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Chapter One: Preparations for Madeleine

I stood beneath the narrow shelter at the bus stop while the rain drifted sideways across the road, the sort of fine Manchester rain that never looked particularly serious but still managed to soak you if you stayed out in it long enough. The sky was a dull sheet of grey and the light was beginning to fade, reflecting off the wet pavement and the slow crawl of Friday-evening traffic.

When the bus finally arrived, I climbed aboard with the other commuters and found a seat near the back. I was tired enough to be grateful the week was over, but beneath that familiar Friday feeling there was something else, a nervous excitement that had been growing for a couple of days now. I had tried not to think too much about later, concentrating instead on work, calls and the endless script on my screen.

Whether I would actually have the nerve to go through with the evening ahead was another question entirely.

Work wasn’t exactly the career I had imagined while I was at university. I’d studied Media Studies, which after months of job hunting had started to feel like one of the most useless degrees on the planet.

Every supposedly entry-level media job seemed to want two years of experience, specialist software skills and a portfolio apparently created before you were old enough to legally drink. The temp agency had at least kept me earning, and at the moment I had a two-month placement at a call centre. It wasn’t exciting, but it paid.

By the time I reached my stop, the rain had become heavier. I pulled up my hood and walked quickly through the estate towards home, splashing through puddles along streets lined with neat detached houses and clipped hedges. My parents lived on the outskirts of Manchester in the same house I had grown up in, a quiet, respectable place where very little happened and everyone seemed to wash their car on Sunday mornings.

At twenty-three, I had expected to be somewhere else by now. Unfortunately, rents and house prices had other ideas.

Warm light showed through the living-room curtains when I reached the house. I let myself in, kicked off my wet shoes and immediately heard the television. Mum and Dad were exactly where I expected them to be, Dad on his usual end of the sofa with a mug of tea beside him and Mum in the armchair, both watching some quiz programme.

“Hi,” I called.

Mum looked round. “You’re soaked.”

“It’s raining.”

“Yes, thank you, Keith. I had noticed.”

Dad glanced across and grinned. “Good day?”

“Thrilling. One woman shouted at me for twelve minutes because her direct debit was wrong.”

I hung my jacket by the front door and leaned against the living-room doorway. “What time are you two going out?”

“About seven,” Dad said.

She looked at me for a moment, then nodded towards the hallway. “Oh, some parcels came for you. You been spending again?”

My stomach tightened slightly. “Just some stuff for work.”

Mum gave me the sort of suspicious look mothers seemed able to produce without any evidence whatsoever, but the television reclaimed her attention almost immediately. I turned towards the hallway and saw two packages stacked neatly beneath the coat hooks.

I picked them up carefully.

I grabbed something quick to eat from the kitchen, barely paying attention to it, then took the parcels upstairs before Mum could ask any more questions. My bedroom was at the back of the house and reasonably large, one of the few advantages of being an only child.

I had a double bed, a desk beneath the window and enough storage that I could keep the place fairly neat without much effort. Mum occasionally complained about the amount of stuff I had accumulated since university, but compared with most of the rooms I'd lived in as a student it was practically a showroom.

I set the parcels on the bed and looked at them for a moment before turning away. Opening them could wait. There were other things I needed to do first, and suddenly the evening felt as though it was moving much faster than I wanted it to.

My desktop computer sat on the desk opposite the bed. I switched it on and waited while the screen came to life, my eyes settling almost immediately on the tiny camera mounted above the monitor. I had spent rather a lot of time looking into that camera over the past few weeks, usually late at night when Mum and Dad were downstairs or had already gone to bed.

I pulled off my jumper, then stripped out of the rest of my clothes and dropped everything into the wicker laundry basket beside the wardrobe. Standing naked in the bedroom gave the whole thing a sudden reality that had been easier to avoid while I was still dressed for work. I could feel the nerves beginning again, that mixture of anticipation and the nagging suspicion that at some point I might lose my nerve completely. Rather than dwell on it, I took the towelling dressing gown from the back of the door and wrapped it around myself.

The bottle of epilation cream was hidden in the bottom drawer of my bedside cabinet beneath a couple of old notebooks and some cables I never used. I took it out, grabbed a clean towel and headed for the bathroom.

Once the door was locked, I slipped off the dressing gown and stood in front of the mirror. I had done this often enough at university for the process not to feel particularly strange, although it had been a while since I'd gone to this much trouble. I began spreading the epilation cream over my legs, then worked carefully upwards, covering my arms, chest and the rest of my body until the familiar chemical smell filled the bathroom.

While I waited for it to work, I studied myself in the mirror. My hair had grown past my shoulders during university and I had never had it cut short again. Mum occasionally suggested I should get something more sensible now that I was supposedly an adult l looking for a proper job, but I liked the slightly rock-kid look and had always found some excuse to keep it. It helped that nobody found long hair particularly unusual anymore. To everyone else it was simply Keith being Keith.

That wasn't the only reason I'd kept it, of course.

When enough time had passed, I stepped into the shower and rinsed the cream away. The water carried the loosened hair down the drain, leaving my skin smooth beneath my hands. I washed thoroughly, taking particular care with my face and body before turning my attention to my hair. I worked shampoo through its full length, rinsed it, then massaged in conditioner and left it for a few minutes before washing that away too.

I shaved carefully after the shower, working slowly because I wanted my face as smooth as possible. There wasn't much to remove in the first place. I'd never developed the sort of heavy beard Dad had, and if I left it alone for several days all I really managed was a faint covering around my chin and upper lip. This week I had deliberately allowed even that to grow, partly so I could take it all away tonight.

Back in my bedroom, I dried myself properly and worked moisturiser into my face, arms and legs. My skin felt almost unnaturally smooth after the epilation cream, particularly beneath my hands, and that familiar little thrill returned. There was no pretending now that this was just another Friday night spent lounging around in my room or hanging out in chatrooms.

I put some music on and turned it up loud enough to cover the ordinary noises of the house. Nothing ridiculous, just loud enough that the hairdryer wouldn’t be quite so obvious downstairs. Then I sat at the vanity table I'd claimed during university and looked at myself critically in the mirror.

I had always known I was lucky in certain ways. My face was androgynous at best, which had been inconvenient enough when I was sixteen and desperate to look older, but considerably more useful later. My nose was small, my lips fuller than most men's and my chin wasn't particularly prominent. There was no heavy brow ridge or broad jaw to fight against, and with my hair loose around my shoulders it was possible, if I narrowed my eyes slightly and used enough imagination, to see where I was going.

I plugged in the hairdryer and began working through the damp length of my hair, using a brush to smooth it as it dried. The noise filled the room, mixing with the music, and I had just started concentrating on getting some shape into the ends when somebody knocked sharply on the door.

I nearly dropped the dryer.

“What?”

Mum's voice came through from the landing. “We're not going out now.”

For a second I thought I'd misheard her over the music. I switched the hairdryer off and turned the volume down slightly. “What?”

“The McLarens have cancelled. Something about their dog not being well. Your dad says there's no point going if they're not. Do you want something to eat?”

My stomach seemed to fall straight through the floor. I stared at my reflection. Smooth face, damp hair, dressing gown. On the bed behind me sat the parcels I hadn't even opened yet.

“No,” I called, forcing my voice to sound normal. “I'm going out.”

“All right. Don't be too late.”

Her footsteps moved away down the landing. I sat completely still for several seconds. Of course this would happen tonight. For weeks I'd known exactly how the evening was supposed to go. Mum and Dad would leave at seven, I'd have the house to myself, I'd get ready properly without worrying about every noise and then I'd slip out once they were safely gone. It had been the perfect opportunity, probably the only one I was going to get for a while.

Now they were staying home.

I looked towards the desktop computer. The screen still glowed on the other side of the room, idle and waiting, and the small camera above it suddenly seemed to be watching me again.

I crossed over and sat down.

The dating site was already bookmarked. I opened the browser, clicked through and barely had time to reach the messages before a new one appeared.

Ryan: Hey, beautiful.

Even after weeks of talking, seeing him call me that still did something strange to me. Ryan had never met Keith. Not really. He'd seen photographs I had taken of myself at university, chatted to her late at night, asked about clothes, and other things. Tonight was supposed to be the first time they met in person.

I took a breath and began typing.

Me: My parents aren't going out.

The little indicator appeared almost immediately, then vanished. There was a pause before his reply.

Ryan: Oh. That's a shame. I was looking forward to our date.

I felt unexpectedly disappointed reading it, because there was nothing accusing in the message. He wasn't trying to pressure me or make me feel guilty. He simply sounded disappointed, and that was somehow worse.

Me: I know. So was I.

His reply came a few moments later.

Ryan: I was going to take you for a romantic dinner.

The nerves returned immediately, tangled up with something warmer. A romantic dinner. I'd known we were going out, obviously, but there was something about seeing the words written down that made the whole thing suddenly feel much more serious. Ryan wasn't humouring me.

