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You’ve got to laugh, haven’t you? The high-and-mighties showed their cards the day before Christmas Eve, because Morris’ brain ticked over one quiet night and he guessed enough of it, told the others, brought chaos to the basement. And that might have been fun, except that Maria and the two older women, the so-called Aunties, put an immediate stop to the incipient riot with a PowerPoint presentation that somehow contrived to render the forced transformation of seven men into women boring.

Boring to Philip, anyway. He already worked it out weeks before, and bore the confirmation with immense, suffocating ennui. Couldn’t even lift his spirits by admiring the shocked and disgusted faces of the other soon-to-be-ex-boys, not this time; in the absence of prior confirmation or denial, Philip had very nearly convinced himself that all of this — the slight but noticeable changes to his body and some milquetoast lectures on feminism that seemed to be aimed at people who had encountered the concept of women have feelings too only the previous afternoon, and who were still doubtful about it — was merely a prelude to something greater, something more fucking real.

They told him they were going to bloody well fix him. And if this is it, if this is really their big play…

Hence: bored. And with nothing in the immediate future likely to alleviate that boredom, especially since his fellow captives were too morose — still! a week after disclosure! — to ring in the new year with a mass rebellion like he wanted. Probably not worth trying to rile any of them up for at least another fortnight.

Not that it would be worth Philip’s time to bother.

He’s fought almost everyone down here now. Morris was the closest to actually being fun, the most able to go a few rounds. Morris is a big man; well, big-ish. Big compared to Philip, though that doesn’t take much. A big man with a pretty face, which he offsets with his height and bulk. A good trick if you can pull it off: the girls love a kind pair of eyes and a gentle smile, but you need the body to go with it or the boys will call you queer, and then they’ll fucking batter you, as Morris put it during one of their rare heart-to-hearts.

That’s what Philip did. Two weeks in, just after breakfast. Fucking battered him. Oh, to begin with, Morris gave almost as good as he got, lacking the tactical deficiency of a lot of taller, bulkier men, who rely on their strength and their reach, assuming that all they have to do is get hold of the other guy, and the fight is over. Men like that have no answer to someone like Philip, who is hard to grab and even harder to keep hold of. Not Morris, though; Morris was ready for the feints and the jabs and even for Philip’s fancy footwork, but still pulled his punches. At the time, Philip had thought it was because Morris decided that such a little man couldn’t take the hit, because that’s what Philip’s schoolchums thought, that a boy of such an effete nature — and whose upper arms could take a belt several times before the first notch — couldn’t possibly be a threat. And he’d thought less of the man because of it. But then they talked, weeks later, when Philip was let out of the cells and approached Morris in the common room, hands raised in surrender, and Morris explained, after much prompting, that it was just habit.

When you’re big, he said, and you’re Black, and you have a certain rep, deserved or no, you mustn’t win fights too hard, especially when your opponent is some plummy-voiced little white twerp who can make your life a living hell by squealing to the right people. So Morris, a habitual mollifier, pulled his punches, and Philip, thinking him weak because of it, didn’t. But then, he was never going to. Morris isn’t the only one with habits: Philip doesn’t stop until the blood on his knuckles joins itself with sticky strands to the unfortunate he is straddling.

Sometimes, not even then.

Mum always said there’s something wrong with him, something missing from his brain that normal people have. And Philip’s always considered that a stupid thing to say. Stupid and insulting, as if he isn’t capable of making his own decisions. As if he cannot, when he throws his fist, understand the likely consequences.

He just doesn’t care.

He fought two Scottish boys just last year. Down here for their education and letting loose for the night. They were big men, like Morris, but drunk and lairy and far less capable. Philip put one of them in the hospital. Watch out for the vicious wee cunt, his friend said — too late — and Philip will always remember that. That man understood him.

Morris does, too. Which is why, when Philip approached him that day, Morris shook his hand. Good game.

Philip could have taken him again. Right there. Because Morris was better than the others — and more fun — but he still moves too slowly, too carefully, too much like a man who doesn’t want to assert himself; who cannot, perhaps, for fear of what will be done to him if he does. And it would have been fun to try, to goad him past his imposed limits, to really see what he could do, even after a few months of estrogen therapy, testosterone suppression and a total lack of anything to do down here aside from watch TV, eat appalling breakfast cereals, and lose fights.

Terrible to imagine existing within such limits, but exciting, too. Philip has always been protected in a hundred ways, all of them inaccessible to a working-class Black man. He can strike with impunity, and when he does, it is with the quickness of a kingfisher, the violence of a wasp, and the assurance of a prince.

Arrest him? Mumsy’ll have him out in two shakes, and she’ll have the copper’s bloody badge. Sue him? The lawyers’ll eat well for a year. Nothing short of killing him can put him down.

Well, almost nothing. Locking him in a basement — Philip tried to get everyone to call it the whine cellar, but couldn’t get it to stick — for almost four months with a bedraggled selection of tedious ne’er-do-wells with unappealing sob stories has controlled him fairly effectively. And you’ve got to laugh, or else you’ll cry. You’ll become as despondent as the rest of them. As boring.

When Philip was brought here, the older ones, Auntie Ashley and Aunt Bea, tag-teamed him in the cell in which they first stashed him and told him very firmly, in accents that would have been flawless if not for Ashley’s occasional flattened vowels, that they had brought him here to fix him, to make him right, he was relieved. And he was relieved until exactly the point that he understood how they intended to fix him, and then it all bloody well fell apart.

Because maybe there is something missing in his brain. Something that other people have that forces them to give a toss about the world around them, about where the dominoes fall, about how the cookie crumbles, all that nonsense. He hates his mother for saying it of him, but not for saying it; for making him this way and providing him with no solution. Fencing lessons, infinite largesse, a million second chances, a deaf ear to his actual problems, and no solution.

He thinks sometimes, though, that she looks at him with pride. That perhaps the thing that is missing from him has always been missing from her, too, and that she found herself frustrated, restricted by the expectations of her sex, her class. And that makes him hate her all the more. Because she should despise their shared state. She should want to cut it out of herself, and she should bloody well drown herself for the crime of bringing someone else so broken into the world.

Sometimes he’ll look at some man or woman, be they a peer or — aha — a Peer, and he will envy them with a ferocity that chokes the bloody life out of him, that thrusts him into a darkness from which he can barely crawl. He or she or they or whoever, be they mediocrity or superstar, they have, all of them, something he lacks. Something that allows them to be content with their lot, to exist within it, to look at the boundaries that have been drawn around them, or which they have themselves drawn, and find comfort in them.

Philip looks at the world sometimes and wants to scream so loud that he shatters it. Wants to take it by the throat and claw at it until it bleeds and gasps and shakes.

When he was first let out into the common area to meet his fellow inmates, he thought for a moment that he had found his true peers. But they turned out to have been collected by the amusingly named sponsors of Dorley Hall for, mostly, mundane crimes of misogyny, petty little violences; dirt with which Philip would not sully his hands. And, ultimately, despite their aggression, despite their ignorant, spitting malice, they turned out to be as anaesthetised as everyone else. All except Morris, who is one step closer to Philip than the rest of them, who sees some of the things they don’t, who is almost comprehensible. Probably not a good sign for Morris, really.

But you’ve got to laugh. Or you’ll do something drastic.

In the mirror he twists, checking himself, confirming that the t-shirt around his waist is tied tight, that the tank-top he mutilated sits properly, that the inch-long pigtails he’s formed with torn fabric are appropriately cheeky.

Does he look like a naughty schoolgirl, with her skirt shortened, her top cropped, her belly exposed, her hair carefully styled? Does he look the picture of innocence, ready to be soiled, stained and possessed? Not really. But he looks more like that than he did twenty minutes ago, and definitely more like it than any of the others they’ve got stuck down here, and that’s enough.

Auntie Ashley wants him to be a girl because she thinks it will, on its own, be enough somehow to fix him. It won’t, more’s the pity. But maybe it will be fun. And maybe one of the men out there in the common room will consent to have a little fun, too.

Licking his lips, adjusting the socks stuffed into his improvised bra, and practising a hip wiggle one last time in the mirror, Philip sets out from his room, to see if anyone wants to get their dick sucked. Because he’s never done it before. Because it will annoy the piss out of the sponsors. And because Morris, maybe, will let him.

And if he won’t, maybe Auntie Ashley will. 
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“Laura? That’s—? No. No, no…”

It takes Melissa a moment to process it, a moment to get it, because who calls their mum by their first name? She didn’t know that mums even had first names until she first saw Mum and Jenny together, giggling like schoolgirls in the dining room, behaving with an intimacy that Mark didn’t understand but somehow still longed for, and which Melissa, years later, understands only too well.

You get trapped. You can get trapped in the wrong sex, you can get trapped in the wrong city or town or village, you can get trapped in the wrong marriage. And when you are trapped, there will be people on the outside who see you, who reach in, who see that you are bound, that you are broken, that you need help. Shahida was that to Mark. Mark was that to Stefan. Jenny was that to Mum. Sometimes it works out, sometimes it doesn’t.

Jenny sees Mum in her, enough to call her by her name. Melissa never really did. Maybe because she still sees too much of Mark, even after the surgery and the years of hormones. But she’s still got her pictures, and sometimes, when she’s brought them out and cried over the plastic that protects them, she’s seen flashes of herself in her mother’s face. In her hands, in her smile, in the way she used to hold herself.

So she knows what Jenny sees. And the thought of it, of Jenny’s best friend, of Jenny’s probable former lover, living on in this idiot girl who just showed the fuck up one day, back from the dead and still haunted… it might be breaking Melissa.

She hadn’t thought there was any part of her left that had not already been broken.

It’s getting hard to hear, hard to think. The world feels heavy, and Melissa feels close to being pulled under, being swept away. She almost doesn’t notice the other voice, the male voice, coming from inside somewhere, asking who’s at the door.

But she knows it. Of course she does. And she understands immediately what a terrible, stupid mistake she has made.

Covering her face with one hand, she turns away, shields herself, just in time for Russ, her brother, to round the corner, to emerge from what might be a kitchen or a living room into the long hallway that ends in the front door. Through the cracks in her fingers, she can see him: older, taller, his dusty brown hair grown messy but not long, the way that hair that curls often does. Easy to imagine pulling on it, gently teasing him, being a real sister to him.

His face, once soft like hers, now hardened with maturity.

He’s a man now. All grown up.

Melissa wants to cry.

Melissa wants to puke.

Melissa wants, desperately, to take back the last hour of her life. But she can do the next best thing. With Jenny Yau, the best and almost the last connection to her mother that exists and the woman who was so kind to her, still torn between recognition and confusion, Melissa has a chance to get away, so turns all the way around, starts walking away, each step ripped from the dirt like a root, like a vein, messy and bloody and awful. She can take this back. She can go, right fucking now, and be a mystery, be a fucking ghost, be a question without an answer.

But she’s not even capable of running away properly, not any more, not since she started finally to understand that without connections, without people, she is empty. So she goes slow, she allows her longing and her hesitation to pull at her, and Jenny gets her hand in hers.

“Wait,” says Jenny Yau.

“I’m sorry,” Melissa whispers, tugging on her hand, but Jenny won’t let go.

Shit. It’s like a fucking echo, faint and faded and distorted but always with her, and sometimes so loud that it deafens her. Melissa’s life: always trying to leave, always trying to get away, to start again, or to finish things properly; always a woman, desperate to help her, to know her, holding on as hard as she can.

“You’re… Mark, aren’t you?” Jenny says.

“No,” says another voice, before Melissa can say anything. “No.” Russ. Little Russell, her baby brother. “No, no, fucking no. I don’t fucking believe it!”

She should turn back around. Face Jenny. Face him. But the same force that stopped her from running keeps her here now, frozen, unmoving, as trapped as she ever was. And it’s all the same, anyway, because Russ is marching out into the cold, grabbing her by both arms, glaring down at her — when did he get so tall? — and then, without another word, he is gone, throwing his bag into the back of a car parked in the road, slamming the door, and hitting the gas so hard that, for a moment, the front wheels spin noisily and uselessly against the tarmac.

* * *

If you had asked Christine a week or two ago, amidst the drama of the lockdown, the bodies surfacing at Stenordale, and the sudden conversion of Elle Lambert’s precautionary security detail out back from an occasional irritation and an ease on Rabia Qureshi’s responsibilities, to an active and unavoidable — if, at times, perplexingly peppy — presence, what it would be like at Dorley Hall after someone took a genuine pop at the boss’ boss, at the woman whose group of companies funds the whole damn thing out of a series of deniable line items, Christine would not, she thinks, have picked ‘everyone sitting down for a nice cup of tea’ as her top choice. It probably wouldn’t have made the top ten. And yet there they all are, corralled into the dining hall, sitting, standing, sprawling — she’s glad she wore shorts today, and yes, she noticed Aunt Bea noticing them and pointedly declining to comment — and accepting the thick plastic cups of steaming hot tea that the soldiers are passing out, shuttling it from the resurrected tea urn and following up with little packets of sugar for those who ask, throwing them into waiting hands and laps and onto tables with the unnerving accuracy of people who have, Christine is reminded, been trained to kill.

They make pretty good tea, also.

The PMC quotient is holding court at the other end of the dining hall, with some of the sponsors arranged in a half-circle, eating sandwiches off little paper plates and being addressed by Jan, Elle Lambert’s voice here at the hall. Her voice in matters pertaining to Peckinville’s fun little private war crimes division, anyway; though Christine’s looked into them as far as she was able and determined that what they do overseas these days is limited largely to lucrative personal security contracts and does not involve waging the kinds of wars that Christine’s imagination rather luridly illustrated for her in her dreams, the night after she first met Jan. It’s possible that under Elle, it’s Peckinville’s insurance division that has become the most cleanly, definitively evil, unless the diggers that the group of companies might or might not manufacture are prone to exploding and taking out farmhands, villagers and sheep.

Christine could go over and listen to the briefing, but it’s fine. She’s better off not getting involved; whatever information she can’t get away with not knowing will come to her second- or third-hand.

Everything is surprisingly calm. It helps that the shooter failed, or so Abby says. Ms Lambert stopped, dropped and rolled like she should have, they got the sniper, and now Peckinville is performing a comprehensive leak hunt, with Elle Lambert buried in some vault somewhere, deeper even than Steph and company, safe as concrete houses, waiting for the all-clear. Hopefully she’s got a deck of cards or something, because, wow, that sounds dull. When Christine mentioned that to Abby, though, she covered her mouth and had to look away for a moment, before whispering that there are other things that Elle Lambert is likely to do if she is stuck on her own for a while with nothing to hand but whatever she happens to have saved to her laptop.

Gross.

Christine didn’t get much else out of Abby. She’s understandably preoccupied. They followed Melissa through the security logs as far as possible, to the point where she caught a bus off campus, and while Abby said she doesn’t know for sure where she’s gone, she can guess. Of everyone who’s ever ended up under Dorley, no-one but Melissa has had such a zeal for reconnecting with their old life, whether accidentally or on purpose, save perhaps Indira, and Abby herself.

She’ll have gone to Jenny’s. Right there, straight as an anxious arrow. Even though Tabitha told her to wait.

Why? Christine can guess. She can see it perfectly. It’s like when Christine went to Brighton. Checking on her mum. Supposed to wait in the car, which, for fuck’s sake, of course she didn’t. Christine took the reckless option because she wasn’t thinking because she couldn’t think, because behind that door was her mum, and now… Now, Christine’s officially some girl who just happened to visit, and that’s okay. They’re on WhatsApp together.

She gets the impulse to go back every now and then. But it’s a trip: Brighton’s a run around the M25 away, or a train ride that cuts through London. Neither option is a spur of the moment thing; Christine’d be reconsidering it before she got out of Almsworth. And so she gets to stay in touch with her mum, and she gets to avoid making a mildly complicated situation worth more than a clucked tongue and an official note of disapproval from Aunt Bea, which is roughly equivalent to the punishment she tends to receive these days for wearing shorts too many days in a row.

For Melissa, though, Jenny is close. Not quite as close as she would be if she’d stayed in her old place, but close enough that you can easily get there from here before common sense breaks through your skull, especially if you are in the midst of the kind of shame spiral that Melissa, apparently, is prone to.

To that, also, Christine relates. Though she’s better at it now. She hasn’t felt bad about being a fake trans woman for the longest time — thanks, Lorna, for finally kicking that shit out of her head forever — and as for her past? Shit, this might be the first time she’s even thought about it this whole week. She gets how Indira can be the way she is, how Abby can be, how all the other girls she’s been holding to her heart as role models, as family, can walk out of here and into the world and feel the equal of anyone they encounter.

Well, okay, they can’t walk out right now. There are soldiers in the way. But theoretically…

Shit. It’s weird to be looking at someone older than her, a graduate, and understanding her from a perspective that is, at least in part, further along the same line of messy coping mechanisms, unfortunate but temporary backslides, and that bit where they all grew tits and got vaginas. Melissa’s the poster girl for why you shouldn’t leave before you’re ready.

As they sit here, drinking top-ups of tea and munching on military-issue finger food, Christine’s filling the gaps in her knowledge of Melissa by browsing through her file. Not the juicy bits — they’ve been moved off of accessible digital storage just as with all graduates — but the relationship map is giving her all the context she feels she needs. And it’s crazy how intertwined she is with some of the people that Christine loves; crazy especially that she still doesn’t know her that well, despite that.

She was an older brother figure to Steph, growing up, and that’s something Steph’s talked about at length. How, looking back, they were clearly not boys to each other, even though Melissa didn’t understand that about herself and Steph tried to hide it. And Abby’s insisted that Melissa’s as trans as Steph or Lorna, which lends a nightmarish quality to thoughts of what her first year at Dorley must have been like.

Shit. Abby. Christine’s closest friend here at the hall, outside Indira and her intake. The girl who was there when Christine first exited the basement, new name and freshly kitbashed face ready to go, who was kind to her, who treated her as the fresh, new person she was only just working out how to be. Melissa’s wound so tightly into Abby’s life that even if their new relationship breaks apart like their first one did, they’ll always be connected.

But those are just the first two people on the relationship map, and neither of them are likely to cause problems. Steph’s opsec-violating days are over, and Abby has her whole family believing something close to the standard-issue break-glass-in-case-of-emergency story they’re all supposed to memorise in case they run into a great aunt down at the big Tesco. No, the people that Christine needs to know about are Jenny Yau and Russell Vogel.

Jenny’s straightforward. Technical writing job of some kind, works mainly from home. One child, Ada, for whom Melissa used to babysit — and about whom Melissa still talks. Despite Tabitha’s concerns that Jenny could have gone the way of a disconcerting number of British women as they enter middle age — deeply invested in the private lives and parts of people they just learned existed last week — Christine doesn’t get that impression from the dossier.

Russell, though. He’s complicated. Used to be friends with Steph, until their friendship fell apart because Steph unaccountably believed that Russ’ dearly departed — into the fucking night — brother was still alive. And Melissa was never exactly close with him; she was the tormented and emotionally absent older brother, the favourite of their mother but also the focus of their father’s intermittent anger. Remove her from the picture, and then Steph a few years later, and you have a growing boy facing the world alone, without his mother, his brother or his best friend, and with a father who no longer has the effeminate older one on whom to take out his increasingly drunken and variably religious anger. And he had to survive his dad for years. Years before he got his A-levels. Years before he got away. Years that he had to spend with his alcoholic, doubly bereaved, physically violent father.

