Brewer. How are you, Miss Swan?”

“I’m fine,” she said, and paused. “I’m sorry, but, um… I was expecting a man.”

Shit. Shit!

My chest seized up for a moment, and I thumped on it a couple of times to unfreeze myself. When I looked up again, Jess was making confusing gestures at me. “Don’t worry about it,” I said, to stall Emily Swan, and mouthed, What?

“Look at your emails!” Jess hissed. “The ones with Hammond!”

Oh. Of course. She’d been miming take your phone out of your pocket. I did so, quickly checked my emails, and got the gist of what she was saying pretty quickly. In every email I identified myself as ‘Alex Brewer’, or just as ‘Alex’; the only time anyone used ‘Mr’ was when Frank Hammond had been writing back. I scrolled through again, just to be certain, and, sure, if you were forwarded the whole conversation, you’d come away with the impression I was a man — and what an impression; what a man! — but, crucially, I’d never claimed the identity myself.

Jess rolled her eyes at me, and I remembered sending her all the emails yesterday; this must have occurred to her already.

Well, now I felt stupid and panicky.

“Hello?” Emily Swan said, hesitantly. “I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay,” I said quickly, and ran the bullshit generator in the back of my brain — the one that bamboozled difficult clients with made-up technical terminology — harder and faster than I ever had before. “I’m not offended. I’m thinking your boss told you to expect a man? Men do that a lot.” Did they ever. “If I’m never going to meet them in person, it usually goes more smoothly if I just don’t correct them. Especially in this business,” I added, letting some of my genuine exasperation seep through. We’d had some people get weird when they encountered Jess and discovered that she owned and ran the place, and I never knew if it was because she was a woman, because she was Black, because she was taller than them, or all three. Jess always said it didn’t matter, that she didn’t care, but I never really believed her, especially not when she pointed out, with some bitterness, that these people tended to be reassured when they met her white father.

“I get it,” Emily Swan said, relieved. “Can I confirm your address?” I rattled it off, and she promised to be no more than two hours.

“Fuck me,” I said, after she hung up.

“Later,” Jess said, and I really did try to poke her that time. “Look, you just need to get changed into your stuff. Two hours is enough, right? It’ll be a dry run for the weekend.”

“‘Stuff’?” I snapped. “What ‘stuff’? All I have with me is a carrier bag full of— of miscellaneous body parts! No clothes, no nothing. And even if one of us had brought Ben’s case, do you remember what his dress selection is like? ‘Hi, Miss Swan,’—” I mimed holding out a friendly hand, “—‘welcome to McCain Applied Computing! Why, yes, I do like to do business in hot pink rubber! Isn’t it chic? Coffee? Oh, don’t worry about spilling any on me; the dress wipes clean.’”

She frowned at me for a moment. “Okay,” she muttered eventually, whipping her phone out of her pocket. She dashed off a text and then marched over to the small safe in the corner of her office. “Ben was going to come over later, anyway,” she said, as she fiddled with the combination, “to go through our plans for the expo.” I gave her back a piercing look, which she obviously detected, because she explained, “He’ll be your makeup artist and general gopher for the whole trip. I decided it’d be better to keep Sophie out of the loop.” Sophie was Jess’ cousin, and our original makeup artist for the expo. I guess I was glad I wouldn’t have to explain to her what I was doing in a dress; to be honest, in all the excitement, I’d forgotten she’d been involved at all.

Jess handed me a tiny leather wallet, which contained what turned out to be the company credit card. I took it and let my eyebrows ask the question.

“Assuming Ben agrees,” she said, “which he ought to for what we’re paying him, he’ll meet you at my place, do you up, and you can go buy something suitable together. Several somethings. You’re going to need things to wear this weekend when you’re not in the booth babe getup, anyway.”

She was right: I’d need to be Girl Alex off the clock. Even if I planned to go straight from the show floor to my hotel room and lock myself in with movies and minibar every night, it would be prudent to provide for other eventualities. Otherwise, in the event of, say, a fire alarm, I’d have to squeeze back into the expo dress to go stand on the pavement outside. At least I’d be brightly coloured; easy for the person driving the fire truck to see at night.

I’d always thought of myself as a pretty smart guy — and maybe I was, when I was in my comfort zone and not in, say, a dress — but the last day or so kept coming at me with things I just hadn’t considered.

“Okay,” I said, sighing and extricating myself from Jess’ wonderfully comfortable (and expensive) office chair. “It’s a good plan. I’ll get moving.” What choice did I have?

“A moment,” she said, and fumbled in her pocket. She pulled out her keys, removed one of them from the ring, and handed it to me. “You can keep it,” she insisted. “It’s spare.”

The key to Jess’ flat! Girl Alex squealed, from somewhere inside me.

“Oh,” I said, giving Girl Alex a look. “Thanks.”

I was saved from having to say anything more intelligent than that by the phone. Jess waved me out of the office and picked it up with her other hand.

“Ben!” she said. “We have a slight Alex emergency. Can you meet her at my place? She needs to look ‘office smart’…”

The barrage of pronouns was all the incentive I needed to escape the room.



* * *



I threw caution to the wind and spoke to the Uber driver in head voice. She didn’t seem to think anything was untoward, and I was pretty sure she thought I was a woman. Which, yes, troubling for my embattled manhood, but useful enough for the job to come — and helpful enough for Jess — that I could put off the existential crisis until Monday. We had a lovely conversation about my plans for the weekend (to be very busy) and hers (training for a marathon) and when I got out at Jess’ place I felt encouraged, energised, and confident in my (fake) womanhood.

I gave the driver a five-star review, and headed up to face the music.





Four

When I got back to Jess’ place, I spent several minutes avoiding even looking at the couch, trying not to remember the night I’d had, trying not to remember the dream I’d had, and only interrupted myself when I realised that, while I had the boobs and the wig and even the bra and could thus make a creditable attempt at dressing myself, I didn’t have the tucking knickers. I hadn’t thrown them or the dress in with the rest of it; I’d left them at home, unwashed and unloved and just sitting there in the little basket on top of the washing machine. So then I switched to worrying about whether my landlord was due for one of his occasional hovel inspections, and whether if he was, he would specifically seek out my dirties and form uncharitable (but correct) opinions about me, and that was satisfyingly distracting for a good few more minutes, until I looked at the bloody couch again and it all came crashing back.

I needed to stop being so damn stupid about this. Hadn’t I already decided? Hadn’t I sat there in Jess’ office and rolled my brain around inside my head until the friction had rubbed it smooth?

I’d taken a job. Complex and strange and requiring from me the kind of acting skills I hadn’t busted out since I was at school. And in service of this goal, I’d accidentally created a sort of alter-ego, and she was affecting the rest of me. Her desires were mingling with my… long-time wistful fantasies. But that was okay, because that was as far as it was going to go. I’d make sure she — Girl Alex — didn’t do or say anything to spoil my friendship with Jess, and after the weekend she’d go back in her box for good, and I’d just be Alex again, the normal guy with a bit of a crush on his friend. In the meantime, Girl Alex could indulge herself.

Girl Alex. Okay.

Let’s have a look at you.

I set her out in front of me, almost visible in the dim light — Jess apparently did not open the curtains before she left for work — and examined her. She looked like me, but less like the version of me from yesterday evening and more like the almost-girl I’d become in my dream. She had volume to her hair that I couldn’t hope to coax from my wig; she had a curve to her hip that my padding merely imitated. She even wore the shapeless midi dress with style. Girl Alex looked like one of the women who visited Jess at the office: confident, beautiful, fashionable; worthy of her.

Still, that was the fantasy, wasn’t it? That was what I was giving myself permission to wallow in. Because if I was going to pull this off, if I was going to make it through the whole long weekend without giving myself away, I was going to have to become a woman, not some awkward, nervous man who can’t be around his friend without wanting to die of guilt. And Jess needed me to pull this off, so I was bloody well going to.

So: while I was me, I would be me. No untoward fantasies, no nothing. I’d be like I had been in Jess’ office, earlier; like I had been the entire rest of the time I’d known her. And that was easy, comfortable, familiar.

But while I was her, I wouldn’t fight it. I’d do whatever came naturally. If Girl Alex wanted to flirt, I’d flirt; if she wanted to dream, I’d dream. I wouldn’t hold back, or people would be able to tell. And if Jess was to see anything in me, like I’d half-convinced myself she had the night before? That was just the role. The persona. The act. It was safe and it was contained and it had an expiry date.

As long as Jess didn’t have to get as close as we had before bed last night. If that happened, I didn’t think I could control myself or Girl Alex. But it wouldn’t come up; it was Ben who was to be dressing me for the expo, and we’d already proven I could be stark bollock naked around the man without a hint of impropriety from either of us.

I was looking forward to seeing Ben again, actually. For all that he put me in uncomfortable underwear, painted me up so pretty it gave me a major crisis, and conspired with Jess to steal my clothes, he also made me feel safe.

Speaking of Ben…

His case was where we’d left it, and I dragged it out into the middle of the living room and started sorting through it, looking for spare pairs of tucking knickers. It didn’t take long to find some, and I confirmed via the expedient of holding them up against my body that they were the same size as the others. I wondered if they were his or if, like the boobs, he’d borrowed them from a friend. Probably his; he was taller than me, and more attractive in basically every way, but I’d noticed we were similarly slim.

Well, Ben was slim. I was scrawny.

Holding the damn things against myself, I started to feel a bit like I had when he was dressing me up the first time, when he was stripping off all my leg hair and melting the stuff on my face, and the knickers seemed suddenly malevolent. I chucked them at the couch and glared at them.

I was dressing up as a woman again. But this time, it wasn’t just to try it out, and it wasn’t even to go to a restaurant in a part of the city we never visited; this time, it was for real, and the stakes were only going to get higher from here. First Emily Swan, then the other engineers who’d be coming with us to the expo, then all the hotel staff, and then…

Then an entire warehouse of people. Passing by our stand. Stopping to talk to us. Scrutinising me.

Oh God.

How were things moving so fast? How had I gone from something that seemed almost innocent and playful last night to… this? It used to be that whole weeks passed me by in a flash; suddenly, my life was happening in bizarre, slow-motion, technicolour detail.

I counted breaths again with a hand on my stomach, in a foolish attempt to control myself that achieved precisely the opposite: I remembered Jess’ hand where mine was now, steadying me, with her other hand circling me from belly to back; I remembered Jess’s hands on my face in the restaurant bathroom, adjusting my makeup; I remembered Jess.

Jess’ hands on me…

Fuck it; I was on the clock for this now, wasn’t I? So I was basically Girl Alex now, right? Which meant this was allowed.

Still. Best not to linger on it. Best not to get any ideas; best not to pass them on to Girl Alex. I shook my head, stretched the tingling sensation out of my fingers, and marched around the apartment, opening blinds, letting the light in, and whether it was the action that cleared my head, or the sudden assault of blinding sunlight, I felt clearer, more sure of myself. Less likely to throw myself at Jess the moment I saw her again.

Firmly I remembered Jess as she was. Making annoying faces at me while I was on the phone; talking with her mouth full as we ate late-night takeaway together at the office; burping hugely after downing a whole can of Pepsi. She was just a normal bloody woman. Just my boss. Just my friend. I could still be attracted to her — and I thought perhaps I always would be — but I ought not to make of her something she wasn’t.

I looked around the flat, newly revealed in the light. And that was something else Jess was: messy! Well, I could do something about that.

First, though, I needed to get dressed. I scooped up my plastic bag and the fresh pair of knickers and headed to the bathroom to get dressed. I slung on the bra, bum pads and knickers, inserted the fake boobs — cold! — and put on the heels from last night. I considered trying to put the wig back on, or perhaps experimenting with Ben’s collection of makeup, but decided against doing anything with either, lest my amateur fumblings do irreparable harm to the wig and/or my face.

I did a quick test run around the living room, trying out the heels again. It was odd to be back in them so soon, especially after having walked home in them that morning, but they weren’t exactly towering and my feet didn’t hurt that badly, anyway. And I was in no danger of tripping in them any more. Ben was right: walking home this morning had been excellent practice. I resolved never to tell him.

I started on the washing up.