I sat with my fingers above the keyboard, trying to decide how to answer, but another message appeared before I could.

Ryan: It's okay, I'll find something to occupy myself with. Perhaps we can talk online later.

I looked at the words and felt my disappointment sharpen.

Then I glanced towards the bed.

The parcels were still waiting.

I had removed every trace of body hair, shaved as closely as I could, washed and conditioned my hair and spent most of the week thinking about tonight. I had been nervous all day about whether I would actually have the courage to walk out of the house, and now I was being handed the perfect excuse not to try.

I placed my hands back on the keyboard.

Me: It's alright, I'll figure it out. I'll meet you as planned. I might be a bit late.

The typing indicator appeared instantly.

I held my breath while I waited.

Ryan: Good girl, Madeleine.


Chapter Two: Becoming Madeleine

I locked the bedroom door before crossing to the bed and crouching down beside it. The case was pushed well underneath, far enough back that Mum would never find it unless she decided to start rearranging the furniture, which thankfully was not one of her hobbies. I dragged it out carefully and set it on top of the duvet.

It was large, black and slightly battered around the corners, one of those cases that looked as though it ought to contain photographic equipment or expensive tools. I opened the catches and lifted the lid.

Everything I had collected during university was still there, arranged with a care that probably said more about me than I would have liked to admit. A makeup case sat along one side beside several pairs of shoes. Clothes had been folded neatly into separate sections, with lingerie wrapped in tissue paper to stop delicate straps and lace becoming tangled. There was perfume, a small box of jewellery, hair accessories and all the other little things that I had acquired over the years.

I took out the makeup case and placed it on the vanity table, followed by the jewellery box. I knew this routine. I had done it countless times at university, sometimes for an evening out and sometimes simply because I wanted to spend a few hours looking like someone else.

I slipped off the towelling dressing gown and left it across the back of the chair, then took an ivory silk wrap from the case. It was long, almost to my ankles, with wide sleeves and a simple belt at the waist. I had seen it in a vintage store and fell in love with it immediately. The moment I drew it around myself, I felt some of the tension leave my shoulders. The silk was cool against my freshly moisturised skin before warming almost immediately, sliding softly over my arms and legs whenever I moved.

It felt delicious.

That sensation had always mattered more than I liked to admit. It had never been about just throwing on a dress. From the very beginning, I had wanted it to be done properly. I didn't want to look like a parody of a woman or some bloke in badly applied lipstick and a dress that didn't fit. Every part had to make sense with everything else.

The clothes mattered. The underwear beneath them mattered. The shoes, jewellery, hair and makeup all mattered. Even perfume mattered because the wrong scent could somehow make the whole illusion feel off. At university, I had learned all of it slowly, usually by making mistakes when nobody was around to see them. I had bought the wrong foundation, worn shoes I could barely squeeze into and applied eyeliner as if I was sitting through an earthquake.

Practice had fixed most of that.

I sat at the vanity and looked down at my hands.

My nails were already longer than most men's because I looked after them carefully. Nothing dramatic, just enough length to shape them neatly without attracting too much attention. That had become another quiet compromise, something I could maintain every day without anyone asking awkward questions.

I took out a bottle of pale pink polish and rolled it gently between my palms before opening it.

Of all the little skills I had picked up, painting my nails had taken the longest to master. It had seemed absurdly simple when I first tried it. Then I discovered how easy it was to flood the cuticle, leave streaks, chip one nail immediately after finishing or somehow paint half the skin around my finger instead. Eventually I learned patience. Thin coats. Steady hand. Let one dry before starting the next.

I worked slowly, resting each hand on the vanity while I painted the nails one by one. The colour was delicate rather than obvious, a soft feminine pink that caught the light without looking childish. By the time I finished the second hand, the familiar concentration had pushed almost everything else from my mind.

I held my fingers out in front of me and examined the result. Something shifted inside me as I looked at them.

It was never dramatic, never some sudden transformation. It was subtler than that. A change in focus. A loosening. The person staring back from the mirror still looked like me, still wore nothing more than an ivory silk wrap, but the hands resting in front of me no longer quite belonged.

Once the polish had dried, I rested my hands on the vanity and looked at them for a few seconds. The effect was always strongest when I slowed down and allowed each stage to settle before moving on to the next. A form of meditation, if you like.

I pushed my hair back and slipped on a wide headband to keep it clear of my face. Makeup had taken months to learn properly. Countless YouTube videos, trial and error, before I turned something clumsy into something I could now do almost without thinking. I had spent hours practising when the corridors were quiet, sometimes removing everything at one in the morning only to start again because one eye looked better than the other.

I began with a little concealer beneath my eyes, blending it carefully until the faint tiredness from the week disappeared. From there I worked on the shape of my face, using light and dark contour sparingly rather than trying to redraw everything. A little beneath the cheekbones, some softness around the jaw, a touch along the sides of the nose. The changes were subtle, but that was the point. I wanted the face in the mirror to soften gradually rather than look painted.

The brows came next. I brushed them into place and used a pencil to refine the shape, lifting the arches slightly and extending them just enough to make them appear more feminine. That small change always surprised me. The face seemed more open afterwards, as though the features had begun arranging themselves around a different person.

I leaned closer to the mirror for the eyeliner.

This was the stage that still demanded the most concentration. I used liquid liner with a steady hand, working across the upper lids first, then adding a finer line beneath the eyes. I wanted something smoky and expressive tonight, deeper than I might have chosen for an ordinary evening, but not so dramatic that it looked theatrical. The shadow went on sparingly, worked carefully into the corners and blended until the colour seemed to emerge naturally from the shape of the eye rather than sitting on top of it.

For a moment I considered the false eyelashes in the makeup case. They would have made the look more dramatic, but I decided against them. Instead, I curled my own lashes and applied mascara slowly, thickening and lengthening them until the eyes in the mirror looked darker and more intense. A little blush followed, just enough warmth across the cheeks to keep the complexion from looking flat. Too much would have ruined everything.

I left my lips alone.

They were always last.

Always.

When the rest of the makeup was finished, I removed the headband and let my hair fall around my shoulders again. It had dried with a slight natural wave, and I worked a little product through it with my fingers, lifting it at the roots and encouraging more volume. I didn't want anything too rigid or obviously styled. The aim was soft, full and natural, the sort of hair that looked as though it had simply fallen that way.

I turned my head slowly from side to side, checking the shape around my face before opening the jewellery box.

The black onyx earrings caught my eye immediately. They were drop earrings, elegant without being oversized, each dark stone polished enough to reflect a small point of light. I fitted them carefully into my ears and watched how they moved when I turned my head. The matching choker came next, a narrow black band with a small onyx setting at the centre. I fastened it around my neck and adjusted it until it sat exactly where I wanted.

Then I leaned back and looked at myself properly.

The effect was balanced. The eyes were dark and smoky, the jewellery gave the face a little more definition, and the hair framed everything naturally.

I turned my head once more, checking the profile. That would do.

I stood up from the vanity and crossed to the bed, where the parcels were still waiting exactly where I had left them. Opening them felt like the beginning of the final stage, the point at which all the preparation stopped being abstract and became something tangible. I picked up the box first, slid a finger beneath the tape and pulled it open.

Inside, wrapped in tissue paper, lay a pair of elegant black suede court shoes. I lifted one out carefully and held it in both hands, turning it so that the light from the bedside lamp caught the soft nap of the suede. The heel was high, a full five inches, but slender and graceful rather than vulgar, and the line of the shoe was exactly right. They were the sort of heels that looked sophisticated rather than flashy, the sort a woman might wear because she knew they made her legs look beautiful. I ran a thumb lightly over the suede and felt a small thrill of satisfaction.

They were perfect.

I set them gently down on the carpet before turning to the larger package. That one contained several things, each in a plastic bag. I lifted out the dress first. It was black velvet, soft enough that my fingers lingered on it immediately, with a fitted bodice and a skirt that flared just enough to suggest fuller hips before ending at mid-thigh. The straps were woven with lace, which softened the shape of it and made the whole thing feel elegant rather than cheap. It was exactly what I had hoped for: feminine, flattering and undeniably a date dress.

Beneath that lay the rest. A black lace bra and matching panties, simple but beautifully made, followed by a matching lace garter belt with four suspenders. The final item was a pair of black real silk stockings with delicate lace tops, each one folded as carefully as if it were far more valuable than a stocking had any right to be.

I laid everything out on the bed and looked at it for a moment. There was always a pleasure in this part, in seeing the whole look assembled before it was worn. Every piece belonged with the others. Nothing felt random.

The garter belt came first.