He wouldn’t be human if he didn’t resent Melissa for that.

* * *

“Did you drive here?”

Melissa’s lost. Completely and totally fucking lost. Russ left, ran right the fuck past her, jumped in his car and sped off like he was being fucking chased, leaving Melissa standing there in Jenny’s driveway, staring at the bend in the road, at the place she last saw his car. It’s as if she can see herself from outside, standing at the terminus of a trail of destruction, of stupid mistakes and rash decisions, and all the way along lie the people she’s hurt, the people she’s left behind.

Anyone else but Melissa might be upset. Russ’ long-lost sister is back! And she’s alive! And he didn’t want to say two words to her! But she knows what she did to him, because it’s the same thing she did to Shahida and to Abby.

She left.

She once told Shahida that there is no such thing as a clean death. But she proceeded to inflict that upon her anyway, and on Russ and on Steph. And wasn’t running away from Abby much the same? For perhaps the first time ever, she wasn’t leaving with the intent to kill herself, but she was still ripping herself away from the only person who cared about her.

Not the only person. The sponsors cared about her, in their way. All of them, and more girls at the hall besides. They just never know what to do with her. Because she didn’t tell them.

“Mark—? Damn. I don’t know what to call you. Not Mark, I assume! But you should come inside, okay?”

Abby used to tell her that she’d become part of something. And she meant both the friendship they shared — and what it became — and the greater entity of the hall, a community composed of the people it had spent the years collecting, affecting. And Melissa always halfway dismissed it, despite Abby’s clear sincerity, because it sounded like something straight out of Dorley Hall’s big book of psychological manipulation, and it was back when everything about that fucking place seemed designed to dig at her, to hurt her, to isolate her.

Which, again, if she’d just fucking told them… She’d thought it would be the end of her, whether from violence or from shame, but look at Steph! She’s happier than Melissa’s ever known her to be. Melissa could have had that, if only she’d told them what she understood about herself as soon as she understood it. But she buttoned herself up good and tight, like always, and as soon as she had the chance, she ran. Like always.

“Mark?”

God fucking damn it. Jenny’s still out here, saying her name — her old name, but maybe she deserves to have that thrown in her face for what she just did — and Melissa’s just… what? Standing there, hugging herself, berating herself for her personality flaws because it’s easier than contemplating the other thing she just did?

Yeah.

Russ knows she’s alive. And he’s not contained, as Tabitha might say. Melissa has an obligation, right fucking now, to get on the phone to someone at Dorley Hall and confess. And the stupid flare of fear that lights the back of her throat on fire when she thinks about it is just something she’s going to have to deal with, because as much as she convinced herself over and over that Aunt Bea was and is capable of all kinds of awful things, as much as she bought the act, she needs to make herself understand that ‘containing’ Russ likely means nothing more than just fucking talking to him like a human being. Something she singularly failed to do.

And she’s still just standing here.

“Sorry,” she says, shaking her head as if it might fling all her bullshit right out, might paint the driveway with it. “Sorry. Yeah. I’ll come inside. I just— I need to make a call. But, uh, inside, I think.”

Jenny takes her hand and leads her gently into the house, shutting the door behind them quietly, as if Melissa is a feral cat that might startle easily; not far from the truth.

“Did you drive here?” Jenny asks again, now that they’re alone, now that the minimal noise from the residential street has been shut out. “I looked for a car, but—”

“I got the bus,” Melissa says. There’s something else she was going to say, but a more urgent question suddenly presents itself, and she stops and looks around, as if the answer might appear unprompted. “Where’s Ada? Is she okay?”

“Playdate.” Jenny’s still holding Melissa’s hand, and she tugs gently on it to get her moving again. “Nicola takes her after school on Thursdays so Russ and I can have our little evening together. Catch up. Some other days, too,” she adds, frowning, “but every Thursday.”

“Oh. Right. Yes. Nicola?”

“Another mum.”

She nods. Looks back and forth again, still thinking about Ada. She was such a beautiful baby, and it had always seemed like she came into the world complete, a bouncy little package, all grasping fingers and bubble-blowing mouth and huge, wet eyes that were amazed by everything. She was the most perfect thing Melissa might ever have seen. And now she’s all grown. Older, school-age. Going on playdates.

Melissa missed it.

She shouldn’t have come here. She shouldn’t have come, should have listened to Tabitha, should have listened to Abby when she tried to explain that Tabitha was just being cautious, should have should have should have—

It’s a list and it’s the length of her whole life and it unspools in her head, every mistake, every stupid decision, every reckless moment. Every time she ran away. It winds around her. Binds her.

She shouldn’t have come here. She’s missed too much. You can’t just walk back into people’s lives, especially when they’ve grieved for you. When they’ve moved on. You’re a piece of the past. You should stay there.

And then there’s Russ.

Oh, God.

“Jenny,” she says, “I—”

“I’m sorry about Russ,” Jenny says quickly, leading her into the kitchen. “I know it’s probably not what you hoped for with him, but things have been… difficult.”

“He shouldn’t have seen me,” Melissa says, accepting a pull-out wooden chair and sitting at the cramped little bar. And— Oh, God, should she have even said that in front of Jenny? Isn’t that too revealing?

Revealing of what exactly?

She doesn’t know what the fuck she’s doing.

She really shouldn’t have come here. She should have prepared. Should have let Tabitha do the work. Should have waited. Should have had patience, had faith.

“What do you mean?” Jenny asks. She’s crouching down, messing with something in one of the cupboards, and she comes back with a bottle of wine, which she places on the bar in front of Melissa. “You can have a drink before you tell me, if it helps. Since you’re not driving and all. Oh! Unless you can’t—”

“I can drink,” Melissa says. “And, um, it’s complicated.” And why is it complicated, Melissa? “Shit. I should make that call.”

“So call. Then drink. And talk to me.”

Right. Yeah. A woman with nothing to hide would be happy to make a call in front of her mum’s best friend. But she’s put the idea out there now that she needs to, twice now, so the best she can do is make it quick and make it as innocent-sounding as she possibly can.

* * *

The long and the short of it is that Elle Lambert has indeed been moved to an undisclosed secure location, just like Abby said. She’s given instructions for the disposition of Peckinville staff that are being carried out at this very minute, and her injuries are negligible, consistent with those that might be sustained by a woman in her early forties, who does not spend as much time on the treadmill as she ought, suffering both a fairly severe shock and a high-speed collision with the ground. Christine thought Bea looked relieved at that.

Right now, they’re into the Q&A, which has largely been spent establishing that the hall’s mid-tier security measures will continue as-is, and that the only disruption residents and sponsors should experience is a greater-than-before presence of Peckinville staff onsite, which will manifest mainly in there being more washing-up. Trevor Darling made a joke about PMC novelty mugs the last time he was swapping updates on the secure server — apparently he misses the atmosphere at the hall, but not as much as he misses having a flat chest — and now Christine’s mind’s eye keeps showing her an image of the drying rack in the kitchen, with new mugs that say things like Manoeuvres? I barely knew ’ers! and You Can’t Spell Peckinville Group Private Military Company Without P R I C K.

Got to be better than the one she had her coffee out of first thing. It was styled like one of those American wartime posters, with Rosie the Riveter pointing out at the beholder above the all-caps legend, A MORALLY QUESTIONABLE SOCIOLOGICAL EXPERIMENT NEEDS YOU!

One day, this place is going to wreck her last remaining brain cell. And probably replace it with a novelty mug.

Jan, the woman from Peckinville, has been looking harried and exhausted this whole time — though she still looks immaculate, in grey fatigues that fit her so well they might actually be tailored, and with her hair pulled under a soft purple wrap — but with every touch of her hand to her ear, accompanied by a raised finger requesting quiet from whomever she is with, she has become more relaxed. Most recently, she’s been relaying the news that the shooter’s been identified, and he was the usual: a contract guy with no surface connection to Silver River, the Smyth-Farrows or their benefactors, paid in a likely untraceable fashion — Christine briefly considers trying to put a dent in that ‘likely’ before deciding that, no, she would prefer not to be a personal target of the Smyth-Farrows — and now extremely dead. A contract guy is good, because he suggests deniability and a reluctance to escalate too far; had he been from Silver River itself, they might already be in open war territory. Which, fuck, scary.

But it’s fine, Jan’s telling them. The hall’s presence on campus, the very thing that can make opsec here such a massive pain in Christine’s personal arse, also provides them an immense amount of protection. She’s just telling them, to general sponsor groaning, that a member of Peckinville staff will be on duty in the security room at all times, when she’s interrupted by someone’s phone.

The ringtone is the chorus from I Knew You Were Trouble.

“Shit,” Abby says, standing up too fast and kicking her chair wildly to the side. “Sorry. Sec.”

“Abigail—” Bea starts.

“It’s important. Sorry. It really is.”

“Melissa,” Christine guesses, to scattered groans. Nodding, frowning, Abby rushes away to the other side of the dining hall and half-bends over her phone, as if she can somehow contrive to have a private conversation while in the same room as two dozen Dorley sponsors, several Peckinville soldiers and, conservatively, about thirty surveillance devices.

Most of the cameras and shit aren’t usually switched on, which is how Christine has managed to have lunch in here so many times without having five simultaneous panic attacks, but it’s not exactly a normal month they’re having. Dorley Hall has over the last decade-and-a-bit become a major centre of electromagnetic monitoring, enough that if you were inclined to plot these kinds of things on a map of the UK, it would be less deeply shaded than, say, GCHQ, but not by even a single order of magnitude.

Granted, GCHQ probably keep theirs turned on more of the time.

Everyone assembled remains quiet as Abby hisses into her phone. Christine briefly considers piping the audio from the call through to Jan’s earpiece, but decides against; if Jan wants to listen in, she probably already is. All Christine would do is give her a headache. And whoever Peckinville has on staff to handle that stuff would probably easily keep Christine out, anyway; it’s one thing to be a talented amateur in an environment that relies on annual visits from an expert to keep its secrets from leaking, and quite another to be a trained professional at a private military operation. Yasmin once asked her if she could hack into Peckinville and have a look around and Christine had to say that if she even thinks too hard about doing such a thing, they could probably make her laptop explode.

After less than a minute, Abby hangs up and starts walking back towards the group. Before she can get halfway, Tabitha says, “She did it, didn’t she?”

“Yeah,” Abby says, picking up her chair from where it bounced.

“And?”

“Russ.”

“Is he still there?”

“No.”

Sighing, Tabitha stands and stretches. “Dira,” she says when she’s done, “did you finish the—?”

“Yes,” Indira says, waving a tablet with a keyboard cover in the air. “There are still some details to fill in, but it’s basically done.”

“Right. Abby, Melissa’s still at Jenny’s?”

“Yes,” Abby says.

“Good. Don’t wait up, ladies. Dira, pull the trigger, would you? And can I borrow someone’s jacket? I didn’t bring one.”

* * *

Jenny’s a caretaker, is the thing. When Melissa was Mark, and when she was trying to starve herself, it was Jenny who made her eat, who made her promise to make herself as safe as possible when Jenny wasn’t around to look after her. And she’s been doing the same for Russ? Okay, so he’s probably not bulimic — she fucking hopes — but a standing weekly meal, with the strong hint that he comes around at other times, too… that’s stepping up. Stepping up in a way that Melissa’s never done, not for Russ. Perhaps not for anyone. No, she’s had to be bullied into every good thing she’s ever done, and—

Fuck. She can’t keep a lid on it.

“Bad thoughts, huh?” Jenny asks, because obviously she’s noticed. She always did see way too much, and neither age nor the glass-and-a-half of white wine they’ve each had has slowed her down.

“Happens a lot,” Melissa says, finding a sheepish smile.

“Was that your sponsor you were calling?”

“Uh…” is all Melissa can say before she gets a fucking hold of herself, because there’s absolutely no way that Jenny is implying what it sounds to Melissa like she’s implying, and it’s only because Melissa’s context is absolutely fucked up that she would even think that. So what should she say? Who else has sponsors? Racing drivers? “W— What?” she stutters.

Well done, idiot girl. Very coherent!

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Jenny says, looking down into her glass and swirling the remaining wine around. “I just assumed. While you were away… I did some volunteering. Met a lot of people out of rehab. S’why I asked about the wine. Sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed.”

Rehab. Of course. And she’s even sort of on target. Not for Melissa, but for all the girls who were there with her, yeah. Rehab from violent masculinity. The twelve steps for being an arsehole, only the greater power isn’t God, it’s Aunt Bea, who might be scarier.

Except neither Abby nor Steph are afraid of Beatrice, are they? It’s just Melissa who is, still, when she forgets herself, and it’s another sign of how disconnected she’s been that she’s yet to shed the instinctive fear she and the others developed of their seldom-seen custodian over their first and second years. Melissa, as a graduate, is supposed to understand that the persona is just that, and that Beatrice, as a woman, is mostly quite nice.

She really is fucking terrible at being a Dorley girl, isn’t she?

“I mean,” she says, thinking of Abby, thinking of Steph, of Bea, and of Nell and the others from her intake, “yeah, it’s kind of like that?”

“You do have a sponsor?”

Melissa shrugs. “I do.”

“I didn’t eff up?”

“No. No, you didn’t.”

“Good.”

Melissa bites at her lip for a second, feeling suddenly shy, suddenly innocent, suddenly young. She hasn’t been around Jenny since she was Mark, and there are times — few and far between — that she misses that life. Misses the simplicity of it. Yes, it was hell, mostly, but she didn’t have all these fucking secrets. Just the one, and she couldn’t even put words to it.

And Jenny’s still adorable. Melissa used to think that when they spent time together, Jenny became once more the teen girl who went to gigs with Melissa’s mum, who spray-painted slogans on her oversized t-shirts, and less like the sensible adult with a kid and a house and a job. Age has not lessened that effect. She makes Melissa want to be open with her.

Makes her laugh, too. “‘Eff up’?” Melissa says, smirking.

“Yes,” Jenny says. “Ada grew up, and I had to teach myself to stop swearing before she got old enough to understand me. No-one wants to be the mum in the school car park with the potty-mouth kid. Listen,” she adds, leaning forward on her elbows, “I have a very important question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“What’s your name?”

Melissa almost chokes on her wine. It’s been too long since she had to introduce herself like this. At the hall, in her slim time there, she’s run into so many people who already know her, because they were among the group who oversaw her forced regendering, or knew of her, because they’ve read the briefing packet on her or they’ve been exposed to Dorley gossip about the prissy blonde chick with the opsec problem. And then there was Shy, then Amy and Rachel, but none of how that was conducted was normal. Closest was Amy, and even then, Melissa was better prepared.

She wasn’t completely unprepared today, for all that she rushed into this. But she saw Russ and it spun her so hard she forgot to introduce herself.

“Melissa,” she says, and a genuine smile rises within her. She loves that name, she really does. At the hall, they discourage keeping the same initial —and they officially disapprove of modifications to your deadname, because it doesn’t look good for Dave to go missing and for Davina to pop up three years later; hey, look, another programme rule that Steph gets to skip — but Shy always used to call her Em, and she wanted to keep that. Abby wasn’t exactly hard to persuade.

“Melissa,” Jenny says, smiling irresistibly as she does so. “Melissa. I love it! Do people call you Mel? Or—?”

“Liss. Usually. Shahida calls me Em sometimes, and—”

Jenny’s practically sprawled on the little bar surface now, her head propped on one arm such that she’s looking up at Melissa and seeming like she can’t stop. “Shahida! You’re still in touch?”

Cheeks heating, Melissa is forced to admit that, yes, they are, and that they’re dating. “And Abby, too. We’re both dating a girl called Abby. Or she’s dating us? Anyway, you don’t know her.”

“You’re polyamorous?”

“You know about that kind of stuff?” Melissa says, successfully avoiding choking on her wine this time. She barely knows anything about it, and she’s in a poly relationship.

Jenny straightens and picks up her wine glass again. “I’ll have you know that the mum circle at the junior school is very progressive. We’ve got two-dad families, two-mum families, pathetic singlets like me—”

“—hey—”

“—and one family that’s like, three families smushed together. I met a new one just last week. Oh, not new to the relationship, but new to me, you understand? They were like, ‘Hi, I’m Marcy, I’m the hinge,’ and I have to admit, I looked at them like they’d just told me they were from Alpha Centauri.”

“What’s a hinge?”

“Ten bob, same as in town,” Jenny says, and the way she smirks at Melissa after is so familiar that it’s like the shell of the present day cracks around her, breaks open, reveals itself as nothing more substantial than a snow globe, artificial and over-bright. Speckles clouding her eyes. Jenny’s kitchen becomes Jenny’s old kitchen, smaller and cosier but plainer, too, and marked all over with scuffs and scratches and places where the trim has come off the cabinets. Jenny loses ten years and, hell, maybe Melissa does, too, becomes fifteen again, but fifteen as herself, as she might have been had anyone had known what to do with her, what to say to her. Had she known herself.

When she laughs, it’s like the last ten years never happened. And she keeps going, laughs until her belly hurts, until she’s wiping her sparse makeup off onto a tissue and she’s having to reach for the wipes in her bag to take it all off, because she’s an idiot and wore mascara today.

“Shit,” she says, and then giggles again. “Whoops. Sorry. Um, shirt?”

“No-one says ‘shirt’ when they want to swear, Liss,” Jenny says. “They say… Um…”

“Shoot?”

“Yeah. Probably.”

“There’s a girl I know who says ‘ess-show’ when she means to say ‘shitshow’.”

“She sounds very sensible,” Jenny says. “Does she have grounds to say it a lot?”

“Constantly.”

And then Jenny’s up on her feet and dragging Melissa up, too, to give her the hug she’s no doubt been waiting for since Melissa showed up at her door. It’s a tight squeeze, and it goes on long enough that Melissa starts to find herself a little short of breath, but she doesn’t stop it, wouldn’t even think to do so, because Jenny carries a little piece of Mum inside her. Because Jenny is the family that could have been. The life Melissa might have had, had she known herself, had Mum lived, had everything not broken down, piece by piece. This is an embrace that Melissa’s been dreaming of since she left home, since she first walked off into the dark to die, only to be found by Abby and whisked away to a new life, better than the first, immeasurably so, but, in a fundamental way, kind of empty.

Empty of Jenny, of Ada. Shit, even of Russ. It’s a future, which is more than she ever expected to have — more than she suspects she deserves — and it’s full of people she loves, but it’s missing all of its past.

And here that past is. Holding her. Holding her like mum would.

“Love you,” Melissa whispers. At that, Jenny’s embrace tightens, shudders. And then she lets her go, stands back. “Oh. Shit. Here.”

Jenny accepts the tissue Melissa offers her and dabs delicately at her eyes, before apparently deciding that she, too, should just give up on her makeup. She takes the wipe Melissa hands her right after, and it’s a minute or so before they’re sitting again, both of them leaning on the bar with both elbows, exhausted from the near-decade that just passed between them. Bare-faced and smiling.

“Love you too, Liss,” Jenny says, and seems like she almost bursts into tears again. “I dreamed about this, you know,” she continues. “I heard about what happened. How they found Laura’s iPod at the bus stop. I knew… I knew that girl Shahida got it in the end, and I was glad of that. I got more years with Laura than Shahida did with you. But I dreamed about you coming back. Walking up one morning like it had never happened. Like it was all a big misunderstanding. I never expected… Do you know how much you look like Laura? Like your mum?”

She does now. “I never thought about it, I suppose. Sometimes I still see the old me, and that’s… uh, that’s not good. Maybe it gets in the way.”

