













A Bridesmaid for the Weekend

A Feminization Romance

Emma LaVerne























© 2026 Emma Loves a Dress. All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, stored in a database and/or published in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the author's prior written permission.

















Chapter 1: The Wedding Job

Chapter 2: The Missing Bridesmaid

Chapter 3: A Feminine Face

Chapter 4: Becoming Dani

Chapter 5: The Bridesmaid Dress

Chapter 6: The Rehearsal Dinner

Chapter 7: Wedding Morning

Chapter 8: The Reception

Chapter 9: The Best Man

Chapter 10: A Bridesmaid For The Weekend

Enjoyed this transformation?


Chapter 1: The Wedding Job

Daniel Mercer arrived at Halston Mere just after nine on a bright Friday morning, carrying a black suit carrier, a laptop bag, and the private suspicion that the weekend was already in flames.

The hotel looked calm from the outside.

It sat at the edge of the lake like something built for people with expensive tastes: pale stone, wide steps, tall windows, clipped lawns running down towards the water. The sky was clear, the morning warm, the lake silver-blue beneath the sun.

A pair of swans moved near the reeds with the slow arrogance of creatures that had never had to worry about money or looking good in a morning suit.

Daniel stood beside his car for a moment and looked up at the entrance. Halston Mere was beautiful. Unfortunately, that didn’t mean it was immune to disasters. Far from it. In his experience, the higher the class of the place, the more likely things were to go wrong.

He took his jacket from the passenger seat, checked his phone, and saw seven missed messages from three different people, none of whom had bothered to introduce themselves properly. That was also typical. By the time he was hired for a wedding, everyone was already panicking.

He opened the first message.

Flowers in the library. Should be in the morning room. The florist says no one told her.

The second.

Cake not arrived. Groom’s mother asking.

The third.

Bride upset. Please find Vivienne when you get there.

Daniel locked the car and put the phone in his pocket. If he was expecting a quiet start to the weekend, he was going to be sorely disappointed.

Inside, the hotel lobby was full of the particular chaos that follows money around. Nobody shouted, exactly. They were too well-dressed for shouting. Instead, people spoke too loudly in strained voices while pretending they were not upset.

A young man in a linen suit was arguing with the receptionist about rooms not being ready. Two florists stood near a trolley of white roses, both looking at their watches and tutting. A hotel porter carried three hat boxes stacked so high he could barely see and two large suitcases. Somewhere nearby, a woman was a little hysterical and an older gentleman in a tweed suit was trying to calm her down.

Daniel moved through it without hurrying.

That was the first rule. Never hurry in front of chaos.

He found the reception manager, a pale man called Giles, gripping a clipboard as if it was the only thing that would save him.

“Daniel Mercer,” Daniel said. “Wedding coordination support. Calder-Bryce party.”

Giles looked at him with deep relief, which was never good. “Thank God. The flowers are wrong, the cake is late, and Mrs Bryce has asked three times whether the terrace chairs have been polished and we haven’t even got to the wedding yet.”

“Have they?”

“Do chairs get polished?”

“Today, yes. Where’s the morning room?”

Giles pointed. “Left corridor. But the florist says she was told library.”

“Doesn’t matter now.”

Daniel set his laptop bag behind the reception desk with permission, took the clipboard from Giles because Giles looked too close to a nervous breakdown.

The florists saw him coming.

One of them, a narrow woman in black jeans and a linen shirt, lifted a hand before he reached her. “If you’re about to tell me these need moving, I should say now that we set up according to the plan I was given.”

“I’m sure you did,” Daniel said.

He looked at the arrangements. White roses, pale pink peonies, green trailing things he couldn’t name. Six tall displays. Eight low bowls. Enough flowers to suggest romance had was about to bloom. He hoped the happy couple were actually in love because they were going to need it.

“They’re lovely,” he said.

The florist’s shoulders dropped a fraction. “Thank you.”

“They’re also in the wrong room.”

Her shoulders came up again.

Daniel held up the clipboard. “Not your fault. The version you were sent had the library for family photographs. That changed last week. Morning room now. Better light, apparently.”

“Apparently?”

“I don’t argue with photographers. They usually have a chip on their shoulder.”

The second florist smiled despite herself.

The first folded her arms. “We can move them, but not if people keep wandering through touching things.”

“I’ll close the corridor for ten minutes and get two porters. Tall displays first. Low bowls after. You tell me what needs lifting, I’ll provide bodies.”

She considered him. “You’re not from the hotel.”

“No.”

“That explains why you’re useful.”

By quarter past nine, the flowers were moving.

By half past nine, Daniel had found the cake.

It had not been delayed. It had been delivered to the service entrance and signed for by a kitchen porter who had placed it in the pastry fridge and then gone on break without telling anyone. The cake was three tiers, white, smooth, and decorated with sugar flowers that probably cost more than Daniel’s monthly salary. It was intact. That was the important thing.

The groom’s mother, Mrs Bryce, arrived in the kitchen doorway just as Daniel was confirming it. She was small, expensively dressed and vibrating with the kind of anxiety that made other people search for exits.

“Is that the cake?”

“Yes,” Daniel said.

“Why was I told it hadn’t arrived?”

“Because it arrived through the service entrance, and the message didn’t reach reception.”

“That seems very poor.”

“It does. But the cake is perfect, so we have avoided any catastrophe.”

She blinked. Then, despite herself, she laughed once. “You’re the man Vivienne hired.”

“I am.”

“Are you always this calm?”

“No. I just try to keep moving and help everything sorts itself out.”

Mrs Bryce looked at the cake, then at him. “And the flowers?”

“Being moved.”

“The terrace chairs?”

“I’ll check them next.”

“They looked dull yesterday. That was my point.”

“I’ll speak to the chairs.”

She narrowed her eyes, then decided she approved. “Good. Isobel is upstairs. She’s upset.”

“About the cake?”

“About everything. Mostly her father’s speech.”

“Has he written one?”

“He says he doesn’t need to.”

Daniel absorbed that. “Right. So he hasn’t.”

“No.”

“I’ll find him.”

“You are a blessing.”

“I can’t promise where the father of the bride is concerned,” Daniel said. “But thank you.”

By ten, the terrace chairs had been wiped, which was close enough to polished for any sane person. By ten fifteen, Daniel had corrected a seating chart that placed two divorced uncles at the same table with the woman one of them had left the other’s sister for. By half past ten, he had persuaded the photographer not to “capture candid moments” in the bridal suite until Isobel had finished crying.

At ten forty, he found the bride.

Isobel Calder was sitting in a small room upstairs, surrounded by shoes, garment bags, perfume bottles and three bridesmaids who looked as if they had been told to smile at gunpoint. She was in a white silk robe, hair half-pinned, eyes red, phone clutched in one hand.

Daniel paused at the doorway.

“Is this a bad moment?”

One bridesmaid looked at him as if he had asked whether drowning was inconvenient.

Isobel sniffed. “Who are you?”

“Daniel Mercer. Vivienne asked me to help with the weekend.”

“Did she?” Isobel wiped under one eye with a tissue. “The cake isn’t here.”

“It is.”

She stared at him. “It is?”

“Yes. I’ve seen it. White, three tiers, sugar flowers, looks too fragile to exist in a world with elbows.”

Her face changed with relief so immediate it almost hurt to watch.

“And the flowers?” asked another bridesmaid.

“Moved.”

“To the morning room?”

“Yes.”

“Thank God,” Isobel whispered.

Daniel stepped into the room but stayed near the door. Brides in distress did not need men invading the centre of the room unless something was on fire. “Your mother is worried about the terrace chairs, but that’s under control. Your father’s speech is the only remaining threat to public safety I’ve found so far.”

Isobel closed her eyes. “He hasn’t written it.”

“I know. I’ll speak to him.”

“He thinks he’s charming when he improvises.”

“That is a dangerous belief in any man over fifty.”

The bridesmaid nearest the window snorted. Isobel looked at Daniel. “You’re very calm.”

“I’m paid to be.”

“Does it work?”

“Sometimes.”

She looked down at her phone, then back at him. “Can you make today not awful?”

“I’ll do my very best.”

Isobel nodded slowly. “I’ll take that.”

Daniel left the room with a revised list of threats, which included father’s speech, missing pearl earrings, one bridesmaid’s spray tan being “too enthusiastic”, a vegan cousin who had not been marked as vegan, and a rumour that the groom’s old university friends had brought fireworks.

There was always someone willing to go a little too far at these dos.

At eleven, he met Vivienne Calder.

He had seen photographs of her before, from email signatures and the wedding website, though photographs had not given a fair warning. In pictures, she looked elegant, well-preserved, one of those women who knew how to stand in a crowd and appear, somehow, apart by some magical gift.

In person, she was sharper.

She stood in the morning room, directing two hotel staff. She was in her early fifties, perhaps, with dark hair cut to the jaw, smooth skin, and eyes that looked as if they had long ago seen everything that was to be seen. Her cream dress was simple but expensive. No fuss. No jewellery beyond pearl earrings and a thin gold bracelet.

Daniel stopped just inside the room and waited.

Vivienne finished giving instructions about the placement of the signing table, then turned to him as if she had known he was there from the moment he crossed the threshold.

“Mr Mercer.”

“Mrs Calder.”

“Vivienne,” he said. “I haven’t yet reached the stage where I feel too good for other people.”

Her gaze moved over him.

Navy suit, white shirt, no tie yet, hair neat, shoes polished, clipboard under one arm. He was twenty-nine, though he had been told more than once that he looked younger. He had a narrow build, the sort that made tailoring difficult unless he paid more than he liked. His hands were slim. His face had always been too soft to look authoritative, which is why he had grown a downy beard.

Vivienne seemed to notice all of that before she spoke again.

“I’m told you found the cake.”

“Yes.”

“And moved the flowers.” She sighed. “And prevented my daughter from dissolving before noon.”

“I wouldn’t go that far. I have the updated seating plan,” he said, offering the clipboard.

Vivienne took it and glanced down. “You moved Edmund.”

“I did.”

“Why?”

“Because he was seated next to his former brother-in-law and across from the woman currently living with his former brother-in-law’s ex-wife.”

Vivienne looked up.

Daniel waited.

Her mouth curved slightly. “That would have been lively.”

She handed back the clipboard. “Good.”

He had been praised by clients before. Usually, too loudly, usually after they had ignored his advice for three hours and then acted surprised when he solved the problem they had created. Vivienne’s approval was different. Shorter. More exact. It had weight because she did not seem like a woman who offered praise casually.

“Thank you,” he said.

He shifted the clipboard under his arm. “I should check the terrace before lunch.”

“I expect you should.”

But she did not move aside. Daniel stood still.

The morning room had been restored around them. Flowers in place. Sunlight through tall windows. Pale chairs lined against the wall. A long table draped in white linen. Everything expensive, everything fragile, everything waiting to be photographed into meaning.

Vivienne’s eyes rested briefly on his hands.

He resisted the urge to hide them.

“You’re efficient,” she said.

“I try to be.”

“You do more than try.” The room seemed to narrow a little.

Daniel kept his tone professional. “I’m here to be useful.”

“Yes. Today you are.” He did not know what to do with the pause that followed. Vivienne closed the gap by looking down at the seating plan again. “Where is my brother?”

“Richard? Bar. Or near it. He was explaining to a waiter that champagne flutes are too narrow.”

Vivienne sighed. “He’s starting early.”

“Not as early as the groom’s friends.”

Her gaze lifted.

“Fireworks,” Daniel said.

“No.”

“Possibly.”

“Find them.”

“The friends or the fireworks?”

“Start with the fireworks. The friends may be beyond saving.”

“Yes, Vivienne.”

The answer came automatically.

Her eyes sharpened. Daniel felt heat rise at the back of his neck. He had meant it professionally, nothing more. Polite compliance. But the way her expression changed made the words feel oddly exposed.

Vivienne stepped closer, not enough to crowd him, enough to make him aware of the scent of her perfume, clean and dry, and the calm way she held the room.

“Mr Mercer,” she said.

He swallowed. “Yes?”

“If I give you a task this weekend, will you do it?”

“That depends on the task.”

“Does it?”

The question was quiet.

Her question, for some reason, made him feel caught, because a part of him, stupid and obedient and far too tired from years of being capable, wanted to say yes before she explained anything at all. He held onto the clipboard.

“I’ll do anything reasonable that helps the wedding run properly.”

“Reasonable,” she said, as if tasting the word and finding it inadequate. “We may have to discuss that.”

Daniel tried to smile. “Most weddings require some flexibility.”

“Good. You may need yours.”

Before he could answer, a hotel porter appeared at the doorway.

“Sorry, Mr Mercer? There’s a gentleman outside asking where to put a box of fireworks.”

Daniel closed his eyes briefly.

Vivienne did smile then. “There you are,” she said. “Sometimes things run smoothly.”

Daniel turned towards the door, grateful for escape and followed the porter.

“Mr Mercer.”

He stopped.

Vivienne still stood in the morning room, sunlight catching the gold at her wrist.

“There may be more asked of you this weekend than rearranging place cards.”

Daniel looked back at her. “Should I be worried?” He hated it when people were cryptic.

Vivienne’s expression gave nothing away.

“Not if you’re as adaptable as I think you are.”

The porter cleared his throat, and somewhere outside, a man shouted, “They’re not fireworks, they’re cold sparks,” in the defensive tone of someone who knew they were absolutely fireworks.

Daniel turned and walked towards the latest disaster.

Behind him, he could feel Vivienne Calder watching him go.


Chapter 2: The Missing Bridesmaid

By late afternoon, Daniel had removed the fireworks from the groom’s university friends, found Isobel’s missing pearl earrings in a shoe box curiously marked “emergency blister plasters”, and persuaded Richard Calder to write at least the opening line of his speech.

It was not a good line.

It began with: Marriage is a bit like a canoe.

Daniel had decided to take his victories where he could. He couldn’t force a grown man to do something he didn’t want to do.

The rehearsal dinner was due to begin at seven. That meant the hotel had entered the dangerous part of the day when everyone looked almost ready, but nothing was safe. Hair had been done, but could still collapse. Makeup had been applied, but could still be ruined by an irrational fit of crying. Champagne had been opened but could not yet be blamed for anything. The bride had stopped panicking at least, though she seemed one who was not too far from drama.

Daniel was in the ballroom checking the place cards when he first heard raised voices from the corridor. He looked up.

Giles, the reception manager, appeared in the doorway with the expression of a man who had just watched a small animal run into traffic.

“Mr Mercer.”

“Yes?” Daniel said.

Giles glanced behind him. “Miss Calder is asking for you.”

“Vivienne?”

“The bride.”

That was worse. Daniel placed the last card down. “What happened?”

“I’m not entirely sure. There was shouting upstairs. Then one of the bridesmaids left through the side entrance and got into a taxi. She had a case with her.”

Daniel stared at him.

Giles swallowed. “Quite a large suitcase.”

Of course.

Daniel followed him out of the ballroom, already checking the schedule on his phone. Four bridesmaids. Isobel had been very clear on four. Her sister, two university friends, and Caitlin, a cousin from the Calder side. Four bridesmaids in pale blue. Four matching bouquets. Four in the procession. Four in the photos. Four at the top table.

The bridal suite was on the first floor at the end of a corridor that smelled heavily of perfume. The door was half open. Inside, the room had the air of a place where a minor war had recently been fought, and no one wished to tidy the battlefield. Makeup bags sat open. Dresses hung from wardrobe doors. Someone had knocked over a glass of water and thrown a towel over it.

Isobel was sitting on the end of the bed, still in the dress she had worn for the rehearsal, tears running down her face. Her mother stood near the window, speaking too softly to be useful. Two bridesmaids hovered in the corner. The third, a sharp-faced woman with auburn hair, held a phone in both hands as if awaiting instructions from a higher power.

Vivienne stood by the dressing table.

She was the only person in the room who looked as if she wasn’t panicking. She turned when Daniel entered.

“Mr Mercer.”

“I understand a bridesmaid has left.”

Isobel made a small sound and covered her face. Drama-queen did not begin to describe her. The auburn-haired bridesmaid said, “Caitlin has done a runner.”

“Yes,” Daniel said. “I gathered that from the suitcase.”

“She’s not coming back,” the bridesmaid said.

Isobel lowered her hands. “She called my aunt a poisonous old cow.”

Daniel took a second.

“Was that accurate?”

One of the bridesmaids made a strangled noise that might have been grief or laughter. Vivienne’s piercing eyes moved to Daniel.

Isobel wiped her cheeks. “Yes. But she still shouldn’t have said it.”

“No,” Daniel said. “Probably not this weekend.”

The bride gave a wet, miserable laugh, then started crying again. “It’s all going wrong!”

Daniel took out his phone and opened the schedule. “All right. We can fix the procession. Three bridesmaids instead of four. Groomsmen can be adjusted if needs be. Photographs can be changed slightly. The top table can be rearranged.”

“No,” Isobel said at once. It was a demanding, guttural sound that said she was used to having her way.

Daniel looked up.

She was no longer only crying. She was staring at him with the desperate focus of someone refusing the first sensible answer because it didn’t fit in with her wants and needs..

“No,” she repeated. “It has to be four.”

“Isobel,” her mother said gently.

“It does. I know it sounds stupid, but it does. The photographs, the colours, the whole thing. Caitlin was supposed to stand next to Tabitha because they’re the same height, and the flowers are arranged, and the dresses are already altered, and everyone will ask where she is, and Aunt Julia will make that face. And it will all go wrong.”

Daniel did not know Aunt Julia, but he knew the face. Every family had one. Sometimes several. The auburn-haired bridesmaid, presumably Tabitha, folded her arms. “Aunt Julia has already made the face. She’s downstairs practising for the rest of the weekend.”

Daniel looked at Vivienne. “Do we have anyone else close enough? Cousin, friend, guest?”

“No,” Vivienne said.

“What about hotel staff?” Giles, who had made the mistake of lingering near the door, went pale. Daniel said, “Not ideal, obviously.”

Vivienne ignored Giles. “No.”

“Could the dress be altered for someone else by morning?”

“No.”

“Could we remove one groomsman instead?”

Isobel shook her head hard. “No. That would look even worse.”

“It would not look worse than a missing bridesmaid.”

“It would look as if someone had died.”

Daniel looked at the ceiling briefly. Weddings made otherwise sensible people speak utter nonsense but he suspected that Isobel made a career out of it. He lowered his phone. “All right. Let’s work through this properly. Caitlin is gone. She has taken herself, but not the dress?”

Tabitha pointed to the wardrobe. “Dress is still here. She changed out of it before the argument reached full DEFCON 4.”

“Shoes?”

“Here.”

“Bouquet?”

“Downstairs with the others.”

“Jewellery?”

“Here.”

Daniel nodded. “Then what we have is a presentation problem.”

Isobel looked at him. “A presentation problem?”

“Yes.”

“My bridesmaid has run away.”

“Correct. But she has not taken the outfit.”

The room went quiet. Daniel heard what he had said after he said it. Vivienne’s gaze did not leave him.

He looked at her. “What?”

She said nothing. He disliked that more than if she had smiled or nodded approval.

Tabitha looked between them. “Mum?”

Vivienne turned to her daughter. “Take Isobel’s mother downstairs. Find your father. Make sure he does not speak to anyone about canoes.”

“I’m not leaving Isobel.”

“I’m not asking you. I’m telling you.”

Tabitha’s mouth tightened, but she moved.

Isobel’s mother protested softly. Vivienne took one step towards her, touched her elbow, and said something quiet that Daniel did not catch. Whatever it was worked. Within a minute, the room had emptied of everyone except Daniel, Vivienne and Isobel.

Isobel looked alarmed. “What’s happening?”

Vivienne closed the door.

Daniel’s stomach dropped slightly.

“Vivienne,” he said, “if this is about changing the procession, I can do that without making it a state secret.”

“It is not about changing the procession.”

“Right.”

Vivienne turned to face him fully.

“How tall are you?”

Daniel stared at her. “Sorry?”

“How tall are you?”

He glanced at Isobel, then back. “Five foot eight.”

Vivienne nodded, as if confirming a private calculation.

Daniel felt the room shift.

“No,” he said.

Vivienne lifted one eyebrow. “I haven’t asked yet.”

“You don’t need to.”

Isobel looked from one to the other. “What?”

Daniel pointed towards the wardrobe without meaning to. “No.”

Vivienne’s voice remained calm. “Caitlin is five foot seven.”

“That’s fascinating.”

“She is narrow through the shoulders.”

“I’m thrilled for her.”

“The dress has a forgiving skirt and fitted bodice. There would be work, but not impossible work.”

Daniel laughed once. “You’re joking.”

“I am not.”

Isobel blinked. “Mum?”

Vivienne ignored that. “You said yourself. We have a presentation problem.”

“I said that before I realised I was the presentation.”

“You are close enough in height. You have the build. Your face is soft enough to help. The rest can be managed.”

Daniel felt heat rise up his neck. “My face is what?”

Vivienne’s eyes moved over him in the same way they had in the morning room, not unkind, but far too exact.

“Soft enough.”

Isobel stood suddenly, then sat again because the movement seemed to make her dizzy. “You mean he could...?”

“No,” Daniel said. “He could not.”

Vivienne said, “Possibly.”

“No, definitely no.”

Isobel stared at him, tears still wet on her face. “In Caitlin’s dress?”

Daniel pointed at her. “You know how mad that sounds, right?”

Isobel’s lips parted. For a second, he thought she might laugh. Then her face crumpled again.

“Oh God,” she whispered. “It would fix it.”

Daniel looked away.

That was unfair.

He could handle Vivienne’s stare. He could handle absurdity. He could handle chaos coming from all directions. He was less prepared for a bride who had been crying for twenty minutes suddenly looking at him as if he might be a lifeboat.

Vivienne stepped closer. “Mr Mercer.”

“No.”

“I said your name.”

“And I said no. Saves time.”

He moved towards the door.

Vivienne did not block him. That was worse. She let him take two steps, then spoke.

“You will be paid a bonus.” He stopped, hating himself for stopping. “A substantial one,” she said.

Daniel turned back. “That is not the point.”