A few years ago, one of the girls I knew at university had said, half laughing and half serious, that if a woman was going out on a date and expected the evening might end well, her garters always went underneath the panties. The remark had stuck with me for some reason. Perhaps because it sounded like one of those small pieces of private feminine knowledge that men never really heard. Perhaps because it made the whole business of dressing feel more like entering a world governed by its own quiet rules.

I fastened the garter belt around my waist with practised ease and adjusted it until it sat comfortably. Then I unwrapped the stockings. They were exquisite, cool and silky against my hands, and the sight of them alone was enough to make my pulse quicken.

I sat on the edge of the bed and gathered the first stocking carefully before slipping my foot inside and rolling it slowly up my leg. The feeling was as delicious as it had always been, that first whisper of silk over skin, the gradual smoothing of the leg beneath a dark, sheer finish. It was one of the things that had always affected me most, and I never quite lost the anticipation of it no matter how many times I had done it.

Once it was fully in place, I attached the suspenders with movements that now felt almost automatic, each little fastening slipping into place neatly. The other stocking followed in the same slow, careful way until both legs were sheathed in black silk and held there by the garter belt. I stood for a moment and looked down, enjoying the sight of the stockings against my skin and the unmistakable femininity of the whole arrangement.

The panties came next. I stepped into them, drew them up and took the time to tuck myself away properly, smoothing everything until the line beneath the lace looked right. Then I reached for the bra. The lace felt cool against my body as I pulled the straps over my shoulders and reached behind me for the clasp. I had done it often enough now that the motion was easy. Once it was fastened, I adjusted it carefully, arranging myself so that I could create the suggestion of a small cleavage. It didn't take much. I wasn't trying to look exaggerated, only right.

Then it was time for the dress.

I lifted it carefully over my head, taking care not to brush my hair too much or smudge the makeup. The velvet slid down over my body and settled into place with a weight that felt immediately luxurious. I tugged it gently at the sides and hips, smoothing the fabric so that it sat exactly as it should, then checked how the bodice lay against the bra and how the skirt moved when I shifted my weight.

Something about this point in the process always changed me. Perhaps it was because until then I was still assembling separate pieces, still moving step by step towards a result. Once the dress was on, the pieces became a person. I could feel it in my body and in the way I moved. My hands grew more delicate in their gestures without my consciously deciding it, and my posture altered almost at once. The movements became more fluid, less obviously deliberate, as though I were no longer trying to imitate femininity but easing into it.

I stepped into the heels and straightened.

The extra height changed everything, lengthening the line of my legs and altering the angle of my body in a way that made the dress sit even better. I walked to the mirror and turned slowly from one side to the other, studying the effect from every angle.

The velvet hugged where it should, the slight flare of the skirt did exactly what I'd hoped for, and the black lace straps looked perfect against my shoulders. I turned again, checking the line of my legs in the stockings and the shape the heels gave them, then reached for the perfume and sprayed a little at my neck and wrists.

Only the lips remained.

They were always the last step because they completed everything else. I chose the pencil first and outlined my mouth carefully, refining the shape without making it look too deliberate.

Then I filled them in with a delicate plum colour, soft enough to be elegant, dark enough to suit the black velvet and the onyx jewellery. Once the lipstick was in place, I pressed a tissue lightly between my lips and checked the result.

At last, I reached for the small black onyx clutch that matched the earrings and choker. It sat neatly in my hand, finishing the look in exactly the way it should. I moved back to the mirror, took in the full effect one final time and felt that familiar little thrill as the image before me became something much more complete.

“Hello, I’m Madeleine.”


Chapter Three: The Journey into Town

I opened the clutch and began transferring the few things I would need for the evening. Lipstick first, because no self-respecting girl should leave home without it, followed by a compact, phone, money and keys. There wasn't much room once everything was inside, but that was partly the point. Carrying half my life around in the pockets of jeans was not an option when I was dressed like a minx.

I took one final look at myself. The nerves were still there, but they had changed. Earlier I had been frightened that the transformation wouldn't work, that I would put everything together and still see someone pretending in front of the mirror.

That fear had gone.

The pretty young woman standing in the black velvet dress looked composed and convincing, her dark eyes emphasised by smoky makeup, plum lips providing just enough colour and the onyx jewellery giving everything a sophisticated finish. The skirt ended just above my knees, showing the black stockings and heels without making the outfit look cheap. I had wanted elegant, and I thought I'd managed it.

The real problem was no longer Madeleine.

It was getting Madeleine out of the house.

I crossed to the bedroom door and listened. The television was still playing downstairs, loud enough that I could hear bursts of dialogue followed by Dad laughing at something. I unlocked the door as quietly as possible and opened it perhaps two inches, peering through the narrow gap onto the landing.

The stairs weren’t far, but from where I stood they seemed a mile away. The breath caught in my throat as I stood there, all dressed up and suddenly panicking.

The front door was out of the question because I would have to pass directly by the living room. The better option was downstairs, around the bannister, through the kitchen and out of the back door. From there, I could use the gate into the alley and reach the next street without going anywhere near the front window. I wasn’t even considering how I was going to get back.

I opened the door a little wider and slipped into the landing, then realised immediately that the heels were going to be a problem. Even on carpet they made enough noise to attract attention, and the downstairs hallway had wooden flooring. I bent down, slipped them off and hooked them carefully through the fingers of one hand while holding the clutch in the other.

Barefoot apart from the stockings, I started down the stairs.

Every sound in the house seemed magnified. The television was coming from the living room to my left, and halfway down I heard Dad suddenly burst into laughter again. I froze on the spot, one foot suspended above the next stair, my heart hammering hard enough that I was convinced somebody downstairs must be able to hear it.

For a ridiculous moment, I imagined Mum walking into the hallway and looking up to find her son halfway down the stairs in a black velvet dress, stockings, full makeup and earrings.

I breathed out slowly and continued.

At the bottom, I edged around the bannister and stayed close to the wall. The living-room door was partly open, throwing a rectangle of television light across the hall, but from the angle of the sofa there was no reason either of them should see me unless they happened to get up. I could hear Mum making some comment about whatever they were watching while Dad answered without much enthusiasm. Normal Friday evening conversation, oblivious to the fact that their only son was creeping past them carrying five-inch heels.

I had almost reached the kitchen when I saw Snooky.

He was sitting directly in the doorway.

Snooky was our small, shaggy mongrel of uncertain ancestry and unlimited curiosity. He stared at me with his dark eyes, his head gradually tilting to one side as though he knew there was something familiar about the person standing in front of him but couldn't quite work out what.

“Don't,” I whispered. His head tilted the other way. I took a cautious step towards him and his tail began thumping against the floor. “Good boy.”

Snooky barked. Just once, but in the silence of the hallway it sounded like a gunshot.

I winced. From the living room came Mum's voice. “Is that you, Keith?”

For half a second, I couldn't answer. My mind seemed to empty completely as I stood there in the hallway wearing a dress and holding my shoes, with Snooky still staring up at me.

“Yes, Mum,” I called, making no attempt to use anything except my ordinary voice. “I'm just heading out.”

“All right. Have a nice time.”

I stepped around Snooky before he could betray me again and hurried into the kitchen. He followed for a few feet, tail still wagging, apparently delighted by whatever strange game we were playing. I reached the back door, unlocked it and slipped outside, closing it gently behind me.

The moment the door clicked shut, I let out the breath I felt as though I'd been holding since the top of the stairs.

Cool evening air touched my face, bare arms and stockinged legs. After the warmth and tension of the house it felt wonderful. The rain had stopped, leaving the patio damp and the air fresh, with that lingering smell of wet earth and pavement after a miserable day. For a moment, I simply stood there in my stockinged feet, clutch and heels in hand, enjoying the fact that I had actually made it outside.

Then I slipped the shoes back on.

I straightened naturally as the heels restored the posture I had practised in the bedroom, adjusted the clutch in my hand and smoothed the skirt once at the hips.

I crossed the garden with a much more fluid stride than the one I'd used on the stairs, the heels clicking lightly against the wet paving slabs. My body seemed to settle back into the rhythm of the outfit with every step, and by the time I reached the gate the panic of escaping the house had already begun to dissolve into excitement.

I opened it and stepped into the narrow alley behind the houses. It was darker there, lit mainly by the glow from upstairs windows and a street lamp at the far end. Somewhere a dog barked, bins stood against brick walls and the wet ground reflected little patches of amber light. I closed the gate behind me and started walking, careful at first on the uneven surface but quickly finding my balance again.

At the end of the alley, I emerged onto the street.

I had walked to that bus stop more times than I could count. School, college, university holidays, temp jobs, nights out. The route from our house to the main road was so familiar I barely needed to think about it, yet that evening everything felt different. I had not been outside as Madeleine since university, and the simple fact of walking openly through the neighbourhood again brought back a feeling I had almost forgotten.

It was liberating.