“Well, ignore that ‘old you’ nonsense.” Jenny pokes a finger into Melissa’s forehead. “You look like your mother.” She laughs again. “You’re the spit. I can almost see you in a spray-painted t-shirt.”

“I remember those pictures. God. The two of you.” And there they are, right in Melissa’s memory, clear as day. Vivid as a wound. It helps that they were some of the last things she talked about with Mum, but she can make herself focus on the good, not the bad. Photographs of Mum and Jenny; precious moments with Mum. Try not to dwell on how they were some of the last. “You looked amazing. You both did.”

“Yeah,” Jenny says dreamily, “we really did.” Sticking the tip of her tongue out of her mouth for a second and smiling at Melissa again, and it’s crazy that she seems no different, that she’s a slice of Melissa’s childhood brought right here into the present. Yes, she’s wearing her jet-black hair long these days — Ada’s presumably not trying to grab it at every possible opportunity any more — and she’s got little lines around her eyes and mouth when she smiles, but none of that matters. “You look great, too,” she continues, and then she frowns. “Although… Liss, you’re too thin, you know. Still.”

“I know.”

“That’s not good, Liss.”

Always the caretaker. Melissa’s missed this so much. “Shy and Abby have me eating,” she says, and leans back on the wobbly chair to pat her belly, tries not to think about how it feels like there’s too much there when there’s anything at all. “And I’m not, you know, throwing up any more. When I eat stuff, it stays eaten. Mostly. There’s more of me than there used to be, anyway.”

“You mean,” Jenny says, glancing down at Melissa’s chest, “in places other than the obvious?”

“Oh, God,” Melissa murmurs, laughing, “my mum’s best friend is checking out my tits…”

Jenny just pokes her again.

A little while later — and after a snack, because Jenny’s motherly instincts were fully activated and she insisted on making them both a sandwich; dinner, she said, tends to float a bit on the afternoons that Russ comes around and Ada has her playdates — they’re sitting in the living room with one of Jenny’s albums on, drinking something non-alcoholic and feeling, in Melissa’s case, sort of silly that she ever worried about this.

And then she remembers the other reason she’s got to worry.

“Shit,” she says, leaning forward on her knees, “I really messed up today. Not with you,” she adds quickly, “but with Russ. He wasn’t supposed to know that I’m…”

“Alive?” Jenny finishes.

“Yeah. That.”

“How come?”

“It’s a long story,” Melissa says. “And I’m— Shit, I’m sorry, Jenny, but it’s supposed to be a secret that I’m, you know, me.”

“But Shahida knows,” Jenny says, frowning. “And didn’t you say that you’re in touch with Rachel and Amy, too?”

It would be nice, at this point, if she could bury herself in the couch cushions. “Rachel and Amy were… sort of my fault. Where I lived for the longest time, it wasn’t exactly… legal?”

“Like a squat?”

“Like a halfway house, maybe. But off the grid, you know? Shit. I don’t think I’m making much sense.” What sense is there to make of this? Sometimes, Melissa can barely believe her own life story.

“A halfway house. A squat. And also rehab?”

Melissa finds a way to be very interested in her own fingers, as if they might contain within them the perfect reply, if only she can interlock them in the proper order.

“Um,” she says.

“Maybe I don’t need to know,” Jenny says, and she twists around on the couch to take both of Melissa’s hands. “Just promise me that you’re not in trouble.”

“I’m not in trouble,” Melissa says as sincerely as she can. Truth is, she’s probably in a lot of trouble, but not the kind Jenny’s thinking of. The worst Dorley can do to her is lock her in a room and subject her to the funny mugs again. “I’m safe, Jenny. But the whole secret thing is important, so…”

Nodding, Jenny says, “I’m going to need the whole story one day. But for now…” She mimes zipping her mouth shut. “I’m just so glad to have you back.”

* * *

Nice place. Jenny Yau’s wrangled herself a newbuild semi on one of those roads that sprouts like a tendril from any suburban Almsworth street with any spare space around it at all, and the car in the driveway is less than ten years old. Maybe Tabitha should get out of the feminising business and learn a trade; it’s not too late.

She’d get bored, though. She knows herself well enough to be certain that if she lived this kind of life — largely solitary but for the kid, the other mums, and some random twenty-one-year-old who shows up once or twice a week for dinner — she’d go nuts within a year. She needs direction, and she’s not the best at providing it for herself. At least, if things do work out with Levi, he’s amenable to staying in the area, so she won’t ever have to lose her sizeable and infuriating found family.

Speaking of, Melissa’s in the front room with Jenny, chatting happily, so at least that went okay. That girl is the luckiest bitch in the history of the hall, maybe. Lucky enough to light a fire of envy inside Tabitha, and not for the first time. She’s trying really hard to not want to grab her by the earlobe and drag her back to Dorley Hall, and it’s just a shame they need to stop by her little brother’s place on the way; ruins the momentum.

Yeah. The little brother. Right pissed off, or so says Abby. Melissa’s luck running out at last.

Crappy timing for it.

She’s hesitating out front. Should go knock, get this over with, but Melissa and Jenny look so happy, and there’s no harm in letting them talk for a little longer. Maria would call her soft and Indira would make fun of her, but there’s absolutely no way that either of them could walk up and end this reunion right away. Whole damn sponsor corps; big softies, all of them. They only manage to remain at all intimidating in the basement because they get to turn it off the moment they go up the stairs, and even then, it’s got a shelf life.

They need a henchwoman, that’s what they need. Someone who spends most of her time at leisure, waiting for the call, only to step into action when heads need to roll, when people need a good fucking clip around the ear.

And then Tabitha’s missed her chance to make the big, authoritative entrance, because Jenny’s turned around and spotted through the window the woman lurking on her driveway, and Melissa’s waved at her sort of sheepishly, and they’ve both got up, so it’s time to do the fucking thing, to be the avatar of the hall’s official disapproval of this bullshit. When the front door opens, though, Tabitha finds herself smiling, looking down on both of them, and wondering if there’s any chance she could get away with just visiting a few choice people from her past like this.

Admittedly, in her case, it would be to tell them to fuck off all over again, but it would be so satisfying.

“Hi, Tab,” Melissa says. She’s got the good grace to look ashamed.

“Hello, Melissa,” Tabitha says. She doesn’t know if she wants to laugh or to scream; how dare this go so well? Russ aside, obviously.

“Hi,” Jenny says, stepping forward — to put herself between Tabitha and Melissa — and holding out a hand. “Are you her sponsor?”

“Her—? Melissa, what did you tell her?”

“No rehab secrets,” Jenny says. “Promise.”

Rehab? Huh. Not bad. And thank fuck for that. There’s at least a small amount of brain left inside Melissa’s head, after all. Maybe it’s lonely in there.

“I’m not her sponsor.”

“But you’re her friend.”

“Yes,” Tabitha says, and she briefly locks her teeth together to stop herself from laughing at the way Melissa looks startled by that. “Look,” she continues, “Melissa, we should go.”

“Yeah,” Melissa says, looking up at her. “Yeah.”

“You’ll be back?” Jenny says.

Melissa doesn’t answer her. Just keeps looking at Tabitha.

“Oh, for—” Tabitha says. “Give her your bloody WhatsApp or something, Melissa. Add her on Consensus. Whatever you need to do.”

Turning away, giving them some space, Tabitha waits for the two of them to exchange details and hugs, and then she waits for the sniffing to stop before she turns back, smiles in her most businesslike fashion at Jenny Yau — who smiles bravely back, her face stained with tears — and leads Melissa to the car. Once inside, and after she has wordlessly handed Melissa a tissue, Tabitha guns the engine, pulls them away, and starts the lecture.

“I’d say that was the most reckless thing you’ve ever done,” she says, “but you originally returned to Dorley with a stolen taser to steal one of our girls from us. So I’m just going to call myself an idiot for not locking you in your room and letting you run around without supervision.” Glancing sideways, she can see that Melissa’s watching her attentively, taking her bollocking like a woman. “You put us all in danger, and that includes Abby, Steph, everyone else you love. You understand?”

“Yes,” Melissa says, and she says it plainly, clearly. That’s good; Tabitha had been expecting a shame spiral, or some lame attempt at justification.

“Good. So you get that we need to fix this?”

“Yes.”

“You have a new NPH,” Tabitha says. “You can’t be linked to Dorley, and you’ve exposed yourself to practically everybody from your past, so we’re making you you again. That’s how we’re fixing this. Oh, and don’t worry, you’re still Melissa Haverford. She’s just a trans girl now. As far as everyone you ever met as her is concerned, you were in really deep stealth.”

“Okay,” Melissa says softly. She’s looking down at her knees now. Shaken or just surprised?

“We’ll give you a copy of your new NPH when we get back to the hall. Memorise it before you see Jenny again. We’ll make sure Amy’s briefed, but you might want to get Shahida to handle Rachel.”

“Okay.”

“This doesn’t mean you have to go see your dad. You don’t have to acknowledge him in any way. Not unless Russell goes to him, or he finds out in some other way, and then you might need to—”

“He won’t. Russ won’t, I mean.”

“You’re sure about that?”

“As sure as I was that Jenny wouldn’t reject me,” Melissa says. There’s ice in her voice now.

“I’m sorry about that,” Tabitha says, hitting the indicator stalk a little too hard as she takes the turn off the roundabout. “But procedures exist for a reason.”

“You don’t— Shit. No, Tabitha. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah. Well. Just pick your moment better next time, okay?”

“There won’t be a next time.”

Tabitha laughs. “Melissa, there’d better fucking not be. We had to use our contacts to make this work, and that means risk. Editing existing records is quite something else than just adding new ones.”

The next exit off the ring road takes them to another suburb, this one shabbier, older, more familiar to Tabitha. Ex-council estates, probably: victims of the eighties buy-up, the semis and terraces now the centrepiece of nineties-era builds, flats in blocks five or six storeys tall. Ugly petals on a rose.

And, shit. Flats. That could pose a problem. Russ lives in one of those places, but what are they going to do if he picks up the intercom and just doesn’t let them in? Tabitha might be, in this instance, the representative of Dorley Hall, but that doesn’t mean she can crack security like Christine or pick locks like Monica. Mostly, what she brings to the table is that she’s kind of tall, and people say she has a pretty smile and kind eyes.

Well, Steph and Leigh both say that. But Steph’s hardly an objective observer — she calls everyone pretty and even appears to mean it — and Leigh… Leigh is being extra-sweet right now. Struggling with the progress the others are making, yes, but she’s taking that anger and she’s discharging it healthily, with Tabitha, not storing it up like she used to.

Hah. Pretty smile; kind eyes. Wasn’t just Steph and Leigh who said that.

Neither will get her into Russell’s flat, though. Fortunately, they don’t have to: as they’re waiting on the curb, Russ’ car pulls up and slots in only a couple of spaces away from the car Tabitha borrowed from the hall. He doesn’t see them as he climbs out, which is all to the good, because it gives Tabitha time to ambush him.

Ambush him with a pretty smile. And kind eyes.

“Hey!” she calls, jogging over. “Are you Russell Vogel?”

It pulls Russ to a halt, but then he looks right past her, to where Melissa’s lurking. “No,” he says.

“I’m sorry,” Tabitha says, “but I know you are. I’m Melissa’s sponsor—” because, yes, fuck it, let’s embrace Melissa’s rehab thing; she’ll get Indira to add that little detail to the NPH, “—and I’m here to talk to you on her behalf.”

“Melissa, huh?” Russ says. “That’s his name now?”

Tabitha ratchets her accent up a social class or two, borrowing from Bea. “You know better than that, I’m sure.”

It doesn’t seem to do much. “I’m sure,” Russ replies, sneering.

“I know she hurt you. But she—”

“He did more than hurt me,” Russ says, stepping closer, jabbing a finger in Tabitha’s direction. He’s not at all intimidating; not only is she slightly taller than him, but he looks like his only muscle definition comes from the stuff that testosterone — Tabitha remembers with slight wistfulness — gives you for free. “Do you know what he did?”

“Russ,” Melissa says, coming up alongside Tabitha at last, “I’m sorry.”

“Whatever,” he says.

“Just please don’t tell Dad, okay? Don’t tell anyone?”

Crossing his arms, Russ says, “Did you commit some big crime or something? Is the mafia after you?”

“Well—”

“Don’t care. And don’t worry. I won’t tell a soul. Not like I want anyone to know my brother’s back.”

“Russ…”

But, true to his word, seeming not to care in the slightest, Russell turns away and walks briskly for the door to his block. Doesn’t look back once. And, yeah, Tabitha could stop him, easily. Hell, she could probably pick him and his sister up by the scruffs of their necks and hold them up facing each other until they agreed to have one (1) civilised conversation, but she’s not here to browbeat him. She’s here to assess him, and to give Melissa the opportunity to reconnect. Whether she’s fucked it, or whether it was always pointless, she doesn’t know. But for now, she lets him go, and Melissa doesn’t say a word.

Nor does she speak on the way back to the hall. Just cries almost silently, her hands over her face, her mouth occasionally opening so wide that Tabitha can see through the fingers her reddened skin, the streaks of salt water and snot that cover her. If Tabitha weren’t around, Melissa would be screaming.

Or maybe she wouldn’t. Maybe she’s beyond that.

Tabitha parks up. Gives Melissa some time to calm herself down. Offers the girl a hug, leaning against the side of the car, and Melissa takes her up on it, grasping her tight and shivering against her borrowed jacket.

After a while, Abby comes to fetch her, to take her upstairs, and Tabitha goes around the back, to make her calls in private. An official action request to Peckinville: bug Russell Vogel’s flat. Bug his phone. Bug his car. Bug the fucking veterinarian’s office where he works. And assign someone to listen to all of it; if the Peckinville people are going to have someone in the security office at all times, then they can bloody well make themselves useful, and keep half an ear out for Melissa Haverford’s stubborn little brother.
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“Please state your full name for the record.”

“Haley Annabel Godfrey.”

“What is your professional opinion of Subject Four?”

“Well, [pause, laugh] I can see why they washed him out. He tried to, what, molest Ashley Spratt?”

“Not quite. On his last day in general population, he, um. [pause, sound of rustling paper] Let’s see. He offered to suck her dick. When she told him she didn’t have one any more, and that even if she did, she wouldn’t trust him not to try to bite it off, he said, quote, [clears throat] I’d never bite off something so beautiful, baby. She then [sound of page turning] tased him.”

“And the next day, when they let him out of the cells again, he picked a fight with… Who was it? This guy Morris?”

“No. Not a fight.”

“What, then? [sound of rustling paper] Oh. [sigh, whistle through teeth] Yeah, that sounds like him.”

“Your professional opinion, Miss Godfrey.”

“He’s a fucking menace, is what he is.”

“May I remind you—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. Look, he’s not violent, not really. Yes, he’s picked a lot of fights, but that’s not the same thing, is it? He doesn’t hang around pubs looking for someone to glass, not like some of the pieces of [inaudible] they’ve taken in at that place. He loves attention. He, uh, he bores easily. He’s a dangerous combination of callous and [pause] and interested. He wouldn’t pull the wings off a butterfly just to see what happens, because that’s been done already. He could look it up. By the same token, he gravitates towards people who, uh, interest him. Or who amuse him. Same thing, I think.”

“We will be placing him under your supervision. Under your care, Miss Godfrey.”

“We’re really doing this, then?”

“Yes.”

“All of it? Again?”

“He’ll be retained, retrained, resexed. Yes, Miss Godfrey, all of it. Though, the extent to which that will make him controllable is—”

“Subject Four. Philip. He doesn’t need controlling. He needs [pause] accommodating. Listening to. Instructing. Training, yes. He’ll need to understand the curbs on his behaviour, of course. As do we all.”

“Have you chosen a name for him?”

“Cora.”

“I assume that has some esoteric meaning?”

“What good is a classical education if you don’t use it?”

“Quite. It’s a pretty enough name, I suppose.”

“Yes. I suspect he’ll think so, too.”
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Zie didn’t want to do this on hir own. Actually, like, fuck, zie didn’t want to do this at all, but zie’s got an obligation to the bloody place now, through Jane, through Melissa, and even through Shahida, who seems to have tied herself even more thoroughly to it than Amy has. And the fact of the matter is, Russ came to hir, and saw right through hir crappy dissembling, going home almost as pissed off with hir as he was with Melissa.

It probably wasn’t the right time to ask him to use hir new pronouns, but like, shit, zie’s learned from the girls and the others at Dorley Hall that if you don’t get firm with people, they just won’t bother. And zie’s never going to get consistent at using them inside hir own head if zie’s constantly having to listen to people — hir parents included — saying the wrong damn thing.

At least zie isn’t scheduled for work until this afternoon. Would have been a tough one to call in for. Reason for absence: Um, well, you see, my friend’s brother just found out that she came back from the dead as a girl, and— Yeah. In any normal job, zie’d get fired for that, or sent to the company counsellor or whatever.

Do companies have counsellors? Shit, zie really does know nothing about what Rachel constantly and obnoxiously calls the real world. And as much as zie can insist until zie’s blue in the face that senior financial administrator for a mid-sized charity is just as much of a real job as Rachel’s — or the job that Shahida’s due to start next week — the uncomfortable fact remains that if zie wants to take a morning off, or a week off, zie pretty much can. Jane relayed to hir Elle Lambert’s derogatory remarks about the charitable sector from the briefing the other day, and Amy would love to contradict her, but most of the time zie feels like the people there who actually care are the ones volunteering their time and getting nothing but satisfaction in return; those above Amy, the ones who get paid the (relatively) big bucks, well, zie gets the impression most of them view it as more of a hobby. Something with which to soak up the endless hours offered to them by privilege.

“Hey!” Jane says, jogging up to the car and causing Amy to near-double-take as zie stops obsessing over the thing that’s been bugging hir lately — one of the many things, but it’s sort of the most pressing right now, given that even Melissa, who took time out of her busy life to chill in a basement for a year and came back as a completely different person, has a job that feels more valid than hirs — and greets her with a kiss to her cheek, from which Jane recoils, squealing, “You’re so cold!”

“Sorry,” Amy says, pushing up off the bonnet of hir car. Zie hadn’t really noticed the temperature, but Jane feels the cold more than Amy, for some reason, so zie resolves to take charge immediately as they enter the hall and make hir girlfriend a mug of hot tea, which is absolutely not a delaying tactic.

It’s not like zie has a precise time for when zie’s meeting Aunt Bea. Zie’s supposed to just show up. She’s just going to be working in a room off the dining hall, one of the many that have been cleared out of all their crap and transformed in— well, mostly into empty spaces right now, Jane said. But they’ve got a couple made up as temp offices already, and most of the rest they’ve given over to Peckinville, to be converted into sleeping spaces and the like. Too much time spent in a handful of Portakabins will make anyone go crazy.

They left alone that one room with the pool table that two of the third-year girls infamously fucked on, though. It’s like a monument or something.

“So,” Jane says, linking arms with Amy as they walk together out of the car park and towards the front entrance to the hall, “nervous?”

The one problem with Jane — aside from how, when Amy introduced her to hir mum, and Mum asked where she went to school, neither of them remembered what they were supposed to say — is that she can reliably read Amy like zie’s a large-print children’s colouring book. Zie’s asked her if maybe she picked up that skill in a basement somewhere, and got kissed for hir trouble.