“No. But it is a point.”

Isobel looked at him. “I’m so sorry. This is awful. We shouldn’t even ask. I know we shouldn’t. It’s just...” She looked towards the wardrobe where the bridesmaid's dress hung behind the door. “Everything is already so fragile.”

Daniel said nothing.

Isobel wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand and looked ashamed of herself. “I don’t want people laughing at Caitlin not being there. Or asking what happened. Or making it about the row. Dad will say something dreadful. Aunt Julia will make it worse. And I know it sounds vain because it’s just photos, but they’re my wedding photos, and I’ve had this picture in my head for a year.”

Daniel looked at Vivienne. “You’re letting her ask me while she’s crying.”

“I am letting her speak.”

At least she did not pretend otherwise. He dragged a hand over his face, then remembered too late that he had been trying to look professionally unruffled all day. “Even if I were mad enough to consider it, I couldn’t pass as a bridesmaid.”

Vivienne’s eyes sharpened. “Pass?”

“Be convincing. Whatever word you prefer.”

“I have a stylist.”

“Of course you do.”

“She is already on site. Marina can do makeup, hair, fitting and body preparation.”

“Body preparation?”

Isobel made a small noise and looked down.

Daniel pointed at Vivienne now. “No. Absolutely not. This is getting worse with every sentence.”

Vivienne was unmoved. “You would not be paraded through the town. You would attend the rehearsal dinner tonight in a controlled way, then the ceremony and photographs tomorrow. Only the inner circle would know. Isobel, me, Marina, Tabitha, if necessary. You’re an old friend from university who turned up out of the blue, and Isobel asked you to step in when a crisis arose.”

“The groom?”

Isobel looked stricken.

Vivienne said, “Yes. The groom.”

Daniel closed his eyes. “Wonderful. A very small inner circle that already includes the bride, her mother, her sister, the groom, a stylist and possibly everyone with eyes.”

“The wedding party will be told enough to keep quiet.”

Vivienne stood close now, calm in her cream dress, her face composed and dangerous. Isobel sat behind her, clutching a tissue, looking guilty and hopeful at the same time.

Daniel could still say no.

That was the awful thing. No one had locked the door. No one had threatened him. Vivienne had made that very clear without saying it. If he refused, there would be consequences for the wedding.

He did not move towards the door.

Vivienne saw that.

Of course she did.

“This would save my daughter embarrassment,” she said. “If you knew the family dynamics, you’d understand.” She saw him watching her.  “There would not be time for endless debate,” she continued. “If you agree, you agree properly. Marina prepares you. I direct the plan. You do as you are told. No sulking, no clever remarks or breaking out of the role, no disappearing because someone makes a pass at you.”

“A pass at me?”

Isobel stood again, slower this time. “Daniel, please, please say yes.”

He looked at her. She was younger than him by a few years, perhaps twenty-six, face blotched from crying, hair half done, wedding weekend already bruised by someone else’s temper. She had probably never had anyone refuse her anything.

“I don’t want to ruin your weekend,” she said. “I don’t even know you. This is awful. But if you could help, if there is any way...” She swallowed. “I would be grateful forever.”

Daniel looked at the wardrobe.

The dress was inside a garment bag, pale blue visible through the clear panel. He could see the shape of the bodice, the fall of the skirt, the little covered buttons at the back. Caitlin’s dress. Not his. Fabric meant for soft shoulders, lifted hair, slim heels, perfume, and women laughing together in hotel rooms before photographs.

“How substantial is the bonus?” he asked.

Vivienne named a figure. Daniel stared at her. “That’s obscene.”

“It is a wedding.”

Isobel looked between them, hope rising despite her trying to crush it. Daniel rubbed his thumb against the side of his finger. “This would be tonight and tomorrow.”

“And farewell brunch Sunday if needed,” Vivienne said.

“Of course there’s a brunch.”

“There is always a brunch.”

Daniel looked at Isobel. “If I tried this and it didn’t work, you would still need another plan.”

“Yes,” she said quickly. “Yes, of course. We can change the procession if we have to. I know we can. I just...” She stopped, embarrassed by wanting.

Daniel sighed.

Vivienne took one step nearer.

“Trying does not mean stepping into the dress in a panic and deciding from there. Trying means beginning preparation properly. If Marina says it cannot work, I will accept that. If you say stop, we stop. But while you are trying, you follow instructions.”

He looked at her. “You enjoy that word.”

“Instructions?”

“Yes.”

Daniel looked at the door again.

He imagined going downstairs, changing the procession, calming the photographer, telling Giles to adjust the top table, listening to people ask where Caitlin was. He imagined Aunt Julia making her face, whatever that was. Isobel crying through the day. The missing space in the photographs, which, as far as he could see, really wasn’t that important.

Then he imagined stepping into that pale blue dress.

His stomach tightened so violently that it almost showed on his face.

“I’ll try,” he said.

Isobel put both hands to her mouth. Vivienne did not smile.

Daniel looked at her sharply. “Try. I said try.”

“I heard you.”

“I mean it. I’m not agreeing to walk down the aisle in a dress.”

“No,” Vivienne said. “Not yet.”

Isobel crossed the room and stopped in front of him, unsure whether she was allowed to touch him.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m so sorry. Thank you. I know this is ridiculous.”

“Yes,” Daniel said. “It is.”

“You don’t have to be nice about it.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

She laughed again, then started crying in earnest, which seemed to involve relief more than despair this time.

Vivienne put a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Isobel. Wash your face. Say nothing to anyone. I will speak to Marina.”

Isobel nodded.

Daniel said, “Shouldn’t I speak to Marina?”

“You will.”

“When?”

Vivienne looked at her watch. “Now.”

“Now?”

“The rehearsal dinner is at seven. If this is to work, there is no spare hour. Caitlin’s dress must be checked against you. Your body must be prepared. Your face must be done. Your walk must be corrected.”

Daniel felt his pulse quicken. “My walk?”

Vivienne gave him a look. “You cannot clomp into a rehearsal dinner as if you’re looking for a U-bend to fix.”

“I don’t clomp.” His mouth opened, then closed.

Vivienne moved towards the door. “Come with me.”


Chapter 3: A Feminine Face

Daniel followed Vivienne along the first-floor corridor with the feeling that he had made the worst mistake in his life.

Halston Mere remained as solid and expensive as ever. The carpets were thick enough to absorb sound. The lamps glowed warmly. The tasteful, framed watercolours on the walls showed peaceful lake views painted by people long since gone, its history seeping into the air.

Something had shifted.

Half an hour ago, Daniel had been the man with the clipboard, in charge of seeing this thing through, battling hysterical brides and indifferent fathers. He had been useful and professional, a necessary but easily forgettable cog in the wheel of a wedding that was likely to go downhill fast if somebody didn’t control the reins. People had needed him because he knew where the cake was and which uncles should not be seated together. Now Vivienne Calder was walking him towards a private suite because she believed, with alarming calm, that he might be turned into a bridesmaid before dinner.

And Vivienne Calder was now fully in control.

She moved ahead of him without checking whether he followed. That was worse than if she had dragged him kicking and screaming to his fate. She simply assumed obedience, and Daniel obeyed. The thought of the bridesmaid dress flashed through his mind and he forced it away. The intoxicating scent of the bridal suite and the mad thought of being ‘one of the girls’ came next, and he pushed that away. It was something he had been struggling with for most of his life and now it was suddenly swamped around him through no particular fault of his own.

“This is insane,” he said, but he didn’t sound convincing.

She stopped outside a door at the end of the corridor and turned to him. “You agreed to try.” She said it rather sternly, and her eyes seemed to bore into him for a moment, as if she had some hidden laser that was burning away his resistance.

“I agreed under duress.” He stared at her but could not hold it for long.

She did not blink. “At least you admit it.”

“Sorry?” He suddenly blushed as if he had been found out at last and the whole world was going to start laughing.

“That line will look wonderful in court.”

“You may still walk away. The question is whether you really want to.”

Daniel looked down the corridor behind them. No one was blocking it. No one was waiting with a stun gun to subdue him. He could go downstairs, find a problem to solve and get on with his job. Why couldn’t Isabelle live with just three bridesmaids? Did she really need four? Was it a magical number?

Instead, he looked back at Vivienne.

She watched him closely. Assessing him in a way that he was only just beginning to understand. He had the feeling that Vivienne had been intensely bored by this soiree, but now she was almost a different person, engaged in a way that only master manipulators know how to be.

“This is not a time for faint hearts,” she said. For some reason, that made him blush as if she could see right through him.

“No,” he croaked. He let out a breath through his nose. “Who’s inside?”

“Marina Vale.” Vivienne raised an eyebrow. “If anyone can work miracles, she can. She is my personal beautician.”

That made Daniel’s throat tighten. He would have said something, but he didn’t trust his voice not to pitch high, which it did when he was scared or highly stressed.

Vivienne knocked once, then opened the door.

The suite was far larger than Daniel’s room and much better lit. It had a sitting area, a bedroom beyond, a wide dressing table, three garment rails, two full-length mirrors, and enough bags, boxes, brushes, and fabric covers to suggest that an entire shop had been transported to the hotel and set up here. Sunlight came through tall windows overlooking the lake. The view was absurdly peaceful. This was the world of the rich and shameless, light years away from Daniel’s ordinary life.

A woman in black trousers and a loose white, silk shirt stood near the dressing table, unpacking a case of cosmetics with the efficient boredom of someone who had already seen every possible haute couture and makeup disaster and faced them down with cold steel and sheer willpower.

She looked up.

“Darling,” said Vivienne in a strangely different voice than she used with Daniel. “We have a huge catastrophe brewing.” She quickly explained as if this was the most natural thing in the world, and the solution was simple.

“Him?” Said Marina with a look of slight amusement.

Vivienne turned to face him. “This is Daniel Mercer.”

Marina gave him a quick once-over.

She was in her late forties, perhaps. Dark hair streaked with silver, tied back. Strong brows. No-nonsense face. She wore no jewellery except small hoops and a watch with a thick black strap. Her expression suggested sympathy had once been offered to her, and she had returned it unused.

“Hm,” she said again and then added, “Um.”

Daniel swallowed heavily and tried to stand a little straighter as if this would give him some power.

Marina came closer. “Five eight?”

“Apparently.”

“Good shoulders for it. Not too broad. Hips narrow, but the dress has enough skirt to handle that. Hands decent. Legs?”

Daniel stepped back half an inch. “There’s nothing wrong with my legs.”

Marina turned to Vivienne. “Face is better than I expected.” She smiled. “You do spoil me, V. I was beginning to despair that this would be such a dull party.”

“This is probably a stupid idea,” Daniel tried to say, suddenly realising the two women were now seeing him as their weekend entertainment, whatever that might entail.

Marina ignored him and studied his chin. “The beard will go.”

Daniel touched his jaw automatically.

It was not a proper beard. He knew that. It had never been a proper beard, whatever he told himself in certain bathrooms under favourable light. It was downy, soft, a little darker around the chin, kept because without it his face looked too young and too weak for the persona he wanted to project.

Vivienne’s eyes rested on him with cool detachment. “Well, I wasn’t going to parade a bearded lady,” she said.

She pointed towards a chair near the dressing table. “Sit. Waxing I think.”

“No.” Vivienne’s gaze sharpened. Daniel heard himself and realised the word had come out more from panic and that he was suddenly scared.

Marina looked at Vivienne. “He looks nervous.”

Vivienne said, “Yes.”

Vivienne stepped in front of him.

“Daniel.” The use of his first name stopped him more effectively than the sharper Mr Mercer had done. “This begins with preparation. Not the dress. Not pretending. Preparation. Hair removal, skin, face. Now, you agreed to follow the process.”

He looked towards the garment rail. A pale blue dress hung inside a clear cover. It was visible enough for him to feel that strange squirm in this stomach.

“I still think there’s a chance everyone has lost their minds,” he said.

“There is always that chance at weddings, you must be used to that by now, surely. Think of it as an adventure.” Marina snorted once. Vivienne did not smile. “Do you want to stop?”

The question found the soft place under his ribs.

Did he? Yes, he should. Any sensible man would. Any man with pride, with a normal instinct for self-preservation, with the faintest resistance to becoming the solution to a rich family’s problem, would stop.

But he was still in the room. And there was something worse happening. Curiosity had begun to move, slow and unwelcome. Not curiosity about the Isobelle’s gratitude, or the bonus, or whether the dress would fit. What would happen if the beard went? If the body hair went? If the softness he had spent years covering was dragged into the light and revealed.

He looked at Vivienne.

“I can stop at any time?”

“Yes.”

“And if Marina says it won’t work?”

“Then it won’t work.”

Marina looked faintly offended. “Oh, it will work.”

“Marina,” Vivienne admonished. She held his gaze. “Well?”

Daniel rubbed his thumb against the side of his finger. He was doing that too much today. A trick from his therapist who said it was supposed to divert anxiety. It rarely worked but had become something of a nervous tick over the last few years. Vivienne noticed.

“Fine,” she said.

Marina pointed at the chair. “Sit before you change your mind.”

Daniel sat in front of the mirror. He looked at himself: suit, trousers, white shirt, collar open, hair a little unsettled from dragging his hand through it too often, downy beard softening his jaw, eyes too wide. His last girlfriend said he looked like a bushbaby in a suit.

Marina stood behind him and tilted his chin slightly.

“You’ve been using this to hide.”

Daniel’s eyes flicked to hers in the mirror. “I’ve got a therapist, thank you.”

“I’m sure you have.” She smiled. It was a slightly wolfen expression. “Did it take long to grow?”

“It’s just facial hair.”

“It’s barely that.” She turned his face one way, then the other. “You grew it because your face is pretty. Don’t deny it.”

The word hit too directly. He turned to look back at Vivienne, who seemed to have a smile on her face, and he realised both women were now enjoying themselves. He was about to become a project that would probably end up losing him his job and being the laughing stock of the firm he worked for and they were enjoying it.

Daniel stiffened. “That’s not true.” But he didn’t sound confident.

Vivienne, standing near the window, said, “It is.”

He looked at her.

Marina released his chin. “Good bones. Soft mouth. Long lashes. Skin will take makeup well. Once this downy muck comes off, you’ll look ten years younger and much more feminine.”

“Every man’s dream,” Daniel said flatly.

“Not every man,” Vivienne said.

He did not answer that.

Marina moved to a side table and picked up a folded robe. “Clothes off.”

Daniel stared at her. “Now?”

“No, next Wednesday. Yes, now.”

Vivienne turned towards the window, not fully away, but enough to give the act some boundary.

Daniel stood.

His fingers went to the buttons of his shirt and stopped.

This was ridiculous. He had changed clothes in hotel rooms before. He had even changed in front of women before. He had been fitted for suits. He had stood in a tailor’s room while a man measured his inside leg and made comments about posture. But this was not that. This was Vivienne Calder near the window, Marina waiting with a robe, and Caitlin’s bridesmaid dress hanging where he could see it.

He unbuttoned the shirt.

The silence became practical, which made it worse. No music. No teasing. No attempt to make it light. Marina sorted products on a tray. Vivienne looked out across the lake. Daniel removed the shirt, then the undershirt beneath. He folded both automatically over the chair.

“Shoes, socks, trousers,” Marina said.

“I was getting there.”

“Eventually.”

He removed the shoes, socks, then trousers. Standing in boxer briefs felt bad enough. Marina looked at the briefs.

“Those, too.”

Daniel looked at Vivienne. He grabbed the towelling dressing gown, shrugged it on and tied it up and then removed his boxers as elegantly as he could under the circumstances.

Marina took a bottle from the table and held it up.

“Epilation cream. Sensitive. Patch tested?”

Vivienne said, “No time.”

“There is always time. You don’t want our girl looking like she tripped in the fire.” Marina looked at Daniel. “Arm.”

He held out his arm. She applied a small patch inside his forearm, and they waited. Daniel sat in the robe, bare legs hidden beneath it, throat dry.

“This is the least dramatic part,” Marina said.

“Good.”

Marina’s mouth twitched. Vivienne had turned from the window now. She watched Daniel. He tried not to notice. After the patch test, Marina checked his skin and nodded.

“Fine. Bathroom.”

The suite bathroom was all marble, glass and expensive lighting. Towels were stacked beside the basin. A wide shower stood at the far end. On the counter, Marina placed the cream, gloves, cloths, and moisturiser.

Vivienne came to the doorway but did not enter fully.

“Do you need me here?”

Daniel looked at her.

“No,” said Marina.

Vivienne nodded once. “Call me when you are ready.”

She left as if she had suddenly become bored with the whole thing.

“Robe off.”

He shut his eyes briefly, then untied the belt and removed the robe. Marina did not react. That was something. She handed him gloves.

“You apply. Chest, stomach, arms, underarms, legs and…down there too. Carefully. Make sure it is properly covered. I’ll do your back.”

He took the gloves. They slapped onto his fingers with a snap of finality. He was really going to do this.

The cream was cool and faintly chemical in its smell. There was nothing romantic or particularly feminine about it. He applied it to his chest first, then stomach, then arms. The chemical smell seemed to grow and fill the room, and his eyes watered a little. His skin looked oddly coated, pale beneath the bathroom lights. It looked like he was about to embark on a cross-channel swim. Marina told him not to miss the backs of his thighs, and, oddly, his nether regions, which Daniel thought was odd, as this was certainly not going to be on show.

“It’s more than just what’s seen,” she said when she saw his hesitation.

She applied the cream to his back and shoulders, even though she said they were relatively smooth there.

“Now, we wait,” she said.

His stomach tightened. He stood there like a fool, the gloves still on, looking like something out of an old Dr Who episode. Attack of the faintly chemical-smelling Zygons.

“Do not fidget.”

“I’m naked and covered in hair removal cream in front of a woman I hardly know. What else should I do.”

“Don’t worry, dear, you’re not my type. At least not yet.” She smiled. “Why did you agree to this?”

He caught sight of himself in the bathroom mirror. “Because I’m an idiot.”

The downy beard was still there, which made the rest of him look stranger. His body coated, his face trying to remain male above it. The beard suddenly looked weak. A last defence made of fluff. His body began to tingle a little and he looked down. This was ridiculous.

After about five minutes, Marina unceremoniously tested one patch on his leg. The hair came away cleanly. She um’d and ah’d and left it another five minutes. They stood in awkward silence, at least for Daniel. Marina seemed to be appraising him, perhaps deciding what she was going to do with him.

“Shower,” she said finally. She turned the faucet, stepped back, and handed him a feminine-looking body scrubber. “Scrub it slowly, it’ll come off quite easily. Then wash off the residue.”

He stepped under the warm water.

The cream rinsed away in streaks. Hair went with it as he moved the scrubber over his body. His chest became smooth first. Then his arms and armpits. His legs took longer, and when he looked down, one calf bare and the other still half-coated, the difference made his skin prickle. Finally, he rubbed away at his nether regions while Marina disappeared into the main room.

By the time he finished, the bathroom light seemed to make his body glisten. He turned off the water. Marina handed him a towel without ceremony.

“Pat. Do not scrub.”

He obeyed, strangely lost for words. His skin felt wrong. Too alive. The towel dragged differently. Air touched it differently. When he dried his legs, his own hands moved over smooth skin, and he paused.

Marina saw it and smiled.

“Don’t stand there discovering yourself. We have work to do.”

“That sounds comforting.”

He finished drying, and she handed him the robe. “Put it on.”

The towelling against smooth skin felt alarmingly good. The sensation came everywhere the robe touched him: arms, thighs, chest, where the fabric crossed. He tied the belt more loosely this time.

Marina brought him back to the suite and made him sit in the chair near the dressing table.

Vivienne was waiting in the suite. He wondered what she had been doing – bossing some poor soul about. He suspected she needed a daily dose of ordering someone to this or that.

Her eyes moved over him at once. Face, robe, bare calves below the hem, posture.

“Well?” she asked Marina.

“Body will do.” Marina tilted his chin again. “Face next.”

Daniel stiffened.

“You may want to sit still for this,” Marina said. “Waxing the face is quick if you do not flinch about like a landed fish. And it won’t hurt as much as you think.”

“I’m starting to dislike you.”

The wax was already prepared and sitting in a bowl on the dressing table. Not hot enough to burn, she assured him, though Daniel did not find that sentence as reassuring as she perhaps intended. The first application near his cheek made him tense. He felt the heat and held his breath.

Vivienne stood to one side, close enough that he could see her in the mirror.

“Look at me,” she said.

“Why?”

“Because you are about to scream like an idiot.”

Daniel looked at her. “I’m not a child.”

Marina pressed  strip down.

“This is going to sting,” she said. “Have you ever…”

He looked at her, expecting her to finish, but she ripped the strip off the moment she saw he was distracted. The first pull made his eyes water, and his hand gripped the arm of the chair.

He half swore, half cried out.

Marina inspected the strip. “Good. This is going to be quite easy”

“Jesus! For whom?”

“For the face.”

Vivienne’s expression did not change, but her eyes had sharpened. “Let’s get on with it.” She looked at her watch.

Daniel’s jaw tightened. Marina continued. Cheek, jaw, throat, upper lip, chin. Each strip took away the soft down he had used to make his face less gentle. Each sting was brief, humiliating and effective. His eyes watered. He did not flinch as much after the third strip, partly because pride arrived late and partly because Vivienne was watching and because he knew what to expect.

By the time Marina finished, his skin felt raw, smooth and exposed.

She applied something cool with a cotton pad.

“Do not touch.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

Marina stepped back and turned the chair slightly towards the mirror.

“There.”

Daniel looked.

For a moment, he did not understand what was different because everything was different at once.

The beard was gone. Not trimmed. Not shaved badly. Gone. There wasn’t even a faint shadow. The jaw that remained looked softer, cleaner, younger. Without the down to blur the shape, his mouth stood out. His skin looked a little red but clear. His eyes seemed larger because there was nothing vaguely rough below them, drawing the attention away.

Vivienne stood behind him now.

Her gaze met his in the mirror.

“There,” she said quietly. “That’s much better.”

Daniel swallowed.

“I look about twelve.”