The black velvet skirt brushed against my thighs as I walked, soft and faintly warm where it touched my skin, while the cooler evening air found the exposed space above my stockings and moved across my bare arms. My hair bounced gently against my shoulders with each step, carrying the scent of the product I had worked through it earlier. Beneath that was the perfume at my wrists and throat, subtle but noticeable whenever the breeze shifted. The heels made their own neat rhythm against the pavement, click after click, and I found myself listening to the sound with a ridiculous amount of pleasure as my hips swayed gently.

At university, going out like this had eventually become almost ordinary. There had been evenings when I could leave my room, cross campus and meet friends without spending every second wondering who was looking at me. Since coming home, though, that part of my life had been packed away with the clothes beneath my bed. I had almost convinced myself it belonged to somebody I used to be.

The bus stop was empty when I reached it. I stood beneath the shelter, adjusted the clutch beneath my arm and looked along the road, seeing nothing but headlights in the distance. With nobody around, I took out my phone and opened the dating app.

Ryan's profile appeared near the top of my messages.

I typed: I'm at the bus stop.

For a moment I simply stared at the words after sending them. That was it. I had left the house. I was on my way. Whatever happened next, this was no longer something that existed only in late-night conversations and photographs taken in the safety of my bedroom.

I was about to put the phone back into my bag when it pinged. Ryan: Send me a photo.

I smiled. Of course he would ask.

I switched to the camera, lifted the phone and angled it until the light from the shelter caught my face properly. The first picture made me look oddly severe, so I deleted it and tried again, this time tilting my head slightly and letting myself smile. Dark smoky eyes, long wavy hair, plum lips and the black onyx earrings catching the light. The neckline of the velvet dress just showed at the bottom of the frame.

Much better. I sent it.

A couple appeared further along the pavement while I waited for his reply, walking towards me with a spaniel tugging happily at the lead between them. The woman barely glanced at me, but the man did. His eyes stayed on me for a second longer than politeness required before dropping briefly towards the dress, stockings and heels, then returning to my face.

I looked away, but a little warmth spread through me. He had looked at Madeleine.

My phone pinged again. Ryan: You look gorgeous.

I read it twice. The stupid smile that appeared on my face was impossible to stop.

Headlights swept across the road a few moments later and the bus pulled towards the kerb. I joined the small group of people who had appeared behind me while I wasn't paying attention. When the doors opened, I stepped aboard and brought up my digital pass on the phone, holding it over the reader until the machine gave its familiar beep.

The bus was almost full. Friday night had begun properly now, and most of the passengers seemed to be heading into Manchester rather than away from it. There were groups of women already dressed for bars and clubs, men in shirts and jackets talking too loudly, couples sharing headphones and several people holding cans they were making only a half-hearted attempt to hide.

I moved down the aisle and spotted a free seat beside a woman in her thirties who was scrolling through her phone. Without really thinking about it, I turned sideways, smoothed the back of my skirt beneath me and sat down.

The movement came naturally. I crossed my legs neatly at the ankle and settled the clutch in my lap, suddenly aware of how completely different the journey felt from the one I had made only a few hours earlier. Then I noticed a man standing several feet away, one hand wrapped around the overhead rail.

He was looking at me.

Not staring exactly, but there was no mistaking the slow movement of his eyes as they travelled from my face down over the velvet dress and stockinged legs before returning upwards.

This time I didn't look away immediately.


Chapter Four: How Madeleine Began

Madeleine was born on a cold November night when, at the age of five, I crept into my parents' wardrobe and saw the emerald dress. It hung there in the dark, glittering in the moonlight while the babysitter canoodled with her boyfriend somewhere below and my parents were out at some function.

It is my first memory. When I imagine the dress now, it is as something magical. Something that smelled of my mother. Something that belonged to another world.

My parents came home later to find me sitting in the dress. Needless to say, the babysitter never sat again, but from that moment on, Madeleine became part of my life. As time wore on, through my teens and into my early twenties, she seemed to strengthen. I could never quite shake her off. I saw what other guys were doing, their interest in girls, in sports and other stuff, and still she was there, haunting my thoughts.

She had different names, of course. Celine. Debbie. Tula. Ariana. Those came later, as her persona began to develop. In the beginning, there was just fascination. With lingerie, with heels, with makeup and dresses. I would look at women on TV and in the street and wonder what it would be like to wear their clothes.

By the time I was ready to go to university, Madeleine had wormed her way into my mind and was a permanent fixture. I think she was Kassie then. Or Natasha. I can’t remember. By that time, I had already bunked off school, dressed up in my mother's clothes and gone out dressed as a girl a few times.

University changed everything because, for the first time in my life, I had a door I could close and know that nobody on the other side had any right to open it.

I went to Brighton partly because I liked the course and partly because it was far enough from Manchester to feel like a proper escape. I told Mum and Dad it was because the university had a good reputation and because I wanted to experience living somewhere different.

Both things were true, but there was another reason I never mentioned. Brighton had always seemed to me like the sort of place where people could be whatever they wanted without everybody else making it their business. I had read about the nightlife, the clubs and the communities, and although I would never have admitted it at eighteen, some part of me wondered whether the girl who had been following me around since childhood might finally have somewhere to breathe.

My first-year room was small even by student standards, with a single bed, a desk, a wardrobe and one narrow window overlooking another block of student accommodation.

I thought it was amazing.

There were no parents downstairs, no footsteps on the landing that made me hurriedly wipe lipstick from my mouth, no need to hide everything beneath other clothes in drawers.

Once I'd worked out that nobody was going to burst in without knocking, I began ordering things online. At first, I was cautious. A lipstick here, a blouse there, a pair of tights tucked into an order containing perfectly ordinary men's clothes. Then the parcels became more ambitious. Lingerie. Shoes. Dresses. A makeup palette that cost more than I could really afford.

By Christmas there were probably more women's clothes in my wardrobe than men's, although I kept them all pushed towards the back as though anyone else had reason to inspect it.

The freedom made me bolder. At home I had dressed whenever opportunity allowed, always with one ear listening for a car in the drive or a key in the front door. At university I could spend an entire evening experimenting.

I would come back from lectures, lock the door, put music on and disappear into it for hours. Sometimes I wore nothing more exciting than leggings and a soft top while I worked on an essay. Other nights I would go through the whole ritual, removing my body hair, taking a shower, doing my makeup and choosing an outfit as carefully as if I were going somewhere, even when the only person who saw the finished result was me.

My technique improved rapidly. Makeup fascinated me. I spent ridiculous amounts of time watching tutorials online and pausing them every few seconds while I tried to recreate what the woman on screen was doing.

Contouring was a disaster at first. I either used so little that nothing happened or so much that I looked as though someone had drawn lines across my face with a dirty finger. Eyeliner was worse. For weeks one eye was always better than the other, and trying to correct the bad one usually resulted in ruining both. Gradually, though, my hands became steadier. I learned which shades worked with my skin, how to soften my jaw without making it obvious, how to shape my eyebrows and how much difference mascara made when I took the time to curl my lashes properly.

Hair was easier. I already had enough of it that I never needed a wig, and university gave me an excuse to let it grow longer. Men with shoulder-length hair were hardly unusual in Brighton. When I dressed, I discovered that the same hair could be straightened, curled, pinned, volumised or tied back in ways that changed my face completely.

One evening I spent nearly three hours learning how to create loose waves with straighteners and burned two fingers in the process. When I finally got it right, I stared into the mirror and knew I had crossed some invisible line. I wasn't seeing a boy with makeup anymore. I was beginning to see her.

She still didn't have the right name.

There had been many over the years, names chosen because I liked the sound of them and discarded because after a while they felt wrong. I would change usernames, try a name out in front of the mirror and imagine somebody calling it across a crowded room. Most never survived that test.

I found them kindred spirits online first. The first was a private group, mostly students and people in their twenties who dressed, transitioned, experimented or simply refused to explain themselves in tidy categories. I lurked for weeks before posting anything. Even behind a username I was terrified that somebody would somehow recognise me. Eventually I uploaded a photograph taken in my room wearing a simple black dress and far too much eye shadow.

The reaction stunned me.

People were kind. Not the false, enthusiastic kindness I'd expected, where everyone told everyone else they looked amazing regardless of reality, but useful kindness. One woman told me my foundation colour was slightly too warm. Somebody else suggested I stop trying to hide my height. A cross-dresser named Ellie sent me a private message explaining that my eyebrows needed better shaping and offered to help.

Meeting Ellie in person terrified me more than my first university seminar.

We chose a café in central Brighton and agreed to meet in ordinary clothes. She was about my age, perhaps a year older, with short dark hair and an easy confidence I envied immediately. Within half an hour she had introduced me to two more people, Sophie and Rachel, and by the end of the afternoon I had admitted things I had never said aloud to anybody.

That was new.