Jess got through an awful lot of takeout meals, which was kind of sad, and she left the remains glued to various plates and bowls (and the boxes and bags in a pile in the corner), which was less sad and more gross. I dealt with most of the more recent detritus and left everything else to soak in soapy water; some of it had to be over a week old! I found an (untouched) roll of trash bags on top of the microwave, unrolled one and set to work, demolishing the pile of takeout boxes and exhuming the sinkside teabag graveyard, then stamped around the rest of the apartment, looking for more trash to add to my grim collection. I even took a tentative step into her bedroom, but it didn’t feel right being in there alone, so I quickly backed out.

I’d been in there long enough to see myself in her full-length mirror, though, and I felt instantly foolish, trotting around the apartment in just my underwear and a pair of heels, so I found the nightgown I’d discarded this morning and, after a moment’s hesitation, slipped it on.

A mistake, because the sensation of it against my skin brought back Jess’ hands on me, only more urgently and vividly than before, and I sank to my knees.

That was how Ben found me.



* * *



“Yeah,” I said. “She had her hand right around my thigh. And then she, uh, touched it.”

“‘It’?”

“Yes! It, Ben! Me! My… My you know.” Why was I being shy about this? Ben was a man; so was I, supposedly, despite the nightgown and voluminous breasts. “My dick, Ben. She didn’t mean to, and it was just because she had to get the measurements right, but oh my God. I could have died right there.”

I hadn’t meant to tell him everything. I’d intended, when he found me crouched on the floor and muttering to myself, to dissemble, but Ben sat me down on the couch and got me a bottle of water and told me we weren’t going anywhere or doing anything until I sorted out my emotional crisis.

“And I keep telling myself,” I continued, “that it’s okay, because it’s just, you know, when I’m like this, and that if I’m a little bit like a girl then it’s less, you know, horribly creepy, and I really, really want to believe that, but I’ve always had a crush on her, and if there’d been a reason for me to be around her while I was just, you know, me, and she’d had to touch me the same way, I would have reacted just the same way. And that was all I could think about.”

He raised an eyebrow at that. “So what’s the problem?”

“What’s the—? She’s gay, Ben! She’d be disgusted with me! I shouldn’t— I shouldn’t be… Shit.” I sat back hard, as if the couch might engulf me if I got up enough speed. “I don’t know. I just feel guilty.”

“Alex,” he said, laying a hand on my knee, “do you know how many straight girls she’s crushed on? Because I do. I went to uni with her, and I was there when she threw off the last of her good-little-girl act and became the beautiful butch we both know and love. God, I want to pull your brain out of your dumb little head and give it a good shake. It’s okay to have a crush, Alex! It’s okay to have fantasies! It’s normal! In fact, around someone like Jess, it’s practically expected. And I’d tell you the only thing that would be bad is if you made an unwelcome move, but— Ah, there it is. The look of horror.”

“I could never.”

“Exactly. Plus,” he added, patting me on the knee, “she could break you in half like a pencil. Okay. Are we done?”

“Um. I think so?”

“Good! Because we’ve got a busy day ahead of us, and we’ve just lost ten minutes.” He stood up so quickly that the absence of his weight on the shared couch cushion made me bounce a little. He turned to me, frowning, and clapped his hands. “Chop chop! We have to go!”

“Um, Ben?”

“Yes, sweetheart.”

“I’m wearing a nightie.”

“We’re going to Soho. Nobody will care. No? You sure? Okay, I’ll go find you something in Jess’ wardrobe. She won’t mind. But if it looks sufficiently funny on you, I warn you, she will want a photo.”



* * *



Hair extensions! I couldn’t believe I was doing this.

Ben gave me the choice of getting extensions or glueing that bloody wig to my head for the whole weekend, and when he put it like that it didn’t take me long to pick. The wig cap had been uncomfortable and hot and itchy and a constant reminder that the hair falling into my mouth was not actually mine, and I’d already been apprehensive about putting up with that for days on end; in addition, I’d started to imagine unlikely but possible disaster scenarios — things like, what if I caught a strand of wig hair on a door handle and had the whole thing yanked off my head? — which extensions, from my brief assessment, would mostly avoid.

All the same, the step into the hairdressers wasn’t one I’d ever imagined taking, even after I started my dubious new career as a dress-up doll. It was on me, though; I agreed to do the job on the assumption that it would be a strictly daytime thing, that I could just slap on a wig and some makeup and a dress, stand around for a while, and then take it all off back at the hotel. I really should have thought a little harder about the practicalities before I said yes, but something about the night before had bewitched me, and now here I was, on the verge of a total makeover. I couldn’t turn it down, though; I’d had time enough in the Uber over to think about the plan — extensions; new clothes — and I’d come up with several solid, practical reasons why it was a good one, and mere emotional reasons why it wasn’t.

I still wanted to talk to Jess about it all, though. I’d started worrying, hopefully uncharitably, that part of the justification for the extra expense was that she was planning to ask me to do this all over again whenever we had something new to sell, for as long as we could get away with it, which was probably a good few years, given the slow pace of my masculine development. So, as I sat in the salon chair, I started marshalling arguments in my head that would keep me out of dresses in the future. It was good to be prepared; recent experience had shown me that if I just walked back into the office without a properly rehearsed litany against crossdressing (“I will face my dress. I will not permit it to pass over me. I will throw it in the trash and run away to watch sport with people who sweat a lot.”) she’d turn those gorgeous brown eyes on me and I’d find it hard to say no.

The whole process was due to take about two-and-a-half hours, which nearly had me back out of the chair again and down the street, if only because I’d be stuck here when the girl from the agency arrived. Jess talked me down over the phone, insisting she was perfectly able to talk her through most of the stuff she needed to know, and that it was important we didn’t rush my preparations. She told me she wanted me to be as discovery-proof as possible during the trade show, and, like always, I folded. I still didn’t like the idea of Jess talking to the model on her own, but I couldn’t really point to why. I imagined them both running off together, marketing materials unstudied, and adding her clothes to Jess’ ex-girlfriend drawer at some undetermined point in the future. It’d be just my luck to have hired a model with the same taste in women as me.

But she made her point, my paranoia backed her up — I really did not like the idea of losing a wig in the middle of the show floor — and between them they had me dropping into the salon chair and agreeing to whatever Ben thought was best.

They colour-matched my hair, after praising how thick and wavy it was — I resisted the temptation to make the obvious joke; “Thanks, I grew it myself,” probably got old after the first hundred times — and two of the staff, a guy called Warren, and a pale-skinned and delicately beautiful woman named Selina, started work. I tried not to blush under their attention, failed, and settled for avoiding my reflection and listening in on Ben’s phone calls. Since the extensions were to eat all our remaining time, we weren’t going to be able to go shopping together, much to Ben’s irritation and my mild relief; instead, he was describing our needs to a personal shopper he knew. He also gave them my measurements, passed on by Jess, which led unavoidably to me squirming in my seat, thinking once again about what it took to get them. Warren had to whap me on the forehead to get me to sit still, and Ben took his phone to the other end of the salon. Probably wise, considering I was having things heat-bonded to my head and ought not to be eavesdropping on conversations that might distress me. I decided, when eventually Ben sat down again, not to bug him about it. I was the ball in the Rube Goldberg machine, bouncing from apartment to hair salon to personal shopper to office, and the most helpful things I could do at this point were to shut up and keep tucking.

Besides, having my hair worked on was relaxing. Even the heat bonding, about which I’d been mildly alarmed, seemed routine; Warren and Selina were clearly as skilled in their field as Ben and Jess were in the field of making my simple life incredibly complicated and embarrassing, and chatted happily as they worked.

I took the opportunity to catch up on some sleep.



* * *



I didn’t dream this time, thank God. I was woken up by Selina lecturing Ben on how to style keratin extensions. I realised they were talking about me at the exact moment I remembered why I was here, and had one of the unpleasant rapid bootups that had quickly become a core feature of my life.

They’d done an incredible job. My hair, which before had tickled the middle of my ear at its longest point, now covered the top half of my chest — the memory of a dream inserted itself; I dismissed it — and the highlights were a nice touch. It wasn’t styled, particularly, but I assumed either that they didn’t have time, or that there was a waiting period before you could play with the new hair too much.

I kinked my head from side to side in the mirror. Difficult not to be at least a little entranced…

“She’s awake!” Warren said, grasping me by the shoulders.

Yes, that pronoun again. It was weird how fast I was getting used to it. Weirder still that I had no idea if the salon staff knew what my actual gender was; Ben had dressed me in a pair of capris that weren’t too loose, and an incredibly baggy top that fell off one shoulder and showed off my bra strap but which managed to look sort of intentional, but I had no makeup on or anything, and the hair I’d come into the salon with was clearly a man’s cut. I decided before I even sat down, though, that they were unlikely to care, so why should I? It was that sort of salon; I was likely not even the most unusual person currently in the building. The thought had been comforting: it was nice, despite everything, to feel both safe and relatively ordinary.

“I’m technically awake,” I corrected him, aware that I’d been staring at myself and leaving him waiting for a reply. Impolite.

“So, honey, what do you think?”

I smiled at him, leaned forward in the chair, and ran my fingers through some of the hair that hung around my chin. “It looks fantastic,” I said, doing my best to show enthusiasm and appreciation, to take the sting out of the next bit. “How do I take it all out?”

It didn’t work; he looked disappointed. “You want rid of them already?”

“They’re only for the weekend,” I said. “For a job.”

Selina reached forward and pried Warren’s fingers off my shoulders. “Just massage the keratin bonds with olive oil,” she said to me. “It’ll take a while and it’s a bit fiddly. Ben gave me your number; I’ll send you a link. It’d be better if you came back to us, though. We can do it properly, and we can talk about your future styling needs.”

“Seems like a waste,” Warren said.

“Yes, yes, it’s a tragedy,” Ben said, breaking up our little gathering and tapping at a non-existent watch on his wrist. “Alex, we have to go!”

I remembered to grab the battered handbag as I stood up. “Thank you so much, both of you,” I said, directing my broadest smile towards the slightly downcast Warren. “Ben, did we pay already?”

“Yes, we’ve done terrible violence to the company credit card; let’s go!”

I let Ben drag me out of the salon, waving to Warren and Selina. When we got out onto the street, the wind picked up my hair and blew it about like I was in a shampoo commercial, and I watched it in the salon window, fascinated. Perhaps it would be a waste to get rid of it right after the expo; they’d gone to such lengths.



* * *



In the Uber back to Jess’ place I noticed some sneaky bastard had put acrylic nails on me while I napped (I had a vague memory of waking briefly to find someone buffing at my fingers but had dismissed it as a hairdressing-induced fever dream). They weren’t huge talons or anything, just rounded little things perhaps a quarter centimetre longer than my real nails and painted a colour that looked translucent but wasn’t, and I supposed they did cover up my slightly ragged real ones. The driver told me I looked nice, though, and she was so friendly that I almost forgot about the nails while we chatted. I gave her a five-star review, which was tricky because I had to use my phone screen with the flat of my finger instead of the tip.



* * *



Ben tried to hide the logo on the carrier bags that populated the hall outside Jess’ apartment door, but he wasn’t a particularly wide person and I have the advanced pattern-recognition skills of the professional coder and problem solver: it wasn’t hard to infer the missing letters between HAR and OLS.

“Your personal shopper friend works at Harvey Nichols?” I yelled, doing the high-pitched screech again. I’d be attracting dogs soon; I decided in advance to set them on Ben. “Do you know how expensive they are?”

He gave me a look like I’d asked him about his third arm. “Of course I know,” he said, dropping some bags by the sofa. I dumped the rest of them in the same spot. “I’m surprised you know.”

I didn’t know, not personally, not precisely, but Harvey Nicks was up there with Harrods in the don’t-even-think-about-it category. I was a Primark guy who stepped up to Next if I needed something posh for, say, a wedding I ultimately didn’t go to. My entire interaction with the place up until that day had been glancing at it on my way through Knightsbridge and thinking, Huh, it’s that posh shop off the telly. Money aside, I’d never seen the point of nice clothes, anyway; they didn’t ever look good on me, so why not buy cheap crap?

Ben nipped into Jess’ bedroom and came back with a couple of clean sheets. He laid one over the sofa and the other over the kitchen table, and started unpacking the shopping bags onto them.

Gosh, there were a lot of clothes.

He continued to unpack.

A lot of clothes.