And they now both know where Jane is supposed to have gone to school; they looked it up together. Conveniently, it’s one of the handful of places that have suffered serious fire damage between the time of Jane’s supposed graduation and now. Amy hasn’t yet asked if someone from Peckinville set those fires on purpose, because zie likes to imagine Elle doing it herself, creeping around in the early hours with a can of petrol and a Zippo, and zie doesn’t want to be disabused. Especially because hir imagination has furnished Elle Lambert with a bad spy costume of the kind you might find in the cheapest fancy dress shop.

“Nervous as hell,” Amy confirms, and pushes closer to Jane, enough that they avoid the steps on the way in and take the ramp at the side so they’re less likely to fall over. And then Amy almost topples them anyway, because there’s someone waiting just around the corner for them, right where zie expects to see nothing more interrogatory than the corkboard, which is usually passive aggressive at worst.

“Halt and be recognised!” says Jodie Hicks. She’s sitting by the double doors to the kitchen on a cushioned chair, with a bucket on the floor next to her marked with Please Give Generously. Camouflage, presumably, in case any of the normies stray this way.

“Sod off, Jo,” Jane says, grinning at her.

“What are we supposed to be giving?” Amy asks, pointing at the bucket.

“Testicles, knowing this place.”

“Whatever you can part with,” Jodie says piously, as Amy giggles.

“Yeah,” Jane says, thumbing the lock. “Definitely testicles.”

“Isn’t that Shahida’s 3DS?” Amy says.

“It is!” Jodie says, leaning forward and gesturing with it. “She got me into Vampire Queens. Hey, did you know—?”

“Yes. Whatever you’re about to say, if it’s a fact about The Seven Great Houses, I already know it.”

“Oh? Which ending’s your favourite?”

“Never played it,” Amy says, and quickly follows Jane through into the kitchen, grateful that Shahida has someone else to share her obsession with that game series with, but nervous at the prospect that eventually the entire hall might get into it, and that zie might not be able to stay over with Jane any more without, in the mornings, having to vault over a half-dozen vampirically evangelical women trying to share facts about romance paths when all zie wants is to steal leftovers from the communal fridge.

Jane’s happy to let Amy waste time in the kitchen, so zie sets to fiddling with the kettle, warming hir hands on its sides — zie doesn’t get as cold as Jane, but zie does get cold — and fetching mugs. Zie’s aware that there’s a tea urn out in the dining hall, and that feeding and watering a small platoon has rapidly had to become part of Dorley’s new normal, but tea urns always give hir church vibes, and make hir crave the bourbon creams they used to have the kids hand out after in grubby little baskets.

Throwing a tea bag into each mug, Amy leans back against the countertop and gives hirself a moment. Jane’s talking quietly with a couple of sponsors who are sitting at the kitchen table looking distinctly hungover, and, God, it’s hard not to enjoy the sight. Melissa’s blonde hair might be more striking, and her blue eyes more classic, but Amy thinks of Jane as a more subtle beauty, with her sandy hair, her green eyes, her tidy little mouth, and her wonderfully pert ski-jump nose — that Jane claims to have asked Mrs Prentice for specifically. They make a nice contrast together, with Amy’s darker hair, hir sharper features, hir collection of moles, and what one of hir teachers once referred to as hir ‘expressive’ front teeth. It sort of makes hir want to do a couple’s costume this Halloween. With a bit of effort, they could absolutely be the most obnoxious couple at the party.

The boiling kettle prompts hir to turn away from the arresting sight of hir girlfriend annoying the hungover sponsors. Dumping boiling water into each mug, zie pokes idly at the tea bags as they steep. For hirself, zie’s picked out a mug with the amusingly childish slogan, Today’s the day the teddy bears get their dicks snipped; Jane gets the one with the strangely specific text, In retrospect, it was foolish to take the night bus at 1:31am on Sunday the 28th of September 2014.

Tea bags out. Milk in. Jane waved over and kissed. Kissed again. And now Amy’s out of excuses to procrastinate short of full-on making breakfast in here, which zie’s not going to do — mostly because if you’re not just reheating leftovers, it’s quite difficult to cook for yourself and yourself alone in the main kitchen at Dorley Hall — so zie nods resignedly to Jane and together they head out through the dining hall, towards the office room Aunt Bea’s been using.

Shit. The door’s open. Amy had been half-entertaining fantasies about just pegging it out the back. Escaping hir old life. Eloping with Jane; she could probably just, like, sponsor Raph over Skype, right?

Catching Amy’s nervous eye, Bea beckons them both in, and her smile doesn’t do much to reassure hir. It feels weird to be so discombobulated around her, because Amy’s found Beatrice to be a fairly chill presence overall, but the thing about that is that zie’s never had cause to annoy or disappoint her before. The cautionary tale of Karen wafts to the front of hir mind, and okay, sure, zie’s not going to be dismembered and scattered to the four winds just for kind of fucking it up when Russ came to see hir, but zie’ll probably get yelled at.

* * *

There were times, when Melissa was young and Russ was even younger, when she would hide inside her room and he would hide inside his. When Dad would rage at one of the many injustices in his life — his dead wife, his shitty job, his debts; the kids he got saddled with. He would become unpredictable, and though he never raised his hand to Russ while Melissa was there, the threat of it seemed to coat the air in the house, made it tangible. Impossible to move through, difficult to breathe. So they would hide from him, barricading themselves as best they could, protecting themselves, body and soul, from their father’s wrath.

From his despair.

On those nights, Melissa rarely slept. She spent them instead consumed with regret, with guilt, as if she, as a child, could have spotted her mother’s cancer before it began viciously to consume her, as if she could have pushed the drinks from her father’s hand before he became dependent on them. She would become obsessed with the idea that it was the move from Cherston that infected her mother and broke her father, and that if she had been more careful at her old school, more boyish, more like the thing she spent her whole life barely even understanding that she was failing at being, things might have been okay.

Better doctors near the old place, maybe. Better air by the sea. More of Dad’s friends, to keep him steady.

Her fault.

On the worst of those nights, when he would batter at her door, shout the name that she hated, and drag himself to bed with clattering thumps, heavy footsteps on the old floorboards, with the kind of moaning, keening, desperate sounds that used to make her think of banshees, of ghosts, of the hateful, vengeful dead, she would sit on the chest of drawers to hold her door closed and she would wail in time with him, silently, openly, breathlessly. She worried that she understood him too well, that the thing that had found its way inside him and made him bitter and disgusting had got inside her, too, that with the death of her mother she had become poisoned, that it was why she looked at herself with hate and with shame, that it was why she starved herself until her ribs near broke through.

She worried that she was like her father, that that was why she wanted to die. That she was him, but weaker, because he made it this far and she, barely grown, was already failing. And she worried that if she didn’t die, if she somehow survived to adulthood, then it would be her stalking the halls of some rental place, her children cowering, hiding from her, piling furniture against their doors and praying that she does not strike them.

Even after she understood why she was the way that she was, she could not quite dig out the pitted, rotten fruit that her father buried inside her. She could change her life over and over, she could find new friends, new lovers, new jobs, new cities, but the decayed seed planted in the core of her, rooted into her heart and bleeding discoloured sap into every vein, would still be there.

And when she hurts people, when she gives in to the thoughts that torture and mock her, she can feel it, can sense its withered, insistent, buried hatred with every beat of her heart. A corpse without a headstone. An unloved thing. Her father, waiting for her outside every door.

Last night, he was there. He was there, and she wanted to walk out of the fucking window.

Abby kept her safe. Abby kept her stable. Brought her dinner, a thermos of tea, a carrier bag of water bottles and a handful of healthy snacks. Tabitha’s orders: no going anywhere until you talk to Aunt Bea in the morning.

Abby locked them in.

In the room on first. Which means that they didn’t trust Melissa enough to let her use her room, the one up with the normal, never-basemented students.

It was fine. They watched TV, they talked, they ate calorie-controlled cereal bars and most of their portions of vegetarian shepherd’s pie, and Abby got Melissa the fuck under control. Got her stable enough to go to bed and get some sleep. But Abby couldn’t do anything about the dreams, and she didn’t wake when Melissa did, sweating and shivering at three in the morning, suffocated by her father, by her own guilt, and by the absolute certainty that, this time, she’s broken things so thoroughly that they cannot be mended.

Russ.

She could die right now, and it would be justice for what she did to him by leaving.

* * *

Beatrice dispatched Amy Woodley swiftly, accepting the news zie brought about Russell Vogel with a total lack of surprise that she hoped she covered for adequately, and moving hir along, because there’s a lot of business to cover today, and Beatrice doesn’t intend to spend her entire morning running around after Melissa Haverford, cleaning up her latest opsec SNAFU.

Running around figuratively, that is. She’s commandeered an office on the ground floor for the time being, and though it is bare and a little cold and the desk here is hardly the commanding oak monstrosity she has in the office attached to her flat, she’s grown rather sick of people traipsing in and out of the place as if they own it, informing her of this or that emergency. Better to conduct business somewhere far from the place where she sleeps, at least until business returns to its usual background hum from its current screaming roar.

As Mz Woodley leaves — and Beatrice has taken some pleasure in addressing hir as such, leaning hard on the Z and receiving an appreciative smile in return each time — to rejoin Jane Shearer in the hallway, and as they instinctively go for each other’s hands and then recoil, aware that the matriarch of the hall has her eye on them and that perhaps they should not be so blindingly obvious about the nature of their relationship, they almost collide with Beatrice’s next appointment, leaning nervously against the far wall, having eschewed the motley row of plastic chairs as probably more comfort than she deserves right now. Oh yes, Beatrice is well aware of the nature of Melissa’s anxiety, of the forms it can take and the expressions it can adopt. The girl is hardly unique; just, unfortunately, less anchored to this place by the mechanisms of the programme than the others who share her inclinations. It had been assumed for a while that it was simply an inevitable consequence of having a genuine trans girl, one who would have found herself without assistance had she lived long enough to do so, endure the ministrations of the basement and the sponsors, but recent experience with Victoria Robinson and, of course, Stephanie Riley has forced the senior sponsors to reassess.

And of course they are aware that Melissa Haverford is trans! As much as she has remained silent on it, told no-one but Abigail, and her only recently, they would have to have been complete idiots not to have worked it out. Admittedly, they could have worked it out while she was still down there, while she was still under their care at all, and mitigated the damage somewhat, but she and Abigail were an unofficial conspiracy of two, managing her development between them with more or less no input from the other sponsors. At the time, they had been relieved that at least somebody wasn’t being a pain in the arse.

Mistakes. Many of them.

Melissa, still dithering in the corridor after engaging in a brief, quiet conversation with Amy and Jane, catches Beatrice’s eye, and responds to the smile and the beckoning finger with a visible swallow that brings old cartoons to mind: the absurd lump in the throat, catching as it falls into the belly, there to weigh down the body like a ten tonne weight.

Hmm. Fanciful this morning, isn’t she?

“Melissa,” Beatrice says, warmly. Standing, she indicates a chair on the other side of the table, and waits for the girl to seat herself before returning to her own. “Good morning.”

“Um,” Melissa says. “Aunt Bea, I’m sorry that—”

Beatrice raises a hand for silence. She’s still smiling, so with luck, the girl won’t see it as a threat, but she has no time for apologies. They seem, in this era of corpses rising from the dirt to panic them all, grossly unnecessary. Why, when someone is clearly racked with guilt, should she shame them further by demanding an apology?

“There is no need to litigate mistakes, Melissa,” Beatrice says. “And if there were, then judging solely by quantity, I would need to go first, and we would perhaps have to think about getting lunch in.”

“Oh. Um.”

“We’ll talk next steps in a few minutes, when Maria gets here. Until then… How are you, Melissa? Forget yesterday’s flap. Aside from that, are you happy?”

The girl seems taken aback by the question. Possibly by the very idea of being asked such a thing by the fearsome Aunt Bea. “Am I happy?” she asks, as if Beatrice has asked her to do a handstand. “I… don’t know.” That’s her instinctive answer; Beatrice gives her time to come up with the real one. “Yes. I think so? I mean, I have Abby and Shy… You know about them?” Beatrice nods. Of course she does; even if she hadn’t been officially informed, the gossip around here is of the considered opinion that their little throuple is adorable. And it’s something they’re relying on, going forward. “It’s new. And I don’t know much about being poly — even Jenny knows more than I do! — so I keep worrying that I’m going to screw it up, or that Shy and Abby will decide they work better as a couple without me, or…” She looks over at Beatrice again, sees her soft smile and tolerant frown — deliberate actions both — and halts before she talks herself into another spiral. “But when I forget all that, then yes, I’m happy. Happier than I thought was ever possible.”

Beatrice reaches across the table. Lays her hand out flat, palm up. Melissa, after a moment’s hesitation, takes it, and Beatrice immediately squeezes her hand tight. “Good,” she says. “I don’t get anything like as much chance to check in with our graduates as I would like, and especially with someone in your position, I often worry that we have inflicted, shall we say, more than the necessary amount of trauma.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Melissa says breezily, “I was broken before I even got here.” And then her brain catches up with her mouth, and her hand stills in Beatrice’s grip. “I mean— Shit.” She laughs, her mood changing again, but this time in the direction that Beatrice prefers, that she has been trying to prompt for the last minute. “God, I’m still so intimidated by you. And it’s so stupid. I know it’s an act! Abby keeps reminding me.”

“Does she now?”

“‘Someone in my position’?” Melissa prompts, quoting Beatrice.

“You have… intense ties to the life you had before,” Beatrice says, releasing her grip on Melissa’s hand so they can both sit back. “Stephanie, obviously, and Miss Mohsin. But also your brother, your friends. Most of our graduates are pleased to be released from the lives they once led. Or they are, at the very least, conflicted.”

“Abby’s not conflicted.”

“Quite so. And neither is Indira, for example. We had previously been five-year-trialling a reconnection profile, with Indira as our exemplar, but at this point, I’m minded to… reduce the observation period.” Beatrice leans forward again, rests her chin on her hand. “The appetite is clearly there.”

Whatever Melissa is about to say in response is cut short by a brisk knock, and then Maria enters, smiling professionally for Melissa’s benefit. In the closing door, Pippa Green is just about visible in the corridor; Beatrice’s next appointment. There are so many today, vaguely organised but precisely minuted — or they should be, assuming Beatrice hasn’t somehow broken the voice recording app on her phone. Much to plan, much to rethink.

“Hi,” Maria says, taking the seat next to Melissa rather than joining Beatrice on the officious side of the temporary desk. “I’m sure you don’t want to dwell on it, and we’re all very busy, so here’s a quick postmortem: your brother went to see Amy Woodley, and zie was unprepared for the confrontation. He shouted, zie defended hirself, and in doing so, zie inadvertently revealed that zie knew of your survival, your return, and your transition. And that so did Shahida and Rachel. Fortunately, zie stopped hirself short of mentioning Steph, or it could have been worse. Anyway. Russell, understandably, was upset. That is the state in which you and Tab encountered him outside his flat.”

“Yeah,” Melissa says, nodding.

“We have had his flat bugged. Don’t worry,” Maria quickly adds with a reassuring wave of her hand, “the feed is accessible to one person at a time, and they’re not even a sponsor; we’re having one of the soldiers handle it. Thus far, all he has done is complain to his boyfriend about you. I’ll spare you the details.”

“He’s been talking to his boyfriend?” Melissa demands, alarmed. “That’s— Shit! That’s a problem, isn’t it? Like, if he talks?”

“Yes and no,” Beatrice says.

“It’s a problem if we don’t deal with it,” Maria says. “These things have ways of breaking containment. You know, long-lost relative back from the dead, and first it’s just the immediate family talking about it, but then it’s friends, and then it’s friends of friends — at dinner parties, at pubs, whatever — and before you know it, some journalist with an ear for muck comes knocking.”

“But you can deal with it, can’t you?”

“You mean,” Beatrice says, “we can have the journalist killed? Believe me, Melissa, if offing unpleasant journalists was a practical option for us, this country would be a very different place. But the logistical challenges prevent such an option.”

“It’d be rather unethical, too,” Maria says.

“Ah. Of course. Ethics. Our watchword.” Beatrice permits herself a cynical laugh, and then, noticing that Melissa is flicking her gaze back and forth from herself to Maria, covers her mouth, coughs, and continues, “No, we can’t stop any journalist who may pick up your story. Nor can we hide you, unless you would like to start from scratch again.”

“No, thank you,” Melissa says quickly.

“Tab told you about your new NPH, didn’t she?” Maria asks. Melissa nods. “You’ll be an ordinary trans girl who ran away. Transitioned in some far-flung city — she and Indira were still working out the details the last time I checked — and re-emerging a few years ago in Manchester. We’ve already created records for your FFS and GRS with Mrs Prentice’s above-ground practice. Her secretary thought it was all terribly funny.”

“Is she… one of us?”

“No. But she’s reliable. We’re also…” Maria dips into her bag for her phone, unlocks it, and scrolls through a document, pinching her eyebrows as she does so. “We have a house for you. A rental, outwardly, though obviously we’re covering that. It’s on Clover Drive. You know? That newbuild road that butts up against campus? Maybe you don’t know. It’s a short walk, anyway.”

Melissa hugs herself. “You’re moving me out of the hall?”

“Yes,” Beatrice says. “Non-negotiable, I’m afraid. First, because the people who are re-entering your life are emphatically not people we plan to read in; second, because it plain doesn’t make sense for you to live here, not according to your new NPH. You were never here, never stayed here while you returned to — and abandoned — your education. We’ve already erased your records from Saints’ files, though someone’ll have to nip in and pull the paper copies. Melissa’s records, that is; Mark’s records end with your disappearance.”

“You need a life that makes sense,” Maria says plainly. “And you need to live it somewhere else, in case things do blow up, so they find you there, not here. So we’ve got you a house. And it’s a pretty nice one, I think. Hardly huge, but you’ll have three bedrooms, a bathroom, a shower room. Much more space than you have here. And Abby will be joining you.”

“She will?” Melissa says, and then frowns at herself, presumably looking back through her contributions to this conversation and finding them somewhat wanting. “No,” she continues, more relaxed — though clearly forcing it — and more considered, “yeah, I get it.”

“She’s no longer a sponsor. Of you or anyone. She’s barely involved on the admin side any more. And she needs, bluntly, to be anchored here if your relationship is to have any chance at all. If her family can offer her a house but all we can give her is a dorm room…”

“She wouldn’t leave me for that.”

“No. But she might drift away.”

“That’s my speciality,” Melissa says, with the slightest of smiles. “What about Shahida?”

“If she wants to join you, she is more than welcome to,” Beatrice says. “Your choice of housemates — as with your choice of partners — is entirely up to you. We’ll be paying for the place, covering the utilities, council tax, et cetera, but it is your house.”

“Has been since January first, actually,” Maria says. “We backdated. Though you can’t move in until Sunday at the earliest; we have people there now, getting it ready.”

“Ready how?”

Maria smiles and leans towards Melissa, touches her gently on the forearm. “Tabitha told me how you came here from Manchester with what she described as ‘barely enough suitcases for a weekend in Benidorm.’ And Abby isn’t exactly a hoarder. So we’re setting you up: beds, wardrobes, sofas, pots and pans, and so on. A TV in every bedroom; not state-of-the-art, though. None of it will be.”

Nodding, Melissa says, “You don’t want any of it to seem too new.”

“Exactly. Jenny, at the very least, will very likely want to visit you, spend time with your girlfriends, and so on, and we’re hopeful that your brother will, too, eventually. It’s better for your NPH, for your story — for you, to be honest — if you appear to be exactly what you are: a young trans woman moving back to the city of her youth, and bringing with her all her accumulated baggage.”