They understood the strange split between wanting to be seen and being terrified of being seen. They understood buying a dress and hiding it for three months because wearing it outside seemed impossible. They understood practising a voice when nobody was around, wondering how women held their hands, watching the way somebody walked and feeling guilty for studying her too closely.

Ellie was the first person to tell me I should go out with them.

I laughed.

The invitation sat in my head for two weeks before I accepted.

That first night took me nearly four hours to get ready. I changed my outfit three times and redid my makeup once because the first attempt suddenly looked terrible under brighter light. Eventually I settled on a navy dress, black tights and ankle boots with a modest heel. Looking back, I was probably dressed far too conservatively for a night out in Brighton, but I was frightened enough without adding a miniskirt and stilettos.

When I opened my door and stepped into the corridor, I nearly went straight back inside.

But nothing happened.

A student from two rooms down passed me on the stairs and barely looked up from his phone. Outside, a group of girls were laughing beside the entrance. One glanced at me and then went back to her conversation. By the time I met Ellie and the others, the world had failed to collapse so completely that I started wondering why I had spent years fearing it would.

Brighton at night became my training ground.

At first, I stayed close to the group, letting them choose where we went and following their lead. I learned which bars felt comfortable and which were more trouble than they were worth. I discovered that confidence mattered almost as much as appearance. If I entered somewhere hunched over, staring at the floor and constantly checking whether anyone was looking, people sensed there was something to look at. When I walked in as though I belonged there, usually they accepted that I did. They still looked, but in a different way.

That lesson changed the way I moved.

I started practising in my room. Not exaggerated hip-swaying or anything ridiculous, but posture, stride and the small unconscious gestures I'd noticed in women all my life. I learned to sit like a girl, to keep my knees together naturally rather than because I was reminding myself every five seconds, and to use my hands more softly when I talked. I watched how women adjusted a handbag, crossed a room in heels and pushed their hair behind an ear while listening to someone. I didn't want to impersonate femininity. I wanted to be it.

My voice took longer. Mine wasn't particularly deep, which helped, but every early attempt at sounding feminine made me cringe. I recorded myself endlessly, listening back through headphones and gradually abandoning the silly high pitch I had assumed I needed. A slightly lighter tone, softer delivery and different rhythm worked far better. Eventually I could order a drink without hearing Keith crash through the first sentence halfway along.

The more often I went out, the less effort everything required.

Somewhere during my second year, the name finally arrived.

Madeleine.

I don't remember exactly why. Perhaps I'd heard it somewhere, or seen it written down, but the first time I tried it I knew. It had a softness I liked without sounding childish, and something slightly elegant about it that suited the person I was becoming. When Ellie called me Madeleine across a bar for the first time and I turned automatically, the search was over.

After that she became increasingly real.

There were weeks when Madeleine went out more often than Keith did. She had her own clothes, her own perfume and gradually her own circle of acquaintances. Some knew everything about me, others simply assumed whatever they wanted to assume. I stopped explaining unless somebody asked.

The biggest change, though, came when I discovered men noticed her.

I had always known in theory that they might. I could see when a photograph worked and knew when I looked reasonably convincing, but being attractive to somebody in person was different. The first time I really understood it happened in a crowded bar during my second year. I was wearing a dark green dress, sheer tights and heels, with my hair curled loosely around my shoulders. I was standing at the bar waiting to order when a man beside me smiled and offered to buy my drink.

My immediate reaction was suspicion.

Then panic.

Then, to my surprise, pleasure.

He wasn't laughing. He wasn't nudging his friends or setting up some joke. He simply thought I was attractive. We talked for perhaps twenty minutes. He asked my name, told me I had beautiful eyes and touched my elbow lightly when somebody squeezed past behind us. I remember being almost absurdly aware of the interaction, of the way he looked at me and how different it felt.

Nothing happened. I made an excuse and returned to my friends before things went any further.

After that, I noticed men noticing me more often.

Some looks made me uncomfortable. Others didn't. Occasionally somebody flirted and I flirted back, sometimes without realising I was doing it until Ellie pointed it out afterwards. The first time a man asked for my number I refused, then spent the journey home wondering why I'd refused so quickly. It wasn't that I suddenly understood my sexuality. If anything, Madeleine complicated things further. Keith had always been attracted to women. As Madeleine, attention from men created feelings I had no convenient category for, so for a long time I simply allowed myself to enjoy being wanted without demanding an explanation.

University gave me that luxury. Nobody required a final answer.

By my last year I could get ready in under an hour rather than four. I knew my foundation shade, could apply liquid eyeliner without holding my breath and understood which dresses flattered my body instead of buying things purely because they looked good on a model. I owned proper bras, good shoes, decent makeup and enough jewellery to choose rather than simply wear whatever I had. I learned that subtlety usually worked better than excess. The first versions of Madeleine had needed everything at once: more makeup, higher heels, shorter skirts. The later Madeleine was more confident. She didn't need to prove she was feminine because she already felt it.

The irony was that just as I became comfortable with her, university ended.

There was no dramatic final night. No moment when I looked around Brighton and realised everything was about to change. Graduation simply approached while I was busy applying for jobs and trying not to think about what would happen if none of them came through.

None of them did.

Media Studies had seemed like a good idea when I was eighteen. Three years later I discovered there were hundreds of graduates chasing every vaguely relevant job, most of them with experience I didn't have. I sent applications everywhere. Production companies, marketing agencies, local radio, websites, social media departments. Most didn't answer. A few sent automated rejections. One company interviewed me twice and then hired somebody who had already been doing almost the same job as an intern.

Meanwhile, the tenancy on our student house expired.

I couldn't afford Brighton without work. I couldn't afford Manchester without work either, but at least in Manchester my parents owned a house containing a bedroom they were prepared to let me occupy for free.

So I packed.

That was harder than I expected.

My university life fitted into boxes remarkably quickly. Books, clothes, computer equipment, bedding, kitchen junk and three years of accumulated rubbish disappeared into the boot of Dad's car. Madeleine was packed more carefully. Her dresses were folded, her shoes wrapped, makeup secured inside its case and jewellery placed in small boxes. Everything went into the large black case that would eventually live beneath my bed at home.

Dad carried it downstairs without knowing what was inside.

For the first few weeks after returning to Manchester, I told myself it was temporary. I'd find a job, save some money and move out. Perhaps London. Perhaps back to Brighton. Maybe somewhere completely different.

Weeks became months.

The money never stretched far enough. Rents seemed absurd, entry-level salaries even more so, and the only work I could get came through temp agencies. Madeleine retreated beneath the bed while Keith learned call-centre scripts and watched his bank balance crawl slowly upwards before rent, travel and everything else knocked it back down again.

I didn't stop thinking about her.

That was the problem.

I had spent three years discovering what it felt like to let her exist openly, and once I'd known that freedom it was impossible to pretend the old secrecy was enough. Occasionally, when Mum and Dad were out, I opened the case and dressed again. Sometimes I took photographs. Sometimes I logged into the old accounts and talked to people who still knew me by the name I'd finally chosen.

But I stopped going out.

Until tonight.


Chapter Five: A Date with Ryan

I got off the bus on Deansgate with a strange reluctance to hurry anywhere. Ryan was waiting for me, and I was already running later than planned. But after spending so long hidden away at home, I wanted to walk for a while. I wanted to feel Manchester around me and, perhaps more importantly, discover what it felt like to be Madeleine properly again in a city I had known for most of my life.

The evening had turned cool after the rain. The pavements were still wet in places, catching the reds, blues and yellows of shop signs and traffic lights, while the air against my bare arms and stockinged legs felt wonderfully fresh after the warmth of the bus.

I held my clutch bag lightly and started walking, falling almost immediately into the rhythm of the heels. They made a crisp sound against the pavement, confident and feminine, and with every step I felt the velvet skirt move lightly around my legs and my hair bounce against my shoulders.

Manchester on a Friday night was already in full swing. Office workers had been replaced by people heading out for the evening, and the city seemed brighter than it had only a few hours earlier. Bars were filling, taxis crawled through the traffic and groups gathered outside restaurants and pubs deciding where to go next. Somewhere nearby music escaped every time a door opened, only to disappear again beneath the noise of engines, voices and laughter.

I passed a group of women who were obviously on a hen night, although the bride hardly needed the sash announcing the fact. She wore a short white dress, a little veil and a pair of heels she was already beginning to regret, while her friends already seemed to be so drunk they were unlikely to last the night. One of them was trying to take a photograph of the whole group without dropping either her phone or her cocktail.

At home, Madeleine felt like a secret so enormous that surely everybody must be able to see it. Outside, I was simply another woman dressed for Friday night. People had their own lives to think about. Their own dates, arguments, dinners and plans.

I found myself smiling.

Brighton had taught me that lesson years ago, but somewhere along the way I had lost it again. Returning to Manchester had shrunk my world. Madeleine existed in my bedroom. Tonight she had escaped all that, and the sensation was almost physical. I stood straighter, my movements loosening as the nervous tension left my shoulders.

