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Chapter One: The Bet

I was having a lovely dream when my phone pinged.

I couldn't remember much about it afterwards, except that some exotic woman had her tongue down my throat and I was powerless to resist. I opened one eye, found pale Saturday morning light creeping around the curtains and groaned. I reached blindly towards the bedside table.

Steph was texting me. Where are you?

I sighed and sat up. I stared at the screen for a moment and then replied that it was only eight in the morning and that we weren’t supposed to be going out until the evening.

I dropped the phone beside me and considered going back to sleep, but once I was awake there wasn't much chance of that. Besides, knowing Stephanie, another message would arrive within minutes, followed by increasingly aggressive punctuation if I ignored her.

I got up and wandered into the kitchen in my pyjama bottoms.

My flat wasn't large, but I liked it. I had a decent job and could probably have stretched to somewhere bigger, but there was enough space for me and everything was generally where it belonged. This was one of the many differences between Stephanie and me. Her flat always looked as though she'd started getting ready for three different nights out simultaneously and then wandered off halfway through. Shoes lived under chairs, cosmetics colonised every available bathroom surface, and there was usually an unidentified item of female clothing hanging over the back of the sofa.

I had just started making coffee when my phone pinged again.

We’ve got prep to do. I’ve got this all planned. You’re not going to mess it up. Have you done it yet?

I stared at the message while the coffee machine warmed up. I lied and told her I was doing it right now.

Her reply came almost immediately. Everywhere. Don’t cheat.

That was Stephanie. Fifteen years of friendship and not an ounce of trust.

I drank my coffee slowly because it was the last normal thing I expected to do for quite rest of the day, then carried the empty mug to the sink, washed it and went into the bathroom. The bottle she'd made me buy yesterday was waiting beside the basin.

Hair removal cream.

I stripped off my pyjamas and started with my legs, spreading the cream over my skin before moving to my arms, chest and stomach. Stephanie had said everywhere, and I knew perfectly well she'd find some humiliating way of checking if she thought I'd cheated, so I followed her instructions to the letter. By the time I'd finished, I was standing naked in my bathroom covered in white cream and wondering if I could feign a sudden illness.

The tingling began after a couple of minutes.

There was, unfortunately, nobody to blame but myself for this small, morning predicament. Stephanie and I had been making stupid bets since we were eight, and over the years the forfeits had grown gradually more outlandish. The rules were simple. We agreed the stakes beforehand and, once the bet was made, the loser followed through. No excuses and no backing out because you suddenly discovered that the winner was a vindictive bastard. It was all very childish but we couldn’t seem to stop.

A few months earlier, Stephanie had bet me that she could complete a half-marathon within a particular time. She'd trained hard and been irritatingly confident about it, but she missed her target. I therefore got to choose the punishment and, knowing she was terrified of heights, made her bungee jump from a bridge.

Even by our standards, it had been cruel.

She'd done it, though, fair dos to her. She'd stood on that platform looking as though she might either faint or throw up, and then she'd jumped because, well, a bet was a bet.

I knew revenge would eventually arrive.

My initial mistake had been boasting that I could go an entire month without losing a single challenge to her. Steph immediately took the bet, and for the next few weeks we competed over practically anything that could produce a clear winner. Running, pool, bowling, quizzes, cooking, stupid memory tests and anything else one of us could think of. I did remarkably well, which unfortunately made me increasingly smug about the whole thing.

Then, with the month almost over, she finally beat me.

I knew from the expression on her face that the bungee jump would never been forgotten.

I reached up and dragged a nail across the hair on my chest and seemed to slide in a small lump of gunk away from my body. I guess I was done. I stepped into the shower and began removing the cream, watching my precious body hair disappear with it. Without it, my legs looked leaner than usual, the muscle more defined but somehow less masculine at the same time.

I dried myself and looked at the result in the mirror. I'd always been slim and kept myself fit, but without body hair there was something subtly different about me.

My phone pinged from the bedroom. Steph pestering again. I told her it was done. She replied: Perfect. Get dressed and come over. We’ve got loads to do.

Stephanie had revealed my punishment at the beginning of the week, presumably because she wanted me to be thinking about it. I was going for a night out on the town with her tonight. Only I wasn’t going as me.

I was going as a woman.

By the time I reached Stephanie’s flat, it was ten o’clock.

She opened the door almost immediately, which suggested she’d either been waiting for me or had spent the previous five minutes looking through the window to see whether I was coming. Judging by her expression, she was not too happy.

“It’s Saturday, Steph,” I explained. “Normal people are barely conscious at ten o’clock on a Saturday.”

I stepped past her into the flat, receiving a look that suggested I was already jeopardising an operation of considerable complexity. This was another side of Stephanie that tended to emerge whenever she organised anything. Her everyday life might involve losing her keys twice a week and discovering unopened bills beneath piles of clothes, but give her something she actually cared about and she became terrifyingly efficient.

The flat looked much as it always did. A couple of mugs were sitting on the coffee table, a cardigan had been abandoned across an armchair and there were several cosmetics and a hairbrush on the dining table.

On the middle of the sofa sat a white cardboard box.

Stephanie folded her arms. “Did you do what I told you?”

“Yes.”

“Properly?”

“I'm not showing you.”

She went to the sofa and opened the box. She was dressed casually in leggings and a loose top, her hair pulled back from her face, but there was something about the way she started opening the box that got me worried.

She lifted out something flesh-coloured and slightly translucent and held it up.

“What the hell is that?”

“A bodysuit.”

It was certainly shaped like one, although it looked more like a strange flesh-coloured bathing costume. The material was thin and slightly stretchy, with a female figure built into it. There were breasts at the front, not large but unmistakable, and more shape around the hips.

“You bought me fake boobs?”

“I bought you a figure.”

I reached out and touched one of the breasts. The whole thing felt unnervingly soft and flexible.

“Where did you even get this?”

“It’s amazing what you can find on the internet nowadays.” I tweaked one of the nipples and Stephanie snatched it back. “Bathroom. Put it on.” She pointed towards the hall as if I didn’t know where it was. “Take everything off, put that on, and there's a robe hanging on the back of the bathroom door. Put that over it before you come out.”

I’d known from the beginning of the week that today was going to involve surrendering a certain amount of control to Stephanie, although I'd perhaps underestimated quite how much she intended to enjoy having it.

I took the bodysuit and went into the bathroom.

Her bathroom was exactly the sort of place mine wasn't. Bottles crowded the edge of the bath, makeup occupied a shelf beside the mirror, and three towels were draped artistically around the small room. The robe she'd mentioned was hanging from the door, a short satin thing in pale pink.

I stripped and unfolded the bodysuit properly.

It was flimsier than I'd expected, and getting into it proved considerably more difficult than Stephanie had made it sound. I worked my legs into it first, carefully pulling the material upwards, terrified that I'd put a finger through something she'd undoubtedly spent too much money on. It clung closely to my newly smooth skin, stretching over my thighs and waist before I finally managed to get my arms into place and settle everything where it was apparently supposed to go.

Then I looked in the mirror. I had breasts.

Not enormous ones, thankfully, but they were substantial enough to completely change the proportions of my upper body. The bodysuit also filled out my hips and backside, giving my naturally slim frame curves where there hadn't been any before. More disconcertingly, the shape between my legs had disappeared beneath the suit. From my shoulders down, the person reflected in the mirror had a distinctly female silhouette. If you squeezed your eyes shut a little. I jumped up and down, and the breasts jiggled with surprisingly realistic motion.

I took the pink robe from the door, slipped it on and tied the belt around my waist. That helped. Covered up, I could almost pretend nothing particularly strange had happened, provided I ignored the unfamiliar weight of my new chest and the way the robe now curved over my hips.

Stephanie was waiting in the living room when I emerged.

Her face immediately brightened.

“Oh, that's good.”

“Glad you're pleased.”

“Let me look.”

I sighed, opened the robe for perhaps two seconds and immediately pulled it closed again. Stephanie burst out laughing. “Oooh la la!”

“No, seriously.” She came closer, looking me over with obvious satisfaction. “That's much better than I expected.”