“Thanks,” Melissa says drily.

“Sorry,” Maria says, giggling. “Couldn’t resist.”

“Bethany,” Beatrice says, raising a conspiratorial eyebrow at Melissa, “is a bad influence on her.”

“No,” Maria mutters, “if she said it, it would be much ruder.”

“I’ll still be able to visit, won’t I?” Melissa asks, a spot of urgency returning to her voice.

“Yes, that won’t be a problem,” Maria says. “You’re dating Abby and you know Tabitha, and through them you’ve come to know several other girls here.”

“It’s all terribly plausible,” Beatrice says.

It’s going well. Melissa Haverford is a girl who needs to be controlled more carefully and more completely than they have been, though little of that is the girl’s fault — strictly speaking — and none of it is Tabitha Forbes’ fault, either, who has been handling what she referred to once in the security room as her ‘Haverford headache’ with as much equanimity as Beatrice could expect. No, as usual, the fault is Beatrice’s. She ought to have paid more attention to Melissa while she was under their constant care; she did not. Again and again, she is finding that those who make little trouble, who are unremarkable, can conceal hidden depths. With Christine Hale, those depths provided cover for a remarkably talented young woman, a woman who cannot see a problem without trying to fix it, whether that problem is a malfunctioning computer or a distressed friend.

Melissa Haverford’s depths, it seems, mostly contained anxiety.

It is understandable. Her life before Dorley was not easy. Beatrice knows from long late-night conversations with Ashley and Sue — and the many other girls that she met before she came to earn her living in the respectable fashion that she does now — that to grow up trans is to be subject to a degree of abuse that, yes, she can imagine, but only because she was put through what one might term the express version under Dorothy Marsden. A young psyche cannot withstand the daily pressures of a gender that does not fit without being harmed in some way, and Beatrice is both grateful that so many women she has known and loved have lived to speak about it — usually with the assistance of alcohol and with the kind of grim humour that, these days, Beatrice tends to find mostly on mugs — and frequently reduced to melancholy at the thought of those who never become adults. Whenever she wavers in her resolve here, whenever she wonders whether the roles they have chosen are more abuser than saviour, it takes nothing more than a glance through the sealed records to mollify her bruised conscience. To be cis, to have been granted the gift of a gender that fits, only to abuse the power that has been given you, to spend its currency on acts of violence, and to be celebrated for it, uplifted, rescued from the consequences of your actions, positioned with love and affection to repeat them again and again and again, tarnishing the souls and marking the bodies of the girls and women unfortunate enough to intersect with you…

Well. She feels quite justified in taking away that gift. And then, when the individuals in question are ready, when they understand what they have done, when they see the new life that awaits them, she has quite another gift to offer in return.

For someone such as Melissa, though, the process lacks the… therapeutic element that makes it work so well on most of the boys they acquire. Someone like her, or Stephanie, or Victoria. None of them should have been allowed to endure a corrective process that was designed for the kinds of people who, in their previous lives, abused them. Victoria, fortunately, has fallen into an apparently healthy relationship with a girl who loves her very much. With luck, Melissa’s new arrangement with Abigail and Shahida will prove similarly stabilising.

And Steph’s situation, meanwhile, is… evolving. Creating precedents left, right and centre.

“Oh,” she adds, interrupting Maria in the middle of something or other and earning a scowl from her number two that she will make amends for later, “there is one thing, Melissa. Keep a bed free. At your new house, I mean. You can set up one of the bedrooms as a guest room or, if you and Abigail and Shahida would prefer to keep your own bedrooms, I believe we ordered a sofabed for the living room?”

She phrases it as a question, requiring Maria to stop comedically grimacing at her for interrupting, and answer. “One three-seater that converts into a bed,” Maria says, scrolling and tapping on her phone screen, “one two-seater that does not. And, yes, there will be fresh sheets in the airing cupboard.”

“I have an airing cupboard?” Melissa says, sounding very much as if Maria has confirmed that she will have gold-plated taps or a live-in chef.

“That’s good, I take it?” Beatrice says.

Melissa shrugs, though she’s still smiling. “Childhood friend had one. Back in Cherston. She had a really big house, so I always sort of thought of them as a rich-person thing.” She’s looking down now, at — or through — the ugly, temporary desk. “We used to sit in there on cold days. Take our juice boxes in. Duck under the shelves. God,” she adds, shaking her head, “I haven’t thought about her in years.”

“Well. Perhaps you can look her up.”

“I can?”

“Miss Haverford, your identities have been unified. You are, once again, one person. You can talk to whomever you like. Just don’t bring anyone else here, if that’s okay.”

* * *

Valérie appreciates a woman who is properly put together. Who has decided on a look for herself, and maintains it. It’s one of the things she’s come to love about this new Béatrice, this incredible woman who replaced the quivering, determined girl she once knew: she knows the impression that she wants to give, and she damn well gives it. Severe mistress of the house to the new girls, who need an authority figure to fear and resent; mother to the gaggle of older sponsors, the lifers for whom Dorley Hall is their family and their social group, who need to look toward someone older than them and understand that there is still life to come, and that it is good, that it is filled with love. And there is the third version of her, the woman whom only her lovers and — in her old life — her clients have seen; the one only Valérie sees now. This version of Béatrice is delectable.

There is strength in controlling your appearance. In crafting it. Not just in creating the desired impression in the people that surround you, but in the process itself. This, Valérie knows most deeply: in the depths of Stenordale Manor, choosing her own image was about the only power she had over her life. She’d like to think some of that rubbed off on Trevor, that it is a lesson he will take forward.

A damn shame none of it rubbed off on Frances. Unless, and this is a horrifying thought, it did.

Hmm.

Jan, the woman in Elle’s employ who has come to Val’s room bearing coffee, is clearly a woman who understands how to present herself. In the time Valérie has spent at the hall, she’s seen her dressed up in her uniform, dressed down for a casual breakfast in the dining hall — she was initially reticent to spend much time in the hall itself, but that seems to have changed of late, out of necessity — and even dressed as a student to go out on campus on some errand or other. Each time, she has fulfilled the role so perfectly that Valérie became certain that she was looking at another woman like her, another woman who soothes her nerves and fortifies her spirit with clothes, with makeup, with the manner in which she holds herself.

She’s done it again today. Sitting on the one spare chair in Valérie’s extremely spare bedroom, Jan is wearing all beige: her blazer and her calf-length skirt are light, bordering on yellow, and her low-cut top, concealed almost entirely by the blazer, is almost brown. Her boots, loose-fit and knee-length, are glossy black. Her outfit reminds Valérie most strongly of Elladine Lambert, and of others of aristocratic stock that she has encountered over the years. The boots are reminiscent of riding boots; the skirt, absently pleated, is of a kind that if it were rendered in gaudy twill, you might expect to see on a woman who likes to work the garden with her own hands, and who likes her peers to know this; the blazer, were it black, blue or some godawful, lacklustre brown, could be from the uniform of a private girls’ school. Were it not for the tailoring, for the matched colours, for the deliberate nature of it all, it could be an outfit thrown together by some society girl, home for the weekend and touring the local villages.

On Jan, it is a statement. She belongs. In the place that she is going today, that they are both going, she belongs. This, again, Valérie understands.

Finally, to her face. Jan is almost bare today, leaving her deep, dark skin unaugmented — a wise choice; it does not need cosmetic assistance — and wearing only gloss on her lips and a touch of shadow above her eyes. She wears her hair pulled back tight, as she often does, tied high on the back of her head and bursting out from there, a flower of tight curls, shined and buoyant.

“It’s not a long drive,” Jan’s saying. “But once you are there, I can’t guarantee you’ll be able to leave as and when you wish. Security’s tight at the moment.”

“Of course.”

“Just as long as you know that you might be sitting around eating packet sandwiches all afternoon.”

“I am prepared.”

Val has chosen to send the opposite message with her presentation today. Borrowed from Béatrice, she wears a skirt suit and blouse, office-simple and in blacks and whites. Her hair she has blown out to its full length, with a light application of mousse to her long fringe, to ensure that it perfectly frames a full face of makeup, done as expertly as she knows how. She chose neutral shades for all but her lips, which are striking; when Béatrice saw them this morning before the start of her workday, Valérie could swear that she moaned quietly and involuntarily. The intended message: that she is serious about the request that she has presented.

Also, that she makes all you cis bitches look frumpy and dull.

Valérie learned the word ‘cis’ quite recently; she enjoys it.

They take the central stairs to the ground floor, and make quite a spectacle of themselves as they tap-tap-tap through the dining hall, Jan’s boots and Valérie’s heels in near-perfect time. In a room filled with girls who are mostly still waking up, they provoke no small amount of comment. Val saves her laugh until they are outside, and she is pleased to find that Jan is equally amused.

One of Elladine’s luxurious black off-roaders takes the two of them out of Almsworth and quite a way up the country. They fill the time with silence, Jan working on her laptop and Valérie browsing on her phone, a device with which she has become reasonably expert. She’s still catching up on the twenty-first century, and though at first she continues with that task, it doesn’t take long for boredom to find her. She scrolls her Instagram feed instead, occasionally showing Jan this or that outfit that might suit her, and then switches to the video app. Paige and Christine have her watching a TV show called The OA, and though they immediately took back their recommendation, belatedly realising that she might find some of its content as triggering as Paige initially did, she dismissed their concerns and, true to her assertions, remained unperturbed when the pretty blonde girl was locked in a glass cage.

She got to watch Crispin Smyth-Farrow wither and die through glass. It is, now that she is free of him, of his house, of the curse of his breath upon her, one of her most treasured memories.

As they approach their destination, Jan is gripped suddenly with a similar — and similarly belated — anxiety, and Valérie has to reassure her that just because Elladine Lambert is holed up in a country house, it will not take her back to Stenordale.

Nothing ever will. Stenordale is a husk. She had pictures of the rubble printed out, to remember her girls and to never forget the charred corpse the place has become. Whatever grand name this estate claims for itself, it is not Stenordale. It is not even built in the same style. It is more like a cottage that grew beyond its means, and as their driver takes them through a distressed stone archway into a central lot, it becomes clear that this is literally true: stone and tile give way to modern materials, to shapeless outbuildings, to an office block, to a windowless bunker. Behind them, construction machinery, a half-dug foundation that makes Valérie think only fleetingly of the exhumed central quad at Stenordale, and a lot more of those temporary buildings that sprung up in the woods behind Dorley Hall, though the people she can see walking out of one of them are dressed smartly, not in fatigues.

Jan does not take her to the bunker as she expects. Instead, she leads her toward the office building, a four-storey insult to architecture, and walks briskly ahead of her, so as to activate the automatic doors first. Valérie passes through behind her, and when she sees the look on Jan’s face, she raises a questioning eyebrow.

“Sorry,” Jan says. “It, uh, just occurred to me that you might never have encountered an automatic door before.” She shrugs sheepishly. “And then it didn’t seem to faze you, so I felt like an idiot.”

“Dear girl,” Val says, “from the moment I left Stenordale I have encountered so many new things that if I reacted to each and every one of them, I would be left entirely without dignity. I barely even notice your enormous modern cars any more. Besides,” she adds, walking forward, setting the pace, “we had those doors in the 1980s. It was hardly the Stone Age.”

And it is true: she has developed a habit of clenching her stomach muscles whenever she encounters something new, so as to control her response to it. And though, yes, of course she has seen automatic doors before, the principle holds. Something her father once said: never show the English your belly; without a doubt, they will cut it. Besides, she loathes being predictable.

Jan takes her up two flights into a warren of small offices. Most of them do not have windows, and for those that do, Valérie notes, not only is the glass extremely thick, but so are the containing walls.

Built for purpose, then.

At the end of the corridor, Jan leaves her at another windowless room, in which Val finds a small table, a coffee machine, and Elladine Lambert. She looks composed; entirely unlike someone who was recently shot at. If you ignore that she currently resides in a building where the glass is thicker than Valérie’s hand.

The woman is dressed to hide her elbows and knees, which presumably took the brunt of her fall and her subsequent escape. Her knuckles, though, are a mess of scabs, and a dressing on her left wrist barely escapes a long sleeve.

“Ms Barbier,” Elle says, rising to shake her hand. Valérie complies, smooths down her skirt, and sits in the chair that is presented to her.

“Ms Lambert,” she says, leaning into her accent a little more than usual. Elle might be in her element, here in her country-house-adjacent, bulletproof office block, but she is likely the only genuine aristocrat in the area. They are, both of them, women who belong, and women who are alone.

“I’ve been thinking about your request,” Elle says, pouring a cup of coffee for both of them and sitting back in her seat. “Bluntly, I’m minded to refuse it. But I know what you are likely to do if I do so.”

“Henrietta Smyth-Farrow needs to be dealt with,” Val says, sipping her coffee. “And Dorothy Marsden needs a knife in her gut. Oh, and it would be nice to do something about Henrietta’s brother, too.”

“On the Smyth-Farrows, we are gathering intel. Dorothy, too, though she remains elusive. But, Valérie, I want you to know that if and when we find them, I would still prefer not to hang you out like bait on a line.”

“Elladine—”

“I didn’t say I can’t use you,” Elle says quickly. “I can and I will. But I won’t waste you, Ms Barbier. You are a valuable individual in your own right, not to mention a precious commodity.”

“I’m a commodity?”

“To people like the Smyth-Farrows. Henny in particular.”

“Henrietta,” Valérie says, “is the only one of the two of them who seemed particular.”

“You said she was… intrigued by you?”

“Yes.”

“I think she sees you as a showroom piece. The son of her late father’s business rival, captured and mutilated and yet still alive. Who would still be serving if it were not for— You know the rest.”

“I was there, yes.”

“Sorry. You also told her that you could do what Dorothy does, yes? Create more like you. Create people who are — and please excuse me — humiliated and controlled, but stable. That’s important to her. They are developing a client base of wealthy perverts who have many enemies. Local journalists, environmental inspectors. College roommates. And we happen to know—” Elle coughs delicately, “—that they have tried. And failed.”

“Suicides?”

“Yes,” Elle says. “She wants you. She needs you. She bloody well named you in her little press release stunt, but she didn’t use your current name. A message, or so she thinks in that peanut brain of hers. Oh, she wants Dorothy, too. And she wants me, she wants Frankie and she probably wants Beatrice — anyone who can elevate the process beyond mere torture. She also wants Trevor Darling, though I don’t think she is under any illusions that he can help her beyond looking pretty. You, though, are the most tempting prize. Exhibition and employee, all at once.”

Val finds that she must pry her jaw apart to say her piece. “It is a role I’m used to.”

“Well, you shan’t be returning to it. Not if I have anything to say about it.”

“So you won’t use me, then.”

Elle waves a hand. “I didn’t say that.” She pauses. Sips from her coffee again. “You are aware that I was shot at, yes?” Val nods. “If we are to use you, that is the kind of thing you may have to face. That is the kind of thing you may have to survive. So, Valérie Barbier, if you are truly serious about becoming a part of this task force—”

“I am.”

“—then you are going to need to be trained.”

“Trained?”
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He’s been waking up in this bloody bed every morning for two months now.

Waking up and feeling numb, wanting to demand to know why he can’t feel his face and discovering that he can’t feel his bloody throat, either, that he can’t even bloody talk;

Waking up and itching all over and repeatedly hitting the button next to his head until a nurse comes to move the button out of his reach and, after much irritated signing on his part, also to give him a bed bath;

Waking up and needing desperately to cough or to sneeze or sometimes just to bloody well scream, and having to remind himself that he is unable to do so because he might lose his voice forever if he does — and because they told him that they will sedate him until he’s healed, and take their chances with the brain damage, if he doesn’t keep his mouth shut until they tell him otherwise;

Waking up and throbbing with pain because they’ve reduced his morphine and the bloody button’s been moved out of reach and he’s been bloody well cut into, all over.

Back at Dorley Hall, when they threw him in the cell for the final time and ‘Aunt’ Bea came for him to inform him that they were washing him out, that he was and is and forever shall be irreparably broken, he was gleeful. He told her he was bored out of his bloody mind, that he’s had Latin classes that were more emotionally stimulating than the post-disclosure basement, that he was aching for a change of scenery. This wasn’t what he had in mind.

At least he finally managed to annoy the piss out of one of the nurses sufficient to get them to tell him how long it’s been. When they threw him in his nice new room in what he now knows is a facility run by that upstart Lambert woman’s quaint little private military concern, he had no way to count the hours or the days, and when he fell asleep there and awoke here, he was even more marooned in time. So he was comforted to learn that he was in the cell barely two months, which means that they took his bollocks at roughly the same time that they would have been gelding Morris and the other lads back at the hall. Synchronicity!

Bloody annoying to have missed it. He had a bet with himself that Morris would take it okay and talk the others round, and Philip had planned to interfere with that process. Or possibly to try to accelerate it; when he was taken from there, washed out as a new year’s gift for Ashley and the other sponsors, he hadn’t yet decided.

Hah. ‘Upstart Lambert woman’, his mother’s assessment, overheard at some tedious gathering or other, and redolent of the contempt she and her peers had for this gadabout young’un who lucked into the keys to the family car. He decided at the time to put no stock in it, as with everything his mother liked to say, but now that the upstart has him trapped, has had him bloody operated on, he thinks he’s allowed a little snobbery.

It’s the uncertainty of it all that’s pissing him off! They took the bandages off his face and consented eventually to uncuff his right hand, now that he can’t mess up the healing by poking at himself. They let him watch movies and TV shows and even gave him a controller to hold awkwardly between his cuffed and uncuffed hands so he could play some basic games, but they won’t tell him what they’ve done to him or why he’s here. Though what they’ve done to him is obvious: he’s known for two whole months that he’s been operated on, and given both the general trajectory of things back at beloved mother Dorley and the distinctly empty feeling where his nads used to be — not to mention the miniature and amusingly conical breasts that started budding during his last month at Dorley and have continued to grow in the time since — it’s obvious that they’ve made a woman out of him, though why they had to drag him kicking and screaming out to God knows where to do so when Morris and the others get to stay in sunny Almsworth and become women in a charming collegiate setting, he’s got no bloody clue.

But they won’t give him a mirror, and the laptop has a matte screen and a hole in the casing where the camera should be. Even when they have someone take him out for his little walks around the block, they’ve contrived to put him somewhere with all concrete walls! No glass! Not even a bloody puddle!

He hasn’t been able to see himself. It’s been driving him up the wall. Is he hot? The nurses won’t say.

Seriously, is he hot? He has no way to know and no-one to tell him. Next to that, the why of it feels rather secondary. If they want him to be a woman — though as God and Ashley both know, it won’t fix him — then he’ll give it a go and see what he thinks of it, but not if he has to be an ugly one. Mother’s had a face like the back end of a Rolls Royce her whole life, enough that when they put her in the society pages, they tend to shoot her from a distance, and it made her deeply unpleasant to be around. Oh, there were probably other factors — a horrible boarding school, perhaps, or some terrible matter involving a male relative that the family refers to only as ‘the incident’; Philip would guess both, because dear old Mumsy’s never been forthcoming with anything but criticism, and because she reacted unhelpfully to Philip’s own smattering of ‘incidents’ — but her bottle-opening chin can’t have helped.