“No,” Marina said. “You look feminine.”

The word sat in the room. Daniel tried to reject it. The rejection did not reach his mouth.

He looked at her in the mirror. “You’re enjoying this.”

“Yes. Frankly, I am. The weekend was starting to get boring, and you’ve given me something to focus on.”

The honesty startled him.

“I’m glad I could be of help.”

The smoothness had changed more than his face. It had removed the one thing he had used to tell the world he was a go-getting kind of man.

Now the softness was just there. Naked and as raw as his face. Marina ran cool fingers along his jaw, professional and brisk. “Skin will settle in twenty minutes or so. I love a good canvas.”

“I’m not a canvas.”

“Today you are.”

Vivienne said nothing. She smiled, and her phone rang, and she went back to the window to answer it.  Daniel touched the belt of the robe and became aware again of his smooth legs below it, the bare skin, the face stripped clean, the room with mirrors on two sides.

His humiliation was almost complete. That was more dangerous because he didn’t seem to want, or know how, to fight back.

Marina moved to the dressing table and began laying out some products: moisturiser, primer, colour corrector, foundation, brushes, palettes, mascara, lipsticks. One by one. She placed them with care.

Daniel watched the line form.

“Not the dress first.”

Marina did not even look up but she raised an eyebrow as if he had something curious and intriguing. Which he just had. “No,” she said simply.

Vivienne answered from behind him. “The face comes first.”

“I thought the dress was the point.”

“The dress is the final thing,” she said. “The face and the body are the foundation on which everything is built.”

“Have you done this before?” He added suddenly. Neither Marina or Vivienne answered.

Marina picked up a clean brush and pointed it at him. “If I put you in the dress now, you’ll see a man in a bridesmaid dress and panic. If I give you the face first, the dress will make sense when it finally goes on.”

Daniel stared at her.

“That sounds like you’ve done this before.”

“It’s experience.”

He looked at the mirror again. The smooth face stared back, exposed and uncertain.

His pulse quickened, and a little thrill that he would not admit went through him.


Chapter 4: Becoming Dani

Daniel sat in the chair, his hands gripping the arms, his face stripped smooth.

Vivienne Calder stood somewhere behind him, watching with the calm of a woman who had already decided how this weekend was going to pan out and the role he would play in it. He wondered how he had let things get so out of hand in such a short time and then pushed those thoughts away because they were too dark and hopeless.

Now that the faint redness had faded, he could not stop looking at his face.

The downy beard was gone. Marina had taken it from him without mercy, using wax, strip by strip, leaving his skin clean and his soul almost laid bare. His jaw looked softer. His mouth seemed way more obvious. His eyes had grown, the way they were when he was a child and spent evenings watching his mother dress for a night out.

Marina stood at the dressing table, looking at him as if he were a blank canvas – which he was, of course. What happened over the next hour or so could well determine his future. He just didn’t really comprehend it fully at that point. .

The pale blue dress hung in its clear cover near the wardrobe, offering tantalising glimpses of its fabric and design. A little strappy, a pleated skirt. She had brought it from Isobelle's suite while he was being turned into this ultra-smooth creature that now sat between the two women.

Daniel looked at the dress, then back at his face.

“This is the point where I say I’ve changed my mind,” he said.

Marina picked up a bottle and shook it once. “Is that what you want? I think you want to see. It’s in your eyes, darling. Don’t try to deny it.”

He opened his mouth and then closed it again. His face reddened as if he had been found out. That had always been his fear, hadn’t it? Since he was a child? To be laid bare and the world laughing at him.

Vivienne’s mouth moved slightly. Daniel looked at her in the mirror. “I’m glad someone’s enjoying this.”

“Marina is right,” Vivienne said. “Why not just relax and let things unfold?” She held up a hand. “I swear, no one will ever know. And think of the bonus.”

“The path of least resistance.”

“That sounds like you.” He caught sight of her and thought she might have instantly regretted saying something like that.

“You don’t know me.”

She grunted and turned back to the window, her arms folded across her chest.

Marina broke the moment and came to stand in front of him, a headband in one hand. “Hair back.”

“My hair is already back.”

“Not enough.”

She slipped the soft band over his head and pushed his hair away from his face. And that was it. The movement exposed him further. Forehead, temples, ears, jaw, throat. Everything open to the mirror and the world. And now there was no escape.

Marina tilted his chin with two fingers. Gently.  He pulled in a deep breath and tried to think of something witty to say that would dispel his embarrassment.  “Bridesmaids are assembled with care,” Marina said. “Chin up and a little forward.”

The first thing Marina applied was cool and clear, stroked over his forehead, cheeks, jaw and throat with a cotton pad. Skincare, she called it, though it felt more serious than anything Daniel had ever done with a bathroom shelf and a tired face before a client meeting. She worked quickly; every touch seemed to have purpose. It actually felt quite nice.

“Your skin is nice,” she said. “Better than some girls I know.”

“Thank you. I think.”

“You don’t get credit for genetics. Your mother’s side, I take.”

He didn’t answer that. Marina ignored his silence and dabbed something under his eyes. “Look up.”

Marina smoothed the product beneath his eyes, then across the faint redness along his jaw. “This will calm the skin a bit more before we put on the base.”

“Base,” Daniel repeated.

“Everything starts with a good base, wouldn’t you agree. This ensures the foundation goes on smoothly, with no clumping. From it we can shape the face and bend it to our will.” She smiled as if this were some sort of secret between them.

“I thought you’d start with the dress.”

“The dress is later.” Marina turned to look at it hanging in it’s protective cover. “It’s such a beautiful dress.”

Daniel opened his mouth. Marina lifted one finger. He closed it again. Vivienne noticed. Her expression did not change much, but the corner of her mouth gave her away.

“Head up,” Marina said.

He obeyed.

The beard shadow came next, though the beard itself had gone. Marina explained it in a practical tone that left no room for doubt. Waxing had removed the visible hair, but the skin still held traces of masculinity around the mouth and jaw. Corrector would soften that. The foundation would even it out. Powder would set it. The face had to hold under hotel lighting, camera flashes, nervous moments and the awful endurance test of a rehearsal dinner.

“Do not lick your lips,” Marina said.

“I wasn’t.”

“You were about to.”

“I’m beginning to understand why brides cry.”

“Brides cry because they have mothers, and a lifetime of misery ahead of them. You have me. Sit still.”

She used a small brush to apply a warm peach tone around his upper lip, along his chin, and down the sides of his jaw. Marina blended the corrector until everything seemed to vanish into the skin. With it went something else. The faint dark resistance around his mouth softened. His jaw lost the slight hardness – if you could call it that – which helped him feel like himself most days.

Marina stepped back, checked him from two angles, then picked up the foundation.

“This is matched to your skin.”

Daniel looked at Vivienne. “Of course it is.”

Vivienne said, “Yes.”

“You had this ready.”

“Yes.”

“That’s disturbing.”

He thought that the two women exchanged a conspiratorial glance then, but he chose to ignore it, pretending that it was imagined. Marina applied the foundation with a brush first, then a sponge. Forehead, cheeks, nose, chin, throat. She blended carefully around his jaw so there would be no line. Daniel had expected to feel painted. He did not. The product was light, almost nothing, and yet his face changed under it.

The redness disappeared. The unevenness seemed to fade like magic. She used different tones around the nose, cheeks, and forehead. This subtly changed the shape of his face, making it seem a little narrower. His skin became smoother, softer.

He leaned towards the mirror before he could stop himself. Marina let him, watching the expression on his face. Vivienne watched him in the mirror. “There,” she said.

Daniel swallowed. “There what?”

“You see it now.”

“No.”

Marina smiled and reached for a powder brush. “Liar, liar, your panties are on fire.”

The powder softened the shine. The face in the mirror settled. Not finished. Not yet properly female. But no longer the man who had walked into the suite an hour ago.

“Brows,” Marina said.

She made him lean back a little more and brushed his brows upward, trimmed a little, then filled and shaped them with a light hand. He had never cared about his eyebrows. They were just there, two vague lines over his eyes. Marina treated them as a project all in themselves. A small darkening here, a clean shape there, the arch deepened and drawn out.

His eyes looked larger now.

Daniel went still.

Marina noticed. “You have quite good brows. Shame you’ve been leaving them to wander about.”

Vivienne stepped slightly closer. “You see how such a small change can make a difference.”

“I can see that,” Daniel said. His voice sounded quieter.

“Good,” Vivienne replied. The room and the women seemed to approve of his obedience.

Marina moved to the eyes next.

The face could still be explained as grooming if someone were dishonest and desperate enough. The eyes could not. Eye makeup belonged unmistakably to women, bridesmaids, actresses, people under lights, people meant to be looked at and scrutinized.

“Close,” Marina said.

Daniel closed his eyes.

A brush touched his lid.

Soft powder moved over skin. Marina worked in silence for a while, which made each sensation louder. A pale shade first. Then something warmer in the crease. A darker touch at the outer corner. She told him when to open, when to look down, and when to hold still.

Vivienne’s voice came from beside him. “You’re doing well.”

He opened one eye before Marina told him to.

“Close,” Marina snapped.

He closed it again.

“Thank you,” he said, not sure whether he was answering Vivienne or not.

Vivienne said, “You like being told what to do, I think.”

His eyes stayed closed. He was not going to answer. Marina paused for half a second, then continued. The liner came next, close to the lashes, not heavy. Daniel held his breath until Marina tapped his shoulder.

“Breathe or faint. I don’t mind which, but fainting will slow us down.”

He breathed. Mascara followed. Marina told him to look down, then up, then not to blink like a man trying to communicate with insects. Vivienne moved close enough now that Daniel could feel her presence more than see it. He looked up as Marina finished the second eye.

Then Marina stepped aside. “Look.”

Daniel looked.

They were the same, of course. Same colour. Same shape. Same nervousness trying to hide at the back of them. But the lashes were darker, longer, more visible. The lids had depth. The brows gave them shape. The whole face seemed to gather around them now. His big eyes seemed to focus on everything, and for a moment, he sat back in his mother’s bedroom, staring in the vanity mirror.

He stared for too long. Marina began cleaning one brush with a tissue. “He has good eyes.”

“Yes,” Vivienne said. “I noticed.”

Daniel’s throat tightened. “Everyone keeps noticing things.”

“You make a thing of trying to go unnoticed,” Vivienne said. “That is not the same as being invisible.” He wasn’t sure what that quite meant, and he had the feeling that Vivienne needed to say something profound every once in a while to give her own life meaning.

Blush came next. Marina chose a colour that looked too delicate in the compact. Then she applied it to his cheeks, blending high and soft. His face warmed. Not only from colour. From the position and the blending.

The blush was natural and made him look alive.

It brought out the eyes a little more and softened the mouth. It took the flat, finished base and gave it a fresh, feminine lift. Daniel stopped breathing properly again.

Marina saw. “Do you need a moment?” He shook his head. If he stopped now, he would never begin again.  “Good.”

Marina picked up a lip pencil.

Marina lined his lips first, gently correcting the shape, sharpening the bow, giving the lower lip a fuller curve. Daniel felt each touch of the pencil. The mouth was too intimate. He had not expected that. Foundation and blush were just strokes on the canvas. Lipstick felt like something that changed something vital inside him.

Marina applied the colour with a brush. Lower lip. Upper lip. Corners. Centre. Blot. Another layer. Daniel watched the mouth appear. That was what it felt like. Not colour added to his mouth, but a mouth appearing where his had been. Softer. Fuller. So much more feminine. It altered the whole face so completely that he felt his throat tighten.

The face in the mirror was no longer simply smooth. It was the face of a girl. Pretty, though Daniel tried not to use the word even in his head. Believable, which was worse. The soft features he had spent years trying to hide now seemed to have betrayed him.

His lashes were dark. His cheeks were warm. His mouth was rose and impossible to ignore. What there was of his jaw had been reduced to a feminine curve. The whole face looked like it had been waiting for the right moment to appear.

Daniel’s hand rose towards his lips. Marina caught his wrist gently. “No touching.”

He lowered his hand. The pale robe suddenly felt crude around him. Too plain. Too temporary. A hotel robe for a face that now expected something else.

Vivienne stepped behind him. Their reflections aligned. She looked controlled and satisfied, standing tall over him. He looked frightened and beautiful enough to make his stomach twist.

“Do you understand now why the face came first?” she asked.

Daniel kept his eyes on the mirror. “I understand why you thought it would work.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“Yes,” he said after a moment. “I understand.”

Marina removed the headband from his hair. His hair fell forward slightly, darker against the softened face. It was not styled. It did not need to be styled for the shock to deepen.

Daniel looked almost like someone interrupted halfway through becoming a woman.

Vivienne reached out and moved one loose strand away from his cheek. The gesture was brief, but his body answered before he could stop it. A small stillness. A held breath.

Marina, mercifully, said only, “Hands.”

Daniel looked down.

“What about them?”

“Nails.”

Marina took out a small case and opened it on the dressing table. Inside were false nails arranged in neat rows: pale pink, soft nude, a bridal cream with the faintest sheen. Not long enough to look absurd. But long enough to change everything.

Daniel stared at them.

“You are becoming Dani,” said Marina. “And she needs nice nails.”

The name fixed in his mind before he was ready.

The first nail went onto his little finger.

Daniel looked down at it.

The change was small but immediate. The pale shape lengthened the finger, made it neater, softer, more delicate. Marina worked with professional speed. Ring finger. Middle. Index. Thumb.

He lifted his hand. The nails caught the light.

They made his hand look…

Feminine.

His hand, which had held clipboards all morning, moved seating cards, carried boxes, confiscated fireworks, now looked like it belonged around a bouquet or a champagne glass.

Marina took the second hand. “Don’t clench.”

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

He relaxed but it took effort. His heart was beating hard again as if Daniel was being submerged beneath a layer of femininity and was going to drown down there. The second hand changed faster because his mind was racing too. By the end, both hands rested in his lap, pale nails against white towelling.

Marina gave him a water glass. “Drink.”

He reached for it, clicked a nail against the rim, adjusted his grip, and became aware at once that his fingertips no longer worked quite the same. He lifted the glass to his mouth, then stopped.

Lipstick.

Marina watched him. “Drink.”

He did. Carefully. When he lowered the glass, there was a faint rose mark on the rim. Daniel stared at it. Why it gave him such a frisson of pleasure, he didn’t know. Or maybe he did. Maybe he just didn’t want to admit it.

Vivienne saw the mark too. “There.”

“That is why nails matter. Lipstick matters. The body begins to adapt. You change your behaviour in subtle ways, and that all adds up.” Another one of Vivienne’s profound moments.

Daniel looked at his hand around the glass. The nails changed the angle of his fingers. The lipstick changed the way he drank. The face changed the way he looked at himself. Every small thing seemed designed to make ordinary movement less male.

Marina took the glass and set it aside. “Touch your hair.”

Daniel frowned. “Why?”

“Because I said so.”

He hesitated, then lifted his hand to move the strand of hair that had fallen near his cheek. The gesture came out slower, lighter, almost careful.

Vivienne watched.

“Again,” she said.

He looked at her. His face was heated, but he obeyed. This time, the movement was smoother. Nails through hair, not grabbing, not pushing. His hand looked elegant near the made-up face. Marina turned the chair slightly so he faced the mirror fully.

“Look at the hands with the face.”

The nails had joined the war against his masculine identity. The face alone might have been an experiment. The hands made it harder to deny. His body was being taught in separate places: the mouth, the eyes, the fingers. Each change small enough for Him to survive alone, but together they were impossible to resist.

Vivienne stood at his side.

“Say the name,” she said.

Daniel’s pulse jumped. “No.”

“Say it once.”

“I know what you’re doing.”

“Yes.”

“At least pretend to be subtle.”

“No.”

Marina laughed once under her breath and began packing away the nail case.

Vivienne ignored her. “Daniel.” His eyes met hers. “You are going to enter that rehearsal dinner with Isobel’s bridesmaids. You will be introduced as a late replacement. You will answer when spoken to. You will not panic when someone uses the name. If you wait until you are in front of guests to hear it for the first time, you will probably panic.”

He looked away.

“Dani,” she said. The name sounded softer in her voice than he expected. Not silly. Not childish.

He looked at the mirror.

“I don’t like it,” he said.

Vivienne leaned down slightly so her voice was closer to his ear.

“Say it.” The command was quiet.

Daniel’s hands tightened on the robe. The nails pressed into the towelling. He had said yes to everything. He had sat through waxing, epilation cream, foundation, eye shadow, lipstick, and nails. He had watched his face become soft and pretty. What’s more, he had let Vivienne see his reactions before he could hide them.

A name should have been a smaller thing. It was not.

He swallowed. “Dani,” he said. The word came out low, almost grudging.

Vivienne watched him in the mirror. “Again.”

His throat tightened. “Dani.”

Marina moved behind him too and looked at the reflection with the expression of someone checking her homework. “The face works. The hands work. Hair will need a little styling after the dress, but that’s expected.”

Daniel barely heard her. He was still looking at the mouth that had said the name.

Vivienne straightened.

“Thank you, Dani.”

The name made his breath catch.

“Now,” she said, turning towards the garment bag, “she can wear the dress.”


Chapter 5: The Bridesmaid Dress

Marina took the dress from the rail but did not hand it to him.

It stayed inside the clear cover, pale blue beneath plastic, suspended from a padded hanger with a little white ribbon tied around the hook. It looked innocent enough but he could feel his heart beginning to race whenever he looked at it. He briefly closed his eyes and then looked again at the face in the mirror.

His face still looked wrong in the mirror.

The blush had warmed his cheeks. The eyeliner and mascara had opened his eyes. The rose colour on his lips made his mouth look soft, almost thoughtful, as if it belonged to someone who had secrets.

And the nails. He could not stop noticing the nails.

They changed everything he touched. When he adjusted the robe's belt, pale fingertips flashed against white towelling. When he reached for the arm of the chair, the nails arrived before his fingers did. Even something as simple as brushing hair out of his eyes had become elegant and feminine.

Vivienne stood near the window, watching him in the mirror.

Marina unzipped a small suitcase on the bed. “Time to get that robe off,” she said.

Daniel looked at her. “Again?”

Vivienne said, “Stand up, Dani.” She smiled almost playfully and then turned away. “Perhaps I should avert my eyes, for modesty’s sake.”

The name struck him, making his stomach squirm.

Dani. Such a small change, but such a big one. At least for him. He wondered if Vivienne understood why.

Vivienne glanced back briefly. The tiny recognition. The satisfaction. The proof that she had been right about him.

Daniel stood. Obedient as always.

Marina pointed to a retro dressing screen set up between the bedroom and the sitting area. “Behind there. Robe off. I’ll pass you what you need.” He glanced down at the small case and saw that it was awash with delicate lingerie, and his stomach squirmed even more. He could feel his hands starting to tremble, and an urge to run before it was too late rose, only to be sucked down into the darkness of his psyche before he could react.

He went behind the screen with as much dignity as a man could manage while wearing makeup, false nails and a robe that suddenly felt like the last decent thing in the room.

The screen was pale cream silk, tall enough to hide him and thin enough to make him aware of movement on the other side. He untied the robe slowly. The smooth skin beneath it felt exposed before the fabric had even left his shoulders. The cool air struck him, and his nipples hardened a little.

He paused.

Marina’s voice came from the other side. “The robe, Dani.”

He closed his eyes.

Dani again. His chest tightened. He shrugged the robe off his shoulders and held it against himself for a second too long.

“Robe,” Marina repeated. He handed it over the top of the screen. A moment later, something pale blue and white was passed back.

“Panties,” Marina said. “Step in. Watch your nails.”

Daniel looked at the garment in his hands.

It was satin, pale blue like the dress but lighter, edged with white lace at the waist and legs. It looked like something chosen just for the occasion, something meant to belong beneath a pretty bridesmaid dress. Hidden away but there all the same.

The satin slid up his smooth legs with a softness that made him stop halfway. He had expected embarrassment. He had not expected the sensation to be so precise. His skin, stripped of hair and moisturised, felt every inch of fabric. The waistband settled against him.

He pulled the panties into place. They held him differently. Neatly. Quietly. As if even that part of him was expected to behave now.

“Make sure you tuck yourself away, Dani. We don’t want any surprises.” He blushed and pushed his manhood between his legs, creating a smooth, undoubtedly feminine look along the panty line.

“Done,” he said, his voice breaking slightly.

“Bra next.”

The matching bra came over the screen, pale blue satin with white lace along the cups. Daniel held it by the straps.

Marina said. “Put your arms through and hold the cups in place. I’ll fasten it.”

Daniel looked at the screen. “You’re coming round?”

“I’ve seen bodies before.”

Marina came round before he had finished complaining.

She did not pause. Did not smile. Did not make a ceremony of his nakedness. Her practicality should have helped. It did little in that respect. But having her step behind him, take the straps and fasten the bra around his chest made his skin feel too awake.

“There,” she said. “Forms.”

He swallowed.

She took them from a box lined with tissue. They were soft, weighted, and shaped exactly for the bra. When she placed the first one into the cup, Daniel’s hand twitched. The second followed. The weight settled against his chest, pulling gently at the band and straps.

His body changed.

It was that simple.

The robe had hidden him for a while. The makeup had altered his face in ways he had not expected. The nails had transformed his hands. But the forms gave his torso a new centre. Weight. Shape. A reason for the dress that was waiting outside.

Marina adjusted the cups with brisk fingers.

“Don’t hunch.”

“I’m not.”

“You are. Your shoulders are curving forward. Pull them back.”

The bra and forms created a pale satin curve beneath his face. His chest looked soft and full. After Marina had adjusted him, there was even a slight cleavage. His narrow shoulders, which had always seemed like a problem in suits, now helped the shape become more elegant. He felt an immediate impulse to cover himself, then another, more disturbing impulse to see himself in the mirror.

She disappeared for a moment and then passed him a suspender belt.

It was pale blue satin too, narrow at the waist, with white lace and little straps hanging down. There was no possible practical explanation for it in his old life. No neutral name. No way to pretend it was simply part of a costume. It belonged to women’s private dressing, to stockings, to rooms where men were not supposed to know what happened until everything was already beautiful.