I glanced down at the front of the robe. Even covered, the breasts were impossible to miss. “People are going to know they're fake.”

“Not with the dress I've got in mind.” Stephanie smiled in a way I was beginning to distrust.

There was clearly no point asking. Once Stephanie had planned something, extracting information before she was ready to provide it was almost impossible.

She took me by the shoulders and steered me across the room towards a vanity table she'd positioned near the window. I hadn't even noticed it when I'd arrived. The surface was covered with bottles, brushes, clips and various pieces of equipment whose purpose I couldn't begin to guess.

Stephanie pulled out the chair.

“Sit. Back to the mirror.”

She stood back to appraise me, a cunning look on her face. “You’re going to look so, so pretty,” she said finally.


Chapter Two: Transformation

Stephanie stood behind me for a moment, looking at me with the sort of concentration I usually associated with people trying to tell me in the nicest possible way that I was sacked. I could feel the unfamiliar weight of the breasts beneath my robe, and this moment felt strangely intimate in a way I hadn’t quite counted on.

She gathered my hair away from my face and secured it with a band.

“First, makeup. A daytime look. Nothing dramatic.”

That was mildly reassuring, although I suspected Stephanie's definition of nothing dramatic could mean anything.

She started by cleansing my face and then smoothed moisturiser over my skin, working it around my cheeks, nose and forehead before applying primer. Once the process began, I was strangely quiet for a while as if disturbing her concentration was a bad idea.

Foundation came next. Stephanie dabbed small amounts across my face and blended it carefully with a sponge, working down towards my jaw and neck so there wasn't an obvious line. I sat obediently while she moved my head from side to side, occasionally leaning back to inspect what she'd done. “It’s a good thing you aren’t too hairy. Less is always more when it comes to makeup.” She brightened up a bit as she leaned back to check her work. “I've been thinking about your name.”

“Go on. What ridiculous name did you come up with?”

“Fran,” she said.

“Fran?”

“Short for Francesca if anyone asks.”

I considered it. “Why Fran?”

“You look like a Fran.” That was apparently the end of the discussion.

She dusted something lightly across my face with a large soft brush. I could feel the brush moving over my cheeks but had no idea what difference any of it was making. The frustration of sitting with my back to the mirror was beginning to get to me. Every few minutes I had an urge to twist around, but Stephanie seemed to sense it and kept one hand on the chair whenever she wasn't reaching for something.

“Say hello, my name is Fran.”

I'd always been quite good at accents and impressions. At school I could imitate most of our teachers well enough to make Steph laugh, and I'd picked up voices quickly ever since. I tried something lighter and higher than my normal voice.

Stephanie stopped what she was doing. “You sound like a pantomime dame.”

I laughed but she remained serious. “Try again. Don't go so high.”

I experimented, softening my voice rather than forcing the pitch upwards. It still sounded like me at first, but after a few attempts I found a slightly husky register that sat comfortably enough without making my throat feel strained.

“Hello, I'm Fran.”

Stephanie considered it.

“That works.”

“Does it?”

“Keep talking like that.”

“For how long?”

“All day, silly. Till it comes perfectly naturally.”

She went back to my face. The difficult part was remembering the voice when I wasn't concentrating on it. Stephanie kept asking me simple questions while she worked, deliberately catching me out whenever I slipped back into my normal register. After ten minutes, I was getting better at it, and the voice began to feel less like an impression and more like a natural part of me.

My face continued to disappear beneath layers of makeup.

Stephanie brushed a muted colour over my eyelids, then told me to keep perfectly still while she worked close to my lashes. Mascara followed. She coated my lashes carefully, then worked on my eyebrows, tidying and defining them without making them look excessively dark. A little colour went onto my cheeks. Every so often she stepped back, assessed the result and returned to adjust something by an amount so small I couldn't imagine anybody noticing.

The lips came last. She outlined them first and then applied a soft pink lipstick, blotting it before adding another light coat. When she'd finished, she tipped my chin upwards and examined me.

“You’re quite pretty.”

“I bet you say that to all the girls.” For some reason she blushed, which was unusual for her.

She opened a small jewellery box next. Fortunately, my ears were already pierced. I'd had them done when I was eighteen during a brief phase when half the men I knew seemed to be getting one or both ears pierced, although I hadn't worn anything in them for a couple of years.

Stephanie selected a pair of small gold hoops and slipped them through the holes.

It was strange how much difference something so minor seemed to make. I could feel them moving whenever I turned my head, another little reminder that I was being steadily altered.

“Right. Clothes.” She disappeared into the bedroom and returned carrying lingerie. The bra and panties were pale pink, delicate without being particularly elaborate, and very obviously not something she'd bought from the men's department.

“Are those yours?”

“Yes.”

“I'm wearing your underwear? Wow, that’s a bit…”

“Don't make it weird.”

I slipped the robe off and pulled on the panties first. They fitted surprisingly well over the bodysuit, although seeing pale pink material sitting around my newly rounded hips was another small shock. The bra settled under my breasts, and I pulled the straps up over my shoulders. Steph adjusted them slightly and then gave the breasts a wobble and giggled. “The boys are going to love you.”

Next, she produced the dress.

It was a summer dress with a tie-dye pattern running through soft pinks, blues and purples. The fabric was light and floaty, the waist fitted enough to emphasise the shape Stephanie had given me without clinging too tightly anywhere else.

I lowered it carefully over my head, taking obvious care not to disturb the makeup, then worked it down over my body. The skirt settled around my thighs and I instinctively smoothed my hands over it.

That felt strange. Not unpleasant. Just strange.

Stephanie adjusted the waist, tugged the fabric into place over my hips and straightened the neckline around my new chest.

I looked down.

From that angle, all I could really see were breasts, a fitted waist and the soft material of a summer dress falling away beneath them. My legs emerged from below the skirt, completely smooth after that morning's efforts.

She disappeared once more and came back with a shoebox. The cream heels inside weren't ridiculously high, which I took as the first sign all morning that Stephanie didn't actually want to kill me. They were elegant rather than flashy, with slim heels and a simple strap around the ankle.

I slipped my feet into them, fastened the straps and stood carefully. I took a couple of experimental steps. The shoes changed the way I stood and forced me to think about movements I'd normally make without conscious effort.Then she brought out the wig.

Until that moment I'd assumed she intended to do something with my own hair. The wig made me realise just how seriously she'd approached the transformation. It was blonde, long enough to fall beyond my shoulders and expensive-looking in a way I hadn't expected. The hair had a natural variation of colour rather than being one solid shade, with soft waves towards the ends.

“How much did that cost?”

“Don't ask.”

Stephanie fitted a cap over my own hair, tucking everything beneath it until there wasn't a strand visible. She then positioned the wig carefully, adjusting it around my forehead and ears before working her fingers through the blonde hair and arranging it around my face. She shifted the parting, brushed the lengths and made tiny adjustments until she was finally satisfied.

By then the anticipation had become almost unbearable.

Stephanie reached for a perfume bottle and sprayed a little against my neck and wrists. The scent rose immediately around me, light and floral, and somehow that affected me more than I'd expected. Everything else had happened in pieces: the bodysuit, the makeup I couldn't see, the earrings, lingerie, dress, heels and hair. The perfume seemed to gather all those separate strands together.

Stephanie put both hands on my shoulders.

“Ready?”

She turned me around.  For a second I genuinely didn't understand what I was looking at.

The girl had softly made-up eyes, defined lashes and warm colour in her cheeks. The pink lipstick was subtle rather than garish, and the blonde hair framed her face in loose waves that made it seem narrower and softer than mine. Gold hoops showed beneath it whenever she moved her head.

Then there was everything below the face.

The summer dress fitted her beautifully. There were breasts beneath it, a waist, hips and long smooth legs ending in cream heels. Even standing still, she looked unmistakably feminine.

My stomach did something peculiar.

Stephanie leaned against me, grinning at our reflections.

“Meet Fran.”

She moved the vanity chair out of the way to give us as much space as her living room allowed. That wasn't much. Between the sofa, coffee table and various pieces of furniture, we had a strip of carpet perhaps twelve feet long.

Stephanie positioned herself at one end.

“Watch.”

She walked towards me.