The familiarity of Manchester made it better rather than worse. I had walked these streets countless times, usually in jeans and trainers, paying little attention to anything. Tonight everything seemed altered by the simple fact that I was experiencing it differently. When I caught my reflection in a dark shop window, the woman moving beside the traffic looked as though she belonged there. Black velvet, dark stockings, long brown hair and the little clutch held against her side.

Near the Arndale the crowds thickened. Couples strolled together without any obvious destination while groups of friends moved noisily between bars. Two girls hurried past me sharing an umbrella despite the rain having stopped, one complaining loudly about somebody called Lewis who had apparently ruined her evening before it had even started. A few yards farther on, a young couple stood kissing as if the world around them did not exist.

Men looked occasionally. Not everyone, and not in the exaggerated way nervous fantasy might have suggested, but enough that I noticed. A glance as someone passed. Eyes meeting mine for an extra second. Once, the unmistakable flick down towards my legs before the man beside his girlfriend quickly looked somewhere else.

Ryan's message came back to me.

You look gorgeous.

I wondered what he would think when he saw me in person.

That thought produced a much stronger flutter in my stomach than any stranger's glance. Photographs were one thing. I could choose the lighting, the angle and the expression. Delete, even enhance. Tonight Ryan would see everything. The way I walked, the way I spoke, the little mannerisms photographs couldn't capture. He would sit opposite me and look directly at Madeleine.

I made my way through Piccadilly Gardens with the evening crowd flowing around me. Buses arrived and departed, people hurried between them, and the city lights seemed to get brighter.

Portland Street brought another change in atmosphere as I continued towards Canal Street. I knew where I was heading, of course. Everybody in Manchester knew Canal Street, whether they had ever spent much time there or not, but I had never approached it quite like this. At university I had gone out in Brighton enough times to LGBT bars with mixed crowds to feel ordinary.

Turning onto Canal Street felt like crossing a small boundary.

The place was already busy. Light poured from pub and bar windows onto the pavement, and groups stood outside talking over drinks despite the chill. Music competed from different doorways. Men walked hand in hand without attracting a second glance, women clung to each other, and nobody seemed particularly interested in deciding what anybody else ought to be. For the first time since leaving Brighton, I felt something close to the freedom I had known there.

I continued along the street towards the New Union, my nerves returning now that there was no longer much distance between anticipation and reality. The old pub was busy, people standing outside beneath the lights while conversation spilled towards the canal. I slowed as I approached and suddenly became conscious of everything again: the height of my heels, the fit of the dress, the lipstick on my mouth and the perfume lingering at my throat.

I found a spot beside the canal and stopped there.

The water below glittered with broken reflections from the lights along the street, colours stretching and trembling across the dark surface whenever it moved. I rested both hands lightly on the clutch and watched it for a while, trying to calm the ridiculous fluttering in my stomach. I could smell damp stone, perfume, beer and the lingering freshness left by the rain.

I wondered whether Ryan was already watching me.

Then a man's voice came from behind.

“Madeleine?”

I turned.

Ryan was taller than I had expected. He had the sort of build that suggested he looked after himself without overdoing it, slim through the waist but broad enough through the shoulders to fill his suit properly. He was somewhere in his forties, with dark hair beginning to grey at the sides and a face that looked even better in person than it had in photographs. The suit was beautifully cut, dark without being severe, and everything about him suggested quiet confidence.

I already knew the basic outline of his life from our conversations. He owned his own company, although he had always been deliberately vague about how successful it was. He liked jazz, sailing and good food. Standing in front of him now, I realised there had been plenty he hadn't needed to say. The suit alone probably cost more than most of my wardrobe.

“Hi,” I said.

That was as far as I got.

For all the weeks we had spent talking online, all the messages and late-night conversations, I suddenly couldn't think of a single intelligent thing to say. Ryan waited, smiling slightly, while I stood there with my clutch held in both hands and my mind completely blank.

Then the absurdity of it caught up with me and I burst out laughing. “I’m sorry,” I said, covering my mouth briefly. “I didn’t realise I’d be this nervous.”

His smile widened, and some of the tension immediately left me.

“You don’t need to be nervous.” His eyes moved over me, openly but not crudely, taking in the dress, hair and heels before returning to my face. “You look stunning.”

The compliment made me squirm inside in a way that was pleasant. I felt myself blush and was suddenly grateful for the dark.

“Thank you.”

“I thought Canal Street might be easier for you,” he said. “We can stay around the Village if you'd rather. There are plenty of places where nobody's going to give you a second look.”

I glanced along the street. He was right about that, but the Friday-night crowd had become noticeably louder since I'd arrived. A group farther down were singing badly outside one of the bars, somebody had started an argument further down the road and there seemed to be more people spilling onto the pavement by the minute. I liked the atmosphere, but it wasn't quite what I'd imagined when Ryan had mentioned a romantic dinner.

He noticed my expression.

“Or,” he added, “I know a small bistro near Deansgate. Much quieter. Good food, decent wine, and we might actually be able to hear each other talk.”

“That sounds nice.”

“Good.”

Ryan slipped one hand into his trouser pocket for a moment, then stepped beside me and offered his other arm with an ease that made the gesture feel entirely natural.

I looked at it for perhaps half a second.

Then, without thinking, I slipped my hand into the crook of his arm. That small movement, touching a man as a girl for the first time, sent a thrill through me that I simply can’t explain or describe.

Chez Marcel was exactly the sort of place I imagined Ryan would know. It sat just off one of the busier streets near Deansgate, tucked behind a discreet dark-green frontage with elegant white lettering on the glass and only a few small tables visible through the window. Inside, the lighting was warm rather than dim, with cream walls, old framed prints and tightly packed tables covered in white cloths. It was busy enough to feel popular without becoming noisy, the low murmur of conversation mixing with the clink of cutlery and occasional bursts of laughter from the bar.

The waiter who greeted us wore black trousers, a white shirt and waistcoat, and spoke with a French accent that sounded genuine enough to me. The moment he saw Ryan, his face broke into a smile.

“Bonsoir, monsieur. Good to see you again.”

“You too, Philippe.”

That told me something immediately. Ryan hadn't simply Googled a restaurant five minutes before meeting me. He came here often enough for the staff to know him, and judging by the way Philippe shook his hand and asked briefly about somebody called Martin, he was more than an occasional customer.

We were shown to a table in the corner, slightly away from the main room, with a view across the restaurant but enough privacy that I didn't feel exposed. Ryan pulled out my chair rather than just sitting down himself, and the gesture made something again tighten pleasantly inside me. It was such a small thing, almost old-fashioned, but nobody had ever done it for me before. At university I had been out with groups, been flirted with and bought drinks, but this was different. This was somebody deliberately treating me as the woman he had brought out to dinner.

I smoothed the back of my dress beneath me and sat.

Menus arrived, followed by a wine list that looked intimidatingly expensive. Ryan asked what I wanted to drink, and without thinking I said rosé. It had somehow become my feminine drink years ago. I had no idea why. Keith drank lager or whatever beer was cheapest. Madeleine ordered rosé, preferably chilled and pale, and apparently some habits had survived the years away from Brighton.

Ryan smiled. “Good choice.”

Once the waiter had gone, I opened the menu and immediately became aware that I should probably say something. Ryan seemed perfectly comfortable with silence, which only made me more conscious of it.

“So,” I said, then regretted starting without knowing how I planned to finish. “Do you come here often?”

The second the words left my mouth I wanted to crawl beneath the table.

Ryan laughed softly. “That sounded painful.”

“Oh, God.”

“It’s all right. I promise not to tell anyone.”

“I’m clearly very sophisticated.”

“You’re doing fine.”

He glanced around the room. “Yes, I come here fairly often. It’s unpretentious. They’re a family-owned business, and the food is excellent. I like places where people care more about what’s on the plate than how clever the menu sounds.”

That seemed entirely in keeping with what I already knew about him. Ryan liked good things, but he didn't seem interested in showing off about them. Even the expensive suit somehow looked like something he wore because it fitted properly rather than because he wanted people to see the label.

Our drinks arrived, and I took a grateful sip of rosé while Ryan settled back in his chair.

“So,” he said, “how exactly did you escape?”

I smiled. “You make it sound like Colditz.”

“You told me your parents were staying home. I assumed there was some sort of operation involved.”

“There was a dog.”

“A guard dog?”

“Snooky.”

Ryan stared at me.

I laughed. “He’s about this big.” I held my hands perhaps a foot apart. “And mostly interested in biscuits. But he nearly gave me away.”

I told him about creeping down the stairs carrying my shoes, Dad laughing in the living room and Snooky sitting in the kitchen doorway as though he had been specifically employed to expose me. By the time I reached Mum calling out to ask whether it was me, Ryan was laughing properly.