“Do I have to,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Vivienne’s voice came more sternly from the other side of the screen. “Dani.”

He closed his eyes. He was trapped in satin and lace and there was no escape.

Marina held out the suspender belt again.

He looked at her. “This is humiliating.”

Marina continued, quieter but no softer. “It is also necessary. Stockings need holding, and the outfit was chosen before any of this happened. Your body needs to understand what it is being asked to carry.”

He didn’t really know what she meant by that. Maybe the lingerie was the base, along with the face and nails, from which his femininity would grow.

Daniel took the suspender belt.

He drew it around his waist, then fastened it. The straps fell against his upper thighs, cool and light. He did not want to feel them. He felt them anyway. Every small movement made him aware of them. He turned the belt until the fasteners were at the back and the front straps rested over his thighs.

“Stockings,” Marina said.

The stockings were white, sheer, with a pale blue lace top that matched the rest. He sat on the low stool behind the screen while Marina handed him the first one.

“Gather it carefully,” she said. “Do not stab it with a nail. They are quite expensive.”

The nails made it difficult. They caught at the delicate fabric if he moved too quickly, forced him to use the flats of his fingers, to slow down, to pay attention. The stocking bunched in his hands, then slid over his foot, ankle, calf and knee. Over smooth skin, it felt indecently sheer. He pulled it higher, stopping when Marina told him to stop. He almost shivered with the sudden ecstasy of it.

“Now clip.”

Front strap, a little rubber button, a metal loop, and fabric caught between. He fumbled the second clip. The nail on his thumb clicked uselessly against the fastening. He managed it eventually and then stood and clipped the back.

A strange, sharp satisfaction moved through him before he could prevent it. Ridiculous. It was a stocking clip. But the small act mattered because his hands had done it. His feminised hands. Pale nails, careful fingers, a new way of touching.

The second stocking went on with less effort.

When he stood, the stockings tightened gently along his legs. The suspender straps tugged. The bra held weight against his chest. The panties and belt created a private structure beneath everything else that was too intimate.

He stood behind the screen in pale blue lingerie and white stockings, his face fully made up and his hands altered by nails.

“Slip,” Marina said.

The slip was pale and light, with thin straps and a smooth fall. She passed it over the screen. Daniel put it over his head carefully, lowering it over the bra, the forms, the suspender belt. It settled against him, covering the lingerie. If anything, the slip made the hidden layers more real, because now they were secrets under something soft. Something that only he would know about as he walked in public.

Marina came round again and looked him over. She lifted the slip and checked the suspender straps. “Good girl.”

Daniel folded his arms nervously, then stopped because the forms shifted beneath the bra.

“Don’t do that,” she said.

“I didn’t know where to put my hands.”

“By your sides.”

Vivienne stepped around the screen. She looked at him for a long moment.

It was the same exacting gaze that had started this whole nightmare in the morning room. She took in the slip, the smooth legs, the stockings, the pale nails, the made-up face. Then her eyes lifted to his.

“You are embarrassed,” she said.

“Yes.” He felt the blood rise to his face.

Marina gave a soft snort and went to fetch the dress.

Daniel wanted to deny it all. He should have denied it. Instead, he looked and tried to control the whirl of feelings inside him. The two women seemed to understand, and he wondered now where this would all end. It was like he was being revealed moment by moment, and there was nothing he could do about it.

His mouth felt dry.

Marina returned with the dress removed from its cover. It seemed like she wanted to move quickly in case Daniel suddenly changed his mind and decided things had gone far enough. Outside in the corridor, he heard two girls going past laughing, and it seemed a world away.

The dress was pale blue, softer in the open air than it had looked through plastic. The bodice crossed lightly over the chest and gathered at the waist, where a narrow band shaped it. The skirt fell in layers of chiffon over satin, long enough for the formal occasion of a wedding, light enough to move in ways he could only imagine right now. A subtle slit opened at one side when Marina lifted it.

“It’s too much,” he said.

“It is a bridesmaid dress,” Marina replied. “It is supposed to be too much.”

They led him back into the room and Vivienne came to stand near the mirror. “Step in.”

Daniel looked at the dress, then at her. “You want me to watch?” His gaze fell to the mirror and then the dress.

“Yes,” said Vivienne. “You can’t hide.”

Marina lowered the dress to the floor in front of him and opened it carefully. Daniel stepped in, one stockinged foot, then the other. The chiffon brushed his legs. The satin lining slid against the slip. He felt the layers rise as Marina guided the dress up.

The bodice came to his waist, then chest.

Marina adjusted the forms beneath it, tugged the fabric into place, smoothed the cross-over line and checked the shoulder straps. The dress took the shape she had built underneath..

It seemed to be the perfect fit.

“Hold still,” she said.

She fastened the back with a row of small hooks and a hidden zip. The dress closed around him inch by inch. The waist settled. The chest filled the bodice. The skirt fell from the narrowest part of him and moved when he breathed.

There were small things Marina caught at once: a strap needing shortening, the waist requiring a tiny pin, the hem to be judged once shoes were on. But it fitted beautifully enough. Far too well. His shoulders did not ruin it. His chest did not look empty. His narrow build, which had been awkward in men’s tailoring, now seemed to make sense. In short, he did not look like a man at all.

He stood there in pale blue, and the face Marina had made looked suddenly less like a strange experiment. The lipstick belonged. The eyes belonged. The nails belonged. The stockings made sense where the slit opened softly over one leg.

Daniel’s throat tightened.

Marina watched him in the mirror. “There. Now isn’t she a pretty thing.”

Vivienne said nothing.

He looked at her reflection. “Say something.”

She studied him.

“No.”

Marina came in with pins.

The fitting became practical then, which saved him. She pinned the shoulder straps, adjusted the side seam, and drew the waist closer with a temporary tuck. She muttered to herself about Caitlin being “longer through the torso,” which Daniel nearly laughed at despite himself.

The dress moved when Marina worked.

Every adjustment made him aware of the private layers beneath it. Bra, forms, slip, stockings, suspender straps. The dress did not replace those things. It seemed to enhance them. It needed them. Without them, he would be a man in a gown. With them, he was becoming something else.

Marina crouched to check the hem.

“Shoes.”

Vivienne lifted a shoe box from beside the wardrobe and opened it.

The shoes were pale blue satin, with a medium heel. Rounded toe, delicate ankle strap, a heel high enough to alter posture but not high enough to make him totter around like an idiot.

Marina pointed to the chair. “Sit properly.”

Daniel sat as he normally would.

The skirt bunched. The slit opened awkwardly. The bodice pulled.

Marina closed her eyes for half a second. “No.”

“What?”

“I said sit properly, like a girl.”

Vivienne said, “Stand.”

Daniel stood, flustered.

Marina moved beside him. “Turn slightly. Smooth the skirt behind you. Knees together as you lower. Do not drop. You are in a dress, remember.”

He tried again.

The skirt behaved better when he smoothed it. Knees together felt unnatural but not impossible. The forms shifted against the bra as he lowered himself. He placed his hands in his lap, then noticed the nails against the blue fabric.

Marina said, “Better.”

Vivienne said nothing, which Daniel had started to understand as a kind of approval. Marina knelt and put the first shoe on him.

The contact of her hand on his ankle made him stiffen. The satin shoe slid over his stockinged foot. The strap circled his ankle and fastened with a tiny buckle that looked designed for elegance rather than utility. She fitted the second shoe, then stood.

“Up.”

He rose. The heels tipped his weight forward. Not much. Enough. His body tried to correct itself like a man. The dress shifted. The bra pulled. The shoes demanded a different answer.

Marina put one hand on his shoulder and one at his waist. “Stop fighting it.”

Vivienne came closer. “Shoulders down.”

Daniel lowered them.

“Hips under you,” Marina said.

He adjusted badly.

“No. Smaller. There.”

Something aligned. He looked in the mirror and hated that they were right. The heels lifted him into the dress. They changed the line of his legs, the fall of the skirt, the way his waist sat under the bodice.

Marina took his hands and placed them lightly at his sides. “Don’t clench. Or flap. Be elegant.”

“That’s easy for you to say.”

Marina stepped back. “Walk to the mirror.”

He took a step.

The heel struck too hard. His knee locked. The skirt dragged oddly.

“No,” Marina said.

“I moved.”

“You clomped.”

“I did not clomp.”

Vivienne said, “A little.”

Marina moved beside him. “Shorter step. Toe first, then heel. The dress has movement. Let it move.”

He tried again.

The second attempt was less awful. The shoes brushed softly across the carpet. The skirt shifted around his legs. The slit opened just enough to show stocking and then closed again. He felt the movement up through his waist, his shoulders, even his face.

Everything was connecting.

The shoes changed the walk. The stockings changed the legs. The lingerie changed the body. The dress changed the room around him. The makeup changed the face that had to endure being seen.

He reached the mirror.

Marina said, “Turn.”

He turned too quickly.

The skirt flared.

He caught the mirror frame.

Marina sighed. “Again.”

They practised. Long enough for Daniel’s feet to begin understanding. Walk. Turn. Stop. Sit. Stand. Smooth the skirt. Keep the knees together. Do not over-swing the arms. Do not stare at the floor. Move the hips a little more.

Vivienne watched most of it in silence.

Marina saw mechanics. Vivienne saw him. Every time Daniel steadied himself, every time he blushed at the movement of the dress, every time he answered too quickly to Dani, Vivienne stored it somewhere.

At last Marina said, “Enough. Hair.”

The wig box was placed on the bed beneath a folded length of tissue. Marina opened it with more care than she had shown anything else, as if this were some precious, religious artefact. Inside lay dark hair, glossy but not false-looking, shoulder-length with soft movement already styled into it. It was expensive, selected by someone who knew exactly what they were doing.

He stared.

“That,” he said, “is very serious.”

Vivienne came to stand beside him. “Yes.”

“It looks expensive.”

“It is.”

“Of course it is.”

Marina lifted it out. The hair moved over her hands with a quiet weight. Dark brown, almost black in some lights, with a soft wave that would frame the face without overwhelming it. She prepared him quickly, smoothing his own hair back and fitting the wig cap with practised hands, then positioned the wig.

“Hold still.”

The hair settled over him.

Marina adjusted the hairline, the parting, the fall around his cheeks. She used a comb, pins, a light mist of spray. The work took only a few minutes, though Daniel felt each second lengthen. The dark hair framed the made-up face, brushed his jaw, touched his neck, softened what little of him remained.

When Marina stepped away, the room went quiet.

Daniel looked in the mirror.

Dani appeared.

Not a hint. Not a possibility. Not the strange half-formed creature of makeup and robe. A bridesmaid stood there in a pale blue dress, with dark hair falling around a soft face, rose mouth slightly parted, pale nails, shaped chest, narrow waist, stockinged legs and satin shoes.

She looked frightened.

She also looked pretty.

That was the word. There was no point avoiding it now.

Daniel searched for himself and found pieces only because he knew where to look. The eyes, perhaps. The nervous set of the mouth beneath the lipstick. But the whole had changed. The dress and hair had taken everything Marina built and joined it together. The softness of his face no longer needed explaining. The body no longer looked borrowed. The name no longer sounded impossible.

Dani.

His breath caught.

Vivienne stood behind him. Her face was not smug. She let it all sink in before she spoke.  “You see her,” she said.

Daniel did not answer. Marina looked satisfied. “Good. The hair is right. I may pin one side back for the ceremony, but for rehearsal this will do.”

“Now, we need to work on your voice,” said Vivienne.

Before he could respond, there was a knock at the door.

Daniel turned too quickly and caught the movement of the hair against his cheek. That alone almost made him lose balance.

Vivienne held up a hand.

“Stay there.”

She crossed to the door and opened it halfway.

Isobel stood outside.

Her face was freshly washed but still red around the eyes. Behind her, Tabitha hovered with the expression of someone who was hoping to open her Christmas presents.

“Can I?” Isobel asked.

Vivienne looked back at Daniel.

Vivienne opened the door wider.

Isobel stepped in. She saw Dani and stopped. For one awful second, no one spoke.

Daniel’s heart began to hammer beneath the bodice. The forms shifted with his breath. The dress seemed suddenly too pale, too visible, too honest. If Isobel laughed, if Tabitha smirked, if either of them looked at him as if the trick had failed, he thought he might tear the wig off and walk out barefoot.

Isobel put one hand over her mouth.

Then she burst into tears.

Not the earlier desperate crying. This was relief, shock, guilt, and gratitude all at once. She crossed the room before anyone could stop her and hugged Dani hard. The dress pressed between them. The forms made the hug strange. Isobel’s perfume reached him, light and floral, and her hair brushed his cheek.

“Thank you,” she said into his shoulder. “Oh God, thank you. I’m so sorry. You look beautiful. I mean, I’m sorry, I don’t know if I should say that, but you do, and this is mad, and thank you.”

Daniel did not know where to put his hands.

The nails hovered uselessly.

Marina said, “Hands lightly at her back. Don’t crush the dress.”

Daniel obeyed. He touched Isobel’s back carefully.

Isobel pulled back at once, wiping her cheeks. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have grabbed you.”

“It’s fine.”

“No, it isn’t. Nothing about this is fine. But you look...” She shook her head, staring at him with wet eyes. “You really could do it.”

Daniel looked at the floor.

Vivienne said, “Dani.”

He lifted his eyes.

There was the correction. Not harsh, but public enough to land.

Isobel heard it and nodded too quickly. “Dani. Right. Sorry. Dani.”

The name in Isobel’s mouth made his skin prickle. Tabitha came farther into the room, arms folded. She had the same sharp Calder eyes as Vivienne, though less discipline in how she used them. She examined Dani from hair to shoes.

“Well,” she said. “Caitlin will be furious.”

Isobel made a distressed sound. “Tabitha.”

“What? She will. She spent six months saying pale blue washed everyone out and he looks better in it.”

Marina said, “She.”

Tabitha looked at her. “What?”

“If this is to work, you practise now. She.”

Tabitha looked back at Dani. Something like understanding, or perhaps mischief, moved across her face.

“She,” Tabitha said. “Fine. She looks better in it.”

Vivienne gave her a warning look.

Tabitha lifted both hands. “That was support.”

Daniel had a sudden, dangerous urge to laugh hysterically.

Isobel looked at him again. “Are you all right?”

He was standing in a private suite in Caitlin’s bridesmaid dress, in stockings and lingerie, with dark hair brushing his cheek, while the bride cried over him and her sister assessed whether he wore pale blue better than the woman he was replacing.

“Yes,” he said.

Vivienne’s eyes moved to him at once.

He corrected himself, because apparently that was what he did now.

“That’s probably enough for today.”

“It is not,” Vivienne said.

Everyone looked at her. Vivienne checked her watch. “Rehearsal is in one hour.”

The words struck Daniel like cold water.

“One hour?” he said.

“Yes.”

“I can’t go downstairs like this in one hour.”

“You can,” Vivienne said.

“I can barely walk across a carpet.”

“Then we will use the next hour.”

Marina was already moving behind him, checking the dress, touching the wig lightly, assessing the pins. “I need twenty minutes for final adjustments. Voice practice can happen while I work. Shoes stay on. He needs to get used to them.”

“She,” Vivienne said.

Marina did not look up. “She needs to get used to them.”

Daniel looked at the mirror again.

Dani looked back, pale blue and dark-haired and frightened. The hotel beyond the door was full of people who believed the world still made sense. In one hour, he would be expected to join them as a bridesmaid.

Vivienne came to stand beside him.

“Do not think about the whole evening,” she said.

“That is impossible.”

“Think about the next instruction.”

“What is the next instruction?”

Isobel sniffed, still looking at him as if he had saved more than the photographs. Tabitha leaned against the dresser, amused but watchful. Vivienne stood close enough that Daniel could feel the force of her authority.

“One hour,” Vivienne said.


Chapter 6: The Rehearsal Dinner

The next hour seemed to drain away all too quickly.

Marina adjusted her shoulder strap. Vivienne told Dani not to look down every time the skirt moved and to soften her voice when she spoke. Isobel stood too close and then apologised for it. Tabitha watched with the irritating calm of a woman who had already decided the whole situation was the most interesting thing to happen to the family in years.

Dani stood in front of the mirror while the dress was pinned and altered around her. Pale blue chiffon. Satin beneath. Lingerie hidden but present with every movement and breath. The bra held the forms against her chest with a weight she had stopped trying not to notice. The suspender straps tugged faintly when she shifted. The stockings made her legs feel as if they belonged to someone feminine and pretty.

That was the problem. The rush of delicious sensations was almost too intoxicating for her to cope with.

Once Marina had adjusted the wig, the dark hair had fallen around her face and brushed her cheek every time she moved, it had become harder to keep thinking of it as some sort of decoration. It behaved like hair. It touched her neck and shoulders. It changed how she held her head. It made the made-up face in the mirror almost perfect.

Dani.

Vivienne had used the name three more times.

“Dani,” Marina said, kneeling to check the hem. “Step forward.” She stepped forward. “Shorter.” She tried again. “No,” Marina said. “Let yourself feel it. Remember how pretty you are.”

Tabitha laughed from the dressing table, where she had been told not to touch anything and was ignoring that instruction with reckless abandon. Isobel, standing near the bed, clasped her hands together. “You are doing wonderfully.”

Dani looked at her. Isobel smiled too brightly, which meant she was close to tears again.

“Please don’t,” Dani said before she could stop herself.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t cry.”

Isobel pressed her lips together, gave a small nod, and looked at the carpet instead. Vivienne, near the wardrobe, said, “Soften your voice again, Dani.”

Dani turned carefully. “Maybe I could pretend to be mute.”

Marina rose and tapped Dani’s thigh lightly through the dress. “Soft knees. Hips under you. Shoulders down. If you hold yourself more gently, you’ll see the difference.”

Dani looked at herself again.

The bridesmaid in the mirror looked stunning, but she was moving awkwardly, as if some last bit of resistance was stopping her from emerging fully. Her mind raced, searching for faults that would scare her enough to put an end to this charade. Pale blue dress, soft waist, dark hair, rose mouth, shaped eyes, smooth skin.

Marina handed her a bouquet. It was pretty and tied with a blue ribbon. White roses, something pale and small, greenery trailing just enough to get in the way.

“Hold it low,” Marina said. “Not at your chest.”

Dani lowered it.

“Wrists relaxed.”

The bouquet made the whole thing worse. At least it gave her hands a place to be and, in doing so, made the rest of her body look more relaxed. She saw the bridesmaid again. Not Daniel holding flowers. Dani, waiting for her cue to take part in the wedding. Marina smiled and picked up a bottle from the vanity table. She sprayed a mist over Dani, filling the air with the soft scent of expensive perfume.

The clock ticked on, and Dani gradually grew in confidence. Her voice was soft and feminine, not noticeably male. Her movements were a little stiff but leaning towards elegance, a girl perhaps not used to wearing such a fine gown or heels.

At six fifteen, they left the suite.

Vivienne went first. Isobel followed, composed enough to be useful but fragile enough to crack if someone mentioned Caitlin too loudly. Tabitha walked behind her, phone in hand, already texting someone that the wedding was going to hell in a handcart. Marina stayed beside Dani for support.

Dani stood by the door for a second before moving.

The world outside the suite was unchanged.

Hotel carpet. Framed pictures. Brass wall lights. A room service trolley was abandoned near a door further down. Distant voices from the staircase drifted through the air. Ordinary things. The sort of things Daniel had walked past all morning without noticing, while he went about fixing various problems.

Now even the walls around them seemed to be holding their breath as this strange procession moved towards the stairs.

“Walk,” Marina said.

“I can’t.”

“You’re Dani. You’re a pretty girl. Come on. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

She took a deep breath and felt her chest swell. Then she stepped forward, a little shakily at first, while Marina held her hand.

Each step required attention. Too long, and the skirt moved too much. Too heavy and the heel struck in a way that made her movements seem awkward. Vivienne turned her head without speaking, watching Dani as she made her first appearance to the world at large.

They reached the staircase.

“Don’t panic,” whispered Marina. “Women encounter steps every day.”

“Hand on the rail. Skirt lifted slightly with the other hand. That’s it. Slowly.”

Dani looked down at the stairs. They seemed suddenly terribly steep and dangerous.

Isobel looked over her shoulder and smiled nervously. “I fell down these stairs when I was twelve.” Dani stared at her. “That didn’t help, did it?”

“No.”

Tabitha said, “Come on, girl.”

Dani took the rail.

She lifted the skirt just enough to see the shoes. Stockinged ankle. Blue satin. The pale movement of chiffon around her. It was almost too much to see herself doing it, but not looking was worse. She stepped down. Then again. Marina stayed close but did not touch her.

She survived the stairs, and now she had to survive the people. Dani felt herself blush as if every person in the world knew who she really was. It caught in her throat for a moment, the fear threatening to freeze her to the spot.

The rehearsal took place in the ceremony room, a bright space at the rear of the hotel with French doors opening onto the terrace and the lake beyond. Chairs had been arranged in rows. Flowers framed the front. A registrar’s table stood to one side. The windows threw warm evening light across the aisle.

Several people were already there.

The groom, James, stood near the front with two groomsmen and a tall man in a dark suit, his back to Dani. Richard Calder was speaking to the registrar with the gravity of someone who had perhaps had one too many stiffeners during the afternoon. Mrs Bryce dabbed at her eyes, though nothing had happened yet. Giles hovered at the door as if he were expecting a catastrophe. His eyes settled briefly on Dani and then flickered around the room looking for problems.

The sound changed when Dani entered.

It was nothing that obvious, but she noticed immediately. There was a small shift in attention. Eyes moved. Faces registered something new. Dani gripped the flowers and felt the heat rise in her face again.

Vivienne paused beside her. “Breathe.”

“I am.”

Dani drew a slower breath.

The bra moved with it. The dress moved too. She hated how aware she was of everything and how, underneath it all, it felt so completely wonderful. She hated more that the breath helped calm her nerves and settle her down.

James, the groom, came over first. He was handsome in a boyish kind of way, blond, kind-eyed, already slightly stunned by the machinery of the wedding around him. He glanced at Vivienne, then at Dani, then lowered his voice.