I had seen Stephanie walk thousands of times over the years and had never given much thought to how she did it. Now, because I was actually paying attention, I noticed the smaller steps, the movement of her hips, the relaxed arms and the way she seemed to place one foot slightly in front of the other.

“Don't exaggerate it,” she said. “You're not on a catwalk. Just smaller steps and loosen up.”

I tried. The heels made smaller steps fairly unavoidable, but apparently the rest of me wasn't cooperating. I reached the other side of the room and turned. Stephanie shook her head.

I looked down at myself. The tie-dye skirt swayed around my smooth legs, and the cream heels suddenly seemed considerably more difficult to operate than they had five minutes earlier. Stephanie came behind me and put her hands lightly on my hips.

“Relax. You're too stiff. Let yourself move.”

I walked again.

“Better.”

It didn't feel better. It felt as though I was deliberately moving my backside, but when I caught the briefest glimpse of myself reflected in the dark television screen, the effect wasn't nearly as pronounced as it felt.

Stephanie made me do it again. And again.

The strip of carpet quickly became ridiculous. I would get four or five decent steps before reaching the sofa, then have to turn around without knocking into the coffee table. Stephanie corrected the way I turned, the way I held my shoulders and what I did with my hands. Apparently I had a habit of letting my arms hang too rigidly whenever I concentrated on the heels.

“You've got to be ultra-feminine for this to work. Just let yourself go.”

I found Fran's voice. “Easy for you to say.”

She walked. I copied.

She turned. I copied.

After another ten minutes, the heels stopped feeling quite so precarious. I wasn't exactly comfortable in them, but I no longer expected my ankles to collapse without warning.

Sitting was next. Stephanie demonstrated on the sofa, smoothing the back of her leggings automatically before sitting with her knees together and her legs angled slightly to one side.

“You're wearing a dress. Remember that.”

I sat beside her and immediately spread my knees as a joke. She slapped one of them. I corrected sighed and corrected myself.

“Now ankles together. That's better.”

I looked down at my legs. With the skirt arranged over my thighs and my knees held neatly together, the effect was undeniably different. I shifted my ankles slightly to one side as Stephanie had done.

“There you go.”

She moved on to smaller things after that. How to bend without sticking my backside in the air. How to pick something up while keeping my knees together. How to tuck my hair behind one ear without grabbing a handful of it like a rope. Even the wig required getting used to. Blonde strands kept falling forward, and my first instinct was to brush them away impatiently as if I was swatting a fly until Stephanie showed me how she did it with a much smaller movement.

Some of her instructions seemed absurdly detailed, but gradually I began to understand what she was trying to achieve. Fran couldn't simply look convincing while sitting still. If I forgot myself the moment I moved, the illusion would collapse.

That thought made me look towards the mirror again.

The longer I spent as her, the less shocking the reflection became. I was beginning to recognise individual pieces of myself beneath the transformation, but somehow that made it stranger rather than less convincing. My eyes were still my eyes. The shape of my mouth hadn't changed. Yet Stephanie had altered everything around them just enough that my brain kept insisting I was looking at somebody else.

“Say something,” Stephanie said.

I automatically used the husky voice. “What do you want me to say?”

“Nothing. Just checking.”

I rolled my eyes.

It was shortly after midday when Stephanie suddenly changed her approach. She checked my makeup, rearranged the blonde hair around my shoulders and made me walk the length of the living room several more times.

Eventually she sighed.

“This isn't going to work.”

My hopes rose immediately. “Shame.”

“I mean the flat.”

My hopes disappeared. Stephanie looked towards the front door. I followed her gaze. “We need more room.”

“Steph, I'm not going outside like this.”

She looked at me as though I'd said something particularly stupid. “You are going outside like this tonight.”

“Tonight it'll be dark.”

Stephanie disappeared into her bedroom before I could come up with something better. I stayed beside the sofa, suddenly much more aware of what I was wearing. Until that moment, the whole transformation had happened inside the safety of her flat. The makeup, the blonde hair, the dress and heels had been part of a private game between two people who had known each other since childhood.

Stephanie returned carrying a cream handbag.

It matched the shoes. Naturally. She handed it to me. I stared at it for a moment before taking the strap. She checked me over one last time, adjusted a strand of blonde hair beside my face and nodded to herself, picking up her keys and purse.

She walked to the front door and opened it.

For the first time that morning, nobody was laughing.

I looked past Stephanie into the communal hallway, then down at the handbag hanging from my fingers, the skirt of the summer dress and the cream heels beneath it.

Suddenly, everything felt frighteningly real.


Chapter Three: Stepping Out as a Girl

The first thing I noticed was the breeze.

It wasn't particularly cold, just one of those cool Manchester breezes that seemed to find its way along every street regardless of the time of year. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn't have given it a second thought.

The light fabric of my dress fluttered around my legs as we walked, occasionally brushing against my newly epilated thighs. I could feel the strange weight of my breasts moving with every step, bouncing rather more than I'd expected despite the supportive bra Stephanie had given me. Then there was the hair. The blonde waves kept stroking across my bare shoulders and occasionally brushing my cheek whenever the breeze caught them.

My entire body seemed to be feeding me unfamiliar sensations.

Stephanie closed the door behind us and linked her arm through mine.

“Small steps. Relax.” I gave her a look. “And smile. Think Stepford wife, just empty that little head of yours.”

We started along the pavement and I concentrated on the things Stephanie had taught me. Smaller steps. Shoulders relaxed. Let my hips move naturally. The handbag hung from my shoulder, occasionally bumping against my side, and after the first hundred yards I realised I was gripping its strap as though somebody might attempt to steal it.

Having her arm linked through mine helped. Anyone looking at us would simply see two women walking together, or at least that was the theory. I wasn't remotely convinced that it would survive closer inspection.

Then a man came towards us carrying two shopping bags. He glanced at us, smiled briefly and continued past.

“See?” Stephanie said.

I found Fran's voice. “He barely looked at me.”

“You sound disappointed.”

“Well...” She laughed and squeezed my arm.

We turned the corner, and I saw the bus shelter ahead. Stephanie guided me towards it and it took a couple of seconds for realisation to set in.

“We're going into town.” She whispered it with some form of delight I found just a bit too much. That hadn't been part of the arrangement as far as I was concerned. Going outside had been frightening enough, but I'd imagined a short walk around the block and then dive back into the flat. A bus into Manchester city centre was an entirely different proposition.

Apparently the matter was settled, however. I began thinking about what I could do to Steph as revenge when she lost the next bet.

There were already four people waiting. An older woman with shopping bags, a teenage girl wearing headphones and a couple who seemed more interested in each other than anyone else. I stood beside Stephanie and tried to look as though waiting at a bus stop dressed as a blonde woman was something I did every Saturday.

The teenage girl glanced at me. A few seconds later she glanced again.

I became acutely conscious of everything at once. My makeup. My earrings. The blonde hair moving against my shoulders. The breasts beneath the summer dress. The cream heels. The handbag. I shifted my weight and immediately heard Stephanie beside me. “Stop fidgeting.”

“So she knows.”

“She might think you're pretty.”

I looked at Stephanie. She shrugged. That possibility hadn't occurred to me.

The bus appeared at the end of the road. As it pulled towards the stop, my nerves returned with renewed vigour. There was something about actually boarding it that made the whole thing seem considerably more dangerous.

The doors opened. Stephanie went first. I followed. The driver barely looked at me as Stephanie paid for us both, and we found two seats together halfway down. I remembered to keep my knees together as I sat, smoothing my dress beneath me almost automatically.

Stephanie noticed.

“Very ladylike.”

“Shut up.” The husky voice came out without conscious effort.

As the bus moved towards the city centre, I gradually stopped expecting somebody to stand up and announce that they'd spotted me. People got on and off. A couple of men looked in my direction, and one held my gaze for just a little longer than seemed accidental.

I turned towards the window. Something fluttered in my stomach. I felt incredibly exposed, but underneath the embarrassment was another sensation I hadn't expected. Excitement.

Stephanie nudged me. When I turned, she had her phone in her hand. Before I could object, she leaned against me, held the phone up and took a photograph.

“For posterity.”