I think I gasped, or screamed, or died temporarily, because when Ben got done laying out one of the outfits, he turned a glare on me. “Look,” he said, “we really don’t have much time, so if you’re going to have another panic attack, can you please try to do something useful while you’re at it this time?”

“Define useful,” I said, feeling stubborn.

He reached into one of his cases, pulled out a small plastic bottle with a pump attached and threw it at me. It turned out to be an adhesive. “Heads up!” he said, and I looked up to find another bottle flying towards me at head height. I caught it awkwardly. It was isopropyl alcohol, which, in combination with the adhesive, meant… absolutely nothing to me. I shrugged at him, glue in one hand, alcohol in the other, and he sighed.

“Take your tits out,” he said, belabouring every word, like he was talking a child through their fiftieth failed attempt at tying their shoelaces, “wipe your chest and the back of the tits with the alcohol, then spray glue on the tits and put them back on.”

“This is tit glue?” I said, trying hard to keep my voice neutral. “Is it… permanent?”

He laughed at me and returned to sorting through clothes. “You think I carry industrial-strength superglue in my drag kit? I just thought it would be nice if, for example, you had to bend down to pick something up and your tits didn’t fall out.”

I had visions of chasing an errant breast out of the apartment like it was a cat who’d stolen my dinner, and laughed with him. I stepped out of my dress, took the breasts out of my bra and laid them on the kitchen counter, thanking providence I’d cleaned it that morning. “Bra on or off?” I asked.

“On. It’ll help you position the forms. The last thing you want is wonky tits.”

I snorted. “I think, actually, this whole thing is the last thing I want.”

“Crybaby.”

I set to work, cleaning my chest and my chest accessories with the alcohol solution.

“Just reassure me I’m not a perv for doing this,” I said a short while later as I held a tit in place and waited for the glue to set.

“I’ve done it,” he said, pretending to be offended. “Am I a perv?” At least, I thought he was pretending.

“No,” I said hurriedly, waving the hand that wasn’t busy with a fake tit, “not at all! But you’re, you know, gay.”

“It’s not just us filthy gays who do this, Alex; trans women who haven’t started HRT yet do this; B-list Hollywood stars making a play for Best Supporting Actor do this, usually terribly; even cis women do this sometimes, if they’ve had a mastectomy. It might not be common, but it’s mundane. Don’t worry your pretty little head about it.”

I switched tit, since the first one seemed like it was pretty firmly attached. “What’s a ‘cis’ woman?”

Ben looked up at the ceiling. “And to think, I’m not legally allowed to murder her,” he muttered. I deliberated over which part of the sentiment to be more offended by. “A cis woman is a woman who isn’t trans; a trans woman is a woman who isn’t cis.” My face clearly did that thing again, because he continued, “Okay. A cis person is someone who has no desire or need to switch away from their gender assigned at birth.” I opened my mouth to ask a question about that, but he preempted me. “Jesus Christ, Alex; have you never been on the internet, like, ever? Kids today!”

“Hey,” I said, pouting, “aren’t you only a couple of years older than me?”

He raised an eyebrow at me, ignored my question, and continued, “Let’s make it really simple: if you are a boy—” he used the child-lecturing tone again, “—and you are happy being a boy, or at least not miserable enough to do anything about it, you are cis. If you are a boy, but inside you’re actually a girl, then you’re trans.”

I’d like to say that realisation dawned, but mostly it was a desire to end an increasingly awkward and patronising conversation. I nodded anyway and said, “Okay. I get it.” I thought I sort of did, anyway.

“Thank all the heavens. Just remember, I gave you the simplified version. Don’t try and explain it to anyone else until you’ve done the background reading.” He smiled at me momentarily, and then looked me up and down. “Are you not moisturising your legs?” he exclaimed, borrowing my dog-attracting screech.

“What?” I said, looking down at them, as if that would help. “Am I supposed to?”

“Oh my God,” he said. “You’re a world-class idiot. We waxed them yesterday. Do you want to get a rash?”

I wanted to protest at the ‘we’ part of that but settled for defending myself. “Hey! I’ve only been doing this for a day. Just let me have that one.”

“Fix it,” he ordered. “But not with anything you find around here; Jess buys crap moisturiser. It’s a lesbian affliction; do not get me started. She has, like, supermarket own-brand stuff. It might as well be mayonnaise. I had to borrow some once and it’s… well, it’s just awful. She gets away with it because she’s, well, she’s a she and she always has been. For people like us, who were AMAB’d, if we want good skin, we need to go the extra mile.”

“‘Ah-mabbed’?” I hazarded.

“It means— Never mind.” He shook his head at me. “It’d be like showing a quantum physics textbook to a poodle,” he muttered, and then shooed me. “Look in the smaller case for the blue bottle. Go.” He shooed me again. “Go!”

I disappeared into the bathroom, good moisturiser in one hand, phone in the other, and decided that now was the appropriate time for some of that thinking I’d been putting off. It was money, right now, that was bugging me; the cost of all this just kept climbing! I’d had some concerns in that direction back at the salon, but getting extensions put in at a decent hairdresser had nothing on Harvey Nichols. At this rate Jess would have to keep me in skirts for a decade to justify the expense; she’d have to make me come into work every day in a new outfit, and I’d have to—

Yeah. Okay. Unhelpful line of thought.

I nipped to the Harvey Nicks website and scrolled through some of their stuff, and unless Ben’s personal shopper friend worked out of some unadvertised bargain basement, we’d splashed out considerably more than a thousand pounds on clothes alone. I scrolled some more and found a skirt — a simple loop of black fabric! — that cost over four hundred quid, and tripled my estimate.

Shit. With that kind of cash, I probably could have found some agency to supply us with models. I might have been able to hire us a minor royal or a disgraced Tory MP! So why was Jess choosing now to throw company money around? I prepared my list of questions for her as I rubbed moisturiser onto my legs. Which did, I had to admit, feel pretty good.



* * *



Ben joined me in the bathroom with a present: a new contraption that looked sort of like a micro-miniskirt in flesh tone (my flesh tone, anyway; it was several shades too light for either Jess or Ben). Before I had a chance to complain about it, he told me it was the replacement for the horrid bum pads; it would give me essentially the same measurements, while also being both more comfortable and invisible under a dress. The flat front would give the stretchy knickers a hand when it came to hiding my junk, and I wouldn’t even need to take it off to use the loo, just slide it up my body. A definite upgrade! I almost hugged him, until he pointed out I’d need to take the bum pads with me anyway, in case I wanted to wear trousers, and I felt a little less good about him.

Then he made me wash off my makeup and hunted across my face for stray hairs; it turned out we’d missed a few with yesterday’s goop-and-shave session. He plucked at me for a few minutes — first at my jaw, then around my eyebrows — and slathered me in more moisturiser. Calling me done ‘for now’, he dragged me out into the living room to face the array of incredibly expensive clothes that awaited me.

The remainder of my charitable feelings vanished when it turned out he’d hidden my nice comfy capris and sloppy baggy top. “No fallbacks!” he said. “If last night was about showing you how to look like a girl, today is about showing you how to be beautiful.”

I avoided commenting that Jess seemed to think I was plenty beautiful when we were in the restaurant together — Ben would get the wrong idea; I certainly had — and instead gravitated towards one of the more modest outfits Ben had laid out: a reassuringly calf-length blue skirt and a shimmery top that looked sort of billowy. Ben blocked me, standing in front of it and wagging a finger.

“That’s casualwear,” he said. Absurd; casualwear was jeans and a sweatshirt, not anything that still required me to wax my legs. There actually was a pair of jeans in the mix, draped over a chair on the other side of the room, but by the time I noticed it Ben already had his hand on my back and was guiding me towards the clothes he’d laid out on the sofa.

I wondered as he gently pushed me across the room if there’d been a time when I would have flinched away from having another man’s hand on my back. Maybe I still would, depending on the man, but I was, as I’d noted before, strangely comfortable around Ben, even while naked; even while wearing women’s underwear! It was a little odd: I’d never really felt comfortable naked around anyone before; not men, not women. Not even my mother. I’d always carried with me a quiet sense of shame about my shapeless little body. I never slept in the nude even while home alone, and I didn’t generally look at myself in the mirror after showering until I had a robe on. And yet here I was, in bra and knickers around someone who had, up until yesterday, been a stranger.

Perhaps it was because I was Girl Alex right now; it wasn’t really me who was standing around in her underwear.

How important was that distinction, anyway?

Eh. Questions for later. I had more important problems to address.

“Is there any reason,” I said, when he brought me face to fabric with the outfit he’d selected, “why I can’t just wear jeans?”

“You’d have to put the old arse pads back on,” he said, grinning nastily at me.

“I… could deal with that.”

“Alex, you are not wearing casualwear to the office!”

“But I feel casual!”

He put his hands on his hips. “You’ll feel anything but casual when you get there and find Jess alone with Emily the model.”

I twitched a bit. “That’s fine!” I insisted. “If they’re interested in each other, that’s absolutely fine! She can be alone with Emily all she wants.” I definitely didn’t stumble over that last word.

“I’m sure. All the same, how will you feel if you’re slobbing around and she’s looking like a million dollars?”

“I’ll feel very comfortable,” I said. So convincing!

“Be quiet and put that on,” he said.

That turned out to be a black skirt with gold horizontal bands and a black top with an asymmetrical neckline. I liked that the top covered my arms all the way to the wrists; I didn’t like that the skirt covered only half my thighs. I had to admit they fit well, though; Ben’s posh personal shopper knew what they were doing. He directed me to a pair of black ankle boots with a two-inch heel that fit better and more snugly than any shoes I’d ever owned, and while I was admiring how comfortable they were, Ben turfed all my stuff out of my handbag and into a much smaller and less battered one.

“Now, sit,” he said, pointing at one of the kitchen stools. I did so and he turned on a lamp, which he must have brought with him because I didn’t remember it from last night. The damn thing shone right in my face, but he immediately apologised and taped a bit of greaseproof paper over the front. It softened the light, so it was no less bright but more diffuse, and I blinked as my eyes got used to seeing colours and shapes again. “Your hair needs barely any work, at least for today, so there’s only really makeup to go,” he said, and opened his kit. “I’m going to do you up in gold around the eyes. It’ll go with the skirt and make your eyes look bluer. Is that okay?”

Wow. Asking for consent! What a novelty. I nodded.

“Good. It’s only a shame we’re not able to pierce your ears.”

“You are not piercing my ears,” I said firmly. There were some lines I wasn’t ready to cross. Increasingly few, apparently, but still.

“I’m not piercing your ears,” he promised. “Imagine if they got infected in that dirty conference hall!” He shuddered.

I relaxed. It turned out we had a limit, after all. When all this was over with, the extensions could be taken out, the clothes could be sold or donated, and the bum pads and tucking underwear could be loaded into a trebuchet and launched into the sea. We weren’t piercing my ears.

I closed my eyes and let Ben paint me.



* * *



We rode to the office in a taxi. An honest-to-God taxi, unattached to any predatory rideshare service! The last time I rode in a real taxi, I was twelve and stuck in the middle of my parents’ difficult divorce. Real taxis had kind of had bad associations for me since then, but I was able to put them out of my mind; I had so many other awful things on which to concentrate.

In the back seat, knees together (short skirt) and ankles strangely elevated (higher heels than I was used to), I focused on controlling my breathing, thinking through how I would approach Emily Swan and preparing for my biggest challenge yet: meeting a perfectly normal woman. I had to inhabit Girl Alex completely for this; I couldn’t let out any of my fear or my shame or any of the other useless emotions regular old Boy Alex had been indulging in.

I was ready. I could be her. I had the voice down, didn’t I?

Ben held my hand when he realised I was shaking, which was sweet. It was a shame he wasn’t going to be available for me to lean on or hide behind this afternoon; there were a few more things he needed to round up for tomorrow, he’d said. I shuddered when I imagined what terrible equipment he could acquire with a few hours at his disposal. How many more things could possibly be strapped to my undercarriage or glued to my chest?

When we arrived, I got out and I dithered. I stood there on the pavement, looking around, fiddling with the strap of my new handbag, shifting my weight from one foot to the other as I continued trying to get used to the taller heels. I kept the building pointedly behind me, partially so I couldn’t be identified by anyone looking out, but mostly because I didn’t want to think about it yet. Ben must have asked the taxi driver to wait, because he startled me out of my thoughts with a gentle tap on my elbow, and once he had my attention looked me square in the eye.