“You must be Dani.”

She felt every nerve tighten.

James looked as if he might laugh. “Thank you. Honestly. Isobel told me. Caitlin can be such a diva. It’s good of you to step up. Thank you.”

The gratitude came again, heavy and difficult to stand under.

“I’ll do my best,” Dani said.

James looked at her properly then. His expression softened with the odd gentleness men sometimes show when they are presented with something fragile.

Vivienne placed one hand lightly at the centre of her back. Not affectionate. Corrective. Supportive enough to straighten her.

“Let’s get into position,” she said.

The rehearsal began.

Dani learned the order. Tabitha first, then two bridesmaids, then Dani, then Isobel. Or, after a brief argument about heights, Dani before the final bridesmaid, because the photographs would look better.”

Dani held the bouquet and practised walking down the aisle.

She moved too quickly at first, then slowed too abruptly when Vivienne instructed her. The heel caught in the carpet. Her bouquet rose almost to her chin. Marina, standing near the back with crossed arms, closed her eyes as if asking a higher power for help.

Vivienne waited until Dani reached the front.

“Again.”

Dani looked at her. “I feel like I’m made of lead.”

“Practice makes perfect.”

Someone behind them coughed gently.

Dani turned and saw the tall man from earlier looking at her.

His name was Theo Marlowe.

She knew that because Daniel had seen it on every groomsman list, place card and schedule. He was the best man. An old friend of the groom from their university days. Responsible for rings, speech, and, according to one note from Isobel, “keeping James sober.”

Theo was about thirty-two or thirty-three, dark-haired, broad-shouldered, wearing a black suit that seemed to be perfectly tailored. He did not have the glossy polish of some of the other men at the wedding, as if he were pretending to be something he wasn’t. He looked clean, strong, capable, a little amused by the small gathering of people. His face was handsome in a way that did not overwhelm you. Dark eyes, jaw slightly shadowed, mouth full but not feminine. He smelled of carefully chosen aftershave, and his stature was imposing without being excessive.

He was looking at Dani.

As if she had entered the room and he had decided this was something worth his attention. Dani’s fingers tightened on the bouquet. Theo noticed that too.

Vivienne said, “Dani.”

She turned back too quickly. “Yes?”

“Let’s get back to the rehearsal, please, young lady.”

Heat ran up her neck. She went back to the doors and walked down again, aware of his eyes still on her. Shorter steps. Softer knees. Bouquet low. Do not look at the floor. Do not look at Theo. Definitely do not look at Theo.

She looked at Theo.

He was watching from the groom’s side, hands loosely clasped in front of him, expression steady. When her heel nearly caught again, his gaze flicked down, then back up. He smiled faintly and his eyes seemed to sparkle.

She reached the front.

“Better,” Vivienne said.

Dani almost glowed with relief and hated herself for it.

Marina said from the back, “Again.”

By the fourth walk, Dani could move without looking like a girl who had been frightened out of her wits by the moment. By the sixth, the bridesmaids had stopped watching her feet. By the eighth, Theo’s gaze had become almost unbearable because it no longer felt like a casual assessment of her performance.

The rehearsal dragged through standing positions, bouquet handovers, the point at which Isobel would give hers to Tabitha, where James would turn, where the rings would be, where Richard needed to be and not get in the way. Daniel’s old professional mind still worked beneath the dress. Dani noticed the registrar’s table was too far right for the photographer’s angle. She noticed that one chair had been placed in the aisle. She noticed the groom’s party had no clear exit route after the ceremony.

Then she made the mistake of saying so.

“Actually,” she said, before catching herself, “if the photographer is using that side, you’ll want the front row shifted six inches left. Otherwise, the signing table cuts across the shot.”

Everyone looked at her.

Dani froze.

That was Daniel. Pure Daniel. Too quick, too practical, too informed.

Vivienne’s eyes sharpened.

Isobel blinked.

Tabitha’s mouth opened slightly.

Before the silence could harden, Theo stepped forward.

“She’s right,” he said.

His voice was low, warm and certain. Not loud. Dani looked at him. Theo glanced at the chairs, then at the photographer, who had wandered in during the rehearsal and now looked annoyed at being the centre of attention.

“I went to three weddings last year,” Theo said. “Saw that exact problem. The photographer had everyone moving furniture after the ceremony. Better to fix it now.”

The photographer, clearly unwilling to be corrected by a bridesmaid but less willing to argue with a tall best man, walked to the front and checked the angle.

“She’s right,” he muttered. “A few feet would help.”

Theo looked back at Dani. A small, private nod.

She swallowed.

“Thank you,” she said quietly when he passed near her.

Then he was gone, back to James, leaving Dani with the unsettling fact that his approval felt like something important. It made her aware of her skin in this new body, the weight of the dark hair against it, and the fact that the dress left her shoulders almost bare.

By the time rehearsal ended, Dani’s feet ached, her face felt warm under the makeup, and she understood more about bouquet positioning than anyone should learn in a single afternoon.

Marina took her back upstairs before dinner.

“Dress off,” she said, once they were in the suite. Dani looked down at herself. The idea of removing it brought a mix of emotions. She had survived her first real test but she could not resist a last look in the mirror.

Vivienne noticed that small gesture. “You will wear something simpler for dinner.”

Dani looked at her. “Simpler?”

“Yes.”

“Do I really have to go for dinner? I can hide in my room until tomorrow.”

“Everyone has been introduced to you now. It would be rude.”

Of course.

The dinner dress was soft grey-blue, with a narrow waist, short sleeves and a skirt that fell to the knee. Feminine, pretty, and easier to sit in at least. Marine produced a matching pair of shoes with a two-inch heel.

The lingerie stayed. The stockings stayed. The wig was brushed, lifted, and repinned more softly around her face. Marina touched up the foundation, deepened the blush slightly, renewed the lipstick, then stood back.

Dani looked less glamorous but feminine all the same. The dress hugged her gently and gave her figure a roundness she had not expected.

The bridesmaid dress had been an obvious role. The dinner dress made it seem as if Dani might exist beyond the pomp and circumstance.

Marina gave her a small clutch bag. “You need somewhere for lipstick and a room key.”

Vivienne took it from Dani, put some items inside and then handed it back. “Hold it lightly. That’s it.”

Dani looked down at the clutch, pale nails resting against it. “I feel strange.”

“You’re beginning to act more gracefully. I think your encounter with Theo might have helped.”

Dani blushed and took one last look at herself in the mirror.

Dinner was in a private room off the terrace, smaller than the ballroom but still grand enough to make Dani feel a little uncertain. A long table had been set with candles, flowers and wine. The wedding party filled the room with a more relaxed atmosphere than during the rehearsal.

Dani entered with the bridesmaids as if this would provide suitable camouflage for her.

Tabitha walked on her left, the two original bridesmaids on her right. One of them, Lucy, had been told the truth and was trying so hard to behave naturally that she looked almost hysterical. The other, Poppy, had only been told that Dani was a last-minute replacement and seemed to have accepted this with the relaxed disinterest of someone who had already had a few glasses of white wine.

“You look lovely,” Poppy said, sitting beside Dani.

Dani nearly dropped the clutch. “Thank you.”

“Have we met before?”

“No.”

“Good. I thought I might have been going mad.”

Tabitha, across the table, gave Dani a look that said: I am going to have so much fun with this.

Dani sat carefully. Dress smoothed beneath her. Knees together. Clutch on lap. She seemed to be the only person in the room who wasn’t at ease. Isobelle reached out and patted her hand with a rare moment of awareness. Dani smiled and tried to relax. It was difficult. Here, she was dressed as a girl and accepted as such in a room full of strangers.

Theo sat opposite but two places down, beside James. Dani became aware of him before she looked up.

He had taken off his jacket and rolled his cuffs back slightly, which should not have mattered and absolutely did. He had strong hands. That was a stupid thing to notice. She didn’t know why it was something she focused on, as if she was somehow accepting her new role in a way that was perfectly natural.

Theo caught her looking. Dani looked away too late. She felt herself blush and for some reason suspected that Theo saw that as some small victory.

The first course was soup, which suddenly seemed dangerous, the way she was dressed right now.

“Small spoonfuls,” Tabitha murmured across the table without looking up.

“I know how to eat soup,” Dani whispered back.

“Not with lipstick, you don’t.”

Poppy leaned in. “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.”

Dani laughed before she could stop herself. The sound came out softer than Daniel’s laugh. Not deliberately. Her body seemed to be adjusting naturally and that was more worrying than anything.

Theo looked over. She stopped. He noticed that too.

The dinner began gently enough. Family jokes. Wedding nerves. James was mocked for messing up the vows during the rehearsal. Isobel smiled as if she had not spent half the day crying. The first glass of wine softened people..

Dani ate lightly and was grateful for the wine to take the edge off things. She spoke when spoken to and kept her answers short. She claimed to be a friend of the family, helping after Caitlin had fallen ill.

“Awful timing,” Poppy said.

“Very,” Dani replied.

“Still, lucky you could come.”

“Yes,” Dani said, and felt Tabitha’s eyes flick towards her. “Lucky.”

Across the table, Theo was listening.

He was speaking to James, laughing at something Richard said, passing bread, answering a question from one of the groomsmen. But every so often, his attention came back to Dani. When he looked at her, he would smile and then look away.

After the main course arrived, the first real danger came from Richard Calder.

He lifted his wine glass towards Dani. “Now, remind me how we know you?”

Vivienne, seated near the head of the table, looked up.

Dani’s mind emptied.

She knew the agreed-upon story. Family friend. Last-minute help. Caitlin unwell. Dani had been nearby. Simple. The less said, the easier it would be. But Richard’s question had the awful openness of a man who might ask twelve follow-ups and suddenly begin to get suspicious.

Theo leaned forward before she answered.

“She’s a friend of Isobell’s, old chap,” he said. “Do keep up.”

Richard blinked, happily diverted. “I she? Excellent.”

Dani’s face warmed. Theo looked at her for one second, then cut into his lamb as if nothing had happened.

Vivienne saw.

Dani knew because Vivienne’s expression sharpened without changing.

After dinner, people moved towards the terrace doors for coffee and more wine. The sun had dropped low over the lake. The air outside was warm, with the kind of gold light that made everything look slightly dreamy.

Dani stepped outside, glad for the breeze. She stood near the balustrade, clutch in both hands, looking across the water and trying to breathe without disturbing the dress, the bra, the face, the woman everyone seemed to accept because no one had been given a reason not to – at least so far.

Footsteps came behind her. Theo stopped beside her, his hand around a flute of white wine, his face slightly flushed from the drink.

“Better out here,” he said.

Dani did not look at him. “It’s nice.”

She glanced at him despite herself.

He rested one forearm on the stone balustrade and looked out at the lake. He did not crowd her. Somehow that gave him more presence, not less. He seemed very sure of himself. Very sure of his body. Very sure that if he chose to turn and look at her, she would feel it.

She did.

“Thank you for saving me from Richard,” she said.

“He can be a little boorish, especially after a few drinks.” He turned his head then. “You look a little uncertain. As if someone’s going to pop out of the bushes and scare you.”

She looked away. “You always this observant?”

“When something interests me.”

The words were quiet. They did not need to be louder.

Dani’s throat tightened. “Oh, I’m not very interesting.”

“That’s not true.”

“You don’t know me.”

“No,” Theo said. “But I know when someone is worth a few moments to get to know.”

Theo Marlowe looked like a man who had never needed to hide in a room full of people. Behind them, laughter rose from the terrace. Glasses clinked. Someone called for James. The world continued, careless and bright.

Theo’s gaze moved over her, not slowly enough to be rude, but not quickly enough to be nothing. Hair, face, mouth, hands on the clutch, the line of the dress at her waist.

“You look different from the others,” he said.

Panic struck hard and fast.

Dani turned. “What?”

“Not bad, different.”

“That isn’t a reassuring.”

His mouth curved. “No. I imagine not.”

She waited.

He did not rush. That was one of the things about him. He let silence work. Not awkwardly. Not because he lacked words. Because he knew silence made other people fill it, and because he seemed confident enough to wait.

Dani filled it out because, apparently, she was a fool.

“I came last minute,” she said.

“I heard.”

“So I don’t know everyone. That’s probably what you’re seeing.”

“Probably.”

She looked at him.

He did not look convinced.

“You have a very irritating face,” she said before she could stop herself.

Theo’s smile deepened. “Do I?”

“It gives the impression you’re right about everything.”

For the first time that evening, she felt something like herself beneath Dani. Not Daniel exactly. Something quicker. Warmed by fear, sharpened by being watched, but not crushed. Theo’s eyes changed slightly.

He liked that answer. The realisation made her blush.

His gaze dropped to the colour in her cheeks, then returned to her eyes.

“I’m making you nervous.”

“Yes,” she said.

Theo seemed to appreciate it. “Good nervous or bad nervous?”

Dani’s lips parted. There was no safe answer to that.

From behind them, Vivienne’s voice cut cleanly through the terrace air.

“Dani.”

Dani turned quickly. Vivienne stood near the doorway, one hand resting lightly against the frame. She looked from Theo to Dani and back again. Her expression gave very little away, but her eyes were sharp.

“Isobel wants a photograph with the bridesmaids before the light goes.”

“Yes,” Dani said.

Theo stepped back slightly.

Vivienne’s gaze rested on him. “Mr Marlowe.”

“Vivienne.”

Theo’s tone was courteous, but he did not soften under her attention. That was interesting. Most people either tried to charm Vivienne or obeyed her before realising they had done it. Theo simply met her look.

Dani moved towards the door.

As she passed Theo, he spoke quietly enough that only she could hear.

“You look like someone I used to know.”

She stopped. The words struck too deep and in the wrong place.

She turned her head. “Really?”

Theo looked at her, not smiling now.

“Someone who hadn’t decided yet whether she wanted to be everything she could be.”

Dani had no answer.

The terrace behind them glowed gold, the lake shining beyond the stone, the dinner still carrying on as if nothing had shifted.

Dani walked back inside.

But Theo’s words followed her all the way to the photographs.


Chapter 7: The Wedding Ceremony

Dani woke before her alarm. She had been dreaming. She had been walking through a city street with Theo, not dressed as Daniel. She was a girl wearing a figure-hugging red dress and high heels, her hair dyed blonde. Her breasts bounced, and when she looked down, her cleavage was full and entirely real. Theo kept staring at her as if he wanted to devour her. He was utterly in love.

When she finally came back to the real world, she did not move for a few seconds. A part of her wanted the dream back. Needed it so much. She opened her eyes. The room was unfamiliar, and for a moment she didn’t know where she was. Pale curtains. A low, elegant armchair in the corner. A wardrobe, the door slightly open. A suitcase near the wall. A glass of water on the bedside table with a lipstick mark on the rim that came into focus as she stared. Lipstick. Her lipstick.

Then yesterday returned as if it were waves washing over her.

The suite. Marina. Makeup. Nails. Lingerie. The pale blue dress. The beautiful dress. The wig. Isobel crying into her shoulder. Theo on the terrace, looking at her as if he had found something he had not expected but not intended to pursue.

Dani lay still and stared at the ceiling. Tabitha had cruelly whispered that she thought Theo was smitten, and that was both frightening and… something else. Something Dani didn’t want to face right at this moment.

Somewhere inside her, Daniel tried vainly to take back control. He wanted lists. Jobs. Schedules. Safe things. He wanted to check messages, find the father of the bride, make sure the photographer had the right timings, move chairs, and solve problems that did not require him to have breasts, a wig, stockings, and a bridesmaid’s bouquet.

But Daniel was not expected downstairs this morning.

Dani was. She pushed him back, not too gently because she wasn’t finished with this world just yet.

She turned her head and looked at the chair by the wardrobe.

Marina had left everything ready.

The lingerie lay folded in pale blue and white. Bra. Panties. Suspender belt. Stockings. Slip. Beside it, the bridesmaid dress hung from the wardrobe door in its cover, pale blue waiting patiently behind clear plastic. The shoes sat below it, neatly aligned. The wig was on its stand on the dressing table, brushed out and flowing over the wood.

Dani’s stomach tightened. She pushed back the covers and sat up.

Marina had given her a plain nightdress that now seemed to cling to her body in a way that was almost delicious. The movement of the soft material against her skin brought a groan of approval. Dani stretched just as a knock came at the door.

“Awake?” Marina called.

Dani looked at the clock. It was nearly half seven.

“I was hoping this was a nightmare.”

The door opened and Marina came in carrying a case and a paper cup of coffee. She wore black trousers again, a grey shirt and an expression that suggested she didn’t believe a word of what Dani had just said.

“Good morning, sleepy head,” she said.

She handed Dani the coffee.

Dani took it with both hands. Her false nails glimmered in the low light and she stared at them for a moment.

Marina noticed her looking.

Dani drank. “Is everyone awake?”

“Isobel has been awake since four. Tabitha has threatened to leave if she didn’t shut up. Poppy and Lucy are still dead to the world. So, I thought I’d start with you.”

Dani closed her eyes. Marina set her case down and went to the bathroom. “Shower. Face clean. Shave anything that needs it. Do not cut yourself. Do not decide this is the moment to get cold feet.”

Dani looked at her. “Good morning to you, too.”

“You did brilliantly yesterday.”

“Do you think Theo might have calmed down.”

“I doubt it,” she smiled. “You’ll have to get used to that sort of thing, if you’re going to be a girl for a while.”

In the bathroom, the lights were bright and unforgiving. Dani stood at the basin and looked at her face.

Without makeup, without the wig, without the dress, she expected to see Daniel clearly again. He was there, yes. The same eyes. The same mouth. The same bones. But the waxed smoothness had changed the face even when it was bare. The downy beard was gone. There was no roughness to call back. Her skin looked open, faintly tender, younger and softer in an undeniable way.

She ran the water in the shower and stepped in, letting the heat fill her for a moment before she began washing. The smoothness of her skin was still there, and the sensuality of each touch made her squirm a little inside. After a while, she stepped out, dried and began to moisturise her body slowly, almost meditatively.

When she walked back into the bedroom wearing a simple silk robe, Marina glanced up from laying products on the dressing table.

“Better.”

“Try not to overwhelm me with affection.” She looked at the range of different products and reached for her coffee. “Do you want me to dress first?”

“Lingerie first. Makeup after the skin calms. Dress last. Hair and heels after that.”

Dani touched the back of the chair. Marina watched her with a faint smile, painting her lips. “You seem to have taken to this quite naturally.” Dani blushed. “I didn’t mean to infer anything. Not really.”

There were some things best left unsaid, Dani thought and ignored the comment. Yesterday, the lingerie had been handed to Daniel, piece by delicate piece. This morning, Dani picked up the panties herself.

She held them for a while, then loosened the robe's belt, her back to Marina. Panties first. Smooth satin up the legs. She did not stop this time. She felt the fabric and kept breathing, tucking herself gently away as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

The bra came next. She put her arms through, held it in place and struggled with her nails. She sighed and said, “I need fastening.”

Marina came round and fastened it without comment. The band tightened. The cups held her gently. Dani looked down before the forms were placed and felt a strange gap inside herself. Yesterday, the weight had shocked her. This morning, its absence did.

Marina inserted the forms, adjusted them, and settled the straps. There. The body ahd already changed again. Dani put one hand lightly under the left cup, not touching the form directly, just feeling the weight held there. Marina watched her in the mirror.

“Comfortable?”

The suspender belt was still difficult. The clips were worse with the longer false nails. Dani fumbled the first front strap and swore quietly.

Marina waited. “Practice makes perfect.”

She managed the clip. Then the next.

The hidden layer settled around her, less shocking than yesterday and somehow more natural. Marina looked her over and only adjusted one strap before she said, “Sit.”

Dani sat at the dressing table. This time, when Marina began with skincare, Dani watched.

Not all the time. Sometimes she closed her eyes when told. Sometimes she looked down because the sight of her own face changing still pressed too hard. But she did not avoid the mirror as she had yesterday. She watched the corrector warm the lower face and vanish. She watched the foundation even the skin. She watched powder take away shine. She watched her brows take shape and become feminine again.

Marina worked fast.

“You’re quieter today,” she said.

“I think I’ve reached my inner zen stage.”

“How’s that?”

“I can’t stop what’s happening, so I may as well go with the flow.”

“You’re doing more than that.”

Dani looked at the mirror while Marina blended shadow across her eyelid. “Is it that obvious?”

Marina paused for half a second. “No. Not unless you’re really looking.” She leaned closer with the eyeliner. “Look down.”

Dani obeyed.

The eye makeup came softer today, but more polished. The colours were chosen for daylight, photographs, the pale dress and the dark hair. Marina explained nothing unless necessary. She did not ask how Dani felt about every brushstroke. That helped. Too many questions would have made it unbearable.

Mascara. Blush. A careful rose shade on the lips, close to yesterday but a little fresher.

When the lipstick was finished, Dani sat still. The woman in the mirror had returned. Soft, composed, nervous in the eyes once more.

Marina opened the nail case. “Let’s just tidy up the nails.” She went to work quickly and efficiently, removing a snag here, filing there, then applying a fresh layer of varnish.

Feminine hands. Bridesmaid's hands. Hands that had to be careful with glasses, flowers, a skirt, hair, and on someone else’s arm. That last thought made her blush.

A knock came at the door.

Marina called, “If you are crying, go away.”

“It’s me,” Isobel said through the door.

“I know it’s you, darling.”

Isobel came in wearing a white towelling robe, hair in pins, face half made-up and eyes already suspiciously bright. Behind her came Tabitha in a matching robe, carrying shoes and a phone for a reason only know to her. Lucy followed with two curling tongs and a panic-stricken expression. Poppy came last, holding a small earring between finger and thumb like a surgeon presenting a bullet.

“I found it,” Poppy announced.

“In her shoe,” Tabitha said.

Isobel saw Dani and stopped. This morning, she did not cry at once.

“You look...” She inhaled. “Sorry. I promised myself I wouldn’t do this every time I saw you.”

“Please don’t,” Dani said. “I may not survive repeated crying.”