She looked at the photograph and grinned. I leaned closer to look. Stephanie was smiling broadly at the camera, while beside her was a blonde woman with gold earrings, pink lips and a slightly startled expression. Seeing Fran in a photograph was somehow different from seeing her in the mirror.

By the time we reached the city centre, I was beginning to relax. The bus emptied us into the Saturday crowds and suddenly there were people everywhere. Shoppers, families, couples, groups of friends. The noise and movement should have made me more nervous, but strangely it did the opposite. There were so many people that nobody had any particular reason to pay attention to me.

Stephanie took my arm again and led me through the crowd. “Where are we going?”

“You'll see.”

We walked for several minutes before she stopped outside a nail salon.

She opened the door and a little bell sounded as we entered. The salon was bright and modern, with rows of coloured bottles arranged along shelves and the unmistakable chemical smell of nail products hanging in the air. Several women were already having treatments.

A few minutes later I was sitting opposite a nail technician with my hands resting on a small padded cushion between us. Stephanie had taken a seat nearby and was flicking casually through her phone as though bringing her male best friend into Manchester dressed as a woman for a manicure was perfectly ordinary.

The technician took one of my hands and examined it. “You've got such lovely long fingers.”

For some reason, that made me ridiculously pleased. “Thank you.”

She shaped my nails carefully, tidied the cuticles and buffed the surface before lengthening them and reaching for the polish Stephanie had already chosen.

Crimson. The first stroke of colour went onto my thumbnail.

I watched in fascination as the technician worked her way across my fingers, transforming each nail with the glossy dark red polish. There was something almost hypnotic about it. Unlike the wig, dress or makeup, this wasn't something I could simply take off when the day was finished. At least not immediately.

The technician finished the second hand and held both beneath the drying lamp. When they were done, I lifted my fingers and stared at them. Ten elegant crimson nails. They looked completely feminine.

Stephanie leaned across to inspect them.

“Very Fran.”

When we left the nail salon, I found myself looking at my hands far more than was strictly necessary. The crimson polish seemed almost shockingly feminine against my long fingers, and every time the light caught the glossy surface I had another small reminder that Fran had turned out a lot better than I thought she would.

I was becoming more confident in heels too. I still had to think about them, particularly on uneven paving, but I wasn't watching every step or clinging to Stephanie whenever the pavement changed level.

Stephanie, naturally, decided this meant I was ready for something worse. Before I could object, she steered me into a large clothes shop in the Arndale. The ground floor was busy with Saturday shoppers. I followed her between racks of dresses and tops while she examined things with far more enthusiasm than usual. Every so often she would hold something against me, consider it for a few seconds and either return it or drape it over her arm.

Eventually I realised she was building a collection.

“What are you doing?”

“You're trying things on.”

By the time we reached the changing rooms, Stephanie had accumulated half a dozen outfits. I went inside with an armful of women's clothes and the increasingly surreal feeling that I was starting to become accustomed to all this.

The first outfit was a fitted green dress. I changed carefully, terrified of getting makeup on it, then stepped outside for Stephanie's verdict. She studied me critically.

“Turn around.” I did. “Good girl.”

Something happened inside me. It wasn't dramatic, but the words produced a small, unexpected warmth that had nothing to do with the dress. I looked at Stephanie, but she'd already moved on, adjusting the fabric at my waist as though she hadn't noticed anything.

“Not bad. Next.”

I went back into the cubicle.

There was a floral skirt with a fitted top, then a pair of wide-legged trousers with a silky blouse. Stephanie made me walk towards her each time, turn and pose while she decided whether the outfit suited Fran. Occasionally, she took a photo.

The fourth outfit was a short blue dress that I initially dismissed as too feminine, which was ridiculous considering what I was already wearing.

We didn't buy anything. That should have been the end of it, but Stephanie had one final destination in mind. The lingerie department. I realised what she was doing almost immediately. She expected me to be mortified. Bras and knickers surrounded us in every imaginable style and colour, with women browsing nearby and assistants moving between the displays.

Stephanie picked up a black lace bra and held it against my chest.

“What do you think?”

I could feel myself blushing.

She was delighted. It was embarrassing, but there was also something absurd about pretending I had any remaining dignity to protect. I was wearing Stephanie's bra and panties already.

She picked up a pale blue set.

“This is pretty.”

I automatically reached out to feel the fabric. Stephanie raised an eyebrow. I snatched my hand back.

By then we'd been in town for several hours, and my feet were beginning to complain about the heels. Stephanie finally took pity on me and suggested food.

We found a café away from the busiest part of the shopping area and took a small table near the window. Sitting down felt wonderful. I remembered to smooth the dress beneath me and keep my knees together without Stephanie having to say anything.

The café was busy enough that nobody paid us much attention. We ordered sandwiches and coffee, and for the first time since leaving the flat I had a chance to simply sit and think about what I'd done. I'd travelled into Manchester on a bus dressed as a woman. I'd walked through the city centre, had my nails painted crimson, tried on dresses in a women's changing room and wandered around a lingerie department carrying a handbag.

Stephanie caught me looking at my nails. “You've enjoyed yourself.”

We finished eating and headed back to the bus stop. The journey home felt completely different from the one into town. I wasn't studying every passenger to see whether they'd noticed me, and when a man glanced at me as I walked down the aisle, I didn't immediately assume I'd been discovered.

By the time we reached Stephanie's street, I was tired, my feet hurt and I was looking forward to taking the heels off, but I also felt oddly triumphant. I'd done it.

Fran had been out in public.

Back inside the flat, I dropped the handbag onto the sofa and immediately kicked off the cream heels.

“God, that's better.”

Stephanie laughed. “Don't get too comfortable. We need to start getting ready soon.”

“For tonight?”

“Yes.”

I looked down at myself. “I thought this was getting ready.”

“This was daytime Fran.” Stephanie picked up her phone and started checking something on the screen. “There is one other thing.” I waited. I knew there had to be another catch.  “We're not going out alone tonight.”

I sighed.  “What do you mean?”

“We're meeting some friends.”

My stomach began to sink.

“Whose friends?”

“Mine. You know Rachel?”

I knew the name. Stephanie had mentioned her often enough. “What about her?”

Stephanie finally looked up. “It's her hen party.”

For several seconds I didn't say anything. Then the full implication landed.

“A hen party?”

Stephanie smiled.

“You're coming with us.”


Chapter Four: The Girls Get Ready

By the time we arrived at the hotel, I was beginning to regret agreeing to the bet in the first place. Admittedly, I'd been regretting it at various intervals throughout the day, but this was different.

I'd survived Manchester city centre as Fran, which had been quite an achievement, and now Stephanie was leading me into a rather expensive-looking hotel where I was apparently going to spend the evening with six women, five of whom I'd never met.

The hotel was one of those places where even the reception area seemed designed to remind you that you probably couldn't afford to stay there. There were enormous flower arrangements, polished marble floors and discreet lighting that made everybody look like they were out of a Bond movie. I was suddenly very conscious of my summer dress and the small handbag hanging from my shoulder.

Stephanie, on the other hand, looked perfectly at home.

She'd changed into a black top and fitted trousers before we left her flat, and had spent a considerable amount of time doing her hair. She'd also insisted that I make a few changes of my own, although most of them were invisible beneath my dress.

The pale pink lingerie I'd worn throughout the afternoon had been replaced with a matching cerise lace bra and a rather skimpy thong. I'd objected to the latter, naturally, but Stephanie had informed me that the outfit required it and that I should stop complaining. She'd also produced a pair of sheer hold-up stockings with lace tops, which felt wonderfully silky against my legs but added yet another unfamiliar sensation to an already rather crowded collection.

Finally, she'd replaced my sensible cream heels with a pair of cerise stilettos. They were considerably higher, and their colour didn't particularly suit the pastel dress. I'd pointed this out.

“You'll understand later,” she'd said.

So it was, I had a feeling of impending doom as we took the lift to the top floor, where Rachel had apparently hired a private suite for the evening. Stephanie checked her phone as we travelled upwards, smiling at a message that had just arrived.

“They're waiting for us.” Stephanie grinned and linked her arm through mine as the lift doors opened. “Come on, girl.”