“You can do this,” he said.

I looked back at him, unsure. Yesterday had been an experiment, but today… today we were trying. I was wearing a stunningly expensive and — even to my uneducated eye — absolutely gorgeous outfit, and Ben’s makeup job was twice as effortful; I looked incredible. Which put the problem squarely on me, the person under the skirt and the foundation and the hair extensions, trotting around in ankle boots and distinctly unprepared for what lay ahead of me.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“Alex, you can do this. Remember: you’re capable, you’re beautiful, you’re charming…”

“I am?”

“Yes, yes and yes. You helped design the software you’re showing off tomorrow, you have killer legs and — I promise you — when you and Jess are in the room together, she only has eyes for you.”

“No,” I said. That got me right in the heart. “No, don’t get my hopes up, Ben. Last night was all in my head. She knows what I am.”

“Do you?”

If I had infinite time available to me, I might have tried to decode what he meant by that, but since he didn’t immediately offer up an explanation, I didn’t go digging for one. I shook my head instead, as if it might dislodge the crumb of hope that Jess might, for real, ever look at me like that.

I was not her type. I was unglamorous, sort of nerdy, and a little too eager to please. I was also a man. None of these added up to someone Jess would or could ever be interested in. And that was okay! That was fine!

It was useful, actually. I could know for certain that even if I did get too into the part, even if Girl Alex did take over, even if she did flirt and even if Jess did play along, that was all it was and all it would ever be: a game. An innocent game between two friends.

Put that way, it sounded kind of fun.

“Alex,” Ben said, “you okay?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m okay. Thanks, Ben.”

“Just remember,” he said, grinning back at me, “stay in character!”

“Oh, I will,” I said, returning his smile. And, letting out a little of Girl Alex’s spontaneity, I stepped forward and hugged him, keeping my arms low so I didn’t crumple the new clothes or smudge my makeup. “Thank you, really. I know I’ve been kind of a…”

“Handful?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re welcome. Now, go be amazing!”

He pushed against me, trying to disengage from the hug, but he wasn’t exactly Jess, and I wasn’t overpowered so easily. Before I let go, I nipped in and kissed him on the cheek.

It felt like something Girl Alex would do.



* * *



Jess was in the lobby, fighting with the coffee vending machine, and I was glad she had her back to the front doors because it meant she didn’t see my sharp intake of breath; I’d expected to have at least the elevator ride to finish preparing myself!

Okay. I had to be honest with myself: at least part of my gasp was because she was bending over to peer at the buttons on the machine and it pulled her dark jeans tight around her arse. Rather difficult not to notice a thing like that. Or a pair of things like that, straining against the denim. Maybe it had been a good idea for Ben to dress me up…

I swallowed, straightened my sleeves and assessed the situation. Obviously, Jess was playing the good host for Emily Swan — Don’t sulk, Girl Alex! — and she’d come down to use the coffee machine in the lobby because we’d run out of those stupid little pods for the office machine. Which was definitely a good thing, because it meant I’d have a chance to reintroduce myself to her, unsupervised.

So why did I feel like I’d just been ambushed?

Breathe, Alex. Whichever one of you is in control right now; breathe.

I fiddled distractedly with my restrictive clothes, and I envied hers. It was more than a little annoying that she’d dressed so casually today, despite her flattering jeans. She had a t-shirt on that I knew for a fact cost £6 because I’d been in the office when she came back from lunch clutching two three-packs from Marks & Spencer; I’d made fun of her for shopping at the supermarket for aspirational grannies. She looked comfortable! And the worst thing she’d have to wear this weekend would be a tailored suit! Which was a mode of dress I knew for a fact she absolutely adored! I, meanwhile, was wearing a grand’s-worth of Harvey Nicks swag and had to remember to keep my knees together when I sat down.

Perhaps being irritated with her was the best way to cope with my increasingly urgent crush. Perfect. All she had to do was keep annoying me and, luckily, if Jess hadn’t been able to make it in business, she could have been obliviously aggravating on an internationally competitive level. There were probably grants for it, and you probably got them almost by accident, simply by being in the right place at the right time, just to make the whole exercise even more annoying for everyone around you.

I watched her take out her phone and mess with it, which yanked a smile out of me. I decided she was tweeting something like, I can’t even make coffee without Alex to do it for me, I’m so terrible at life. And then she kicked the vending machine, and I shook myself. Time to intervene before something — the vending machine; Jess; my delicate feelings — got hurt.

“You forgot to select cup size again, didn’t you?” I said. Nailed the voice, first time. It had started to feel quite natural.

She turned around, took one look at me and dropped her phone. It was a good thing the lounge area around the vending machines was carpeted or I was sure she would have guilted me about her smashed phone screen for the difficult couple of hours she’d have to put up with it for, before a new one arrived from wherever rich people just effortlessly get stuff from. She opened her mouth to say something but seemed briefly to forget how to speak. She shut her mouth and looked me up and down, a muscle in her jaw tensing as she did so.

“What?” I said to her frown. I didn’t think I looked weird, but I gave myself a quick once-over, just to be certain: I hadn’t broken an ankle in the boots, my skirt hadn’t ridden up, my bag wasn’t spilling its contents onto the floor and neither of my tits had made a break for the horizon. I was momentarily puzzled by her reaction, but then I remembered the way she looked at me when she saw me like this for the first time, returning to her flat after Ben dressed me up. Then, like now, she was trying to square my appearance with the knowledge that it was me under all this, and probably getting a headache. So I decided to tease her, just a little. “Never seen a pretty woman before?”

“Al— Alex?” she said, eventually.

“Yep, and still so good they named me twice,” I replied, grinning. I’d tried it in the mirror a few times and knew how striking my smile could be when I had lipstick on. One of the small things it’d be a shame to lose, after this was all over.

“Hi?” Jess said, still blinking slowly at me.

I stepped forward, bent down carefully — knees together; God, the skirt was tight! — retrieved her phone, and placed it in her limp hand. I had to close her fingers around it so it didn’t fall right back out; she seemed much more interested in gaping at me than in paying attention to anything important.

“I thought you said you could cope without me,” I said, “but, here you are, defeated by the vending machine. Again.”

“Oh,” she said. “Um. Yeah.”

I still had my hand on hers — making sure she wasn’t going to drop her phone — so I squeezed it, released her, nudged her aside with my hip, and cleared the half-finished order off the machine. I had no idea where all this confidence was coming from, nor why it had replaced the nerves I’d been so consumed by in the taxi, but I wanted to bottle it so I could have some whenever I liked. Now that I’d given myself permission to run with it, being like this around Jess was intoxicating!

“How does she take her coffee?” I asked.

“Um,” Jess remarked, and then seemed finally to get herself back together. “Black. No sugar.”

Same as me; I liked her already. I dialled up a black, no sugar, and handed her the paper cup when it was done. She took it but continued to stare at me, like she had in the car over to the restaurant last night, when she’d been so out of sorts, so un-Jess around me that I’d had to poke her to unlock her.

I did worry that this suggested she was going to need a good run up like this every time I put on a skirt, which further suggested she’d be spending every morning at the expo walking around in a confused daze, but that was a problem for her and the pillars she’d be walking into, not me.

I pointed to the compartment which had just popped open on the other side of the machine. “Lid!” I prompted.

Clumsily, she retrieved and applied the plastic lid for Emily’s coffee, and while she was making a meal of that task, I sorted out a cup for me (also black, no sugar) and a cup for Jess (full cream, a squirt of syrup and a sprinkle of chocolate flakes; she always claimed it was Ben who got her on fancy coffee). I made her carry both hers and Emily’s, and redirected her from the stairs she automatically headed for, steering her towards the elevator in the corner.

“It’s only a couple of flights,” she complained. She was the kind of well-off fitness junkie who had a gym membership, a private pool membership, blew off steam in the objectively terrible mini-gym in the office basement and never took the elevator as a point of pride, which was presumably how she was able to drink coffee that was mostly sugar without compromising her impressive physique. (I was the kind of skint loser who stayed thin largely because of forgetting to eat at most mealtimes; I lost track of stuff if I didn’t set reminders. I suspected I got so good at organising other people because first I had to learn to organise myself, and in doing so overcome the greatest obstacle ever faced in the history of human efficiency: me.)

I nudged her with my boot and laughed when she jumped a little. God, what a turnaround!

“These things—” I waggled a foot at her and was rather proud I didn’t tip over with just the one heel on which to balance, “—are at least two inches and, in case you forgot, I’m kinda new at walking in them. If I try taking the stairs right now, I might break my neck! Worse: I might spill coffee all over this expensive outfit.” And while the NHS would repair me for free, dry cleaning this skirt would probably be pricey as all hell.

“Fine,” she said, surrendering.

I tapped the button for the elevator. “So, what’s she like?” I asked, to fill the silence.

“Who?”

Okay. she was starting to cross the line from slightly behind events to fully absent. Less charming. “Emily Swan?” I said. “The model we hired? I assume she’s up there; you’re carrying her coffee, after all.”

“Oh,” she said, looking around nervously, as if the other woman might suddenly appear from behind the vending machines, “uh, yeah.”

“So…?”

“Right. Yes.” She cleared her throat and seemed to come back to her senses. “She’s smart, actually. Asked a lot of good questions. Surprised me. I think you’ll like her.”

“Great!” We’d hired a booth babe, and all we technically required of her was that she look pretty and avoid punching any of the attendees, but if she was all that — attractive; non-violent — and smart, too, we might well have found ourselves a repeat booking.

The elevator doors opened to admit us, and I stepped in, taking small, careful steps, aware that I had heels on and very much not wanting to get one stuck in the gap.

“No,” Jess said, “I mean, I think you’ll like her.” She sounded a lot more like her old self, which had its pluses and minuses. I’d kind of liked having her at least a little off kilter. “She’s your type,” she added, nudging me with an elbow.

Naturally, part of Jess being back to her old self meant she was back to trying to set me up with women ludicrously out of my league. She didn’t want me to be lonely, she said, over and over, no matter how much I insisted that I was fine, that I had my work and my health and my one (1) friend.

“I really doubt it,” I said.

“You won’t know unless you try.”

God. She always wanted me to try.

A few faces flashed through my mind: the girl who stopped texting after three weeks; the girl who cheated on me the night after we first slept together; the girl who flirted with Jess in front of me. My history with women was dire, and Jess knew exactly how dire, because she’d had to pick me back up every time I got dumped. I’d never understood what I didn’t have that other men did, that made them capable of real, lasting relationships with women! And now…

Now I was even less like other men.

“I don’t want to try, Jess,” I said, my voice fluctuating. What would those girls think if they could see me now? Would they laugh? Worse, would they remember how I’d been so absent in my relationships, how I’d been so slow to respond to their advances, and think they understood? Would they see someone new, someone they preferred? Someone other than me?

I wished, right then, that I could blame it all on that. On there being something fundamental missing from my soul. But I couldn’t. I was just me, inadequate and alone.

Shit. Suddenly I could feel all of it: the padding, the fake tits, the weight of my new hair. Suddenly I wasn’t Girl Alex any more, I was a skinny boy in a skirt he didn’t know how to wear, wearing makeup he didn’t know how to put on and hair he didn’t know how to care for. Reduced to Alex, out of his depth.

I closed my eyes, tried to block everything out, tried to resummon whatever had possessed me in the lobby, whether it was confidence or Girl Alex or the high of taking a vacation from my life; whatever it was, I needed it back.

“Alex?” Jess said.

“I’m—” I wanted to say I was okay. I wanted to reassure her. I wanted to be her friend. But, instead, like with Ben, it all came out before I could stop it. “Jess, why would you say that?”

“Say what?”

“I can’t think about that when I’m like this. I definitely can’t ask a girl out while I’m like this!”

“Lesbians do it every day, Alex,” she said, and, yeah, that was it. I wanted to be out of that elevator. I wanted to be out of that building. I wanted to be out of my life. I definitely wanted to be away from Jess.

I opened my eyes, and she had that grin on her face, the one that says she was finding everything around her terribly amusing. I was about to snap at her for it, was about to unload on her everything in my head and perhaps ruin our friendship forever, but she got there first.

“Well, if you’re not interested,” she said, “maybe I’ll ask her.”