Isobel nodded hard. “Are you all right?”

“I think so.”

Tabitha dropped into the armchair. “She looks better than all of us and she’s only been at it since yesterday.”

Lucy looked horrified. “Tabitha.”

“What?”

Dani’s face warmed. Poppy leaned in slightly, looking at Dani’s makeup. “Your skin is lovely.”

Marina pointed at the bed. “If you are all staying, you can sit and be quiet for the moment. Have you eaten yet,” she said to Isobelle

“I’m the bride,” Isobel said. “Surely someone brings me things.”

Tabitha stood. “I’ll get food. If Father is near the breakfast buffet, I’ll find out if he’s written a speech yet.”

“I think Vivienne wrote him a speech last night,” said Dani. “Maybe someone should give him a copy.”

Isobel smiled. “That’s actually a good idea.”

Tabitha pointed at her. “This is why we’re keeping her.”

“Only for the weekend,” Dani said too quickly.

Poppy, who did not know enough to be awkward, said, “Well, shame. What’s Theo going to do without you?”

Dani looked down at her hands. The nails shone softly in her lap. After Tabitha returned with some food, It was decided they would all move into the main suite. Dani padded down the carpeted hallway with them, while Marina followed carrying the dress, Lucy the shoes and wig and Poppy the large makeup case.

The next two hours unfolded in bursts of noise and powder.

The bridesmaids got ready together while drinking champagne, the morning descending quickly into fits of giggles and the odd outburst of crying. Dresses hung on the wardrobe doors. Curling tongs heated and cooled. Someone kept opening the window because the room was too warm, then closing it because it had got too cold. Perfume hung in the air. The photographer knocked once, was told to wait, and then came in and took some candid shots.

Isobel did eat half a croissant and two bites of egg before claiming she was full. Dani handed her water without being asked. Then tissues. Then the printed speech, which Vivienne had written and which they were all fairly sure that Richard was never going to read.

Lucy started crying over the vows because she was still looking for her one true love. Poppy cried because Lucy cried. Tabitha told them both to stop it and poured herself another drink. Isobel began panicking about whether James would like her dress, which was ridiculous but also not ridiculous at all because brides were allowed at least one question that made no sense. Isobelle, however, seemed to have more than her fair share.

Dani found herself beside her.

“He will,” she said.

Isobel looked at her. “You don’t know that.”

“Trust me, I have inside knowledge. You’ll look beautiful.”

Isobel laughed once and then cried anyway. Dani pressed a tissue into her hand.

“There,” she said. “That’s your last official cry before the mascara goes on.”

Marina, across the room, said, “It had better be.”

At ten thirty, Marina dressed Dani. The pale blue lingerie was already in place. The stockings had been checked. The nails were perfect. The makeup flawless. Now came the bridesmaid dress.

Dani stepped into it with a sense of ceremony. Marina noticed but did not comment. She guided the skirt up, settled the bodice, adjusted the forms so the chest filled naturally, then fastened the back. The dress closed around Dani, making her feel ridiculously elegant. Her breath caught again.

The fit seemed slightly better, and Marina explained that she had made some late-night alterations. The straps sat properly. The waist held. The skirt fell cleanly. The pale blue suited the dark hair that waited on the stand.

Dani sat properly this time before Marina told her. Knees together, skirt smoothed beneath her, hands light in her lap. She fastened the shoes around her ankles without much difficulty.

Then jewellery. Small earrings. A fine bracelet. Nothing loud. Bridesmaid things. Pretty things.

Finally, hair.

The room had quieted by then, as if everyone sensed the final stage. Isobel was in the other bedroom being helped into her gown. The bridesmaids were almost ready, dresses rustling, voices low. Vivienne had arrived at some point and stood near the door in a silver-grey dress, composed and watchful.

Marina lifted the wig from its stand.

Dark, glossy, shoulder-length, styled more carefully than yesterday. One side was pinned back with a small pale blue clip that matched the dress. Soft waves framed the face. It looked expensive because it was expensive, and because Marina had treated it like something with purpose.

Dani sat still.

The wig cap was fitted quickly. Then the hair settled over her. Marina adjusted the hairline, smoothed the sides, released one wave near the cheek, and pinned another behind the ear. She touched the ends with a comb, sprayed lightly, then stepped away.

No one spoke at once. Dani looked in the mirror. Yesterday, Dani had appeared like a shock.

Today, she was expected.

Dani stood. The dress moved around her. Tabitha came into the room and stopped mid-sentence. “Oh.”

Poppy appeared behind her. “That’s lovely.” Lucy nodded too quickly, already emotional again. Vivienne said nothing.

Dani turned towards her. Vivienne’s gaze moved from hair to face to bodice to skirt to shoes, then returned to her eyes.

“Good,” she said.

From the other room came Isobel’s voice. “Can I come in?”

Tabitha opened the door.

Isobel stepped out in her wedding dress.

The room changed again.

The dress was simple compared with some of the horrors Daniel had seen at weddings, but simple in a way that looked totally perfect. Ivory silk, fitted through the bodice, falling cleanly, a veil pinned at the back of her hair. Isobel looked frightened, beautiful and very young.

Everyone stared.

Dani shook her head. “You look amazing.”

Isobel came over and took her hands. Dani looked down at their joined hands: bride and bridesmaid, white and blue, both trembling slightly.

By eleven forty-five, they were assembled near the top of the staircase.

Guests had begun filling the ceremony room below. Dani could hear the low murmur of voices, the scrape of chairs, and a laugh cut short. Music played softly. The photographer moved near the stairwell, raising his camera.

Dani’s heart began to slam.

This was different from the rehearsal dinner. Different from the private suite, the terrace, and even the rehearsal itself. Yesterday evening had involved the wedding party and selected family. This was everyone. Guests. Relatives. Strangers. Cameras. People who would see the bridesmaids enter and make up their own minds.

The bouquet was placed in her hands.

She held it low.

Tabitha stood in front of her. Lucy and Poppy behind. Isobel farther back with Vivienne, adjusting the veil. Dani stared at the blue ribbon around the stems of the flowers. Her hands looked beautiful. That seemed a stupid thing to notice while nearly fainting.

Vivienne appeared beside her.

“Look at me.”

Dani did.

Vivienne’s face was calm. More than calm. Exact.

“You know where to walk.”

“Yes.”

“You know where to stand.”

“Yes, Vivienne.”

Vivienne’s eyes sharpened at the name. Dani’s fingers tightened around the bouquet.

Vivienne lowered her voice. “And if you begin to panic, breathe and take the next step. That is all you need to do.”

Dani looked away before her emotions could show too much.

The processional began.

Tabitha went first. She moved with confidence, head high, bouquet low, as if the aisle had been placed there for her convenience. Lucy followed. Then Poppy. Dani stepped into place.

For one second, the whole room seemed to tilt.

The aisle opened ahead. Rows of guests on either side. Flowers. Candles. Pale chairs. Sunlight through the French doors. The lake beyond. At the front, James stood with his hands clasped too tightly and his face already crumpling at the thought of Isobel. Beside him stood Theo.

Theo saw her.

He looked at her as if this was the person he had expected to see. Pale blue dress, dark hair, soft mouth, trembling bouquet and all. His gaze was steady, direct, stronger than anyone else’s in the room.

Dani stepped forward.

The first step was the worst.

The second was not much better.

Then the role began to carry her.

Short steps. Soft knees. Bouquet low. Shoulders down. The dress moved with her, chiffon stirring around her legs. The guests watched because bridesmaids were meant to be watched, then their attention moved through her towards the bride still waiting to enter.

Halfway down the aisle, her fingers trembled around the bouquet.

Theo saw.

His expression changed by almost nothing, but she caught it. A slight narrowing of the eyes. A focus. Not pity. Not amusement. He looked as if he wanted to step forward and would not because he understood the moment was hers to finish.

Dani reached the front.

She turned into position, as rehearsed. She lowered the bouquet. She stood near the others, heart pounding beneath the bodice, breath held tight under the forms and the dress.

Then the music changed. Everyone turned.

Isobel entered.

Whatever else Daniel had expected from the weekend, he had not expected to stand in a bridesmaid dress and feel his throat tighten because the bride looked so happy and terrified and alive. James looked as if someone had hit him gently in the chest. Richard walked beside his daughter with the grave expression of a man trying very hard not to show he had a few too many drinks.

The ceremony began.

The registrar spoke.

Isobel’s voice shook during the vows.

James’s did too.

Someone sniffed in the second row. Probably Mrs Bryce who seemed prone to emotional outbursts.

Dani’s hands steadied around the bouquet.

The panic did not vanish. It remained in her chest, bright and hot. But it no longer took up everything. There was room around it now. Room for the flowers in her hands, the warm sunlight across the floor, the soft weight of the dress, the shape of the women beside her, Theo’s steady presence across the aisle.

She was still frightened.

But for a few minutes, she realised how wonderful she suddenly felt.

She was a bridesmaid at a wedding, holding flowers while two people promised themselves to each other.

And she belonged there.


Chapter 8: The Reception

The photographs were worse than the aisle.

Dani had expected the ceremony to be the true test. The long walk, the rows of guests, the moment of standing at the front with flowers in her hands while everyone looked towards the bride and snuck glances at the bridesmaids. That had seemed impossible enough.

She had not prepared herself for being arranged.

The photographer had no hesitation. That was the first shock. He did not pause when he reached her. He did not look her over twice, or frown, or ask anyone quietly whether she was supposed to be there. He treated her as a bridesmaid because she was standing with the bridesmaids, wearing the dress, holding the bouquet, and looking pale even with the makeup. She could feel every inch of the outfit, including the underwear, the way her hair fell over her shoulders, and the way her heels rested on the ground.

“Blue dresses together, please,” he called, gesturing with one hand. “Bride in the middle. Lovely. No, not there, sweetheart. You’re taller than Lucy. Come this side.”

Dani realised he meant her.

Sweetheart.

Her mouth went dry.

Tabitha caught her elbow and steered her before she could freeze. “Move, sweetheart,” she giggled.

“Don’t start.”

“I didn’t start it. He did.”

The photographer pointed again. “That’s it. Dani, chin down a little. Not that much. Good. Bouquet lower. Lovely.”

Dani obeyed. The word lovely landed on her like warm water and, for a moment, made her feel a little dizzy.

She stood beside Isobel, bouquet low, pale blue skirt moving faintly in the breeze from the lake. The sun had slipped behind a thin veil of cloud, which the photographer kept calling perfect light, as if even the sky had been hired by Vivienne and warned not to misbehave. Guests watched from the terrace with drinks in their hands.

Dani could feel them looking and tried to push it from her mind.

The girls giggled as if this were all perfectly natural. Just that normal reception, with relatives and pretty bridesmaids. It all seemed a bit too frantic to Dani.

She had become part of it all. A thing to be glanced at, approved of, compared, admired and maybe forgotten.

The photographer arranged the bride with the bridesmaids, then with her mother, then with both mothers, then with people whose relationship to her seemed based entirely on whoever was standing close by. Dani was moved in and out of groups as if she had always belonged to that pale blue line of women.

“Dani, you there.” She went there. “Little closer to the bride.” She stepped closer. “Hand on the bouquet, not the dress.” She corrected her hand. “Beautiful.” Her face burned.

Nobody laughed.

That was becoming almost as unsettling as anything else. An older woman in a lilac hat stopped near the terrace steps as Dani was released from one group.

“You girls look lovely,” she said.

“Thank you, Aunt Rae,” Tabitha replied.

The woman looked at Dani. “That colour suits you, dear. I don’t think we’ve met before.”

Dani felt the smile form. “Thank you. I’m a friend of Isobelles from college.”

“Some girls can wear pastels, some can’t. You can.”

The woman moved on with complete satisfaction, leaving Dani standing there with one hand around the bouquet and the other pressed lightly against her skirt. Tabitha leaned close. “Try not to look surprised.”

“I don’t know how much longer I can do this for.”

“Try blushing a lot. It seems to work for you.”

Dani gave her a look. Tabitha grinned and moved away before she could be challenged. Her attention had been taken by a particular hunk who seemed to be a friend of Jamie, and she was fluttering her eyelashes and giggling as if he were the only person in the world. Dani watched her for a moment and wondered what it would feel like to be admired in that kind of way. She quickly pushed the thought away – that was way too dangerous.

The child arrived during the family photographs.

She was perhaps four, with curls, a pink frock, white tights, and a small cardigan already stained with something orange. She stopped in front of Dani and looked up with grave concentration.

“Are you a princess?”

Dani stared at her.

Poppy, beside her, made a strangled sound. Dani looked down at the pale blue skirt, the bouquet, the hair falling over her shoulder, the satin shoes visible beneath the hem.

“No,” she said. “I’m a bridesmaid.”

The child considered this.

“Is that better?”

Dani nearly laughed. “Today it is.”

The child nodded as if this were important information and ran back to a woman who looked too tired to chase her. Poppy leaned into Dani’s shoulder. “Princess Dani.”

Dani laughed, and this time she did not stop herself immediately.

Across the terrace, Theo turned at the sound. He had been speaking to James and one of the groomsmen, sipping a glass of champagne. His jacket was open, tie slightly loosened, the white rose buttonhole still pinned properly because he seemed like a man who could be relaxed without becoming too untidy. His gaze found Dani and stayed there.

Not long enough for anyone else to notice. Long enough for her to feel it. She looked away first.

Once the main photos were finished, the reception got underway inside the ballroom, though guests spilt out onto the terrace because the afternoon was warm and the view too elegant to waste. More champagne circulated. A string quartet gave up on being heard and played with the resigned professionalism in the background.

Dani discovered that public womanhood involved being interrupted a great deal by kind comments.

“You look beautiful, girls.”

“What a lovely dress.”

“Isn’t the bride lucky with her bridesmaids?”

“Come here for a photograph.”

“Smile, darling.”

“Can I squeeze past, love?”

Love. Sweetheart. Darling. Dear. Words Daniel had rarely heard from strangers unless they were elderly women in shops or men being sarcastic. It was like being in a different world altogether and she found herself at last enjoying things and relaxing.

She held her bouquet until Marina took it from her and replaced it with a glass of champagne.

“You look like you need this,” Marina said.

The drink tickled her lips and tongue but was refreshing, which was the only thing that mattered.

Marina checked her face with a practised glance. “Lipstick still good. We might have to freshen you up a little later. Do not eat anything oily unless you want me to shout at you.”

Then she was gone.

Dani stood near the wall with Poppy and Lucy while the room shifted from ceremony to celebration. Isobel and James were surrounded. Richard was already telling someone that love was “not unlike a canoe,” which meant the printed speech had failed to reach him or had been casually discarded. Mrs Bryce was crying again. Vivienne moved through the room in silver-grey, calm and watchful, receiving praise as if she had arranged the wedding.

Perhaps she had. Dani took one step towards the terrace.

Another glass appeared near her hand.

Theo said. “You looked like you were about to bolt.”

She turned.

He stood beside her, close enough that she caught the clean scent of his aftershave. He seemed to have planned to be there at some point, and it set her heart beating a little frantically.

She took the glass because if he was going to stand near her, she would need another drink.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I wasn’t bolting.”

“No?”

“I was just going to see how Tabitha was doing.”

“She’s ensconced with the young Mr Henderson.”

“Really.”

“I suspect he is in mortal danger.”

She looked at him.

His mouth curved. “Sorry.”

“She’s an outgoing girl.”

“Yes. And what about you? Are you an outgoing girl, too?”

He said it simply. That seemed to be the thing about Theo. He did not flirt like a man trying to be charming just to get a reaction. He decided where to stand, what to say, how long to hold her gaze. Nothing pushed too far. But there was strength in the attention, and Dani did not know how to respond to the way her body answered it.

“You did well,” he said, changing the subject.

“I carried flowers and walked down the aisle?” She could feel herself trembling slightly, despite the champagne. “At least I didn’t fall over.”

“God forbid. Though that would have given Vivienne something to think about. Anyway it was just a compliment.”

“I’m not very good at those.”

“At giving or taking?”

“Either.”

Theo leaned one shoulder against the wall beside her. “Then take this one. You looked lovely.”

Dani’s fingers tightened around the stem of the glass. She blushed, deeply and suddenly and couldn’t help herself.

Theo looked at her hands, the way the nails glimmered in the light.

“Careful,” he said.

“I’m always careful.”

“Yes,” he said. “That’s part of the problem.”

She glanced at him sharply. He held her gaze. No smile now.

“Do you always speak in riddles?” she asked.

“Not usually.”

“Lucky me, then.”

“I’m trying not to ask the wrong thing.”

The room carried on around them. Laughter. Glasses. Music. Someone calling for the bride. No one noticed the small silence at the wall.

Dani took a careful sip of wine. The glass was rimmed with pale lipstick. Theo watched her notice the glass.

“Problem?”

“Lipstick.”

He glanced at the rim. “I guess that’s one thing you women have to worry about.”

She looked at him. “I’d better find Tabitha,” she said. “Stop her doing something she’ll regret.”

“Tabitha can look after herself.”

The look he gave her then was so direct it made her feel examined. Heat rose under another blush. Theo saw. He looked away first this time, but not because he was embarrassed. Because he chose to let her breathe a little. It was a calculated act that probably meant he would not give up.

A waiter passed too close and Dani shifted back, heel catching slightly against the edge of a rug. It was a small thing, barely anything, but the change of balance went through her at once. Theo’s hand closed lightly around her elbow.

He steadied her as if that were the natural order of the room.

Dani froze.

“Easy,” he said.

“I’m fine.”

“I know.”

His hand remained for one second longer than necessary, then left. The spot on her elbow remained aware of him, though.

“I can be clumsy, sometimes,” she said, just to fill the silence. She laughed once, too softly. “Sorry, that was a dumb thing to say.”

Theo’s eyes moved to her mouth, then back up to her eyes.

Dani looked towards the terrace. “I should go and see if Isobel needs me.”

“Isobel is surrounded by twelve women and one husband who looks ready to fight the world for her. She’s fine.”

“You’re very confident.”

“Sometimes,” he said. “I have a penchant for nervous bridesmaids.”

She looked back at him. There was no safe answer there either.

Vivienne appeared before Dani had to find one. She came across the room with a glass of champagne in hand and an expression that made several guests move aside without knowing why. She stopped beside Dani, looked at Theo, then at the drink in Dani’s hand, then at Dani’s face.

“Mr Marlowe,” she said.

“Vivienne.”

“You appear to be taking up far too much of my favourite bridesmaid’s time.”

Theo did not pretend not to understand. “Dani needed a drink.”

“Dani is capable of accepting drinks from waiters.”

“I was closer.”

“Yes,” Vivienne said. “I noticed.”

Dani wished the floor would swallow her up.

Theo’s expression did not change much, but the room seemed to tighten between them. It was not hostile. Not quite. It was the controlled measuring of two people used to being obeyed in different ways.

Vivienne turned to Dani. “With me.”

It was not a request.

Dani handed Theo a small, helpless look and immediately regretted it. He took the wine glass from her hand with the ease of a man who had been given permission by no one and needed none.

Dani followed Vivienne towards the corridor. They stopped in a small alcove near the cloakroom, just out of the main traffic of guests. Vivienne turned, her silver-grey dress catching the light.

“You are enjoying his attention.”

Dani’s face flamed. “No.” Vivienne waited. “Yes,” Dani added. “A bit.”

“At least lie more convincingly.”

“I wasn’t going to do anything.”

“I did not say you were.”

“Then what are you saying?”

Vivienne studied her. The older woman looked cool, composed, severe in a way that seemed carved from a lifetime of experience. But beneath it Dani caught something else. Concern, perhaps. Or irritation that concern had become necessary.

“Theo Marlowe is not one of the James ’ foolish friends,” Vivienne said. “He is not drunk, not stupid, and not easily distracted. If he is looking at you, it is because he meant to.”

Dani looked away. “That sounds like a warning.”

“It is.”

“About him?”

“About you.”

Dani’s hand moved to the side of her skirt. The fabric was smooth under her nails.

“I’m not losing my head.”

“No. You are discovering you have one, I think.” Dani looked at her. Vivienne’s voice lowered. “Do not let the first man who looks at Dani make decisions for her.”

“He isn’t.”

“I think charm with a strong hand behind it is powerful. Particularly when the person receiving it has spent twenty-four hours being someone different.” Dani’s throat tightened. It was too direct. Too true. Vivienne continued, not unkindly. “Enjoy being admired if you must. You are allowed that. But do not forget where you are, what he does not know, and what this weekend still requires of you.”

Dani lowered her eyes. “Yes, Vivienne.”

“Look at me.”

Dani did.

“You are not in trouble.”

Dani said nothing. Vivienne’s expression softened by a fraction. “Tonight, you finish the wedding. You stand where you are needed. You smile. You do not panic. You do not confess to Theo Marlowe because he has broad shoulders and knows how to hold a wine glass.”

A laugh broke from Dani before she could stop it.

Vivienne’s mouth moved. “Good. There you are.”

Dani felt herself steady.

“Do I really look that obvious?”

“To me?”

“Yes.”

“Painfully.”

“Wonderful.”

“To everyone else, you look like a pretty bridesmaid receiving attention from the best man. That is hardly rare at weddings.”

Pretty bridesmaid. Vivienne said it plainly, as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world. Dani looked down before the words could show too much on her face.

When they returned, Theo had kept her wine.

He stood where she had left him, speaking to James now, but he looked over as soon as she entered. Of course he did. He raised the glass slightly, not in a toast, more a question.

Dani crossed to him because not doing so would probably look wrong. Vivienne disappeared into the wedding crowd with the smoothness of a woman who had said enough and intended to watch the consequences from a distance.

Theo handed the glass back. “Still alive?”

“Apparently.”

“Vivienne looked her usual gregarious self.”

“She’s watching out for me.”

“Did I get you into trouble?” Theo laughed, low and pleased.

“Only marginally.”

Dani liked making him laugh.

The meal was announced soon after, though the formal breakfast had happened hours before and the reception dinner was really an excuse for speeches, wine and several courses no one would remember clearly. Dani found herself seated at a long table with the bridal party. Theo was not beside her. That was a relief until she realised he was across from her.