The corridor was thickly carpeted and almost unnaturally quiet, although somewhere behind one of the doors I could hear laughter. Stephanie led me towards it and knocked twice before opening the door.

“Steph!”

Several women called out at once, and before I'd properly taken in the room, Stephanie had been enveloped in hugs and excited greetings. I remained just inside the doorway, clutching my handbag like a virgin and wondering whether it was too late to run for it.

Then somebody noticed me. “Oh my God! Is that Fran?”

Every face turned in my direction and the room erupted.

Within seconds, I was surrounded by women who seemed delighted to see me, although I had no idea who any of them were. They complimented my hair, my makeup, my dress and, rather embarrassingly, my figure. One of them took my hand to examine my crimson nails, while another announced that I had gorgeous legs.

Stephanie stood back, looking thoroughly pleased with herself. “Girls, meet Fran.”

A tall blonde woman came towards me, smiling broadly. She had a glass of wine in one hand and was wearing a short satin dressing gown over what appeared to be a rather elaborate set of lingerie. “I'm Rachel.” She kissed me on the cheek. “Welcome to my hen party!”

“Thank you,” I managed in Fran's voice.

Rachel stepped back to inspect me.

“Steph said you were pretty, but she didn't tell us you were this pretty.”

I felt myself blushing.

There were five women besides Stephanie and me, making seven of us altogether. Rachel was obviously the bride-to-be, and the other four were in various stages of getting ready. One was wearing a robe with her hair pinned up, another had a towel wrapped around her shoulders while she applied makeup, and two were wandering around in matching underwear, apparently completely unconcerned about the presence of this strange new girl.

The suite itself was enormous. Beyond the main sitting area I could see several doors leading to bedrooms and bathrooms, while floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over Manchester. There were sofas, a large dining table and enough space for everybody to get ready without climbing over one another.

Clothes, cosmetics and shoes were scattered across almost every available surface.

One of the women came over and examined my face with professional interest. She had dark hair cut into a stylish bob and was wearing a black silk robe. “I'm Marianne.” She gently lifted my chin and turned my face towards the light. “Lovely skin. And those eyes!” Marianne smiled. “I'm definitely doing your makeup.”

I looked towards Stephanie who nodded enthusiastically. “Marianne's brilliant.”

That was reassuring, although I wasn't sure my face could withstand much more attention. I'd already spent a substantial part of the day having things applied to it, and now apparently I was going to start again. Rachel took my arm and drew me further into the suite.

“Come and see the dresses.”

Hanging along one wall, suspended from a rail that someone had decorated with pink ribbons and balloons, were seven party dresses.

They were all the same style, although each was a different colour. Very short, tightly fitted and heavily ruched, with thin straps and fabric that looked designed to cling to every curve. There was a bright red one, a royal blue, a black, an emerald green, a purple, a silver and, at the far end, a particularly vivid cerise.

My eyes went straight to the last one.

Oh. So that explained the underwear. And the shoes. Stephanie appeared beside me. “Like it?”

I stared at the cerise dress. It was obscenely short, with a fitted bodice and gathered material running down the front and sides. I could already imagine how it would look over the curves of my bodysuit, particularly with the stockings and high heels she'd made me put on.

Each dress had a matching sash draped over its hanger, decorated with glittering lettering that read:

BRIDE TRIBE HEN FEST

Rachel joined us and held the cerise dress against me.

“Oh, that's going to look fabulous.”

The other women agreed enthusiastically, and I found myself being turned slightly from side to side while they discussed how the colour would work with my blonde hair. It was a deeply peculiar experience.

Nobody seemed remotely interested in the fact that Fran had started the morning as Don. In fact, nobody seemed particularly interested in Don at all.

“Drink?” One of the girls appeared beside me holding a glass of white wine. I accepted it gratefully.

She smiled and returned to the table, where several bottles were chilling in ice buckets alongside an assortment of glasses, snacks and things that looked suspiciously like party favours. Somebody had clearly spent a considerable amount of money preparing for the evening.

I took a sip of wine and tried to relax.

The atmosphere was infectious. Everybody seemed to be talking at once, laughing about things that had happened earlier and discussing the evening ahead. Rachel was telling Stephanie about a problem with the hotel booking, while Marianne was already gathering makeup brushes and arranging them on a nearby table.

One of the girls raised her glass towards me.

“To Fran!”

The others joined in.

I lifted my wine, feeling my cheeks warm. Stephanie caught my eye over the rim of her glass and smiled. There was something about that smile I couldn't quite interpret. She looked pleased with herself, certainly, but there was something else there too, something softer than her usual expression whenever she was enjoying one of our ridiculous bets.

Before I could think about it, somebody connected a phone to the suite's sound system. A sudden burst of music filled the room. Rachel gave a delighted shriek, one of the girls started dancing in her underwear, and the others immediately joined in, laughing and waving their glasses.

I stood beside Stephanie with my wine in one hand and my cream handbag in the other, looking from the dancing women to the row of impossibly short dresses hanging along the wall.

The cerise one seemed to be waiting for me.

Marianne directed me towards the edge of a bed, where she'd positioned a chair in front of a large mirror.

“Sit down, Fran. We're going to make you gorgeous.”

I sat, carefully arranging my summer dress over my thighs. I'd already learned that Marianne wasn't somebody who needed much encouragement to take charge, and I was quite happy to let her get on with it. At least I had some idea what to expect after Stephanie's efforts that morning.

Marianne studied my face for a moment, then began removing the daytime makeup. It seemed a shame to undo all Stephanie's work, but apparently a hen party demanded something rather more dramatic.

“We're going for a proper evening look,” she explained.

She started with moisturiser and primer, then applied a fresh foundation that seemed slightly more substantial than the one Stephanie had used. She blended it carefully around my jaw and neck before reaching for a selection of brushes and powders.

The contouring took longer than I'd expected. Marianne worked beneath my cheekbones, along my jaw and around my temples, creating shadows that subtly altered the shape of my face. She added a lighter shade to the bridge of my nose and the tops of my cheeks, then blended everything until I could no longer see where one colour ended and another began.

I watched in fascination as my features gradually changed.

My face seemed narrower, my cheekbones more prominent and my skin almost impossibly smooth. Marianne added a warm blush, then turned her attention to my eyes.

She worked several shades of eyeshadow across my lids, starting with a lighter colour before building up darker greys and charcoal towards the outer corners. Every so often she told me to open my eyes so she could check the effect, then went back to blending and adjusting.

The result was a smoky look that made my eyes appear considerably larger and more dramatic than they had that afternoon.

Next came eyeliner, carefully drawn along my upper lashes and extended slightly at the corners. Marianne added mascara, then decided my own lashes weren't quite enough for the occasion and produced a pair of false ones.

Once the lashes were in place, they made an astonishing difference. My eyes looked darker and more expressive, and when I blinked I could actually feel the extra length.

Around us, the other girls were getting ready. Music played from the sitting room, accompanied by occasional shrieks of laughter, and every few minutes somebody appeared in the bedroom looking for a hairbrush, a lipstick or an opinion on whether a particular pair of shoes was too high.

There was a wonderfully chaotic atmosphere to the whole thing. Rachel wandered through wearing her veil and carrying a glass of wine, while another girl appeared in a pair of enormous heels and asked whether she looked ridiculous. Everybody assured her that she looked fabulous, which I was beginning to suspect was the standard response to almost any question asked at a hen party.

Marianne continued working.

She tidied my eyebrows, added a little highlighter and then selected a deep red lipstick.

“Pout.”

I did my best. She outlined my lips carefully before filling them with a rich crimson colour that was considerably bolder than anything I'd worn before. It matched my nails almost perfectly. When she'd finished, she blotted my lips, applied a final coat and stepped back.

For several seconds she simply looked at me. Then she smiled. “Oh my, the boys are going to love you.”

I felt myself blushing beneath the makeup again.

Marianne laughed at my expression. “Don't look so frightened. You're gorgeous.”

I thanked her in my husky feminine voice, which now came almost automatically, and stood up to let her inspect the result from a different angle. She adjusted a few strands of my blonde hair, added another light spray of perfume and declared me finished.