I closed my eyes again. Balled my fists. Would have dropped to my knees if I could. “Just be quiet, Jess,” I said, controlling my voice to the best of my ability. “Please.”

“Oh,” she said, and it finally dawned on her that whatever fun she thought we were having right now, I wasn’t a part of it. “Oh, shit, Alex, sorry, I was just trying to—”

“Can you be quiet, please?” I repeated. “You’re just saying shit and I can’t— Jess, I was just getting the hang of this and now I’m only— I’m I don’t know what, but whatever and whoever I am, it’s nothing useful, so please can you give me some quiet so I can get my shit back together? Please?”

“Yeah,” she muttered, and I opened my eyes again to see her shaking her head, looking away. “Yeah, of course. Sorry. Shutting up now.”

The elevator doors opened in front of us, and I stood there, doing nothing, saying nothing. Perhaps I was waiting for them to close again, for the lift to take us back down at the bidding of someone else in the office, for the final decision to go through with this, to face a stranger like this, to be taken out of my hands. And then that thought was too much for me, made me feel weak and useless and stupid, so I stepped forward, blocked the door with my foot.

I didn’t look back at Jess. I knew she felt like shit; she always did, the few times she’d upset me. She took it hard. And then I put all my energy into cheering her up, and I’d go home after, without having dealt with my own feelings.

I couldn’t afford that today. She’d have to be miserable for a little while without me; I was definitely going to be miserable without her, lost as I was in this moment, in this failed and faltering persona.

I tried to find her: the girl from the lobby; the girl who kissed Ben on the cheek; the girl Jess had smiled at; the girl who was useful. I had to find her and embody her again, become her, let her take me over.

She was nowhere. I was just me. And I was out of time.

Emily Swan was waiting.
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Wow. Emily Swan was gorgeous. I knew that already, having seen her headshot in the packet for the agency, but photos never really sell someone properly; there’s always something missing. In this case, that something was that she was tall: she had a good two inches on me, even with me in heels and her in trainers. Frustrating! With Jess around, I had no chance of ever being the tallest in the room — it was one of the things I liked about her, to be honest, and I was pretty sure she knew it — but it would have been nice not to be the shortest, for once.

Emily was blonde, with recently done highlights — I assumed; I was operating on a lot of guesswork, since I’d had one chance today to learn anything much about hair and I’d slept through it — which created an interesting contrast with the darker hair at her temples. She had the whole lot pulled back into a loose ponytail, out of which quite a lot of hair had already escaped, but the effect was that her face was framed perfectly. I wondered whether it was a happy accident.

I didn’t think she was wearing a lot of makeup; again, I was no expert, but she certainly looked less dolled-up than she had in her agency picture. She looked incredible, anyway, and with her skin clear of foundation I could see a faint but charming pattern of freckles across her nose and cheeks.

Wow.

Okay.

So. Two stunningly attractive women in the office today. Both out of my league and both undeserving of the burden of my interest: Jess, for the obvious reason; Emily, because she didn’t look like the kind of woman who’d be interested in a short, shy (and sexually inadequate) guy even if he didn’t happen to be wearing a skirt.

And that was the thing that was really kicking my arse: she was wearing casual clothes! Jeans and a tank top. Here I was in a skirt that didn’t reach my knees even when I tugged on it, in a whole outfit that cost more than my rent, and the professional model in front of me looked like she was about to interrupt a cosy evening in front of the telly for a quick trip to the corner shop to buy tea bags. My plans to murder Ben, which I’d put on hold in the taxi over, started ticking over again.

She was standing by my desk, leafing through some of our technical documents. She must have heard me enter, because she looked up and turned on me a smile I swear I felt at the base of my spine. Thankfully I’d never been the kind of guy to pop random boners — I liked to wait until I was stuck in a nightgown with my boss — or judging by the way Emily’s smile made me feel, I’d’ve been looking at some serious and cumulative dick injury by the end of the working day. But just the thought of it was enough to make me aware once again of my physicality, of the boy hidden under everything; the same cold water in my face that Jess had provided in the lift.

I realised I probably ought to say something.

“Miss Swan,” I said, pushing my voice off the top of my mouth as hard as I dared, for a clear, professional tone. “I’m Alex Brewer.”

“Miss Brewer, hi,” she said, holding out a hand. I shook it, remembering not to do the stupid guy thing where you pump someone’s hand like you’re trying to loosen an overtightened screw; I was always terrible at that, anyway, same as with every other bonding ritual that required me to assert my strength and confidence. I perched on the back of the next desk over, taking some of the weight off my feet. I would have sat down, but then I’d have been even shorter compared to her.

A part of me thrilled at the thought, so I glared at it until it shut up.

“Call me Alex, please,” I said, depositing my coffee cup on the desk and trying not to look too hard at her lips. Jesus, they were full… Sort of like mine, really, only mine were a result of trickery with lip liner, and hers were natural.

Horrible thought. I didn’t need to feel any more fake.

“Then you can call me Emily,” she said. “Ms McCain was just talking me through some of your other projects. She said she was just killing time until you got back, though,” she added, smiling again. “She said you’re the real expert, and that you’re better placed to go over what we’ll be presenting on the show floor tomorrow.”

I nodded, holding in a moment of panic at the reminder that the trade show did, in fact, start tomorrow. At least the bright office lights were a decent enough preview of conditions on the show floor; no intimate restaurant lighting to help me here, and yet Emily Swan had failed to ask me about my stubble, my foundation garments, my fake hair or my penis.

Perhaps she was just being polite.

I was flailing over how to respond — she was distractingly beautiful — when Jess backed through the office door, coffees in hand. She drew Emily’s attention, which gave me the opportunity both to sigh with relief at being momentarily unwitnessed, and to feel once again a horrible stab of guilt for shouting at her. She, for her part, smiled professionally at Emily. When Jess looked at me, her smile softened, and I wanted nothing more than to run over and give her a hug and as many apologies as I could manage before she inevitably told me I was being silly.

A shiver ran down my spine when I thought of it.

Jess passed Emily her coffee and then leaned on the desk opposite mine, mimicking my posture almost exactly. “Alexandra,” she said, and I had to smile at that; my bet was she brought out the explicitly feminine name to reinforce my authentic femaleness for Emily. Saving my butt yet again, first from unemployment and now from discovery. “Miss Swan and I were just going over the in-development stuff. We’re almost done, and then she’s all yours. Will you join us?”

Would I? I was barely coping with sharing the room with Emily Swan, a beautiful woman I hadn’t had a crush on for almost two years; if I had to sit at a table with both of them, I thought I might pass out.

Not much choice, though.

Deep breaths, Alexandra.

We arranged ourselves around the desk they’d been using before. Jess sat next to me, opposite Emily, which I thought was a bit unfair, like we were ganging up on her or something.

“I hope you don’t mind me carrying on,” Jess said to Emily. “I know what Alexandra — Miss Brewer — has to say is most, uh, immediately relevant to your role with us for the next few days, but she’s also just got back from a meeting. I think we should give her a chance to drink her coffee before we make her work again.”

Emily shot a sympathetic look my way and enthusiastically agreed, and I stared in wonder at Jess. With a handful of words she’d excused both my scatterbrained state and my try-hard outfit! And dropping a plausible full name for me earlier… How was she already so much better at this than I was?

As Jess talked, I did my best to make the most of the time she’d bought me. Mostly I reassured myself: I had my voice down pat, and I looked the part. Nothing else mattered. And that applied until the end of the expo. Boy Alex was a loser in love, and that was absolutely something I wanted to fix, but I didn’t need to think about it now, did I? Boy Alex wouldn’t, for all practical purposes, even exist for a good few more days. I was Girl Alex, and Girl Alex was charming and pretty and had long, auburn hair that billowed in the wind and caught the light almost as strikingly as Emily’s did.

Unfortunately, it seemed Girl Alex was rather more attracted to women than Boy Alex was, and it was starting to become a problem.

I crossed my legs — slightly crushing my penis in the process, as a warning to it — and I leaned back, drank from my coffee, and listened. Jess, as usual, was impressive as hell, but so was Emily; she knew her stuff! She asked thoughtful questions and she picked up a few things even faster than I did. What was she doing on the agency modelling circuit with a brain like that?

And what, exactly, did I know about it? Maybe she really liked meeting people. Maybe modelling was just fun.

Shifting around in my uncomfortable underwear and my tight skirt, I doubted that wearing ridiculous clothing in front of hundreds of people for three days straight could be as fun as all that, even for someone who didn’t have a nasty pinching sensation in her foreskin when she sat a certain way.

“And with that,” Jess finished, “I’ll leave you in Alex’s very capable hands.”

“Thanks so much, Ms McCain,” Emily said, and waited for Jess to vanish around the corner before leaning closer and asking, “So, which is it? Alex or Alexandra?”

“Alex,” I said. “Just Alex.” And how. “I think Jess was just trying to make me seem more, uh, professional than I really am.”

“Well, you look very professional.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I try.”

Emily broadened her smile and sparked that feeling in the small of my back again. Nothing compared to what a smile from Jess did to me, but still miles out of my previous experience. Good God, but she was attractive.

What was going on with me? Why had my sexuality chosen this week finally to wake up? When it had been just Jess, when we were in close contact, when she literally had her hands on me, that was one thing, but there I was with a woman I’d just met, and I was having smaller but still significant echoes of those same feelings. I was blushing under my foundation, I was sure.

It made no sense. Women had never had that effect on me. No-one had. And I’d checked! When everyone else at school had been going boy- or girl-crazy, I looked hard at practically everyone I knew; nothing. I’d even gone online and forever sullied my search history, to no avail. It was why I hadn’t been able to make a relationship last: the women I dated wanted me to be their boyfriend, someone who could adhere to a certain set of specifications, and I’d eventually concluded that I just wasn’t capable of that. I’d never felt the spark.

And yet since the night Jess put her hands on me, I hadn’t stopped sparking. And not just for Jess, it seemed.

“So,” Emily said. I blinked dumbly at her, before mentally shaking myself and forcing an alert, professional look onto my face. “Shall we go over tomorrow’s materials?”

“Yes,” I said, and then stopped myself. I had to squeeze my thighs together so the pain in my trapped dick would keep me from grinning like an idiot, because I’d just realised I had the perfect cover story: I was a tomboy! It would explain any and all slip-ups I made, and it would release me from the obligation to be the confident, feminine woman I currently appeared to be. All I needed was a way to work it into the conversation organically…

“Before we get into it, though,” I continued, “I have a few questions for you, if that’s okay. About trade show modelling.”

“Oh?”

“We couldn’t book any other models to back you up,” I said, and I saw her expression change in response, so I continued quickly, “and your boss was very clear you mustn’t be required to work solo, so I was… volunteered. By my boss. I’ll be out on the floor with you.”

“Ah,” she said.

“I’m annoyed at myself. I gave in way too easily.”

“Well, she is your boss.”

I coughed at that and bit my lip as my memory presented me with the vivid image of Jess with her hands on me, and Emily raised an eyebrow. I ploughed on, regardless, probably as red as a phone box and showing through my foundation. “So now I have to be a model. On extremely short notice. And, to be honest, I’m petrified.”

Emily laughs. “It’s not that bad.”

I gave her a look. Payback for the look she was still giving me. “I don’t believe you,” I said.

“Okay,” she allowed. “It’s a little bit bad.”

It was time to out myself as a tomboy. “You know what really scares me? The clothes. Because I have to confess—” I leaned forward, trying my hardest to sell it, “—I’ve never worn nice clothes before. Like, ever. This whole deal? Completely new to me. I’m not even used to wearing makeup; the most I’ve ever worn before is a bit of lipstick.” This was true: at school I was in an otherwise all-girl group in our Drama class, and the girls thought it’d be brilliant if I played Juliet in our end-of-year production, opposite Kelly as Romeo. I wore a wig that smelled of straw, and lipstick that was probably stolen from someone’s mother.

Kernel of truth, sack of lies, etc. Keeping my story straight would be a lot easier if the only actual lie I was telling was about my gender, and my rusty acting talents would be less stretched if I played the dork out of her element rather than the effortless superfemme.

“You wear it very well,” Emily said.

“I can’t take the credit. This — the clothes, the makeup, the hair — is all Ben. He gave me a lightning makeover, to see if I scrub up nice enough to go out on the expo floor.”