Every time she lifted her glass, she saw him. Every time someone said something ridiculous, his eyes found hers first. During Richard’s speech, which did indeed include reference to a canoe, Theo looked at her across the flowers and raised one eyebrow so slightly that she giggled stupidly.

The speeches went on.

Richard was emotional, rambling and saved only by genuine love for his daughter. James spoke badly but sincerely, which was better than speaking well and sounding pleased about it. Theo stood last.

He rose, buttoned his jacket, waited until the room quieted, and began with enough warmth to make James relax and enough edge to make everyone listen. He was funny without overdoing it. He told one story at James’s expense and stopped before it could go too far. He spoke of Isobel with respect. He made the room laugh, then listen, then raise glasses without quite noticing he had led them there.

Dani watched him and, unwillingly, understood why people followed him.

When he sat down, applause filled the room. James gripped his shoulder. Isobel wiped her eyes. Theo smiled, accepted it, then looked across the table at Dani.

The look lasted only a second.

After the meal, dancing began in the ballroom. The first dance belonged to Isobel and James. They moved awkwardly at first, then better once Isobel laughed and James stopped counting his steps. Guests gathered around, clapping as the music lifted.

Dani stood at the edge with Tabitha.

“You’re staring,” Tabitha said.

“I’m watching the first dance.”

“You were watching the best man.”

Dani looked at her.

Tabitha sipped champagne. “Please. Half the room is watching him. He’s that sort.”

“What sort?”

“The sort who knows he could ruin your life or make it perfect bliss. He’s an Alpha darling and they rarely care about others.”

Dani almost laughed. “That is very specific. Do you have experience?”

“Oh, when I was younger.”

Across the room, Theo was speaking to an older man near the bar. He looked over as if summoned.

Dani turned away at once.

Tabitha smiled. “Oh, he does have a thing for you, my darling.”

“He doesn’t.”

Before Dani could add anything, a man with a flushed face and loosened tie stepped into their space. She recognised him vaguely from the rehearsal. A cousin, perhaps. One of those men who had spent the day drinking steadily enough to remain upright but not wise.

“Well,” he said, looking at Dani too closely. “You’re the mystery bridesmaid.”

Tabitha’s expression changed. “Oliver.”

Of course, his name was Oliver. There was always an Oliver at these shindigs.

Dani smiled. “Hello.”

Oliver leaned slightly closer. His eyes moved over her face, then down to the dress, then back to her mouth.

“Haven’t seen you around before.”

“No.”

“Friend of Isobel’s?”

“Yes.”

“Funny. Isobel’s friends usually travel in packs.”

Tabitha’s voice cooled. “She’s a late replacement. Try to keep up.”

Oliver ignored her. “Late replacement. Very convenient. You’re very pretty.”

Dani’s fingers tightened around her clutch. He looked at the movement. “Nice hands.”

“Thank you,” she said. “You seem a little drunk.”

“Relax. I’m being friendly.”

“No,” Tabitha said. “You’re being Oliver.”

He laughed, but his gaze remained on Dani. “Just curious. There’s something a little...” He tilted his head. “Different.”

The room seemed to narrow. Dani felt the panic rise, sharp and clean. It moved through the bodice, the bra, the stockings, the heels, straight to the base of her throat.

Before she could answer, Vivienne’s voice came from behind him.

“Oliver.”

He turned.

Vivienne stood there with a glass in one hand and murder in her posture.

“Aunt Viv,” he said, too brightly.

“Do not call me that.”

“I was only talking to your bridesmaid.”

“Yes. I heard.”

The sentence was quiet.

Oliver’s smile faltered. Vivienne moved beside Dani, not touching her, but placing herself so clearly in the line of fire that even Oliver noticed. “She is here at my request,” Vivienne said. “She has helped my daughter generously. She is not a conquest for you to prod and poke because you cannot hold your champagne.”

Oliver’s face coloured. “I didn’t mean anything.”

“Then you will find it easy to say nothing.”

A few people nearby had begun to listen. Oliver glanced around. Vivienne’s expression remained pleasant enough for public use, which made her voice more dangerous. “Go and dance with someone who can tolerate you.”

Tabitha coughed into her glass.

Oliver looked at Dani once more, but the confidence had gone out of him. “No offence.”

Dani’s voice came out quieter than intended. “None taken.”

Tabitha watched him go. “That may have been the best moment of the wedding.”

Dani stood very still. The music moved around them. Guests laughed. The reception continued, indifferent to the small social execution that had just occurred near the dance floor.

Vivienne finally looked at her. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.”

Then, before the moment could become too tender, she added, “Your posture has improved.” Dani let out a breath that nearly became a laugh.

A hand touched Dani’s elbow. She turned. Theo had arrived without drama, though she suspected he had seen more than enough from across the room. His expression was controlled, but his eyes were not amused now.

“Problem?” he asked. His mouth moved slightly. “Did he upset you?”

The directness of the question caught her.

“No,” she said.

Theo waited. Dani looked away. “A little.”

“Where is he?”

Vivienne said, “No.”

Theo did not look at her. “I didn’t ask you.”

“I answered anyway.”

The two of them looked at one another. For a second, Dani saw something that made the air thicken: Theo’s strength, Vivienne’s authority, both held in check because the room had rules. Neither of them would make a scene. Both of them could.

Theo’s jaw shifted once.

Then his gaze returned to Dani. “Do you want air?”

“I’m fine.”

“Then something else.”

“What?”

He held out his hand. The music had changed to something slower. Couples were moving onto the floor. Isobel and James were laughing near the centre, surrounded now by parents, friends, cousins and guests who had drunk enough to believe they could dance.

Theo’s hand remained extended. “Dance with me.”

Dani looked at his hand, then at his face.

Vivienne was watching.

Tabitha was absolutely watching.

The room seemed to wait, though of course it did not. The wedding carried on. Glasses lifted. Music played. Guests moved. No one cared much.

Dani knew she should say no.

She also knew she would not.

She placed her hand in Theo’s.

His fingers closed around hers, warm and sure.

“Good,” he said quietly.

And led her onto the floor.


Chapter 9: The Best Man

Theo’s hand closed around Dani’s.

Not tightly. Just firmly enough to guide her with him towards the dance floor.

Now she had touched him. A lump formed in her throat, and something squirmed in her stomach that was not unpleasant.

That was the problem. She looked back to see Vivienne with a group of people. Vivienne was not paying attention to the conversation; she was watching Dani. Was she wondering what she had created? Did she know how vulnerable Daniel had been when she forced this transformation upon him?

Theo led her onto the dance floor as if a decision that had huge consequences had been made and Dani had no say in the matter. Couples moved aside without quite meaning to. Theo did not push through them. He walked with the easy certainty of a man who expected space to appear in front of him.

Dani followed because his hand was warm around hers and because every part of her had become temporarily stupid.

The music was slow.

Something soft she half recognised, modern enough not to require counting, slow enough to make closeness unavoidable. Isobel and James were still near the middle of the floor, laughing together now, her dress moving across the floor like something fluid. Older couples danced carefully near the edges. A few younger guests used the dance floor as an excuse to practice adult skills such as eye contact and being close to a member of the opposite sex.

Theo stopped and turned to face Dani.

She nearly stepped into him.

He caught her at the waist. The contact was brief, but her whole body answered it. The fitted bodice. The bra. The forms. The stockinged legs beneath the dress. The heels that forced her closer to his height, but not close enough. Every carefully arranged part of Dani seemed to become aware of his hand at once.

“Easy,” he said.

“I’m fine.”

“You say that a lot.”

His hand moved from her waist to her back, settling just below the shoulder blade. Not too low. Not too cautious either. His other hand held her fingers, palm warm against hers. She was conscious that her heart was beating quite a bit, could hear it in her ears now as she tried to accept being close to a man who saw her as a desirable young woman.

Dani looked at his tie because his eyes were too much to challenge right now. She felt her shoulders hunch a little and began to move slowly, trying to override years of conditioning and let him lead. She found it easier than she thought she might.

“Look at me,” he said after a few moments.

Her eyes lifted.

Theo was close now. Too close for the tricks that had worked across a table. His dark eyes were steady, his face calm, his mouth not quite smiling but amused all the same. He looked as if he knew perfectly well she wanted to run and had no intention of letting her pretend that she could simply escape.

“You seem a little tense,” she said.

“I’m not good at dancing.”

“You just have to sway from side to side, it’s not a polka.”

“I suppose you know how to tango.”

“Hardly.”

He moved a bit more. Gently.

Dani followed, because he had guided her before she could decide not to. One step, then another. Smaller than Daniel would have taken, shaped by the heels, the dress, the rhythm, the fact that she was dancing with a man for the first time. Theo led in a way that gave instructions without words, as if he was used to this sort of situation. Pressure on her back. A shift through his hand. A turn suggested before it happened.

She hated how easy it was to follow him. No. She didn’t hate it. She felt suddenly grateful.

Her skirt moved around her legs. The dress brushed against Theo’s trousers when he turned her. The music filled the space where speech should have been. She could smell his aftershave again, clean and dark, and beneath it the warmth of a man who had been standing, speaking, laughing and commanding attention all day without ever seeming to tire.

“You’re trembling,” he said.

Dani’s chin lifted. “I am not.”

His thumb moved once against the back of her hand.

She went still.

“You are.”

She looked away. “Then don’t mention it.”

“Why?”

“Because mentioning it makes it worse.”

“Does it?”

“Yes.”

He guided her into a turn before answering. “Good.”

Her eyes came back to him. “Good?”

“If you’re going to hide things, I want to know where they are.”

“What do you think I’m hiding?”

Dani nearly missed the next step. Theo caught the error with his hand at her back, correcting her before it became visible. She felt his firmness through the dress and the hidden layers beneath it. He was strong but did not show it off like many men.

“You keep doing that,” Theo said.

“What?”

“Trying to pull back.” He smiled. “It’s okay, I am going to be the perfect gentleman.”

She looked over his shoulder. Vivienne stood near the far side of the ballroom, talking to Richard Calder but not really listening again. Her eyes were still on Dani and Theo. Of course they were. Marina stood beside her, glass in hand, openly enjoying the view. Their creation was dancing with a man.

Dani looked away.

Theo noticed. “Vivienne?”

“She’s watching.”

“She does that. It’s part of her charm.”

“You know her well?”

“She used to scare me when I was a young pup.”

“You.”

“She’s always had something of the Mistress about her. I don’t really know where it came from, but even in her teens, apparently, she was in control of the situation.” He looked towards Vivienne. “She seemed to be able to get anyone to do anything.”

Dani looked at him.

“I see,” she said.

His gaze held hers. “Do you?”

The dance carried them a little closer to the edge of the floor. The music had slowed further, or perhaps Dani’s attention had narrowed so much that everything else had softened and almost disappeared. Guests turned around them. Someone laughed. A glass broke near the bar and was quickly attended to. Isobel said something to James that made him grin. A slight movement brought her a little closer to Theo, and rather than fighting, she melted slightly. He noticed, and she blushed as if she had crossed another line.

Dani and Theo kept moving. The music picked up tempo a little, giving him an excuse to try something a bit more complicated. She moved with him, hair tickling across her shoulders.

“You’re not like the others,” Theo said suddenly.

She let a beat go buy, mind racing. “Are you always this direct?”

“When I want something.”

The answer was too plain. Her mouth went dry.

“And what do you want?” she asked, then immediately wished she had not.

Theo held her gaze for two beats. “The truth. About you.”

She almost laughed from nerves. “There’s nothing to say.” She looked around the room but couldn’t suddenly see Vivienne or Marina.

“I’m not dancing with half the room.”

She looked down at their hands. His hand was large around hers. Her nails looked delicate against his skin. That contrast should not have mattered. It did. It said too much without saying anything helpful. How could she be so crazy?

Theo guided her through a slow turn. The skirt moved. The room shifted. When she faced him again, his expression was serious.

“You don’t owe me anything,” he said. “But I don’t like being lied to.”

“I haven’t lied to you.”

“Yes, you have.”

Her body went cold beneath the dress. Theo’s hand at her back stayed steady.

He let her have an inch, no more, because they were still dancing and because stepping back fully would have meant being released from his grasp.

“Don’t,” he said.

“Don’t what?”

“Bolt.”

Despite herself, she almost smiled.

“I know you arrived late. I know Vivienne watches you like she is guarding the crown jewels. I know Isobel looks at you with too much gratitude for a long-standing family friend. I know Tabitha treats you like a secret no one else knows. I know you notice wedding logistics like someone with a vested interest. I know your voice changes when you’re under pressure. I know you’re frightened of being seen and more frightened when someone sees you properly.”

Dani stopped moving. Theo stopped with her. “That’s a long list.”

For a moment, the dance floor continued around them and they stood in the middle of it like two people who had forgotten the room.

“Dance,” he said softly.

“I can’t.”

“You can. Smaller steps.”

“I said I can’t.”

His hand shifted at her back, more supportive than commanding now. “Then breathe first.”

She drew a breath and felt the dress move with it. The bodice. The false weight beneath it. The waist. The stockings. The whole built body that had carried her through the day.

Theo waited. Not impatiently. That made it worse.

“I’m a lie,” she said finally. “That’s all you need to know.”

She could not look at him.

The song began to end. The last notes loosened around them. Couples started to draw apart, clap lightly, reach for drinks, pretend they had not used the dance to say what they could not say at the table. Theo did not let go at once.

Dani felt that too. Then he released her hand and stepped back. The absence of his touch was almost indecent.

“Walk with me,” he said.

“No.”

“Dani.”

Not Vivienne’s command. Not Marina’s instruction. Not Isobel’s grateful uncertainty. Theo said it like something he had decided was worth saying.

She turned towards the room. Vivienne was back, watching intently. Dani could have ended it there and then, smiled politely and walked over to Vivienne, telling her it was time to end the charade and return to the normal world. Daniel could have changed, slipped out the back into the night, never to be heard of again.

Instead, she left through the terrace doors near the side of the ballroom with Theo. No one stopped them. Weddings were full of people stepping out for air, for cigarettes, for tears, for kisses, for arguments that would be denied the next morning. The terrace was deserted and the night was closing in, stars glittering in the distance above the trees.

The evening was warm.

The terrace stones still held the day’s heat. Lights glowed along the edge of the path down to the lake. Music drifted from the ballroom behind them, muffled now by glass and distance. The water reflected the hotel in broken gold lines. Somewhere at the far end of the lawn, a couple of young guests laughed too loudly and then quietened and kissed.

Theo stopped by a balustrade, where the view opened towards the lake, and the terrace was quiet enough for a meaningful conversation but not remote enough to be frightening.

Theo stood beside her, then turned so he faced her properly.

“All right,” he said.

She looked at him.

“All right, what?”

“Tell me what’s happening.” Its directness made her stomach tighten.

“If I tell you,” She said, “you’ll be angry.”

“Maybe I’m already angry.” Her eyes lifted. Theo’s face was controlled, but the warmth was not gone. “Vivienne has a history, maybe she should have told you that before this charade began. Isobel likes to be led, which is not her fault. You, however, had a choice.” He paused. “And I’ve let myself be drawn in anyway, because I was intrigued.”

Dani looked down at her hands. The pale nails gleamed in the terrace light.

“I didn’t plan this.”

“No.”

“None of it.”

“I believe that.”

She looked at the lake. “I came here as Daniel Mercer.” Dani swallowed. “I was hired to help manage the wedding. Seating plans, timings, and the usual disasters. Caitlin left yesterday after a family row. The dress was still here. Vivienne thought...” She stopped because saying it plainly made it absurd again. “Vivienne thought I could take her place.”

Theo was very still.

Dani kept her eyes on the water. “Marina did the rest. Hair removal. Makeup. Nails. Lingerie. Dress. Wig. Walking practice. Voice, sort of, though not very well. Isobel needed four bridesmaids, and I was close enough.”

She breathed out once.

“That’s how Dani began.”

“Yes.”

“And why has it been so natural for you?”

The silence after that was large enough to hold the whole hotel. Theo stepped back. Only one pace, but it felt like a door closing.

That, of course, was the question. It wasn’t Vivienne’s extraordinary ability to command and bend people to her will. It wasn’t the fact that the wedding needed four bridesmaids – it simply didn’t. It wasn’t helping out. It was because she had wanted it. She had wanted to know.

“I don’t know,” she said and it didn’t seem enough.

He looked at her. At the dress, the face, the dark hair, the hands around the clutch. Not stripping the image away, not exactly. Trying to place one truth over another and finding neither would disappear.

“You’re telling me you were the wedding assistant.”

“Yes.”

“The man with the clipboard.”

“Yes.”

“The one who moved the chairs.”

Dani almost laughed. It came out rough. “Among other achievements.”

Theo looked away towards the lake. His hand flexed once at his side. He took a step forward and she flinched a little.  “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

“I know.”

She said nothing.

He looked at the ballroom, then back at her. “Who knows?”

“Vivienne. Marina. Isobel. James. Tabitha. Maybe Lucy. I don’t know what she knows. Poppy doesn’t. Most people don’t.”

“And you came through the whole day like this.”

“Yes.”

“Why? You could have changed after the ceremony and disappeared.”

The question was simple. The answer wasn’t.

She tried to answer the easy part first. “Isobel was crying. The wedding was going to be a mess. Vivienne offered a ridiculous bonus. I thought I could try and fail and leave.”

“But you didn’t fail.”

“No.”

“And you didn’t leave.”

“No.”

Theo watched her. The terrace lights reflected in his eyes. He looked less polished out here.

“Is Dani an apparition?” he asked. “I mean, is she just going to suddenly disappear?”

The question burned inside her more strongly than she thought it might. It was such a big thing to answer that she couldn’t even find the words.

The music behind them changed again, something brighter now. A cheer rose from the ballroom as an old dance favourite boomed out. Inside, the wedding was carrying on, still alive, still happy, still unaware that Dani’s whole borrowed life had been placed on the stones between her and the best man.

At last, he spoke.

“I wanted to kiss you.”

Her breath stopped.

He looked out at the lake, not at her.

“At least twice,” he said. “Once when you laughed at Richard’s speech. Once when you tried to pretend you weren’t scared after Oliver opened his mouth. Possibly on the dance floor, though by then I knew enough not to trust the feeling.”

Dani’s voice came out almost soundless. “Theo.”

“Don’t.”

She stopped.

He turned back to her.

“I still want to,” he said. “That is the problem.”

Her heart beat hard enough to hurt.

“But I won’t.” The hurt came with relief. He stepped closer. Not touching. Close enough that the air between them tightened again. “Not unless you want to.” She stared into his eyes and saw that he was serious. For a moment, she didn’t know how to react. A man wanted to kiss her.

“I’m not making this a game,” he said. “I’m not turning your confession into some wedding story I can tell myself later. I don’t kiss someone when I don’t know which part of the truth I’m holding.”

Neither of them moved. Then he leaned forward and pressed his lips against hers, his warm hand reaching around the nape of her neck and pulling her slightly forward. She closed her eyes and let the moment fill her. Then she placed her hands on his shoulders and melted again, letting him press a little harder. A couple came out through the glass doors, laughing and lighting cigarettes. Smoke drifted over towards them. Dani pulled away, blushing.

Theo said, “What happens after tomorrow?”

“I don’t know.”

“Will you go back to being Daniel?” He whispered the question as if there was an alternative.

“I don’t know,” she said again.

He paused. “What do you want?”

No one had asked it like that.

Vivienne had offered choices, but always under pressure, under structure, under the force of the wedding. Isobel had needed. Marina had prepared. The room had accepted. Theo asked, and the question that Dani had not been able to hide from.

“I don’t know,” Dani whispered. “Oh, my God.”

He stepped back and pushed a strand of hair from her face. “Come on.”

They walked inside together, but not touching.

The reception swallowed them again. Warmth, noise, music, perfume, wine, laughter. Dani felt every layer of herself as she crossed the threshold: the dress brushing her legs, the stockings held beneath, the bra and forms, the wig, the makeup, the lipstick, the nails. Nothing had changed. Everything had.

Theo stopped just inside the doors.

“I need a drink,” he said.

Dani nodded. “Yes.”

He left her there and went towards the bar. Dani stood near the terrace doors and felt the room move around her without touching her. Vivienne appeared at her side almost immediately.

“You told him.”

Dani closed her eyes briefly. “He knew.”

“Did he behave badly?”

Dani turned to her. “No.”

Vivienne nodded once, as if something in Theo had been judged and filed away for the future. “That is something.”

“He said he wanted to kiss me.” Vivienne looked at her sharply. Dani’s face warmed, but she did not look away. “He did.”

The music had become louder. Guests were dancing again, less reserved now. Isobel and James were surrounded by friends. Tabitha was arguing with a cousin near the cake. Richard appeared to be explaining something to a woman who looked bored.

Dani felt suddenly exhausted. Vivienne saw that too.

“Come on,” she said.

“Where?”

“Upstairs.”

They left quietly through the side corridor.

This time, the hotel felt different around them. In the morning, Dani had walked through it terrified of exposure. Now she walked through it with ease, in keeping with her feminine nature.

His room was quiet when they entered.

The room had been tidied during the reception. The makeup case remained near the dressing table. Daniel’s suit hung in one corner where Marina had left it. Dani’s overnight bag sat beside the chair. The mirror reflected the pale blue bridesmaid dress, the dark hair, the face still pretty and alluring.

Vivienne closed the door.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

His suit from yesterday. A fresh shirt. Dark trousers. Shoes. The simple male things he had brought for work, unaware that by Saturday night, they would look like a foreign language.

Vivienne laid them across a chair.

Then she crossed to the bed and, from the wardrobe, lifted a softer dress Marina had prepared for Sunday brunch. Pale green, fitted at the waist, less formal than the bridesmaid gown. Alongside it, she placed fresh lingerie, stockings, high-heel shoes, jewellery, and the dark wig on the stand.

Two lives arranged by furniture.

Daniel on one chair.

Dani on the bed.

Vivienne turned to face her.