By then the others were beginning to put on their dresses. Stephanie carrying the cerise one. “Your turn.”

I looked at it with renewed apprehension.

Hanging on the wall, it had seemed short. In Stephanie's hands it looked positively indecent. I went into the bathroom to change.

Getting out of the summer dress was relatively straightforward, although I had to be careful not to disturb the wig. Beneath it I was already wearing the cerise lingerie and hold-up stockings Stephanie had insisted upon earlier, and I now understood why she'd chosen them.

The dress was designed to show considerably more of my body than I was accustomed to displaying.

I stepped into it and carefully pulled the fabric upwards over my hips, adjusting the ruched material until it settled around my waist. The bodice fitted closely over my breasts, with a neckline that left very little to the imagination. The thin straps sat against my shoulders, while the skirt ended so high on my thighs that I wondered whether somebody had accidentally given me a child's size.

I tugged it down.

It immediately crept upwards again.

I tried once more, then gave up.

The hold-up stockings were just visible beneath the hem whenever I moved, and I could feel the lace tops brushing against my thighs. I slipped my feet into the cerise heels and stood carefully, looking down at myself.

I opened the bathroom door. Stephanie was waiting and her expression was priceless.

“Oh, Fran.” She took my hand and led me towards the mirror.

The transformation was extraordinary.

The woman staring back at me bore almost no resemblance to Don. Her long blonde hair fell in soft waves over her shoulders, framing a face with dramatic smoky eyes, sculpted cheekbones and full crimson lips. The cerise dress clung to her figure, emphasising her breasts and narrow waist before gathering tightly around her hips. Her legs looked impossibly long in the sheer stockings and matching heels.

It was the most revealing thing I'd ever worn.

And, rather alarmingly, I thought I looked fantastic.

I turned slightly, watching the way the dress moved over my hips. The ruching created little folds of fabric that caught the light, while the heels changed my posture and made my legs appear more elegant.

Stephanie came up behind me carrying a sash. She slipped it over my head and arranged it diagonally across my chest.

BRIDE TRIBE HEN FEST

“There,” she said. “Perfect.”

I looked at our reflections.

Stephanie had changed into a short black party dress that suited her beautifully. Her dark hair was loose around her shoulders, and she'd added a pair of high heels and some rather striking earrings. Beside her, I looked like a blonde party girl who had spent a considerable amount of time preparing for a night out.

Which, I supposed, was exactly what I was.

Rachel was wearing a short white dress with a little veil attached to her hair, making it immediately obvious who the bride-to-be was. The remaining girls were dressed in their various colours, all wearing matching sashes and high heels.

Seven glamorous women, each dressed in a different colour, surrounded by bottles of wine,  makeup and enough excitement to power a small city.

Rachel insisted on a photograph.

We gathered together in front of the windows, with Manchester spread out behind us. Stephanie stood beside me, while Rachel took centre stage in her white dress and veil. Everybody squeezed closer, adjusting hair and dresses and arranging their sashes so the lettering could be seen.

One of the girls held up her phone.

“Smile!”

I smiled. The camera flashed.

Then everybody wanted another photograph, followed by several more with different combinations of girls. I found myself posing beside Rachel, then with Stephanie, then in a group with three of the others.

By the time we'd finished, I'd almost forgotten that I was supposed to be embarrassed.

One of the girls, a lively redhead whose name I was still struggling to remember, looked at me thoughtfully. “Does Fran know how to dance?”

Stephanie laughed. “We haven't covered that yet.”

The redhead grinned. “Well, we'd better sort that out.”

Somebody turned up the music. The room filled with a pounding dance track, and before I could object, several of the girls were moving the coffee table aside to make space.

Stephanie took my hands.

“Come on.”

I looked down at the dress. “I can't dance in this.”

She started moving to the music, encouraging me to follow. At first I felt completely ridiculous. I knew how to dance, or at least I'd danced often enough at parties and clubs, but I'd always done it as a man. Now I had breasts, long blonde hair, high heels and a dress that barely covered my thighs.

The familiar movements suddenly seemed entirely inappropriate. Stephanie showed me how to loosen my hips and let the music guide my body. She encouraged me to keep my movements smaller and more fluid, to use my hands and shoulders rather than simply bouncing around like an idiot.

I copied her as best I could.

The heels made things more difficult, but they also seemed to encourage a different kind of movement. I found myself shifting my weight from one hip to the other, letting the dress move with me while the blonde hair swayed across my shoulders.

The girls cheered.

“Go on, Fran!”

I laughed, which made everything easier.

Stephanie spun me around, and I nearly lost my balance before she caught my hand. The others found this enormously entertaining, although I was pleased to discover that nobody seemed particularly concerned about my lack of experience.

We danced for several songs.

At some point I stopped concentrating on every movement and simply let myself enjoy it. The music was loud, the girls were laughing and I was surrounded by women who seemed determined to make sure I had a wonderful evening.

I began moving more naturally, allowing my hips to sway and occasionally lifting my arms above my head. The crimson nails flashed beneath the lights, and the cerise dress moved against my stockings whenever I turned.

It was a strange, exhilarating sensation.

I had never danced like this before.

And I was enjoying it.

Stephanie watched me with an expression of obvious satisfaction. “Good girl.”

I felt that familiar little flutter and smiled despite myself.

Someone handed me another glass of wine, and we took a break from dancing while Rachel told us about the plans for the evening. There was more laughter, another round of photographs and a considerable amount of discussion about which shoes were going to prove unbearable first.

As the afternoon gave way to evening, the windows darkened and Manchester began to sparkle beneath us. The girls made their final adjustments, touching up lipstick, rearranging hair and checking the contents of their handbags.

Stephanie produced a small cerise handbag for me, matching my dress and shoes perfectly. I transferred my few belongings into it, then checked my reflection one final time.

Fran looked back at me.

She was glamorous, confident-looking and dressed for a night that promised to be adventurous. Rachel appeared beside me. “Ready, girls?”

There was an enthusiastic chorus of agreement.

Stephanie linked her arm through mine. “Come on, Fran.”

I took a final sip of wine, put down my glass and followed the others towards the door.

Seven girls in seven short dresses, all wearing their matching sashes, were about to descend on Manchester.

And somehow, unbelievably, I was one of them.


Chapter Five: The Hen Party

I had never realised how much women could drink and still remain upright. By the time we left the hotel, the girls had already made a considerable dent in the wine supply, and several of them were behaving as though the evening had reached its climax rather than barely begun.

There was plenty of laughter, a fair amount of shrieking and an apparently endless appetite for taking photographs. Rachel, resplendent in her white dress and veil, was at the centre of most of it, although the others were doing their best to compete for attention.

Stepping out onto the pavement in my cerise dress was quite another thing altogether. I had thought the summer dress revealing enough, yet compared with what I was wearing now it might as well have been a winter coat.

The ruched fabric clung to my hips and barely covered the tops of my thighs, while the thin straps left my shoulders and most of my upper chest exposed. Beneath the dress, I could feel the lace of my hold-up stockings against my skin, and every step in the high heels reminded me that Stephanie had dressed me for appearance rather than comfort.

A cool evening breeze caught my legs as we emerged from the hotel, and I instinctively reached down to check that everything was still covered. The movement earned an amused glance from Stephanie, who slipped her arm through mine again and drew me towards the others.

I could hardly blame her for finding it funny. I'd spent the afternoon learning how to behave like a respectable young woman, only to discover that the evening required an entirely different set of skills.

Manchester was busy.

The pavements were crowded with people making their way between bars and restaurants, taxis were pulling up outside hotels and music drifted through open doorways. There were groups of young men, couples dressed for expensive dinners and plenty of other women in short dresses and high heels. Some were considerably more adventurous with their clothing than we were, which was a comforting discovery.

Our arrival attracted attention, of course. Seven women wearing matching sashes, with a bride-to-be in the middle, were hardly going to pass unnoticed. A few men whistled, while others smiled or waved as we passed. The girls responded enthusiastically, and before we'd travelled a hundred yards there had already been several exchanges with complete strangers.