“Ben is…?”

“Oh, he’s a friend of Jess’, he does drag, and, bless him, he has infinite patience with me. He had to tell me three times to stop touching my face when I’m wearing makeup! I’m just not used to it.”

“Your mum never made you wear it?”

I shook my head. “I made a huge fuss,” I said. “And she kept on and on at me—” I could picture it so clearly; my Mum would have been so excited to have a daughter, I’d always thought, “—and I had to tell her… Well, you know…”

Emily smiled. “How old were you when you came out to her?”

What?

Ah.

Shit.

“Oh, no,” I said quickly, “nothing like that! I was just, you know, a tomboy. Running, jumping, climbing trees, all that stuff.” I mimed the appropriate actions; incorrectly, probably, since I’d never climbed a tree in my life. After a few moments, I felt silly, and laid my arms flat on the desk in front of me.

Emily giggled at me. “I can’t believe you never wore makeup before. You’re so pretty!”

“Thank you, but I wasn’t always.”

“A tomboy and a late bloomer?” Emily asked, smiling to herself, as if deciding that the one doubtless flowed from the other, an assumption I was happy to let her make.

“Ugly duckling,” I confirmed. “Jess is always telling me that it’s not school any more, and I’m not this anonymous little creature hiding in the computer lab.” A direct quote. “She wants me to spread my wings. But this is my first time, um, spreading them.”

“So you get one day to practise flying and then tomorrow you get thrown in at the deep end.”

“Ducklings can swim,” I said. At Emily’s exasperated frown, I held up my hands in surrender. “Sorry. I’m abandoning the metaphor. What can I expect from my first day as a trade show model?”

Emily put a hand on mine. “You poor thing,” she said.

“You mean, it’s not a laugh a minute?”

She shrugged. “It can be fun. Kind of. Sometimes. But I wouldn’t have picked it as a career.”

“How did you get into it?”

“I got my degree in software engineering, decided against going postgrad, and then failed to get a job in my field. I figured I’d do the model thing while I waited for an opportunity to turn up, and hoped I’d get a chance to network while I’m at it.”

I couldn’t possibly have missed the question she was asking. “If this weekend goes well for us,” I said, thinking quickly, “I suspect we’ll be looking for at least one new engineer. If you can get me some sample code, I can pitch you to Jess. For a try-out.”

“Really?”

“She already told me she was impressed with the questions you were asking. And after this weekend, she’ll owe me one.” I snorted. “She’ll owe me a thousand. I’m pretty sure I can get her to consider you.” I liked Emily already, and if she was as capable as she seemed, she’d be a lifesaver. And, I decided, while mentally rehearsing my arguments for hiring her, it’d be nice to have another woman around the office.







* * *







Talking with Emily was a lot of fun, and mostly I was sad to see her leave — she was off to have a long, hot bath before tomorrow, she said, so she could be maximally relaxed before she became maximally irritated — but part of me was glad to be alone again, because as the afternoon wore on it became harder and harder to relax and be comfortable in her presence.

Despite it all, I tried my best to be fun and personable, and we bonded, I think. Jess ferried us cups of tea but otherwise left us alone, and we discussed modelling, coding — she was impressed that I was largely self-taught — and our school days. She didn’t judge me for my unfamiliarity with makeup and fashion, and in fact she told me that we were more alike than I knew, that if I’d met her just a few years before, I wouldn’t recognise her. She made me give her an ‘ugly duckling fist bump’. And she shared stories of late nights staring at the laptop screen, of having to cover her dark circles for modelling gigs the days after, and of the many irritations, large and small, involved in being an attractive woman taking a computer science degree and attempting to find work in the field after graduation.

I liked spending time with her. I didn’t like that I had to lie to her, and I was unfortunately lying all the time: about my real name, about the contents of my knickers; even about my sexuality. I’d instinctively corrected her before, when she assumed I was bi or a lesbian, and it took me most of the afternoon to identify the source of the impulse: it came from my desperate need, reinforced as the day wore on and against all evidence presented to me by my own body, to deny my attraction to any of the women around me.

Why?

Simple: my sexuality was an intrusion. All of me was. Because Emily was a real woman, and I wasn’t. And would she have let her guard down around me if she knew the truth? Would she have sat so close? Would she have touched my hand? Would she have laughed so easily, told so many stories from her past? The longer we spoke, the more I felt like an invader, like she’d created a space around us that was just for girls and invited me in, innocent of my true nature.

At one point, when she went to the bathroom, I quickly moved my chair to the other side of the desk, farther away from hers, claiming the late-day sun was getting in my eyes. If she thought something was amiss, she didn’t say anything, and she touched my hand again shortly after, so I achieved nothing and despised myself a little more.

I had to find a way to deal with this. I’d expected to spend all my time worrying about appearing properly female to her, but since it was already becoming clear to me that I seemed to make a better woman than I ever did a man, the guilt took over almost immediately. The cloying, suffocating guilt, almost sweet in the way I wanted to indulge in it.

Wanted? No. I needed to indulge in it. Because if I hadn’t felt guilty around her, for the deception, for the intrusion, then I would have been an even worse person.

But this wasn’t tenable. I had to get through three days at the expo alongside her, so I had to learn to deal with it somehow. How had I managed it with Jess?

Truthfully, I hadn’t. That first night, I was on cloud nine from the moment she looked at me, and my brain didn’t really start to complicate matters until I put on that stupid nightgown. My brain and my uncooperative, traitorous dick, forcing me over and over into an understanding that I wasn’t a friend to these women, that I wasn’t anything at all like them.

I was a predator.

Slowly, carefully, I lowered my head to the desk. I would have let it lie there, would have wallowed in the guilt and the self-hatred, had another problem not immediately presented itself to me: leaning over so far caused my clothes to tighten more or less everywhere, and each part of me presented its own reminders.

My tits: glued on, an unnatural presence on my chest that I had apparently allowed myself to get comfortable enough with to forget about.

My skirt: pressing against an unaccustomed part of my belly, where Ben said my ‘new waist’ was.

My hips and arse: fake, all fake, and kind of warm.

My dick: locked down tight and reminding me urgently of its distress.

My feet: crammed into unfamiliar boots that hurt my ankles and my instep.

I wanted to tear it all off, declare the whole thing over, quit my job, and never leave my rat-hole of a flat ever again.

So why didn’t I?

“Hey, Alex,” said a voice I knew better than my own. Jess’ words were accompanied by her hand resting on my shoulder and the sound of a chair wheeling back. She sat next to me and scooted her chair up so the armrests butted up against mine. “I take it that didn’t go well.”

“It went fine,” I said, not raising my head. I didn’t want to look at her and start up everything I’d barely survived with Emily, because it would have been even more intense, because Jess was Jess, and because I already knew what it felt like for Jess to touch me. “We went through the materials. She talked me through trade show modelling. She’s very smart, Jess; we should hire her.”

“Then why are you face-down on the desk?”

I bit the inside of my cheek rather than answer, and didn’t stop until I tasted blood. This was my problem, my perversion, not hers; she didn’t deserve to have it inflicted on her. She was too good for that. She was too good for me.

And she always would be.

My gut clenched and my throat tightened and I couldn’t hold back any longer. I fucking cried, right there at the desk, face-down like an idiot, in front of my boss, my friend, my long-time unrequited crush.

“Oh my God,” Jess said, tightening her grip on my arm, “Alex. What’s wrong?”

I kept myself from saying anything. More cheek biting; more blood.

Unfortunately, I was crying so hard at this point that it was getting hard to breathe through my nose, and when I opened my mouth, I dribbled onto the desk a disgusting mixture of blood, thick saliva and snot. That was enough for Jess. She pulled me upright, settled me back in my chair, and held up a single finger, telling me to wait. Then she shoved back her seat and took off, returning from her office moments later with a box of tissues under one arm and a bottle in the other. She set it all down on the desk in front of me, grabbed a couple of paper cups from the water dispenser and dropped them off, too. Finally, she turned my chair around until I was facing out into the office, sat down in front of me, and started cleaning me up.

I sat there and I let her. I knew that if I moved, if I so much as twitched, I would start talking and never stop. Eventually there was a pile of makeup-stained tissues on the desk and no more mess to mop up. I was spent. And still I remained silent.

Or I intended to. But Jess always did know how to get me to talk.

“Alex,” she said, sitting back, “what have I done to you?”

“Nothing!” My eyes probably bulged out of their sockets. “Absolutely nothing. Seriously, Jess, I—” My throat was still clogged with phlegm, and in my haste to absolve Jess of any and all responsibility, I choked on it. I waved her away when she stood up to help me, not wanting her hands on me, not wanting my body to remember again what that was like and demand more of it. Instead I covered my mouth with a tissue and coughed into it as hard as I could. “You did nothing,” I rasped, exhausted and aching and dehydrated; I thought that if I lifted up my top, my ribcage — relatively prominent even on a good day — would be fully visible through my skin, like a carcass half-buried in desert sand. “Absolutely nothing. You’re perfect, Jess. Always have been. It’s me. I’m all wrong for this.”

“We can find someone else.”

“Can we actually?” I knew the answer as soon as I said it. I hadn’t been able to find someone else, and from the look on Jess’ face—

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I checked. This morning, I— I checked. Not unless we want to put out a Craigslist ad and roll the dice.”

I looked away. “Maybe we should.” And then I frowned, catching up with the last thing she said. “Why did it take you until this morning to check for other models?”

“Because of last night. Because I got too close to you. Closer than I should have, Alex. And it—” She hiccuped, and that was enough to make me look back at her, because she always got tense when she was upset, and when she got tense, she got the hiccups. “It scared me.”

That brought me up short, put an end to my remaining sniffles, and froze me to my seat.

“What scared you?” I asked.

“I thought I was making you uncomfortable,” she said. Straight up. No hesitation. Yet another thing I admired about Jess: she could just say things. She got problems out in the open where they could be seen and dealt with. I, on the other hand, preferred impromptu crying fits. “I had my hand around your thigh, Alex. I’m fairly sure I brushed against your penis. Or against whatever lycra bullshit Ben gave you to hide it. Worse, I didn’t even process what had happened until the morning. Didn’t even think about it. Too drunk, I think. So I looked around for other models. So I wouldn’t have to—”

She hiccuped again, and that was my cue. Because she was being so silly. She could never make me uncomfortable! Sure, I could manage it myself, often sans outside assistance, but she was Jess.

I stood. Beckoned her to stand as well. And as soon as she was ready, I hugged her, as tight as I could. I’m sure it felt to her like a passing breeze momentarily became a bit feisty, but on my end, I was squeezing her with all my might.

And then I stood back, smiled at her, and said, “Nonsense.”

She managed a weak grin, and I saw her suppress a small hiccup. “Nonsense?”

“The measuring thing was weird,” I said, “but it wasn’t because of you. It was just a weird situation.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

Her grin broke out into a huge smile, and she gave me a quick hug before sitting back down again. “Good,” she said, reaching for the bottle and the paper cups. “That’s been bugging me. On and off.” She poured a measure of liquor into each cup and passed one across the desk to me. “So, we’re cancelling this whole booth babe thing, yes?”

“What? Why?”

“Look, I’m sorry.” She took a hesitant sip, grimacing as it went down. “I shouldn’t have pushed. We’ll pay Emily Swan for her time and we’ll just do the stand as-is. We’ll be—”

“We bloody well won’t,” I said. She raised an eyebrow at me, questioning both my interruption and the content of it, so to challenge her, I made her wait while I took a sip of liquor myself. I let it warm my throat, and then said, “We’ve got too much invested in it to drop it now.”

“Alex,” Jess said seriously, “nothing is more important than your safety. And I don’t just mean your physical safety. If it’s hard for you, being seen as a woman, then—”

“That’s not what’s hard!” I said, interrupting again. I tried not to grimace and hoped she wouldn’t notice the double entendre. “I mean, it’s scary, sure. Being around people, like here with Emily, or in the restaurant, or in cars, or whatever, and not knowing how they’ll see me. But it’s not what’s difficult. It’s not… why I was so upset.”

She saw my hesitation, and she leaned forward, reached for my hand, and held it carefully in hers. “Tell me.”

I didn’t want to. God, I didn’t want to!

“You’ll think I’m a creep.”