“The wedding is nearly over,” Dani said nothing. “Tomorrow morning is the farewell brunch. Not the ceremony. Not an emergency. Not a role required for photographs. Isobel will be grateful either way. You have already done what you agreed to do.” The room felt too still. Vivienne continued. “You can put those on.” She nodded towards Daniel’s clothes. “You can come down as Mr Mercer, say you were unwell yesterday, give me your invoice and leave. No one will stop you.”

Dani looked at the chair.

The male clothes were neat. Practical. Innocent. They had not done anything wrong.

Vivienne’s voice remained even. “Or you can attend brunch as Dani. Not because the wedding needs you. Because you choose to.”

Dani swallowed. “And after that?”

“After that,” Vivienne said, “you decide.”

Dani turned towards her.

Vivienne’s face was composed, but there was something behind the control now. Fatigue, perhaps. Or concern. Or the cost of having pushed Daniel into Dani and then discovered Dani could not simply disappear with the dress.

“You chose me,” Dani said.

“Yes.”

“Before Caitlin left.”

Vivienne’s gaze moved over her face. The makeup. The hair. The mouth. Then, more carefully, her eyes.

“You were already divided,” she said. “Useful Daniel in public. Something softer held tightly beneath. The wedding gave me a reason to test what I suspected.”

“You hardly knew me.” Dani looked away.

Vivienne did not rush to defend herself. Then she said, “It knew you well enough.”

Dani touched the skirt of the bridesmaid's dress. The fabric felt familiar now. That seemed impossible.

“Why are you giving me the choice?”

Vivienne’s expression sharpened. “Because if I do not, everything you’ve been this weekend will be lost.”

Dani sat carefully on the edge of the bed, dress gathered around her. She looked at the male clothes, then at the green dress, the lingerie, the wig waiting on its stand.

Vivienne stepped closer. “Tomorrow morning, you decide. If you are Daniel, be Daniel. If you are Dani, be Dani. Do not come downstairs with regrets.”

Dani exhaled.

The tiredness had reached her bones now. Her feet ached. Her face felt tight under makeup. Her scalp was warm beneath the wig. Her body wanted the dress off and did not want the return that removal implied.

Vivienne picked up her clutch from the dressing table and placed it beside her.

“Take off the dress. Sleep. Decide in the morning.”

“Will Marina come?”

“If you ask.”

“If I choose Dani?”

“Yes.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then no.”

Dani nodded.

Vivienne walked to the door, then stopped.

Without turning, she said, “Theo Marlowe is not easily besotted.”

Before Dani could answer, she left. The door closed. The room became very quiet.

For a long time, Daniel did not move.

Then slowly, carefully, she stood and removed the wig first. The dark hair lifted away, and the face in the mirror changed at once. Softer still, made up, but incomplete. She set the wig on its stand with both hands.

The dress came next.

It took effort to unfasten. Her fingers shook. The nails made the hooks difficult. She nearly called for Marina, then stopped herself. She was not helpless. The dress loosened. She stepped out of it and hung it over the back of the chair beside the bed.

Underneath were the layers. Slip. Bra. Forms. Suspender belt. Stockings. Panties. The private architecture Marina had built while Daniel stood behind a screen pretending embarrassment was the only thing he felt.

She removed each piece slowly. Not because she wished to make a ceremony of it. Because each layer came away with meaning still attached. When she was bare except for the faint marks stockings had left at her thighs and the makeup still on her face, she put on the hotel robe and sat between the chair and the bed.

Daniel looked at the shirt and remembered arriving that morning with a laptop bag, a suit carrier and a private suspicion that the weekend was already in flames. He remembered being useful, forgettable, and professional. He remembered Vivienne watching his hands.

Downstairs, the reception carried on. Music rose through the floor in faint, softened beats. Someone laughed. Someone cheered. The wedding had survived.

Daniel sat alone in the quiet suite, with his old clothes on one chair and Dani’s life laid out on the other.

For the first time all weekend, no one told him what to do.


Chapter 10: A Decision Made

Sunday morning began with a shirt.

White cotton, folded over the back of the chair. Daniel’s shirt. Clean, familiar, practical, slightly creased near the cuff because he had packed too quickly on Friday morning. It was the sort of shirt that belonged to hotel corridors, a man carrying a clipboard, polite problem-solving and being thanked by people who forgot your name before you were out of sight.

Daniel stood in front of it in a cotton hotel robe, bare-faced except for the faint shadow of yesterday’s makeup still clinging stubbornly near the lashes. He had woken before seven and lain still for half an hour, listening to the muted sounds of the hotel returning to itself after a wedding. Doors opening. A trolley moving along the corridor. Someone still a little drunk heading for breakfast. Birds outside in the bright morning.

The wedding was over. That was supposed to make things simpler.

It did not.

Daniel looked at the shirt for a long time. Beside it lay dark trousers, socks, polished shoes, the jacket he had arrived in, and the tie he had never needed because by the time anyone might have expected it, Marina had been turning him into Dani.

On the bed lay the other choice.

Not the bridesmaid dress this time. That had been carefully hung in the wardrobe, its work done. Marina had left a pale green dress for brunch, soft and fitted at the waist, with a skirt that would move easily when Dani walked. Beside it were fresh lingerie, stockings, low heels, a small bracelet, earrings, a clutch and the dark wig resting on its stand.

Daniel had spent ten minutes pretending not to look at the ensemble.

He took the shirt from the chair. The fantasy was over. He/she couldn’t go back now. It was such a big step, as if accepting what was meant to be was so terribly wrong. Who would miss me? He thought.

The shirt felt ordinary in his hands. After satin, chiffon, lace, stockings, slips, forms, straps, the soft weight of a wig and the careful grip of heels, cotton felt like a retreat to a country where everything was grey and senseless. He put it on.

The sleeves went over his arms.

The collar settled around his neck.

He buttoned it slowly, pale nails gone now, his fingers shorter again, blunt. There were remnants of glue across the cuticles. The nails themselves lay in the small waste bin in the bathroom. Right now, he regretted removing them.

He pulled on the trousers.

They fit as they always had. Waist, hips, legs. Sensible dark fabric. No hidden tug of stockings. No suspender straps. No bra band. No weight at the chest. No skirt to arrange before sitting. No shoes requiring balance and poise. Nothing requiring grace at all.

He stood in front of the mirror. Daniel Mercer looked back.

He looked tired. Smooth-faced now, which did not help free him from the ghost of Dani. Without the downy beard, the shirt and trousers failed to restore the old shape completely. His face remained too open, his mouth too soft, his eyes still carrying something from the liner that had been removed but not entirely forgotten.

Daniel touched the collar. The fabric sat close to his throat. He imagined going downstairs like this. Vivienne would nod. Marina would pack her cases. Isobel would thank him too warmly. James would shake his hand, perhaps too hard because he did not know what to make of this thing. Tabitha would say something sharp enough to hide that she was disappointed Dani was gone.

And Theo?

Daniel turned away from the mirror.

That was not fair. The choice could not be made because of a man. Vivienne had said as much. Theo had said as much, too, in his own harder way. He could not let them decide for him. It was easy enough to let them carry him a little further, but it was not right.

He stood there in the male clothes and waited for them to become comforting.

They did not.

They were not hateful. That would have been easier. He did not feel as if he had put on a prison uniform or betrayed himself by ignoring who he was truly meant to be. The clothes were not evil. They were just different from what they had been on Friday morning. They belonged to a man who could fix a seating plan but not take the opportunity he really wanted. In ten years' time, this would be just a memory, something that he might embellish and make more exciting than it really was.

Was that what he wanted?

Daniel unbuttoned the shirt.

His hands were steady now. That surprised him. He took it off and folded it properly over the chair. Trousers next. Socks. Shoes never touched. He put everything back together carefully, as if it had not been touched or tried again.

There was a knock at the door.

Daniel looked at the bed, then at the chair. He shrugged on the hotel robe. “Yes?”

Marina opened the door without waiting long enough for him to ask her to enter. She took in the room.

Male clothes on the chair. Green dress on the bed. Daniel in the robe.

“Good,” she said.

“That’s all?”

“I came prepared for dithering.”

“I’ve certainly dithered.”

Marina carried a cosmetics case in one hand and a coffee in the other. She held out the coffee.

Daniel took it. “You came prepared.”

“Well?”

His eyes welled, and he swallowed as if he couldn’t say it. He didn’t need to, not to Marina. She moved to the dressing table and began laying out products. Not as many as before, but enough. Skincare. Base. Corrector. Eye palette. Mascara. Blush. Lipstick. Adhesive tabs for nails. Hairbrush. Pins.

Daniel watched her hands move. She was trying to focus as if doing anything else could break the spell.

“I want to do more myself today,” he said, softly.

Marina paused. Then she nodded. “Good. Have you showered?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure about this?” He nodded. Marina pointed towards the bed. “Start with the lingerie.” She looked at his nails, the faint marks of dried glue.

Dani set the coffee carefully on the bedside table, and picked up the panties.

She dressed slowly. Panties first. Pale green satin, edged in lace. They slid up her smooth legs and settled neatly. Bra next. She managed the straps and held the band in place, fastening the clasp in one smooth motion. For some reason, it gave her a sense of joy and made her feel more settled.

She slipped the forms into the cups and adjusted them with care until the shape was right. Marina checked, corrected one side with two fingers, and stepped back.

The suspender belt was next. It fit around her waist with simple femininity. She sat, and the stocking went on slowly and luxuriously, sliding over her smooth calves and thighs. She clipped the two straps properly on the first try, then turned to do the back. The slip followed, silky and pale against the lingerie. She smoothed it down and checked herself in the mirror.

Dani sat at the dressing table. Marina handed her a cotton pad. “Clean first.”

Under Marina’s instruction, she worked through the first stage herself. Cleanser. Moisturiser. Primer. Marina corrected the amount, with soothing tones, her brow creased with concentration. The mirror showed Daniel’s bare face gradually becoming prepared again.

“Corrector,” Marina said.

“I’ll mess it up.” She remembered how delicately it had been applied yesterday and lacked the confidence to follow.

“You might. Then I’ll fix it.”

Dani dabbed the warm tone where Marina told her. Around the mouth. Chin. Jaw. She used too much on one side. Marina adjusted it, her touch light and professional.

Foundation came next, mostly Marina’s work, but Dani blended parts of it with a sponge, learning the pressure, the small taps, the way the base had to meet skin rather than sit on top. Brows were Marina’s territory too because they were the beginnings of a professional makeup look. Eye shadow, Dani watched closely. Liner, she surrendered to authority. Mascara, she managed, but again Marina tidied it up. Blush she applied herself under Marina’s severe supervision, holding her breath as if her life depended on getting the two sides balanced.

The lipstick came last. The rose shade from yesterday had been replaced by something deeper. Less bridesmaid, more confident young woman going for brunch. Marina lined her lips and handed her the brush.

“Finish it.”

She filled in the colour carefully. Lower lip. Upper. Corners. Marina corrected one edge with a cotton bud. Dani pressed her lips together, then looked.

Dani’s face had returned.

Marina opened the nail case.

“Let’s get those sorted before anything else.”

The nails were pale, elegant and longer than yesterday’s. Dani applied the first under Marina’s supervision and took too long. Marina let her. By the third, she had the angle right. By the second hand, the rhythm came. When both hands were finished, she lifted them in front of the mirror.

The dress came next.

Dani stepped into it and drew it up over the slip. Marina fastened the back, adjusted the waist, and smoothed the skirt. The pale green suited the dark hair still waiting on its stand, making Dani’s skin look softer. It was not sophisticated but not ostentatious and it carried the memory of the weekend in every line. Feminine, neat, pretty.

Shoes. Medium heels in nude leather. The extra height felt a little strange, but Dani said she could cope okay. Then jewellery. Small earrings. Bracelet. Nothing dramatic. Nothing to hide behind. Hair last.

Dani sat very still while Marina fitted the wig and adjusted the dark waves around her face. The final touch no longer felt like a veil being placed over her. Hiding everything. Marina let the hair hang loose and slightly fluffed, elegant but natural.

“There.”

Dani looked in the mirror.

She was ready.

Marina stood behind her, hands on the chair. “Well?”

Dani met her eyes in the mirror. “What am I going to do?”

Marina’s face softened. “First, we’re going to have brunch and say goodbye to the Calder rabble. Then we can decide.”

A knock came at the door. This time it was Vivienne. Dani knew before she spoke.

“Come in,” she said.

Vivienne entered in ivory trousers and an expensive silk blouse, hair smooth, face composed, the previous day’s severity softened by morning light. She looked first at Marina, then at Dani. Her gaze moved over the dress, the hair, the face, the hands, the shoes. Dani felt the inspection and did not shrink under it.

“Good morning, Dani,” Vivienne said.

“Good morning, Vivienne.”

The older woman’s brows lifted very slightly. “Breakfast begins in twenty minutes.”

“I’m ready.”

“Yes,” Vivienne said. “I see that. And I’m glad.”

Marina began closing her case. “I’ll be downstairs if anything falls off, smudges, tears, slips or causes a wealthy aunt to faint. Which I doubt.” She gave Dani a quick peck on the cheek and then left.

Vivienne remained by the door.

For a moment, neither woman spoke.

Daniel’s clothes hung over the chair, and Dani looked at them for a moment.

“You tried them,” said Vivienne.

“Yes.”

“And?”

Dani smoothed the side of the green dress. “They didn’t feel right.”

“Come,” she said.

The farewell brunch was held in the morning room, where Daniel had first met Vivienne beside the flowers. That fact was not lost on Dani as she entered.

The room was transformed again. Less formal now. White tablecloths, coffee, fruit, pastries, cooked breakfast on silver trays, guests in slightly crushed morning-after clothes. The flowers still looked good, though one display had begun to droop in a way Daniel would have noticed and fixed. Dani noticed it too. She did not move to fix it.

Conversation dipped when she entered, then rose again. Tabitha approached her first. She was wearing dark glasses indoors, nursing a hangover and an unforgivable act of drunken snogging with one of her cousins that was caught on camera.

“Well,” she said. “Someone looks pretty.”

Dani sat beside her. “Thank you.”

“Green suits you.”

Dani smiled.

Poppy waved from across the table. “Dani! We saved you croissants.” Lucy smiled too, though she looked as if last night’s party had had its effect too. James came over with a plate in one hand and a napkin in the other, looking like a man who had slept four hours and found marriage excellent so far.

“Morning,” he said. Then, quietly, “Thank you again. For yesterday.”

“You’re welcome.”

He looked briefly unsure whether to shake her hand, hug her, or bow. Dani helped by lifting her coffee cup..

Isobel came in ten minutes later.

She had changed into a cream dress with a little jacket, her hair looser now, face still glowing with the exhaustion of being the centre of attention for a day. When she saw Dani, she stopped and let out a little scream of pleasure. Isobel took both her hands.

“I know I’ve said thank you too many times.”

“You have.”

“I’m going to say it again anyway.” Isobel laughed softly, then blinked hard. “Not for the photographs. I mean, yes, for those, because Aunt Julia has already called them amazing, and she hates everything. But not only that.” She squeezed Dani’s hands. “Yesterday morning, I felt abandoned. That sounds dramatic.”

“It was your wedding. You’re allowed to be dramatic.”

Isobel smiled, but the tears came anyway. “You helped me. That mattered. More than the photographs.”

Dani looked down at their joined hands.

The room blurred for a second.

Across the room, Theo had entered.

He stood near the doorway in a dark jacket and open-collared white shirt, speaking to Richard Calder. He looked refreshed and bright-eyed.

He saw Dani.

His gaze did not move away.

Her hand tightened around her coffee cup. Tabitha, who apparently had eyes in the side of her head, said, “Careful.”

Dani set it down. “Do you ever not notice things?”

“It’s a rare gift, I know.”

Theo did not come over at once.

He spoke to James. Then to Isobel. He accepted coffee, refused something stronger, listened to a story from an older guest with a patience that looked real and probably was. Only after enough time had passed to make his approach deliberate rather than impulsive did he cross the room.

Vivienne intercepted Dani first.

“Walk with me.”

Dani looked at Theo, then back at Vivienne.

The older woman’s expression was unreadable.

“All right.”

They stepped through the French doors onto the terrace. The lake was bright in the Sunday sun, almost too cheerful after everything that had happened under darker glass the night before. Guests moved behind them in the morning room. A few stood outside with coffee, but far enough away not to hear.

Vivienne stopped near the stone balustrade where Dani and Theo had talked last night. “This is where I should say something wise,” she said.

Dani looked at her. “Are you going to?”

“No.”

“Good. I’m not sure I could cope. What is it?”

Vivienne looked out over the lake. “I created the circumstances,” she said. “I pushed. I used the wedding, Isobel’s distress, your professional pride, your obedience. I will not pretend otherwise.”

“Have…have we met before?”

She sighed: “Not directly. I was a friend of your mother’s, though.”

A shock went through Dani. “Oh.”

“Things have moved a little too quickly. I didn’t expect you to take to the change so completely. That’s my fault. I will appreciate it if you hate me, but I’ve been planning this for some time, watching from a distance.”

“But, why?”

Vivienne’s eyes moved to her. There it was. The small challenge. Not much. Enough. Dani held her gaze. “Because you were always meant to be this. I’m sorry, but I wanted more time to explain.”  Vivienne’s gaze softened. “You may call me if you need Marina’s number, or if you need practical help. Doctors, salons, clothes, explanations. Not orders. Help.”

Dani swallowed.

“You’re expecting me to stay as Dani.”

“Isn’t that what you want?”

Dani stared and the realisation of it all flooded over her. The truth was that it was a relief. She suddenly didn’t have to pretend. Behind them, the terrace door opened.

Theo stepped out. Vivienne saw him over Dani’s shoulder. She did not smile.

“Mr Marlowe.”

“Vivienne.”

His eyes moved to Dani.

Vivienne looked between them. “I will be inside. I trust you to behave like a gentleman.”

“I’ll do my best,” Theo said.

Then she left.

Dani watched her go because looking at Theo seemed too large a thing to do immediately.

He came to stand beside her, not as close as last night.

“You chose,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Because you wanted to?”

Dani looked at him then. “Yes.”

He absorbed that. His face gave little away. There was a slight tension at his jaw, a steadiness in his eyes, something held back because he had decided control mattered here.

“You look beautiful,” he said finally.

The words came simply.

Dani’s face warmed. “Thank you.”

“I don’t want a secret,” he said.

“No.”

“Nor a joke.”

“No.”

“I don’t want to be part of some weekend story where everyone goes home and pretends things didn’t happen.”

Dani’s fingers tightened against the stone. “Neither do I.”

Theo’s eyes stayed on her. “What do you want?” he asked.

It was the same question as last night. This time she did not say she didn’t know.

“I want to find out what happens if Dani stays for a while.”

Theo nodded slowly.

“That’s better.”

“I’m relieved you approve.”

The warmth came back then, briefly but strongly enough to reach her. Dani looked down at her hands. The pale nails caught the morning light.

“What do you want?” she asked.

Theo took a moment before answering.

“I want dinner,” he said. She looked up. “With Dani,” he continued. “Somewhere away from this hotel, where no one is trying to be what they’re not, and we both know what we’re walking into.”

Dani’s throat tightened. “That sounds very sensible.”

“It may be the least sensible thing I’ve done in years.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“It doesn’t change things.”

There he was again. Strong, direct, almost severe in his certainty. The kind of man who could say deep without making it messy. The kind of man who had stepped back last night because the truth mattered, not because the wanting or the need to know Dani had gone.

“You still want to see me?”

“Am I asking you on a date? Yes.”

“Even knowing?”

“That kind of thing has never really bothered me.”

She nodded. That was fair too. “I’d like dinner,” she said.

Theo looked at her.

Theo stepped closer. Slowly enough to let her move away if she wanted. She did not. He lifted one hand, then stopped before touching her face. The restraint made her chest ache.

“May I?” he asked.

That almost did more than if he had simply taken his opportunity.

“Yes.”

His fingers touched her cheek lightly. Nothing more. No kiss. No claim. A touch that said he wanted, and knew better than to take everything in one gesture. Dani closed her eyes for half a second.

When she opened them, Theo was watching her.

“Dinner,” he said.

“Yes.”

Inside, someone called his name. James, it sounded like. Theo lowered his hand and smiled. “I’ll find you before I leave.”

Dani smiled. “You sound very sure.”

“I am.”

He turned and went back inside. Dani stayed on the terrace for a minute, the lake bright before her, the hotel behind her, the green dress moving gently in the breeze. When she returned to the morning room, Vivienne looked at her once and said nothing.

The leaving took longer than expected because weddings like this never ended cleanly. There were flowers to collect, bags to find, cars brought round, elderly relatives located, cake boxed, photographs promised, compliments repeated, small arguments finished badly and then ignored.

Dani helped twice.

Once with a missing handbag. Once with a relative who seemed to have forgotten where she was. She moved elegantly and with feminine composure, and it seemed perfectly natural.

At last, the front steps cleared enough for departure.

Halston Mere looked almost calm again in the afternoon light. Pale stone, wide steps, lake shining beyond the lawns. The same place Daniel had arrived on Friday morning with a suit carrier and a private suspicion that the weekend was already going south.

Now Dani stood by the entrance in the green dress, dark hair moving softly in the breeze, clutch bag in one hand, a case packed by Marina by her side.

That felt right.

Vivienne stood beside her.

After a moment, a sleek Jaguar drew up on the gravel drive and the window slid down. Theo looked out, smiling. “Looks like your ride is here,” said Marina.

“I knew it,” grinned Tabitha.

Theo climbed out of the car and came around to Dani. “Are you ready?” He asked.

She nodded because speaking was proving difficult. He picked up her case and put it in the boot beside his. Then he slammed the boot and opened the passenger door of the Jaguar. At last, Vivienne smiled. “The perfect gentleman,” she said.

Dani turned and waved and then climbed into the passenger seat, smoothing her dress under her. Her heart was beating wildly but she did not regret what she was doing. Where this would lead her, she did not know.

But, as Theo climbed behind the steering wheel and started the engine, she had never felt so alive.

Dani was here to stay.
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