I kept close to Stephanie at first, painfully aware of the short dress and the unfamiliar sensation of my breasts moving beneath it. My blonde hair kept brushing against my bare shoulders, and the little cerise handbag hanging from my arm seemed to demand constant adjustment. I was convinced somebody would look too closely and recognise me for what I really was.

In fact, the attention I received was rather different from anything I'd anticipated. A couple of men looked me up and down as we passed, and one gave me a smile that was unmistakably appreciative.

Our first bar was already crowded, although Rachel had apparently arranged for us to have a table. We squeezed our way through the people standing near the entrance, and I found myself brushing against several strangers as we passed. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn't have thought twice about it, but wearing a dress that barely reached my thighs made every accidental contact feel rather more intimate than usual.

Once we were seated, the girls ordered another round of drinks and began talking over one another. I was struggling to remember everybody's name, let alone follow the various conversations, but it didn't seem to matter.

Somebody would lean across to include me, another would compliment my hair or nails, and every so often Rachel would insist that we all raise our glasses to her impending marriage.

I began to relax.

There was something strangely liberating about being part of the group. Now I was surrounded by women who were simply enjoying themselves, and I found that I was beginning to copy them without thinking about it.

When one of the girls laughed and tossed her hair back, I caught myself doing something similar a few minutes later. I began using my hands more when I spoke, the crimson nails making every gesture seem more expressive. I crossed my legs automatically when I sat down and found myself leaning towards the others with my handbag tucked neatly beside me.

Even my voice seemed to be changing. The slightly husky feminine tone Stephanie had taught me that morning no longer required quite so much concentration, and I was becoming comfortable with the softer, more animated way the girls spoke to one another.

It was almost as though I was feeding off their energy.

The more time I spent among them, the more feminine I became, and the less I thought about Don. I wasn't consciously trying to imitate anyone. I was simply responding to the atmosphere around me, laughing when they laughed, joining in their conversations and allowing myself to behave in ways that would have felt ridiculous only a few hours earlier.

I caught Stephanie watching me once or twice, and there was something rather pleased about her expression. She knew exactly what was happening.

After another round of drinks, we moved on.

The next bar was louder, with music pounding through the floor and a crowd gathered around the dance area. Rachel led the way, her veil bobbing above the heads of the other customers, while the rest of us followed in a colourful procession of short dresses and high heels.

My feet were beginning to ache, although judging by the complaints from some of the other girls, I wasn't alone. Even so, we found a space near the dance floor and almost immediately began dancing.

The lessons in Stephanie's flat and the hotel suite had given me a reasonable idea of what to do, but dancing in a crowded bar was an entirely different experience. There was hardly enough room to move properly, and the music was so loud that conversation became almost impossible. The girls didn't seem to mind. They danced together, laughing and occasionally throwing their arms around one another.

The short dress made me particularly conscious of my hips, and I found myself moving them with the rhythm, allowing the blonde hair to sway around my shoulders. My breasts bounced gently as I danced, and the unfamiliar sensation had become so much a part of Fran that I barely noticed it any more.

At one point Stephanie took both my hands and pulled me closer, encouraging me to move with her. We laughed together, and for a few moments I forgot completely about the bet, the bodysuit and the elaborate preparations that had brought me here.

I was simply having a wonderful time.

We continued moving between bars as the evening progressed. I lost track of how many we'd visited, although I became increasingly familiar with the routine of squeezing through crowded doorways, finding somewhere to put our handbags and waiting while Rachel was congratulated by yet another collection of strangers.

The girls seemed to have an inexhaustible supply of energy. Every new bar was greeted with fresh enthusiasm, every song apparently better than the last, and every round of drinks an opportunity for another toast. I was drinking rather more slowly than most of them, partly because I wanted to remain capable of walking in my heels and partly because I was beginning to suspect that being Fran required a certain amount of concentration even when I wasn't consciously thinking about it.

It was in one particularly crowded bar that I encountered another aspect of womanhood for which Stephanie had neglected to prepare me. I needed the toilet. Under ordinary circumstances this would hardly have been worth mentioning, but I was wearing a dress, a thong and hold-up stockings, and the prospect of dealing with all of them in a public lavatory filled me with apprehension.

I leaned towards Stephanie and explained the problem. She took my hand and led me towards the back of the bar. We passed the men's toilets.

I had never been inside a women's public toilet before, and my first impression was that it was considerably busier than the men's. There was a queue stretching back from the cubicles, and several women were gathered around the mirrors, adjusting their makeup, brushing their hair or examining themselves from different angles.

The noise was extraordinary.

Women were talking, laughing and calling to friends in the cubicles. Somebody was complaining about her shoes, another was searching through her handbag for lipstick, and two girls were discussing a man they'd met earlier in the evening.

We stepped into a cubicle and I sat down to pee as a girl for the first time while Stephanie watched with a wray smile. I’d like to say it was easy with the bodysuit, but it wasn’t.

Outside, Stephanie joined the queue, and I stood beside her trying not to look as though I'd wandered into somewhere I wasn't supposed to be.

I was suddenly very conscious of my appearance again. Under the bright lights, my makeup seemed more dramatic than ever, and I could see my blonde reflection in the mirrors beyond the women waiting at the sinks. The cerise dress looked almost scandalously short, particularly beside a woman wearing jeans and a casual top.

But nobody gave me a second glance.

I joined the women at the sinks and washed my hands, taking care not to damage the glossy crimson nails. Beside me, a girl was applying lipstick while her friend examined the back of her dress in the mirror. Another was spraying perfume, filling the room with a sweet floral scent.

I looked at my reflection.

There was Fran, looking entirely at home among them.

For a moment I found myself studying the women around me, noticing how naturally they moved, how casually they adjusted their clothes and hair, and how completely comfortable they seemed in this environment.

Then I realised I was doing much the same thing.

I reached up to arrange a strand of blonde hair behind my ear, checked my lipstick and smoothed the front of my dress. The movements came without any particular thought, and I caught Stephanie smiling at me again in the mirror.

We left the ladies together and returned to the others.

By then I was beginning to understand something about the evening that I hadn't anticipated. The transformation wasn't simply about the clothes, the makeup or the convincing feminine figure Stephanie had given me. Those things had made Fran possible, but being surrounded by the girls was making her feel real.

Every time somebody called my name, I responded without hesitation. Every time I caught my reflection, I recognised the blonde woman looking back. I was becoming accustomed to being treated as one of the girls, and rather than feeling uncomfortable about it, I found myself enjoying the attention and the easy familiarity of their company.

As we rejoined the others, Rachel threw an arm around my shoulders and pulled me into another group photograph. I leaned towards her, smiled for the camera and raised my glass with the rest of them.

By the time we reached the nightclub, I had lost all sense of how many bars we'd visited. My feet were aching, I'd drunk more wine than was probably sensible, and I was beginning to suspect that the women I'd spent the evening with possessed some mysterious reserve of energy unavailable to ordinary human beings.

Rachel was still going strong. Her veil had slipped sideways, her lipstick needed attention and she was laughing at practically everything, but she was determined that we should finish the night dancing. The others agreed enthusiastically, and I found myself being swept along with them towards a nightclub entrance where a sizeable queue had formed.

The music was almost deafening.

Coloured lights swept across a crowded dance floor, occasionally illuminating faces before plunging them back into darkness. There were people everywhere, pressed together around the bar, dancing beneath the lights or squeezing past one another in search of friends. The air was warm and heavy with perfume, and the bass was so powerful I could feel it vibrating through my heels.

The girls headed straight for the dance floor.

I followed, holding my little cerise handbag close until Stephanie found somewhere safe for us to leave our things. Then she caught my hand and pulled me into the middle of the group.

I had danced more that evening than I probably had during the previous six months, but the nightclub was different. The music was louder, the lights more dramatic and the crowd so tightly packed that there was hardly room to do anything except move with the people around you.

It was also wonderfully exciting.

The girls danced together, laughing and occasionally throwing their arms around one another. Rachel was at the centre of everything, her white dress and veil making her impossible to miss, while the rest of us formed a loose circle around her.

I joined in without hesitation.

My hips moved naturally with the music, my hands rose and fell with the rhythm, and I found myself laughing and tossing my hair back just like the other girls.