“And you answered?”

“What else could I do?”

The conversation became easier after that. Perhaps it was the wine, perhaps it was Ryan, or perhaps I had simply survived enough firsts already that evening to stop being frightened by every new one. We talked about work, university and Manchester. Ryan told me a little more about his company, though he was still irritatingly modest about it, and I learned that his love of sailing was serious enough that he kept a boat on the coast and disappeared whenever the weather allowed.

What struck me most was how attentive he was.

He never checked his phone. He didn't scan the restaurant while I was speaking or let his eyes wander towards somebody entering through the door. When I talked, he looked at me and listened, occasionally asking something that proved he had actually absorbed what I'd said. It was such a basic courtesy that I wondered why it felt unusual.

After a while he nodded towards my menu. “Have you chosen?”

“I think so.”

“The seafood is very good here.”

I looked again. “I was thinking about the sea bass.”

Philippe returned, and Ryan ordered. He added a bottle of white wine whose name meant absolutely nothing to me but whose price, when I happened to glance at the list, made me blink. It arrived in a silver cooler beside the table, and Ryan poured a little into my glass.

The food was wonderful. Not huge portions arranged like modern art, but proper food cooked beautifully, and I realised how hungry I had been only once I started eating. Ryan was right about the sea bass. It came with buttery potatoes, greens and a sauce I couldn't identify but would happily have drunk from the plate if no one had been watching.

By then the conversation had moved beyond safe subjects.

Ryan asked when I had first started dressing, and I found myself telling him far more than I intended. The emerald dress when I was five. The changing names. The secret experiments at home. Brighton. Ellie. My first nights out. The strange freedom of finally having somewhere I could explore that side of myself without constantly listening for footsteps outside the door.

I even told him about the first time a man had bought me a drink.

“You liked it,” Ryan said.

It wasn't really a question. I moved my wine glass slightly between my fingers. “I liked being noticed.”

“Did you like him?”

I smiled. “You ask too many questions.”

“I’m interested.” He meant it. There was no hint of mockery or fascination with me as some novelty. He simply wanted to understand who I was.

So I kept talking. I told him about finishing university and packing everything away, returning to Manchester and feeling as though Madeleine had been put into storage along with the dresses and heels beneath my bed. I told him how easy it had been to tell myself I would go out again soon and how weeks had turned into months until the idea started feeling intimidating again.

Ryan listened through all of it. The expensive wine had gone down rather too easily, the restaurant had become comfortably familiar, and the conversation had never stopped.

By the time we had finished dessert, I had reached that comfortable stage of the evening where the first-date nerves had faded, helped considerably by the wine. Ryan ordered coffees for us both and sat back while the waiter cleared the last plates from the table.

For a moment there was an easy silence between us. I glanced around the restaurant, watching Philippe carry a bottle of wine to another table, then became aware that Ryan was studying me again.

“What?” I said.

He smiled. “Can I ask you something slightly more serious?”

“That sounds ominous.”

“It isn’t.” He paused until the coffees arrived, waited while the waiter placed them between us and then looked back at me. “Do you ever think about being Madeleine full time?”

The question caught me completely off guard. I wrapped both hands around the coffee cup, partly because it gave me something to do. “Not really. Not seriously.”

Ryan's expression changed immediately. “Liar.”

I stared at him for half a second before laughing. “Excuse me?”

“You’ve thought about it.”

“I said not seriously.”

“That wasn't the question.”

I could feel myself blushing. “You’re annoyingly good at this.”

Ryan smiled but didn't push immediately, giving me enough silence that I found myself answering anyway.

“Of course I’ve thought about it,” I admitted. “Anybody who’s spent as much time doing this as I have probably thinks about it occasionally. What it would be like to wake up and not have to put everything away. To have a wardrobe that wasn't hidden beneath a bed. To go to work like this. Go shopping. Just... live normally.”

“Does that appeal to you?”

“Yes.” I hesitated. “Sometimes. But thinking about something and actually doing it are completely different things. I’ve got parents who don't know anything about this, a temp job I can barely pretend is a career and not enough money to move out. Going full time has hurdles.”

“I didn't say you had to decide tonight.”

“Good, because I've only just got through dinner.”

He laughed, and the seriousness eased enough for me to take a sip of coffee. Yet the question remained between us. I realised I had imagined it more often than I wanted to admit, usually late at night when I was still dressed and the thought of taking everything off seemed disappointing. Sometimes I wondered whether the real frustration wasn't that I wanted to dress more often, but that I was tired of switching backwards and forwards according to who might be watching.

Ryan stirred his coffee slowly. “There’s something I should probably tell you as well.”

“All right.”

“I’m not looking for a quick fling.” There was nothing dramatic in the way he said it. In fact, the calmness made me take him more seriously. He rested the spoon beside his cup and continued. “I've done casual relationships. I've done dating for the sake of dating. I'm too old to pretend any of that is particularly interesting anymore. If I meet somebody and we get on, I'd rather see whether it can become something real.”

I looked at him over the rim of my cup. “You’re talking about this after one dinner.”

“I’m telling you what I want. That's not the same as proposing marriage over the crème brûlée.”

I laughed. “That would be a bit much.”

“I thought so.”

The conversation could easily have become awkward, but somehow it didn't. Perhaps because Ryan wasn't making promises or expecting them from me. He was simply being clear. I found that reassuring.

“There’s one other thing,” he said. “I'm probably rather old-fashioned in some respects.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“Not especially. I like being the man in a relationship. I like taking the lead. Choosing the restaurant, planning things, looking after the woman I'm with. Not because I think women are incapable of doing any of those things themselves, before you accuse me of dragging you back to the nineteen-fifties.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

He smiled. “I just prefer a relationship where the roles are fairly clear. How do you feel about that?”

I should probably have stopped and considered the answer.

Instead, I said, “I think I'm submissive.” The words came out so naturally that I almost looked around to see who had said them.

Ryan's eyebrows rose slightly. I immediately reached for my wine glass before remembering it was empty. “That sounded more revealing than I intended.”

“A little.”

He laughed softly, but his eyes remained on mine. There was no embarrassment in his expression, which somehow made me more conscious of what I'd admitted.

“I don’t mean...” I searched for the right words. “I'm not saying I want somebody making every decision in my life. But when I'm like this, I suppose I do like someone else being confident. Taking the initiative. It makes it easier for me to stop analysing everything.”

Ryan nodded rather than immediately turning it into something sexual or making some clever remark, and I appreciated him for that.

“Perhaps that's why you agreed to meet me.”

“Perhaps.”

I smiled down at my coffee. There was something strangely comfortable about admitting it. Madeleine had always contained a softness Keith rarely allowed himself. At work and at home I was expected to sort myself out, find a career, earn money and make sensible decisions about a future I hadn't managed to organise yet. Sitting opposite Ryan, I didn't feel that pressure. He seemed entirely comfortable taking the lead, and instead of resenting it I found myself relaxing into the space he created.

When I looked up again, he was smiling. Ryan leaned back slightly in his chair. “Do you like to dance?”

Ryan paid the bill before I could even pretend to reach for my bag. I made a token protest, which he ignored with such practised ease that I suspected he had expected it.

“You can buy dinner next time,” he said.

Outside, Manchester felt colder after the warmth of the restaurant. I drew a breath and let the night air clear my head a little, although the wine had left me pleasantly light-headed rather than drunk. Ryan offered his arm again and I took it without the slightest hesitation this time.

“There’s another reason I like Chez Marcel,” he said as we began walking.

He led me only a short distance along the side street before stopping outside a dark doorway I would have walked past without noticing. There was no sign above it, no queue, no music thumping through the walls. Just a polished black door with a small brass plate and an old-fashioned lamp burning above it.

Ryan knocked.

A few seconds later the door opened and warm light spilled across the pavement. A man in a tuxedo stood on the other side, broad-shouldered and immaculate, with the expression of somebody who had spent years deciding who belonged and who did not.

“Good evening, Mr Ryan.”

“Evening, Marcus.”

The doorman glanced at me, smiled politely and stepped aside. I looked at Ryan as we entered. “What is this?”

“A secret.”

The door closed behind us, cutting off the street noise almost completely. Ahead was a staircase leading down, the walls decorated with framed black-and-white photographs of musicians and old Manchester nightlife. Somewhere below, I could hear a trumpet.

Ryan must have seen my expression because he smiled. “I told you I liked jazz.”

“You failed to mention the secret underground club.”

At the bottom of the stairs, the room opened out in front of us, and for a moment I simply stared.

It was beautiful.

A large dance floor occupied the centre, polished dark wood reflecting the soft amber lighting from shaded lamps around the walls. Tables circled it, small and intimate, most occupied by couples or groups dressed far more elegantly than the Friday-night crowds outside. Beyond them ran a long walnut-coloured bar with brass fittings and shelves of bottles glowing warmly behind it. There was nothing flashy or modern about the place. No neon, no televisions, no pounding dance music. Everything looked deliberately old-fashioned.