Two months. Two months of boredom, two months of near-immobility — a once-daily walk through a concrete warren doesn’t count — and two months of not knowing what he even looks like. Absently, he pulls at the cuff on his left wrist, tests again the metal bedframe it’s connected to. Nothing. Not unless he wants to chew off his own hand. He’s exactly as secure as he was yesterday, and the day before that, and the day before that. He’s here at her majesty’s pleasure until Ms Lambert, or her local representative, decides he can leave.

If they ever do.

Halfway through a TV show that he refuses on principle to pay attention to, the door to his cosy little suite opens, but instead of the uniformed nurse he’s expecting, the woman who enters wears a trouser suit and carries in one hand a clipboard and in the other a stun gun. She smiles briefly at him, and the low lights glisten on her lip colouring.

“Good morning,” she says. “My name is Haley Godfrey. Yours is Cora.”

Is it now? That’s fascinating! Has Morris received his new name yet? Have the others? Or do they get to choose, and this is the special treatment for the one declared most difficult to handle, least likely to reform?

“Oh,” Haley adds, “you can talk, by the way.”

It’s so unexpected that he blinks at her for a dumb moment before he tries to say anything. “Thank you,” he says, in a voice which sounds, to his inaccurate ears, as would a hypothetical sister of his might while recovering from the most severe flu the world has ever known. He’ll have to try the trick later of holding up a book on either side of his face so he can hear himself properly, assuming he can get a nurse or this Haley woman to assist him.

Also, he thanked her? Hah! Very conciliatory! And a bit of a surprise, though that’s not exactly new; sometimes he doesn’t know which way he’ll jump in a given situation until he’s already over the cliff.

“Actually,” Haley continues, “it’s been safe for you to talk for a while now, but I thought a week or two’s additional enforced silence would be instructive.”

“I see,” he says. It’s no easier to speak than it was the last time, which does rather limit his ability to yell at her about this. Though if he could, what exactly would he yell? ‘How dare you prove the extent of your power over me’? He’d do similarly in her position. Actually, he’d probably make the poor sucker in the bed stick it out for another fortnight.

Shame the poor sucker in the bed is him.

“Sorry,” she says, walking towards him and stopping by his cuffed left hand, which she proceeds to unlock. “Bad joke. Should have seen your face, though.”

“I haven’t seen my face,” he whispers, still hoarse. “And when do I get to speak normally again? Do I ever?”

“Not sure, exactly.” She slips the cuff off of him, and steps back as he flexes his hand. “About a month, I think.”

He frowns at her. She’s not afraid of him. She stepped back, yes, but he’s fairly certain that that was to give him room to stand. And it would make sense to be afraid of him, since she surely has read the file that Ashley had on him, plus the embellishments from his time at Dorley Hall. So the fact that she isn’t is… suggestive.

Since she came in, he’s been watching her. And it’s true that she moves with a confidence that he’s unused to from women her age — late twenties or early thirties at the oldest — and with a heavy step that seems incongruous, considering her nice suit. It’s also true that he’s the weakest he’s been since he was a child, and that if she’s read his file, she’s prepared for him, and half of his strategy in any kind of fight is to rely on the other guy not knowing how to deal with him, not being ready for the shortarse with the skinny arms to be so tenacious. Someone once described seeing him fight as being like watching a small dog sink its teeth into someone’s leg and hang on as they thrash around, trying to get it off. Most people don’t have a strategy for that.

Maybe she does.

Plus, what would he even do? He’s already been given the tour of his immediate environs, and the Peckinville PMC isn’t exactly short of burly men and women, all of whom have presumably had training. Philip hasn’t had training; just an attitude problem. Winning every random fight he’s ever picked is not, actually, a guarantee that against someone who knows what she’s doing, he won’t get — and he smiles, remembering Morris — fucking battered.

So he doesn’t try to lunge at her. And, he’s absolutely sure, she notices him having this conversation with himself. The way she’s smirking certainly suggests as much.

Damn. Now he wants to fight her anyway, just to see how quickly she puts him down.

“I’m due my supervised walk about now,” he says. “Is that why you’re here? Did the other woman retire? You’ll have to tell her I’ll miss our little talks. I loved hearing all about ‘turn left here’ and ‘stop now’ and ‘go back to bed’.” The sarcasm is satisfying, but its delivery is emphatically not enhanced by the way his voice fades out at the end, like he doesn’t have enough breath for a complex sentence.

Haley rolls her eyes at him. “Come on,” she says, and nods at the chair by the door. There are clothes on there; he hadn’t noticed. Did she bring them with her, or were they there since last night? He’s getting slow and unobservant. Maybe it’s the estrogen.

Or maybe it’s that he’s barely moved for four months. Two months in a cell and two months in a bed, with minimal exercise and barely enough food to keep his stomach quiet. It would tame an MMA fighter, probably.

He hops stiffly out of the bed, takes a moment to stretch — she steps back farther, gives him room — and walks right over to the chair, shedding his gown as he goes, daring her to look at his naked form, his penis, his ball scars, his tiny, conical breasts, all of it.

She regards him entirely dispassionately. Okay then; what worked on Ashley’s not going to work on Haley.

He dresses. Simple trousers, shirt and shoes. Similar to the uniforms he’s seen the cleaners wearing, only without logos or nametags. He’d been dreading that it would be something girlish or kinky, and he’s about to make a smart comment to that effect when he remembers that speaking is bloody exhausting right now, and he has, apparently, somewhere to be. So when he’s done, he stands there, hands limply by his side, ready to be taken from here.

At once, he hates being so easily directed, and rather revels in it, too.

Haley Godfrey leads him out of his room and into the corridor, and as he follows her, he notes that the quantity of armed men and women has not noticeably diminished.

Around the loop they go, until they get to a brushed metal door that Philip has never seen the other side of, so when it opens to reveal a lift, it’s with genuine interest that he steps inside. It’s the first confirmation that, yes, he’s actually getting out of this bloody place, and even if it’s ultimately only for a few minutes, he’ll take it. He keeps glancing at Haley, waiting for her to betray any kind of nervousness around him, any kind of uncertainty about what a documented psycho might try to do to her, but she takes them up from the basement floor to third without so much as a twitch, and when the doors open again, she walks right out.

He follows her.

Up here, on the third floor of wherever the hell they are, he’d expected to see hospital decor: white walls, lots of signage, coloured lines on the floor to direct those who are forgetful. But it’s more like… Actually, he doesn’t know what it’s like. They pass blank walls painted in soft grey, with doors inset every so often. The doors themselves are marked with numbers, but nothing that gives him anything he can work with. There aren’t even any soldiers here that he can see, but he has no doubt that they are present, ready to jump on him if he seems like he might be about to make himself a danger to Haley.

And he’s had time to think about it. Whatever she’s brought him here to do to him, it’s gotten him out of that dull little room and out of the second concrete basement he’s found himself in recently. She’s an agent of change in his life, and she’s overdue. He’s excited for what comes next.

What comes next turns out to be inside room 315, which she unlocks with a key from a small ring. When he follows her in, he finds what seems to be a whole residential suite. 315 has doors inside leading off into other rooms, and most are open; he can see a bedroom, a bathroom, what looks like an office, another room with a single metal table that reminds him most of police interrogation rooms, and another with exercise equipment. He’s grateful to note that several of the rooms, including the bedroom, appear to have windows: daylight, eye-searingly bright to someone who has spent months upon months underground, streams in.

“Welcome home, Cora,” Haley says, turning around to face him and waiting for his response with her hands on her hips. She’s dropped the clipboard off on an end table, but she’s still, Philip notices, holding the stun gun.

“What’s home?” he asks. He hates that his voice is still so quiet, so husky, so difficult. “Why am I here?”

Haley nods at one of the chairs. “Sit,” she says, and Philip does. “You remember what Beatrice told you, the night you left the care of Dorley Hall?”

“Yes. She told me that there are uses for someone of my nature. Someone who wouldn’t be missed.” He’s a little bitter about that. He’d like to think that Morris, at least, would miss him.

“There are.”

“What uses are those? You’ve continued the work she started, but you’ve taken me away anyway; are you going to pimp me out?”

Grimacing, Haley shakes her head. “Not quite. We’ve had you altered, it’s true. And there will be further alterations to come, when you’re ready. But we’re not interested in Beatrice Quinn’s little mission. Deprogramming for the terminally masculine.” She says it the way that Philip’s mother would describe providing meals for starving orphans. “We have something more vital in mind for you.”

“You’re not going to fix me, are you?” Philip asks. He doesn’t entirely mean to say it, but it’s been on his mind: that if Ashley and Bea and the others couldn’t make him someone normal, someone that people could look at with neither disgust nor contemptuous amusement, then maybe these people could.

A vain hope.

“That’s not the plan. You’ve been designed for a purpose, Cora.”

“‘Designed’? What do you mean? What have you done to me?”

“Oh, the usual,” Haley says. “You have the pretty face already. The voice will come. And as your body develops, we will train it. Train you. And further enhance your appearance as and when it seems necessary. Including,” she adds after a pause, during which she looks at Philip as though she would like to have a pair of glasses perched on her stern nose, “I’m afraid to say, probably SRS, eventually.”

“You’re giving me a full sex change?” he says. The idea’s not unbelievable, and it’s not even unwelcome or unexpected. He’s been prepared for it ever since he worked out what they were doing to the boys under Dorley Hall, and he’s been singularly uninterested; he expects he will have as little attachment to the vagina they craft for him as he has currently for his penis. But a sex change means paying a doctor, it means allocating resources for his recovery… That they are committed to that is telling. Of what, he still can’t say.

“Of course. Your job may well take you to America, and you’ll need to get through TSA.”

He almost laughs. “You’re giving me a sex change so I can fly internationally?”

“Most likely. Who knows? You might get lucky. We might need you to stay in the UK.”

“Why not leave me as a man? Fully intact men travel by aeroplane to the USA all the time. I’ve heard about it.”

“Men make poor assassins, Cora,” Haley says flatly. “They draw attention to themselves. They are flamboyant. They are less often underestimated. We will require you to walk in places where you will not be considered a threat, where you will be an object of desire, not of fear. You will not be seen as a danger or as a rival; you will be seen as a good fuck.”

“You want me to kill people?”

“Does that bother you?”

He shrugs. “Rather depends which people, don’t you think?”

She doesn’t reply. Instead, she picks up the clipboard from the end table and detaches an A4 envelope, which she opens with a pen and throws over to him. Catching it, he upends it into his lap.

Truth be told, he feels lucky. Morris and the others are going to be women, same as him, but they’re going to walk out into the world and get boring jobs. Become accountants or teachers or women plumbers. And Philip had always wondered if, had they possessed the ability to fix him, he could have recognised the person he’d become, the woman who would be content with such a lot. Cora, however, is offering him something new, something different.

It really is exciting.

“He will be one of your targets,” Haley says. “Not your first, but perhaps your most important. And don’t worry; we’re not going to send you after anyone right away. We will train you. Condition you. Educate you. It will take time. And hard work.”

“I don’t mind hard work,” Philip says, though truth be told, it will be another novelty among many. He’s staring at the picture on the top sheet, his mouth dry; drier than it was already, after waking without water, after whatever they did to his voice. “Why me, though?” he asks. “Why not just use a normal woman for this? Someone like you?”

“Beyond the fact that many of our targets would not render themselves vulnerable to ‘normal’ women, as you call us? These are high-risk assignments, Cora, and Ms Lambert prefers not to waste people. If there is to be waste, however…”

“Of course.” It’s what Ashley said all those months ago. He was a weight on the world. A violent, uncontrollable thing. Men and women hospitalised in his wake. Families paid off or threatened into silence. And surely, eventually, he would cross that final line, and still escape justice. Because the family name requires it.

And there’s the other thing she said. Men who would not render themselves vulnerable to normal women? What did Haley say when he asked if she was going to pimp him out? ‘Not really.’

That’s not the emphatic denial he might wish for. Though it colours the role somewhat differently if he is to make himself submissive to some man, only to immediately end him.

“I’m glad you understand,” Haley says.

“Uh-huh.” Philip’s still staring at the picture. It’s a man, doughy, ageing, grey all over, from hair to skin to suit. Pictured at Ascot, though Philip has known him in more other contexts than he can count.

Alexander Twill-Barrington. Oh, there’s a smattering of middle names in there, too. Philip is similarly afflicted; something to do with the aristocratic tendency to broadcast with the naming of your children simultaneously your status (elevated), your ancestry (varied) and your education in the classics (insufferable). Philip tries to ignore his.

Alexander Twill-Barrington. One of his mother’s associates. Possibly her lover, though that is something Philip has never wanted to investigate, not even to satisfy his conviction that anyone brave enough to have sex with his mother — his father included — must necessarily be highly inebriated, financially motivated, or adept at receiving pleasure with their eyes closed.

Alexander Twill-Barrington. Philip can recall countless occasions on which the man has cloistered himself in some private room with Mum — and with Dad, barely conscious though he usually was — and a handful of their other associates. Murmurs and clinking glasses; nothing a child with his ear to a locked door could do anything with.

Alexander fucking Twill-fucking-Barrington. Not above putting his hands on a child. And apparently so important, so vital in Mother’s circle that bringing this to her attention resulted in nothing more useful than a scolding, and the stern instruction to take it like a man. He’s untouchable, or so Mother says; it is not a privilege that he extends to anyone else.

Philip’s wondered occasionally if it was this man who broke him. But he doesn’t think so. Those times he was trapped alone with him? He’d been fighting with the other children for years already. Looking up the girls’ skirts, pulling down the boys’ trousers. For a reaction, mostly. It was childish.

It was childish, and he was scolded for it. But not ruined, and not by this man. No, he did that himself.

Doesn’t mean he doesn’t still think about it. Doesn’t mean Alexander Twill-Barrington didn’t show him who people really are. Doesn’t mean that, in the night, he doesn’t remember him.

Does Haley know? Does Elle Lambert? Are they aware that they have served up to him on a platter perhaps the one person besides his own mother who has hurt him badly enough to leave scars beyond the physical?

Or is he just really, really bloody lucky?

“What has he done?” he asks. He almost says ‘else’.

“Worse than you,” Haley says.

Philip nods again. It’s a novel idea. Not killing someone, no, that’s always been a possibility. But killing someone who deserves it? Humiliating him? Unmaking him? That’s interesting. And maybe, as part of it, Philip will be, as Haley said, wasted.

“I’ll do it,” he says.

2020 January 26
Sunday

There’s a small queue outside Aunt Bea’s flat when Christine gets there, and that’s unusual enough so early on a Sunday morning that she pulls out her earbuds and whispers a question to Jane, who is ahead of her in line, behind Bella and Charlie.

“Don’t know,” Jane replies, leaning back so they can talk quietly. “I’ve been here fifteen minutes, at least.”

“Is she in with someone?”

“Don’t think so. Maria went in about five minutes ago. Hey, why are we whispering?”

Christine laughs, suddenly embarrassed. “No idea,” she says. “Felt, I don’t know, disrespectful? What are you here to talk about, anyway? Is Raph okay?”

“He’s fine. He’s better than fine; he’s annoying.”

“Oh?”

“He wants to try on more clothes. He’s really getting into it?”

“Why’s that annoying?”

Jane shrugs. “It’s the way he said it. Bugged me. He didn’t mean anything by it, but he was talking about the way Paige dresses. And Jodie and Pippa and, shit, even you. And I said, what about how I dress, and he gave me this look, and that’s when I realised what the four of you all have in common. You’re all skinny bitches.”

“Sorry. But you’re not—”

“I’m size sixteen, Christine.”

“That’s still not—”

“It’s not a ten or whatever you are. And don’t tell me I can start lifting or whatever. Amy already did.”

“Well?”

Shrugging again, Jane says, “We’re going jogging tomorrow morning. Laps around the campus. I’m going into town later to buy—” she makes a face, scrunching up her nose as if she’s just stepped in something horrible, “—exercise gear.”

“Sorry you’re sponsoring a body fascist, I guess,” Christine says.

“Oh, I’ll yell at him if he says anything. Don’t you worry. I’ve been practising a whole big speech. In the shower.”

Charlie, two spaces ahead of Jane in the queue, turns around and says, “You know, sixteen’s the average size for women in the UK.”

“Bella?” Jane says. “Kick her for me, would you?”

Without looking up from her phone, Bella says in a distracted voice, “If I kicked Charlene every time she said something insensitive, I wouldn’t have time to sponsor.”

“It’s true!” Charlie protests. “Just tell him it’s completely normal, and—”

“I’m sorry,” Jane says, “would you like to sponsor Raph? Shall we swap? I can have Aisha.”

“No way. She wants to open a bakery after she graduates. I’m set for life, Jane. Free breakfasts until I can’t walk any more.”

Christine’s watching Jane wind up to a retort and failing to find one — not her fault; it’s early and none of them are at their best — when the door to Aunt Bea’s flat opens and Maria steps quietly out. Charlie starts to speak, but Maria holds up a hand, requesting silence, and then beckons them away down the hallway. They follow her all the way to the first-floor common room, blessedly empty of second years, who are all presumably still in their beds — or possibly all still in one bed, stacked like Jenga pieces.

“Normally, I’d want to keep this quiet,” Maria says softly, “but people are on edge lately and the rumour mill is running at full speed. So here’s the official story of why Beatrice will not be attending the meetings scheduled for today: she and Val had a fight. If anyone asks, that’s it and that’s all. Okay?”

“I understand and agree,” Charlie says. Bella rolls her eyes at her.

“What’s the real story?” Jane asks.

“The same as that one, with embellishments. Valérie wants to be part of the eventual solution to the Smyth-Farrow problem. And the Marsden problem. To that end, she is undergoing… training. At a Peckinville facility. She will stay there a few days a week, most likely. Starting now; I don’t expect to see her here until Tuesday at the earliest.”

“Training?” Christine says. “Like—?” And she mimes a few karate moves, or what she thinks are probably karate moves. Karate-ish. Karate-adjacent. They make her hands look good, anyway.

Maria shakes her head. “Emergency procedures. Elle Lambert was shot at, and she knew how to drop, how to roll, how to run, because she’s been trained. That kind of thing.”

“So no cool Matrix moves from the hot French lady?” Charlie clarifies.

“No.”

“Darn.”

“Anyway,” Maria says, “Bea is understandably… upset that Val is choosing to put herself in harm’s way. She plans to visit them both in person and try to argue them around.”

“When?” Bella asks.

“No idea. Tomorrow, maybe? As for the rest of us…” Maria taps her wrist. “Briefing in the security room. Ten minutes. Spread the word.” She smiles. “I advise coffee; it’s going to be a long one.”

* * *

It’s strange how quickly everyone got used to seeing Raph wearing makeup. Ollie was convinced he was just doing it to fuck with everyone, and that he’d stop after a while, but that was obviously stupid, so when he walks in this morning with a pretty decently done eyeshadow gradient and black lipstick — going for the goth look after Jodie took a random cover shift — Steph doesn’t even comment on it. She waves instead, and Raph smiles and waves back.

He looks happy. And he’s said as much. Oh, sure, he’s also said that he would never have chosen this, that being a woman seems like a hassle — they are, most of them, apparently contractually obliged to say stuff like that every so often, lest Steph get the idea that they are doing this of their own accord; it’ll pass, Pippa says — but now that the uncertainty and the fear have slipped away, now that he has apparently discovered the same ripening cherry-tits that they are all very slowly growing and found that he doesn’t hate them, he claims to be enjoying the new outlook on life.