She snorted, and then she covered her smile with her free hand. “Sorry!” she said, through her hand. “Sorry. Alex, I’d never think you’re a creep. You’re just too— God. No. Alex. Not a fucking chance.” She was suddenly so serious. “You hear me? Never.”

I wanted to challenge her. To throw all my garbage in her face and have her deal with it. A horrible impulse, but one that impelled me to tear my hand away from her and say, “Jess, I’m attracted to— to Emily. I’m into her. Like a boy— No, like a man is into a woman. And that’s fucking gross, right? It’s disgusting! Because she doesn’t even know who I am! Not really. She’s sitting there thinking I’m Alexandra Brewer, harmless and sweet, and she’s touching my hand and laughing with me and all the while I’m there, underneath it all, and the whole time it feels like—”

“Alex,” Jess said. “Shut up.”

That was the last thing I expected out of her, and it stopped me cold. “Wh— What?”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Let me get this all sorted out in my head, okay? And give me yes or no answers only. You like women, yes?”

“Yes.”

“And you are attracted to Emily.”

“Yes.”

“And you don’t know if she’s attracted to you.”

“No. I mean, I didn’t ask.”

“And you’re worried that if she knew you were into her, she’d be, what, creeped out?”

“Yes!”

“Alex,” she said, sitting back in her chair, “you’re describing my life.” She took another slug from her paper cup; uninterrupted, because I was just staring at her at this point. I was reserving judgement until she was done. Hell, I was holding off on even thinking until she was done. “I look at girls all the time,” she continued. “All. The. Time. I like women, Alex. A lot. And, unlucky me, most women are straight. And a lot of straight women would be uncomfortable if they knew I was attracted to them because a lot of straight women are uncomfortable around lesbians. Especially lesbians like me.”

“Yes,” I said, seizing on a brief pause, “but you’re not hiding who you are, are you?”

She laughed at me. “Alex, I don’t wear a pin that says Ask me about lesbian recruitment. Nor do I have a big hat with LESBIAN on it in all caps. Not since Ben stole it. Yes, there’s the way I dress and how I carry myself, but the crucial thing about straight people, Alex, is that they don’t know anything. And you know this!” She tapped the back of my hand, and I jumped a bit; I’d somehow not noticed we were both leaning towards each other again. “How many times have I bitched to you about some dumb finance guy who’s asked if I have a boyfriend? What I’m saying is, I walk among pretty straight women who don’t know I’m gay all the time. And if they somehow know? If they find out I’m gay, and they’re creeped out?” She tapped my hand again. “Fuck ’em. Their problem, not mine.”

“It can’t work like that for me.”

“Why not? What’s so different?”

I wanted to shout it. Wanted to slap the armrest or kick at a wall or do something else terribly masculine. Instead, I whispered it. “I’m a man, Jess.”

“Really?” she said. “Because right now—” and she curled a finger under my chin and raised me up, “—you look like a pretty girl.”

I swallowed. Somewhere inside my throat, my Adam’s apple bobbed like it was going fishing. I took refuge in banality. “I look like a mess,” I said. “I’m not pretty.”

I had nothing more than that; I was entirely occupied with two competing thoughts: first, that Jess very clearly did not think it was a bad thing for me to be around women or to be attracted to them, despite the biology I kept under my clothes; second, that Jess had touched my face and called me pretty.

I ached, just then, for it to be real. To be a woman for her.

“Oh, sure,” Jess said, “you’ve cried off most of your makeup and you’re all flushed, but you’ve still got your lovely hair and, Alex, I have to say, this outfit, like, you wear it like it was designed for you!”

“Ben’s personal shopper friend found it. I’m just wearing it.”

“Well, you look amazing. Even without your makeup, you look amazing.” Then she blinked and squinted at me, like I’d just shone a 200-watt bulb in her face. “God, Alex, look at you! How are you doing this?”

“You’re the one who put me up to it.”

“Yes, I know, but I thought you’d look, you know, good enough.”

“Thanks,” I said. The sarcasm seemed to wound her.

“I mean, good enough to pass for, you know, a girl, a pretty girl, especially with Ben’s help, but— but you’re gorgeous!” It must have been important to her that I knew this about myself, because this was the fourth or fifth time she’d said something like that recently. Not that I minded. As long as she kept saying it, I could live in the fantasy of it.

“Thank you,” I said, sincerely this time. “Look, about that: there’s some stuff I don’t quite understand.”

“What sort of stuff?”

“I know why we need a second model—” even in my head I didn’t use the term ‘booth babe’ any more; no matter how satisfyingly disparaging it was when I applied to myself, it didn’t seem right to use it for Emily, “—and I know why we didn’t ask your cousin Sophie to do it, because she would literally murder you just for suggesting it. So, even though it is completely absurd, I understand why you asked me. But I don’t know how you knew I’d turn out to be good at this! I was— I am just a fucking guy, Jess!”

“You don’t go on Facebook much, do you?” she said. “Your mum has you tagged in all her pictures of you. Including some from a certain school play.” I groaned. Of course: fucking Facebook. “You looked really good, and in the other photos from back then you don’t look much different to how you normally look these days, so… I was pretty sure it would work out.”

“Fine. Still, though, me working the trade show is one thing. But the hair? The personal shopper from Harvey Nichols? You’re laying out a lot of money on this, Jess.”

She was unrepentant. “I got swept up in the panic of it all. Emily Swan called and, suddenly—” she clapped her hands together, “—we were out of time. Ben suggested extensions so you wouldn’t have to deal with the wig all weekend, which sounded like a good idea, so I okayed it. And then he suggested the personal shopper to expedite things, and to have someone in the loop who really understood women’s fashion, and that sounded like a good idea, so I okayed it.” She sighed and finished her drink. “It was easy to agree to it all. We wanted you ready as quickly as possible. And I knew you were in good hands with Ben.”

“It feels a little foolish? To spend that kind of cash, I mean. With the company at such a crossroads. Especially on someone who isn’t going to have a use for all this stuff inside a week.”

“Alex, you’ve seen the numbers. You know a thousand pounds here or there won’t make a difference to this company. The stakes are so much higher than that; if we fail, it won’t be because the balance sheet has an expense on it that’s less than it costs to set up a desk and computer for a single employee.”

“I suppose,” I said. “It’s… this is all so weird.” I was saying that a lot, but it was true.

“I mean, yeah,” Jess said. “I didn’t think you’d go for it, to be honest. I hoped, but—”

“We both know I’m an idiot.”

Jess looked away for a moment, uncharacteristically shy. “I hope…” she began, and then she drummed her fingers on her armrest. “Alex, are you having fun?”

“Um.”

“Is this…” she said, and aborted her thought again. She took another shot at it. “You said it’s scary being seen as a woman.”

“Only to begin with. And then, when I know they don’t see a man when they look at me, it’s not all that scary any more.”

Jess slapped the side of her chair. “I knew it!” she exclaimed, beaming widely. “Seriously, Alex, at the restaurant, you were amazing. And here, with Emily Swan: amazing again! And I know you got caught up chasing your brain in dumb circles for a while there—”

“Guilty.”

“—but before that, before you started being stupid, you were just so…” She waved a hand in the air, trying to catch a concept that was almost out of her reach. “It was like you’d come out of your shell. You were chatting, you were charming, and you were so relaxed, it was almost like you were having… fun.”

“Fun?” I echoed.

“Fun.”

I squirmed in my chair. “I mean,” I said, “the clothes are a nightmare, but they’re a novel nightmare, and… and…” I petered out. I didn’t have a clear thought after that. Truthfully, I hadn’t given myself the opportunity to develop one, and whatever I’d been thinking about all this before the emotional rollercoaster of the last few hours was completely inaccessible to me. “You really think it’s okay for me to dress up like this and still, you know, look at women?” I asked, because guilt doesn’t get completely squashed in an instant; sometimes you need to keep shoving on it.

“It’s fine, honestly,” she insisted. “You have my permission. And you know why?”

“Lay it on me.”

“Because you’re you, Alex. I’ve seen you with women. Even before, you were never…” She waved a hand around again, thinking. “Okay, so there’s this— this way men are with women.”

“Uh-huh.”

“You’re not like that.”

“I know,” I said, shaking my head and taking the opportunity presented by pouring another drink to not meet her eyes. “That’s why I can’t keep a girlfriend.”

“I don’t mean like— Oh, never mind.” She waited until I was done getting my liquor to continue. “It’s fine for you to look at girls, Alex.”

One girl in particular, I didn’t say. But I looked very hard at her when I didn’t say it, and I wondered if she understood.

Still. Explicit permission. So maybe I really could just… relax? And be myself? Or a version of myself who wore dresses and makeup and stuff, anyway.

Liberating.

“Thanks, Jess,” I said. “Sorry for being stupid.”

She leaned forward and reached up to ruffle my hair, the way she used to do, and then sheepishly withdrew her hand, realising I had long enough hair that she could seriously mess it up if she little-brothered me that way right now.

“You’re only stupid about some things,” she said, and stood up to go to the bathroom. In the doorway, she turned and added, “I hired you for the things you’re smart about, but I like you, Alex, for the things you’re really, really stupid about.”







* * *







“We’ve done it again.”

“What d’you mean?”

“Well, I’ve done it again. I’m the boss. My responsibility.”

“Jess—”

“I’ve kept us here in the office until nine at night.”

“No. Shut up, Jess, it can’t be— Shit! It’s twenty past!”

I uncrossed my legs, hopped down from the desk I’d been sitting on — Jess had proposed putting me through a minor ‘girl bootcamp’, which had immediately devolved into me adopting various poses and her rating them for sexiness; we’d both had a bit too much to drink — and started looking around for the little black handbag with the gold chain Ben got for me. I knew I’d had it when I was speaking with Emily, but Jess and I moved desks after the first one filled up with takeaway boxes…

I dug it out from under them.

“Is it cold out, do you think?” I asked Jess, slinging my bag over my shoulder.

She was already closer to the window than me, and she leaned over to look out of it, before turning to me and shaking her head. “If you’re thinking of walking home,” she said, “don’t.”

“Well…” The hesitation was an admission, and it was true: I had been thinking about walking home. I wanted some time to myself to think, and it was a lot harder to think when I was in my flat, which had distractions in it like a computer and an only slightly lumpy bed, than it was when I had nothing else to do but walk.

“No. You’re not walking, Alex.”

“It’ll be fine!” I protested. “I’ll just, you know, be like one of those Scandinavian guys who goes out naked in the snow and then leaps straight into a hot bath after. Except I’m merely half-naked, and I can’t fill my bath any more so it’ll have to be a shower.” I tapped on my chin thoughtfully. “And I’ll have to wrap my hair up.”

“Eh? Why?”

“I’m not supposed to wash it yet.”

“Oh,” she said, and I smirked at her. “What?”

“It’s kind of fun to know more about the feminine arts than you.”

Jess advanced on me, mimicking my shit-eating smile. “Oh, is it? Because I seem to remember a little girl who had to be talked into her first dress and—”

“That was yesterday!” I protested.

She picked me up. I couldn’t stop her. This was one of her time-honoured methods of winning arguments with me. She didn’t like to fall back on her university education, her family’s money or her position as my boss. No, she liked to pick me up.

I dangled.

“Fine,” I said. “I’m a little girl who had to be talked into her first dress.”

“And…?”

“And you know more about the feminine arts than me.”

“Damn right.” She put me down. I wobbled a little. “I didn’t suffer through two decades of being Daddy’s Little Princess only for you to come running in with your pretty face and your nice legs and usurp me just because you like it and I couldn’t bloody stand it.”

“I don’t—” I started.

She gave me a second to decide if I was brave enough to finish that sentence. I refused. “Are you going to pretend you’re not having fun?” she asked. “Don’t make me pick you up again.”

“No,” I sulked.

“You didn’t answer me before, actually,” Jess said, leaning against a nearby desk and thus signalling that the threat of imminent picking-up had passed. “This is fun, isn’t it?” Her gesture encompassed all of me, top to bottom. “I mean, not the crying and the guilt and stuff — the completely nonsensical guilt, I have to add — but the dressing up; it’s fun, right?”

“Is it weird if I say it kind of is?”

She grinned at me again. Clearly, I’d just made her day. “You should ask Ben that,” she said.

“I did, actually. When I was glueing these on.” I tapped a finger against a boob. “He told me I was being an idiot.”