It was during a particularly energetic song that I first noticed the man watching me.

He was standing a few feet away with a drink in his hand, wearing a tight shirt that looked as though it had been selected primarily to advertise his muscles. He was reasonably good-looking, I suppose, although his expression suggested he was considerably more impressed with himself than anybody else was likely to be.

He caught my eye and smiled.

I looked away.

A moment later he was standing beside me. He leaned close enough to be heard over the music and told me I was the prettiest girl he'd seen all night. I thanked him politely, which was apparently sufficient encouragement for him to begin dancing with me.

Or, more accurately, at me. He moved closer, grinning confidently, and made a rather elaborate attempt to demonstrate his dancing abilities. I couldn't help noticing that they weren't particularly impressive. He seemed to believe that thrusting his shoulders backwards and forwards while maintaining eye contact was irresistible to women.

I tried moving away, but he followed. Eventually he leaned towards my ear and asked whether I wanted to get a drink with him.

“No, thanks. I'm with my friends.”

He smiled as though I'd made a joke and assured me that he was much more interesting than my friends. He tried again, this time adding that he'd noticed me the moment I walked in and had been waiting for an opportunity to introduce himself.

I was beginning to understand why women occasionally complained about men in nightclubs. He wasn't threatening, merely persistent and blessed with a spectacularly inflated opinion of his own attractiveness. Under normal circumstances I might have told him exactly what I thought of his approach, but doing so in Don's voice would have rather spoiled the evening.

Instead, I smiled sweetly.

“I'm flattered, but I'm not interested.”

He looked genuinely surprised. I gave him another smile, turned away and rejoined Stephanie. He remained where he was for a moment, apparently struggling to comprehend the rejection, before eventually wandering off in search of somebody more appreciative.

Stephanie had watched the whole thing.

She was laughing when I reached her.

I leaned close to her ear. “Is it always like that?”

“Sometimes worse.”

I shook my head, although I couldn't help smiling.

There was something oddly satisfying about having handled the situation. A man had approached me because he thought I was an attractive woman, and I'd managed to deal with him without losing my composure or giving away anything about myself.

It was another small victory for Fran.

The music changed, becoming slower and more rhythmic, and Stephanie moved closer to me. She slipped her hands around my waist and began dancing, encouraging me to follow her movements. At first I assumed she was simply continuing my education, but there was something different about the way she was looking at me.

We'd known each other since we were eight years old. We'd shared classrooms, holidays, disastrous dates and more ridiculous bets than either of us could remember. I'd seen Stephanie dressed up for nights out countless times, and she'd seen me in practically every embarrassing situation imaginable.

Yet standing there beneath the coloured lights, with her hands resting on my hips, I suddenly felt as though I was looking at her for the first time.

She was beautiful.

I'd always known that, of course, but it had somehow become one of those things I took for granted. Stephanie was Stephanie. My best friend. The girl who stole chips from my plate, borrowed things without asking and occasionally made me want to strangle her.

Now she was dancing very close to me, smiling in a way I didn't quite recognise.

I rested my hands lightly on her shoulders.

We moved together, our bodies following the music while the crowd shifted around us. Her black dress brushed against my cerise one, and I could smell her perfume whenever she leaned closer. The whole thing felt strangely intimate, despite the noise and the hundreds of people surrounding us.

I wasn't sure what to make of it.

Then Stephanie brought her lips close to my ear. “I like Fran.”

I smiled.

“She likes you too.”

Stephanie drew back slightly and looked into my eyes.

“I mean it. I want to see more of her.”

Something tightened pleasantly in my chest.

For a moment I forgot about the music, the other girls and the ridiculous circumstances that had brought us here. Stephanie was looking at me with an expression I'd never seen before, and I realised that she wasn't teasing.

I leaned closer.

She kissed me.

It was a gentle kiss, brief at first, almost tentative, as though neither of us was entirely sure what we were doing. Then she smiled against my lips and kissed me again.

I closed my eyes.

There was something wonderfully strange about kissing Stephanie while dressed as Fran. The blonde hair brushed against my cheek, her hands rested on my waist and the soft fabric of our dresses moved together as we danced. I had imagined kissing Stephanie once or twice over the years, although I'd never been foolish enough to mention it.

I certainly hadn't imagined doing it like this. When we finally drew apart, she was smiling. I was probably smiling even more.

Neither of us said anything. There didn't seem to be much need.

We continued dancing, although now Stephanie stayed close to me, occasionally slipping her arm around my waist or taking my hand. The girls noticed, naturally. Marianne gave us a particularly knowing smile, while Rachel raised her glass in our direction and laughed.

It was nearly three in the morning when we eventually returned to the hotel.

The seven glamorous women who had left the suite several hours earlier were looking considerably less glamorous now. Rachel's veil was hanging at an alarming angle, somebody had lost an earring and two of the girls were carrying their shoes rather than wearing them. There was a considerable amount of giggling as we made our way along the corridor, accompanied by several unsuccessful attempts to keep quiet.

I had somehow survived an entire evening in the cerise heels, but the moment we entered the suite I kicked them off and sank gratefully onto the nearest sofa.

Stephanie laughed and sat beside me.

Around us, the others began collapsing into chairs, removing jewellery and complaining about their feet. Somebody found the remaining wine, although nobody seemed particularly enthusiastic about drinking any more of it. Rachel stood in the middle of the room, still wearing her white dress and veil, and attempted to make an announcement.

It took several attempts to get everybody's attention. “I've decided something.” We looked at her. Her words were slurred and she was wavering from side to side.  “Fran's coming to my wedding. As a bridesmaid.”

There was a moment of silence while I tried to process this.

Then the room erupted in approval. Marianne clapped enthusiastically, one of the other girls cheered, and Stephanie began laughing so hard that she had to put down her glass. I looked from one face to another, waiting for somebody to point out that this was a ridiculous suggestion.

Nobody did.

Rachel seemed delighted with her decision. She announced that you could never have too many bridesmaids and that Fran would look beautiful in the dresses she'd chosen.

I glanced at Stephanie. She was still smiling as she leaned towards me. “You heard the bride.”

I opened my mouth to object, then closed it again.

After everything that had happened that day, I wasn't entirely sure what objection I could reasonably make. I'd travelled into Manchester as a woman, had my nails done, tried on dresses, attended a hen party, danced in nightclubs and been chatted up by a man who thought he was irresistible.

And I'd kissed Stephanie.

Somehow, being a bridesmaid didn't seem quite as impossible as it might have done twenty-four hours earlier. Besides, Rachel was looking at me with such hopeful enthusiasm that I couldn't bring myself to disappoint her.

I smiled.

“We'll see.”

It wasn't a yes, but it was apparently close enough. The girls cheered again, and Rachel came over to give me an enthusiastic hug before disappearing towards one of the bedrooms.

Gradually the party began to wind down. The others drifted away to their rooms, leaving abandoned handbags, empty glasses and discarded shoes scattered around the suite. The music had finally been turned off, and beyond the windows Manchester was beginning to settle into the quiet hours before dawn.

Stephanie and I remained on the sofa.

She'd tucked her legs beneath her, while I sat beside her with my bare feet resting on the carpet. We were still wearing our party dresses and sashes, although mine had slipped slightly sideways and Stephanie's hair was looking rather less carefully arranged than it had earlier.

She leaned against me.

I put my arm around her shoulders.

For a while we simply sat together, enjoying the silence after the noise and excitement of the evening.

I could still smell her perfume, mixed with the faint floral scent Marianne had sprayed on me before we left. My blonde hair was falling across my shoulders, and the cerise dress felt surprisingly comfortable now that I wasn't worrying about how much of me it revealed.

Stephanie lifted her head and kissed me again.

This time there was nothing tentative about it.

When she settled back against me, I found myself looking down at my crimson nails resting against the black fabric of her dress.

I thought about Rachel's wedding and wondered whether Stephanie really intended to hold me to the bridesmaid arrangement. Knowing her, she'd probably already started planning things.

I had no idea what the future held for either of us, or quite where Fran fitted into it.

For the first time, though, I was rather looking forward to finding out.
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