Insane how the basement has become downright relaxed recently. Enough that Pippa has joked that she’s going to miss it when she’s a second year, when suddenly there are expectations of them that go beyond ‘grudgingly accept what we’re doing to you’ and ‘don’t riot after the orchi’. In the early second year, when most of them will be recovering from FFS and just wanting to spend all their time watching movies and trying not to sniff, is when the feminine training starts to ramp up, when Aunt Bea’s directive that her girls will know everything there is to know about womanhood, whether they want to or not, really kicks in.

“I hated it,” Pippa said the other night. “And I told Eleanor that as soon as I graduated, I wasn’t going to do any of it. I was just going to wear hoodies and jeans and I insisted that girls don’t have to know any of that stuff to get along in the world. And she would just smile at me and remind me that most girls don’t have to worry about people clocking them, that it can be like armour, and that I might even come to appreciate the aesthetic merits of makeup and nice clothes and acting like I give a you-know-what about myself.” Then she tapped her temple, next to her left eye, still painted and pretty. “She was right.”

To that end — so she doesn’t have to work quite as hard in her second year, and also because, yeah, she actually wants to — Steph has been doing her makeup with Pippa, following her directions, and though Pippa wasn’t around this morning to help, Steph thinks she’s done a good job.

Raph, though, doesn’t seem to notice. Self-absorbed ass. Or maybe he’s just not awake yet.

“Jane been down?” he asks as he passes the couch where Steph is slouched and where Bethany, having crawled out of Steph’s bed this morning with extreme reluctance, is asleep.

“Not yet,” Steph says.

“There’s a meeting,” Nell says. She’s one of two who’s been watching them on the cameras overnight, and she came down early because of something going on with Martin. Neither of them will say what it was, with Martin reading a book in the corner, waiting for breakfast, characteristically quiet. Steph’s been giving him hard looks whenever he’s had his head down and can’t see her staring at him, and he’s pretty sure his eyes are red. Crying? Or just poor sleep?

“About us?” Raph says, grinning at her and dropping into a bean bag chair.

“Pretty sure they’re all about us,” Steph says.

“True.”

“It’s about everything,” Nell says, sounding bored. “You lot, definitely. Sponsoring in general. Me, probably. The soldier girls and how they keep using up all the Pop-Tarts. A lot of it’s gossip and hey-did-you-see type stuff, too. TV shows, stuff off the news, all of it.”

“Riveting,” Raph says.

“Why do you think I took this shift?”

“Sensible. Oh, hey.” Raph’s leaning forward now, squinting at Steph. “Nice eyes. Do that yourself?”

“Uh. Yeah.” Steph swallows. The endless, stupid war between wanting to be seen and unseen. Having her effort recognised, having someone acknowledge her need to be understood as who she is, even through something as frivolous as makeup… It makes her uncomfortable. Bethany, too. They’ve been talking about it. Lives spent trying to seem like people who don’t try. Something to which Raph is apparently immune, the lucky bastard. “Yours look good, too,” she says, punting the attention back to where it might be more uncomplicatedly appreciated.

“Thanks!” Raph rubs his hands together. “When’s breakfast?”

“After the meeting, probably,” Nell says. “And hold your horses; Leigh and Adam aren’t up yet, anyway.”

“Did they spend the night together again?”

“No.”

“It was one time, Raph,” Steph says. “And they just talked.”

“Boring,” Raph says.

“Agree,” Bethany mumbles. Steph pokes her, and she says something inaudible in response. Rolling over, she repositions her hands under her head, and she’s quickly asleep again, or doing a very convincing impression of it.

Her rest doesn’t last long, though. A few minutes later, the door from the corridor opens, but it’s not Pippa and the others; it’s Christine and Charlie. Charlie waves at everyone present and then goes straight to the lunch room to unlock the cupboard with the cereal and fetch milk from the dumbwaiter. Christine doesn’t go with her, instead walking over to the rough circle of couches and bean bag chairs. She sits on the arm of Steph’s couch, and leans against her for a moment.

It’s uncharacteristic enough that Steph says quietly, “You okay?”

“Hmm?” Christine says. “Oh. Yeah. Just… I dunno. Might not see you for a while.”

“Me in particular?”

Christine shrugs. “It’s just… Um. I’m going to be busy.”

“Too busy to visit?”

She just shrugs again. Then she leans forward, away from Steph, and says, “Hey, Nell, they’re going to be a while up there. Like, a while. Can you cover a bit longer?”

“Sure,” Nell says. “Not like I had anything else going on.”

“Life’s hard,” Martin says. Aside from his denial that he or Nell spoke about anything relevant or interesting this morning, it’s the first thing he’s said since he walked in.

“Too right. I feel like I haven’t seen the outside world in— Oh.” Nell rolls her eyes, leans her head back against the cabinet she’s leaning on, and gently bashes it against the metal. “Insensitive. Sorry.”

“Okay!” Charlie calls from the door to the lunch room. “Breakfast is ready! Eat now or forever hold your peace.”

Steph helps a grumbling Bethany to her feet, and they’re both about to go when Christine tugs at Steph’s sleeve, holds her back.

“Hey,” she says, “listen. I’m going to go wake Adam and Leigh, but before I do… Oh, fuck it.” And she pulls Steph into a hug, wrapping herself all the way around before Steph can even respond.

“Um,” Steph says, and when Christine pulls back a moment, Steph just gestures downwards with her eyes, indicating her arms, trapped at her side, inside Christine’s grip.

“Sorry.”

They reconfigure, and as they hug, as Christine squeezes Steph with what feels like it might be all her strength, Steph’s reminded of her first few nights here, those lonely nights in the cell, which were confusing and intimidating and would have been some of the worst of her life if she hadn’t had so many that were worse, alone in her crappy little room in her crappy little student house. And then Christine came down, walked right into her cell, told her everything, and changed Steph’s life forever.

Steph hugs her harder.

“Gonna miss you,” Christine says.

“You’ll be on Consensus, though, right?” Steph says. “Whatever you’re doing, you’ll have a computer? Or a phone, or something?”

“Oh. Yeah. Totally. You can send me all the ASCII middle fingers you like.”

Steph laughs, and they start to pull away from each other. “I forgot about that,” she says.

“You said it was the only useful thing you learned at junior school.”

“Yeah. Pretty much.”

“Come on,” Christine says, “let’s go eat.”

As they walk into the lunch room, Charlie’s telling Raph to say something nice to Jane, to call her pretty or compliment her dress. He agrees, and then she asks him what he’s going to do when he leaves here.

“Still stuck on sexy librarian, I think,” Raph says, grinning and stabbing his spoon into his bowl.

“Huh,” Charlie says. “Free books for life, I guess. Could be worse.”

Well, that’s two social interactions in the last two minutes that Steph doesn’t know what to do with. But she’s hungry, and still sleepy, so she puts them out of her mind, sits down next to Bethany, and opts for some nice, reassuringly predictable Weetabix. Bethany’s still on her healthy kick — and still boycotting Weetabix — so she’s having Bran Flakes with chopped banana in, which is honestly quite impressive, and as they settle down to eat, she starts talking, taking care not to spray bits of fruit all over the table. Supposedly she’s convinced Charlie already that no-one down here is any combination of suicidal or homicidal any more, and therefore they should be allowed a microwave. Nobody should be reliant on the kindness of sponsors to have access to hot porridge on a cold winter’s morning, she says. Convincing Charlie is half the battle, she says. Steph points out that Charlie is just one of many sponsors, that she doesn’t even sponsor their intake normally, and that no abuse of mathematics is sufficient to suggest that one is half of, what, two or three dozen? Including duty sponsors like Nell?

“A microwave,” Bethany insists. “And maybe a mini-fridge.”

Steph kisses her on the cheek.

2012 July 27
Friday

She wanted to know all the nasty things he’d done. Tonight’s target, the one she’s been working here for over two months to get close to. The one she baited out to the balcony and quietly pushed over the edge. The one who made such an extraordinary mess on the pavement, eleven storeys down. And it wasn’t like she needed to justify her coming actions — they drilled into her, over and over, that they are not in the business of random assassinations, that they don’t take contracts and they don’t kill for petty reasons; everyone she will be required to kill, assuming she survives this first engagement, will be among the most despicable people in the country. But she was curious.

Double-barrelled uncle to some differently double-barrelled newspaper columnist. Father to the kind of spoiled brats even Philip would have raised an eyebrow at. And, of course, as with all of them, a customer of Dorothy Marsden’s Dorley Hall.

She wanted to know. Told Haley she was tired of being kept in the dark. Told her she was ready for all of it. Truth be told, she was rather looking for a spot of titillation. What she got was anything but.

This man. Oh, he’s no Alexander Twill-Barrington, but he differs mostly in that he has fallen somewhat from grace, his estate having been divided up between his children and the National Trust — presumably after a bit of covert exhumation — and in that he never wronged Cora personally. But Haley took her at her word, and gave her all the details.

The rooms at Dorley Hall. The rooms Cora wasn’t there long enough to see, the rooms that now host pool tables and tea urns and, per Haley, a lot of old furniture. The rooms with the locks and the soundproofing, where you could take one of the boys who had been pulled off the street, topped and tailed and painted and dressed, and do whatever you pleased to him. The ones where, mostly, one man walked out, and one boy — or girl or whatever they might have called themselves — had to be helped out after, cleaned up by his sponsor, and put to bed with a promise that it will all happen again tomorrow. Sometimes, only the man walked out.

This man, this Fuller-Jennings bastard, he was one of those who walked out alone. Who left behind him a wrecked body, every inch of it used. Dorothy Marsden’s Dorley Hall might have made those boys into girls, or something like them, but men like Fuller-Jenkins made them into objects. Toys.

Haley played her a tape. An actual tape: VHS, from the nineties. Faded and fringed but clearly showing this man, in the prime of his life, walking out of one of those rooms. All used up, he said. And then he went into another room and closed the door, and shortly thereafter, another boy-girl was given to him.

He ruined himself, Haley said. Spent everything on his Dorley girls. Eventually had to be turned away by Dorothy herself, and dissuaded from returning. But not because he was too violent to the girls; because he could no longer pay.

“And he was far from the worst one,” Haley said. Her voice, monotone and robotic the whole bloody time. With Cora — and with Philip, as he was before — Haley always allowed her exasperation through, her amusement, her delight and her disappointment. Last night was the first time Cora ever saw her like that, saw her take absolute control of herself. “He didn’t care where his toys came from, who they used to be. He liked that they still had their penises, that they still talked like men. He was a failure of a man, heir to a fortune that he wasted through bad investments and carelessness, but when he had a girl in front of him? On her knees, unable to escape? Then he was the man. Then he was in charge. And you know what men are like when they feel small. When they— Shit. Excuse me.”

Haley had gone to the toilet to throw up, leaving Cora alone in the perfunctory little flat they’ve been renting for the duration of the assignment.

Shaking.

She rewound the tape a couple of times. At first, she wanted to look him in the eyes, to try to see through to him, to the dirty thing inside that motivated him.

But she found herself watching the second girl. The one who came up after. Who joined him in the second room. Who survived him, Haley said, though eventually she was shipped out. Presumed dead by Elle’s organisation. Another victim.

She watched the girl. And she realised as she did so that she had slid perfectly and quickly from seeing these people as boys or men or as something in between, to seeing them as girls, as women, as people like her. In that straight-backed pride, in that refusal to be ashamed, Cora saw strength. Determination. Spirit. Whatever; something she can’t quite define, but something she didn’t see in Fuller-Jennings. Something she wasn’t sure she’s seen in any man. Something she never saw in Philip.

When they talked about it later than night, Haley said that that’s not an uncommon reaction. You see the men, she said, and you see the despicable things that they are capable of, and then you look around at the world outside, and you see those same acts inflicted in miniature, in little pieces at a time, every day. By men who are celebrated. And you think that those girls don’t deserve to share a gender with them. You decide that they deserve more, that they deserve better.

“And,” Haley said, “girls like you, you remember what you used to be like. And you think about what you are now. And you start to think that maybe you deserve better, too.” And she tucked a lock of Cora’s hair behind her ear and sent her to bed. Cora went, obedient, still trembling, still wondering if she really did see her old self in that man. She never did anything like that.

Only had a bit of fun.

Boys and girls in the hospital.

Sometimes, the mirror is a man, a decaying old bastard with useless violence in his bones; sometimes, the mirror looks back at you.

She did her best to sleep. Double shift the next day; Olympic opening ceremony day.

The next day’s come and almost gone, and so has Fuller-Jennings, over the bloody balcony. Never to hurt another living soul. And perhaps to provide absolution to the dozen or so dead he leaves behind.

At the start of this assignment — her first; her training wheels assignment — Haley made it very clear to her that Cora cannot stray, that she must leave her shift at the hotel on time and return immediately to the flat, there to be debriefed, fed, watered and put to bed. If she tries to run, Haley said, they will find her, and she will understand that there are worse things than living life on the end of a lead.

To begin with, Cora was tempted. Only curiosity kept her coming back, returned her on time to the flat every day. Because she had never killed before. And because she wanted to know what it would be like to follow the plan, to show him how she is different from the other girls, to excite him.

After last night, though. After what she learned. And after this. After showing him and finding herself revolted by him. After seeing in him more echoes than she wants to count. After putting her hands on the man and ending him.

Cora will always come back.

Because there was always something inside her that didn’t fit. That made comfort grate, that made good intentions stain. And now it’s gone. Gone with the man Fuller-Jennings. As if, through him, it bleeds out of her, blackens the pavement, seeps into the earth.

Maybe it will be back. Maybe this is all temporary. But when she sent him over those railings, she thought for a moment that she could see all those girls looking up. Waiting for him.

And she felt light.

Empty.

Quiet.

Killing him has fixed her.

Haley, who brought her this opportunity, this gift, who has taken care of her, who watched over her, has fixed her.

And Cora might, actually, love her.

2020 January 27
Monday

Her first day at a new job, and she survived! Which, fine, in terms of perilous things she’s done recently, up to and including surrendering herself to Aunt Bea’s judgement after monumentally fucking up, taking her seat in the admin office isn’t exactly close to the top, but Melissa’s still not good at meeting new people. Still feels like they can see through her, unless she controls herself perfectly, unless she reveals nothing of herself. She expected today to be no different.

But it was. Oh, for the first ten or twenty minutes, she was awkward, she was quiet, but then something broke for her, got her laughing with the girl whose desk sits on the other side of the divider like they were old friends.

Because she realised:

She doesn’t have to do any of that old bullshit any more. She doesn’t have to lie, doesn’t have to watch herself. Tabitha and Indira sat down with her and went through her new history, her new self, showed her how it connects to the Melissa who worked in Manchester and the Mark who (very briefly) attended Saints. Showed her the unbroken continuity; showed her a life without a hole in. She is, for the first time, a woman without secrets.

Which, sure, is not precisely accurate. But the requirement to pretend to be cis, to have this whole other history, to be a stranger to herself, is gone. And it doesn’t mean that she immediately brought everyone in the office up to speed on her intimate particulars, but she got to talk to people, to relay stories from her childhood without having to worry that she might accidentally reveal too much. If someone connects the girl sitting at the desk with a boy who once went to school close by, all it means is that she has to come out, and three people in just this one office wear rainbow pins.

She’s free. It makes everything new. And as she waves goodbye to her new immediate boss, to the boss above her, and to the handful of people still chained to their desks, as she skips down the steps of the Saints admin building, she doesn’t even bother to contain her amusement that she’s walking home, right now, to a place she’s never been before.

If anyone sees her laughing to herself at that, well, she’s probably happy because her first day at work went well, right? And if they don’t buy that, well, fuck you, Melissa’s a trans girl now, and there are no dirty secrets to be found, nothing she can say that will trip her up — provided she stays away from the whole topic of basements. But that shit literally never comes up organically.

As a last hurrah for the concept of opsec as a part of her daily life, she’s already traced the route to the new place in Google Street View a half-dozen times, and she’s got the maps app reading directions into her ears, all so she will not appear to be a complete stranger to her new neighbourhood. No looking around, squinting at house numbers and guessing at landmarks; no, she’s walking along with her hands in the pockets of her light beige jacket, stepping around the odd puddle so she doesn’t splash her slightly impractical but cute as hell brown knee-highs, earbuds in, oblivious to the world. Yes, she’s walked this route a hundred times. Yes, she’s definitely been to this fully furnished house before.

It’s an absolutely absurd level of attention to detail as far as opsec goes, but she’s been so fucking bad at it lately, and she’s trying to turn over a new leaf in all aspects of her life. She’s the new Melissa (again): better habits, healthier thinking, fewer destructive episodes.

And, now that she’s free, it seems more fun.

Trotting up to the front door of number 37, and deciding that unless someone’s recording the feed from the doorbell camera — someone other than Dorley or Peckinville — she’s completely free from observation, she indulges in a quick look around, under cover of rooting for her keys in her handbag. It’s nice, as newbuild roads go. Makes her think a little of Rectory Street, of what it might have looked like years before they moved there.

She can go back there now, actually. She doesn’t want to — only her father lives there now, in a house he’s probably stripped of the memories it once contained, thrown out like the boxes of Mum’s things — but she could. She’s Melissa Haverford and Mark Vogel. She can do anything!

She might even be able to fix things with Russ. But she’s going to take her time with that. They told her to steer clear, that he’s under observation, that they have another solution they’re working on. So she’s complying. But still, she wants him in her life. Wants to get to know him. She’ll have to talk to Steph about that; it’s occurred to her that she doesn’t really know much about him at all. When he was growing up, she was… distracted.

Closing the front door to her new place behind her, she shrugs off her cardigan and steps out of her boots, smoothing down her jeggings and wiggling her toes. Already the house feels comfortable, and all she’s seen of it is an open-plan living and dining area with, true to Maria’s promises, several couches and a big TV. To amuse herself, she calls out, “Honey, I’m home!” at the top of her voice, waiting for the empty house to echo it back to her.

“Hi!” Abby says, marching in from the kitchen with an oven glove over each hand and making Melissa jump a mile or two into the air. “How was work?”

“Jesus Christ, Ab!” Melissa says. She lays a hand on her chest and waits for her heart to stop attacking her throat.

“Sorry.” Smiling to accent her apology, Abby slides off one of her oven mitts and clasps it in her other hand. She quickly crosses the room, kisses Melissa gently on the lips, then steps back to look around. “Nice, isn’t it?” she says.

“Yeah. I mean, the living room is nice. What’s with the oven gloves?”

“I’m baking.”

“Need a hand?”

Abby giggles. “Can you bake?”

“Um. Probably not.”

“Go look around!” Abby waves the empty oven glove at the stairs, then slips it back onto her hand. “I need to mind the oven, anyway. We’re both moved in on the top floor, and there’s room for Shy’s stuff when she gets here later tonight. Big closets.”

“Cool.”

Melissa takes the tour. The house is on three storeys, with the top one given over to the main bedroom and its bathroom — and, yes, Melissa’s clothes and her laptop are already here. She takes a moment to check the mattress for bounciness — it’s good! — and then makes her way back down again, properly investigating the first floor and finding two smaller bedrooms, another bathroom, and the fabled airing cupboard. The ground floor, she’s mostly already seen, so she does little more than spin happily in the living room on her way through, revelling in the fact that she has her own home, that she gets to live here with the two women she loves most, and that she should probably decide not to learn any life lessons from how she got it.

New Melissa. No more fucking up.

She joins Abby in the kitchen. Puts the kettle on. And she’s delighted to find, when she opens the cupboard over the toaster and finds the mugs, that absolutely none of them are even remotely funny.