“He’ll do that. Actually— Wait, those are glued on?” She advanced on me again, delighted. “So, like, if someone were to get a bit too excited and, like, yank on them, they’d stay put?”

“Don’t,” I warned, backing away from her. “I don’t know how strong the glue is; either you’d end up with a boob in your hand, or a big chunk of my skin.”

“Spoilsport.” She clapped her hands together. “Anyway. We’re doing it again.” I glanced at the wall clock, which now read 21:24. She was right: we had a habit, and as much as she liked to blame herself it was very much our habit, of talking all night. “Go change into your boy clothes,” she continued, wrinkling her nose, “and I’ll take you home.”

I groaned. “I didn’t bring any. I came straight here from yours. Ben put some solvent in my bag, I think, so I can take off the tits, but that’s basically all I can do.”

“Oh,” she said. “Shit. Okay. New plan: we’ll go to the retail park down the road and buy you a big hoodie or something.”

“It closes at eight.”

She clapped her hands again. “New new plan: we get a car together back to yours, then I’ll go home to mine. And,” she added, preempting me, “no complaints, young lady. I’m not putting you in a car alone looking like that.”

I decided to keep my counsel.

As for the ‘young lady’ thing, we’d been doing that this evening, as well. Jess decided I needed a bit of immersion therapy, so she’d been throwing words like that around for hours. She’d also been sitting close to me and touching my hand and forearm the way Emily had, all to acclimatise me to being a woman and being among women. It had worked, more or less. Yes, I was still painfully attracted to Jess, and quite into Emily, too, but I was in control of it.

Okay, fine, I wasn’t entirely in control of it, but I was done letting it control me. And I wasn’t going to let it shame me any more. Like Jess said, repeatedly, for hours until I got it: not only was it fine to look, as long as I didn’t stare, but both Jess and Emily could probably roll me up like a basketball and dunk me should the need arise.

No, the thought of that did not stir anything in me.

The journey back to my flat was uneventful, though Jess did insist on walking me to my door and, when we arrived, coming inside with me. I briefly panicked on the threshold about whether I’d tidied up recently, before remembering both that I’d run around Jess’ apartment cleaning up her junk, and that I had very little junk to leave anywhere. My flat was mostly a place to sleep and to shower and, on the weekends, to keep me very nearly warm while I messed around with code.

“I’m giving you a raise,” Jess said, looking around.

“Rude,” I commented.

“How much would it cost for a place twice as big as this?”

“I don’t know,” I said, taking off my boots and stowing them next to a couple of much more ordinary pairs of shoes, “probably four times as much. This is London.”

She counted under her breath for a moment, and then nodded. “We can afford that.”

“No raises,” I said, holding back a yawn. “This is all the space I need. Now get out; I need to undress so I can wash off—” the yawn defeated me, and I had to stand there and let it out before I finished, “—my makeup.”

Jess made shooing motions towards my bed. “No, you don’t.”

“I do! You didn’t get it all off with the tissues; you sort of… spread it around a bit, and now it’s all goopy. Besides, Ben said so. I have to take it off every night.” I didn’t make any effort to get around her to the bathroom, though. I just waited. My feet felt strange, finally released from the heels, and I could feel the tendons start to relax; when they did, it would become extremely unpleasant to walk for at least an hour, going by my previous experience.

“If Ben said to jump off a cliff, would you do it?”

“Yes. There’d probably be huge breast forms at the bottom. I’d bounce.”

“Very funny, missy.”

I wanted to ask if we were still doing the calling-me-a-girl thing, and that if we were, could we please stop, but I couldn’t find the words. I couldn’t disappoint her. But the more I heard the words, especially now that I was back in my flat, in perhaps the most Boy Alex location in my life, they felt… weird. Each one a tiny slap, a reminder that everything about me that Jess liked so much over the last day or so was illusory and temporary.

Instead I just said, “Jess, I need to sleep. And so do you.”

She hesitated for a moment, and then replied, “Right. Right. Yes. I’ll call another car and be out of your hair in minutes.”

“Thanks, Jess.”

“It is nice hair, you know. And, Alex, I’m serious. Don’t try to do whatever mad skincare routine Ben might have you on. Just leave it. I did it for years and it didn’t do me any harm. My advice is to just throw off your top and your skirt and kind of… fall forward.” I nodded. “Don’t try to unglue the tits, either,” she added.

“What, just leave them on?”

“You don’t think they suit you?” she said, smirking.

“Very funny.”

“I’m serious. You should get used to them.”

“I am used to them.”

“More used to them, I mean.”

“Jess…”

We made small talk for a little longer, and then her ride arrived and it was time for Jess to go. On her way out, she gathered me into a gentle hug and kissed me on the top of my head, and I decided that if she wanted to make a habit of that, she should go right ahead.







* * *







I couldn’t do it.

I couldn’t leave the makeup on all night.

Ben’d lectured me about blocked pores and zits and greasy skin and all sorts of other horrors, and if he was going to be the one making me look pretty for the expo, the least I could do was present him with a clean canvas. So I heaved myself back out of bed.

My boobs, still attached and still nestled in their plain little bra, bounced.

So weird.

I looked down at the skirt and top, which were strewn across the other side of the bed, and briefly hallucinated Ben being rude to me for getting them all wrinkled. So I retrieved them and hung them up, nice and safe.

And, hell, if I was washing my face, I decided I might as well take everything off. Reset to my old, everyday self for the night. I pulled down the tucking knickers — and either I’d gotten much better at tucking or I’d gone numb, because it didn’t hurt all that much — and undid the bra and popped off my breasts, one by one. I wiped them clean with Ben’s solvent and then I put it all away on the table and tried not to look at any of it.

Free of the boobs and the heels and the tight clothing, I felt odd. A little like I was leaning backward, still compensating for the weight I was no longer carrying around. I stretched, and walked across the flat as I did so, thinking again of Jess in the office, reassuring me, sitting close, touching my hand. I decided I’d be surprised if I thought of much else all night. Distractedly, I kicked open the bathroom door.

And then the mirror caught me. Trapped me as I was stepping up to the sink. It showed me from the chest up only, and something about that slice of me, that decontextualised half-person, looked wrong to me. It shouldn’t have; I’d been looking at this body, unchanged in most fundamental aspects, for years, and even if my eyes never normally lingered on it, it should have held no surprises. It shouldn’t have rattled me like this.

I looked like someone had loaded me into Photoshop and fucked around with the proportions. Or like I was a long-dead actor being revived with computers for a franchise movie. I was the same as always, and I was wrong. I felt like if I punched the glass and shattered it and dug through the shards I might find in one of them a reflection that looked right.

I didn’t know myself.

No. That was ridiculous! I was just tired. Tired and stressed and emotional and indulging in unfamiliar thoughts. I was the same person I’d always been; the same man. The same thing underneath the clothes and the hair and the makeup, the same thing Emily and Jess spent the day with. The same man.

Nothing had changed.

I faced myself, and it had never been so hard to do.

A stranger looked back.

I blinked at myself, trying to clear my mind, trying to ward off my incipient light-headedness, and splashed water on my face. Rubbed at it. Washed it. Didn’t bother going for the cleanser Ben left in my bag; I used handwash. I wiped myself until all traces of makeup were gone, until it was just my bare face staring at me in the mirror, dripping wet and with damp strands of long hair sticking to its cheeks.

Still not right.

I felt like I was fighting against myself, like I had only so long I could keep this up before the dizziness took me, so I obeyed any instinct that seemed like it might help. I grabbed the bath towel off the railing and wrapped it around my chest, tying it at the front, and as soon as I did so it was like my vision cleared. Like I was at the optician, trying out lenses, and they’d just switched me to the correct one.

It still took a few seconds for me to stabilise, and I gave myself that time, breathing deeply, watching my chest rise and fall under the towel. Then, moving as if in a trance, I left the bathroom, walked carefully over to my kitchen table, and rummaged in my handbag until I found the lipstick Ben stuffed in there.

I returned to the mirror and swiped it over my lips, colouring them the just-deeper-than-natural shade Ben picked out for me.

I lost control at the last moment. The lipstick clattered into the sink.

A minute or an hour or a year later I came back to myself. In the mirror I saw eyes wet and red, saw tear trails on my cheeks. I looked down and found I was leaning on the sink with both arms, supporting my entire weight on it. Suddenly afraid I’d break the thing, I let go, and glared at myself.

I wiped the colour off my lips with my forearm, tore the towel from my chest and threw it on the floor, and looked again, daring myself to react. And I did. Oh, I fucking did: with blood hissing in my ears the dizziness and the vertigo came back and they claimed me, pulled me backwards onto the tiled floor. I barely caught myself in time with my elbows and landed awkwardly on my side, taking most of the weight of the fall on my hip.

Fuck. That was going to leave a hell of a bruise.

What the hell was going on with me?

Be practical, Alex.

Questions could come later. For now, I scooped up the towel from the floor and hung it over the mirror, which left me free to relieve myself, wash my hands, brush my teeth, and rush out of the bathroom. Even though I was completely alone, I felt exposed in my nakedness, so I pulled joggers and a hoodie out of a drawer and dove into bed. I pulled the covers over my head, the vision of my broken body burned into me.

In the dark, it was just me and her.

The night before, I’d asked myself what I wanted. Tonight, I asked her. I got nothing coherent in response.

I could guess: she wanted Jess. She’d had a glimpse of a Jess who was attracted to her and it had awoken something in her.

And that shouldn’t have been possible! As much as I’d tried to pretend that Girl Alex was a separate personality, she was me, through and through, top to toe, just playing a role; pretending to lock her away in my head until I needed her was nothing more than trying to hide some of my wants and needs from myself, was calling them illegitimate, invalid; fake.

So, why now? Why had this silly game of dress-up turned a crush into a burning, constant need? Was it really just that the girl stuff brought something out of me that had always been inside? Had I always felt this way about her but hidden it from myself? I was starting to wonder if I could trust my own memory.

I wrapped myself in my duvet and I made myself think. And found only one way to tell if it was just the clothes, the persona, the cloak of womanhood I’d pulled around myself. Best of all, it involved giving myself permission to entertain the fantasies I’d been denying all day.

Deep breaths, Alex.

I imagined myself in Jess’ apartment. She was lounging on the couch; I was just coming through the door, dressed in my usual for work. My hair was short, my face was unadorned, my chest was flat. And she rose as I entered, took me by the hand.

I imagined kissing her.

And it was empty. In my head, Jess was perfunctory, going through the motions, like I was just part of her faltering early attempts to date boys. And the thought of it was so revolting I almost threw myself out of bed and into the shower to wash myself clean of it.

Time for the other way.

Suddenly I was back in the office, with Jess in her damnable Marks & Sparks smart casuals and me in the skirt, top and boots I’d worn today. She was in her office; I was walking up to the door. She smiled as she saw me, a warm, anticipatory smile that pulled me in. We met. We embraced. I stood in front of her, elevated enough by my heels that I had to stretch only a little to reach her.

She put one arm around my shoulder while the other stroked my spine, and the way her fingers compressed the fabric of my top, so that it amplified her attentions across my back in a ripple of silk, was more than enough to galvanise me into action. I met her eyes, grabbed the hand that was on my shoulder and pulled it down, encouraging her to caress me as we went, until I’d guided it to my bottom. I hopped a couple of times, with the tip of my tongue held cheekily between my teeth, and she got the idea and lifted me again, but this time it was to raise me just high enough to kiss her. I felt her lips part, felt her tongue against mine. I could feel her body in every point of contact between us.

She gripped my bottom harder, lifted me, turned me so she could place me on her desk, knocking documents and oddments aside so I could sit unimpeded. With my hands free, I wriggled them under her t-shirt and raised it up over her head, exposing her breasts, letting the t-shirt linger when it covered her face. I kissed her through the fabric, giggling at her helplessness. She took over from me, pulling the t-shirt the rest of the way off and tossing it aside, and then did the same with my top. We kissed again and I buried my fingers in her hair. She found the waistband of my skirt and slipped her hand under it as I clasped my fingers together behind her head. My legs parted to allow her closer, skirt riding up until it sat on my hips, and she pressed herself to me. I felt my breasts compress against hers and her hands find my crotch and, finally, alone in my bed, eyes closed, heart racing, I reached down and let her touch me.
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