At the far end, a jazz band played on a low stage. Piano, double bass, drums, saxophone and a woman in a dark red dress singing into an old-style microphone.

The clientele matched the room. Men in jackets and proper shoes. Women in cocktail dresses, silk blouses, elegant jewellery. Nobody looked as though they had wandered in by accident.

I leaned closer to Ryan.

“How have I lived in Manchester all this time and never known this existed?”

“That’s generally how secret places work.”

A waiter greeted Ryan almost immediately and asked whether he wanted his usual table, but Ryan shook his head.

“Not yet.”

He looked at me.

“Dance first.”

My stomach gave a sudden little flip. Before I could think of another excuse, he took my hand and led me towards the floor.

I had danced plenty of times before. At university, in clubs, at parties, with groups of girls and occasionally with somebody who happened to be nearby. That had mostly involved moving independently to loud music and pretending I knew what I was doing.

I had never danced properly with a man. That became obvious the moment Ryan turned towards me.

He placed one hand lightly at my waist and took my other hand in his. I hesitated before resting my free hand on his shoulder, suddenly aware of how close we were. The distance between us was only inches. I could smell his cologne again, subtle and expensive, mixed with the faint trace of coffee and wine from dinner.

“You’ve gone very quiet,” he said.

“I’m concentrating.”

The band slipped into something slower. Ryan moved first and I followed, or tried to. My first few steps were stiff because I was watching our feet instead of him.

“Madeleine.” I looked up. “Relax.”

“I am relaxed.”

“No, you’re not.” He tightened his hand very slightly at my waist and guided me through another turn. “Let me lead.”

There was something about those three words that went straight through me. I breathed out. And stopped fighting it.

Once I allowed him to control the movement, everything became easier. He wasn't doing anything complicated, just guiding me across the floor in slow, smooth steps, giving the slightest pressure with his hand whenever he wanted me to turn. I followed almost without thinking. My heels moved beneath me, the skirt brushing my thighs as we changed direction, and I became increasingly aware of the warmth of his body close to mine.

It felt unlike anything I had expected.

There was a vulnerability to it that surprised me. Being held that way, allowing somebody else to decide where we moved, trusting him not to let me stumble. Yet instead of making me uncomfortable, it seemed to quiet something inside me. I stopped worrying about whether anyone was watching. I stopped thinking about my voice, my posture, my makeup, whether the dress sat correctly or whether I was convincing enough.

I simply danced. Ryan's hand remained firm at my waist.

“There,” he said softly. “That’s better.”

I smiled.

“I hate it when you’re right.”

“You’ll have to get used to it.”

I should probably have had some clever answer ready, but I couldn't think of one. I was too aware of his arm around me, the music, the soft light and the completely unfamiliar feeling of being guided across a dance floor by a man who seemed entirely certain I belonged there with him.

At some point my hand moved from his shoulder to the back of his neck. I wasn't sure when. The space between us narrowed a little more. Ryan looked at me and I knew before he moved what was about to happen. There was enough time for me to turn away if I wanted to.

I didn't.

He leaned in and kissed me gently.

It was not dramatic. No sudden grab, no theatrical dip in the middle of the dance floor. Just the light pressure of his lips against mine for a second or two, cautious enough to give me every opportunity to pull away.

Instead, I kissed him back.

Something fluttered wildly in my stomach. When we separated, neither of us said anything for several moments. We simply continued dancing, though I was fairly certain I had forgotten every step I had learned.

Ryan smiled.

“You all right?”

“I think so.”

He laughed softly, and I found myself laughing too. After that, the evening seemed to disappear. We danced, sat at one of the tables for drinks, talked, then danced again. The band changed sets and another singer appeared. At some point Ryan introduced me to a couple he knew, and I managed an entire conversation without once worrying whether my voice sounded feminine enough.

The clock seemed to move far faster than it had any right to. By the time we finally climbed the stairs again, it was close to one in the morning.

The street outside felt strangely ordinary after the warmth and elegance below. Manchester was still awake, although the crowds had changed. Some were worse for wear, others sat on the pavement having private conversations

Ryan took out his phone. “I’ll get you a taxi.”

“I can manage.”

“I know.”

The way he said it made me smile. A few minutes later a car pulled up near the kerb. I suddenly felt disappointed, which seemed ridiculous considering how nervous I had been about the entire evening only hours earlier.

Ryan opened the rear door for me, but before I could get in he said, “Are you free next Saturday?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t mean for dinner.”

“Oh?”

“Spend the day with me.”

I looked at him.

“The whole day?”

“That was generally what I meant.”

“What are we doing?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“That sounds suspicious.”

“You said you liked me taking the lead.”

I felt my face warm again.

“I did say that, didn’t I?”

I looked at the waiting taxi, then back at him. “Yes.”

His expression softened.

“Good.”

He leaned towards me and kissed me again, a little longer this time but still gentle. I felt his hand briefly at my waist and caught myself wishing the taxi hadn't arrived quite so quickly. When he stepped back, I climbed into the car.

“Text me when you get home.”

“I will.”

Ryan closed the door and stood on the pavement while the taxi pulled away. I turned once and saw him still watching. Then Manchester began sliding past the window, lights stretching across wet roads and buildings blurring into reflections. I sat back against the seat with my clutch on my lap and realised I was grinning like an idiot.

I felt giddy.

Excited.

The taxi dropped me at the end of the drive.

For a moment I stayed in the back seat, looking at the house. Every window was dark. Mum and Dad were creatures of habit, and unless something unusual happened they were both in bed before midnight. Tonight, apparently, nothing unusual had happened.

I thanked the driver, stepped out and closed the door quietly behind me. The taxi pulled away, leaving me alone beneath the streetlight with the faint click of my heels on the pavement and the cool night air against my face. The excitement of the evening was still humming through me. Ryan's kiss. The jazz club. The dancing. The invitation for next Saturday. All of it felt slightly unreal now that I was standing outside the house I had left hours earlier by creeping through the back.

I opened the front door as carefully as I could.

The hallway was dark.

I slipped inside, closed the door behind me and immediately took off my shoes. Snooky appeared from somewhere near the kitchen. His tail began wagging the moment he saw me.

“Hello, traitor,” I whispered.

He padded towards me, sniffed at my legs and then looked up with that same curious expression he'd worn earlier, as if he still hadn't quite solved the mystery. I bent down and stroked his head.

“Not a word.” His tail thumped against the floor.

I straightened and started upstairs, one slow step at a time, shoes dangling from my fingers. The house seemed impossibly quiet after the city. No music, no traffic close by, no voices from bars or restaurants. Just the faint hum of the heating and the soft creak of the staircase beneath my feet.

I was almost there.

The bathroom door opened.

Light spilt suddenly across the landing.

I stopped.

Mum stepped out. For several seconds neither of us moved.

She was wearing her dressing gown, one hand still on the bathroom door, and the expression on her face shifted through confusion, surprise and recognition so quickly that I couldn't tell where one ended and the next began.

Her eyes moved over me. The long hair. The makeup. The black velvet dress. Stockings. Earrings. The shoes in my hand.

“Oh,” she said.

That was all. My entire mind emptied. I had imagined this moment in various forms over the years, always badly. Anger. Tears. Questions. Dad being called upstairs. Explanations demanded while I stood there desperately trying to wipe makeup from my face.

Instead Mum simply stared at me.

“Mum, I…”

Nothing followed. I couldn't think of a single sentence that didn't sound ridiculous.

Her expression softened. “You look very pretty.”

I felt the blush immediately.

Of all the things she could have said, that was the one I had never prepared for.

“Thanks,” I managed.

Mum looked at me for another moment and then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. I stood there stiffly at first, still holding my shoes, before finally hugging her back.

“It’s all right,” she said quietly.

I swallowed. “I was going to tell you.”

“No, you weren't.”

I gave a nervous little laugh against her shoulder. She pulled back but kept her hands on my arms. “I’ve always known.” That startled me more than anything else had. Mum smiled. “Not every detail. But I knew there was something. Mothers notice things.”

I stared at her, suddenly remembering a hundred tiny moments from childhood and adolescence that I had always assumed had gone unnoticed.

“And you never said anything?”

“I thought if you wanted to tell me, you would.”

Mum glanced at the dress again, then at my makeup. “You've got very good at it.”

That made me laugh, mostly because I didn't know what else to do. There was another pause, but this one felt different. Not dangerous. Almost comfortable.

Then Mum tilted her head slightly.

“Does she have a name?”

I looked at her. “Madeleine.”

Mum smiled. “Madeleine.”

Hearing her say it made my eyes sting unexpectedly.

She gave my arm a gentle squeeze.

“It suits you.”
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