* * *

Since Haley brought her the mission, Cora’s been studying. Thinking about how best to go about it. Because Haley’s always got ideas, plans, interminable briefing packets and, sometimes, a cute little uniform ready to go, but in Cora’s experience, there is little that is brought to her that cannot be re-thought and improved. Except, perhaps, the cute little uniforms.

She doesn’t get one this time. Which is why she’s been online and skipped through dozens of records of televised and streamed megachurch services, paying particular attention to the wives, the girlfriends, and the hopeful women milling about closest to the camera. She’s also been mainlining the most toxic cable news she can find, all to get herself in both the right mindset and the right wardrobe. Blowing out her blonde hair in just the right fashion was a bloody bitch, though. She doesn’t know how these women put up with it every day.

“What do you think?” she says, stepping out of the back room and modelling for Haley, presenting a shapely and almost entirely bare thigh.

“I think your skirt is too short,” Haley says, with barely a flicker of recognition for Cora’s hard work. She’s leaning against the dresser and tapping at her phone, and she is dressed, in Cora’s humble opinion, too much like an English woman. Insane that Cora, who is of something approaching noble lineage, can cast off her Englishness like a damp and unloved coat, while Haley cannot.

Perhaps it helps that Cora was taken from her old life and serially operated on, while Haley has always been, for better or worse, Haley.

“It’s perfect, o handler of mine,” Cora says, pulling at the hem. It doesn’t pull very far; there’s not a lot of spare material. “The skirt and the hair and the makeup, it’s all perfect.”

“If you say so. When they catch you and kill you, it’s your loss, not mine.”

Affecting a pout, Cora takes a couple of steps forward. “You don’t like it?” she whines, pitching right into her Floridian accent. It’s another thing she’s been working on; she’s added a little Austin, too, trying to give the impression that her character, a wide-eyed, naive, late twentysomething, all-American Christian sweetheart, recently left the liberal big city and her dalliance with being a Democrat to rediscover her evangelical roots. “You don’t think I’m just the sweetest girl you ever saw?”

“Well, now,” Haley says, putting down her phone and attempting to match Cora’s accent, “let me see. You pushed a man out of a window.”

“He deserved it.”

“You poisoned two men on a plane.”

“That was bad beef, not me.”

“You shoved a pipe into a man’s neck.”

A sore point. They held up the killing of Alexander Twill-Barrington for years, requiring Cora to wait and wait and wait until some precious item of intelligence had been gathered — and gathered by someone other than her. When finally they let her at him, they threw her in at the deep end, battering her and presenting her to him as Elle Lambert’s latest discarded toy, and one that might be of interest to the old man. It took quite some prompting for his withered brain to latch onto the fact that the girl sitting bruised and ashamed in front of him, cringing from his view, was none other than Philip, son of a former lover, with whom there was now considerable mutual animus. Yes, how truly entertaining it is to imagine him as the captive of Elle Lambert! All this time!

This toy is yours. A gesture of good faith. Do as you will with him.

Cora was supposed to stick it out for six weeks. Suck the place dry of all remaining useful information, and pump the man, too, in case anything else could be dislodged from his fading mind. When, on the second day, she slid a shard of broken radiator pipe into his throat and left him spluttering and gasping on the landing, when she turned him over, whispered to him, “Good men don’t touch little boys,” and kissed him as he died, when she walked out of there spattered and stained with his gore, that was a demerit. Got her put on bloody probation.

It could have been an accident, she protested. The radiator was ancient, nonfunctional, practically falling apart, and he was an oafish old man. A tumble down the stairs. An unfortunately placed piece of common household debris. It could happen to any fumbling aristocrat.

They had to remove her presence from the premises, they told her. Had to check the scene for her hair and fingerprints, had to erase her from the security tapes. They barely had a team in place yet! She was supposed to hold off on killing him for six weeks! And, in case Cora had forgotten, they reminded her that Philip’s fingerprints and DNA are on file with a dozen police departments around the country — and several abroad. They don’t erase that stuff just because Mumsy got him off scot-free every time.

Haley fought for her. Said that it was cruel to expect her charge to submit to the ministrations of a man who abused her in her childhood. Said that when she signed on for this, she expected Cora to be put into a support role — a driver, a nurse, a contract cleaner. The mission parameters had changed, she was told, and this she relayed. Useful intelligence was expected, and none was delivered. Alexander Twill-Barrington had been a threat to no-one but Cora, not any more, but he still knew where many of the bodies were buried, figuratively and literally. The knowledge died with him.

She would have quit, Haley said, if she could have brought Cora with her. But she couldn’t, so she didn’t, and they’ve been stuck with each other ever since, running crap assignments. No more honeypot stuff for ageing perverts. With no more use for Cora’s penis, they gave her the long-promised sex change so she could reliably get in and out of America without alarming the TSA, and that was it: monitoring jobs, bodyguard shit.

Cora needs to be making a difference. But she paid her dues, and as long as Haley — the girl who saved her, who stood up for her, who made her this hot in the first bloody place; she picked out Cora’s nose, she told her once, from several options — paid them with her, it was bearable.

This, though. This is her ticket back. This is Henrietta Smyth-Farrow! And Cora knows everything the mother organisation knows now, all the sordid histories, all the gory details; the Smyth-Farrow family is the beating bloody heart of it all. There is perhaps no greater prize but Dorothy Marsden herself, freshly returned to the target list after some unexpected nip and tuck on an unsuspecting washout. So now, Cora, in the right place at the right time, is going to do this exactly right. Starting with a picture-perfect infiltration.

“I killed my own mother, too,” she says, leaning into the accent, attempting to stay in the game. And she did. At least that was deniable; old ladies choke on their afternoon tea all the time, she’s heard. It’s the crumpets. Deadly little things. Ought to be banned.

Haley’s smiling, which gives Cora a little thrill. They used to play like this all the time; that they haven’t for the last few years has been an indicator of the doldrums in which they’ve been languishing; that Haley is responding again suggests that she, like Cora, believes that they might once again be on the rise. No more practicing with guns she never gets to fire, knives she never gets to wet.

“None of those,” Haley says, “are the actions of a sweet girl.”

It’s the perfect prompt. Swinging her hips and aligning the tips of her toes perfectly with her ankles as she goes, Cora walks across the room, slowly, seductively. She’s wearing a two-piece outfit, a crisp white halter top married to a short black skirt. Minimal jewellery, overdone makeup, serious tan. She’s trying to evoke Tomi Lahren, but with a helping of girlish innocence.

She’s sexy and she knows it, even if it’s the kind of sexy that makes her want to have ten showers at once when she snaps out of character at the end of the day. It was easier playing at being a cleaner; she doesn’t regard cleaners with seething contempt.

They don’t get the cute outfits, though.

“I’m sweet,” she insists, lowering her voice. “I’m the sweetest girl there is.”

Haley, holding her gaze, says, “You’ve killed more people than I have.”

“Well,” Cora says, reaching around to run a manicured nail under Haley’s top and up her spine, “you know what they say.” She leans closer still, and whispers, “Sugar’s bad for you.”

Eyes going wide, Haley snorts, loses her composure, and pushes Cora away enough that she can hide her laugh behind her hand. “Okay,” she says. “You lost it.”

“Step too far?” Cora’s brushing herself down now, sweeping imaginary spots of lint off her virginal white top.

“Little bit.”

“You know,” Cora says, resting a nail on her lower lip, “we could do something when I get back.”

“No.”

“I’ve got the Fox News hair. Highlights and everything. I could be the anchorwoman and you could be my producer. You’d give me some story about immigrants or something, and—”

“No.”

“All lives matter, Haley.”

“I can have you killed, you know. Oh,” she adds, picking up her phone again, terminating what’s left of the game and returning to business, “and no going out on the town. Not even after the job is done.”

Cora blows a lock of hair out of her face. “Wasn’t going to. Everyone here’s got Republican cooties. Or Florida cooties; worms in their brains with Mickey Mouse ears.”

“Fine. You ready to go?”

“Got everything I need,” Cora says, patting her little bag.

“Excellent.”

The infiltration goes as smoothly as it always does; Cora is very nearly bored. Silver River’s been granted space in a complex that belongs to one of the megachurches around here, and it’s not exactly a challenge to get in, leave the first thumb drive in the back of the dustiest computer she can find, run the second thumb drive off the front until it’s full, and get out again. She runs into a few of the regular staffers, and she charms them all; an eager young thing with a pretty face fits in just right, and if she’s required to return, to blend in with these people, that’s the angle she’ll continue to work. The sweet girl with the doe eyes and the tendency to look a little too long at the oh-so-tempting older men who inevitably surround her? Cora could play it in her sleep.

But she hopes for something better. The thumb drive nestled at the bottom of her bag contains everything that could be extracted from their local network, and if she is at all lucky, it will give them an insight into Silver River’s logistics, maybe even the planned movements of Henrietta Smyth-Farrow. It’s only natural that they are the ones to follow up on that, right? Haley can make the case for them both, keep them on her, and if that happens to involve a trip back to England? Cora can look up Morris. She’s always wondered how he turned out.

And killing Henrietta Smyth-Farrow? Given everything she’s trying to do? Given that her father got to die unpunished?

Gosh. It would be so fun.

2020 January 28
Tuesday

Three knocks. A pause. Two knocks. Another pause. Another two knocks. And then a voice, whispering over the speaker in the ceiling: “Steph. It’s Pippa. I’m outside.”

In Steph’s arms, Bethany mumbles, “Tell her we don’t want room service,” and then she grasps at Steph as she tries to extricate herself, holding her down, keeping her in bed. “Nooooo,” she insists. “Stay. If they’ve found someone else they need your help feminising, you can do it later.”

“Get off me,” Steph says, smiling uncontrollably and prying Beth’s fingers from her forearm one by one, only to have them latch on again farther down, “I should see what she wants.”

She’s adorable when she’s sleepy.

Bethany’s still not letting go. “But it’s first thing on a Sunday morning,” she whines.

“Bethany, it’s Tuesday.”

“What happened to Monday?”

“Don’t you remember?” Steph says, successfully unlatching herself from Bethany’s grasp and moving her arm out of reach before it can be snagged again. “Raph came in with blush on the tip of his nose. You called him an e-girl poser. Said he—”

“—looked like the gamer girl bathwater girl. Yeah. I remember. I think I made him horny. Wasn’t that yesterday?”

“Yes?”

“But yesterday was Saturday.”

“Bethany—” Steph starts, and then she decides to give up on this nonstarter of a conversation. She kisses her instead — on the end of the nose, where Raph put the makeup. He said he got it from pictures Jane gave him, that it’s just a way to look young. The fact that he’s already young — younger than Steph! — didn’t seem to matter. You can always look younger, Steph. Barely eighteen is the new responsible adult.

She didn’t tell him the blush made him look like he had a bad cold. Stifling his creative spirit would have been counter to their whole deal down here.

Or possibly it wouldn’t have been? Jane’s been going along with Raph’s recent makeup obsession — and she’s also got him a bunch of bras, though that makes him no different from Steph, Bethany and Leigh, and probably the others by now, too — but what does Aunt Bea think of it? Is he approaching it in a programme-approved manner? Or is he just putting stuff in his head that they’re going to have to knock back out later?

Whatever. She doesn’t have to worry about it. Officially relieved from her position as Judas goat. Raph’s better at that, too.

“Go back to sleep,” she tells Bethany, who glares up at her in a manner that requires further kisses to placate. And then she’s out of bed, running a quick brush through her hair — it’s exactly long enough to be fucking annoying — and pulling on the nearest clean clothes. Joggers, a sports bra, a hoodie; basement casual. Too tired to wear anything nice; they were up late last night. Briefly she lingers, swinging the wardrobe door back and forth, wondering if she ought to make the effort after all.

Fuck it. If they want her looking pretty, then it’ll have to be on a day when she hasn’t been woken at the crack of—

“Bethany,” she says. “Get off my arm, please.”

Sulkily holding on to the sleeve of Steph’s hoodie, Bethany says, “Bring me a bagel.”

“Fine.”

* * *

There’s a clipboard on the kitchen table, and suddenly Christine wishes she’d had more coffee this morning. She wishes she’d eaten breakfast or lunch. Possibly she wishes that she’d been teleported into a different building during the night and thus would not have to face this.

She knew it was coming. She’s been excited for it! And yet she was content to let Indira work on it behind the scenes, as it were, tapping her for only the barest bits of required information. 

Because here’s the thing:

She had the orchi because they made her get it. She got the face surgery because Mrs Prentice drew a pretty enough picture on her computer that she’d thought that even if she never learned to like looking at that face, someone probably would. They told her to start voice training, they told her to dress herself properly, they told her to learn makeup.

And the other thing is, once she’s had the kick up the arse, she’s put her all into it every time. Okay, so post-orchi it was mostly just a matter of getting over what remained of her manly pride — hilarious, looking back — but she took good care of the new face that Mrs Prentice crafted for her, was soft with its bruising, got herself a skincare routine, and she did, in the end, learn to love it; in particular, she loves the way her smile is ever-so-slightly lop-sided, the way it used to be before everything, but it’s fuller now, more genuine, more real. And, obviously, when Aunt Bea instructed her that she still had some work to do on the whole ‘wear dresses sometimes’ and ‘learn to do anything but bad eyeshadow’ problems, she got on with it. She grumbled, but she found pleasure in it, made it a habit, made it something she can slip into. Yes, she’s still no Paige or Jodie, but she can hold her own when she wants to.

It’s the same with her NPH. All she told Indira was that she was finally ready, and that she wanted as little to do with the process as possible. Give it to her to sign, she said, and after, when it’s done, that’s when she’ll make her life her own.

Well.

Here it is.

And.

Shit.

Indira’s sitting across from her, leaning on her hand, waiting. She’ll wait all day if she needs to; she wouldn’t miss this for the world. Of that, Christine is absolutely sure. She might not be Christine’s official sponsor any more, but she’s her sister; she’s her family. Would be pretty much all her family, too, if it weren’t for Indira’s mother and the rest of the Chetrys.

It’s just a piece of paper. Okay, so it’s like two dozen pieces of paper, but she only has to sign the top one.

It’s a formality.

It’s a forgone fucking conclusion; Christine’s been trans to too many people, and though she’s been cis to others, the only one who actually matters is Lorna, and she knows everything already. Knows far too much, or so says Lorna. And being cis is something you can take back: you were closeted, you were stealth. What’s that charming word Aunt Bea used once? Christine was woodworking.

“Would you like another coffee, Teenie?” Indira says.

“Might make my hands shake.”

“Tea, then?”

“Yeah,” Christine says, nodding. “Thanks, Dira.”

“Take your time with that,” Indira says, rising. And the noise of the tea ritual is a nice distraction for a few minutes. It gives Christine time to clear her mind, to ask herself what’s stopping her, to remind herself that after this, she is truly her own person, now and forever.

Maybe that’s what’s so scary. Training wheels off.

And that’s nonsense, too. Dira’ll still be here. And so will Paige and Jodie and Steph and Abby and everyone, all the girls who taught her how to be a person, then how to be a woman, and who gave her the space to work out how to be Christine.

End of an era? Maybe. But she’s not even moving out for months.

She’s startled by a kiss on the top of her head, but it’s just Indira grabbing her attention before she sets the mug down. And the mug’s another distraction, so Christine immediately takes it up, wraps her hands around it to savour the warmth and inspects it for bad jokes.

Fortunately, it has one. In the style of the logo from the sitcom Friends, it says SISTERS in bold letters. Underneath, in cursive, it says,

I’ll be there for you — I followed you home unseen

I’ll be there for you — with a dose of ketamine

I’ll be there for you — when you finally come to.

Under the lyrics there is a graphic of a steaming cup of coffee, which seems strangely redundant.

“Thank you, Dira,” Christine says.

And that’s probably what does it. Her sister, her beloved sister, doing something as dumb and simple as making her a cuppa. The stupid gag on the side of the mug. Everything. All this might be coming to an end — one of the current first years will get her room; this kitchen will no longer be her first port of call in the morning; she’ll have, for the first time in years, a functioning birth certificate, for all that birth certificates actually do anything in this country — but it’s also continuing. There’ll be another intake, there’ll be more daft mugs, and Indira will be here, watching over it all.

Before Dira can step away, Christine reaches for her, takes her hand. Holds it for just a second. Then, with a squeeze, Christine lets her go, grabs the pen, and signs her name.

Christine Hale. Trans woman.

* * *

Steph quietly closes the door to her room — Bethany’s back to sleep already — and turns around to find Pippa waiting for her, leaning against the other wall, one leg propped, anxious. Chewing on her lip, ruining her lipstick.

“Sorry for the intercom thing,” Pippa says, before Steph can give her shit about chapping her lips. “But Aunt Bea needs to see you, and it’s getting late, and—”

“It is?” Steph falls into step alongside her, and as they walk, she can hear one of the showers going in the bathroom, and then they’re passing the common room, where everyone else is already sitting around. “Shit. What time is it?”

“After two.”

“After two?”

They reach the stairs, and Pippa hangs back, gestures for Steph to go first. “You’ve been sleeping in a lot. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m— Well, Beth has bad dreams sometimes, but also— Um, we are, um…”

“Ah. Is that why you look so terrible all the time lately?”

“Thanks, Pip. And, yeah, I suppose.”

As they pass the security room, Pippa stops her for a moment and leans closer to whisper, “I’ll teach you how to cover dark circles, okay?”

Up in the dining hall, there’s at least two dozen people having lunch and a handful more wandering around, and Steph takes a moment to be embarrassed for sleeping in so late and for wearing nothing but joggers and a hoodie. But then, there’s a soldier in uniform, which is basically just the same kind of thing as joggers, and there are Charlie and Nadine, and while Nadine’s dressed impeccably as usual — impeccably for some other, more vintage decade — Charlie’s just in jeans and a shirt. Shit, and there’s someone who looks like she just got out of bed, too. So that’s okay, then.

Every time Steph convinces herself that everyone at Dorley Hall is a perfectly put together paragon of femininity, some girl wanders by in a sport shirt full of holes.

Pippa stops them both outside Aunt Bea’s temporary new office, and lingers. “Hey, Steph,” she says. “Before we go in…” And then Pippa grabs her, loops her arms around her waist, and presses herself tightly against her, so tightly that her chest pushes rather painfully into Steph’s sensitive nipples. But it wouldn’t be right to complain about that, because this, Steph senses, is important. “I love you, Steph. And I’m sorry for all the weird shit I did to you at the beginning of all this.”

“Love you too, Pip,” Steph says, and then she’s got to pull away, because, shit, that hurts. “So this is bad, then?” She points a thumb at the office door. “Like, I-love-you-hug bad?”

“You’re not in trouble,” Pippa says, and then she knocks once on the door, and opens it when Aunt Bea calls out. When Steph walks in, Pippa doesn’t follow her.

Ah. So it’s just going to be her and Bea alone, then, is it? Fun!

Aunt Bea doesn’t look angry, though. Just… neutral.

“Stephanie,” she says. “Sit. Please.”

“What’s going on?” Steph asks as she sits. She doesn’t want to mess around with niceties; she just wants to know. Now.

“I won’t sugar-coat it,” Beatrice says. “The situation has changed. Your fake backpacking jaunt is over. You need to come back to England. And you can’t—” Bea’s careful demeanour cracks, and she leans forward, eyes shining, like she’s apologising, like she’s pleading with Steph. “I’m sorry, Stephanie, but you can’t stay here any more.”
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